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Mentoring Your Staff to Work Appropriately with Emotional and Behavior Issues in Young Children

By  Linda Ranson Jacobs

Early Childhood programs around the nation are experiencing an insurmountable number of children with challenging behaviors. We are becoming a nation whose children are losing their childhood to angry outbursts, aggressive behaviors and perceptions of constant threats to their safety. Unfortunately, teachers that are being kicked, hit, bit and screamed at are asking to have those children removed from their classrooms. But where is the stopping point for these children? Where do they go after they leave your program and the next program and the next?

Several years ago I decided to stop the process of moving these children around. I consciously chose to transition my teaching style and program into a facility that could make every effort to accommodate each child who entered our doors. The toughest part wasn’t making this decision but mentoring my staff and bringing them willingly into this vision. I had to figure out a way for them to develop the passion the Lord had already instilled in my heart.

The first thing was to develop a very unusual dress code. Now you may be saying, “Did I read that right? A dress code? I have teachers ready to quit because little Johnny kicked the fire out of them yesterday and Sweet Susie turned into Sour Susie when she screamed ‘shut up’ in a voice that equaled a Metropolitan opera star, and you want me to do 

WHAT?”  

Developing this dress code will be the very beginning of your transition period and it will become the foundation on which you build the rest of your program. It is right out of God’s word. Colossians 3:12 and 14 say, “Clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, gentleness and patience. . . . And over all these virtues put on love which binds them all together in perfect unity.” 

We have to mentor a change of hearts when working with children with emotional and behavioral issues. The staff is on the firing line day after day. They need to be equipped with the right tools and protected with the best armor.

Down through the years I learned a lot from the children the Lord entrusted to our care.  Probably the hardest was to understand that preconceived concepts about behavior and guidance fly out the window when these children walk through the door. The first thing we had to learn was to discipline ourselves first, then the children second. We had to discipline ourselves to be compassionate, to be kind and gentle and patient. We also learned that when we did develop and wear these “clothes” that amazingly enough, we began to truly love these children, which in turn has brought unity into their lives. The saying “you’re the only Jesus these children see” is so very true when working with the child who’s been kicked out of every group care situation in your area.  

We had to learn to listen to the children’s upsetness. We had to realize that every aggressive child was a hurting child. Every aggressive act is a call for help. We had to train ourselves to see from the child’s viewpoint. From this vantage point we realized that many of these children didn’t feel safe. We had to create safe environments. We had to be “safe people” that children could learn to trust. 

A good resource for my staff was Dr. Becky Bailey’s Conscious Discipline.  (www.beckybailey.com) Dr. Bailey says that children are either calling for love or extending love. I learned that a child calls for love a lot differently than we as adults do. 

Their cries come in the form of hitting, biting, kicking and in general hurting others.  

First let me explain to you what we learned not to do—the don’ts, so to speak, of working with these children.  

· Don’t use punishment or reward systems

· Don’t use behavior charts

· Don’t use stickers or point systems

(What if God used point systems with us? How many points would you have on a challenging day?)

Strategies We Use

· Build a relationship with each child. Discipline is relationship specific.

· Predictable routines lend themselves to security. Every child needs to know what comes next, especially with transition times. The transition times need to be well thought out and prepared for in advance. If a child has a tendency to be out of control, it will happen during transition times.  

· Create rituals. Rituals are connecting points. Children will develop a ritual when adults aren’t paying attention. Good morning songs at the door every morning become rituals. 

· Change the words “good job” to “you did it.” “Good job” is a judgment call from you the adult. “You did it” is simply describing to the child what they did—no judgment involved.

· Change your wording from good and bad to “helpful” and “hurtful.”  “You picked up the toys so we could all walk safely across the room. That was helpful.”  

· Give copious amounts of physical touch. For some children you will need to ask permission to hug or hold their hand. Encourage your staff to touch a child each time they are talking to him or her, the shoulder, hand and elbow for example. 

· For children you sense are beginning to lose control, do a mini massage. Start at their shoulders and rub down their arms to their hands and then massage their hands if they will let you.  

These are a good starting point for mentoring your staff to successfully accommodate His little ones. Each one of these suggestions works as well with the staff. “You did it” at the end of the day simply describes and uplifts the staff. Changing attitudes changes hearts, and changed hearts result in changed behaviors.

One last word, above all “let us consider how to stimulate one another to love and good deeds” Hebrews 12:24. To the Lord every child is a precious soul, and it’s not up to us to “throw” away these children. 
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