OPTIMAL CARE

Responding to Challenging Behavior Without
Punishment

A practical, supportive approach to challenging behavior that focuses on safety, connection, prevention, and teaching
useful skills rather than punishment.

1. Look for what is making the moment hard
« Notice unmet needs: pain, hunger, fatigue, communication barriers, sensory overload, anxiety, or a difficult task.
¢ Look at what happened before the behavior and whether the environment can be adjusted.

¢ Describe behavior objectively; avoid labels such as “manipulative” or “bad.”

2. Prevent when possible
« Use predictable routines, visual supports, choices, and clear expectations.
« Break difficult tasks into smaller steps; provide accessible communication and planned breaks.

e Teach and practice skills during calm moments, not only during a crisis.

3. Respond in the moment

« Stay calm, use brief language, and prioritize physical and emotional safety.

¢ Reduce unnecessary demands and stimulation when a learner is overwhelmed.
« Acknowledge feelings and offer a safe way to ask for help, a break, or space.

¢ Avoid threats, humiliation, withholding essential needs, or power struggles.

4. Teach areplacement skill

Possible need Skill to teach Supportive response

Escape from a hard task Ask for help / break Provide help or a reasonable break; adjust the task.

Attention / connection Appropriate bid for attention Respond warmly and consistently when possible.

Access to an activity Request / wait with support Offer a clear answer, choices, and realistic wait
supports.

Sensory comfort Ask for quiet / movement Provide appropriate sensory accommodations.

5. Reflect and adjust
What happened before the behavior?

What might the learner have needed?

What support helped?

What skill can we practice next time?

When to seek additional help
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OPTIMAL CARE

If behavior presents a risk of injury, occurs suddenly, or may reflect pain or a medical concern, prioritize safety and seek appropriate
professional or medical guidance. Individualized assessment may be needed. This guide is educational and not a crisis plan.
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