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Our Time Together!
Discuss how all behaviors have 

meaning and are a form of 
communication.

Identify our inner detective 
superpowers for responding to 

behaviors that challenge us.

Explore strategies and resources to 
help us determine and respond to the 

meaning behind the behaviors.
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Ideas, Strategies, 
& Resources 

Behavior Communicates! Behavior Has Meaning!  
We are trying to tell 

you something!

3

Detective 
Work 

Starts Early
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Behavior Can Mean Many Things

“I want…” “I don’t want…” Sensory
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Behavior Can Mean Many Things!  
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It is easier to react to a behavior - than it is to 
reflect on the meaning of the behavior. 

When we react, we tend to focus on our own 
experience (frustration, anger, etc.) rather than the 
experience of the child (frightened, lonely, trying 
to communicate, etc.).

Important to pay attention to how we feel when a 
child is exhibiting a behavior that we find 
challenging.
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How we respond matters

How WE respond 
to behavior 

More likely to 
happen 

Less likely to 
happen 

8

Mom says:  “Kylie, it’s time 
to go inside.” 

Kylie screams “No!” and 
starts crying.

Mom says: “Ok, you can 
have a few more minutes to 

play. “

What did Kylie just learn?

That 
worked! I’ll  
have  to try 
that again!
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Anything we give attention to, anything we 
emphasize in our experiences and 

interactions, creates new linking connections 
in the brain. Where attention goes, neurons 

fire. And where neurons fire, they wire
 or join together.

Dr. Daniel Siegel and Dr. Tina Payne Bryson

What do we give attention to?

What if we are just giving our 
attention to the behavior that 

challenges us?
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• Reactive

• Proactive

How We Respond to Behavior That Challenge Us
Become aware of when and how 
you respond to behaviors that 
challenge you

Pause to reflect on your response
Do I respond the same way with 
each and every child?
Did I expect the child’s behavior 
to be challenging?
When is my response different?
How am I feeling?
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Our Job!

“When little people are 
overwhelmed by big 

emotions, it’s our job to 
share our calm. Not join 

their chaos.”
                                        L.R. Knost
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What is Your Inner Detective Superpower?

1,2,3,4
,5,6,

7,8,9,1
0

What helps you find your 
calm? What helps you” 

wonder”?

I can do this!
I can do this!
I can do this!
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Ideas, Strategies, 
& Resources 

Keep in Mind…
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The most powerful 
tool we have for 

influencing behavior 
is the 

RELATIONSHIP 
we build with 

children or support 
families in having 
with their child . 
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Resources

1. Hal  gets excited about everything 
we do!

2. Hal loves to try to connect with 
adults and children

I’m 
going to tell Hal 

how much he was 
missed and 

mean it!

I’m 
going to read 
Hal’s favorite 

book.

I’m going to 
Tell Hal’s mom 
how he helped 

Eva when she fell 
today.

HOT
BUTTON!
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Behavior Desired Behavior Positive Encouragement 
and Feedback 

Not listening Follow directions “Thank you for listening, Asha, and 
for putting your books away.” (gives 
a hug)

Yelling Use inside voice “Wow, Jayden! You are using an 
inside voice. You are such a great 
big brother.” (gives a high five) 

The Power of Encouragement with Positive Comments 

What do you 
want to see 

less of?

What do you 
want to see 

more of?

Focus on the 
positive
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Look for clues:

ØBEFORE the behavior

ØWhat the child did or the BEHAVIOR

ØAFTER the behavior
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Ideas, Strategies, 
& Resources 

Behavior Detective: Investigative Mindset
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Detective Work: Gather Clues
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HAPPY

SAD

MAD

I want 
that 
toy!

You are 
too 

close to 
me!

The 
music is 
too loud!

I’m 
mad!

I like 
you!

That’s 
mine!

Hello!

I need 
some 

attention

Let’s 
play!

BITING

Behavior Communicates

Form (Behavior)

Biting!

Function (Meaning)

That 
worked! 
Got my 

toy back!

19

Positive Solutions for Families/challengingbehavior.org     challengingbehavior.org

Resources
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Co-Regulation Self-Regulation

Age doesn’t determine when a child is able to regulate. A child’s 
experiences,  development and temperament are key factors.
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“He is fussy all 
the time! Help!”

When is he NOT 
fussy?
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Escalation Cycle Clues

What makes it worse or 
intensifies the behavior for this 
child? (what should someone 

NOT do)

What helps this child calm 
down after the peak?
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Might be a 
new way of 

thinking!

drbartonconsulting.com
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Tell me what 
to do!

drbartonconsulting.com
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Babysignlanguage.com

Sign Language/Gesturing
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Think about the environment: Prevention
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Think about the Environment: Prevention
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I feel love 
in my 
heart!

When I feel 
nervous, 

my stomach 
feels funny.

