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Strategies for Challenging Behaviour in Youth  

Inspiration from Discipline with Dignity - Richard L. Curwin, Allen N. Mendler, and Brian D. Mendler 

1. Redefining “challenging” behaviours 

Page 1: “Discipline is less about punishing and more about teaching respect.” 

“Student behaviour is not random. When students make poor choices from our perspective, they are 

making the best choices from theirs. Student misbehaviour is often an inappropriate attempt to meet 

very appropriate needs” p39.  

 

2. Connecting authentically with young people 

What do young people need? 

• Belonging 

• Attention 

• Achievement 

• Independence 

• Power 

• Control  

• Empathy 

• Generosity 

• Purpose 

• Listening 

• Connectedness 

• Fun 
(underpinned by large evidence base: Circle of Courage, YDSA and Wierenga) 

 

a) Firstly, consider how you connect with young people? What are the rituals that begin every 

encounter? How do you hear every voice? How do you validate and accept whatever mood they 

arrive in? Young people carry stories from their day into our environment. We need to teach young 

people how to get grounded and be their best when we meet.  

 

b) After you’ve connected, it’s time to clarify the contract. This is the shared agreement you both/all 

share, including the kaupapa and kawa for the classroom/programme. Young people are influencing 

this in overt and covert ways.  
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3.Clarifying desired behaviours early on  

As soon as you see a group of young people listening, thank them and assert that you want to 

continue to see that level of attention and focus. Waiting until a group ‘misbehaves’ tells them that 

the best way to get your attention is by working against the programme.  

Substitute rather than suppress: “please walk” rather than “don’t listen”  

Tell the group you’re most interested in doing things that help them learn and help everyone has 

fun. Avoid threats or blame and convey a high expectation and belief they will do well. Virtually no 

one else tells kids this.  

“When you share […] objectives with your students, they know what they will learn and master” p48  

“It is especially important for motivational purposes to clearly identify and then achieve the day’s 

objectives.” P48 

 

4. Creating cultures that care 

Establish clear limits and boundaries and then the wiggle room within for creative thinking.  

Take care of this place, take care of each other, take care of yourself. P92  

All environments need contracts.  

 

5. Processes for healing mistakes  

Youth workers “must have skills to maintain a calm, positive effect, even when the youth is engaging 

in verbally abusive behaviours, and to respond with frequent expressions of concern and empathy” 

p63 

1. Return to the contract/kawa we co-created  
2. Affirm your belief, their power and redirect their energy 
3. Create hope and alternative endings 
4. Emphasize exceptions and effort (when the problem was not a problem) 
5. Encourage consideration of other people 
6. Offer real choices and realistic incentives 
7. Teach responsibility rather than conforming or obedience 
8. Focus on the learning process 
9. Harness the opportunity to strengthen, not weaken, your relationship.  

 

“We must find ways of seeing past their behaviour so that who they are is more important than what 

they do” p151 

“We are more successful when we thank challenging students for giving us an opportunity to learn 

and grow in our quest to become great teachers” p151 
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6. Negotiating consequences rather than punishment 

“Working successfully with ‘difficult’ youth requires an unflagging belief in the capacity of human 

beings to change” p68 

Choosing the best strategy (Chapter 5): 

The Five Criteria: 

1. Does this method preserve dignity or cause humiliation?  
2. Is the method primarily obedience-oriented or does it teach responsibility? 
3. How does the method affect the student’s motivation to learn and participate? 
4. Does the method lead to a commitment to change? 
5. Does the method work? 

 

7. Having more fun than friction 

• Humour zones  

• Plenty of jokes before the serious chat helps contrast and show where you’d rather 
spend your time together 

• Thank students for the proper behaviour before you get it 

• Remind students you believe they will make wise decisions 

• Give awards and affirmations at all endings.  
 

 

 


