Biting Behavior in Young Children

Why do children bite?

Biting is a natural part of development during infancy and toddlerhood. A baby’s biting is exploratory. Infants are curious
about their environment and will experience and explore with their mouths. In addition, when a young child is teething, it

feels good to bite.

Later, a child may begin to bite with an objective in mind. For example, if a child sees another child playing with a toy he
wants, he may bite to get a desired reaction: He bites, the child drops the toy. This kind of biting can begin as early as
seven months and last well into the second year of life. If a child learns that biting produces results, he will continue to bite.

Another reason young children bite is that during infancy and early toddlerhood, children are preverbal — they do not have
the language skills to express what they want. In addition, they have limited means for expressing feelings. So, for some
children, biting is an outlet for releasing strong emotions such as anger or frustration. As their language skills increase, and
they are better able to satisfy their needs through talking, the incidences of biting will decrease.

What should | do if my child bites?

If your child bites another child, the first thing to do is
stop the interaction between the children. A parent or
child care provider should go directly to the child and in a
firm, clear voice say, “Stop, that hurts.” If it is the first
time the child has bitten, redirect him to a positive
activity and praise him for the positive behavior. If the
biting continues, provide closer supervision during his
play with other children. It is best to watch your child
and try to intervene before he bites. You will not always
get there in time. That's okay.

If your child is biting frequently, observe him carefully
during play to see what is happening. Some questions to
consider while you monitor the biting behavior are:

Is he cutting teeth?

Is he being ignored?

Is it close to nap time?

Is it close to meal or snack time?

How many other children are around as he
plays?

Is he showing emotion? Which one?

What happened before he bit, and what
happened after?

After you have answered these questions, you may
see a pattern to the biting behavior, and you can
develop a plan for handling the problem. If your
child seems to bite when he is tired, shorten his play
time. If he is cutting new teeth, provide a teething
ring or another safe object for him to chew on. If he
seems to have trouble adjusting when many
children are around, reduce the number of
playmates in his group. If he bites to get a toy that
another child has, ask yourself: Are there sufficient
toys available for all the children? In group child
care, children often play together better if there are
two of each type of toy.

Remember, in the early stages of social interactions
with other children, your child needs your help
learning how to solve problems with others. He also
needs the words to express his feelings. Try to
reflect feelings for your child by saying things like,
“You feel frustrated because you want the airplane.
She will let you have it when she is through. Let's
go get a truck to play with.” This type of verbal
interaction provides the words for what your child is
feeling, and redirects him to another activity.
Redirection to another activity provides a way for
you to give your child positive attention after a
negative event.

When biting occurs in a group child care situation,
and while you are at work, it is important to talk
with your child care provider. Question your
provider about what happened immediately before
the bite and what she did immediately after.
Suggest that she observe the biting behavior and
report any patterns to you. After the observation
period, work together to come up with ways to
restructure the schedule or play environment to help
reduce the number of biting incidents. Keep in mind
that she may be limited by aspects of the program-
group size or availability of funds, for example, and
some solutions may be impractical. Your willingness
to work together with the child care giver will be
greatly appreciated.

Have faith: The biting will stop—most likely as
suddenly as it began. It is not unusual behavior in a
very young child, even though it can be very
upsetting to everyone involved. It is best handled in
a matter-of-fact, calm way, and viewed as just
another part of growing up.
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