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Objectives

1.Discuss behaviors that are challenging and explore how 
behaviors impact the early childhood environment.

2.Understand behavior as a form of communication.

3. Identify strategies for supporting social emotional wellness and 
reducing behaviors that challenge.



Behaviors That 
Challenge

The hardest part of the job



https://www.facebook.com/share/r/17pofaQnFk/

“Y'all gon' 

make me lose 

my mind…”

https://www.facebook.com/share/r/17pofaQnFk/


Behaviors That Challenge – What We Know

→ Teachers report  that challenging 
behaviors are associated with 
increased feelings of stress, decreased 
feelings of competence and a general 
questioning of career choice 
(Doubet et al., 2025)

→ Teachers often feel they do not have 
the necessary training and skills to 
manage behaviors 
(Martin et al., 2018)

→ Without training on social emotional 
learning supports, the teacher is left to 
rely on compliance-based strategies 
(ex. time-out and rewards systems) 
instead of research-based and 
relationally supportive practices 
(O’Grady & Ostrosky, 2023)

→ Children who exhibit behaviors that 
the adult caregivers find challenging 
are more likely to experience 
exclusionary discipline practices 
(Clayback & Hemmeter, 2021; DuShane & 
Yu, 2023; Gilliam & Reyes, 2018 )



Behaviors That Challenge – What We Know (cont.)

→ Through the course of healthy development, it is common for young 
children to exhibit behaviors that may be perceived as aggressive or 
noncompliant, with 10-30% of children presenting as such 
(Zinsser et al., 2022)

→ Young children, who do not have mastery over their developmental 
capacities (i.e., language and emotional regulation), often utilize behaviors 
as a form of communication. Behaviors serve to express unmet needs, seek 
connection or support and illicit a response from their adult partners.  
Behaviors, which may be experienced as challenging by adults, serve a 
communicative function for the child 
(Dunlap & Fox, 2011; Carr et al., 2002)



I have good 
news and bad 
news.
  
Which do you 
want first??



The 4 R’s  - Strategies for Supporting Social Emotional 
Health and Reducing Behavior 

Resist
Reframe
Replace
Reinforce



Resist 
Negative 
Assumptions 



RESIST Negative Assumptions and Frames

Manipulative
       

    Defiant

       Disrespectful 
 Oppositional

     Violent

Spoiled     Doing it on purpose



The Language of Behavior
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Reframe 
the Behavior

Finding a positive frame



Reframing

“A process of reconceptualizing a problem by seeing it 
from a different perspective. Altering the conceptual 
or emotional context of a problem often serves to alter 
perceptions of the problem’s difficulty and to open up 
possibilities for solving it”

 (American Psychological Association)



Negative vs. Positive Framing

Negative Frame (Reactive) Positive Frame (Responsive)

“She always knocks down other people’s 

block towers.  She is so aggressive”

“She doesn’t know how to enter into play.  

Knocking down the tower is her way of 

entering.  I can teach her how to join play”

Damages the relationship with the child Preserves the relationship

Problem focused Solution focused

Feels overwhelming and unmanageable Specific to a certain skill - feels 

manageable

I don’t know how to move forward I know what I can try



The Language of Behavior – Finding the Function

Positive Function     Negative Function

To obtain someone or something   To avoid someone or something

When we identify the 

function, we find the unmet 

need!

The unmet need will help 
us with a reframe



Reframing Resource

This is a resource from the 

National Center on Pyramid 

Model Innovations. 

You can use this to practice 

reframing!

https://www.challengingbehavior.org/document/reframing-behavior/
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Replace 
the Behavior by   
Teaching a 
New Skill

Moving away from “No,” “Don’t,” “Stop”





REPLACE – State Expectations Positively

Instead of reacting 

with a negative 

statement (ex. stop), 

…FOCUS ON WHAT 

YOU WANT THEM TO 

DO 

https://www.challengingbehavior.org/document/communication-is-key/
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Reinforce
the Positive 
Behavior

Putting emphasis on the positive behavior



Behavior 

goes where 

reinforcement 

flows!!



Reinforcement – Provide Positive Descriptive Feedback

→ Providing feedback to the child that is specific and descriptive

→ Instead of “good job” you would say, “Johnny, you helped a friend clean the table.  
Thank you for helping your friend take care of the classroom”

→ Helps children understand what they have done that is in-line with positive behavior

→ Public acknowledgement reinforces the behavior for the child (ex. Johnny) and serves as a 
model for the rest of the class



https://www.challengingbehavior.org/document/starters-for-giving-positive-feedback-and-encouragement/

This resource from the 

National Center for 

Pyramid Model 

Innovations gives some 

examples of PDF starters
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Putting It All Together

RESIST the urge to hold negative assumptions

REFRAME the behavior in a positive/solution focused way

REPLACE negative statements with positive statements

REINFORCE prosocial positive behaviors





Find the unmet need

Teach the unknown skill

Reinforce the child’s 

growth

Hold yourself with space 

and grace as you move 

through this work
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Resources

→https://www.challengingbehavior.org/document/reframing-behavior/

→https://www.challengingbehavior.org/document/communication-is-key/

→https://www.challengingbehavior.org/document/starters-for-giving-positive-feedback-and-
encouragement/

→https://www.challengingbehavior.org/document/recommendations-and-considerations-for-positive-
descriptive-feedback/
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Lindsay Pearson

LPearsonELS@gmail.com

I look forward to hearing from you!
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