
� Tips for handling kids 

 

 

Tip 1: Change Your Story 

 

For a long time, when I was teaching, and people asked me how my job was going, I 

would say “Good, but I’m struggling to handle the kids. I have a very difficult class.” 

Yes, this was a true experience that I was having at the time, but by repeating this 

negative story, it actually attracted more of the same problems, and somehow kept 

me there. I’m not denying I had some severe challenges (two ADHD kids bouncing 

off the walls) but going on and on about it wasn’t exactly helping. 

 

I reached a point, about a year ago, where I actually did have a better class, and I 

made up my mind, no matter how badly they behaved, I was going to tell people 

things were going a lot better now, just to start shifting the way I was looking at 

things. And what do you know… things started to get better.  

 

Just by reframing the situation in a more positive light, I felt better and more in 

control. 

 

Similarly, if you are a parent going around saying how difficult your children are, then 

don’t be surprised if the situation doesn’t change. 

 

In the afternoon when parents are picking their kids up, I noticed something the one 

day about how the child was greeted by a parent.  

 

One of our most mature students (although she was still in pre-school at that stage) 

was greeted by mom: “Hello, big girl!”  

 

Contrast that with one of our most difficult children being greeted by his dad: “Hello, 

monster child!” 

 

Now who do you think grew into a mature young lady, or a difficult teen?  

 

 

So that’s my tip for today: try and reframe your situation more positively. 

 

Here are some EFT setup statements you could use and adapt: 

 

(If EFT – Emotional Freedom Techniques- is new for you, you can get a diagram of 

the points to tap on here as well as more info: http://healwithheather.com/emotional-

freedom-techniques) 

 

“Even though I have this difficult situation, I’m choosing to speak about it positively.” 

“Even though these kids are driving me mad, I’m choosing to look at one positive 

event today – Danny finally understood multiplication.” 



“Even though I feel bogged down by their behaviour, I refuse to get swept up in the 

drama – I’m choosing to calm down, look at things logically and constructively.” 

“Even though it’s easier to label my child as a monster than as a mature, wise being, 

I’m choosing to watch what I say and call them honourable, uplifting names. I choose 

to describe their behaviour in a positive way.” 

(Get the full audio of this script here http://onestepatatime.co.za/downloads/coping-

with-kids/) 

 

Tip 2: Get your child to use energy techniques (and bears!) 

When I was first introduced to EFT (Emotional Freedom Techniques) by my mother, I 

thought she was being a bit batty. All this tapping! Very strange. 

 

However, when I actually tried it on myself and noticed the shift in my own fears and 

energies, I was hooked. 

 

(To find out more go here: http://healwithheather.com/emotional-freedom-techniques) 

 

Basically, it is a system whereby you say an affirmation (while tapping the self-

sabotage spot – karate chop on the side of your hand or rubbing your “sore spot” on 

your chest). You then repeat a key phrase while tapping on the various points. The 

logic behind this is that emotional problems are often because of a disruption to your 

energy system. All we are doing is balancing the energy again. 

 

When working with kids, instead of saying “I deeply and completely love and accept 

myself,” rather say “I’m still a good kid.” E.g. “Even though I am so stressed out for 

these tests, I’m still a good kid.” 

 

A good way to make the whole thing more concrete (yip, the Montessori coming out 

again, working from concrete to abstract!) is a bear with the tapping points. 

I used “Tappy Bear” with the kids in my class especially during test week to help 

them feel less stressed about the tests. (You can read more about this here: 

http://www.eft-articles.com/eft-

articles.taf?_function=articledetail&Article_ID=113&Nocnt=1) 

 

Till Schilling, who makes Tappy Bear, gave me some good advice about working 

energy techniques in with the routine of the classroom. He said his sister uses Tappy 

in her classroom and uses a routine which I am now using like this in the morning 

after doing gross motor with the kids: 

 

“Tap your head: Let’s get our brains working” 

“Tap the side of your eyes: Let’s get our eyes working” 

“Tap your chin. Say good things today” 

“Tap your chest. And have a good heart” 

 

Easy, huh? There isn’t “Tappy Bear” available in the states any more. But… 

I was very excited to find another lady, Caren Bestbier, who makes “Tappy Teddy” 

right here in South Africa, in my home town of Port Elizabeth. She is also an artist. 

You can get her bear by emailing her here: cbestb@mweb.co.za. (You can also read 



a post where I met her and a picture of her bear: 

http://onestepatatime.co.za/eft/happy-new-year/) 

 

Bears are cuddly and lovable and thus a good way to introduce EFT. Also, they are 

less threatening to tap on than ourselves. I used to tap on both the bear and myself 

in class. You can even make your own tapping bear by sewing on buttons in the 

appropriate spots. 

