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Accommodating the Challenging Behavior Child in Foster Care, Child Care and Other Situations: Part IV
This part contains information about working with parents; developing compassion and empathy along with developing coping skills and the issue of structure.
When working with parents
We found in child care that many parents are very defensive. However if you stop and think about it you can understand this. One time we enrolled an Oppositional Defiant Disorder three year old. This child had been in three other child care arrangements in the six months prior to coming to us. I explained to the mother that we would keep an open line of communication going between the therapist and us and between her, the child’s father and our staff. She came to pick up this child everyday for the first couple of weeks and then one day the father came to pick him up.  

We had a situation that day that I wanted to make the father aware of what had happened and how we handled it. I caught him before he went to the child’s room. As soon as he entered my office he became defensive. His body language said it all. He sat with his arms crossed across his chest; shoulders rigid and he stared into my eyes and never once changed the expression on his face.  
After I finished talking to him I asked him if he had any questions. I wasn’t sure he had even heard what had been said. He looked at me real funny and said “you mean your not kicking him out?”  After I assured him that I was not expelling his child we began to really communicate. It seems as though this was the point where the child had always been “kicked out” of other programs. My comment to him was “Are you kidding me? I have too much time invested in your child to lose him now.”  

It is important to have parental support for the faculty. As long as we had even passive support of the parent or parents then we could work with the child. However, if the parents couldn’t support the adults providing care, then we couldn’t make any progress with their child. 
Throughout our years of working with theses children, we only asked a handful of children to leave our program. This only happened when we didn’t have parental support. With each of these children we were making great strides until the parents pulled their emotional support. Even if the parents of the child said nothing in front of the child, the child still felt the sense of division between care giver and parent.  Children need to sense and feel that the adults around them are united. 

One time we had a child in our building we had a child that we had been working with for quite some time. He had an incident where he destroyed a piece of equipment. When he saw that he had broken something he got in control immediately and said, “If you get me a screw driver I can fix this.”  We not only got him a screwdriver, we held him accountable and supported his decision to fix what he had broken.  Everything went very well for a week until his mother became upset with his consequence to repair the piece of equipment.  After that anytime the staff asked him to get in control his response was “my mother told me I don’t have too”.  My staff empowered this child when we held him responsible for his actions. His mother neutralized his responsibility and un-empowered him.
We explained to the parents that we wouldn’t tattle on children. We would make them aware of what had taken place but only for their information. We didn’t want them to take the problems home with them.  Many times I would say to the parent, “just go home and enjoy your child tonight. Your child needs to have a fun evening at home with you.”  We didn’t send consequences home with the child. 
Besides what can a parent do at six o’clock at night about their child hitting someone at nine o’clock that morning? Many times we find that parents were relieved.   

The other thing we did was to validate the parent as often as we could. They needed a lot of support and validation. Sometimes they needed someone with whom to vent. We found that the majority of our challenging behavior children came from single parent families so the parent had no support system at home. We became that support system for them. We also became the link between the parent and the mental health professional.   

The child of divorce
Care givers need to educate themselves on the phases and stages a child goes through in the divorce process. Judith Wallerstein in her book Surviving The Break Up
 says that it takes children three to five years to process a divorce. There are many variables that will affect this process. Caring adults in a child’s life will make a difference in this process.  Many times the child care and the care givers become one of the few stable factors in a child that is the throws of a custody battle. We can either add to the child’s life or we can become part of the problem.  

One time we had a school age child whose dad lived in another state. This father wanted to visit with his son on a regular basis but felt that he was putting his son in a stressful situation when the son had to talk to him on the phone in front of his mother. We worked out a solution to this problem by allowing the father to email his son at our building. This way the son could respond when he wanted and he felt no pressure saying what ever he wanted to say without hurting or betraying his mother. 

Learn to read body language
Another important educational component for the child care professional is to develop the ability to read body language. Be a detective – learn what signs the child exhibit prior to an event? By getting to know each child and learning their particular body language we can tell when a child enters our building what kind of day they are going to have. 
When the teacher is aware, she can intervene before the explosion. For example does the child’s face turn red before an explosion?  Or do they clench their teeth, begin fidgeting, or possibly begin arguing excessively? At times they may appear to be anxious or confused, panicky, grouchy or even nervous. What ever the signs, learn to read each child and respond to each child as soon as you are aware that things are getting out of hand.  

Compassion and empathy 

Attitudes have got to change if we are to be successful. Attitudes of the staff, other parents and children, the public at large and licensing workers are but a few that needs to change. These children need understanding and the people that work with them need to develop tolerance, compassion and empathy. 

One older lady told the following story after deciding that she needed to develop compassion and empathy.

“We have had this little three year old child from a single parent home in our child care.  No one has been able to tolerate him.  No matter what you did he was aggressive and out of control.  After thinking about developing empathy and sympathy for the children in my care, I decided that I had to change my attitude about this child. I went into the director and asked to have this child put in my class. I began immediately to treat him differently.  

My attitude was just better towards him. He was skeptical and probably suspicious of me at first so he wasn’t that much of a problem all morning. I guess he was just in awe of the new me.  However shortly after lunch he decided it was time to test the waters. I had been expecting it though and I was prepared to care for him no matter what.  Empathy and sympathy…… I had them. We proceeded to get ready for naptime. 

