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Accommodating the Challenging Behavior Child 
in Foster Care, Child Care and Other Situations: Part I

By Linda Ranson Jacobs

Email:  Linda@hlp4.com 

Out of control children, challenging behaviors and high-risk children are everywhere. How do you set up environments to accommodate these children? How do you maintain what happens to the other children around them? How does the person caring for these children keep it all together?  These series of articles explore the answers to these and many other questions about children with challenging behaviors. Practical coping strategies and useful information will assist you in dealing appropriately with children who demonstrate high-risk behaviors. 

(This text 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.)

Introduction 

Our world today is filled with children that are disruptive, angry, aggressive, oppositional, defiant or children that have non compliant behaviors.  One can find these children in child care programs, in foster care, in day care homes and in our faith communities. Out of control, challenging behaviors and high risk children are everywhere. Most of us have not been prepared to accommodate these behaviors. We have not been trained. We are not counselors or mental health experts, yet we are expected to find ways to integrate these children into our environments. There are several com-ponents in adapting one’s environment to accommodate these children.

When I owned the Broken Arrow Clubhouse in Broken Arrow, OK we found that one of the key components of accommodating children with challenging behaviors was to establish a relationship as soon as possible with each out of control child. It was our experience that many of these children with challenging behaviors are hurting children. Hurting children are scared children. Many of them have been in trouble for years. They have managed to successfully be expelled from every child care arrangement possible. 

Some have been bounced from foster home to foster home. Some have been shuttled from parent to parent, group care to group care. They don’t fit and they know they don’t fit so in their minds they justify with the thought of “why try”.  My staff and I wondered if it wasn’t a game to many of these children to see how long it would take them to get “kicked out” again. When we would stop and take time to build relationships with these children we begin to see a transformation take place.  

The Relational Approach to Discipline

In our building we called this the “Relational Approach To Discipline”.  By discipline we mean teaching, modeling and training that develops self-control in each child. As adults we build relationships by

· Dialoguing 

· Responding 

· Discussing 

· Clarifying

· Questioning

· Affirming 

· Empathizing 

As adults when we meet someone new and we want to form a friendship or a relationship we begin to talk or dialogue with them. We may respond to their questions or we discuss something we have in common. When they tell us something, we may need to clarify what they are saying to us. Or we may affirm the other person and last but not least we empathize with them when we hear of something that’s troubling them. 

We need to learn to follow the same process when building relationships with challenging children. The difference 

when working with the high-risk child is to change our mind set. In the beginning of the relationship, you the adult will do all of the giving. Each day and several times during the day say to yourself,  “I can do this. It will be worth it in the end. This is a wonderful opportunity to help this child.”  

At the Broken Arrow Clubhouse we experienced the concept that all discipline is built on having a relationship with the child. All discipline was an opportunity to teach the child what we would accept and what we would expect in our environment. In other words, we told the child how we wanted him or her to act. Many times we forget to tell the child what we want. We are, however, pretty good at telling them what we don’t want.  

In our environment we would dialogue with the child. Respond with answers to their questions – spoken and unspoken questions. Empathize over every small thing that took place, over and over again and again. At every turn we’d remind ourselves that WE were building a relationship. It may very well be the first time a noncompliant child has been involved with another human being in a positive manner. This transformation was a very slow process. Every time a child is expelled from group care or changes living arrangements, it takes a little longer the next time to integrate this child into another program or living arrangement.   

As more and more of these children with noncompliant behaviors began to appear in our child care program, we found out very fast that we needed some help. Some of these children at three and four years of age had already been in five, six or even more child care facilities as well as some had been in various living arrangements. We decided we would not continue the trend of expelling them. We 

made the choice to change how we dealt with these children. The following story is an example of a successful experience.  

Dianna’s Story

I would like to introduce you to a young lady by the name of Dianna. She is eleven years old.  She is on target for her physical development. She is tall and lanky, very pretty.  She takes good care of herself.  She dresses neatly and is always clean. Like most young ladies her age, she experiments with various hairstyles and makes sure her hair is clean and combed. Dianna and her single dad live alone.  She gets to see her mother almost every other weekend. Dianna is tender toward others. She has a tremendous amount of empathy and is intuitive when others are hurting. Dianna is affectionate; she’s artistic and she is becoming quite a good cook. 

Dianna’s counselor says that she is a case study in the making of how child care can impact a special needs child. 

In the spring of 2000 we watched this young lady weep for the first time in her life. Oh she had had screaming temper tantrums and cried tears of manipulation but not ever tears from her heart. This break through came with the death of Bucky, one of our Clubhouse rabbits. 

Dianna served on the animal committee and it was her job to clean the animal cages every morning. When Buckey was nine years old he got very sick. We explained to Dianna that we were going to have to have him put to sleep. She acted very nonchalant about this and said, 

“It’s only a stupid rabbit anyway.” 

But the next morning when she went to clean his cage reality set in and she became distraught. She began to cry – real tears – and mourn the death of this pet. Only she wasn’t just mourning the loss of this rabbit. She was mourning for herself as a baby when her mom wouldn’t feed her or change her diapers.  She was mourning the loss of a mother that deserted her as a baby.    

She was mourning the loss of teachers that didn’t her in their class. She was mourning the loss of friends that she had aggressively run off.  She cried and cried, so much so that we had to call her dad to come and console her. This was her turning point.  The wounds on her heart became scars that day. 

Today her wounded heart has healed but the scars will always be there. 

When our child care was accepted into the research project from Portland State University called “The Models of Inclusion in Child Care”
 one of the intake questions was,  

“How have you worked to include children with emotional and/or behavioral problems in your program?”

My response to them was, 

“A better question might be, ‘What haven’t we done?’”

Professional Help

At some point, we made the choice to seek professional assistance. In 1986 when we discovered that one of our toddlers was autistic, we asked our school system to collaborate with us and include my staff for autistic training. (Which they did.) We asked parents to put us in touch with their therapist or we asked parents to get professional help.  

We invited the therapists or counselors to come to our facility and see a child within the context of group child care. We also kept the lines of communication open between the mental health professional and our program. 

One day I had a mental health professional call me regarding one of our children. When I answered the phone, “Broken Arrow Clubhouse”, he said “Who, uh, what is this?”  When I explained that we were a child care facility, he said he didn’t understand why he needed to visit with me. I went on to relay to him that we wanted to be of assistance to him and his counseling that he was doing with this child and family. I explained that the child was in our program for several hours a day and that we could undo everything he accomplished or we could help.  

At the end of our conversation he told me that I was the first day care person to ever call him. He said that he would finish this child’s treatment soon but that if we ever had any problems to please call him that he would be more than happy to work with us. When this mental health person had other children from our child care, he always called me before I could contact him. Sometimes he called me and asked for me to provide care for different children. 

In the early nineties we hired our own counselor to come once a week and be in our school age program. We got no financial assistance for this help but I and my staff thought it was well worth the funds it cost us to have a counselor come into our facility once a week. He was also on call if we needed to discuss situations with him. Mr. Phil, the counselor, not only worked with the children but also the parents and the staff. Some days he would spend the entire two hours just doing what we called “Care taker talk”.  

He listened to the staff and validated them. Sometimes he would make suggestions but mostly he just let the staff talk and vent. He played games with the children and they could make an appointment to see him privately while he was in our facility. Something interesting happened through Mr. Phil being in our building. When children felt comfortable with Mr. Phil as a friend in elementary school, they would tend to migrate to him as their friend when they need a counselor in their teen years. 
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