 

Another good move is to teach them about the collarbone as a good spot to tap for 

fear. Also, it helps if they see you tap, as they will not be open to tapping in an 

intense emotional situation (when they need it) if it hasn’t been a part of their lives 

when they are calm. 

 

“Even though I think this tapping thing is just crazy, I deeply and completely love and 

accept myself. Even though this tapping looks weird, I’m choosing to give it a try. I’m 

choosing to try it because it will be helpful for my kids. I’m choosing to make it part of 

my life so that it will be naturally a part of theirs when they really need it. Even though 

I don’t know how to introduce them to tapping, I’m choosing to use a bear or soft toy 

to make it more concrete and less threatening.” 

Get the full audio of these tips here: http://onestepatatime.co.za/downloads/coping-

with-kids/ 

 

 

 

 

Tip 3: ACT (Setting limits the play therapy way) 

 

Here is a useful sequence I learned in a chapter called “Limits” in a child-centred play 

therapy course I did, which was based on a book by Gary Landreth. 

 

He notes that limits are important to protect both the child and adult, to provide an 

experience where they realise they have choices. It helps the child feel secure 

because they are able to express the feeling without causing harm or fearing 

retaliation. 

 

So here’s what “ACT” stands for: 

(the example here: a kid wants to shoot you with a toy gun / pour paint on the floor) 

 

1. Acknowledge the child’s feelings and wants 

“You’re angry with me. I know you want to shoot me with that gun.” (“You’d like to 

pour paint on the floor”) 

 

2. Communicate the Limit 

“I’m not for shooting” (in the same way, “The floor is not for paint”) 

 

 

3. Target Acceptable Alternative 



“You can shoot the bop bag / toy bear/ whatever other alternative you have” 

(“You can paint on this paper”) 

 

 

What happens if this doesn’t work and they carry on shooting you / pouring paint 

on the floor? 

 

Gary calls this the last resort/ alternative choice. 

 

“You just had to find out what it was like to shoot me. And now you know. But I’m 

not for shooting.” 

 

“If you choose to continue to shoot me, you choose not to play with that gun for 

the rest of the time today” 

 

“If you choose to continue to pour paint on the floor, then you choose not to play 

with the paint for the rest of the day” 

 

If they still continue… 

 

“I see you’ve chosen not to play with the gun for the rest of our time together. You 

may choose to put the gun on the table or on the shelf. Which do you choose?” 

 

“I see you’ve chosen not to play with the paint for the rest of our time together. 

You may choose to put the paint on the table or on the shelf. Which do you 

choose?” 

 

 

Implementing this is hard if you are set in certain habits. 

 

So EFT to the rescue to help us remember: 

 

“Even though I’m so used to handling kids my way, I deeply and completely love 

and accept myself” 

“Even though it’s so much easier to grab that gun and say no, I choose to commit 

myself to this process. I choose to acknowledge their feelings and give them 

choices.” 

 

Top of head: acknowledge feelings 

Top of eyebrow: communicate limit 

Side of eye: target alternative 

Under eye: acknowledge feelings 

Under nose: communicate limit 

Chin: target alternative 

Collarbone: acknowledge feelings 

Under arm: communicate limit 

Under breast: target alternative 

 



Tap again on the points: Feel – limit – alternative 

Get the full audio of these tips here: 

http://onestepatatime.co.za/downloads/coping-with-kids/ 

 

 

Tip 4: Keep these two images in your mind 

 

“A relationship without boundaries is not a relationship; rather it is an 

unstructured attempt at connection that cannot be made because the people 

have no specific rules for engagement. A world without limits is not a safe world, 

and children do not grow where they do not feel safe.” Daniel Sweeney 

 

This quote by another play therapist is a good transition between the two points. 

Last time we talked about play therapy limit setting. Today we go into thinking 

more about why we are doing this by reflecting on two videos I watched at a 

“Boundaries with Kids” course. 

 

Video 1: This kid is sitting around in front of the TV. Mom comes in and tells him 

that certain things need to be done before a certain time. Off she goes. A while 

later she comes back. “You still haven’t done it!” She is angry and yelling at him. 

A while later, when the time has arrived that he should do the chores by, she 

comes in and yells at him again: “I can’t believe how you’ve let me and our family 

down.” 

 

(This is called Ignoring and Zapping: ignore the behaviour and then lash out in 

rage) 

 

Video 2: In this home two kids are there and are told that they need to get certain 

chores done before they all go shopping. A while later when the chores still are 

not done, the mom calmly says: “I see you have not completed your chores. I see 

you’ve chosen not to come shopping with us.” 

 

Here’s another excellent example from that course that shows the difference 

between doing everything for the child vs. teaching them responsibility: 

 

Scenario 1: 

“Mom, I need some glue for my project.” 

