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Effective Behavior Management Part I








Parents and other adults who work with children are consistently faced with the challenge of managing children's behavior. This article focuses on adults styles of interacting with children and begins a series that will explore research-based principles for effectively managing children's behavior. 


Effective Behavior Management Part I: Adults' Interactions with Children �"My child never listens to me!" "She won't pick up her toys!" "He won't clean his room!" Such frustrated exclamations are all too familiar to many caregivers. One area that is continually of concern for parents and other adults who work with children is behavior management. 


When considering behavior management, adults often tend to focus on how children control (or do not control) themselves. However, by observing effective managers in a business setting, for example, we realize that effective management is implemented by the individuals in charge, not by the people being managed. Effective behavior management is not so much about what children do. Instead, it involves adults' behavior, and research shows that adults vary in both discipline and caregiving styles. 


Discipline Styles �One common misconception about discipline is that discipline is synonymous with punishment. The Latin root of the word discipline, however, means "instruction" or "knowledge." Thus, discipline is really a process by which adults teach children and convey knowledge about appropriate behavior for various situations. However, some methods of discipline are better at achieving this than others. 


Research suggests that there are at least three discipline styles. The first, power-assertive discipline, involves such adult behavior as spanking, withdrawal of privileges, and threats of punishment or physical harm. Children respond to adults' requests out of fear, rather than respect. Consequently, children's motivations for appropriate behavior are external, and they conform to expectations to avoid punishment. However, when children find themselves in situations where they will not be "caught," they are likely to engage in inappropriate behavior. 


The second discipline style, love withdrawal, involves such adult behavior as refusals to speak or listen to children, threats to leave children, or expressions of dislike and disappointment. Adults who practice this discipline style often give children the proverbial "cold shoulder" when inappropriate behavior occurs. As a consequence, children conform to expectations because they fear abandonment or the loss of adults' love and affection. Like power-assertive discipline, love withdrawal produces external motivation for appropriate behavior. 


The third discipline style, induction, incorporates the true nature of discipline: teaching. Adults who practice induction provide children explanations for appropriate behavior as well as reasonable consequences for inappropriate behavior. Because children understand WHY certain actions are expected of them and others are prohibited, they internalize reasons for these behaviors. As a result, children's motivation to behave appropriately comes from within, and they are more likely to engage in expected behaviors even when they are in situations where they are not being watched and thus will not be "caught." An additional benefit of induction is that children will be more likely to understand the effects of their behaviors on others and exhibit empathy. 


Caregiving Styles �Research on caregiving styles also tells us something about the most effective ways of interacting with children. This research suggests that caregiving behavior can be organized along two dimensions: demandingness and responsiveness. 


Caregivers vary in the demands that they place on children. Some adults establish high standards for responsible behavior, and they expect children to live up to those standards. Other adults, however, place few demands on children and seldom try to control children's behavior. 


Responsiveness involves warmth, affection, and the degree to which adults consider children's ideas, feelings, and perspectives. Some adults are affectionate and receptive to children's ideas. Additionally, these responsive adults allow for some give-and-take between adult and child in establishing standards and consequences for behavior. Other adults, though, are more aloof and are less likely to consider children's perspectives. The contrast here is similar to the contrast between a democracy and a dictatorship. Although both involve some sort of government or management, they differ in the extent to which they consider the voice of the governed. 


Studies demonstrate that the most effective caregiving style includes both high expectations and a high degree of responsiveness. Effective caregivers clearly communicate high standards to children, but they are also flexible and reasonable in their expectations, modifying them to accommodate the needs or perspectives of the children. Children of this type of caregiver are more responsible, better adjusted, and have higher self-esteem than children of less responsive or demanding caregivers. 


Conclusion �In sum, research on discipline and caregiving styles indicates that cooperative communication is crucial in adults' interactions with children. Effective caregivers clearly convey high expectations to children and provide reasons for expected behaviors, while remaining receptive to the perspectives, suggestions, and needs of children. Additionally, effective caregivers are nurturing and responsive to children, even when mistakes occur, because they view discipline as a teaching and learning process. 


