OFFICE“OF

OCD

CHILD DEVELOPMENT

UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH

Children, Youth & Families

background

Report # 81

Understanding Early Problem Behaviors

December 2006

Early
Problem
Behaviors

ard-to-manage behaviors are familiar to adults who deal

with young children. Most parents, child care providers,
and preschool teachers have encountered a temper tantrum, a defiant
child, one who fights over toys, a child who is excessively shy, or a
child gripped with separation anxiety.

Although common, these behaviors raise difficult questions for
researchers, practitioners, clinicians, and parents. When is the
behavior normal and age-related, a short-lived reaction to the stress of
developmental challenge or change? And when is the behavior a
symptom of a more serious problem that requires intervention?

Early Development

From ages two to five years, chil-
dren develop rapidly in many ways. For
them, this is a time of significant change
and transformation.

It is during this period that children
typically learn to regulate emotions and,
to some degree, control their behavior
on their own. These skills develop at a
time when they are becoming more en-
gaged with other children and allow
them to play in groups with less adult
supervision.

Children in this age group typically
develop their ability to plan and use
language to communicate, guide their
behavior, and interact with other chil-
dren in positive ways.

Preschool children also become
interested in the world around them.
Typically, they like to explore and they
develop the ability to modulate arousal
and impulses and regulate their emo-
tions. A well-functioning four-year-old,

for example, is able to take turns, share,
have two-way conversations, coordinate
play with others, and resolve disputes

without resorting to disruptive behavior.

By the age four years, most chil-
dren have become competent in peer
groups. They are able to negotiate roles
and goals with others and agree on com-
plex pretend play scenarios.

Evidence of the strides made in
their social and cognitive development
by age four also include developing
positive relationships with their parents
and a willingness to follow directions
and cooperate. They also demonstrate
emerging school readiness skills.

These changes occur over a brief
period and represent a profound trans-
formation from a 2-year-old with rela-
tively minimum language, self-
regulation, and cooperative play skills
to a socially competent 5-year-old with
self-control and the ability to carry on
sophisticated conversation.

IS This Behavior Normal?

Problem behaviors not uncommon at ages 3-5 years

Related Reports

For a small proportion of young
children, common problem
behaviors, such as frequent
tantrums, fighting, anxiety, and
sadness, can be symptoms of
clinically significant problems
that can worsen over time.

See Report 82

Common Behavior Problems
During this period, it is not uncom-
mon for some behavior problems to
emerge. Common problem behaviors in-
clude high levels of negative and angry
feelings, an unwillingness to comply,
defiance with parents and other adults,
and frequent squabbles with other chil-
dren that may involve physical aggres-
sion, failure to follow directions, and
problems getting along with peers.1’ 23
Defiance, temper tantrums, and over
activity are among the most common rea-
sons young children are referred to mental
health services.* Child care providers
often complain about children who are
noncompliant and cannot get along with
peers, especially when their peer prob-
lems involve serious aggression. And
such behaviors can result in serious con-
sequences, including the child being
asked to leave a child care program.5

Other young children may be espe-
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cially fearful, anxious, sad, or socially
withdrawn. Such behaviors are more
likely when abuse, neglect, other seri-
ous disruptions in parenting or other
family problems are present.

Most young children display some
problem behavior during their preschool
years. In most cases, common problem
behaviors are transient, age-related, and
occur as a reaction to changes and de-
velopmental challenges. It is not un-
usual, for example, for a child to be-
come upset with a change in caregivers
or child care setting and respond with
tears, anger, or excessive clinginess.

But in a small proportion of young
children, many of the same behaviors
are symptoms of clinically significant
problems that can worsen over time.
Signs Of More Serious Problems

Determining whether a problem
behavior is a sign of something serious
is difficult and requires a professional.
Many researchers caution against label-
ing as “pathological” behaviors that
may be typical and short-lived.

A disorder in young children must
include a cluster of symptoms and up-
setting behaviors, not just one behavior
that is annoying to adults, such as an
occasional temper tantrum or sibling
fight. A problem is possibly more seri-
ous if all of the following occur:

e  The behavior has been troublesome
for some time, not a short-lived,
typical or normal reaction to a
stressful event or change.

e  The behavior is seen in more than
one situation or setting, such as at
home as well as in child care.

e The behavior is evident across rela-
tionships. For example, the child
engages in the problem behavior
while in the care of a parent and
while he or she is with another
caregiver.

e The behavior is relatively severe.
e  The behavior is likely to impair the

lenging situations, such as when the
child was overtired or following the

birth of a sibling.

However, the tantrums might be a
symptom of a more serious and longer-
lasting problem if they happened often,
were intense, the child was difficult to
control at home and in child care, and
the child had a pattern of noncompli-
ance, aggression, poor self-control, and
negative feelings.

child’s ability to negotiate important

developmental tasks necessary to

adapt and function well in the fam-

ily and among peers.

In applying such considerations to

a young child’s temper tantrums, for
example, the behavior could simply be a
transient developmental phenomenon if
the child showed few other problems and
if the tantrums occurred when the child O
was faced with specific stressful or chal-
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