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Introduction & Importance 
Knowledge of useful parenting techniques and child behavior management is critical to preparing new children and 

youth advocates. Understanding that the caregiver is the expert in their family’s lives and using methods of encouraging 

different parenting styles is key for working successfully with families. There are many good sources of information, and 

most advocates are always developing their proficiency in this area. Children & Youth Advocates working with families 

should take into account the cultural influences on parenting styles and child behavior management (Refer to the New 

Advocate Manual: Specific Communities. You need a login to access this information). 

Tip Sheets for Supporting Protective Caregivers 
Below are charts of behaviors that may be observed by protective caregiver’s children and how you can support the 

protective caregiver at three different stages; Infant to Toddlers, School-Aged Children, and Teens. 

Infants to Toddlers 

What may be observed How you can support caregivers 

 Being upset at reminders and doing their best to avoid 
reminders 

 Sleep disturbances 

 Disturbances in feeding 

 Feelings of helplessness and passivity 

 Generalized fearfulness 

 Specific new fears 

 Loss of recently acquired developmental skills  

 Clinginess and separation anxiety 

 Inhibited play and exploration 

 Thinking and talking about the traumatic event 

 Irritability 

 Aggressiveness 

 Scanning for danger or expecting danger 

 Easily startled 

 Support caregivers in keeping their children close to 
them. 

 Have clear rules and consequences so they know what 
to expect. 

 Help the child anticipate what will happen. 

 Give choices. 

 Provide reassurance when the child needs it. 

 Name the child’s feelings. 

 Expect to need to do these over and over again. It is 
normal for children to need repeated reassurance. 

 Understand that children cannot understand the 
concepts involved in family violence and marital 
separation.  

 Your actions will speak louder than words. 

 Spend time in face-to-face interactions, lots of baby 
talk and giggles. 

 Offer a parenting course or read parenting books. 

 Find other new mothers to spend time with. 

 Help find people the caregiver trusts to babysit so they 
can go shopping, take a walk or see a movie. 

 Consider using child care even if they are not working. 

 If they have a home visitor from public health, ask for 
suggestions. 

 Help the protective caregiver seek out friends, family 
or professionals for emotional support. 

 Help them prepare for school.  

 Read a book with them designed for their age level. 

 Teach that hands are not for hitting hands are for 
drawing, making shadow puppets, etc. 

 

https://wi.coalitionmanager.org/Pages/CoalitionPublications.aspx
https://wi.coalitionmanager.org/Pages/CoalitionPublications.aspx
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School-Aged Children 

What may be observed How you can support caregivers 

 Posttraumatic play* 
o Posttraumatic play is a kind of play that some 

children engage in who have been exposed to 
trauma. Posttraumatic play is a repetitive 
reenactment of a traumatic experience or event. 

 Thinking and talking about the trauma 

 Being upset at reminders of the trauma and doing 
their best to avoid reminders 

 Specific fears, often triggered by traumatic reminders 

 Feeling guilty about the trauma and responsible for 
what happened 

 Fantasies of revenge 

 Fear of being overwhelmed by their feelings 

 Impaired concentration and difficulty learning 

 Sleep disturbances 

 Headaches, stomach aches, or other physical 
symptoms 

 Concerns about their own safety and the safety of 
others 

 Aggressive behavior 

 Anxiety 

 Withdrawn behavior 

 Regressive behaviors like bed wetting, consistent use 
of baby talk, sucking thumb for comfort, etc. 

 Listen to the child’s concerns.  

 Answer questions truthfully and simply.  

 Support the caregiver in letting the child stay close. 

 Offer reassurance that you and the caregiver are 
working together to keep the family safe.  

 Name the child’s feelings and encourage the child to 
find ways to express them through language, play, or 
drawing.  

 Help the child anticipate what will happen next.  

 Give choices.  

 Expect to have to do these things again and again. 

 Today is far more important to the child than what 
happened in the past.  

 Be careful about blaming the non-protective caregiver 
for the violence or the separation.  

 Explain the violence in terms of rules.  
o Example: “There is a law, a very serious rule, that 

people cannot hit others. This is a good rule. It keeps 
everyone safe. The non-protective caregiver knows 
this rule. They must learn to live with people and not 
break this rule.”  

