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Trying to figure out how to handle the disruptive child? This article gives you tips that work.
Many of you are beginning to experience children with disruptive behaviors. First of all realize that this is becoming more and more common. Realize that you may be on the front line to help these children. God has placed you in the very position you are in because you love the Lord and because there are hundreds of children out there screaming for help. (Actually some of these kids are hitting, biting, scratching and throwing things as well as screaming.)  

Several years ago I was privileged to develop a special program for churches to use with children whose parent’s were divorcing. As soon as DC4K (DivorceCare for Kids, www.dc4k.org) was released out-of-control children and disruptive behavior questions began flooding my email. A leader from one of our first groups wrote to me about a 9-year-old child who was out of control. This could have been any child in any group situation. 

Unsafe kids

Children of divorce are children that don’t feel safe. It is their perception that things aren’t safe. And a child’s perception is never wrong, as it is their perception. We are learning through all the brain research that when many aggressive children don’t feel safe their brains downshift to a lower level or the fight or flight part of the brain. When this happens we need to help the child feel safe.

Dr. Becky Bailey has a wonderful technique that I have used for years. She calls this the Safekeeper talk. (www.consciousdiscipline.com) In the Safekeeper talk you tell the child that you are their Safekeeper and you are there to keep them safe. You also explain that their job is to help you keep things safe. 

The following is my response to that church:

When the disruptive child enters the next week, take him aside and remind him each leader is a Safekeeper and the leaders are there to keep things safe. However, and you can even say, 

"However, your job is to help us keep things safe." 

You might even want to take the out-of-control 9-year-old aside the minute he walks in the door to do this and while he is still in control. Ask him how he is going to keep things safe tonight. Explain to him that when he is out of control that other children don't feel safe. Ask him if he has any ideas about how he can help.

More than likely he really won't care about the other children but give him a chance. It might be the first time he has considered "others," and it might get him to thinking about it. What most people don't realize is that "discipline" is really guiding and teaching children to make the right choices and decisions. All leaders need to step up to the plate with firmness, not harshness, but firmness. 

Most children who are experiencing their parent’s divorce are going to test the boundaries. If they are children who have been in trouble a lot, then they are going to be reading the body language of the adults. They are going to be very perceptive, much more than you realize. 

They will know if the adults around them don't want them there, are leery or scared of them. If they sense the adults are not in control, they will make everyone's life miserable. It may be the only power they feel they have in their lives.

Divorce takes away a child's power 

Many times the only power a child feels they have is their anger or being out of control. We have to stop allowing these children to be in charge of others. We don’t have to allow them to ruin everyone else's experience. Set some boundaries for these children. 

After having the safe keeper discussion with individual children, say to each of them, 

"You have a choice of how you act. I want you to feel safe and have a good time. When you start getting out of control, your body is telling me you don't feel safe. Your body is telling me that you need my help. I am going to say to you, 'Johnny, what can you do that would be helpful instead of hurtful?' If you don't know what to do, then I will be more than happy to offer you some suggestions. This way you will be able to think about what you need to be doing. If it helps you to feel safe by being removed from the activity, then I will be glad to oblige." 

Tell your leaders to do exactly as they have said they would do. If the child gets out of control, then by all means remove him or her from that activity, not the group, only the activity. This way the leader is not a bad guy. This puts everything on the child, not the leader. If a child has to be removed, it is his or her own choice. You can say, "Hey, if it were up to me, I'd like to let you stay here, but I respect you, and your body is telling me you need to leave."

Let's say a child has been out of control or disruptive in a particular situation, such as the shaving cream project, the week before. You might tell a child that the shaving cream activity got out of hand and you have thought about it and prayed about it the past week and you are going to help him or her to keep this from happening again. 

This will be saying to this child that 

(1) He is important to you and 

(2) She has a choice of how she wants to act. 

Now don't be surprised if the child pushes the boundaries, because he or she probably will. When this happens simply say, 

"Your body is telling me you need my help." 

If needed, remove the child from the activity. 

Another way to approach this is to say,  

“_________ (actions the child is doing such as running, pushing, shoving, etc.) is not safe. What could you do that is safe?” 

The child is not in trouble. Many of these children are in trouble all the time. It becomes a habit and remember it could very well be the way they are holding onto the little power they feel they have. When you approach the situation calmly and the child is not in trouble, it breaks that habit. It also zaps the power struggle that many leaders face with the disruptive child. You give the child his power back when you teach him a different way of reacting and when you allow the child to contribute to his environment instead of always taking away from it. 

Next time there is a mess created because of this child's behavior, don't press him or her to clean it up. You can say, 

"Wow, this is a mess. What could you do that would helpful?" 

Or, 

"This mess isn't safe for the rest of us. What could you do to be safe (or keep things safe)?" 

If you insist this child clean up the mess right then and there, you are entering into a power struggle. Be careful about placing yourself in a power struggle with any child because you won't win. The minute you enter the power struggle, you have lost.  

What is your agenda?

Think about your agenda in this situation. Is it the mess or is it the child's behavior? Your agenda should be dealing with the child's behavior and helping the child to focus on how he or she could have handled this situation differently. Then offer to help clean things up or ask if there is anyone else who would like to help.

Another tip when dealing with this type child: Don't ask the child any question you already know the answer to. In other words, don't walk over to the messy art table and say, 

"Did you do this?" 

if you know the child did. Many times you will be setting the child up to lie. Simply state the facts and describe what you see. 

"Wow, what a mess. There's paint on the floor." 

Then continue on with the safe or helpful line of conversation.

Don’t praise a child for his cooperation

Whenever this child does cooperate or makes a move to join in, then comment by noticing what he or she did. Don't praise the child; instead, describe what he or she has done. Example: 

"Johnny, you walked across the room and sat down to work on your workbook." 

You could add, 

"That was helpful." 

Don't praise children for doing what they are suppose to be doing, simply notice and describe. 

Many children with disruptive behaviors don't feel worthy of praise. They will set out to prove you wrong. The more you praise, the more out of control they will try to be. Also remember, if this is a child who thinks the divorce is his or her fault; then that child may feel he or she doesn't deserve any praise. The child may only feel worthy of condemnation. Praise can come later when the child has come to realize divorce is an adult problem. Praise can also come when the child feels he or she has earned the praise.

Keep remembering that these are hurting children. Most are begging for attention, and they are going to get it any way they can. I have found the more aggressive and angry children are the ones who most need an adult’s attention and the love of Christ. Many times they have been "kicked out" of different situations, and they are sure if they act bad enough, you will also tell them to leave. After all, they think they are so bad that one of their parents couldn't stand it, so the parent left. 

I have said to many children, 

"You can believe that I care so much for you that you are here to stay. The more disruptive you are, the more your body is telling me that you want my help. And since I respect you, like you and care deeply for you I will oblige!"

Hang in there! Don't despair. Work with these children. Allow God to work with you. Use God's dress code found in 

Colossians 3:12 and 14 (NIV)

"Clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, gentleness and patience.… And over all these virtues put on love which binds them all together in perfect unity."
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