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First Possible Cause: 
THE DEVELOPMENTAL STAGE

Why is this 
Happening?

Possible Cause
1. Maturation -- The 

behavior is due to the 
child’s developmental 
stage.

2. The behavior is the 
child’s practicing, a 
necessary aspect of 
mastery and of human 
development. 

How Can I Tell?

Clues
1. I have read about it in 

books.
2. I have seen children at 

the same stage behave 
this way.

3. I remember doing it 
myself when I was a 
child.

Always reflect on:
• Sense of child’s 

expectations.
• Sense of relationship 

with child.
• Child’s sense of self. 

What Should I Do?

Action
1. Relax -- All children do it. 

It will end/evolve.
2. Tolerate -- It is 

developmentally 
significant/useful.

3. Channel -- Allow the 
child to safe, tolerable 
way to practice.

4. Stop -- Stop behavior 
when it is disruptive or 
dangerous, but 
remember it will return. 



Second Possible Cause:
INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES
Why is this 
Happening?

Possible Cause
1. Not all children of a 

certain age act in exactly 
the same ways.

2. Temperamental and 
constitutional qualities 
account for differences in 
behavior.

3. All children experience 
the world according to 
their unique physiology. 

How Can I Tell?

Clues
1. Not due solely to 

developmental stage.
2. Information about child’s 

unique qualities from 
birth.

3. Have read about it --
research on 
temperament, regulatory 
and sensory capacities.

What Should I Do?

Action
1. Observe and identify 

child’s unique style.
2. Adapt expectations and 

interactions.
3. Offer options that allow 

for and appreciate 
children’s unique 
expressions and 
responses to the world.

4. Continue exploration of 
attributions and possible 
explanations for 
behavior. 



Third Possible Cause: 
THE ENVIRONMENT

Why is this 
Happening?

Possible Cause
1. The child is responding 

to a specific 
environment.

2. The child is responding  
or adapting to a new 
characteristic or change 
in a familiar 
environment.

How Can I Tell?

Clues
1. Behavior not due 

primarily to 
developmental stage or 
individual differences.

2. Behavior happens only in 
the specific setting. 

3. All children in the setting 
demonstrating some form 
of the behavior.

4. Sudden change in 
behavior.

What Should I Do?

Action
1. When possible, adapt 

environment. 
2. Identify what has 

changed and its impact 
on the child. 

3. Reduce impacts with 
predictable protection,  
security, and attention.

4. Acknowledge child’s 
worry, uncertainty, and 
disequilibrium.

5. Reassure with 
demonstrations of 
consistencies.



Fourth Possible Cause:
CULTURE

Why is this 
Happening?

Possible Cause
1. The child’s behavior is an 

expression of cultural 
values or a cultural 
adaptation to historical 
trauma /racism

How Can I Tell?

Clues
1. Behavior not due 

exclusively to 
developmental stage or 
individual differences. 

2. Child is internalizing 
cultural and lifestyle 
values.

3. Child appears stuck in a 
conflict, competing to 
please important adults 
who appraise the 
behavior differently.

What Should I Do?

Action
1. Identify what cultural 

value is being expressed. 
2. Identify contribution to 

child being caught 
between competing 
cultural norms.

3. Keep or remove child 
from the conflict between 
important relationships --
child can’t afford to 
choose.

4. Distinguish between 
venues/relationships --
children 
compartmentalize.



Fifth Possible Cause: 
THE CHILD DOES NOT KNOW, 

BUT IS READY TO LEARN
Why is this 
Happening?

Possible Cause
1. The child doesn’t know, 

but is ready to learn --
the behavior is an 
approach to a situation or 
task s/he is exploring or 
attempting to master. 
Without adult 
instruction/support, the 
child relies on her/his 
own resources -- what 
s/he knows so far. 

How Can I Tell?

Clues
1. Behavior is not due 

exclusively to 
development stage, 
individual differences, 
environment, or culture.

2. The child is young.
3. The child is in a new or 

unfamiliar situation.
4. The child is facing a new 

task or problem. 

What Should I Do?

Action
1. Provide protection for 

the child to explore.
2. Teach -- demonstrate.
3. Talk -- explain over and 

over.
4. Give reasons.
5. Encourage small 

successes.
6. Always offer help.



Sixth Possible Cause:
UNMET EMOTIONAL NEED

Why is this 
Happening?

Possible Cause
1. The child has missed 

something 
developmentally and/or 
emotionally important.

2. The need has intensified, 
rather than diminished.

3. The behavior is the 
child’s attempt to meet 
need. 

How Can I Tell?

Clues
1. The behavior is 

developmentally
inappropriate (child not 
“acting his age”).

2. The behavior has a 
driven (has to) quality.

3. The behavior is 
everywhere and always 
(not situational).

4. The behavior keeps 
popping up.

5. Usual methods of 
handling the behavior  
do not seem to help this 
child.

What Should I Do?

Action
1. Do something.
2. Actively respond

through deeds not just 
words, giving not 
withholding, and 
support not punishment.

3. Sometimes have to stop 
the behavior.

4. Meet needs with quiet, 
firmness, and patience.

5. Get additional support 
(for yourself and your 
child).


