
Assessing Disruptive Behaviors in Young Children
As simple as OPQRST!

O Onset When did it start? Is it sudden or gradual?

P Precipitating events What is going on when the behavior happens? 
Is it related to:  sleep patterns?  hunger? frustration?

Palliative factors What makes it better? What has been done to address the problem
(including punishment strategies)?  What has worked?

Q Qualities and characteristics What does it look like? Does it include: hyperactivity? not following di-
rections? talking back or defiance? disobedience? aggressive behaviors? 
Inattention? crying or emotions?

R Region/Relationships Where does it happen? At home? At school? 
Does it happen with: a parent? a teacher? other children?

S Severity How does it compare to developmentally typical behavior in this age 
group?  What level of impairment is associated? Are there suspensions, 
expulsions, lacerations, or fractures?

T Timing When does it usually happen? At the end of day, beginning of day, only 
weekends or weekdays? How long does it last? How does it end?

Reviews of 
system

Medical History Family history Social history PE, labs

• Signs of ADHD?
• Signs of anxiety? 
• Signs of mood 
 disorder (irritability, 
 sadness)? 
• Signs of autism  
 spectrum?
• Developmental  
 status? 
• Sleep, growth?

• Prematurity?
• Lead exposure?
• Sleep apnea?
• Evidence of 
 thyroid dysfunction?
• CNS issue (LOC, Sz)?

• Anyone with   
 ADHD, depression,  
 anxiety, bipolar  
 disorder, psychosis,  
 substance use 
 disorder in 
 biological family or  
 in home?

• Who lives in home,  
 in family, school  
 and/or child care?
• History of adversity  
 or history of 
 traumatic events? 
• Family support?
 USE SEEK SCREEN!

• Physical exam for  
 dysmorphology,  
 size for age, vital  
 signs, and signs  
 of non-accidental  
 injury. 
• Observe parent- 
 child interactions. 
• Labs: Consider Pb,  
 genetics.
Screens: SEEK for all 
ECSA if under 5 years; 
VADRS i f over 5.

Early Childhood Consultation

Early Childhood Consultation

Early Childhood Consultation

Mental
Health

Mental Health

Mental Health



Child-Directed Interaction Skills 
 

 

Rule Reason Examples 

Praise appropriate behavior  Causes the behavior to increase 
 Lets the child know what you like 
 Increases child’s self-esteem 
     (they believe what you say) 
 Adds to the warmth of the  
      relationship 
 Makes both parent and child feel 

good! 

 That’s terrific counting! 
 I like the way you’re playing so quietly. 
 You have wonderful ideas for this pic-

ture. 
 I’m proud of you for being polite. 
 You are a great builder! 
 I like playing with you. 

Reflect appropriate talk  Doesn’t control the conversation 
 Shows child you’re really listening 
 Demonstrates acceptance and  
      understanding of child 
 Improves child’s speech 
 Increases verbal communication 

Child: I made a star. 
Parent: Yes, you made a star. 
Child: The camel got bumps on top. 
Parent: It has two humps on its back. 
Child: I like to play with castle. 
Parent: This castle is fun to play with. 

Imitate appropriate play  Lets the child lead 
 Approves child’s choice of play 
 Shows child you are involved 
 Teaches child how to play with others 

(e.g. basis of taking turns) 
 Tends to increase child’s imitation of 

what you do 

Child: I’m putting my baby to bed. 
Parent: I’ll put my sister to bed too. 
Child: I’m making a sun in the sky. 
Parent: I’m going to put a sun in my                            
picture too. 

Adapted From: Parent-Child Interaction Therapy by Hembree-Kigin, T. & 
Bodiford McNeil, C., 1995. 
Harborview 03 



Child-Directed Interaction Skills 
Rule Reason Examples 

Describe appropriate behavior  Allows child to lead 
 Shows child you’re interested 
 Teaches concepts 
 Models speech 
 Holds child’s attention 
 Organizes child’s thoughts 
 Can distract a child from less desirable  
       activities 

 That’s a red block. 
 You’re making a tower. 
 You drew a smiling face. 
 The cowboy looks happy. 
 You’re taking it apart. 

Enthusiasm  Demonstrates interest in child 
 Models appropriate positive emotions 
 Supports positive statements 
 Strengthens positive relationship 
 

 Making eye contact 
 Animated facial expressions 
 Using sound effects 
 Excited voice tone 
 “Wow” 
 “That’s great!” 

