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              Early Intervention Team

              HSE LHO North West Dublin
Ashgrove House (in Kempton Estate)

Navan Road, Dublin 7

Telephone no. (01) 8276800, Fax no. (01) 8276890
Dealing with Oppositional and/or Defiant Behaviour

1. A child’s oppositional and defiant behaviour can be an anxiety-driven need to be in control and avoid other people’s demands and expectations. This doesn’t mean that we simply give up, or give in to, a particular situation. We do, though, understand that the child’s anxiety means that she can’t do it at this time. That means that our responsibility as the adult to try and think of ways in which we can help her be less anxious and more tolerant so that she is enabled to do whatever it is that we expect.

2. Compromise, prioritising what is important, flexibility and negotiation should be at the core for a parent or teacher. Therefore, the need to choose priorities, day-to-day adjustment of demands according to variation in her tolerance and the need for planning to be informed by discussion is the best approach to take.
3. When choosing priorities, it is important to remember that for children with oppositional and defiant behaviour, it is easy for high levels of anxiety to be provoked when it comes to the everyday transitions that occur at home or in school. If oppositional and defiant behaviour is understood as an anxiety-driven need to be in control and avoid other people’s demands and expectations, it is essential to think about which particular situations are provoking high levels of anxiety. Once these have been identified, the next stage is asking ourselves openly and honestly ‘How important is this at the moment?’ A sort of checklist can be a useful way of structuring these decisions and helping to choose priorities. It is crucial to reach a consensus and agreement about just what those priorities are.

4.  It is important when choosing priorities that you should adjust your demands according to the child’s level of tolerance at any particular time. As the child gradually becomes more trusting and confident in school, expectations can be progressively increased, but these are likely to need to be adapted on a day-to-day basis according to the child’s level of mood and tolerance.
5. It is best to see this in terms of her having a particular ‘threshold’ in relation to her capacity for tolerating demands. This threshold is determined by the level of anxiety that she feels at any given point in time. Her level of anxiety can, in turn, be influenced by a multitude of factors, which include short-term influences:

· How well she slept the night before.
· Whether a trusted member of staff is present or absent.

· What another child said to her on her way into school etc.

Longer-term influences could be:

· She is in a settled phase with trusting relationships

· She has just moved up into primary school etc.

6. When things are going well and her anxiety is low, this threshold is higher and she can be more accepting of demands and requests. When it is more difficult, her anxiety is raised and her threshold is low. At these times she is less tolerant, feels the need to be more controlling and is easily ‘tipped over the edge’. Therefore, getting the balance between the adult’s expectations and managing her capacity to cope are vital.

7. At times, when her threshold is high it is possible to raise expectations, increase demands and attempt to be more directive. When the threshold is low, the level of demands needs to be reduced in order to reduce the pressure she feels. There will, of course, be times for everyone involved with Sasha that they will be in a position where it is necessary to maintain ground rules.
Strategies that could be useful:

· Avoid being directive: This style needs to be highly individualised but less directive and more intuitive than would ordinarily be the case with other children with autism. Invitations or suggestions, such as ‘I wonder how we might?’ or ‘I can’t quite see how to do…’ are often more effective than more direct instructions such as ‘Now let’s get on with…’. Adults need to empower the child by giving more choices and where possible allow her to have a feeling of being in control. Strategies that are effective in helping her to co-operate might be using role play, humour, being less directive, pretending you didn’t know something and choosing carefully when to ignore minor negative behaviours.
· Keep Calm: Adults need to keep calm and level in their own emotions in the face of challenging or disruptive behaviour and situations that they may find frustrating. It is important not to take things personally, even if some of the child’s behaviour seems to be directed at specific people.
· Be Flexible: It is crucial to be flexible and adaptable and it is likely that strategies will need to be changed at times. When resistance and avoidance are encountered it is helpful to think about ways in which the demand can be modified or adapted in some way, reaching a compromise rather than allowing the situation to escalate into a confrontation. 

· Adjusting your use of language: It can be helpful to wait just a little longer than might at first seem natural before repeating, re-phrasing or following up a request. When a child is particularly agitated it is usually better to avoid getting drawn into lengthy explanations and reduce the language used to the minimum. At other times, using quite complex language can be effective for smoothing over a request or capturing a child’s interest. Using language that feels like an invitation is being offered, a suggestion being made, a problem shared, or a child’s help is needed feels much less pressuring to the child than directive, instructional language. For example, “I wonder if…’, ‘I wish I knew someone who could…’, or ‘What do you think about…?’. Sometimes simple creative re-labelling of activities can be helpful.
· De-personalising Demands and Request: Often it is not the task that the child finds demanding but the fact that it is another person that has made the request, the child’s anxiety being fuelled by their fear of not being control of the agenda. It can be helpful to think of ways to de-personalise what is being asked by handing over responsibility or presenting the request in another way (e.g. symbol sequence strip or written information).

· It is crucial for schools and parents to work together in an open and supportive partnership when getting to grips with this type of behaviour and applying these strategies mentioned above. 
Adapted from Understanding Pathological Demand Avoidance Syndrome in Children: A Guide for Parents, Teachers and Other Professionals by Christie, Duncan, Fidler and Healy
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