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Agenda:

Behaviors- exploring the meaning

Preventing misbehavior through 

guidance

Communication-when, what, how

Choices to decrease power 

struggles



Learning Objectives:

• Participants will recognize at least two needs 
children are communicating when they seem to 
intentionally misbehave

• Participants will understand and utilize positive 
strategies that can be used with children to 
decrease power struggles

• Participants will learn ways to prevent behavior 
problems using healthy communication



Think of a Child….



Behavior…What is it?

 Good behaviors?

 Bad behaviors?

Main points about behavior….

 All behavior is communication:  

To Escape or  To Obtain

 No child is intrinsically bad.

 We must know children and their 
abilities based on developmental stages 
(what is age appropriate?)

Adapted with permission from: H. McAdam- QF! Coach presentation, 2010 



“Bad Behaviors”



“Good Behaviors”



Behaviors…..continued

What is developmentally appropriate?

What is considered “challenging”?



So if we know behavior is communication…
what could be the goals of behaviors for 

Infants/Toddlers?

Possible reasons…

 Tired

 Hungry

 Relief from pain or discomfort

 Separation from 

parents/caregivers

 Social skills

Behaviors we see…

 Crying

 Hitting 

 Biting

Are they escaping or obtaining something?
Adapted with permission from: H. McAdam- QF! Coach presentation, 2010 



So if we know behavior is communication…
what could be the goals of behaviors for 

Preschoolers?

Possible reasons

 To avoid something

 To get attention

 To test limits

 Anger

 Fear

Behaviors we see

 Ignoring

 Tantrums

 Hitting

 Throwing toys

 Screaming

Are they escaping or obtaining something?

Adapted with permission from: H. McAdam- QF! Coach presentation, 2010 



Dimensions of Communication

Every communicative behavior can be 

described by the form and function.

 Form: the behavior used to communicate.

 Function: the reason or purpose of the 

communicative behavior.

We must see beyond the FORM the 

child’s behavior is taking to get at the 

FUNCTION for that child!



Home Observation Card

http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/modules/module3a/handout4.pdf



Activity: think of your child…

►Is it obtain/escape?

►What do you want them to do…..?

THIS is the social skill you need to 

TEACH

Adapted  from CSEFEL content, 2006



“If a child doesn’t know how to read, we teach.”

“If a child doesn’t know how to swim, we teach.”

“If a child doesn’t know how to multiply, we teach.”

“If a child doesn’t know how to drive, we teach.”

“If a child doesn’t know how to behave, we…

… teach?… punish?”

“Why can’t we finish the last sentence as 

automatically as we do the others?”



We must teach them 

the social skills to use instead!

Using their words

Taking turns

Asking for help



Identifying Teachable 

Moments
…how escalated are YOU? or the child?

http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/resources/training_preschool.html



A note about Composure…

 Composure is self-regulation in action. It 

is the prerequisite skill adults need before 

disciplining children.

 No one can make you angry without your 

permission (taking responsibility for your own 

emotions).

 Becoming Brain Smart: Composure gives you 

access to the higher centers of your brain.

www.consciousdiscipline.com



Prevention Techniques

10 things you can do to help children

learn appropriate behavior!

1. Environment

2. Predictable 
Routines

3. Clear 
Expectations/

rules

4.  Plan transitions

5. Choices (offers 
children a sense 
of control)

6. Anticipate 
situations 
(proactive vs. 
reactive)

7. Redirect 
(physical/verbal)

8. Teach through 
Communication 
(coaching)

9. Frequent Praise

10. Problem Solving

Adapted with permission from: H. McAdam- QF! Coach presentation, 2010 



How do you speak and 
interact with children 
throughout your day?

♥

They are watching you and learning 
how to socialize in the world 



What is your Communication style?

What are your words saying? ……

What is your tone saying? ………

What is your body saying? ………



Rock Rubber Ball Silly Putty

•Rigid boundaries

•Adults make all the 

decisions

•Tone can be harsh, 

demanding, bossy, 

sarcastic

•“Do that again and I’ll 

put you in time-out!”

•“Stop crying!”

•Flexible boundaries

•Share power/ work 

together

•Tone can be matter-

of-fact, respectful, 

direct, genuine

•“ The rule is use 

gentle hands”

•“I know you are 

mad, I’ll help you 

calm down”

• Little to no

boundaries/

Inconsistent

Child is in control -

adult doesn’t make 

decisions

•Tone can be 

pleading, weak

• “ Can you clean up 

the toys??”

• Ignoring children 

that need comfort

Obtained with permission from C. Farabee, 2010- source unknown



Power 
Struggles!