Ignore inappropriate behavior 
(unless it’s dangerous or destructive) 
A. Turn your back, look away 
B. Be silent  
C. Expect behavior to get worse at     
first 
D. Return attention enthusiastically 
when child is neutral/positive 

 Avoids increasing bad behavior 
 Decreases some behaviors 
 Helps child notice the difference be-

tween your responses to good and bad 
behavior 

 Let’s child know that the parent is 
maintaining self-control 

Child: (sasses parent and picks up toy) 
Parent: (ignores sass; praises picking up) 
Child: (leaves table) 
Parent: (turns away until child comes back 
to the table) “Thanks for coming back, 
now we can have fun playing together.” 
Child:: (hits parent) 
Parent: (GAME STOPS. This can’t be ig-
nored.) 

Adapted From: Parent-Child Interaction Therapy by Hembree-Kigin, T. 
& Bodiford McNeil, C., 1995. 
Harborview Center for Sexual Assault and Traumatic Stress 03 



Child-Directed Interaction Skills 

 

Rule Reason Examples 

Avoid commands  Allows the child to lead 
 Avoids causing unpleasantness 
 Child obedience will be taught later 

Indirect:  
Will you hand me that paper? 
Could you tell me the alphabet? 
 
Direct: 
Look at this. 
Please tie your shoe. 
Come here. 

Avoid questions  Allows child to lead the conversation 
 Many questions contain hidden  
      commands 
 Asking questions may seem like you 

aren’t listening or that you disagree 
with the child 

 That’s the blue one, right? 
 What color is this? 
 Are you having fun? 
 You want to play with the truck? 
 What do you want to do? 
 What  are you making? 

Avoid criticism or correction  Criticism doesn’t work to decrease bad 
behaviors 

 Attention often increases the criticized 
behavior 

 Criticism will lower the child’s self-
esteem 

 Frequent correction creates an  
     unpleasant interaction 

 You’re being naughty. 
 I don’t like it when you talk back. 
 Don’t scribble on your paper. 
 No, honey, that’s not right. 
 Airplanes don’t fly underwater. 
 If you don’t share, the kids at school 

won’t like you. 

Adapted From: Parent-Child Interaction Therapy by Hembree-Kigin, T. 
& Bodiford McNeil, C., 1995. 
Harborview Center for Sexual Assault and Traumatic Stress 03 



Using Planned Ignoring and 
Attending 

 

*Attending 
 

1. Always attend to the behavior that you want to increase. 
 
2. Be specific when using praise so that the child knows the positive 

behavior she or he did. 
 
3. Make eye contact and smile when attending to a behavior. 
 
4. Use a pleasant voice when attending to a behavior. 
 
* Planned Ignoring 
 

1. Never ignore a dangerous behavior (i.e., possibility of an injury or other 
serious complication). 

 
2. Ignore the same behavior consistently. 
 
3. To ignore the behavior, actively avoid eye contact and turn away from 

the child. 
 
4. The behavior may initially get worse, which is common. 
 
5. Remember why you are ignoring, so that you won’t feel guilty and stop 

prematurely. 
 
 

Resource: Kolko, D. & Cupit Swenson, C. 
Harborview 03 



What is the concern? 
Children often fight and are aggressive. Different from the rough and tumble play that 
arises during pre-school years as part of pretend play, aggression involves the intent to hurt 
someone else. Parents can teach children safe and kind ways of solving problems and sharing 
without aggression.

Why do children fight or behave aggressively?
• Children can feel frustrated and angry when things do not go their way. This anger 

and frustration turns into aggression when they have not learned ways to control these 
emotions. 

• They may also fight out of jealousy, competition, or retaliation, especially with brothers 
or sisters, or friends in their school or day care.

• Others may be aggressive to get what they want—a toy, attention, or their chance to 
watch TV.

• Often children fight from watching others fight. If they see parents or older children 
arguing or fighting or observe acts of aggression on TV or in video games, they will 
probably learn to do the same thing.

• Children need to learn boundaries for themselves and others. Sometimes children may 
become agitated or aggressive if they feel someone invaded their space.

How can I prevent aggression and fighting in children?
• Parents need to be very clear and consistent on where to draw the line between rough 

and tumble play and aggression. If children do not know what the rules are, they will get 
rougher and hurt each other.

