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Dear Parents, 

Would you describe your child as defiant, stubborn, 
loud, ~ggressive, whiny?r hyperactive? How about clingy, 
shy, pIcky. or overly cautious? Would you say your child is 
hard to raise? Do you find your child's behaviors difficult 
to Imderstan~? Do you sometimes feel you're always hav
Ing battles with her? Does your child sometimes make you 
feel inadequate as a parent? 

If you answered "YES!" to any of the above, you rnav 
have a challenging child. Guess what? You're not alon~'. 
According to Dr. Stanley Turecki, author of The Difficult 
C~lld, 20% of children under the age of six are challenging to 
rals.e. The reasons for defining a child as challenging are as 
vaned as the children themselves. 
. Let's take a look at The Why's of Challenging Behav
iors to ~elp you better understand your child so you can 
cope with him more effectively: 

Personality/Temperament: Each child is born with a 
unique personality that is well-developed by three months 
of age. If your child's challenging behaviors have been 
present from early on, your child's temperament may be 
the cause. Some c~ildren are born with challenging traits. 
They.may ~e descnbed as having a high activity level, or 
are distractible, intense, or unpredictable. Some are ultra
sensitive to their environment. Sight, sounds, colors, etc. 
can have a strong impact on their behaviors. This child 
may"go ban~nas': in the grocery store. Changes in routine 
may make this child upset. In addition, adapting to the 
~hange ma~ b~ slow or a struggle. The "unhappy baby" or 
moody child may be a challenging child. 
O.nc~ y.ou learn to recognize your child's temperament 

and individual personality traits which cause the behav
iors, you can develop strategies to deal with them. It is 
important for you to remember not to take his behaviors 
personally. Suggestions for strategies will be included later 
in the article. 

Develop~en~al S.tages: Some challenges may be a 
stage your child is gomg through, such as the "terrible 
two's", "fearsome fours", or "troublesome teens." The 
good news is children usually outgrow these stages. 

.F~mi1y Situations: Challenges may result from the 
c~rld s respor:se to an event, such as the birth of a sibling, 
divorce, movmg, etc. Young children are egocentric. They 
~,eel all e~ents happen for or because of them. They think, 
Maybe If I had cleaned my room quickly, we wouldn't 

hav: mov~d," or "I'm the cause of the divorce." Guilty 
fe~lmgs mlgh~ cause negative behaviors which only 
remforces their negative feelings about themselves. Talk
ing openly with your child about her understanding of an 
event can help her make sense of it. 

.Personality Conflicts: You and your child or your 
child and her .teacher may have different temperaments. 
For example, If you.ar~ lai~ back, go with the flow type 
pers?n and your child IS high energy, impulsive and 
reqUl!eS predictability and routine, misunderstanding and 
confhct can res~lt. Maybe you have a very quiet child 
whose teacher IS loud and exuberant. Your child's teacher 
should be ~ade aware of your child's temperament so that 
she can adjust her style accordingly. 

Surroundings: Perhaps there is a mismatch between 
your child's temperament and his environment. For ex
ample, he may need a quiet and calm place. Unfortunately 
your horne is the gathering place for the entire neighbor- ~, 
hood. By creating a calm space for your child to go to, you 
send the message that you understand him and care about 
him. 

Special Needs: Challenging behaviors may be from a 
c.hild's spe.cial needs such as sensory integration difficul
!les, atte~t~o.n deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), learn
mg disabilities, speech and language issues, etc. Your child 
may not be able to communicate the problem or even know 
she has one. She may become frustrated because her needs 
are not recognized. She might act out her frustrations in 
behaviors .. For fur~her information on these topics, consult 
your public school s special needs department or your 10
cal library. 

Yo~r reactions: How do you respond to challenging 
behaviors? t:re your expectations too high or too low? 
Perhaps y~u lm~ose too many rules or not enough rules. 
Are you remforcmg behaviors you really want to stop? 
Take a step back from the situation and evaluate. Get feed
back from others. You don't have to have all the answers. 
There are a lot of supports out there. 
. Now that you know the "Why's," here are some addi

tional strategies for dealing with your child's behaviors. I 
hope you can put them to good use as you encounter chal
I.engillg behaviors. 
•	 Know. normal development. (This can help you set ap

propnate expectations.)
 
•	 Set clear boundaries, rules, structure, and routine. 
•	 Support your child's feelings. 
•	 Be consistent and firm, avoid threats, and say what you
 

mean.
 
•	 Avoid power struggles and choose your battles. 
•	 Keep directions simple. 
•	 Reinforce small successes. 
•	 Be a detective. Find out what's causing the distraction 

and change/remove it. 
•	 Use v:rbal and non-verbal cues, such as eye contact, 

clapping, or snapping fingers. 
•	 Use one or two-word phrases, such as "Stop now!" "Sit 

please!" 
•	 Give choices: "You can come by yourself or I will take 

your hand." "You can have the red cup or the blue cup, 
choose one." 

•	 When your child starts losing control, build structure. 
•	 Observe, observe, observe. Stand back and evaluate. 

What ~s triggering this behavior in my child? Are the 
behaviors r~ally t~at bad? Think about the dynamics 
between children In the family. 

•	 Create a quiet place where your child can go when he's 
over stimulated. 

•	 Rehearse changes ahead of time; prepare your child for 
what comes next. 

•	 Have age appropriate consequences and don't overdo 
time-outs. 

•	 ~emember the positive and your child's positive quali
ties. 

•	 ~ind someone to vent to; get support from friends, fam
ily; and your child's school. 

•	 Take breaks; remember your sense of humor. 


