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It’s a rare parent who doesn’t have to deal with a child’s 
temper tantrum, meltdown, or other challenging behavior 
at some point. Why do young children act up, and what 
triggers the behavior? This article will help to answer those 
questions and assist you in developing a plan that can 
improve your child’s behavior.

The first thing to realize is that 
all behavior has a purpose: 
communication. Children who 
don’t have an appropriate 
way to express ideas and 
feelings may cry, hit, or pout 
to let you know they need 
something, such as food; 
want something, such as 
a favorite toy; or want to 
avoid something, such as going to bed. Children may act 
up for other reasons as well. They may have limited social 
skills, may have learned that misbehaving is more effective 
than language, may be physically uncomfortable, may 
not know what’s expected of them, or may be faced with 
unreasonable expectations.

The situations may be different, but one theme unites them: 
Children engage in challenging behavior because it works 
for them. 

The first step in helping children improve their behavior 
is to determine what they are trying to communicate 
and when the behavior is most likely to occur. Keeping a 
record of when and where the behavior happens can help 

you identify patterns. Be sure to note what was happening 
just prior to the behavior, what you observed, and what 
happened afterward. Is there a certain time of day or a 
particular activity that seems to be more difficult for your 

child? 

Once you have determined the purpose of 
the behavior, you can create a plan 

to change it. This behavior plan 
should have three parts: 

prevention, education, 
and consistency.

Prevention: Try these 
strategies to help increase 

desired behaviors and 
decrease unwanted ones.

•	 Consistently praise and encourage children when they 
are acting properly. Being specific in your praise helps 
children learn what you want them to do. For example,  
rather than telling your son he’s a good boy when he 
shares his toys, say, “Great sharing! I like it when you 
share your toys with your brother.”

•	 Express clear, realistic expectations to your child. 
For example, if your daughter is not able to pick up 
all her toys by herself but could help you with the 
task, you might express that realistic expectation by 
saying, “I’ll pick up 10 toys and you’ll pick up 10 toys.” 
After the toys are picked up, praise your child for her 
cooperation.



•	 Set a few clear household rules. Be sure to state the 
rules in a positive manner, explaining what you 
want your child to do, not what you don’t want. For 
instance, you might say, “use gentle touch” rather than 
“no hitting.” Review the rules daily and make sure 
your child understands what is expected. If you also 
have consequences for breaking the rules, make them 
clear and be sure to give them 
consistently.

Education: Teach your child new skills 
for communicating and participating 
in routines or expectations. 

•	 Teach your child the language to 
use to in order to meet his or her 
needs. For example, if your son 
tries to grab a toy from another 
child, teach him how to obtain 
that toy in an appropriate manner. You might say, 
“Zach, please ask Jenny to give you the blocks when 
she is finished playing with them. Now say thank you.” 
If your daughter whines when she wants a drink of 
juice, you could say, “Sally, say ‘juice please.’” (For a 
nonverbal child, teach the sign or picture to use.) Once 
you have given her the words and she has the ability to 
use them, tell her you will expect her to use her words 
to ask for juice next time and ignore the whining. Give 
Sally the juice only when she uses her words or signs. 

•	 Children also need to learn and practice problem-
solving skills. If your son throws his plate to indicate 
that he wants to be done with a meal, teach him the 
words or sign language for “all done.” Give him several 
opportunities to practice, and then be sure that he 
can no longer escape mealtime by throwing his plate. 
Remember to praise your child when he uses his words 
or signs to let you know he’s finished with a meal.

Consistency: Be consistent in making sure your child’s 
challenging behaviors are no longer effective.

•	 Respond to your child’s unacceptable actions with 
consequences that are practical and logically related 
to the behavior. For example, if your daughter is 
using a toy in an inappropriate way, calmly remind 
her how it is to be used and make it clear that if she 
persists, the toy will be put away. If she continues 
using the toy inappropriately, calmly remove the toy. 
Your child will learn that you expect her to play with 
toys in an appropriate manner. Logical consequences 
teach children that they have control over their own 
behavior.

By understanding why children have challenging behaviors, 
you can plan effective responses. Prevention strategies, new 
skills, and proper reinforcement of desired behaviors can 
all help. As you develop your behavior plan, make sure that 
it will fit with your family and that you are committed to 
the work and energy it will take to follow through. 

To provide your child with consistency, you also may 
find it valuable to involve child-
care providers, preschool teachers, 
extended family members, or other 
people who care for your child in a 
plan to address challenging behaviors. 
If your child has an Individualized 
Family Service Plan (IFSP) or 
Individualized Education Program 
(IEP), you can ask the team members 
how to create and follow through on a 
behavior plan. 

