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The C
enter for Evidence-based Practice:  

Young C
hildren w

ith C
hallenging Behavior 

is funded by the U.S. D
epartm

ent of Educa-
tion, O

f ce of Special Education Program
s 

(2001-2006) to raise the aw
areness and 

im
plem

entation of positive, evidence-based 
practices, and to build an enhanced and 
m

ore accessible data base to support those 
practices.  

H
as 

life 
w

ith 
your 

young 
child 

becom
e 
 lled 

w
ith 

con ict 
and 

confusion?  D
oes it seem

 as if even the sim
plest activity can turn 

quickly into disaster w
hen your child’s behavior is out of control? A

re 
you beginning to feel as if things are getting w

orse instead of better?  
You’re not alone. M

any, if not m
ost, parents  nd them

selves struggling 
w

ith the challenging behavior of their young child at som
e point 

in tim
e.  T

he good new
s is that there are evidence-based, effective 

strategies that you can use to create positive solutions for your fam
ily.                                                                                             
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Eight Practical Tips for Parents of Young C
hildren 

w
ith C

hallenging Behavior

w
w
w
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A
u

g
u

st 2
0

0
6

P
erm

issio
n

 to
 co

p
y n

o
t req

u
ired

--
d

istrib
u

tio
n

 en
co

u
rag

ed



H
ow

 to U
se ! is List

Review
 each of the tips below

 and think about 
situations you have experienced that are sim

i-
lar to the provided exam

ples.  You w
ill need to 

decide w
hich strategies are likely to w

ork best 
for your fam

ily.  You m
ight w

ant to try one 
or tw

o of the strategies at fi rst and then add 
others as you becom

e m
ore com

fortable w
ith 

the process.  Rem
em

ber, the idea is to develop 
specifi c approaches for your ow

n fam
ily that 

can be used in everyday life.
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It is im

portant for you to know
 and understand 

your child’s abilities and lim
itations.  W

hen you 
expect too m

uch or too little from
 your child it 

can lead to problem
s and frustrations for you 

both.
~

You are in a restaurant w
ith a group of friends.  

The w
aiter took your order over 30 m

inutes ago 
and your food still hasn’t arrived.  2 ½

 year-old 
Sim

one is getting im
patient—

she is throw
ing her 

crayons and saying that she w
ants dow

n.  Instead 
of getting angry and frustrated w

ith her for acting 
up, try taking her for a short w

alk to give her and 
others a needed break.~
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Try to anticipate w
hat your child m

ay do or need 
in various situations.  M

ake sure that you plan 
ahead to set your child up for a successful expe-
rience.  H

ope for the best, but plan for the w
orst.  

A
lw

ays have a back-up plan!
~

Your fam
ily is in the car headed to your m

oth-
er’s house for dinner.  It is usually a short drive, 

but rush-hour traf c is snarled, it’s 6:30 pm
, and 

you’re already 45 m
inutes late. Your 3 year-old is 

scream
ing for food in the backseat.  Luckily, you 

rem
em

bered to bring som
e snacks and a sippy cup 

of w
ater to hold him

 over until you can m
ake it 

hom
e~
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Som
e undesirable behavior occurs because your 

child can’t act differently, other tim
es it occurs 

because your child sim
ply doesn’t w

ant to act 
differently. Either w

ay it helps for you to rem
em

-
ber that your child cannot read your m

ind.  Be 
sure to give your child one clear instruction so 
that he know

s w
hat it is that you w

ant him
 to do. 

~
You are visiting at your sister’s house and your 

daughter has been playing w
ith her favorite cous-

in.  O
ver the course of the afternoon, toys have 

been tossed aside and scattered throughout the 
room

.  W
hen you say, “C

om
e on A

licia, it’s tim
e to 

get ready to go!” she ignores you com
pletely and 

continues to play.  A
 better approach m

ight be to 
say, “A

ll right, tim
e to get going.  A

licia, let’s start 
by putting the blocks in their box.  I see it over 
there in the corner!”~
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M
ost children are not born w

ith the built-in 
ability to m

ake decisions and then accept the 
consequences.  In order for your child to learn to 
take personal responsibility they w

ill need plenty 
of support and practice. 
~

You have just picked up your son at childcare 
and he doesn’t w

ant to get into his car seat.  You 
sense a battle of the w

ills com
ing on.  O

ne w
ay 

to avoid a struggle m
ight be to say, “Zachary, the 

car w
on’t start until you get buckled in your seat.  