• Explain the rules of play with clear directions. Decide on two or three very simple, clear 
rules for playing. For example:

a. Be gentle. Show your child how to play gently. 

b. Share and take turns.

c. Keep your hands and feet to yourself.

d. Use a quiet, indoor voice.

e. Be sure to tell your child what to do instead of what not to do. 

• Teach taking turns. Use activities to promote sharing and taking turns such as outdoor 
games and simple board games. Play games with your child to show her how to take 
turns.

• Encourage the behavior you want to see. When your child is playing well, sharing, and 
getting along, this is the time to give her positive attention. Talk about what she is doing. 
“I like the way you two are putting that together and playing so nicely.”

• Use rewards. You may also want to give children a special reward if they have been 
consistent in playing together nicely.

Nemours Health & Prevention Services

Tips to Remember:
NN Remind children of 
the rules every time 
they play with others.

NN Praise and pay 
attention to children 
for playing nicely 
with each other.

NN Help children solve 
problems before fights 
occur.

NN Tell children what to 
do – the behaviors 
you would like to see.

NN Children should not 
observe fighting in the 
home or on TV or 
video games.

Fighting and Aggression

NEMOURS HEALTH AND PREVENTION SERVICES Emotional and Behavioral Health 
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NEMOURS HEALTH AND PREVENTION SERVICES Emotional and Behavioral Health 

• Help your child solve problems. Step in and help solve problems before the fighting 
starts. Instruct children to start taking turns if there is an argument over a toy. Praise 
your child for politely saying what she wants. Ask children to tell you what the problems 
are, what each child wants, and then suggest how to do something that is fair to 
everyone. For example, “Okay, everyone wants to play with the new truck. First Sheila 
takes it, then Tyrone. To be fair, everyone should have a turn.”

• Be aware of when your child is hungry or tired, as he may not be able to function as well. 
Offer a suggestion or distraction if you notice his behavior is escalating or becoming 
aggressive. 

What should I do if my child is fighting or being aggressive?
• Again, be clear about your directions and, if necessary, send children to other areas away 

from each other. “Shakira, you go play over there with your toys, and Madison stay 
here.”

• Apply sensible consequences. If your child does not do as you have asked, use a sensible 
consequence that fits the situation. So, if your child has been fighting over the TV, it gets 
turned off for 30 minutes. If she fights over a toy, it gets put up for 15 minutes. Usually 
10-15 minutes of missing an activity is enough. Give the toy or activity back after 15 
minutes as long as she is not crying or fussing for the toy or activity. Return the toy or 
activity once the crying stops. If the problem occurs again, take away the toy or activity 
again but for a longer time (one hour).

• Use a brief quiet time. This involves giving the child no attention and having him sit at 
the edge of an activity for a short time. He must sit quietly for at least two minutes before 
he can come out of quiet time. If he will not sit for quiet time, then he must go to a time 
out. Time out involves taking your child away from a situation to a safe but boring place; 
he must be quiet for two minutes before he comes out of time out.

• When children hit or bite or do anything that is physically aggressive, they should be 
removed from the situation and must go to time out right away. While the child is in time 
out, turn your attention to the victim. Offer that child sympathy. After time out, the child 
who was aggressive must apologize to the other child. If she refuses to apologize, then 
she should be sent back to time out.

Tips to Remember 
(cont’d):
NN Teach kids to  
share—use sensible 
consequences when 
they will not share.

NN Do not ignore 
aggressive behavior, 
act immediately.

NN Be consistent with 
your discipline and 
exercise quiet time or 
time out as necessary. 

NN When time out is 
over, return child to 
activity to play 
cooperatively.

NN If these suggestions 
do not work, please 
talk with your 
pediatrician for  
more ideas.

    Page 2 



What is the concern? 
Children thrive on attention from parents and work very hard to get a “connection” with 
you. This even includes the attention they receive from undesired behaviors. While some 
parents believe that scolding or lecturing can teach a child to act better, this is not always 
the case. For many children, any attention—even scolding and nagging—achieves their goal 
for an immediate connection. As a rule, any of your child’s positive or negative behaviors 
followed by a lot of your attention will usually be repeated more often. 

How can “special playtime” encourage my child’s positive behaviors?
In order to increase your child’s positive behaviors, you need to give attention at the right 
time. Break the cycle of nagging and arguing by catching your child “being good” during 
special, one-on-one time. A strategy called “special playtime” can be very rewarding.