Change won’t happen overnight, but as children learn that 
challenging behaviors no longer work for them, they will 
begin to use the new skills you have taught them. As you 
lay the foundation for helping them learn new ways to 
interact and behave, the quality of their relationships will 
improve and your time with your child will become less 
stressful and more enjoyable.

For additional information and resources on family-centered 
positive behavioral supports, visit:
PACER Center 
PACER.org
Technical Assistance Center on Social Emotional Intervention 
(TACSEI) 
challengingbehavior.org/communities/families.htm
Center on the Social and Emotional Foundation for Early 
Learning 
vanderbilt.edu/csefel
University of Minnesota-Center for Early Education and 
Development (CEED) 
cehd.umn.edu/ceed/
University of Minnesota-Positive Behavioral Supports Resources 
and References 
cehd.umn.edu/ceed/events/SummerInstitute/2008PBSResources/
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Whether you’re wondering about your child’s readiness 
for kindergarten or confused about what “outcomes” are, 
PACER’s early childhood advocate Judy Swett has some 
answers.

Q. My son turns 5 this summer. The early childhood 
special education (ECSE) professionals on his 
Individualized Education Program (IEP) team are 
proposing that he go to kindergarten in the fall. I do not 
feel he is ready and would like him to remain in ECSE for 
another year. What are my options?

A. Under Minnesota law, all children who are age 5 by 
September are eligible for kindergarten. The mandatory 
school attendance age is 7. Therefore, you have the right 
to hold your child back from kindergarten for another 
year. However, if the school district has proposed an IEP 
that can meet his special education needs and provide a 
free and appropriate public education (FAPE) within a 
kindergarten program, then it has met its legal obligation 
to provide services to your child. It is not obligated to keep 
him in ECSE for another year. 

You have three options:

1.	 Allow your child to attend kindergarten as the team 
proposes, making sure the IEP addresses his strengths 
and needs and provides any supports and services he 
may need in order to succeed there. 

2.	 Decline special education services and delay 
kindergarten enrollment for another year. Like many 

parents who choose this option, you may wish to enroll 
your child in a preschool program at your own expense 
for a year. Once your son is in kindergarten, you have 
the right to request that he be re-evaluated to see if he 
qualifies for special education services.

3.	 Use the conciliation and mediation process to disagree 
with the proposal and voice your concerns about the 
appropriateness of the placement.

Remember, your child does not need to be academically 
ready for kindergarten in order to succeed. His IEP should 
support his unique learning and development needs and 
help him make progress in the kindergarten curriculum. 

Q. My daughter is turning 3 and moving from Part C 
early intervention to Part B preschool services. Her service 
coordinator has asked me to provide some information 
to help determine my child’s “outcomes” from early 
intervention services. I thought we were looking at progress 
on my daughter’s Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP) 
goals, but these were different. What is she talking about?

A. The goals that were written into your daughter’s IFSP 
were developed based on your daughter’s evaluation and 
your concerns and priorities for her. They are unique to 
your daughter. The outcomes that your service coordinator 
is asking you about are different.  

The federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA) requires states to report outcomes for all children 
leaving the Part C program who have received services for 
at least six months. These outcomes are:

1.	 Developing positive social-emotional skills (including 
social relationships)

2.	 Acquiring and using knowledge and skills
3.	 Taking appropriate action to meet needs

The purpose of this annual report is to see if Part C services 
are making a difference in the lives of the children and 
families served by the program. The outcomes data is used 
at the local, state, and federal level to ensure high-quality 
services and supports for young children and their families.

If you have additional questions, please contact PACER 
Center and ask to speak with an early childhood advocate.



Toys provide all children with an important way 
to learn about the world, themselves, and their 
abilities. For children with disabilities, toys may 
offer an even more important way for the child to 
gain a variety of life skills through play. 

As a parent, you have unique insights into your 
child’s age, interests, skills, and abilities. With 
that knowledge, you may want to intentionally 
choose toys that will help your child develop 
everything from motor, language, and social 
skills to self-esteem and imagination.

Depending on your child’s disability or 
developmental delay, you may need to make 
simple adaptations to make the toy usable. For 
example, you might want to add foam grips to 
the handles of toys or crayons for a better grip, or 
you might add a simple switch to a CD player to 
allow your child to select music. 

On the next page are some examples of toys 
and adaptations that can promote your child’s 
skill development. You’ll also find ordering 
information for a PACER publication on toys and 
child development.
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