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When a Child Bites

Y ou pull into Jami€' schildcare center at theend of theday and al the children are outside playing. Youfind
Jamiebusy inthe sandbox. She'ssitting next to two-year-old Casey and both are dumping, shoveling and
pouring sand. It'sasunny day and the playground isfilled with activity. Youturntowave

at another parent and suddenly hear aloud shriek. When you turn back, you see your
little Jamiewith her teeth duginto Casey’sarm.

You fed panic, embarrassment and horror. How will Casey’s parentsreact? Why
did thishappen?Who isto blame?|ssomething wrong with your child?

Bitingisnorma and common among toddlers. It sespecialy commonin group
settingswhere young children haveto share space, toysand the attention of adults.
It may be easy to blame childcare providers, but bitingishard for them to prevent.
Oftenwhen one child bites, others copy the behavior. Rather than respondingin
anger whenyour child bites, handlethe situation quickly, firmly and ascamly as

possible.

Take control

Stepinimmediately to comfort the child who wasbitten. For example, walk over and get between Casey and
Jamie. Check on Casey’sarm. Quiet her criesand give her somereassurance. It'salso agood ideato say
“EverythingisOK,” tothe other children nearby. They may have been frightened by Casey’sscreams.

When Casey calmsdown, shewill need to have the bitewashed. Anice pack may makeit feel better.

Jamie needs someattention too. Camly and firmly tell Jamiethat sheisnot allowed to bite. Look her intheeye
andtell her, “1 don’t likeit when you hurt people.” Tell her how her behavior affected the other child, “ It hurts
whenyou bite. Casey iscrying.”

You may remove Jamiefrom the areawhere shewas playing but puni shment probably won't help. Jamiemay
already fed tenseand frightened by her own behavior and Casey’sreaction. Inal the confusion, shemay
misunderstand what shedid wrong. It’ susualy more hel pful to quickly turn her attention to aquiet and relaxing
activity. When biting occurs, both children fed frightened and out of control. By taking control of the situation,
youwill help them to calm down and fed better.

Ask questions
After theimmediate crisisisover, think about the situationWhat was happening on the playground? Who was
around?What time of theday wasit?What werethe children playing with? Wastherean event that led to

biting?



Asking thesekinds of questions can help adults understand why achild may bite. If biting happensinachildcare
setting, you will also want to talk to the childcare providers. Hasthis happened before? Have other children
been biting?If achild bitesrepeatedly, these cluesare especially important. Looking for apattern can bethe
key to breaking the biting habit.

Why do children bite?
Toddlershitefor many different reasons. Understanding the reasonsfor biting can hel p adultsthink of waysto
prevent childrenfrombiting again.

Teething

For teething toddlers, biting feelsgood to sore gums. To prevent teething toddlersfrom biting other children,
keep plenty of chewabletoysaround. A frozen wash cloth can help to sooth achild’'sgums. Frozen bagelsor
chewy food like bananas are good to bite.

Exploration

Toddlerslearn about theworld through their senses. They touch, squeeze and taste new thingsaround them. To
themit fedsnaturd to bite. To prevent them from biting others, give children plenty of colorful washabletoysto
grab, biteand chew on.

| ndependence

Toddlersarelearning how their actions can makethings happen. Sometimeshbitingisaway for themtofed in
control of agituation. Children need positive opportunitiesto take control. Givethem simple choicesto help
them fed independent. If your childislikely to biteanother child to get atoy, offer some other toys. Say “Would
you liketo play with your truck or doll?” or “Would you liketo swing or ridein thewagon?’

Anxiety

Sometimesalot of noiseand activity aretoo much to handle. If achild hastrouble caming downinthemiddie
of al thecommotion, he or shemay lose control and biteanother child. A stressful experience, likethedivorce
of parentsor being separated from parents, also can causeachildtofeel tense. When you provide comfort,
reassurance and abreak from active situations, achild will belesslikely to bite.

Attention

Children sometimes bite becausethey get astrong reaction from adultsor other children who arearound. Inthis
case, preventing biting takes careful watching. Whenit looksasthough your childisready to bite, remaincam.
Instead of reacting with angry attention, redirect your child’sattention. Say, “Would you liketo look at abook
withmeor play inthesand?’

Also, if children get attention for positive behavior, they will belesslikely to biteto get areaction. Make sureto
noticeyour child when heor shedoeswhat you like. Say, “1 likeit when you play next to your friend. Canyou
show mehow you useyour shovel ?’

Competition

Toddlersare old enoughto actively play next to other children, but they don’'t understand cooperation and
sharing. Putting them together can |ead to competition over space, toysand attention. For example, Jamie may
have bitten because Casey wastoo close or had atoy shewanted. At agetwo, Jamie can’t understand another
person’sfedings. Shedoesn't redlizethat her bite hurts. Thisiswhy shemay look confused and frightened by
thereaction she gets.

Provide plenty of spaceand toysfor toddlersand preschool children. Givethem roomto explore. You may also



redirect children who are competing for toysor spaceto another activity. It takesmany yearsto learnto share,
but biteswill decrease as children mature. Teach about sharing by sharing your timeand by playing
cooperatively withyour child.

Frustration

Toddlersdo not yet havethe ability to put their feelingsintowords. They can’t explain“I feel tense,” “I want
attention,” or “1 want that toy.” Bitingisoneway to releasefrustration. Teach childrento usewordswhen
frustrated. For example say to your toddler, “If your playmate, Mike, isinyour way, say, “Pleasemove, Mike.”
Prai se children when they beginto usewordsinstead of biting, pushing or hitting. Evenif thewordis“Mine!” or
“Nol”, it'spreferableto biting.

I mitation

Young children who bite may beimitating other children. Inthiscase, parentsand
childcare providerswill haveto work hard to break the cycle. They will haveto
watch children closely and usethe methods described aboveto prevent bites.

Never bite back

Some peopl e advise parentsto bite children back so they canlearnthat biting hurts
another person. Thisisnot agoodidea. If adultshitechildren, childrenlearnthatit's
okay to biteto work out problems. It al so sendsthe message that bigger and
stronger people can get away with biting smaller, weaker people.

When biting becomes a habit

If biting occursfrequently, parentsand child care providershaveto take more drastic actions. Sometimes
children areasked toleave child care centersbecausetheir bitingisout of control. Also, if achildisstill biting at
theageof 3,4, or 5, heor shemay need professional help. In these cases, breaking the habit may involve
having asingle person constantly watching the child. That person will bethereto stepin and prevent bites. Heor
shecan aso givethe child praise and encouragement for solving problemswithout biting.

Bitingisfrightening for children and exhausting for parents. It may seem likeanever-ending ordeal. However,
most children stop biting when they learnto talk and expresstheir feelings, needsand desires. Inthe meantime,
take stepsto prevent biting.

Remember

» Providetoysfor chewing

« Givechildrenamplechoices

* Providecomfort and abreak from activity

* Redirect childrento other activities

» Teachchildrento usewordsto expresstheir needsand feglings.
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