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Aggressive or Hostile Behavior Pass-Along-Paper 1

S Description of the problem: Aggression and hostility are the fight response in the fight-or-flight

reaction to stress. Hostility is characterized by unfriendliness or opposition and can ultimately lead
to aggression, whereby a child attempts to do damage to a person or thing. The assault may be
physical or verbal. A child's rude behavior, sarcasm, or silence can be exasperating or even
frightening to a parent. There's an urge to set the child straight with a slap, shaking, or command to
"snap out of it!" Actually, confrontation is the worst possible alternative. Generally, children want
either to be left alone or to be allowed to blow up. In both cases it is important that the child realize
that someone understands, but children struggling to assert their independence may initially reject
parents’ offers to help. If your child does not accept the invitation to talk it out, try to stay out of the
way until the emotional storm has subsided. However, rude or violent behavior affects the entire
family and cannot be tolerated simply because the child is in a bad mood. In this case the child must
be firmly told: "I can see you are troubled. I'd like to help. If you want to be left alone until you feel
better, that's okay, too. However, your behavior is upsetting everyone. | don't want to make your
problems worse by becoming angry, so please control yourself."

® Factors influencing the problem: Although most behavior is learned, understanding the

temperamental differences among children can help to explain why some children are more prone
to aggression than others. In addition, some adults directly sanction aggressive behavior when they
advise children to “stand up for themselves and don’t take anything from anybody.” Also, when we
allow aggression to prove a satisfying method for dealing with stress, the child is inclined to continue
its use. For example, if Amy experiences satisfaction at her power to strike a playmate and make her
cry, Amy is apt to continue hitting. If Jack learns that when he grabs a toy from his older brother, his
parents will probably say: "Oh, let Jack have it! He's younger than you," Jack will frequently rely on
this technique.

In some cases children engage in aggressive acts because they crave attention so much that they
will settle for any kind they can get—even if it is negative. Obviously, these children need more
attention for desirable behavior and minimal attention for the undesirable. When the child behaves
aggressively, tell the child to go to his or her room until the child feels better and can behave
properly. In this way your disapproval is communicated without providing undue attention, which
reinforces this pattern of behavior.

Children find models for aggressive behavior wherever they turn. Not only is violence found in
entertainment and news accounts, it is also demonstrated by the peer group, teachers, and parents.
As one puzzled parent put it: "l can't understand why Jamie keeps hitting her sister. She must have
gotten spanked a hundred times for doing that." Physical punishment provides a model for the
aggressive behavior you are telling the child is unacceptable. In effect, you are telling the child, "Do
as | say, not as | do.”

Frustration is the disappointment or defeat experienced by a child who doesn't get what he or she
wants, which can range from a plaything to the love and attention of a parent. Adults should avoid
making conflicting, developmentally inappropriate, or petty demands that are difficult—if not
impossible—to meet. Frustration can also be reduced by moving into some situations before they get
out of hand. For example, wild, rough-and-tumble play almost always results in
accidental, minor injury which can prompt an aggressive reaction in the victim.
Allow children to work through their own problems, but when you see they've
reached the point where they simply can't cope, help settle the matter before a
fight erupts. In other words, frustration can be minimized by establishing an
environment that is not over directed, and yet not under directed. Over
permissiveness is just as frustrating as over-control to the child who wants and
needs limits that show love and concern. In addition, we must guard against
paradox parenting, in which we approve of or ignore an act of aggression one day,
only to jump all over the child for the same behavior at a future time.





image2.jpeg
i Suggestions:
1. Observe the aggressive behavior and try to determine the situational triggers.
2. Communicate to the child clearly and specifically which behaviors are not allowed and what the
consequences of such behaviors will be. Let the child know that aggressive feelings are a natural
response to stress, and that control doesn’t mean suppressing them, but instead learning more
acceptable means to express anger.
3. React to specific instances of aggressive behavior quickly and firmly; consequences should be a
logical outcome of the behavior and follow immediately. Punishment should take the form previously
specified to the child and should be consistently applied.
4. The punishment should not be physical (or even verbally aggressive), as this simply validates and
reinforces aggressive behavior as a means for solving problems.
5. While it is important to be firm, don't be confrontational. Calmly discuss the problem with the child,
try to understand why the child behaved aggressively, and guide the child toward alternative ways
to deal with problems.
6. Ignore attention-getting ploys. If the aggressive behavior seems to be an attempt to attract
attention, don't let it work. Let the behavior run its course (unless, of course, it threatens the safety
of the child or others), and then enforce consequences quickly and briefly. "Time-outs" can be
effective along these lines.
7. Encourage activities (e.g. physical, creative) that allow the child to vent anger and aggression
harmlessly and in socially appropriate ways.
8. Use positive reinforcement when the child makes progress and avoids the temptation to behave
aggressively in a difficult situation. Remember, if your child is highly aggressive, the child might have
learned that aggression is the most effective way to gain attention or to solve problems.
9. Provide a positive example by controlling your own aggression - thus showing the child how to
cope with people and problems in a more constructive manner.
10. Limit the child's exposure to violence on television and in the media.
11. Following an act of aggression, discuss the matter with your child. Tell the child you understand
his or her feelings with remarks such as, “I know how important it was to you to get a turn on the
swing.” Encourage the child to generate alternative, satisfying approaches to aggression. Talk about
how the child might respond the next time, perhaps even role-playing the situation.
12. Foster a general appreciation of the consequences of one's actions on other people and
encourage a sense of concern for others.
13. Address the possible root causes of aggressive behavior, such as lack of confidence, frustration,
high stress, or lack of affection. In general, a happier, less stressed child who receives affection and
encouragement and who learns how to deal with frustration will be less likely to behave aggressively.
14. Provide your child with opportunities for independence and decision-making so he or she does
not feel smothered by authority and compelled to rebel.
OTHER COMMENTS OR SUGGESTIONS:

FAMILY ACTION PLAN: (List suggestion numbers of particular relevance and
specific actions planned)
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