D
o you w

ant to clim
b up in there yourself, or do 

you w
ant D

addy to put you in?”~
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A
 “w

hen…
then” statem

ent is a sim
ple instruction 

that tells your child w
hat he or she m

ust do in or-
der to earn a desired consequence (w

hat he/she 
w

ants to do). This is also know
n as a contingency 

statem
ent.   

W
hen you use a contingency statem

ent, be sure 
you:

G
ive it a positive focus

State it only once
Set a reasonable tim

e lim
it

Follow
 through

A
re prepared for your child’s response-

-it m
ay be “N

O
”

~
It’s a sunny day and your barefoot child has 

decided she w
ould like to go out in the backyard 

and play.  She starts outside and you stop her 
and say, “N

o…
put on your shoes.”  She starts to 

throw
 a tantrum

.  H
ere’s an alternative approach 

you m
ight w

ant to use next tim
e. “W

hen you put 
on your shoes, then you m

ay go outside”.  You 
are not just saying “N

o”. You are letting her know
 

w
hat needs to happen in order for her to reach 

her desired destination.~
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D
id you ever stop to think about how

 m
uch tim

e 
you spend telling your child w

hat he should not 
do? Instead, try giving speci c, positive attention 
to the behavior that you w

ant to see.  This w
ill 

teach your child w
hat you w

ant him
 to do and 

increase the likelihood that this behavior w
ill oc-

cur again and again.
~

You are enjoying a rem
arkably calm

 fam
ily 

m
eal. Instead of w

aiting for your 4 year-old to 
begin  dgeting, trying to leave, or stuff green 
beans dow

n his shirt, you look at him
 and exclaim

, 
“M

anuel, it m
akes D

addy so happy to see you 
eating your dinner like a big boy!”~
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W

hen your child’s behavior is unacceptable, 
you can choose to either respond to it or ignore 
it.  If you decide that a reaction is required, 
rem

em
ber that the least response necessary is 

!!!!!

usually best.  A
cting calm

 w
ith a m

inim
um

 of at-
tention w

ill reduce the risk of strengthening the 
very behavior you w

ish to discourage.  W
hen 

you rem
ain calm

, it also gives you tim
e to think 

about how
 you w

ant to respond.  Rem
em

ber, you 
are m

odeling desired behavior for your child-
the m

ore out-of-control your child becom
es, the 

m
ore self-control you need to show

.  W
hen you 

rem
ain calm

 your child learns appropriate w
ays 

to respond to dif cult situations.
~

You are cleaning your house in preparation for 
your in-law

s’ annual visit. You go in the kitchen 
for just a m

om
ent and return to your fam

ily room
 

to  nd that your 2 year-old son has colored on a 
w

hite w
all w

ith red and blue crayons.  Your im
m

e-
diate reaction is to scream

 in horror. H
ow

ever, you 
think tw

ice, take a deep breath and say, “C
hris-

topher, paper is for coloring, M
om

m
y’s w

alls are 
not,” and buckle him

 in his high chair w
here he can 

continue to create his art on paper. ~
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eutral tim
e cannot be found in the m

iddle of 
a dif cult situation  lled w

ith strong feelings. 
Instead, neutral tim

e is w
hen everyone is calm

 
enough to think and talk and listen. It’s im

por-
tant to rem

em
ber that neutral tim

e can occur 
either before or after a child’s unacceptable 
behavior occurs.  You can talk about w

hat hap-
pened earlier and talk about positive w

ays to 
handle problem

s in the future.  The challenge is 
to identify neutral tim

e and m
ake use of these 

opportunities.  
~

You are sitting on the sofa reading books w
ith 

your daughter w
hen you look up at the clock and 

realize it is 7:30—
bedtim

e is approaching fast.  
G

etting Em
m

a to brush her teeth each night has 
becom

e m
ore and m

ore of a struggle.  A
s you 

hold her on your lap you say, “A
lm

ost bedtim
e 

kiddo.  H
ey, tonight M

om
m

y is going to brush her 
teeth at the sam

e tim
e you do-it’ll be fun for us to 

do it together!”~


