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	  The	  most	  common	  over-‐simplified	  
understanding:	  

	   	   	  
Because	  of	  poor	  (passive,	  permissive,	  inconsistent)	  
parenting,	  kids	  learn	  to	  use	  challenging	  behavior	  to	  
get	  things	  (e.g.,	  attention)	  or	  escape	  /	  avoid	  things	  
(e.g.,	  work).	  	  

Logical	  Solu1on	  
The	  most	  common	  over-‐simplified	  solution:	  	  

Motivate	  compliant	  behavior	  through	  
intensive,	  consistent	  programs	  of	  rewards,	  
punishments	  and	  ignoring.	  	  

Specific	  Components	  of	  Operant	  Approach	  
! List	  of	  Target	  Behaviors	  	  
	   (priority	  is	  compliance)	  

! Menu	  of	  Rewards	  and	  Punishments	  (differential	  
reinforcement)	  

! Currency	  System	  
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Limits	  of	  Operant	  Strategies	   Limits	  of	  Operant	  Strategies	  
Can	  facilitate	  teaching/learning	  of	  basic	  lessons:	  right	  
from	  wrong.	  But	  …	  
!  It	  is	  highly	  likely	  that	  the	  child	  already	  knows	  the	  
basic	  lessons	  (don’t	  hit,	  don’t	  swear,	  don’t	  explode),	  
and	  is	  already	  aware	  of	  the	  consequences	  for	  these	  
behaviors	  

!  Incentives	  and	  consequences	  can	  teach	  basic	  lessons	  
but	  were	  never	  intended	  to	  help	  kids	  	  develop	  
complicated	  skills	  

Limits	  of	  Operant	  Strategies	  
Can	  facilitate	  extrinsic	  motivation	  (to	  perform	  behaviors	  one	  is	  

already	  capable	  of	  consistently	  performing).	  But	  …	  
!  If	  a	  child	  does	  not	  yet	  have	  the	  skills	  to	  behave	  adaptively,	  adding	  

incentives	  is	  unlikely	  to	  accomplish	  the	  mission	  
!  Why?	  Motivational	  programs	  make	  the	  possible	  more	  possible,	  but	  

they	  don’t	  make	  the	  impossible	  possible	  
!  The	  larger	  the	  reward	  the	  worse	  the	  performance	  on	  even	  

rudimentary	  cognitive	  tasks	  
!  Motivational	  programs	  have	  side-‐effects:	  	  

!  The	  more	  extrinsic	  motivation	  is	  applied,	  the	  less	  intrinsic	  
motivation	  the	  child	  develops	  

!  The	  more	  you	  motivate	  someone	  to	  do	  something,	  the	  more	  you	  
teach	  them	  that	  they	  aren’t	  trying	  hard	  enough	  

!  It	  is	  highly	  likely	  that	  the	  child	  is	  already	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  motivated	  (not	  to	  be	  miserable)	  
!  What	  does	  motivate	  people	  intrinsically?	  

!  a	  sense	  of	  mastery,	  autonomy	  and	  purpose	  	  

Limits	  of	  Operant	  Strategies	  
What	  Operant	  Strategies	  Can	  Do:	  	  
 -‐	  teach	  basic	  lessons	  /	  information	  
	   -‐	  facilitate	  extrinsic	  motivation	  
What	  Operant	  Strategies	  Can’t	  Do:	  	  
 -‐	  help	  kids	  stay	  regulated	  (they	  activate	  the	  stress	  
response)	  

	   -‐	  facilitate	  intrinsic	  motivation	  (they	  actually	  de-‐
motivate	  kids)	  

	   -‐	  teaching	  complicated	  skills	  

Unconven1onal	  Wisdom:	  
It’s	  a	  Learning	  Disability	  

! Challenging	  kids	  lack	  skill	  not	  will!	  
! Research	  in	  neurosciences:	  these	  kids	  are	  delayed	  
in	  the	  development	  of	  crucial	  skills	  -‐	  in	  areas	  like	  
self-‐regulation,	  flexibility/adaptability,	  frustration	  
tolerance,	  and	  problem-‐solving	  -‐-‐	  or	  have	  
significant	  difficulty	  applying	  these	  skills	  when	  
they	  are	  most	  needed	  	  