• First, choose a special playtime at the same time each day. For 15 minutes per day, 
give your child undivided attention. Turn off the phone and TV and remove other 
distractions. Also, if you have other children, find something else for them to do during 
this time, like playing quietly or reading a book. 

• Give your child a choice of play activities and sit on the floor to play. If your child doesn’t 
choose something he or she would like to do, go ahead and pick an activity. As you start 
to play with a toy, talk about it. For example, say things like, “We’re getting out the cars 
and we’re going to put together the track to see how fast they are.” 

• Use toys that lend themselves to quiet activity, such as building blocks, car or train sets, 
doll houses, toy farms, or craft items like modeling clay or crayons and paper. Avoid 
competitive video games, TV, board games, boxing gloves, toy guns or swords, and 
games that encourage the type of behavior you want to decrease.

• After your child starts playing, keep talking about what he or she is doing--like a sports-
caster describing a game. Try not to ask questions, give commands or directions, or tell 
your child how to play. Remember, there is no “right” way to play. 

• Make sure to praise when your child is doing something that you want to see. If your 
child puts the toys away, praise the behavior by saying something like, “I love how you 
are putting your toys away so carefully!”

• Ignore minor or annoying behavior but address disruptive behavior. If your child becomes 
disruptive (for example: throwing toys), warn once. If the undesired behavior reoccurs, 
end your special time early and say something like, “We will stop playing now and will 
play again tomorrow.” If you do this once, you probably will never have to do it again. 

• During playtime observe, comment, and relax. This should be an enjoyable time for both 
of you.

Why should I have special playtime with my child?
• Special playtime gives you and your child a chance to have fun, enjoy each other, and 

build your relationship.

• Paying attention to quiet, thoughtful play increases that type of play and helps your child 
have a longer attention span. 

• Your child will learn to tune in to your normal voice and to listen when you’re speaking 
quietly. 

• Special playtime, when done again and again, will encourage positive behaviors.

Nemours Health & Prevention Services

Tips to Remember:
NN Catch your child 
being good and 
reward with positive 
attention.

NN Create a special 
playtime for you and 
your child.

NN Try to set aside time 
for special playtime 
everyday.

NN Praise your child 
often during special 
playtime.

NN Remember, there is no 
“right” way to play. 

NN During special 
playtime, ignore bad 
behavior unless it is 
disruptive.

NN If these suggestions 
do not work, please 
talk with your 
pediatrician for  
more ideas.

Special Playtime

NEMOURS HEALTH AND PREVENTION SERVICES Emotional and Behavioral Health 
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What is the concern? 
Tantrums occur when children are frustrated or angry. They often occur when children 
experience:

• Being told “No”
• Being overtired or hungry 
• Changes in routine 
• Tasks that are hard for them
• Being unable to express their emotions
• Things not going their way
• Inability to complete a task on their own

Tantrums sometimes happen for no clear reason. Parents can help prevent tantrums and guide 
children in calming down. Learning to deal with disappointment and frustration and learning 
to calm down are important skills for children to learn from their parents. 
 

How can I prevent my child from having tantrums?

•	 Stay	calm - When you tell children “No” do it simply and calmly. 

•	 Keep	an	eye	on	the	clock – A child who is tired, hungry, or thirsty is more likely to get 
upset over something small. A missed meal or nap can cause a tantrum.

•	 Routines – As much as possible, keep a routine or schedule. If you have to change 
something, let your child know ahead of time and use visual reminders about the 
changes—such as a calendar with pictures—as much as possible. 

•	 Be	clear	and	brief	in	giving	directions – If a child is having a hard time doing a requested 
task, break it down into easy steps. For example, if it is time to clean up and put toys 
away, tell her specifically what to do:“Pick up the red car and put it in the blue box, 
thank you.” Make sure to praise if she follows the steps; she will be more likely to 
continue to follow directions.

•	 One-on-one	time – Make sure you spend some one-on-one playtime with your child. 

•	 Redirect – Redirection, or moving a child’s attention to something else, can go a long way 
to preventing an outburst. “No, you can’t have that right now, let’s do this instead.” 

•	 Independent	play – Find activities that your child can do by herself so she can practice 
doing something independently. Be sure to commend her for trying. 

What should I do if my child is having a tantrum?
Once a child starts crying, becoming angry or throwing himself on the floor, selective 
attention and selective ignoring can help him calm down as long as he is safe and unable to 
harm himself.