The next article, Effective Behavior Management Part II, will consider characteristics of effective communication with children. 
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Effective Behavior Management Part II: Communicating Expectations 





The first article in this series highlighted characteristics of the most effective ways of interacting with children. Research on caregiving and discipline shows that a critical difference between effective and ineffective behavior management involves communicating expectations. This article will focus on specific areas for improving communication with children to promote more effective behavior management. 


Effective Communication is Clear 


A key to effective behavior management is planning beforehand to prevent behavior problems. Adults need to clearly define their expectations for children at the outset. Establishing routines or specific procedures for certain behaviors, such as doing homework or getting ready for bed, will help children remember expected actions. In addition, making a set of rules about desired or forbidden behaviors will aid in informing children of adults' expectations. Keep children's developmental level in mind. Do not expect more than children are capable of performing or overwhelm them with long lists of rules. Research with elementary school students suggests the following four general rules: 


be polite and helpful, 


respect other people's property, 


listen quietly while others are speaking, and 


do not hit, shove, or hurt others. 


Effective Communication is Cooperative


The American Heritage Dictionary defines communication as an interchange. Effective communication, whether with children or adults, is exactly that. It is cooperative. Rather than just dictating wishes to children or demanding things from them, effective caregivers talk with children. One specific way to ensure that communication is a two-way street is to allow children to participate in decisions about behavior management. For example, when assigning household chores or making rules, ask children for suggestions. Children will be more motivated to complete tasks or obey rules if they have participated in choosing them. 


Effective Communication Conforms to Children's Cognitive Level


In order for children to comply with your expectations, they must understand what you want them to do. A major factor that affects children's understanding is their level of cognitive development. 


Concrete


Until they reach adolescence, children are very concrete in the way that they think. They have difficulty understanding abstract concepts. Thus, adults should use concrete examples to make expectations more clear. For example, if an adult says "be nice to others," children may not understand how to apply this expectation to everyday situations. Adults could aid children's understanding by saying, for example, that being nice means keeping your hands to yourself, not taking things from others, or saying please and thank you when playing with other children's toys. 


Capacity 


Children are also limited in the amount of information that they can consider at one time. They can be overwhelmed easily if you request or expect too much at once. Remember, what seems very simple to an adult may be quite complex for a child. When you tell a child to "go clean your room," you may find that the child doesn't even know where to begin. However, if you break the job down into concrete, manageable steps -- "first pick up your blocks, then pick up your dirty clothes and put them into the hamper" -- the child will have an easier time tackling the task. Because they are concrete thinkers, children may even need to see a behavior or procedure before they understand it well enough to perform it on their own. Demonstrating a routine for "room cleaning" (with the child's help, of course) will help your child learn desired behaviors in a positive, cooperative environment. 


Cues


Because of their limited memory capacities, children may also need visible cues to remind them of appropriate behavior. A sign or chart posted on the bathroom mirror, for example, may serve as a cue for brushing teeth or picking up dirty clothes. For young children especially, pictures may be more potent reminders than printed signs. In addition, a signal such as a "dinner bell" can remind children to wash their hands prior to mealtime. Like adults, children need reminders to establish healthy habits, and they get a positive sense of accomplishment when completing an assigned task on their own. 


Effective Communication is Complete


Finally, effective behavior management involves communicating reasons for expected behaviors. Rather than just telling children what you expect, tell them WHY the expected behavior is important. For example, when asking children to pick up their toys, explain that someone may trip over the toys and get hurt or that the toys may be stepped on and broken. Remember, the root of the word "discipline" means teaching, and "because I said so" is not especially instructive! Although this might seem to require a little extra effort, it is well worth the energy. When we give children reasonable explanations for expected behaviors, children are more likely to internalize the reasons and behave appropriately in the future. 


The next article in this series will focus on another feature that is essential to effective behavior management: consequences of children's behavior. 
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