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Introduction and Overview 
Managing Challenging Behaviors

• Addressing anxiety and challenging behaviors involves a 
comprehensive approach that takes into account:
prevention practices in the classroom
 social emotional teaching strategies
building positive relationships with children, families and 

colleagues
 creating individual plans. 

Today we will present a framework for responding to anxiety 
and the challenging behaviors that we may see as a result of 
that anxiety. Before looking at specific strategies, we want to 
take a moment to look at our role as caregivers.



Self-Awareness

As we know, young children grow and learn best through 
caring and nurturing relationships with their caregivers. 
Providing care to young children is an intense and demanding 
job. Therefore, as caregivers, it is important for us to be aware 
of our own strengths and challenges and be conscious of our 
personal limitations and capabilities in order to provide the best 
care to young children and avoid pitfalls. Working with young 
children can sometimes feel great and sometimes drain our 
energies and leave us feeling depleted.  There are many factors 
that we can explore to understand our own feelings and 
motivations in this important and life-changing work.



Self-Awareness

• Self-awareness is having a clear perception of 
your personality, including strengths and 
weaknesses, thoughts, beliefs, motivations 
and emotions.  

• Self-awareness allows you to understand 
other people, how they perceive you, your 
attitude and your responses to them in the 
moment.



Self-Awareness
• The more awareness we have of our own feelings, the more 

we can create a nurturing classroom where all children and 
staff can feel accepted and grow.

• Developing self-awareness is a process of uncovering the root 
of our inner feelings towards the people we work with and 
the children we serve.

• Have you ever noticed that even children you find challenging 
in the beginning of the school year become likable over the 
year if you come to understand them and help them learn?

• Or when an irritating coworker might become a good friend 
after you have a deeper conversation and come to learn that 
she’s going through a difficult time in her personal life?

• When we understand ourselves, we can feel more in control 
of our emotions and enjoy the experience of teaching young 
children.  



Morning Check-in

• Morning Check-in is a different way to have children and 
teachers come together at circle time

• Together they have the opportunity to share ideas, thoughts, 
feelings, and/or what transpired prior to arriving at the 
classroom.  This helps set the tone for the rest of the day

• Let’s take a moment to check-in with ourselves…



Summary/Morning Check-in

• Morning Check-in is a way for young children to 
begin to make sense out of life situations.  Over 
time children become able to construct their 
stories in a cohesive manner.

• Taking this time to connect on a deeper level may 
positively affects our relationships, mental well-
being, and our own self knowledge



Challenging Behaviors

We will now focus on managing children with 
challenging behaviors in our classrooms.

• Remember, addressing challenging behaviors 
involves a comprehensive approach that takes 
into account:
Prevention practices in the classroom
Social Emotional Teaching Strategies
Building positive relationships with children, families 

and colleagues
Creating Individual Plans



Challenging Behavior/
All Behavior Has Meaning

• Some characteristics of a preschooler according to Frances L Ilg, MD 
and Louise Bates Ames, PhD in The Geselle Institute’s Child 
Behavior: From Birth to Ten
 They are motor machines-kicking, throwing things, breaking 

stuff and running away
 They are emotional. They are loud, silly, and might laugh in 

between “fits of rage”. They might say, “You make me so mad!”
 They like profanity (especially what they hear) and they giggle at 

bathroom and elimination words. (in other words, don’t be 
surprised if they call you a “poopyhead”!

 They like rhymes. Especially silly rhymes.
 They can be defiant. They like to “swagger and boast”, and they 

might disregard adult commands.
 They tell tall tales (they’re more interesting) and their 

imagination is wild. They might really believe they have an 
imaginary friend.



Questions to Consider 

As we look at and discuss examples of challenging 
behaviors in a classroom, consider the following 
questions:
Does this child’s behavior feel familiar to you in your 

classroom or in your personal life?
If you were this child’s teacher, how might this 

behavior make you feel?
What factors may be impacting the child’s behavior?
Do you have ideas about how you would begin to 

address this issue?