Logical	  Interven1on	  
Treat	  challenging	  behavior	  like	  you	  would	  any	  other	  
learning	  disability:	  

! Assess	  which	  skills	  are	  lagging	  
! Use	  a	  different	  approach	  to	  teach	  those	  skills	  in	  
increments	  the	  kid	  can	  handle	  
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Defini1on	  of	  Challenging	  Behavior	  
! Lagging	  skills	  alone	  do	  not	  cause	  challenging	  behavior	  
! Rather,	  challenging	  behavior	  -‐-‐	  including	  explosions,	  
implosions	  and	  everything	  else	  in	  between	  -‐-‐	  occurs	  
when	  someone	  is	  presented	  with	  a	  situation	  they	  lack	  
the	  skills	  to	  handle	  well	  

!  It	  takes	  two	  to	  tango:	  the	  pairing	  of	  a	  skills	  deficit	  and	  a	  
problem	  that	  those	  skills	  would	  be	  required	  to	  solve	  

Logical	  Interven1on	  
!  Identify	  the	  specific	  skills	  deficits	  contributing	  to	  
the	  challenging	  behavior	  and	  practice	  those	  skills	  
together	  with	  the	  child	  

!  Identify	  the	  problems	  you	  want	  to	  solve	  that	  
precipitate	  the	  challenging	  behavior	  and	  work	  
together	  to	  solve	  them	  	  

Logical	  Interven1on	  
You	  only	  have	  two	  levers	  to	  pull:	  

! The	  problems	  the	  kid	  is	  having	  trouble	  
handling	  

! The	  skill	  set	  the	  kid	  has	  to	  handle	  those	  
problems	  

Implica1ons	  
Because	  research	  has	  shown	  that	  challenging	  behavior	  is	  the	  
byproduct	  of	  a	  learning	  disability	  of	  sorts,	  the	  emphasis	  
should	  be	  entirely	  different…	  

! 	  Assessment	  “raw	  material”:	  thinking	  skills	  and	  problems	  to	  be	  
solved	  (ie,	  unmet	  expectations,	  precipitants),	  not	  behavior	  and	  
aftermath	  

! 	  Goals	  of	  intervention:	  teaching	  thinking	  skills	  and	  solving	  
problems	  while	  building	  relationship,	  attunement	  and	  co-‐
regulation,	  not	  teaching	  adults	  to	  be	  more	  effective	  at	  imposing	  
their	  will	  and	  ensuring	  that	  kids	  have	  the	  incentive	  to	  comply	  

Approach	  Ingredients	  
1.  Assessment:	  identify	  the	  specific	  problems	  to	  be	  

solved	  and	  lagging	  thinking	  skills	  precipitating	  the	  
challenging	  behavior 

2.	  	   Planning:	  Know	  your	  options	  for	  responding	  to	  these	  
problems	  and	  what	  each	  option	  accomplishes	  

3.	  	  	   Intervention:	  Solve	  problems	  while	  building	  skills,	  
confidence	  and	  relationships	  

www.thinkkids.org 
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LEARN:	  
-‐  About	  Think:Kids	  
-‐  About	  the	  Collaborative	  Problem	  Solving	  (CPS)	  
approach	  

-‐  Research	  on	  effectiveness	  of	  CPS	  
-‐  Blog	  

Online	  at:	  www.thinkkids.org	  
TRAIN:	  
-‐  Trainings	  
-‐  Certification	  Programs	  
-‐  Implementation	  in	  Systems	  
-‐ MaterialsMaterials	  

Online	  at:	  www.thinkkids.org	  

HELP:	  
-‐ Our	  Clinic	  
-‐  Certified	  Providers	  and	  Systems	  
-‐  Support	  Groups	  
-‐  Resources	  for	  Parents:	  Books,	  Videos,	  Music	  
-‐ How	  You	  Can	  Help	  You	  can	  Help	  

Online	  at:	  www.thinkkids.org	  


