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Supporting Children’s Positive Behaviour: 
Practitioners and Families Together 
 
Focus 
 

Finding ways for practitioners and families to work together to support 
children in developing positive social behaviours, particularly when the 
behaviours are challenging. 
 
 
Learning objectives  
 

• Understand the importance of parents and practitioners working 
together to understand and support children’s positive behaviours. 
 

• Find ways for parents and practitioners to work together help 
children whose behaviours are challenging.  

 
 
Delivery options 
 

This workshop intended for delivery to groups of practitioners or groups  
of practitioners and parents together. The workshop requires at least  
90 minutes and could easily be extended to two or more hours by:  
 

• Taking more time with the small group introductions following the 
puzzle exercise. This is particularly helpful in building relationships 
between practitioners and parents. Each person could: 
 

o Tell something about him/herself that others will not know 
 

o Play “Two Truths and a Lie” where each person makes three 
statements about her/himself and the other group members 
have to guess the one that is not true. 
 

• Allowing more time for the guided role play in order to explore the 
process in greater depth.  
 

• Using a flipchart or whiteboard to record the ideas that are 
generated during the role play and/or the subsequent discussion. 
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Overview of the workshop 
 

1. Welcome and introductions (5 minutes)
Introduction of trainer, focus, objectives and participants. 
 
2. Setting the stage (15 minutes)
Puzzle activity and debrief to help participants become comfortable working 
together and to introduce the concept that by sharing information and 
working together parents and practitioners can be more effective in helping 
the child. 
 

3. Shared experience: Guided role play 35 minutes)(
Guided role play involves the whole group in creating an example of a parent 
and a practitioner working together to come to a plan for addressing a 
child’s challenging behaviour. The process allows the facilitator to draw out 
important aspects of the theory. Background document provides facilitator 
info on theory, cultural considerations and possible extensions to the 
exercise.  
 

4. Debrief /theory, implications for practice: Guided role play  
(25 minutes) 
 

5. Summary, future plans, additional resources, and evaluation 
(10 minutes) 
 
Materials 

• Copies of all handouts for each participant 
• Flip charts, transparencies or PowerPoint presentation of focus and 

learning objectives 
• Simple puzzles of four or five pieces. These can be made by cutting up 

pictures from old greeting cards or by gluing pictures to cardboard 
and cutting them into pieces.  

 
Handouts 

• CCCF Resource Sheet #87 
• Interaction article: Supporting Children’s Positive Behaviour: 

Practitioners and Families Together
• Practitioner Participant Survey 
• Family Participant Survey 
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Section One 
 
Welcome and introductions  
5 minutes 
 

Introduce yourself, welcome the group. 
 
Review focus and learning objectives for the workshop: 
 

Show a flip chart, transparency or PowerPoint slide on which you have 
written the focus and learning objectives. Read them aloud and return to 
them at the end of the workshop when you summarize what you have 
covered.  
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Section Two 
 
Setting the stage  
15 minutes 
 
Activity: Puzzle exercise  
 

Each participant is given one piece of a puzzle and has to circulate around 
the room to find the people who have the other pieces and assemble their 
puzzle. If this is a mixed group (parents and practitioners) distribute the 
puzzle pieces so that each group is mixed. If the participants do not know 
each other, they should introduce themselves in the small group.  
 
After about 10 minutes, debrief with the larger group.  
 
Families know their children from birth, for many hours of the day and in 
many different situations. Practitioners see them in a group situation where 
they are away from their families. Each person has a piece of the picture. In 
order to create a picture that is as complete as possible, we have to work 
together. However, working together around challenging behaviours can be 
difficult for a number of reasons. We’ll be exploring some of those barriers 
in this session and looking for some ways to get past them. 
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Section Three 
 
Shared experience: Guided role play  
35 minutes 
 

Note of Facilitator: To prepare for this section, read the Background 
Information document. This will provide you with more details on 
conducting the guided role play, the relevant theory that it should draw 
out, cultural considerations and possible adaptations/extensions to the 
role play exercise.  
 
 
Read the case study to the whole group: 
 

Lately, 4 year old Victor has begun hitting other children at the child 
care centre. His child care worker, Anna, has tried talking with him 
about the behaviour but it has continued. His mother, Carmen, usually 
picks up Victor up from day care and when she does, Anna makes a 
point of talking with her about Victor’s day. Anna has mentioned 
Victor’s hitting to Carmen but now asks her to come for a formal 
meeting. She asks Carmen if it would be possible for her to bring her 
husband as well but he is unable to come because he is working out of 
town. 