Vignette: Claudia
For the past few weeks, Claudia Jones has been quite 

restless, agitated, and struggling to focus on play and learning 
activities in Ms. Amy’s classroom.  Today, as soon as she came into 
the room, she seemed exceptionally anxious and would not stop 
talking.  Claudia is four and a half years old and has extensive 
vocabulary, but in her fast talking, not too much was making sense.  
Ms. Amy has been observing Claudia’s peer relationships, trying to 
put her finger on the change in her behavior.

Earlier that morning, Claudia’s mother, Mrs. Jones, shared 
with the assistant teacher, Ms. Marsha, that the family will be 
moving in a month.   Mrs. Jones is feeling overwhelmed by the 
many tasks she needs to carry out over the coming weeks.

At the end of the day, while Ms. Amy and Ms. Marsha 
discussed the day, Ms. Marsha casually mentioned what Mrs. Jones 
shared about the family’s upcoming move.



Vignette: Nancy

Dominick and Patrick have constructed a huge 
tower in the block area, when Ms. Kay calls out, “Five 
minutes to clean up!” from across the room. The boys 
continue to build. Nancy runs up to the boys and says 
to them, “Stop building! Ms. Kay said clean up” as she 
knocks down their tower. Dominick and Patrick scream 
“Hey! Get out of here you stupid!” Ms. Kay calls out, 
“Boys, that’s not the way that we talk here.”



Classroom Prevention Strategies 
Assessing the Classroom

When we are struggling with how to respond to a 
challenging child’s behavior, our focus in the beginning 
must be to take a look at how the classroom is 
functioning. Before further intervention can proceed, 
it’s crucial that the classroom environment and 
practices are at their best.
A well-functioning classroom is the foundation of a 
child’s behavior. 
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Classroom Prevention Strategies
• Physical environment – are there areas of the room where children tend 

to have difficulty? Block area? Kitchen area? Sensory table? Too many 
children in a particular area during free play or at meal times? Overall 
layout? Are there areas of the room that require more teacher 
supervision/support than others? Perhaps re-thinking possible ways to 
make changes  will reduce the likelihood that problems will occur. 

• Classroom schedule and routines - are they simple, clear, predictable and 
consistent? Might the schedule need to be tweaked?

• Choices – are children given simple, limited choices to help them gain 
control and a sense of autonomy? 

• Transitions - are transitions planful, with clear warnings given to children 
in order for them to prepare themselves for ending a fun activity? 
Transition plans that worked at the beginning of the year may need to be 
re-worked during the middle part of the year. 



Classroom Prevention Strategies

• Activities – are they meeting the needs of the 
children? Are the children ready for new 
challenges? Do they need more large motor 
playtime? Do you provide activities that 
encourage interaction with peers and provide 
adult support to help them manage? Do the 
children have plenty of opportunity for play? 
Play is the vehicle by which children learn about 

themselves and how to be with, negotiate and 
communicate with others.  Through play, children can 
learn to manage their own behavior with support 
from their caregivers.  



Classroom Prevention Strategies 
Social-Emotional Teaching

• Teach problem solving/conflict resolution - Actively 
listen to each child’s point of view and encourage the 
children in conflict to do the same. Take the time to 
encourage and support children in coming up with 
possible solutions to their conflict.  Ask for their ideas 
about alternative behaviors. 

• Teach children about feelings - names for feelings; 
what kind of feelings people have; help children 
identify their own feelings as well as what others might 
be feeling; provide opportunities for children to safely 
talk about feelings; post a feelings chart with faces 
corresponding to emotions.