He wasn’t going to take a nap and he didn’t want anyone else to sleep either. He got on his cot and he got under his cot and over his cot and around his cot.  I proceeded to get the other children into rest time. 
I then said to this child, “Johnny come over here, I can see that you’re not sleepy and I need some help. Come and sit on my lap and help me rub Jay’s back. As he rubbed Jay’s back we talked. A little while later he said he was sleepy, could he go get on his cot?. The real reward came on Friday when it was time for him to go home. He came over to me and hugged me and said, ‘I love you, you’re the best teacher in the whole world.’

“His mom came over and said, “I don’t know what has happened; he used to not want to come to school and now every morning he can’t wait to get here to see you. He even wanted to say a prayer for you last night. I don’t know what you’re doing, but whatever it is, keep it up.  I like the change in my little boy.” 

Another issue is the need for staff to change their concept of the term “fairness”. For some reason in child care we have developed the idea that we have to be fair to every child. Fair is usually thought of as treating all children the same. Not every thing in life is fair and children know this.    

One time we had a child that was abandoned in our facility. His mother left him on a Friday morning and did not return to pick up the child. The mother had planned well in advance of what was to take place. She left him with a backpack that had two changes of clothes, his medication and a key to her apartment with directions of how to get to the apartment. 
She then proceeded to go out of town and attempt to commit suicide. We had to turn this six-year child over to child welfare. This child was sent to our facility because a counselor for attachment issues was seeing him. In the three years that he had been with us, we had attached to him and him to us. While he was in a shelter, child welfare continued to bring him to our facility during the day.    

On one particular morning his teacher asked if he could come visit my director and myself in the office. She wanted to protect him because he was on the verge of getting out of control. (She could read his body language.) 
After he had been rocked and we had visited, I asked him if he would like to join me in a tea party. He said yes and proceeded to get a small teapot and fill it with water. On his way to the sink one of the other children asked him what he was doing and he replied that he was going to have a tea party with Miss Linda.  The other child said “uh, no fair!”  I asked this child what he had had for breakfast that morning, thinking that I would say, “No fair, I only had oatmeal.” 
 That was my plan. But this is what happened. This child said, “Well I had a chocolate donut and a cup of hot chocolate and…” As his voice trailed off another child sitting next to him said, “You wanna talk about no fair?  Well, I had nothing for breakfast. NOTHING! My mom and me and my sister are living in a shelter and we didn’t get up in time for breakfast. And I’m hungry. That’s what’s no fair!” No one said another word as my little friend continued on his way to get water for the teapot.  

Coping skills 

Adults need to learn to “reset” the pictures in their minds about a particular child. Look for the positives in each child. Teach yourself to take a time out when you are frustrated or exchange places with another staff for a few minutes, sort of a tag team relay. You the adult are on the front lines and you can get pretty frustrated and exhausted. You need support. Model to each other patience and empathy. Drink lots of water.  Learn to take a deep breath and blow it out slowly, laugh a lot and allow everyone involved time to vent. Venting is particularly important for adults working with these children. Plan times where you and other adults can get together, out of ear shot from the children of course, and just talk.  

During these discussion times an important question to ask yourself and others working with a particular child is “What is the child getting from the challenging behavior?”  Sometimes it takes an outsider to actually help one to understand the attention this child is getting. Or to help you see how the child is manipulating the entire environment. When you can understand or see the entire picture you are better able to cope with the situation. And sometimes by talking about things out loud you may come up with new an innovative ways to deal with a situation.

One other part of developing coping skills is to look inside you.  If you have your own issues from childhood you may want to explore them with a mental health professional. These children need adults that have a high self esteem and are not afraid to reach out to the hurting child. If you are not a healthy functioning adult, children will sense this and it will add to their feelings of being unsafe or unprotected by the adults that surround them. Conscious Discipline
 by Dr. Becky Bailey is an excellent resource for adults working with challenging behavior children.  

Child care facilities, foster care and other entities where these children can be found need to examine particular areas within the environment. There are four areas that need to be examined.  They are structure, staffing, responses and environment. Let’s look at these areas one at a time. 

Structure
We have to look at the structure of the day, the program and the learning that’s expected.  Quality programs are the foundation on which to build. Quality must be in place first. When incorporating the mental health component, a quality program will lend itself to therapeutic value in each child’s life.  

The Amherst H. Wilder Foundation
 in St. Paul Minnesota has put together two manuals that represent the best policies and practice related to including children with emotional and behavioral issues in child care. They believe that quality child care is a mental health issue for all children. 
In an excerpt from the Special Needs Manual they state, “The external structure of the classroom or child care setting provides children with predictable routines and schedules, consistent rules and limits and positive, dependable relationships with trusted adults.” They go on to state, “Only when they (the children) experience, over and over, a consistent and predictable external structure and dependable relationship with adults will they be able to pay attention to and enjoy learning activities.”   

Some questions to ask yourself and your staff are, 

· Is the structure of the classroom flexible?

· Is the curriculum broad enough that it will incorporate stimulating new concepts?  

· Is there planning in place.  

Many of these children have minds that need to be challenged on a minute by minuet basis.  
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