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As families trade virtual celebrations for in-person gatherings, 
many children (and their parents!) are in need of some unique 
support. With the holiday season in full swing, we’re sharing 
three Positive Language tips to help you navigate the festive 
gatherings on your family calendar. Whether you’re hoping to 
tackle challenging moments, enhance everyday conversations, 
or inspire open dialogue about big topics (like bodily consent), 
we’ve got you covered!

W H AT  I S  P O S I T I V E  L A N G U A G E

Positive Language is an approach that uses clear, positive statements to 

help children understand exactly what’s expected of them. To put it simply, 

Positive Language expresses what children should be doing instead of what 

they shouldn’t be doing. For example, instead of saying, “Don’t stand on your 

chair!”, try saying, “Please sit on your bottom/bum/tush.”

H O W  D O E S  P O S I T I V E  L A N G U A G E  E M P O W E R  C H I L D R E N ?

When children hear us repeatedly resort to negative language, such as 

“Don’t do this…” or “You can’t do that…”, they doubt their own abilities, miss 

out on valuable problem solving opportunities, and struggle to resolve social 

conflicts. Positive Language empowers children to modify their own behavior. 

Rather than emphasizing negative behavior, this approach introduces kinder, 

safer alternatives that children can (and will) use independently. 

W H AT  I M PA C T  D O E S  P O S I T I V E  L A N G U A G E  H AV E  O N  T H E  E N T I R E  FA M I LY ?

Being mindful of our words allows us to accept (and forgive) the choices 

we make when speaking to our children. Be patient with yourself. Children 

acquire new skills when given the opportunity to practice in safe -and 

somewhat stressful- settings. The same is true for us as parents and 

caregivers. Though the positive words coming out of your mouth won’t always 

match the frustration in your head, it feels good to use positive language. 

Embracing a positive language approach enables the entire family to 

communicate with clarity, warmth, and respect.



I N S T E A D  O F  S AY I N G

“Give Grandma  
a kiss goodbye.”

T RY  S AY I N G

“How would you  
like to say goodbye  

to Grandma?”



Your extended family may be craving lots of hugs and kisses after all this time 

apart. But does your child feel the same? When children are pushed to show 

physical affection for others, they struggle to identify and express their own 

personal boundaries. Every act of physical affection should be a choice. Here 

are a few ways you can support your child and his or her bodily autonomy 

before, during, and after holiday gatherings:

 �  Chat with your child about how he would like to say “hello” or 

“goodbye” to friends and family members. Before large family 

gatherings, remind him that he can say “hello” with his voice, smile, 

give a high five, share a hug or a kiss. Greetings can be warm and 

loving without being physical; be sure to chat with your child about 

non-physical ways to interact with others. 

 �  If someone requests an affectionate gesture from your child, step 

in to remind him, “It’s your choice. You could also...” 

 �  Have honest conversations with your child about what feels 

good/comfortable for each of your bodies, as well as any physical 

boundaries that you may have.

Help your child respect the preferences of others when it comes to physical 

affection.

 �  Point out body language, whenever possible. “I see that your cousin 

is moving his body away from you. It looks like he doesn’t want a 

hug right now.” 

 �  Introduce the concept of consent. “Your friend looked so happy to 

see you! Next time, remember to ask, ‘Do you want a hug?’ or ‘Can I 

give you a hug?’”

There are countless ways to connect with the people around us. When 

children are empowered to make choices for themselves and their bodies, 

they have a greater capacity to respect the choices of others. Holiday 

gatherings often provide families with valuable opportunities to put this  

into practice!



I N S T E A D  O F  S AY I N G

“That’s not nice!”  
in regards to your child’s 

tone or language.

T RY

Modeling kinder, gentler 
ways to express the 
same idea or feeling.



With increased family togetherness (school breaks) and disruptions in 

routine (more sugar, less sleep), many children struggle to communicate 

kindly and effectively. Throughout the holiday season, you might see more 

physical behavior from young toddlers and hear more shouting from 

preschoolers. If you’ve been practicing Positive Language strategies for a 

while, this is a great time to go back to the basics. If this approach is new to 

you, the long winter ahead will give you lots of opportunities to practice!

When our children hear us using positive language, they are more likely 

to communicate with others in this way, too. Modeling language for our 

children—during challenging moments and everyday conversations—is 

essential to supporting healthy relationships with siblings, peers, and 

extended family. The goal is to show our children that it’s possible to 

communicate with warmth, clarity, and respect—even when big feelings  

are involved. 

Added bonus: positive language clarifies expectations. Here’s how to explain 

this concept to your child, “Try telling your sister what you want her to 

do, instead of what you don’t want her to do. She’ll have an easier time 

understanding.”

R E A L  L I F E  E X A M P L E S

When you notice, 

Your child snatching a toy from the floor the second his/her 

sibling places it on the floor. 

Try saying,

“You can ask Henry, ‘Are you done with the truck?’” 

When you hear, 

“Don’t grab my toy!” 

Try saying,

“Tell your brother/sister, ‘I’m still using it. I can pass it 

when I’m finished.’”

When you hear, 

“Get away from me!” or “Don’t sit near me!”

Try saying,

“Tell her, “I need more space’” or “Point to where you’d like 

her to sit and say, ‘Please sit here.’”

Repetition is incredibly helpful. Model these Positive Language phrases in a 

variety of social settings, from play dates to your local sandbox. With time (and 

lots of practice), your child will begin to use these strategies independently.



I N S T E A D  O F

Pushing your child to 
say “thank you” as he 

or she opens a gift

T RY  TO

Lead by example; 
express gratitude on  

a daily basis.



You may find yourself seeking meaningful ways to practice gratitude in 

the midst of a hectic holiday season. For most parents, saying “thank you” 

feels crucial to this process. Do you ever feel anxious that your child will 

appear ungrateful when he or she receives a gift? Large gatherings, holiday 

traditions, and the expectations surrounding them can feel overwhelming to 

young children. Here are 3 Positive Language strategies to model authentic 

expressions of gratitude:

1. Chat with your child about how you choose to express gratitude. 

“I smiled and waved at the driver because he stopped his car and 

let us cross the street safely. This is one way to say ‘thank you’.” 

“I’m bringing Grandma and Grandpa some flowers and writing 

them a note to say ‘thank you’ for hosting Thanksgiving dinner for 

the whole family!”

2. Try the quiet encouragement approach. Rather than pressuring your child 

to utter a “thank you” in front of a crowd, pull them aside before or after they 

open a gift.

BEFORE: “I noticed Aunt Martha has a gift for you. It was really 

thoughtful of her to choose and wrap something special for you. 

How would you like to thank her?”

AFTER: “It was so thoughtful of Aunt Martha to bring you a gift! 

Would you like to thank her on your own or do you want me to 

come with you?”

If your child is struggling to speak, he or she may be disappointed or confused 

by the gift itself. Help bring your child’s focus back to the effort of the 

gift-giver. 

“Wow, I bet your cousin spent a long time making this for you! She 

even remembered that red is your favorite color. Let’s find her so 

you can say ‘thank you.’”

3. Be generous with your own thank you’s. Sincerely thank the people around 

you on a regular basis, especially your children. Pause to make eye contact, 

speak with a warm tone and be specific. 

“Thanks for holding the door for me.” 

“Thank you for coming the first time I called.” 

“Thanks for helping me put away the groceries.” 

Babies should be thanked, too! Offer an enthusiastic “thank you” each time 

your baby passes you something. What begins as a habit will evolve into an 

authentic expression of gratitude for the big and little things that come your 

family’s way!
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