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Accommodating the Challenging Behavior Child in Foster Care, Child Care and Other Situations: Part VI
Part VI is the conclusion and includes how to observe children in your environment; other tips for responding to out of control children.
It’s amazing how our environment can influence how we feel about ourselves, how we behave and how we respond to others. This is true for children also. Take some time to observe the children in your environment. Assess your space or rooms and ask the following questions.
· How does the room or space feel, look, and sound?  Look at it from the child’s perspective, what do they see?

· Which areas of the room are the most widely used?  Which areas do the children rarely use?

· Which areas of the room have the greatest number of aggressive episodes?

· Are the spaces where aggressive episodes occur close together? Is there a way to separate these areas or rework them?

· How do children interact differently in each activity area?

· What aspects of the room are working?  Why?

· What activities do the children respond to and enjoy the most?

Other tips for dealing with the out of control child
As the adult it is imperative that you stay in control. Remember you are constantly modeling for the children in your care. 
Think about what you are modeling. When entering a confrontation are you remaining calm or are you exhibiting the very behaviors you’re trying to stop?

· Limit your responses

Think about what to say before you approach the child. Tell the child you need time to think about what happened, buy yourself time. Use what we called “the peace maker form”. It’s a piece of paper with three columns on it. The child writes or draws what happened in the first column. In the second column they write or draw what they did. In the third column they put down what the other person did or how they reacted. 
This gives the child time to calm down. Sometimes we would address the situation at that time. Other times we would wait a day to address the issues. Then when we did address the situation we may have role played what happened or we might talk them through the scenario. We took our cues from the child and the situation.

· Empower the child by giving choices. Make sure the choice is possible. Choices empower a child who feels like he or she has no power in their life. 

· Restate the problem in positive terms.

· Describe to the child a success they have had before and build upon that success.   “Now Jimmy, remember several weeks ago when you got mad and you went over to the art table and drew a picture? You were still mad but you were able to work through the anger by drawing.  And know what I’ve still got that picture in my office.”  

· Allow for face saving for the child, (does it really matter if the kindergarten age child picks up the blocks with a scowl on his face?)  What’s the goal here? To get the blocks picked up or not?

· Use the following terms

Oops

Bummer

Hmm – I see

What’s your plan here?

One time one of our challenging behavior children was using the dinosaurs in the sand table.  During his enthusiastic play he had placed the dinosaurs out in the walkway area. When the other children began to complain that they couldn’t get through the teacher entered the scene.  Instead of accusing him or telling him he had to put all of the figures back in the sand table she said, “Hmm this is a problem. What’s your plan here?”  

He said “What? What do you mean?” She explained that the figures belonged in the sand table but she just knew he had a plan. What was it? He thought for a minute and said, “I could take all of these dinosaurs to the block area where I’d have more room.”  

This child didn’t care about the sand he just wanted to play with the dinosaurs. By using the question “What’s your plan” the staff person was able to de-escalate what could have been a power struggle and potentially volatile situation.  She complimented him on his great idea and asked if he needed her to help him move all of the dinosaurs over to the block area.

Meet with the challenging behavior child and ask him what ideas he has. Brainstorm ideas.  
Sometimes the child will come up with some clever ideas and many times they will be harder on themselves than the adult. Meet with the child at a peaceful time not when the child is in the throws of an outburst. At times we had the child write out what would take place the next time he or she got out of control. Sometimes we turned this into an agreement and had the child sign and date the agreement. 

· Avoid always having to have the last word. At times this is hard especially when you have had this argumentative child arguing with you all day. It’s important to remember that as the adult you are always modeling appropriate behaviors to every child. One parenting expert said that children learn 80 percent by example but only 20 percent of what is said to them. In my observations children will generally imitate the adults in their lives.     

· Avoid situations that will set the child up to fail.

· Back off when you see a child getting frustrated.

· Catch the child being cooperative.

· Laugh and use a sense of humor.

· Develop a plan for when a child loses control completely.