“Sorry dear. We don’t have any.” 

“But I have to have it. The project is due tomorrow.” 

“When did you know about this assignment?” 

“Two weeks ago.” 

“Why didn’t you get the glue before now?” 

“I forgot.” 

“The nearest store open this late is twenty minutes away. How could you do this 

to me?” 

“I’m sorry, Mom. But I have to have it done or I’ll get a bad grade.” 

“Okay, get in the car.” 

 



Scenario 2: 

“Mom, I need some glue for my project.” 

“Sorry, dear. I don’t have any.” 

“But I have to have it. The project is due tomorrow.” 

“What teacher would call and give you an assignment at this hour without enough 

time to get the supplies?” 

“Come on, Mom. She gave it to us at school.” 

“When?” 

“Two weeks ago.” 

“Oh, so you’ve had two weeks to get the glue and your other supplies?” 

“Yes, but I thought we had them.” 

“Oh, that’s sad. Seems like I remember this happening with the felt you needed 

for your last project. Well, I don’t have any glue and it’s past my bedtime. I hope 

you figure out something to make that doesn’t require glue. Goodnight, honey, 

I’m pulling for you.” 

 

What we are now going to do is tap on the obstacles to being the mom in 

Scenario Number Two. 

 

“Even though I feel dependent on my child’s liking me, and I don’t want them 

to hate me for putting down these boundaries, I deeply and completely love and 

accept myself. I’m choosing to look inside myself and to a higher power for love” 

 

“Even though I’m over-identifying with my child, and the issues they are having 

now are bringing up my own issues, I deeply and completely love and accept 

myself.  I’m choosing to work on my own issues. I’m choosing to distance them 

from what my child is experiencing. I’m choosing to remember the importance of 

boundaries.” 

 

“Even though I fear breaking the love connection I have with my child, I deeply 

and completely love and accept myself. I choose to remember that love and 

separateness are friends. We can agree to disagree and still have that 

connection.” 

 

(By the way, for some comfort listen to this quote:  

"If you have never been hated by your child you have never been a 
parent." 

- Bette Davis) 

 

 

“Even though it’s easier to ignore the bad behaviour and then lash out in 

rage when it gets too much, I deeply and completely love and accept myself and 

my failings. I’m choosing to act immediately and calmly.” 

 



“Even though I am so worn down by my child’s pestering, that it’s so much 

easier to give in, I deeply and completely love and accept myself. I am choosing 

to stand strong.” 

Get the full audio of these tips here: 

http://onestepatatime.co.za/downloads/coping-with-kids/ 

 

 

 

Tip 5: Keep them busy 

 

“The first glimmerings of discipline have their origin in work. At a certain moment a 

child becomes intensely interested in some task. This is shown by the expression in 

his face, his intense concentration, and his constancy in carrying out the same 

exercise of the senses, a fastening of some sort, or a washing of dishes, it is all the 

same.” Maria Montessori, “The Discovery of the Child” p 304. 

 

Children have an absorbent mind from very early on, and crave activity. They like to 

have things to do. Similarly as adults we get involved in our passion, and get into the 

“flow”, where we are enjoying ourselves. This is a basic need, and conducted in the 

right way, can be fulfilling for the child. You will also be building their concentration 

span which is vital in the educational process. 

 

Keeping busy also the one reliable way to make sure that children are out of 

mischief. If the noise levels are rising in my class, it normally means the kids have 

finished their work and are up to something. 

 

I remember my husband asking me why I spend so much time on the weekend 

preparing worksheets. I answered: “Well, what must I do with the kids next week? 

Must they just sit there and look at me?” 

 

I also notice with my own child, if I keep him busy with a toy, or redirect him to more 

appropriate toys when he’s busy with a forbidden object, this will work well too. 

 

The busier they are, the less time they have to get up to nonsense.  This applies to 

parenting too: if you have good extra-mural activities or your child has a hobby to 

keep him occupied, he is less likely to be up to something suspect. 

 

The Montessori course I did was quite clear about how children have a need for 

order, having everything in its place. She also discovered that they prefer work to 

play. (Check out this post: real objects are better than toys 

http://onestepatatime.co.za/baby/real-objects-are-better-than-toys/)They have an 

amazing concentration and like to make choices. 

 

If you have a prepared environment as a teacher, you are already one step ahead.  

 

If you can interest your child in some extra activities, not only will you get him/ her 

involved in a wider perspective of life, and learn some new skills, but they will have 



less time on their hands to get up to mischief. (This will not apply in every case, some 

kids, especially in high school, have enough homework to keep them busy). 

 

Let’s tap on these issues: 

 

“Even though I don’t see the concentration at work in the simplest of activities, I 

deeply love and accept myself. I am amazed at what is at work in my child. I respect 

this process. I choose to commit to fostering it.” 