 
 
Ask for volunteers to play the roles of Carmen and Anna. Explain that it will 
be the job of the group to guide them through the role play. Position them 
where they can be seen by the group members. Give them the additional 
information about their characters and ask  
 

Carmen: You are the mother of 4 year old Victor. You also have 6 
month old child who is with your mother while you are at work. Your 
baby still wakes up several times in the night so you are usually 
exhausted.  Their father works out of town and is home once a month 
for a week. During that week, he spends quite a lot of time with 
Victor. When he leaves to go back to work, Victor is often quite upset.  
You are nervous about this meeting because you feel like Victor’s 
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behaviour must mean that you are a bad parent.  For example, last 
week you yelled at Victor for waking up his baby sister. 
  
Anna:    You have been Victor’s caregiver for the past year and have 
found him to be an intelligent, sensitive child.                                                                 

 
 
Ask the group: 
 

“What are some of the thoughts and feelings that Carmen might be 
having right now?” (e.g. anger, frustration, defensiveness; “What’s the 
problem?”)  

 

“What are some thoughts and feelings that Anna might have?”  (e.g. 
anxious about Carmen’s reaction, frustration with Victor’s  behaviour) 

 
 
Ask the group: 
 

“What things might have happened before this meeting to make the 
meeting easier?”  

 
(Guide them to thinking about the importance of building a prior 
relationship and about ways that could have been accomplished. Also 
consider the specifics how to initiate the meeting, how to set up the 
meeting so there is a relaxed time and a quiet place to talk.) 

 
 
Ask the group:  
 

“Knowing what we do about how Carmen might feel, what should Anna say 
to begin the conversation?”  

 
The group makes suggestions and Anna tries one that she is comfortable 
with. Ask Carmen, “How did you feel when Anna said that?” Anna might 
wish to modify or change her approach and try again. Carmen responds. 
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Continue to work with the group and the players in this way, creating 
awareness that Anna will need to be genuinely invested in: 
 

• understanding Carmen’s perspective (ensure that Carmen feels fully 
heard) 

• creating a situation where they can work together 
• arriving at a course of action that draws upon the strengths of both 

of their perspectives.  
 
Reinforce the skills that Anna needs in order to do this effectively: 

• Active listening  
• Problem solving 

 
 
Ensure that the players arrive at an appropriate course of action and that 
each fully understands and is in agreement. Make certain, too, that they 
make arrangements to meet or talk at a later date about Victor’s progress. 
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Section 4 
 
Debrief of Guided Role Play:  
Theory, implications for practice  
25 minutes 
 

Summarize with the participants: 
 

• What are some of the things that make it difficult for parents and 
practitioners to work together to help children whose behaviours are 
challenging?  

• What are some of the things that make it easier?  
• For practitioners, are there things that parents should remember in 

these situations? (e.g. that you are both concerned about the child; 
that sharing information will help create a “whole picture” –refer to 
puzzle)  

• What attitudes are important for practitioners who are involved in 
such discussions?  

• What skills does the practitioner use?  
 
 
Check with the players to see if there is anything they would like to say 
about their experience or any ideas that they have as a result of it. 
 
Ask practitioners to brainstorm implications for early childhood practice 
stemming from the role play activity. Ask parents to consider the 
implications for their interactions with practitioners. 
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Section 5 
 
Summary, commitment, future plans,  
additional resources and evaluation  
5 minutes 
 

Ask participants to commit to one thing that they will do differently in the 
coming week as a result of the workshop. They should write this on a piece 
of paper and take it home as a reminder. If they wish, they could share it 
with one other person. 
 
Distribute copies of Resource Sheet #87. 
 
Thank everyone for their participation. Distribute survey forms for 
practitioners and/or survey forms for families (whichever is applicable for 
your group) for them to provide feedback. Provide an envelope where 
participants can place the completed forms. Responses are intended to be 
anonymous. 
 
* Don’t forget to return all completed survey forms to the Canadian 
Child Care Federation to receive your free poster!
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Section Three 
 
Background information  
 

Conducting the guided role play 
 

The largest part of the session is devoted to a guided role play of a meeting 
between a parent and practitioner. In the guided role play format, the 
facilitator engages the group in shaping the role play by using questions that 
will create a positive example while drawing out important aspects of the 
theory. The players take their cues from the discussion. The facilitator may 
stop the players at any time to ask them what their character is thinking or 
feeling or to seek direction from the audience. (This can be a good way to 
redirect the action if it is moving off-track.) 
 
