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In the preschool classroom, a RECE (registered early childhood educator) needs to focus on creating an environment that nurtures children’s natural curiosity, promotes independence, and supports their social, emotional, and cognitive growth. If I am a RECE, I would share three child-centered ideas with a new partner who doesn’t know very much about working in an child-center environment.
The first idea is “Mistaken Behavior.” Mistaken behavior means that doesn't label "bad" or punish a kid for doing something that is not correct. There are three levels of mistaken behavior:
Experimentation: At this level, children are exploring and learning. Their behaviors are often a result of curiosity, inexperience, or a lack of understanding about rules. It is typically unintentional and part of normal development. For example, a child grabs a toy from another child without permission. Socially influenced: “children are socially influenced by people and things, so they may practice some inappropriate behaviors that they have witnessed (D. Koresky, personal communication, September 24, 2024).” For example, children use dirty words that they have heard from others. Strong needs: “children make mistakes when they have strong needs or under some sort of stress (D. Koresky, personal communication, September 24, 2024).” For example, a child may have inappropriate behavior because of family conflicts. Mistakes are always going to happen when children are growing up. Understanding three different levels of mistaken behavior helps educators respond effectively and allows them to choose the most appropriate guidance strategy. For experimentation level, educators should explain why certain behaviors are inappropriate, provide clear rules and set expectations, focusing on teaching rather than punishing. For social influenced level, educators should acknowledge the children’s feelings and help them understand the results of their behaviors. Teach alternative behaviors to help the child make a better choice. For strong needs level, educators should provide emotional support and create a safe space for children to express. They should explore children’s underlying needs and create a consistent support plan. These differentiated responses help educators better address the causes behind the behavior, rather than just reacting to the surface behavior. Children learn that it is okay to make mistakes. They can grow and learn from them. This approach helps children learn self-regulation, problem-solving, and social skills.
The second idea is “Setting Limits.” “Limits are the ‘somewhat’ flexible rules of the  classroom that the educator and children decide on together. They are set by the teachers and children together while the teacher has a calm and neutral tone. They set the stage for acceptance of feelings, cooperative problem solving and long-term change(D. Koresky, personal communication, September 24, 2024).” Limits need to be reasonable. They should be appropriate for the children’s age and developmental stage. Meanwhile, they should also be adaptable based on individual needs and situations. A two-year-old may need more reminders and support to follow limits compared with a five-year-old. Limits need to be clear. They should be easy for children to understand. Children are more likely to follow limits when they understand why they exist. This helps them understand the impact of their actions. Letting children restate the requirements in their own words is a critical approach to later enforcement. Limits need to be consistent. Children will know what to expect and understand the consequences of their actions when educators consistently enforce limits. Limits need to be patient and children oriented. Some children will test the limits over and over again. Educators should be patient until they accept the inevitability of the limit. Limits are set to guide children, not to control. It is important to show respect and empathy to children. Setting limits helps children understand expectations. It is not about strict control but about creating a supportive environment where children can learn self-regulation and make better choices.
The third idea is “I-Statements.” “Educators use I-Statements when they want constructive communication about strong feelings during a conflict. I-Statements describe the adult’s feeling about the situation, focusing on mistaken actions, not people. You can use any emotion word in the first part of the I-Statement such as worried, frustrated, angry, confused, sad (D. Koresky, personal communication, September 24, 2024).” I-statements focus on expressing feelings and needs rather than blaming or shaming others. It is more likely to lead to a constructive discussion. It is a helpful tool for promoting conflict resolution because focuses on feelings and needs. By focusing on “I” instead of you, it helps prevent children from being defensive and more open to hearing and understanding feelings. It also sets an environment for children to learn how to identify and express their emotions. It stimulates children to use language to express which benefits for children’s communication, language and literacy domain. I-statement gives educators a chance to calm down in some extreme situations. It is normal for humans to feel frustrated at a situation sometimes. But we would never yell at a child. If someone can cover you for a few minutes. You can talk to the child, show your feelings and take a few minutes to calm down.
In addition to the three children-centered ideas, the “Conflict resolution” is the approach I will use and never forget. For preschool age children, they are at the stage of developing social skills, limited emotional regulation, self-centered, and are still learning to understand rules and boundaries. Conflicts are the natural part of early childhood development. It is inevitable and normal. Conflict resolution is an essential tool and should be widely used in the classroom. It provides a clear and structured approach for educators to help children promote problem-solving, communication, and emotional regulation. By teaching children how to resolve conflicts effectively, educators help them align domain skills well with developmental needs.  This process of conflicts resolution empowers children to promote self-regulation, resolves their own conflicts, fosters a positive learning environment, and supports overall social-emotional development.
Using child-centered ideas in a preschool classroom is essential for a RECE. It creates an environment where children feel empowered to think critically, solve problems independently, and prepares them with the skills they need for future learning. These ideas align with the principles of responsive relationships, which emphasize respect for children’s ideas and set the foundation for lifelong learning.