When I feel 
sad, my eyes 

cry.

When I feel 
angry, my 

fingers curl up 
really tight!

Jackson, 4 years old
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I need to know 
emotion words

I need to know 
what different 
emotions feel 

like in my body

I need 
strategies!

What I Need…
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You are so happy 
to have a dry 

diaper! Look at 
that big smile!

Label Emotions
It’s hard when 

Grandma leaves. You 
look sad.

Let’s figure out what 
will help you feel 

better. I can help you. 
Would a hug help?
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• Play different kinds of music and:

• Do the HAPPY dance

• Do the SAD dance

• Do the TIRED dance

• Do the MAD dance

• Do the SURPRISED dance

   Games and Songs
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Calming Cards

Prism.ku.edu
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Pinwheels!
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Movement & Behavior

34

Jump like a kangaroo

Stomp like an elephant

Hop like a frog

Prance like a cat

Slither like a snake

Jum
p like a kangaroo

Let’s stomp like 
an elephant to 

the car!
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EmotionsAnimals

 Flamingo

This is my happy 
flamingo dance!
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Movement & Behavior
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Scavenger hunt: Let’s find all the things outside that 
are ok to:

Hit (flies with fly swatters, balls with bats, balloon hanging 
from a rope tied to a branch, bubbles in the air, beach balls, 
etc.)

Push (stroller, wagon, trucks, shovels into sand, swing, 
pegs into holes, push toys, etc.)

Kick (soccer ball, kick the can, kick down bowling 
pins, kick our feet when we are dancing; etc.) 

It’s ok to… hit, push, kick…
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Time for 
breakfast!
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Prevention: First…Then

38

 Breakfast                                Dinosaurs
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Hard Routines
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Be Gentle
Gentle Hands

Listen to what you say: Expectations
Calm Down

Be quiet
Inside Voice
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First…Then Resource

challengingbehavior.org
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Ideas, Strategies, 
& Resources 

Classroom Practices

5 Deposits 
for Every 1 

Withdrawal

42
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Routine:
 Arrival

Routine within Routine:
 Cubbies
 Wash Hands
 Sign In
 Question of the Day
 Table Time

Routine within Routine within 
Routine:
      Turn on water

      Get soap
      Wash hands

      Turn off water
      Dry hands
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Games Like Simon Says, 
Duck, Duck, Goose

• Self-control
• Focus
• Remember rules
• Control their behavior
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Expectations

“Children are less 
likely to engage in 

challenging 
behavior when 

they know what to 
do, how to do it, 

and what is 
expected.”
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Putting the markers 
back in the cup was 
being responsible.

Positive Descriptive Feedback

CONNECTCOMMENTNOTICE

Sergio, you did a 
great job putting 

your markers away, 
washing your hands 

and going to the 
breakfast table.
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Routines

Large Group
Transitions

Centers
Bathroom 

(Potty/Wash Hands)
Snack/Meals

Nap/Rest
Outdoor Play
Small Group

Computer or Device

Getting 
Dressed/Undressed

Brushing Teeth
Centers

Bathroom (Potty/Wash 
Hands)

Snack/Meals
Taking a Beth
Bedtime/Nap

Play
Clean Up

Going Places
Shopping

Restaurants
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Do the Turtle Tuck!

48
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Do the Turtle Tuck!
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FISHING FOR 
SOLUTIONS

5050

Get 
a timer

Fight for     
   the toy

Fight for the toy 

Problem Solving in Action!
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Do Wall Pushups

Count to 10

1,2,3,4,5,6,
7,8,9,10

When I am mad….                        I can…
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Calm Down Area

52
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I am NOT going 
to hit Jeremy 
because he 

wants my truck!

Intentional 
Decision

Active 
Processes

Self-
Regulation

Jeremy, let’s 
play with the 

truck together!

Solutions
Self-Regulation Requires…
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Yes!!!!

Mistaken 
Behavior

(Gartrell, 
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Remember!

When you see a child 
differently, you see a 

different child.
                                                S. Shank
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When do we need more?

I’ve had children grab 

toys, but Emma is doing 

it constantly. The other 

children don’t want to 

play with her.

Frequency – 
How often

By now, I would expect Paul to have learned the routine. But he hasn’t. Everyday, he has a tantrum during arrival. Nothing I do has helped. 

Persistence – Continues over time

Sometimes children refuse to follow directions but Jared’s behavior is extreme. He throws objects, tries to kick me, and screams

Intensity/
Severity – 

Danger/How 
long it lasts
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S o …W h a t  i s  
y o u r  i n n e r  
D e t e c t i v e  

S u p e r
Po w e r ?
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Just Breathe
1,2,3! You’ve got 

this!
THANK YOU!!!!

Tweety Yates

tyates2@Illinois.edu
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