Social Emotional Teaching: 
Children’s Books

The use of children’s books with emotional content can be useful in 
helping children understand their feelings and experiences through the 
identification of characters and events that occur in the stories.  
• Examples include:

 I Don’t Care by Marjorie Weinman Sharmat
 Noisy Nora by Rosemary Wells
 Peter’s Chair by Ezra Jack Keats
 You Go Away by Dorothy Corey
 Mama Do You Love Me by Barbara Joosse
 On Mother’s Lap by Ann Herbert Scott
 Sam Who Never Forgets by Eve Rice
 What Alvin Wanted by Holly Keller
 The Temper Tantrum Book by Edna Mitchell Preston
 Geraldine’s Blanket by Holly Keller
 Darcy and Gran Don’t Like Babies by Jane Cutler
 Go Away Big Green Monster by Ed Emberley



Classroom Prevention Strategies 
Relationship Building

• Subgrouping – is a strategy where groups of 
children are divided into smaller groups and 
assigned to a teacher in the classroom.  Those 
children are the primary focus of that teacher.  
This is particularly important for classrooms 
where there are several children who present 
challenging behaviors.  Small group times are 
spent together, including mealtimes, rest time 
and small group activities.  The purpose of this is 
to help in the development of attachment.  Also, 
children who need special attention during these 
times can be seated next to the teacher. 



Classroom Prevention Strategies 
Relationship Building

• It is important to build relationships with

Children

Parents

Colleagues



Classroom Prevention Strategies 
Relationship Building

• Relationships with Children
 Builds a sense of safety and trust
 Lessens children’s anxiety
 Allows teachers to gain knowledge of the child
 Motivates children to behave

• Relationships with Parents
 Builds a sense of safety and trust
 Supports children’s comfort in the classroom
 Creates an atmosphere of collaboration throughout the school year

 This is particularly important when facing difficult discussions regarding their child’s 
behavior

• Relationships with Colleagues
 Builds a sense of safety and trust in one another 
 Allows for good communication
 Supports one another’s comfort when needing/asking for help
 Demonstrates positive role models for the children



Strategies to Support Individual 
Children

Even with careful planning and positive 
relationship building, there will be children who 
present with challenging behaviors that require 
making individualized plans. The above 
classroom prevention strategies
will reduce the likelihood of
some challenging behaviors.  

Virginia Frank Child Development Center 



Developing Individual Plans
• To begin building an individual behavior support plan, first talk 

with your co-worker and/or supervisor and begin to identify 
your concerns.  Ask yourself, what is it about this behavior that is 
challenging?  Is it challenging for my co-workers as well?  What 
feelings is this child’s behavior stirring in me?  Do my co-workers 
feel the same?

• In assessing the child, we want to take a strengths-based 
approach.  That means it is important to identify what is going 
well.  Identify strengths before formulating any ideas or action 
plan.  Then ask yourself, what does this child want or need that 
he may not be able to tell you with his words? 

• Begin by observing key situations or times of day to pinpoint 
when the child does well and when and how the challenging 
behaviors occur. 



Developing Individual Plans
• In addition you may also want to ask your supervisor, director or 

mental health consultant to come in and observe to give you a 
fresh and objective perspective.

• Review records: What do you know about this child’s history, 
previous child care experience, anything about their family, who 
are the caregivers? Have there been any changes in their lives? 
(i.e.  move, separation or divorce, loss).

• Include parent in the process by sharing with the parent how 
you are trying to figure out how to help the child.  Ask the parent 
if they have noticed the concerned behaviors at home, do they 
have any ideas about what might be helpful for the child at the 
school.  Try to make the parent a partner in this process. 

• Sit down with your co-workers to pull information together and 
to create a plan.



Developing Individual Plans

• Begin with Prevention Strategies 
Morning check-in
Physical environment
Classroom schedule and routines
Simple, limited choices
Transitions
Activities/Play
Subgrouping
Social-emotional teaching 
Conflict Resolution
Talk about feelings



Developing Individual Plans

Examine your responses to challenging behavior
Remember we want a well-planned, strengths-based, 

focused approach
Find non-coercive ways to respond to the behavior
Explain reason behind rules and requests
Guide the child to consider alternative courses of 

action
Alter the situation to make the change of behavior 

easier and more accessible



Creating an Individual Plan
• Talk with your co-worker and supervisor. Begin to identify 

yours and your colleagues’ concerns and feelings.
• Identify the child’s strengths as well as the child’s needs.
• Are there times of the day are most challenging?
• What do you know about this child’s history, current life 

events, and/or changes?
• Talk to the parent and ask if they have noticed behaviors at 

home and/or have ideas that might be helpful.
• What prevention strategies might you focus on?
• What environmental changes might you make?
• Examine your responses to the child’s challenging behavior.
• Review classroom strategies.



