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individual needs, while also teaching them
the necessary tools for managing stressful or
disappoi nti ng situations. Th is article addresses
the Iatest research investigating the underlying
components of behavior problems, such as
gender, individual temperament, parenting
styles, and the nature of the caregiver or early
educational setting. lt also provides suggestions
for handling difficult behaviors in the early
childhood years. For those children who might
need extra help, information on when to make a
professional referral is also provided.

ldentifying the Problem
Contrary to popular belief, behavior issues in
younB children are not confined to the terrible
twos stage. Children of all ages are at risk
for developing bad habits and other negative
methods for handling anger, disappointment,
and frustration. According to Campbell (as cited
by Stacks & Coff, 2006), behavior difficulties
can be seen in a surprising 10-15 percent of
preschoolers. Such forms of aggression are
typical between the ages of one and two, "when
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to the learning environment
and to classroom
management" (Stacks &
Colf ,2006, p. 68). ln this
situation, it is especially
important to acknowledge when problems exist,
to try to identify their source, and to seek outside
help when necessary.

Common Behavioral
Concerns
For young children, behavioral difficulties can
range from simple disobedience to aggressive
actions, such as hitting, biting, or throwing
temper tantrums. These behaviors are typically

short-lived, often serving as a reaction to the
immediate situation at hand. Sometimes,
however, they encompass greater behavioral
issues such as defiance or non-compliance, in
which case children often rebel against parental
or caregiver control (Kalb & Loeber, 2003).
Moderate defiance is fairly common as young
children explore their independence and try
to figure out what they can control outside
of themselves. However, defiance in some
children can be an indicator of more aggressive
tendencies. Moreover, "persi stent noncom pl iance
not only impairs day-to-day interactions with

Family Environment
Stress, depression, lack of social support, and

disciplinary style may all impact behavior

adults and other children, but also the overall
quality of those relationships" (Kalb & Loeber,
2003, p. 642).lf this tension exists for any length
of time, it can have long-term effects on a child's
development and later academic achievement.

When noncompliance is "combined with
other behavioral problems such as aggression,
hyperactivity, and impulsivity, this may signal
increased risl< for more severe and long-lasting
problems" (Campbell, as cited by Kalb & Loeber,
p.6a6) and should therefore be addressed.

The Role of Family Dynamics
For most children, family relationships are the
heart of early development. lf the experiences at
home are positive and the relationships strong,
then children have a secure stepping stone for
early development. However, when a family is
in crisis or is simply dysfunctional, the problems
often show up in the form of misbehavior or
poor emotional control. Research has repeatedly
demonstrated a connection between stressful
family situations and child misconduct (Stacks &
Co{t, 2006, p. B0).

Also in play may be what Patterson refers to
as the Theory of Coercive Process, "whereby
children learn to escape or avoid parental
criticism by escalating their negative behaviors"
(Webster-Stratton, Reid, & Hammond, 2004, p.
105). Such behaviors lead to negative parental
responses which, in turn, reinforce a child's poor
behavior. ln other words, children may act out
as a way of dealing with or escaping problems
at home, but in doing so, often bring more
problems on themselves.

problems, with maternal depression, in
particular, having long-term consequences on
development and behavior. Research shows
that depressed mothers tend to be "emotionally
unavai lable, provide i nconsistent discipl i ne,
demonstrate hostility ., . and communicate
less with their child" (Campbell, 1997, as
cited by Stacks & Coff, 2006, p. B0). The
relationship between mother and child can also
have a significant impact on a child's ability

to manage his or her aggression (Trapolini,
Ungerer, & McMahon ,2007). For children
whose families are controlled by marital issues,
stress, hostility, or criticism, behavior problems
are understandably a concern (Ramos, Guerin,
Cottfried, Bathurst, & Oliver, 2005).

Sibling relationships also serve as indicators of a
child's social skills and subsequent ability to act
according to acceptable social norms and can
even aid in a child's overall development (ModryMandell, Camble, &Taylor, 2007). McElwain and
Volling (2005) found that both friendships and
sibling relationships were important in the early
years, although children with friends were more
likely to socialize with others than those who
primari ly interacted with sibl ings.

