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In  our societ y,  we tend 
to g ive attent ion to bad 
behavior and ignore good 
behavior.  The newspaper,  
radio and T V te l l  of  
murderers ,  terror is ts  and 
rapis ts .

Hardly  ever do we hear 
about people who do 
good deeds ,  are k ind to 
relat ives and fr iends and 
take good care of  their  
fami l ies .  The habi t  of  
g iv ing attent ion to bad 
behavior a f fects fami ly  
l i fe .

Examples :

A fami ly  member takes out  the trash ever y day and no one 
not ices .  One day when he forgets to take out  the trash ,  other 
fami ly  members complain .

No one not ices that  the laundr y is  a lways done and the fami ly  
a lways has clean clothes .  Then,  one day the washing machine 
breaks down,  the clothes don’ t  get  washed and ever yone asks 
“ Where are my clean clothes?”
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When a chi ld is  qu iet ly  drawing wi th h is  crayons 

in  a color ing book ,  we tend to leave h im alone

but when he s tar ts color ing on the wal ls ,  we sud-

denly  s tar t  pay ing attent ion to h im.

Chi ldren need lots of  attent ion .  To shape or 

change a chi ld ’s  behavior,  we need to change the 

way we give attent ion .  That is…

Give attent ion for good behavior

and

ignore bad behavior
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Chi ldren need a lot  of  attent ion and they seek and 
accept any k ind of  attent ion ,  pos i t ive or negat ive .

Some examples of  pos i t ive attent ion include:

     A HUG
                 A SMILE
                                 T ELLING THEM “ I  LOVE YOU”

Thanking them for something they d id or said ,  te l l ing them:

“ What a n ice p icture you drew.  Let ’s  hang i t  on the wal l . ”
or   
“ I  feel  proud when you put  your toys away. ”    or
“ I ’m glad to see you p laying n icely  wi th your fr iend and tak ing 
turns wi th your toys . ”
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Negat ive At tent ion Inc ludes :

A f rown
A spank ing
Tak ing away a pr iv i lege
Yel l ing 
     “How many t imes do I  have to te l l  you to. . .? ”
T hreatening
     “ I f  you don’ t  s top i t  th is  minute I ’m going to. . . ! ”

I t ’s  bet ter for ever yone 

i f  mos t  of  the at tent ion 

a chi ld gets is  pos i t ive .  

T h is  is  hard to do s ince 

chi ldren of ten do th ings 

that  upset  us .  However,  

i t  is  wor thwhi le to g ive 

pos i t ive at tent ion for 

good behavior,  so good 

behavior increases 

and bad behavior 

decreases .
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How do bad behaviors get  s tar ted?

A toddler hears someone say a swear word .T he toddler 
says the swear word in  f ront  of  h is   parents .  Surpr ised ,  the 
parents laugh .

T he nex t  day,  the toddler uses the swear word again 
in  f ront  of  h is  mother and a ne ighbor.   Mother and the 
ne ighbor laugh .

But when the toddler uses the swear word at  preschool ,  
the teacher c al ls  the mother and the mother gets angr y at  
the toddler.

What should happen?

♥♥♥  When the toddler uses the swear word in  
f ront  of  h is  parents and a ne ighbor,  they 
should focus the ir  at tent ion pos i t ive ly  on 
something e lse the toddler had said or 
done .  
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HOW TO SHAPE OR CHANGE YOUR CHILD’S BEHAVIOR

THINK :
Do I  g ive at tent ion to bad behavior and ignore good behavior?

I f  so,  how c an I  change the way I  g ive at tent ion?

What bad behavior in  my chi ld do I  mos t want to shape or change into 
a good behavior?

START:
Choose one behavior to s tar t  wi th ,  the one that  concerns you the 
mos t.

Decide on the speci f ic desired or good behavior you are t r y ing to 
encourage .

Decide what s teps wi l l  lead to the desired or good behavior.

EX AMPLE :
Chal leng ing behavior—3 year-old-chi ld wi l l  not  c lean up her toys .

Good or desired behavior—put t ing toys in  toy box .

STEPS TOWARD GOOD/DESIRED BEHAVIOR:

♥♥♥ Stops p laying when you g ive her c lear d irect ion 
that  i t  is  t ime to c lean up

♥♥♥ Helps you clean up toys

♥♥♥ Cleans up toys on her own
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GIVE POSIT IVE AT T ENT ION FOR ALL ST EPS TOWARD 
GOOD BEHAVIOR :

At f i r s t ,  g ive at tent ion ever y t ime the chi ld does the good behavior 
or takes any s tep toward the good behavior.

Af ter the behavior changes ,  g ive at tent ion for that  good behavior 
less f requent ly.

EX AMPLES :

“ I ’m g lad to see you holding your spoon .”

“How nice that  you ate that  b i te of  eg g wi th your spoon .”

