GUIDING REFUGEE CHILDREN’S BEHAVIOUR

Refugee children entering a childcare program will have varying behaviours. Some may become aggressive (e.g., hitting others
or throwing toys), while others may become very passive and unable to initiate play. Some may even seem fine at first but may
later display signs of shock or trauma.
It is wise to observe parents as they enter the program to see how they react to their child’s behaviour and to ask them about
their child’s behaviour at home. You might notice that older siblings care for a young child and have authority. Sometimes a
grandparent or father has the ultimate authority, while in other situations the mother plays this role. Other families may have
had a nanny or other hired help care for their children while they worked and may not have developed a strong authoritarian
role themselves.
Recognizing the Reasons for Inappropriate Behaviour:
• Children may have difficulty controlling their behaviour if they are tired or hungry, anxious, over-excited or bored.
• They may be imitating behaviour seen in older siblings.
• They may be re-enacting violence witnessed in the camp, while fleeing or during the war.
• They could be reacting to a parent’s mood or a tense home situation.
• They may feel frustrated when they don’t feel understood and there is a language barrier that keeps them from expressing
themselves.
• Trauma and extreme culture shock or separation anxiety may also result in problematic behaviour (e.g., a child hurting
themselves, catatonic rigidity and lack of response to sounds).
A gradual, sensitive separation from the parent will help ease the child’s anxiety and will make extreme reactions to separation
(e.g., vomiting, screaming, flailing) less likely. Reliable routines and consistent caregivers help children anticipate events and
will also increase comfort.
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GUIDING REFUGEE CHILDREN’S BEHAVIOUR
12 Steps For Guiding Behaviour:
1.

Analyze your interaction with the child. Look for any bias you may have. Do you expect inappropriate behaviour? How is
the child getting your attention?

2.

Observe the child closely. When is the child at their best? What happens just before difficulties occur? What makes up the
child’s range of reactions (e.g., biting, hitting, pushing)?

3.

Change the environment. If a child displays aggressive or hyperactive behaviour, remove hazards from the room. Allow
lots of time for active play. Provide some protected areas for those not comfortable with the very active child.

4.

Be as consistent with your responses and routines as possible. Structure and routine can be very important to a child who
has been through many disruptions.

5.

While being consistent is important, it’s also important to adjust your expectations. Do not expect the child to sit for a
20-minute circle. Instead, provide him/her with alternative activities.

6.

Gather information from the family. Does the family experience behaviour difficulties at home? Are these behaviours
long-term? What behaviour limits are used at home? Are they consistent? Realistic? Are there any other signs of trauma
or culture shock? How does the child get attention at home? Learn key phrases in the child’s first language to help with
culture shock.

7.

Shadow the child. Give constant supervision. If possible, have the same caregiver with the child. If a child shows extreme
aggression, watch when the child approaches others so that you can intervene early to protect them.

8.

Make the child’s interactions more positive. Direct the child to the desired behaviour. Model desired language to start play.
Set up an interesting activity for the child that will attract other children and help make the interactions successful. Look
at the child’s face and posture to see their reaction to approaching children.

9. Help the child develop their listening skills. Use language in playful, positive ways with lots of gesture, animation
and demonstration, but limit the amount of language used to prevent burnout. Turn off the CD player and other
noises for better listening. Use language to describe what you are about to do (e.g., “I’m going to change your
diaper now.”)
10. Use positive reinforcement. Every time the child interacts successfully with others, give positive feedback. Continue to do
so even when the behaviour has improved.
11. Play games and do activities that reinforce each child’s positive skills. Let each child be the centre of attention at times.
12. Work with the family. Talk with the family regularly about how you are handling the situation and encourage them to
provide feedback. Ask the parent to help by:
•
•
•
•

explaining child care rules at home in their native language,
keeping you informed about any issues at home,
telling you if their child has been ill or stressed,
ensuring they bring the child into the room to settle them.
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GUIDING REFUGEE CHILDREN’S BEHAVIOUR
How to Handle Sensitive Issues:
• Check your biases and don’t make assumptions.
• Listen first, then talk. Ask families how they see the issue.
• Be less agenda-driven/task-oriented. Ask open-ended questions.
• Get information ahead of time so you are sure it is accurate and complete.
• Have at least two positives for any one negative issue. Make it a discussion.
• Handle one pressing issue at a time and look for different perceptions, solutions.
• Keep each communication short. Interact a lot without an agenda.
• Be positive about families’ strengths.
• When appropriate, offer a few options and don’t expect conformity.
• Don’t expect another person to see it as you do.
• Support the family to make gradual changes.

NOTE: The strategies suggested in this tip sheet are meant to help programs to guide children’s behaviour and support the refugee
families in your care, but you know your program best. Use only the ideas that work best for the unique challenges and strengths of your
program, children and families.

Visit cmascanada.ca for more resources to support your work with newcomer families
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