•	 Selective	attention – Wait for your child to have a quiet moment in the middle of the 
outburst. You can then talk to her, tell her what a good job she is doing at being calm. 
Do not worry if she starts to cry again; wait for another teachable moment.

•	 Selective	ignoring – During the tantrum, ignore, turn your head, and look the other way. 
Wait for a few seconds of quiet before you speak. If your child hangs on to you, gently 
take his hands off of you and continue to ignore him.

Nemours	Health	&	Prevention	Services

Tips to Remember:
NN Keep consistent 
schedules and 
routines. Share any 
changes in the 
schedule or routine 
ahead of time.

NN Have one-on-one play 
time every day.

NN Keep an eye on the 
clock for meal and 
nap times.

NN Practice selective 
attention and selective 
ignoring if your child 
is having a tantrum.

NN Teach how to label 
and express feelings.

NN If these suggestions 
do not work, please 
talk with your 
pediatrician for 
more ideas.

Tantrums

NEMOURS HEALTH AND PREVENTION SERVICES Emotional and Behavioral Health 
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NEMOURS HEALTH AND PREVENTION SERVICES Emotional and Behavioral Health 

•	 Stay	calm – No matter how upset your child becomes, you need to remain calm as a way 
to show appropriate behavior and to keep from making the tantrum worse.

•	 When	it’s	over – After your child is calm, let her know that she was angry or upset. 
This labels the feelings and helps her learn how to express herself the next time. Suggest 
something else she can do in the future if she starts to get upset again:“When you feel 
upset, you can take a walk with me outside, count to three, or say the alphabet.” It is 
important to comfort your child because she feels out of control during a tantrum. 

         Page 2
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Time-Out 

 
What is Time-Out? 
 

Time-Out is a safe and very effective form of discipline. When kids have to take a 
Time-Out, they do not get caregiver attention and they are not allowed to do 
anything fun or interesting. Just sitting in a chair might not sound like much of a 
discipline, but it is, especially for younger children. Once you get the hang of it, it 
works extremely well.  
 

What Kinds of Behaviors Should I use Time-Out for? 
Use it for pretty serious behaviors like:  

Not obeying     Threatening People 
 Angry arguing    Being mean to people or animals 
 Breaking or throwing things  Swearing 
 Hitting      Doing dangerous behaviors 

  
First Steps to Take:  
 
Set up House Rules: 

Your child should know exactly what behaviors are not allowed and will 
earn them a time out.  

 Focus on behaviors that are a problem now; choose no more than 3.  
 
Choose a Time-Out Place: 

1. Use a well-lit and small area. Start off with stairs or a chair facing a 
corner. Other possibilities are: bathroom, bedroom, utility room, walk- 
in closet (lights on).   

2. Fun-proof the Time-Out place: there should be no fun, interesting 
things to do or look at (e.g., TV, video games).  

3. Remove dangers (e.g., clear out breakable objects, unsafe materials 
such as cleaning products or medicines in bathroom). 

  
How to tell your child about Time Out: 
 
Before using Time-Out, explain the rules to your child when he or she is not in 
trouble or doing the behavior you want to stop. Your counselor can show you or 
coach you before you do it, or you can do it yourself. Below is an example of 
what to say: 
 
To the child: “You are going to be big helper in the family if you follow directions 
the first time and if you stick to the House Rules. Today you are not in trouble, I 
am just going to show you what the steps to Time-Out are when you don’t follow 
directions or you break a House Rule.  
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For practice, see the chair in the corner? That is the Time-Out place.  I’m going 
to use this stuffed animal to show you how to be a good listener. For example, I 
will tell Mr. Stuffy to do something. “Please hand me the red block.” See, Mr. 
Stuffy listened right away so he doesn’t have to go to the Time-Out place; he can 
stay here and play. Now I’m going to give Mr. Stuffy another command and this 
time he is not going to listen. “Mr. Stuffy please pick up the red cars and put them 
in the box.”  Mr. Stuffy didn’t listen.  Oh No! Mr. Stuffy didn’t listen. “Mr. Stuffy, if 
you don’t pick up the red cars and put them in the box, then you will take a Time-
Out”. I am giving him one more chance to listen. “You didn’t do what I told you to 
do; now you will have to go to Time-Out.” If Mr. Stuffy broke a House Rule he 
doesn’t get one more chance to listen, he goes straight to Time-Out.  
 