Obtained with permission from B. Herran / Derived from Conscious Discipline, 2010

Communicate with Assertiveness…

 Tells children what to do

 Has as its intent to be clear and direct

Its tone says, “This is what will happen.”

 Gives children useable information

 Always seek to be firm but kind



Reminders:

•Speak in a soft tone, calm voice

•Speak directly to child-not across the room

•Speak in short, meaningful sentences that 

children can understand

•Eye contact/physical level

•Request things in a positive way



Tips and Techniques for Talking to 

Children

Descriptive Commenting: a powerful way to 

strengthen social skills, emotional literacy, and 

academic skills 

Notice: what’s happening

and 

Describe: say out loud what you see

“Uh-oh, it looks like your friend is getting very angry 

that you don’t want to share…” 

http://www.incredibleyears.com/Resources/iy_teachers-as-coaches.pdf



You can “Coach” children in these 

areas: 

Academic: to help support learning and 

academic concepts

“ There are one, two, three dinosaurs in a row.”

Social Skills: prompting friendly behaviors

“You are taking turns! That’s what friends do!”

Emotions: to learn feeling words to help label 

feelings and calm down (regulate) 

“You look proud of that drawing!”
http://www.incredibleyears.com/Resources/iy_teachers-as-coaches.pdf



Photos used with permission from Jordana Saletan, 2016



Photos used with permission from Jordana Saletan, 2016



Photos used with permission from Jordana Saletan, 2018



Rachel, age 3,  jumps on the table 
and starts twirling around

Jackson, almost 1, grabs a toy and attempts
to throw it across the room

Jenny, age 4, takes her marker and 
starts drawing on the wall 

Photos used with permission by R.Post, 2010



                

How can you change…. 

“No”

“Don’t”

“Stop”

to positive statements telling the child 

what TO DO instead…. 

                



Change the way children hear you…

Say: Don’t Say:

Dig in the sand Don’t throw sand

Talk in a quiet voice Don’t shout

Wash your hands please Don’t you want to wash 

your hands?

Use gentle hands **Stop hitting

Use your words ** No biting

Obtained with permission from C. Farabee- “Types and Techniques of Guidance (Taking to Children)”, n.d.



Rachel, age 3,  jumps on the table and starts 
twirling around

Jackson, almost 1, grabs a toy and attempts
to throw it across the room

Jenny, age 4, takes her marker and 
starts drawing on the wall 

Photos used with permission by R.Post, 2010



Prevention technique: 

Choices
(especially for those strong-willed kids!)



Giving Choices- when they say 

“NO!”

Step 1: Give an assertive (but kind) command

“We sit at the table.”

Step 2:  Say,

“I’m going to show you what I want you to 

do.”

(Notice if the child pulls away “NO!”)

Modified  with permission from B. Herran-Derived from Conscious Discipline, 2010



Giving Choices….

 Breathe deeply (composure!)  Think about 
what you want the child TO DO.

Step 3: Offer two positive choices:

Tell the younger child,

“You have a choice!”  

Tell the older child, 

“You may sit here or sit here.  

What is your choice?”

Modified  with permission from B. Herran-Derived from Conscious Discipline, 2010



Giving Choices: When They Still 

Resist

Step 4:  Parrot the choices (repeat!)

Step 5:  Offer empathy and disengage from power 
struggle. 

“I can’t make you ____. It’s your choice. I 
hope that you join us!” 

Go back when child is calm and can problem 
solve with you.

Modified  with permission from B. Herran-Derived from Conscious Discipline, 2010



• Give children EXTRA attention when they are engaging 
in appropriate behaviors.

• Monitor our behavior to ensure that we are spending 
more time using positive descriptive language and
less time giving directions or correcting inappropriate 
behavior.

Finally…..
♥ Encourage the behaviors you want 

to see more of! 

Derived from CSEFEL content, 2006



♥ Encourage the behaviors you want 
to see more of! 

• Remember to use nonverbal forms of 

positive feedback and encouragement.

• Individualize use of positive feedback 

and encouragement based on 

children’s needs and preferences. 

** Praise the EFFORT  **

Even when it isn’t successful!!



Take-Home messages:
 All behavior is a form of communication.

 Challenging behavior is often used as a means to 
escape or obtain. 

 Keeping our composure and identifying teachable 
moments can help us better communicate with 
children. 

 Focusing on PREVENTION can eliminate many 
behavior problems before they begin.

 Keeping our composure and striving to be firm 
but kind is best in communicating with children. 

 Techniques like positive guidance and giving 
choices can drastically reduce power struggles. 
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