
When a child star ts beha ving in diff icult

wa ys, especiall y if it is sud den or unex -

pected, it is har d f or par ents and others

to kno w what to do . P ositiv e a ppr oach -

es to childr en ha v e the most fa v orable

impact on their beha vior . It is impor tant

f or par ents and car egiv ers to ha v e a

variety of strategies to use when raising

and caring f or childr en. Ev er y strateg y

ma y not w ork f or e v er y child. Also , as a

child gets older and changes, par ents

ma y need to change strategies and

a ppr oaches with their child.
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At some point, all par ents deal with the

frustration of ha ving their tod dler spr ead

eagle , cr ying or kicking, in the mid dle of a

stor e aisle , or ha ving their six-y ear -old

disobe y and challenge rules or limits.

Although these beha viors ar e often har d

f or par ents to deal with, the y ar e v er y

normal f or childr en in these age gr oups.

At almost e v er y age , childr en ma y beha v e

in wa ys that adults will not f ind easy or

pleasant. Ho w e v er , with time and positiv e

guidance fr om adults, these "tr ying"

beha viors usuall y g o a wa y .

The term "challenging beha vior" is often

used to describe childr en's tr ying or

"pr oblem" beha viors that do not g o a wa y

o v er time or after using typical tried-

and-true discipline methods.

This issue of Par enting Matters (adopted

fr om the Dail y Par ent) will giv e y ou

strategies and r esour ces to use

f or both kinds of beha viors.
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1. Mak e sur e y our child or others ar e not in dang er .

If  y our child is beha ving in a wa y that ma y injur e him or

others, r emo v e him fr om the situation or tak e steps to 

stop him. F or y oung childr en, just pick them up and 

ph ysicall y mo v e them.

2. Chang e the setting or location.

If y our child' beha vior occurs onl y in cer tain situations,

specif ic places, or onl y ar ound cer tain people , y ou ma y  

be able to stop the beha vior b y obser ving what is ha p- 

pening in these instances. Y ou ma y stop the beha vior  

just b y r emo ving y our child fr om that setting or fr om     

being ar ound those people .

3. Cr eate a distraction.

A y oung child can often be distracted into stopping an  

undesirable beha vior . F or example , if y our pr eschooler  

has tr ouble sharing to ys and gets into squabbles with  

other childr en o v er a to y , distract him or her with 

another to y . Pr esent the to y in  a wa y that mak es it seem 

extra special.

4. T ell y our child in advance what is ha ppening .

Most childr en lik e r outines and pr edictability . changes in  

their normal da y's r outine could upset them and trigger 

negativ e beha viors. When possible , let y our child kno w   

what will ha ppen ahead time . Pr epar e them f or an y 

changes to their dail y r outine . "T oda y , after y our na p , w e 

will g o to the librar y to f ind some books to tak e home ."

5. Respond calml y , speak briefl y .

Har d to do , but v er y impor tant. T o r edir ect or stop a      

beha vior , tr y to r emain and talk calml y . It is har d to listen  

to someone who is upset, talking in a loud v oice or is  

talking so m uch that y ou can't r eall y hear what it is  

the y'r e tr ying to sa y . Don't tr y to talk about wh y some- 

thing is right or wr ong while y our child or y ou ar e upset.

W ait until a "teachable" moment when the both of y ou  

ar e a wa y fr om the moment and calm.

6. T each alternativ e beha viors.

T each y our child what y ou want them to DO instead of what 

not to do . F or example , sa y: "T ell me calml y what is wr ong,"  

instead of "Stop scr eaming and thr o wing things!"

7. Off er choices.

Giv e y our child choices to help build independence while     

also giving him some contr ol o v er his en vir onment. F or  

example , when deciding on what to do , off er "Do y ou want  

to pla y outside or w ould y ou lik e listen to some m usic?"