1. Keep other children safe – move others out of the way.  

2. Or as a last resort, move the child - know in advance where you’re going with him and who will remove the child.

3. Arrange a system to alert other teachers, such as “code red”.  

In conclusion
Keep in mind that many of these children have used the same behaviors for years. They really don’t have any other way of behaving. From the book Meeting the Challenge that we referred to earlier we read, “The behavior becomes firmly entrenched. To break the pattern they need to stop using the behavior for a very long time. Though a month of appropriate behavior is a good start, it can’t offset years’ of inappropriate behavior. The more we help children refrain from their challenging behavior, the less they’re learning to use it – and the less likely that it’s embedding itself in their brains.”

These are not costly adaptations especially when one considers children’s futures and our society is at stake. What is cost prohibitive is staffing. This is where extra financial assistance would be good. Extra hands are needed. Training for staff as well as needed funding for specialized training is essential. Extra funding for equipment is also beneficial in helping child care and day care homes accommodate these children. We need mental health consultants in our environments.       

You must learn to collaborate with any significant adults in the child’s life, with the public schools and with the parents. If a school age child has an IEP, Individual Education Plan, with the public school, then ask the parents of that child to provide your program with a copy.  If the child care, day care home or foster parents can work with the public school and all stay on the same page then the child benefits. And last but not least you must have access to the mental health consultants in your environment.   

In San Francisco therapeutic playgroups are conducted on site. These groups are co led by a mental health professional and a member of the child care center staff. The mental health professionals then meets regularly with childcare staff co-leaders and the children’s parents.  From a group in Tennessee called “Tennessee Voices for Children”
 we read, “On a day-to-day basis, the children of greatest concern to caregivers are those presenting disruptive, aggressive, oppositional, or noncompliant behavior.  

“In many if not most instances, early warning signs are present but remain either unheeded or ineffectively addressed due to lack of knowledge or of interventions resources.” This group provides technical assistance services without charge to child care staff, children, and families.  The program addresses needs associated with serious behavioral, developmental, and environmental barriers to effective learning. Special emphasis is placed on those children at imminent risk of being dismissed from their child care setting.   

In Colorado the Center for Human Investment and the Colorado Department of Human Services conducted a survey of early childhood programs about ten years ago. They found that 84 percent of the respondents put mental health, as evidenced by emotional and behavioral problems, at the very top of their list of concerns for young children. Evaluators conducting the site visits heard stories of toddlers being “expelled” from every licensed child care center and family childcare homes in the community due to uncontrollable temper tantrums.  

They heard from early childhood teachers about preschoolers who had raged through the classroom causing thousands of dollars of damage and causing adults to seek medical attention for injuries sustained in trying to contain these youngsters. Other teachers told stories of depressed toddlers and increasing numbers of two to five year olds being prescribed stimulant drugs to control hyperactivity and inattention. (Taken from the “Summary of Finding” from the Colorado Survey of Incidence of Mental Heath Problems Among Young Children In Early Childhood Programs)  Colorado is no different from any other state. At one point the United States Surgeon General reported that between 5 and 24 percent of all youngsters are affected by emotional and behavioral problems.     

Child care has been left out of the mental health picture far too long. Foster care homes have been left out of the picture also. Children spend the majority of their waking hours in child care.  What better place to incorporate mental health issues than in child care? When are people going to realize that child care can play an important role in this area?

Child care professionals and other adults that have these children in their environments have got to become advocates for these children and for their programs. You are the experts. Having out of control children and challenging behaviors is an injustice to your programs.  It is an injustice to the children with the problems and also to the other children in our programs and to our society in general.

This is my question to you.  “If you don’t change your environments to accommodate these out of control, high-risk children, who is going to?” Are you going to just keep kicking them out of child care or sending them back to foster care authorities?  Are you going to keep sending them down the road to the next program and the next and the next?  

“Children are living messages we send to a time we will not see.” (Author unknown)  What message are you sending to the future?  

----------

The content in this series of articles was originally used to produce a training video in collaboration between the Oklahoma Department of Human Services, Oklahoma University and the Broken Arrow Clubhouse, Broken Arrow, OK. On the evening of the satellite training over 2,000 people tuned in for the event. Evaluations were overwhelmingly positive with foster care parents providing the most feedback. Most said they liked the practical applications and easy to use tactics. After completion of the live satellite training, a video, “The Dawning of a New Day in Care Giving and Mental Health:  Accommodating the Challenging Behavior Child in Foster Care, Child Care and Other Situations” was made and is now available for child care and foster care homes in the state of Oklahoma.
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