Gender ond lts lnfluence
on Porenting Style
A child's sex may also influence how he or
she is treated by family members (Stacks &
Coff, 2006). According to Casas et al. (2006),
existing research emphasizes "the importance of
investigating both mothers' and fathers' parenting
and the sex of the child in studies of potential
links between parenting behaviors and young
children's relational and physical aggression"
(p. 209). Research has also shown that adults
tend to use physical punishment with boys more
often than with girls and that those behaviors
considered fitting for one sex might not be
considered appropriate for the other (Kann &
Hanna, 2000). Civen this, a child's gender may
02007 HighReach Learning@, lnc. All rights reserved.

be an essential component in how he or she is
treated at home and how this treatment thereby
translates into his or her behavior in the early
educational setting.

Disciplinory Style
Research has consistently revealed a correlation
between physical punishment in young children
and increasing behavior problems (Stacks & Coff,
2006, p.69). One study found that children who
received direct commands with no subsequent
explanation were more likely to show aggression
and hostility. Further, there are "associations
between inconsistent, restrictive, or coercive
disciplinary practices, and aggression, antisocial
behavior, and peer status" (Keown & Woodward,
2006, p.40).

The manner in which parents discipline their
children may have a significant impact on

behavior in preschool or kindergarten. For
instance, families who are strict or overly
punitive in their discipline may contribute to the
aggressive behaviors their children display as
they grow older (Kimonis et al., 2006). However,
Stacks and Goff (2005) found that "parental
attitudes toward discipline were not predictive
of children's behavior problems at home or
at school" (p. At ). This may be due in part to
the fact that children's behavior often differs
from one environment to the next. Additional
influences such as caregiver participation or
quality of care may therefore have as much
impact on a child's behavior as parenting style
or individual attributes. Making parents aware of
such issues can be an important part of behavior
management and is addressed in the section on
parent training.

lnfluences of the
Educational Setting
Although gender, temperament, and family
influence may all contribute to behavior
problems, the educational setting in which a
child spends the majority of his or her time
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cannot be overlooked. A positive caregiverchild relationship can be associated with
many developmental advantages. For example,
"when teachers are warm and attentive in their
interaction with children and are emotionally
responsive, children in their care have higher
language scores, rate higher in attachment
security and are more sociable with peers"
(Kontos et al., as cited by Stacks & Cof|,2006,
p. B2). Stacks and Coff further emphasize that a
strong educator-chi Id relationsh ip can enhance
a child's social development and impact their
overall behavior.
Researchers speculate that positive classroom
management, along with a strong partnership
with parents, may significantly impact children's
behavior. Educational settings in which there
are low rates of caregiver or teacher praise often
result in higher levels of aggression. Likewise, a
Iack of adult praise or proper Broup management
may exacerbate misconduct. lnconsistent or
negative interactions can result in the "escalation
of conduct problems, academic failure, and
later development of delinquency and substance
abuse" (Webster-Stratton et al., 2004).

The caregiver-child relationship may be
particu arly compl icated for aggressive ch i dren,
I

I

who "often develop coercive interactions with
teachers and receive less support, nurturing, and
teaching and more criticism" (Webster-Stratton
et a|.,2004, p. 106). Excusing a child from the
group because of conduct problems can further

impede the development of social skills. Trying

to address the problem within the educational
setting, therefore, is preferable and important

to a child's socialization and subsequent
conduct, although removal may sometimes be
the only option. (For information on when to
remove a child from the group, refer to Behavior
Problems: Part2.)

!ndividualAttributes
Along with family dynamics and the impact of
early educational settings, a child's individual
traits may also have a significant effect on their
behavior.

Gender
Cender is an important factor affecting
young children's social development. Cender
influences not only the types of social-cognitive
skills acquired by young children, but also
children's social goals. A study by Keown and
Woodward (2006) found that boys tend to
behave more aggressively and exhibit higher
rates of nonsocial behaviors, while also
demonstrating lower rates of peer acceptance.
As early as age four, boys appear to have more
difficulty managing aggressive behavior than
girls (Stacks and Coff, 2006).
The reason for this discrepancy between girls'
and boys' social behaviors lies in their rates of
matu rity. Statistical Iy, "gi rls matu re physical ly,
socially and emotionally at a faster rate than
boys" (Eme, as cited by Stacks and Coff, 2006,