8. Notice the positiv e - catch y our child doing "g ood".

Adults tend to not f ocus when childr en ar e sho wing 

positiv e beha viors. If y ou r einf or ce positiv e beha viors, the y  

will contin ue . Praise y our child when positiv e beha vior 

occurs. F or example , "Y ou did a nice job of waiting f or  

y our turn. Y ou kno w ho w to wait calml y!"

9. Be consistent.

Childr en lik e things to be consistent and pr edictable .

Establish r egular r outines f or y our child and stick with them    

(examples: r outines f or eating, g oing to bed, getting dr essed,

and so on). Let y our child kno w ahead of time , if possible , if  

ther e will be changes to y our dail y r outines. "It's almost 8:30,

time to get r eady f or bed."

10. Use humor or games.

Angr y or upset pr eschoolers  and y oung school-age chil-      

dr en can often be calmed with humor . "Ho w fast can y ou  

jump in the bed? If y ou can do it in 1 min ute y ou'll win the 

game!"

Sour ce: PBS Par ents online at www .pbs.org/par ents

Dealing W ith Challenging Behavior Continued from
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Her e ar e some a ppr oaches that ar e helpful f or all childr en and ar e

par ticularl y useful in pr e v enting or r educing tr ying beha viors.
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WHY ISN'T SP ANKING DISCIPLINE?

S p anking is not discipline because it doesn't

"teach" children what you want them to do. It also

"teaches" that hitting is a way to react to or solve

problems.

WHY DO WE DISCIPLINE CHILDREN?

T o teach children to be responsible(control their

behavior and impulses, and to respond appropri -

ately) and to underst and that their behavior has

consequences.Discipline is not to punish or harm

the child, but rather to teach better behavior .

Reasons for Challenging Behaviors

Ther e is al wa ys a r eason f or challenging beha vior , but it

ma y not be that easy to f igur e out. It is rar el y the r esult

of bad par enting, and it is ne v er because a child is just

"bad" or "wild." Childr en's gr o wth and de v elopment

depends on man y factors, and their beha vior is often the

r esult of man y factors. Some v er y y oung childr en ma y

bite or hit out of frustration, others become stubborn

and don't f ollo w instruction because the y'r e tr ying to be

independent. Ho w e v er , some challenging beha viors could

ha v e a ph ysical cause . F or example , if a child has hearing

loss or doesn't understand what is being ask ed of him,

he ma y "act out" because he is frustrated and upset.

What Mor e Can Y ou Do?

F or mor e serious or challenging beha viors that do not

r espond to r egular a ppr oaches or strategies, it w ould

be helpful to determine the cause or trigger of the chal -

lenging beha vior(s). Some challenging beha vior ma y ha v e

an underl ying ph ysical cause or be the r esult of an undi -

agnosed disability . F or persistent and serious challenging

beha viors, par ents need to get suppor t fr om all adults

who car e f or their child. T eamw ork is essential to come

up with a positiv e beha vior suppor t plan f or an y child

and famil y dealing with challenging beha viors.

For More Information on Parenting 

PBS Par ents: www .pbs.org/par ents

Public Br oadcasting Ser vice , 1320

Brad dock Place , Alexandria, V A 22314

Center f or Evidence-Based Practice:

Y oung Childr en with Challenging

Beha vior , http://challenging beha vior .fmhi.usf.edu/index.html

Center on the Social and Emotional

F oundation f or Earl y Learning,

http://www .csef el.uiuc .edu/, Phone: (217) 333-4123

or (877) 275-3227

Famil y Connections,

http://www .famil ycomm unications.org (sections f or

families, and Mr . Rogers Neighborhood),

Phone: (412) 687-2990

P ositiv e Par enting, Univ ersity of Minnesota

Extension Ser vice , http://www .extension.umn.edu/pr ojects/

positiv epar enting/index.html

Zer o to Thr ee , www .zer otothr ee .org

(par ents section), National Center

Infants, T od dlers and Families,

Str eet, NW , Suite 200, W ashington,

20036, Phone: (202) 638-1144

Childpar enting.com (w ebsite)

http://www .childpar enting.com
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