 Children of this age may need to explain a non-
protective caregiver’s violence using external factors  

o Substance abuse 
o Bad childhood 
o Current stressors like, financial worries 
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Teens 

What may be observed How you can support caregivers 

 Detachment, shame, and guilt  

 Self-consciousness about their fears and intense 
feelings  

 “Acting out” and sensation-seeking behaviors 
o may include life-threatening reenactments  

 Abrupt shifts in relationships  

 Desire for and plans to take revenge  

 Radical changes in attitude and self-identity  

 Premature entrance into adulthood  

 Reluctance to leave home  

 Being upset at reminders of the trauma 

 Doing their best to avoid reminders  

 Coping behaviors that may include self-endangering 
behaviors  

o Substance abuse  
o Self-harm 
o Suicidal ideation, thoughts, etc.  

 Regressive behaviors like bed wetting, consistent use 
of baby talk, sucking thumb for comfort, etc. 

 Provide an environment in which the teen can talk 
about concerns.  

 Give choices.  

 Support caregivers in letting their teens stay close to 
them. 

o Even relatively independent teens may need extra 
support after a traumatic event.  

 Help teens anticipate what will happen next.  

 Answer questions honestly.  

 Help teens find ways to express their strong feelings. 
o Journaling, 
o Writing stories or poems 
o Art 

 Expect to have to do these things again and again. 

 Let them know they both have someone to talk to 
when they are ready. 

 Let them know it is okay to talk about the non-
protective caregiver. 

 Seek out friends, family or professionals for emotional 
support. 

 Do not express your anger at their non-protective 
caregiver in front of them. 

 Do not say they are like their non-protective caregiver. 

 Help them learn to meet their wants without 
intimidating or threatening others. 

 Find activities they can connect with peers. 

 Help them succeed at school. 

 Make sure their schooling does not fall too far behind. 
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Behavior Management & Discipline 
Understanding the behaviors in the context of trauma is critical to working with children and families. Children who have 

been traumatized may feel threatened or be reminded of the traumatic event in a situation that looks harmless to 

someone else, even their caregiver; don’t take it personally. When a child is reminded of their trauma by something in 

the environment, their bodies respond with fight, flight or freeze for protection as if they are back in the dangerous 

moment. Hormones and chemicals are fired in the brain. They are having a physical and emotional reaction to the 

trauma trigger and cannot sort the conflicting feelings and thoughts. 

Using Praise, Reward, & Attention 
Praise needs to be:  

• Specific  

• Immediate  

• given without “buts” and other back-handed comments  

• Consistent- given every time the desired behavior is demonstrated by the child  

Rewards need to be:  

• Immediate  

• Creative  

• Small  

• motivating - refocus on positive behavior and praise what you want to see in the future  

Attention needs to be:  

• Focused on the positive. This is MUCH more effective than focusing on the negative. The warmer the 

relationship between caregiver and child, the more motivated the child is to do the right thing  

• 80% positive and 20% negative. Typically, caregivers practice the reverse - 80% negative; 20% positive - and 

don’t get good results  

• Refocus on positive behavior – praise what you want to see in the future 

Differential Attention & Ignoring  
• What behaviors can you ignore and what behaviors can’t you ignore?  

o Do they feel impossible to control or too dangerous to ignore?  

• What happens when you give in after a period of ignoring?  

o INCONSISTENT REINFORCEMENT IS THE MOST POWERFUL WAY TO KEEP A BEHAVIOR. 

o Children may learn that they can outlast their caregivers if they simply continue the bad behavior long 

enough.  

• Model the opposite of the behavior you are ignoring or want to go away. 

o Example: if you want the child to stop whining or back-talking then respond in a more age appropriate 

voice or with respectful language. 
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Natural & Logical Consequences  
• A Natural Consequence is the natural result of your behavior.  

o Example: you didn’t wash your uniform last night when I told you to, so now you will need to wear a 

dirty uniform to the game.  

o Or you left your bike outside when I told you to bring it in and now it is rusted from the rain.  

• A Logical Consequence is still related to the behavior, but used when a natural consequence is not safe or 

practical.  

o Example: you went down the street when I told you to stay in front of the house so now you must play 

inside.  

o Or you threw your toy so now you can’t play with it for the day. A consequence should be as directly 

related to inappropriate behavior as possible. 

How to Develop and Give Effective Commands  
• Use Statements vs. Questions.  

o Example: “It’s time for bed”  

o Versus “Are you ready to go to bed?”  

• Use a calm voice  

• Offer meaningful choices, where either response is acceptable.  

o Example: “Do you want to wear your blue pants or your red pants?”  

o Versus “Do you want to get dressed now?”  

• Give one command at a time, simply stated and phrased positively.  

o Example “Please put all these blocks in the bucket.”  

o Versus being vague: “Clean up this mess.”  

o Or issuing too many commands at one time: “Put those blocks away and get your clothes hung up and 

make your bed.”  