CHILDREN NEED TO BE TOLD AND SHOWN WHAT BEHAVIOR 
IS ACCEPTABLE AND WHAT BEHAVIOR IS NOT ACCEPTABLE .

INST RUCT IONS FOR ACCEPTABLE BEHAVIOR :
Tel l  a chi ld :  

What you expect of  h im in  d i f ferent  s i tuat ions :
 “ Please hold my hand whi le we are in  the s tore .”
What makes you p leased ,  proud ,  and happy :
 “ I  am happy you shared your toys today.”
What you and other people l ike :
 “Grandma and I  real ly  l ike i t  when you say ‘p lease’  and ‘ thank 

you’.”
What makes you upset  or sad :
 “ I t  makes me upset when you scream when you don’ t  get  what 

you want.”
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INST RUCT IONS FOR BEHAVIOR THAT IS NOT ALLOWED:

Tel l  a chi ld i t  is  not  OK to :
 Hur t  yoursel f  or another person or an animal  on 

purpose:
  “ I t  is  not  OK to b i te me.”
 Destroy th ings that  belong to you or to others :
  “ I t  is  not  OK to break your s is ter ’s  dol l . ”
 To take th ings that  belong to others :
  “ I t  is  not  OK to take Peter ’s  truck wi thout 

permiss ion . ”

Suggest  or g ive her something else to do.
  “ Ins tead of  color ing on the wal l ,  let ’s  color in  your 

color ing book together. ”
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Use phys ica l  removal  for t imes that  are dangerous to 
the chi ld or to others .

EXAMPLE:

A chi ld who walks into the s treet—

Af ter phys ica l ly  removing the chi ld from the s treet,  
ca lmly te l l  h im why i t  was not safe ,  then diver t  h is  
attent ion by g iv ing h im something to p lay wi th or s i t  
wi th h im and read a book .  This  wi l l  a l low both of  you to 
calm down.

The fo l lowing are some examples of  how parents 
can inf luence their  chi ldren’s  behavior.  Make sure 
what you expect of  your chi ld is  r ight  for the 
chi ld ’s  age.
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CHALLENGING
BEHAVIOR

TIPSDESIRED BEHAVIOR

Whining

Breaking household 
objects

Biting and/or hitting

Talking in a normal tone of 
voice.

Using words and sentences 
appropriate for age when 
asking for things.

Not using whining to get at-
tention.

Handling things gently and 
carefully. 

Not handling or playing rough 
near objects that are eas-
ily broken. 

Not breaking things on pur-
pose.

Showing anger in ways other 
than biting or hitting. 
Asking parent or care-
giver for help.

 
Using words to talk about 

what is making them 
mad.

Walking away. 

Whenever possible listen and 
respond when children 
want to tell you something.

If you are unable to fully listen 
or respond right away to 
what your child is saying, 
pause and explain this to 
her. “I need to fi nish my 
phone call fi rst and will 
talk with you as soon as I 
am done.”

Ignore whining.

Breakables should be kept out 
of reach of children when-
ever possible.

 
Childproof your home.

If necessary, remove the child 
from the situation.

After the child has calmed 
down, explain to her that 
it hurts to be bitten or hit 
and must never bite or hit 
anyone-tell the child that 
feelings are ok—hurting 
others is not.

Show your child other things 
to do when upset such as 
using words to express an-
ger. (”I don’t like that.” or 
“That makes me mad..”)
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CHALLENGING
BEHAVIOR

TIPSDESIRED BEHAVIOR

Temper Tantrums

Refusing to eat

Not listening

Not having temper tan-
trums as often. 

Temper outbursts not last-
ing as long.

Sitting at a dinner table 
and touching a spoon 
or food.

Eating any food.

Eating more food.

Listening to your request.

Following your directions. 

Calmly take the child out 
of the situation.

Tell your child quietly, face-
to-face that you do not 
like his behavior.

Give attention when child 
has calmed down. “I 
like how you are able 
to calm down.”

Avoid nagging, threatening 
and warning your child 
during dinnertime. Talk 
about good things that 
have happened that 
day.

When possible, let your 
child help prepare 
food and set the table. 
Praise your child’s ef-
forts to help.  

Make eye contact with 
your child—get on the 
child’s level.

Give clear, step-by-step 
directions.

Give them praise for fol-
lowing directions.
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Remember,  change doesn’ t  happen al l  at  once

We, as parents and caregivers ,  are role models 

for our chi ldren.  Model ing good behavior begins 

wi th us .

I t  is  the BEHAVIOR, not the chi ld ,  that  is  good or 

bad.

Ignore the behavior,  NOT THE CHILD.

Lis ten to your chi ld .

Make sure what you expect of  your chi ld is  r ight  

for the chi ld ’s  age.

I f  you would l ike to know more about your chi ld ’s  

grow th and development,  ask your heal th care 

provider or local  publ ic heal th agency.
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M o s t  i m p o r t a n t l y …

 L O V E  Y O U R  C H I L D  N O  M AT T E R  W H AT ! ! !
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