Developing Individual Plans

• Do you have concerns about implementing 
individual plans for children?
How do you think the child will respond to the 

individual plan?
How might other children respond to the plan for that 

child?
How might parents react to their child needing a 

special plan?

If the individual child, group of children, or parents have 
concerns, how might you respond to them?



Developing Individual Plans
• Once you have developed a plan, be consistent about 

implementing it.  Give it several weeks to determine if it is 
having an effect.  Review plan after a few weeks and revise 
if necessary.  Don’t be discouraged by regression, this is a 
part of change.  Remember, be patient!

• Time away from the group.  Sometimes a bean bag/comfy 
chair in a reading area can serve as a place for children to 
use to calm down where the caregiver can still be in close 
proximity to the child. It will be important for the teacher 
to check in with the child verbally and/or through eye 
contact to help the child feel connected and supported.

• Make an extra effort to spend playful time with the child, to 
be a supportive presence.



Managing Potentially Challenging 
Times of the Day

Circle Time
• Child’s own carpet square or tape on floor
• Hello song using names (sing every morning)
• Address emotional state using feelings chart
• Go over schedule of the day using a picture schedule
• Designate center choices using pictures

The challenging child may need a place near the teacher 
with a physical prompt (hand on shoulder and eye 
contact) to manage their behavior.



Managing Potentially Challenging 
Times of the Day

Outside Time
• Give positive, clear directions prior to the transitions 

through building
• Tell children what equipment is available to them
• Consider limiting choices or areas of the playground
• Position a teacher near equipment (swings, climber, 

sandbox, etc.)

The challenging child may need additional verbal 
prompts and reminders of rules and expectations.



Managing Potentially Challenging 
Times of the Day

Nap Time
• Might be difficult because 

it’s a reminder of separation from parents
involves letting go and loss of control

• Give clear, age appropriate expectations (stay on cot, remain 
quiet and look at books);  some children won’t sleep

• Use soft instrumental music (Brahms)
• Sit where you can be seen
• Position cots with space between them

The challenging child may need individualized prompts, both 
verbal and physical (hand on shoulder with eye contact)



Managing Potentially Challenging 
Times of the Day

Meal Times
• Sit with children, eat with them and engage in simple 

conversation
• Remember that meal times can evoke separation anxiety
• Remind children that parents want them to have a good 

lunch
• Be clear about rules and expectations for meal times
• Children do well with their own placemats and same places 

at the table

The challenging child may need proximity to the teacher and 
encouraging reminders of rules and expectations.



Managing Potentially Challenging 
Times of the Day

Transitions
• Give preparation for each transition throughout the day with verbal and 

visual prompts (picture schedule)
• Give 5 minute warning before each transition and again at 2 minutes (use 

of a song is very helpful)
• Drop off:

 make eye contact with child and parent when greeting
 ask parent who will be picking the child up that day
 encourage child to make eye contact with his or her parent in the good-bye
 have photo of the child with his/her family available for child to look at 

throughout the day

The challenging child may need proximity to teacher with appropriate 
prompts.  Teacher may need to shadow child to the next activity.  If the child 
is having difficulty ending an activity remind child that she will have another 
opportunity to play with preferred toy or activity at another time. 
Sometimes a child might need a concrete plan for when he or she will be 
able to resume this activity.  For example, putting a note on the calendar.

Virginia Frank Child Development Center 



Additional Supports

Sometimes children will also need additional supports 
outside of the classroom.  These may include 
occupational therapy, speech therapy or counseling.  
Referrals should come out of a careful assessment with  
your co-workers and director before partnering with 
parents. 
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