For the parent: Get up and take Mr. Stuffy over to the Time-Out place. Say as 
you back away: “Stay here until I say you can get up”. Stick to the script, walk 
away quickly.   When Mr. Stuffy stays in Time Out for 3 minutes with at least 5 
seconds being quiet as a mouse, he can get out. If Mr. Stuffy breaks a House 
Rule then he doesn’t get another chance to listen, he goes straight to Time-Out.  
If he didn’t follow a command he will have to do what he was told after Time-Out 
or go back to Time-Out. If Mr. Stuffy leaves the chair, he’ll go back to Time Out.  
  
Doing Time-Out at home: 

1. Make sure your child knows where the Time-Out place is and when Time-
Out will be used (not obeying, breaking a House Rule). 

2. Once you start the process, be prepared to keep following the plan no 
matter what. Do not argue, explain, scold or lecture. Just do it. 

3. When the child disobeys or breaks a House Rule, calmly say: “you have to 
go to Time-Out until I say you can get out”, and firmly lead them to the 
Time-Out place.  

4. The child must stay in Time-Out for 3 minutes (use a timer); then wait for 5 
seconds of quiet. 

5. Do not talk or engage at all with your child while he or she is in Time-Out. 
This is very important—keep an eye on your child but otherwise do not 
give any attention. This means no talking to the child, no scolding, no eye 
contact, and keeping your face calm. 

6. Once the time is up, go silently to Time-Out and lead the child out. If the 
child disobeyed a direction/command, say, “Are you ready to do what I 
told you?” If the child does not do it, start the Time-Out over.  

 
Keep in mind. Giving clear instructions is very important. 

1. One instruction at a time 
2. Say what you want in the positive (“please keep your hands to 

yourself”) if you can. Sometimes you have to say what you do NOT 
want such as when the problem is hitting or kicking—to make the rule 
very clear to young children. So in addition to stating the positive goal, 
define as, “that means, no hitting or kicking.”  
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3. Get the child’s attention (be in the same room, make eye contact, 
kneel down) 

4. Give one warning if you just gave an instruction or direction (ex., 
“please put the blocks away”) and allow 5 seconds for the child to 
obey. Note: do not give a warning if the child broke a house rule (ex., 
hit a sibling)—for breaking house rules the child goes straight to Time-
Out.  

 
Time-Out Problems:  
 
Question: What if my child is crying, begging, saying she has to go to the 
bathroom, threatening, swearing, or making mean statements? 
 

 Answer: Ignore it. Your child is invisible unless he or she comes out of 
Time-Out. (If you really ignore these behaviors, your child eventually will 
stop doing them). 

 
Question: What if my child keeps coming out of Time-Out before the time is up? 
 

 Answer: Repeat the procedure anytime your child leaves Time-Out. 
a. Warning - Say “you didn’t stay in Time-Out like I told you.  If you get 

out of the chair (room, etc) again you will have to go back until I say 
you can get out of Time-Out.” 

b. Back to Time Out “Stay here until I say you can get out” and walk 
away.  After 3 minutes and 5 seconds of quiet in the Time  Out 
place ask “Are you ready to do what I told you to?” 

c. Compliance after– Have the child  follow the command right after 
getting out of Time Out.  
 

Question: But I get so upset I worry I might lose it! 
 

 Answer: Turn away from the child; do calming breathing, make calming 
statements to yourself, think about or imagine something positive. Walk 
away for 30 seconds to a minute to calm down if you need to. A calm 
parent is a parent who is in control.  

 
 
Time Out really works when the steps are followed. Most important is really 
making it a Time Out from your attention (even the negative!) and from fun and 
interesting activities. Children will often test to find out if you really mean it and 
are going to follow through, so be prepared once you start to follow through and 
stick with it. Good luck!  
 



What is the concern? 
Children often do not do the simple day-to-day tasks that they are asked to do. 
As a result, family life may become difficult or disrupted. Often when children do 
what parents ask, parents leave them alone. But good behavior can fade away if 
it never gets any attention or a reward. Parents can use rewards to help children 
increase desired behaviors and decrease unwanted behaviors.

What is a reward system?
Rewards are not bribes. Parents give rewards for desired behavior when children 
follow rules or directions and when they show improved behavior. The parent, 
not the child, sets up rewards. Rewards can be used to increase a positive 
behavior or decrease a negative one.