• Provide praise after each act of compliance, particularly with younger or oppositional children.  

o Praise the children during the actions, rather than waiting until the very end when the entire task is 

completed.  

o Example: “You have ten blocks in the bucket already? You are doing a great job listening!”  

• Describe in advance the positive consequences of compliance.  

o Example: “We can read this book together as soon as the books are put away” or “Once you take out 

the trash, I can take you to the mall.” 
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Preventing Aggression and How to De-Escalate  
What makes kids aggressive?  

• Perception of threat  

o feeling like they need to protect themselves 

• Environment 

o If kids don’t have enough space to move around and do different activities  

o Example: children of all ages grouped together watching TV in a small room and one child wants to 

dance 

• Shelter rules dictating that caregivers must be with child at all times  

• Insufficient resources 

o If kids don’t have enough resources, it generates competition and frustration  

o Example: one game controller for 10 kids 

• Boredom 

o Not enough to do or no activities planned 

o Do NOT wait until children complain or are aggressive before changing activities or play opportunities  

• Previous traumatic events can influence a child’s perception of being threatened in current fairly nonthreatening 

situations 

What can we do about it?  

Given your knowledge of child development, parenting skills, and children’s responses to trauma, please consider the 

following practical options:  

• What can we change about the shelter environment?  

o Example: add toys, structure activities, brainstorm with children and caregivers about improvements 

• What can we change about the shelter rules?  

o Example monitoring of children, support of caregivers 
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Negotiating Activity with Teens 

Guidelines 
Getting teens to cooperate requires caregivers to show respect; define givens, but negotiate other limits; choose limits 

that are appropriate for teens; and have fewer rules than when the child was younger. 

Negotiation is an important skill when you have teenagers. It is the basis for problem solving and setting rules or limits 

with teens. 

• Requires give and take from both parties 

o Everyone must listen, show respect, talk, and be willing to compromise  

• Requires everyone to be clear on what is NOT negotiable 

o Example: No drinking and driving 

• Helps your child learn and practice this essential relationship skill 

• Is a skill most caregivers AND teens need to improve and continually practice 

What You Can Do 
• Decide what rules are givens and what are negotiable 

• Write them down and make sure everyone knows them and buys in 

• Seek support from other adults whose ability to give care you respect  

When Teens Break a Rule  
• Keep your voice in a neutral tone and your emotions calm 

o When you yell, order, or threaten, it shifts focus from the teen’s behavior to your behavior  

• Try to understand what happened and what your teen was thinking and feeling  

• If you are emotional or upset, set a future time to discuss consequences like next day after school 

• Model respect, reasonableness and flexibility  

• If your adolescent threatens you  

o Stay calm  

o Don't threaten back  

o Deflect 

 Example: calmly say you will discuss the matter later and say when, like after dinner 

• Maintain your position on the issue   

• When forced to respond immediately, briefly say: 

o What you hope will happen  

o Because you love them you cannot change your position 

o You are doing what you believe is best for them 

When You Don’t Negotiate 
• Increases the frequency and intensity of teen-caregiver power struggles  

• Increases the likelihood of extreme, “all or nothing” outcomes (e.g., running away, physical altercations, moving 

out at a young age)  

• Deprives young people of chances to learn and use this essential life skill  

• Decreases the likelihood your child will transfer this necessary skill into other relationships 

o Example Relationships: dating, friends, teachers, employers and co-workers 

• Diminishes the opportunities for gradually and safely shifting power from caregiver to teen 
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Clean Up Activity 
This is a common request in many homes, and a commonly ignored request. Try this exercise to see if these seven steps 

get results. 

Break the big task into little tasks  
a. A chore like cleaning-up is really a series of small tasks.  

b. Breaking the big task into chunks helps a child know where to start and gives little triumphs of 

accomplishment along the way towards the big goal.  

c. Start with one request – “Let’s put these toys in the toy box”  

d. Move on to other parts like making the bed, bringing dishes to the kitchen, putting dirty clothes in the 

laundry, dusting, vacuuming, cleaning the hamster’s cage, etc.  

Set a realistic time limit  
a. Some children can dawdle their way through these tasks over the entire day.  

b. Examples: “Let’s get done by lunch time” or “Let’s get done by 3 o’clock when your sister gets home.”  

