






Introduction

Young children‘s biting behaviour can be 
one of the most stressful and divisive 
issues in early childhood settings. 
It impacts on everyone in the early 
childhood community; educators, senior 
staff, parents, and children. It provokes 
strong, negative emotions because it is 
seen as an invasive and personal attack.

Unfortunately there is no magic cure. 
Traditional responses to children’s biting 
have involved punishment, withdrawal 
of affection, exclusion and even biting 
the child back. Today we have a better 
understanding of children’s development 
and why this behaviour might occur.  
Biting is generally a temporary problem, 
occurring during the toddler stage, and 
rarely continues past the age of three.  It 
can’t be eradicated instantly and requires 
the skill, understanding and ongoing 
attention of educators and parents. 

It is important to understand and inform 
parents that punishment won’t eliminate 
biting episodes, and that any punishment 
is detrimental to the child’s development 
and well being. Adults should never 
respond with anger towards toddlers 
who are still learning to feel secure 
and con dent.  An angry response can 
damage their growing self-con dence 
and leave them feeling abandoned 
and unloved, cause confusion and an 
escalation of the unwanted behaviour.  
Toddlers can and will, over time, respond 
to rm, verbal guidance without anger or 
withdrawal of affection.  













Biting - Causes and Responses

Causes What might help?
TEETHING:

ORAL MUSCLE DEVELOPMENT: 

holding on and letting go

hold on/ let gos
holding on/ letting go

hold 
on/ let go

DEVELOPING INDEPENDENCE: 

LANGUAGE/COMMUNICATION:

LEARNING CAUSE AND EFFECT: 

EXCITEMENT/  OVERSTIMULATION: 

UNDERSTIMULATION/ BOREDOM: 

FRUSTRATION: 

eelings faces

SEEKING ATTENTION:  



Causes What might help?
LACK OF IMPULSE CONTROL:

Don’t bite.  Biting 
hurts.

“stop, that hurts

EXPLORATION:

SOCIAL INTERACTION: 

ANXIETY:

IMITATION
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Responding to Biting in Early Education and Care Settings

Our service is committed to assist children to reduce their biting behaviour. We acknowledge that biting is a natural part of 
young children’s development and cannot be eliminated by punishment.  We know that it takes time and patience so we will 
help all children who bite reduce this behaviour to ensure the safety and welfare of their peers. The senior Educators and 
Educators at this Service are committed to respond appropriately and professionally and we encourage parents to work in 
collaboration with us to reduce and eliminate biting using positive approach to behaviour guidance.



When children bite | A resource for Early Childhood Educators





Common Questions
Why don’t educators just bite the child back?

When adults bite children for biting others, the child learns that it’s OK to bite if you are bigger and stronger than the 
other person.  Remember, children learn by observing and imitating.  The child may become more likely to bite others 
– particularly smaller children.  Biting them back sends a very confusing message.

What if your solution doesn’t work?

If your solution does work, give yourself a pat on the back!  If it doesn’t work, look again at the environment, the 
consistency of educators’ responses or do more observations to determine if you have considered all aspects.  You 
may need to alter your approach or increase your vigilance.  Always stay optimistic – maturity usually brings a 
positive outcome.  If the child continues regular biting beyond 3½ years, bites viciously, or bites and then smiles, seek 
professional help and/or explore the possibility that this child needs an environment with fewer children and more 1:1 
adult attention for a while.

What if nothing works?

Sometimes the best efforts of educators are unable to curb a child’s biting.  This is so frustrating for educators that 
many report that they get up in the morning dreading work and feel like a failure.  When nothing works we all tend to 
want to blame someone.  Surely someone must be at fault?  However, it seems that biting is one of those things that 
must be endured with every effort made to prevent and minimise occurrences.
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Sample Letter to Parents
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PO Box 2562

Malaga WA 6944

Telephone: + 61 08 9249 4333

Facsimile: + 61 08 9249 4366

admin@childaustralia.org.au

PO Box 37645

Winnellie NT 0821

Telephone: + 61 08 8941 4966

Facsimile: + 61 08 8941 6433

pscnt@childaustralia.org.au

Visit our website at:

www.childaustralia.org.au


