Interventions for Difficult Behaviors

Children are often told what to do by the adults in their lives, giving them a feeling that they are powerless.  Children want and need power and control over as much of their lives as possible.  Giving children choices in simple things such as what clothes to wear, which pair of shoes to put on, what foods to eat, etc., and using picture schedules/procedures with simple words, will help them feel a sense of power over their lives, which in turn makes them more compliant.  You must see from a child’s point of view to understand them & must not expect behaviors that are not taught.  Young children require constant verbal, non-verbal & visual support. They need visual pictures/cues for their daily routine, procedures, rules & what is expected. 
With all strategies, it is important to stay calm, cool, and collected. Practice the S.T.A.R ~ Stop Take a Deep Breath (from your belly) & Relax.  If you cannot stay calm, remove yourself from the situation until you can be calm.  These strategies work best when you are not reacting emotionally.  
Step 1 what to do: BREATHE to stay calm!
Cut down on the number of times you say “No,” “Stop,” “Don’t,” and “Can’t.”  This will reduce power struggles.  Instead of “No,” tell the child what you want him/her to do.
· Encouraging positive behaviors starts with NOTICING & “YOU” statements. 
Examples:

· “Show me how you sit at the table.” “Show me how you clean up your toys.” “Show me how you can take turns.”  
· When the child complies with your expectation, make sure you NOTICE by saying exactly what child did; “You did it, you _________, that was helpful.”  “You are sitting with your hands in your lap at the table; that is helpful.” “You are putting your toys away; that is following directions.” “Good for you, you listened; that is following the rules and being helpful.”    

· “You did _________, which helped your friend.”  “You helped your friend by getting a tissue; that was thoughtful.”  
· Remember that you only say thank you when child/someone does something for you, which DOES NOT include following rules, expectations, etc.
Why it works:

Children want to please the adults in their lives.  When you give children specific ways to behave, and you NOTICE their actions, the message is clear.  Does the child know what behavior is expected of him/her?  How do you know? NOTICE exactly what the child is doing & use encouraging words rather than thanking them for following directions. Avoid praise words that place judgment on the child’s behavior, such as “good boy” or “good job.”  Letting children have the power of judging their own actions and behaviors will increase their self-esteem.

If child does not cooperate after step 1, move on to step 2.

Step 2 what to do: BREATHE to stay calm!

Use a calm voice and say, “Can you sit at the table by yourself, or do you want my help?” “Can you pick up your toys by yourself or would you like my help?”  “Can you use your hands safely or shall I help you?”   Repeat these types of statements a few times in a calm voice.  After repeating say, “I love helping children, and I love helping you.” Follow through with helping guide the child in what is expected.
Why it works:

You are still giving child the power to make a choice.  It is easier for a child to accept this than being told what to do. If your child wants help with an activity, make sure to physically help in a gentle, calm way.

· If you are upset or angry, remove yourself from the situation and give yourself time. Tell the child that you are going to calm down & relax before talking. 
· Do the S.T.A.R. ~ Stop Take a Deep Breath (from your belly) & Relax.  The S.T.A.R., BALLOON, DRAIN & PRETZEL are techniques involving breathing, which engages the brain and its ability to think logically, while also calming the body.  
· Adults must model and teach coping or de-stressing by catching their breath before reacting. 
Practice step 3 when 2 does not work.
Step 3 what to do: BREATHE to stay calm!

Adults’ job is the Safe Keeper: “It is my job to keep you safe and your job to help keep it safe.”  Calmly say what the choice is.  
· “Your choice is to sit in the chair but if you cannot, I will help you.”  “If you cannot pick up your toys with my help, I will do it for you, and keep them for a while.” (Natural consequence) 
· “Hitting is not a choice; if you cannot use your hands safely, then I will hold your hands and help you.”  Get down on the child’s level, make eye contact, hold both hands gently but firmly, (if touch is ok for child) and calmly say, “I like to help you learn to make good choices.” Mean what you say and tell children they are safe. 
· Tell child what you will do before you act.  For example, if child chooses they need help sitting, say, “I’m going to pick you up now and put you on your bottom.”  Then gently follow through.
· These interventions will work, but require repetition and consistency. 
· Keep trying & don’t give up the first time. Interventions will get easier. 
· Establish RITUALS involving touch, noticing, seeing and connecting to develop trusting relationships. 
· Make your job description to be the Safe Keeper & implement/talk about it daily.
Classrooms:

· If interventions do not work, implement RITUALS for establishing trusting and caring relationships. 
· Implement your Safe Keeper job description daily. 
· Assess your environment, daily activities, interactions and routines by using the Creative Curriculum & its Implementation Checklist & .net resources, the Mental Health Environmental Checklist, and take regular anecdotal observation notes for team discussions/planning/assessments. 
· Talk with your Coordinator for support and to facilitate mental health observations.  When considering completing a DECA, don’t forget children who are “shy.”  Partner with parents to involve them in problem solving what works best for their child. 
Concepts adapted by the NMCAA Head Start program from the Conscious Discipline® program by Dr. Becky Bailey. www.ConsciousDiscipline.com 1-800-842-2846
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