What kind of rewards can I use?
•	 Social	rewards	are rewards of someone’s time and attention. A parent’s 

attention can be the most rewarding for a child. Show attention with physical 
rewards such as hugs and kisses, as well as verbal rewards such as praise. Use 
activity rewards like playing a game, telling a story, or going on a bike ride 
together. All of these rewards cost a small amount of time and attention, yet 
help keep up desired behavior over time.

•	 Symbolic	rewards	are rewards that can be “banked” – like stickers on a chart, 
poker chips, or pennies in a jar. The child earns one for good behavior. Then, 
as your child earns more, he “buys” a reward activity later. For example, 
staying up 15 minutes past bedtime might cost 15 stickers or an extra half 
hour playing a favorite game might cost 10 stickers. Praise your child for good 
behavior whenever awarding one of these stickers or pennies.

•	 Tangible	rewards	are rewards of things like treats, toys, or money. Be sure to 
combine social praise with these types of rewards. It’s best to use these when 
you start teaching your child something new or difficult. Have your child 
choose the rewards that will be earned. Remember that the rewards do not 
need to be big or costly to work. Money is the least effective reward for many 
children.

Many small rewards work better than one big reward. Your child will be more 
successful if given the chance to earn small rewards everyday. As you start, reward 
a desired behavior every time it occurs. Then, over time, give the rewards less 
often.

Nemours	Health	&	Prevention	Services

Tips to Remember:
NN Pay attention to  
good behaviors.

NN Involve your child  
by having him help 
choose rewards and 
by decorating sticker 
charts or penny jars.

NN Start by rewarding 
desired behavior 
every time it happens.

NN Be sure to praise your 
child when you 
reward her for 
good behavior.

NN Over time, as 
behavior improves, 
you can give rewards 
less often.

NN If these suggestions 
do not work, please 
talk with your 
pediatrician for  
more ideas.

Using Rewards to Improve Behavior

NEMOURS HEALTH AND PREVENTION SERVICES Emotional and Behavioral Health 
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Giving Effective Directions

Brought to you by your child’s primary care pediatrician and the CHKD early childhood 
consultation.

Do you sometimes feel like your child doesn’t listen? Do you get into power struggles when 
you want your child to do something? A positive relationship is your most important tool for 
getting your child to listen and follow directions. It is also important to give clear directions that 
fit your child’s age. Good directions can help reduce the chance that your child will forget or 
misunderstand what you’ve said. Good directions can help you have positive daily interactions 
with your child.

Keys to Giving Good Directions
1. Make sure you have your child’s attention when you give a direction.
2. Be clear about what you want your child to do and when they need to do it.
3. Ask your child to repeat the direction back to you to make sure they understand.
4. Avoid asking questions when you want your child to do something. Asking a 
 question gives your child the chance to say, “No!”
5. Give one direction at a time.
6. Model good listening skills during special playtime and give your child positive 
 attention for good listening.

Early Childhood Consultation

Early Childhood Consultation

Early Childhood Consultation

Mental
Health

Mental Health

Mental Health

Content source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention https://www.cdc.gov/parents/essentials/directions/index.html



Promoting Positive Behaviors

Safe, 
consistent 

consequences for 
unsafe behaviors.

Don’t give attention for 
unwanted but safe behaviors.

Positive attention for 
positive behavior.

Positive attention for positive behaviors: 
 • Give positive attention to your child for behaviors you want to see again.
 • Positive attention can include the following: 
   PRAISE – Say what you like that your child is doing. 
   REPEAT – Repeat back what you hear from your child so they know you are listening and appreciate  
   what they said. 
   DESCRIBE- Describe out loud what your child is doing so they know you are paying attention.

Don’t give attention to low-level behaviors:
 • Do not give your child attention for unwanted behaviors that are safe but appear when your child seems to  
  be trying to get your attention.
 • Your child might repeat the unwanted behaviors to test if they really aren’t going to get your attention. The  
  behaviors will go away if your child learns they won’t get attention for them.

Safe, consistent, boring consequences:
 • Punishments should be safe and not frightening. 
 • Children who are hit learn to hit.
 • Consistent means that the same behaviors result in punishment each time, not just sometimes.
 • Stay in control. Keep your face and voice boring so your child doesn’t get entertained or scared by your reaction.

Early Childhood Consultation

Early Childhood Consultation

Early Childhood Consultation

Mental
Health

Mental Health

Mental Health

757-668-HOPE (4673)

Used with permission from Tulane Early Childhood Collaborative, Tulane University School of Medicine. 