 
Relevant theory 
 

The guided role play is used to draw out relevant aspects of the theory: 
 
Possible barriers to collaboration 
 

• Families: They are deeply involved at an emotional level. They may 
respond to the “bad news” of the child’s challenging behaviour with 
feelings of defensiveness, inadequacy, frustration, embarrassment or 
anger. They may withdraw or blame. 
 

• Practitioners: They may be anxious about their ability to lead the 
discussion in a productive way.  They may feel frustrated by the 
child’s behaviour and their inability to influence it. 

 
Role of practitioner 
 

• It is the practitioner’s role to take the lead in discussions of 
challenging behaviour. 
 

• The practitioner should have documented examples of the behaviour 
to bring to the meeting. 
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Setting the stage 
 

• Discussions of challenging behaviour will be easier and more 
productive when the practitioner and parent already have a trusting, 
open relationship focused on the well-being of the child. Regular 
communication is key and there are various things that practitioners 
and programs can do to establish this. 

 
Attitudes and predispositions for effective problem-solving  
 

• Effective problem-solving is built upon attitudes of mutual respect, 
genuine concern, openness, empathy and commitment to move toward a 
win-win solution. Practitioners cannot ensure that families will come 
with these attitudes but will be able to encourage them through their 
own modeling. 

 
Skills for effective problem solving  
 

• Early childhood practitioners can draw on the skills they use in their 
work with children, particularly their ability to actively listen and to 
problem-solve. 
 

• The solution should draw on the strengths and information each 
party—parent and practitioner--has to offer. 

 
 
Cultural considerations 
 
Be aware of possible differences deriving from culture or prior experiences. 
For example, 

• Families may not be accustomed to the notion of parent involvement. 
They may have experienced a strict separation of home from school 
and will need extra encouragement to participate. Their expectation 
might be that the professionals will “handle it.” 
 

• Families may have different ideas from practitioners about what is 
acceptable behaviour. The problem-solving process involves a 
respectful exploration of their ideas in relation to those of the 
program with a commitment to finding a solution that is acceptable to 
each.  
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• Families and practitioners may vary in their approaches to dealing with 
challenging behaviours. The problem-solving process allows for an 
opportunity to explore differences while providing information about 
the reasons for early childhood practice. 
 

• Families may be reluctant to talk about their parenting practices 
because they see child care practitioners as the experts in that area 
and believe their own approach will be judged as inappropriate. 
Immigrant families are particularly vulnerable in this respect. Many 
worry that the practices they learned in their own families will be 
considered inappropriate in Canadian society and that their children 
might be taken away from them. This process is intended to draw 
from the strengths of the family’s approach so validates aspects of 
their parenting and their deep knowledge of their child. It also 
provides an opportunity for practitioners to respectfully mention 
alternative approaches and the reasons for using them. 
 

• Cultural differences in gender roles could determine who attends the 
meeting and who speaks. 
 

• There are cultural differences in communication style; for example, 
some cultures consider it to be disrespectful to make eye contact.  

 
Where there are language barriers, try to provide interpreters to allow all 
family members to participate. Ask the families about the choice of 
interpreter, however, because they may not want others in their community 
to know about their child’s difficulties. 
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Possible extensions 
 

Practitioners often find it challenging to suggest to parents that a child be 
referred for assessment or extra help for behavoural or other reasons. The 
guided role play format can be used with practitioners to explore this area 
with a view to developing best practice principles. 
 
The group members could develop a role play scenario based on their own 
experience or extend the “Carmen and Anna” role play to a situation where 
the practitioner is recommending an independent assessment. All of the 
principles developed above will apply but some will be particularly relevant. 
In addition, practitioners will need to be prepared with documentation and 
information about referrals and will need to provide extra support to the 
family: 
 

• Parents are exceptionally vulnerable when their children are having 
problems. They may feel that consulting a professional is a 
confirmation that there is something “wrong” with their child and may 
react strongly. There may be cultural differences with regard to 
willingness to seek help from outside of the family. 
 

• Practitioners must have the necessary documentation to support the 
request for assistance. 
 

• Practitioners must have researched possible referrals so they can 
direct the family to an appropriate resource. 
 

• Consulting with professionals is stressful and the family may need 
extra support through and after the consultation. For example, 
parents may look to the practitioner for help in interpreting the 
information they receive.  

 
Record the key points and principles that evolve from the guided role play on 
a flip chart or whiteboard. If time permits, provide opportunities for 
practitioners to practice “delivering bad news” scenarios in groups of three, 
with two practitioners taking the roles of parent and practitioner and the 
third observing, intervening if necessary and providing feedback based on 
the principles that have been generated. 
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