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Decreasing Problem Behavior / Increasing desirable behavior

Here are some approaches to use when trying to help your child reduce or eliminate a problem behavior.  While they all work, some are more productive than others.  Your aim, when using any of these strategies, should be to diminish behaviors that interfere with learning, and to create a favorable environment in which learning can take place.

IGNORING
Many behaviors are efforts by the child to get attention—of the parent, teacher or another child.  Such behaviors are effectively dealt with by ignoring them, BUT, this is harder than it sounds.  It means not speaking to or looking at the child, AND being consistent in your response.

Ex.  Mommy is talking on phone.  Child asks for cookie.  Mommy ignores first two requests, but finally gives in to child.  Because mother was inconsistent, it is probable that the child will continue to pester mother whenever she talks on the phone.

RECOGNIZING DESIRABLE BEHAVIORS

This approach is the reverse of “Ignoring;” the  two are, in fact, incompatible.  When you pay attention to, and praise an appropriate behavior that is happening at the same time as the inappropriate one, you use a very powerful strategy.  Once again, it is important to be consistent or you will limit your efforts.  

Ex.  A small group of children are at an afternoon movie with their parents.  Some children are sitting quietly and attentively, others are turning in seats, throwing popcorn and talking out loud.  A parent says, “I am so glad that Vito and Lucy are sitting so quietly watching the movie.  That makes me very proud.”  The other three children stop squirming and sit quietly, too.

DESCRIBE DESIRABLE  BEHAVIOR

The parent or teacher can ask the child to describe behavior that would be more appropriate than what he or she is doing, or to indicate what he or she usually does in such a situation.  Alternatively, the parent or teacher can describe the appropriate behavior.

Ex.  Wilhelmina is in the den coloring.  When finished, she puts the crayons and coloring book away and runs upstairs through the kitchen and living room to play records.  As she runs, she bumps into the end of the table and knocks a porcelain lamp over.  Wilhelmina tells her mom that she is sorry.  Her mother asks Wilhelmina to describe what she should have done to avoid bumping into the table and knocking the lamp over.  Wilhelmina says, “I should have walked and looked where I was going.”  By describing what would have  been more appropriate and by relating something her mom had already told her, the child reminds herself of appropriate behavior and is more likely to practice it in the future.
REWARDING ALTERNATE BEHAVIORS
This is a variation of the above, and can be called “Catch the child being good.” When the child who misbehaved then acts in an appropriate manner, the good behavior should be immediately recognized and the child should be praised.

Ex.  The children are getting ready to go visit grandma but Marylou is playing with her doll and needs reminders to put on her coat and hat.  When they are leaving grandma’s house to come home, Marylou is the first to get ready.  Mom tells Marylou how pleased she is to see her get her coat on so quickly.  “Getting ready quickly” is then likely to increase. A similar behavior often occurs at mealtimes: if the child is recognized for being neat, sitting appropriately, etc. it is likely that he/she will try to be reinforced for this in the future.

ADDRESSING THE BEHAVIOR DIRECTLY

The parent confronts the child by telling the child to stop whatever he or she is doing.  It is important that the parent address only the child who is behaving inappropriately, and that the parent’s reaction be timely.  Otherwise, the misbehavior may spread or become more serious.  These “desist” techniques should not be used if/when other techniques are likely to be effective.  Desists can be used when:


 1.  The child is seriously disrupting the family.

2.  A child is physically aggressive and may harm another.

3.  Other strategies have failed to work with the child.

It is important not to overly use desists, because they draw negative attention to the child and attention – no matter whether positive or negative - may be just what the child wants.

Ex.  Three children are playing with blocks in the family room.  Kevin joins the group but instead of adding to their building, starts to hit Meredith.  The parent firmly tells Kevin to stop hitting and he does so.  (If he had persisted, the parent could involve time-out, or punishment).

PUNISHMENT

Punishment should be used sparingly and judiciously.  Punishment is the least preferred way to deal with problem behaviors.  While it may have an immediate effect in stopping the behavior, it generally does not teach a more appropriate way of acting. Punishment should not be confused with discipline which is a set of procedures designed to eliminate behaviors that compete with effective learning.” *

Ex.  The children are playing outside on the swing set.  Herman deliberately pushes Paul off the slide.

· The parent tells Herman he cannot have a snack when they go inside.  While Herman                                                                 

may deserve punishment, this punishment is not appropriate to the behavior, and Herman is not learning anything.

· The parent takes Herman aside, tells him that pushing can hurt another child, and forbids him to use the slide for the rest of the afternoon.  In disciplining Herman, the parent is teaching him an appropriate behavior, one that is related to the incident and which occurs immediately following the transgression.

TIME OUT

Some actions cannot be ignored, but must be dealt with immediately.  Removal of the child from the situation, promptly and as quietly as possible, may help because it eliminates all attention from the child.  To be effective, there should be a separate, neutral, time-out place, apart from other children; the child’s bedroom is NOT an appropriate place to implement a time-out.  At the same time, the child is missing activities that he or she enjoys.

Important:  The teacher or parent must respond directly and promptly to the child at the time of the misbehavior, and he or she should state the rule that the child is breaking.  The time-out must follow immediately. The child remains in time-out for the full time-out period, or until s/he calms down; the time does not begin until the child has calmed her/himself. Following the time-out, the child must state the rule that was broken and describe an alternate way to behave. Note: for very young children with limited language, this may not be possible; in this case, the parent repeats the information and has the child indicate understanding of the unacceptable behavior and of the preferred alternate behavior.
Time-outs should be brief.  As soon as the child calms down, and sufficient time—generally about 5 minutes—has elapsed, he or she can return to the group. A rule of thumb would be one minute for each year of the child’s age (ex. 2 years old, 2 minutes). Sometimes a kitchen timer is used to indicate the time.

Ex.  The Cromby family is sitting down for dinner.  Agatha starts to fight, but her parents ignore her.  Agatha continues to annoy her brother and sister by kicking and pinching under the table, stealing their napkins and making silly faces.  Mom compliments Sally for eating neatly and Morgan for finishing all of his peas.  Mom addresses Agatha and states the rule that is broken, “You know when we’re sitting down for dinner we keep our feet still, our hands to ourselves and eat our food.”  Without further comment, mom places Agatha in a chair in the laundry room close by and sets a timer for 5 minutes.  Without sermonizing, she tells Agatha, “When you are ready to join us for dinner, can tell me what you’ve done wrong, and can describe what you should have been doing, you tell me.”  After 3 minutes, Agatha indicates she is ready. She tells Mom the rule that she broke, describes how she should have been acting, and is allowed to rejoin her family.  Mom says, “it’s so nice when we are all eating at the table together.”  The child learns it is not pleasant to be removed from her family, and is more likely to behave at dinnertime.

