
ROOTS OF BEHAVIOR



The West Virginia Behavior/Mental Health Technical Assistance 
Center 

is a collaboration between: 



Hank

■ Who is your “Hank”?

■ Describe your “Hank”.

■ Have interventions been successful?

■ Why do you think the student behaves the way he/she does?



Deceptively Simple

■ Two Basic Functions:

– To get / obtain

– To get away / avoid



Standard behavior management 
assumptions 
■ Kids have learned that their behavior can get them 

what they want by getting adults to give in. 

■ Bad behaviors are planned, intentional, and/or under 
the student’s control. 

■ Students have been reinforced/taught these behaviors 
by bad parenting, poor classroom management, lax 
discipline, etc. 

■ “That kid just needs to be shown who’s the boss!”



Standard behavior management 
approaches
■ Students with behavior problems just need to “unlearn” 

their behavior, by teaching them.
– Positive attention for good behavior.
– Issue fewer and clearer commands.
– Expect immediate compliance and enforce on all commands.
– Don’t back down in the face of explosions.
– Use of points/stickers/etc. to track performance on desired 

behavior.
– Deliver consequences: rewards and punishments.



Standard behavior management 
approaches
■ Direct Instruction & Natural Consequences: 

– “Use nice hands, we don’t want to hurt others.” – If not you may have few 
friends.

– “Raise your hand before answering.” – If not you don’t get called on. 

– “Turn in your homework.” – If not you get a F. 

– “Use a calm voice and ask for help.” – If not people will yell back at you and not 
want to help. 

– “Keep your assignments organized.” – If not you will lose or forget to turn in 
work. 



How’s that working for you?

■ These types of approaches work for some, but not all. 

■ These types of approaches teach kids basic lessons about right and 
wrong ways of acting.

■ If direct instruction, expectations, rewards, punishments, and natural 
consequences don’t work what do we do?

■ Do the same strategies more intensely and slowly?

■ Change your perspective?



Change your perspective

■ Reframe Misbehavior to Stress behavior. 

■ Assume the child can’t; instead of won’t.

■ View behaviors are indicators; not the problem.

■ Behavior is communication. 
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• Defiance
• Hyperactivity
• Disrespect
• Aggression
• Anger
• Rudeness
• Withdrawal
• Apathy
• Refusal

• Inattentiveness
• Somatic 

Complaints
• Oppositional
• Silliness
• Emotional
• Yelling
• Etc.



THE STATE TO LEARN 
Reduce Stress



STRESS
Anything that is perceived as a threat to our well-being.

■ Good stress: Safe/supportive environment, Moderate level, 
Predictable, Sense of control, and Transient = RESILIENCE 
and LEARNING

■ Bad stress: Unsupportive environment, Unpredictable, Lack 
of control, High level, and Chronic = SENSATIZATION and 
DEFICITS



Stress Response

■Flock

■Fight

■Flight

■Freeze



Stressors

■ Hunger
■ Negative feelings 
■ Fatigue
■ Too much noise
■ Social interactions
■ Group activities
■ Tests
■ Hormones
■ Disrupted routine

■ Dietary issues
■ Excessive visual stimuli
■ Sensory processing 

disorder
■ Excessive movement
■ Low academic skills
■ Crowds
■ Less structured activities
■ New situations
■ Illness



What’s your sign?
Signs of Stress 

■ Irritability
■ Fatigue / Insomnia 
■ Craving junk food and/or 

screens
■ Difficulty 

Concentrating/Focusing
■ Anger
■ Aggression
■ Fearfulness
■ Blaming
■ Jumpy
■ Zoned out

■ Cynicism / Sarcasm
■ Impulsivity
■ Whining
■ Excessive talking
■ Silliness
■ Withdrawal
■ Sweating
■ Speeding heart beat
■ Shallow breathing
■ Stomach aches / Head 

aches



Hidden Stressors

■ Social Hierarchy
■ Food
■ Daily Routines/Rhythms
■ Screens
■ Disconnectedness
■ Life’s little stressors 



Stress Modulators

■ Predictability

■ Sense of Control

■ Social Support

■ Outlets

■ Perception of Improvement



The Brain and its Biases 





Brain Construction

■ Early experiences lay the foundation for future growth. 
■ Develops and processes in a sequential manner. 
■ Needs patterned, rhythmic input. 
■ Plasticity, the double edged sword. 
■ State and Use dependency. 
■ Memory Templates



What do you see?



Internal
State

Calm
(Learning Brain)

Alert
(Learning Brain)

Alarm
(Survival Brain)

Fear
(Survival Brain)

Terror
(Survival Brain)

Behavior Relaxed, Able to 
adjust, Independence, 
Reflection

Focused, Adjusts 
with minimal 
support, 
Interactive

Creates/seeks
familiar, Impulsive, 
Whiny, Resistant 

Reactive, Crying, 
Withdrawal, Defiant, 
Running, Hiding, 
Fighting, 

Flat affect, Unable 
to communicate, 
Frozen, 
Dissociation

Thinking 
skills

Abstract thinking, 
Reflective, Long-term 
storage, Associative, 
Long-term goals

Concrete thinking, 
Engaged learning, 
Working memory, 
Social, Short-term 
goals

Emotional, Relational, 
Personal, Planning is 
restricted to 
hours/minutes

Basic sensory 
processing that 
selects information 
related to safety, 
Now oriented

Survival, Reflexive, 
sense of time lost

Responds 
to…

Quietness, Ideas, 
Goals, Promises,
Challenges

Talking, Prompts,
Rewards, 
Challenges, 
Reminders

Play, Relationships, 
Less verbal, more 
nonverbal 
communication

Action, Cues, 
Nonverbal 
communication

Safety cues

Escalates 
in 
response 
to…

Noise, Talking,
Stimulating Sensory 
Input

Frustration, Talking 
w/o proximity, 
Confusion, 
Ultimatums, 

Agitated voice/non-
verbals, Raised voice, 
Chaos, Negative 
emotions

Anxiety, Lack of 
safety in 
relationship, Yelling, 
Threats, Touch, 
Restraint

Posturing, 
Touching, 
Cornering

Reinforce-
ment

Values, Societal 
Rewards and 
Punishment

Relational rewards 
and punishment, 
Material objects

Co-regulation, 
Material objects that 
distract, “junk food”

Relief of distress Self-stimulation



THE POWER TO TEACH
Build Relationships





The Tap Root:
Attachment

■ Attachment is a deep and enduring emotional 
bond that connects one person to another across 
time and space (Ainsworth, 1973; Bowlby 1969).

■ Primary innate survival mechanism. 

■ Relational Template. 

■ Foundation for development.

■ Attachment = Influence. 



Attachment Drives

■ To be with

■ To be like

■ To be part of

■ To matter 

■ To be loved



Shallow and weak roots

■ Insecure Attachment
– Relationships are dangerous.
– Relationships are a tool.
– Sensitive stress alarm.
– Poor Self-Regulation. 
– Negative Internal Beliefs.



Internal beliefs

■ We are our children’s mirrors. 
■ External messages become internal beliefs.
■ Challenging internal beliefs is stressful and threatening.

28



All rights reserved © 2007-15 Bruce D. Perry



Fostering Positive Relationships 

■ Co-Regulation 
■ Present, Attentive, Attuned, and Responsive
■ More positive interactions than negative
■ Consistency and predictability
■ Intimacy Barrier
■ Sense of belonging
■ Egalitarian environment
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The right soil

■ For anything to grow and develop adequately it must have the proper environment.

■ Just like plants need sun and water; we need regulation and relationships.  
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