Link success with something fun  
a. Children will do something that is not so fun if they expect some fun later.  

b. Younger children may need smaller rewards for smaller tasks rather than one big reward at the end of a 

big task.  

c. Reward Examples: hugs, watching child’s favorite T.V. show together, or extra time on the swings on 

your visit to the park. “When we get this finished, we can bake those cupcakes.”  

Make it a game  
a. Examples: “Let’s pick up all the orange toys first.” Or “How fast can we put all the toys away?” Then 

record times somewhere visible. 

Make the task reasonable for the age of the child  
a. With little children, you may end up doing most of the work at first.  

b. As children get older, let them do more and more.  

c. Don’t expect their results to be perfect or exactly how you would do them.  

Offer praise  
a. As each task is completed, give positive feedback.  

b. The final result may not be perfect (they are kids after all) but praise the effort.  

c. Trying is sometimes more important than succeeding.  

d. Examples: “Good job on the toys!”  

Clean up YOUR own room  
a. If having a clean room is an important feature of life in your home, keep your own room clean. 
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Resources 
Center for Suicide Awareness: Hopeline  is a text based service in Wisconsin that is free and available 24/7. Trained 

volunteers text back within seconds of receiving a message.  

The Childhelp National Child Abuse Hotline is staffed 24 hours a day, 7 days a week with professional crisis counselors 

who—through interpreters—provide assistance in over 170 languages. The hotline offers crisis intervention, 

information, and referrals to thousands of emergency, social service, and support resources. All calls are confidential. 

Helping Children Exposed to Violence at Home: An Essentials Guide  This resource is an updated and revised version of 

the 2004 publication titled “Helping children thrive: Supporting woman abuse survivors as mothers”, the 2007 

publication titled “Little eyes, little ears: How violence against a mother shapes children as they grow” and the 2008 

publication titled “Helping an Abused Woman: 101 Things to Know, Say, and Do”. 

Managing Challenging Behavior of Children Living with Domestic Violence this factsheet is to help you understand how 

children may react to domestic violence, and how you can best help them feel safe and valued, and develop personal 

strength. The other factsheets that may be of interest include: 

 The Importance of Playing with Your Children 

 Keeping Your Children Safe and Responding to Their Fears 

 Helping Your Child Navigate a Relationship with the Abusive Parent 

Trauma-Informed Care for Children Exposed to Violence: Tip Sheets these tip sheets from Safe Start and the Office of 

Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention walk through tips for people working with children who have been exposed 

to domestic violence. 

 Tips for Parents and Other Caregivers 

 Tips for Child Welfare Staff 

 Tips for Early Childhood Providers 

 Tips for Engaging Men and Fathers 

 Tips for Agencies Working With Immigrant Families 

 Tips for Parent Education Programs 

 Tips for Pregnancy Prevention Programs 

 Tips for Domestic Violence and Homeless Shelters 

 Tips for Teachers 

 Tips for Agencies and Staff Working with Youth 

Please notify the Children & Youth Prevention & Outreach Coordinator, Cody Warner, if ANY of the links are 

no longer working. 

 

http://centerforsuicideawareness.org/services/hopeline/about.html
https://www.childhelp.org/hotline/
http://www.lfcc.on.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Helping-Children-Exposed-to-Violence-at-Home.pdf
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/children_domestic_violence_managing_challenging_behaviors.pdf
https://www.nctsn.org/resources/children-and-domestic-violence-importance-playing-your-children
https://www.nctsn.org/resources/children-and-domestic-violence-keeping-your-children-safe-and-responding-their-fears
https://www.nctsn.org/resources/children-and-domestic-violence-helping-your-child-navigate-relationship-abusive-parent
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/defendingchildhood/legacy/2011/09/19/tips-caregivers.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/defendingchildhood/legacy/2011/09/19/tips-child-welfare-staff.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/defendingchildhood/legacy/2011/09/19/tips-early-childhood.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/defendingchildhood/legacy/2011/09/19/tips-fathers.pdf
https://www.ojjdp.gov/programs/safestart/TipSheetFor_ImmigrantFamilies.pdf
https://www.ojjdp.gov/programs/safestart/TipSheetFor_ParentEducation.pdf
https://www.ojjdp.gov/programs/safestart/TipSheetFor_Pregnancy.pdf
https://www.ojjdp.gov/programs/safestart/TipSheetFor_DomesticViolenceAgenciesShelters.pdf
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/trauma-kids-exposed-violence.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/defendingchildhood/legacy/2011/09/19/tips-youth.pdf
mailto:codyw@endabusewi.org?subject=CYAM%20Section%207:%20Parenting%20Skills%20and%20Child%20Behavior%20Management%20Broken%20Links