p.79).Research suggests that the different rates
of maturity are also reflected in the socialization
and cognitive functioning of young children.
Past studies "have indicated that there may be

important gender differences in the ways in
which children think about social problems and
solve interpersonal conflicts" (Walker, 2005,
p, 299). Such studies reveal that girls seem to be
more competent in interpreting others' actions

and in solving social problems and Iess likely to
enBage in aggressive behaviors (Wood, Cowan,
& Baker, 2002).
The way in which young children are socialized

can affect behavior both in early and later
life. Their socialization can be influenced
by disciplinary styles and by gender-related
expectations. For boys in particular, maternal
interaction (or lack thereofl can strongly influence
their levels of aggression (Stacks & Coff, 2006).

Temperament
Some children may be more inclined to be
aggressive or independent, based on their
genetic make-up. Temperament refers to a child's

"emotional reactivity, activity level, attention, and
self-regulation that may be predictors of adaptive
skills, resiliency, and behavior problems" (Stein,
Carey, & Snyder, 2004, p.1400). Such traits have
been "associated with an increased likelihood of
behavioral concerns, discipline problems, and
adjustment difficulties" (Stein et al., p. 1400).
Temperament, therefore, provides a blueprint for
assessing a child's personal traits, helping parents
and caregivers understand why a child responds
the way he or she does, and developing an
effective and appropriate approach to behavior
management.

Emotionol lmmoturity
Difficulty regulating emotion can significantly
impact a child's ability to manage negative
behaviors, such as disobedience, destruction,
and acts of aggression (Batum & Yagmurlu, 2007).
Patterson's Theory of Mind further addresses
this notion of maturity. According to this theory,
children's individual understanding of their own
mental state seems to affect their social behavior
(Walker, 2005). The ability to understand that
actions are the result of cognitive processes can
have either a positive or a detrimental effect on
social skills and children's relationships with
one another. According to Walker, children who
do not understand this concept are more Iikely
to experience problems with their peers and
possibly develop long-term social problems.
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Poor Sociol Skills
Socialization has larger ramifications than simply
the number and quality of a child's friendships.
Research has shown that children who spend a
lot of time by themselves have more difficulty
developing significant friendships and "may enter
the preschool peer group with social deficits
that put them at risk for rejection" (Wood et al.,
2002, p. 85). Additionally, parental interactions
can "encourage children's attentiveness and
sensitivity to social cues [therebyJ allowing
children to better coordinate their behavior with
others" (Keown & Woodward,2006, p,26).
Teach i ng ch i dren effective socia I ization ski I Is,
then, may be an important part of preventing
behavior problems.
I

A lack of effective social skills or acceptance by
others also seems to present significant problems
for hyperactive children. According to Keown and
Woodward (2006), "the behaviora I characteristics
of hyperactivity, such as inattentiveness and
impulsiveness, probably also have a direct
influence on the social behavior and status of
hyperactive children" (p. 40). Hyperactivity, then,
becomes an integral part of socialization and
behavior-related problems.

Hyperoctivity ond
Atte nti o n-De ficit Disorder
Research shows a significant correlation between
hyperactivity and behavior problems (Keown &
Woodward, 2006). Hyperactive children often
have trouble relating to other children or being
accepted, even at an early age. ln particular,
hyperactive preschool boys are more likely
to have "peer-related difficulties including
deficits in prosocial behavior, aggression,
noncompliance, annoying others, peer
withdrawal, and lack of acceptance" (Keown
& Woodward, p.41). Because hyperactivity
can negatively impact development in both
the social and the academic realms during
elementary and Iater school years, hyperactive
children are often given fewer opportunities to
interact with peers and gain necessary social
skills. Thus, early intervention is critical for the
future success of these children.

Both the characteristics of hyperactivity and
the quality of family interactions may have a
significant effect on the development of behavior
problems (Keown & Woodward ,2006). Families

play an important role in helping children
develop their social skills "by guiding and
modeling socially appropriate behaviour [sic]
patterns" (Smart & Sanson, 2003, p. 5). As such,
more attention needs to be given to the parents'
role in a child's development.
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.
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.
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al 800-424-4310 or visit www.
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(CCP) professional abilitv areas linked to
this article are:
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envrronmenl

.

The ability to enhance the social and
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.

The ability to provide effective and
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