 

(for teachers) “Even though I’m so tired of preparing activities, I deeply and 

completely love and accept myself. I’m choosing to keep these kids busy to prevent 

them from reverting to chatting or being naughty. I’m choosing to make a prepared 

environment. I’m choosing to bring out the best in these kids.” 

 

(for parents) “Even though it’s an effort for me to see what my child’s interests are 

and to cultivate them, I deeply and completely love and accept myself. I’m choosing 

to bring out the best in my child.” 

 

Get the full audio of these tips here: 

http://onestepatatime.co.za/downloads/coping-with-kids/ 

 

 

Tip 6: 3 kinds of families: which one are you? 

 

The will of a child is very important for the development of self-discipline. It is the way 

he expresses himself, and builds his character. It is one of our more challenging 

tasks to know when to reprimand a child or when to leave him unhindered on his 

journey. But if this balance is achieved he will become an orderly independent being, 

who is able to correct himself within a prepared environment that is full of self-

correcting materials and parents that have a handle on how to guide them. 

 

Barbara Coloroso, the author of “Kids are worth it! Giving your child the gift of inner 

discipline” says that there are 3 kinds of families, each of whom have a different 

attitude in reacting to the will of a child:  

 

 

1. BRICKWALL: 

 control, strict rules, rigid enforcement by threatened or actual violence, attempt to 

break child’s spirit, humiliation, threats and bribes, fear, what to think, not how to 

think, no need to get help. Basically – you don’t get the opportunity to find out who 

you are and who you can become because you are too afraid. 

 

You do not want a still, silent child whose spirit is annihilated. Often people think that 

childish expressions are bad, such as outspokenness, tantrums, cheekiness and 

selfishness. They think that being willful is bad. But a willful child is not shy and 

insecure; he is building his character. Adults often try and bring a child under their 

will; so can religion or dictators. 

 



Zero freedom means you are too strict. The child becomes motionless, and in a 

sense, paralytic.  

 

2. JELLYFISH: 

- lacks structure:  

- two kinds: 

Jellyfish A: came from a brickwall family but doesn’t know how to create boundaries. 

Very few limits. Chaos. 

So then the parent reverts to brickwall.  Lash out in rage (ignoring and zapping 

again). Of course child becomes confused. 

 

Jellyfish B: Neglect. Parent more focused on self than on child. Learn that everything 

must be done themselves. 

 

Jellyfish families have these characteristics: chaos, no rules, inconsistent rules, , put-

downs,  second chances, threats, to get approval they must please parents, children 

easily led astray by peers because no rules. 

 

Total freedom means that you have the ability to do anything you want. There are no 

boundaries. And no respect. 

 

3. BACKBONE: 

 Messages given: “I believe in you, I trust you, I know you can handle life 

situations, you are listened to, you are cared for, you are very important to me.”, 

environment where creative, constructive and responsible activity encouraged. 

Mistakes are opportunities to learn and grow. Rules simple and clear. 

Consequences natural or reasonable. Second opportunities e.g. you can drive 

the car again after you have made plans to repair it. Feelings acknowledged and 

accepted but it is taught to act responsibly on them. Love is unconditional. 

Children are taught how to think. Willing to seek help. 

 

Here the balance of freedom is active respect. You observe the child’s needs and 

you plan for them. You guide the child’s energy and their potential. The right kind 

of freedom is when you have choices: you can goof around, but then it means 

you have to work at break. If you hit someone, you choose to go to the naughty 

chair. Freedom with responsibility means that if you break the rules you will be 

removed from the others in the class.  

 

Montessori believed that the best way to handle this will was normalisation 

through work. Tirelesslessly, respectfully present work. And one day they will 

settle down and do it 

 

Similarly as parents; tirelessly present their chores, or responsibilities they have 

to get through. If you have to tell them a million times, you have to get  up, brush 

teeth, wash your face, get dressed, over and over, eventually it will sink in: this is 

what I have to do and what is expected. If I don’t do it, I won’t get to sit in the front 

seat.  

 



Being a backbone parent is hard work. It doesn’t come naturally, especially when 

you have come from a brickwall or jellyfish background. 

So what we need to tap on here is the strength to have backbone, without 

reverting to a jellyfish or brickwall reaction (which is easier). Tap on what is 

applicable to you. 

 

“Even though it’s easier to put up a rigid brickwall and enforce the rule without 

thinking twice, I deeply love and accept myself. And I accept the family I came 

from. Even though that’s all I’ve ever known how to deal with a problem, I’m 

choosing not to react like that. I’m choosing to have a backbone and enforce 

natural consequences to their actions, rather than just because I need to have 

that power over them.” 

 

“Even though it’s easier to just relax and let them do their own thing, I deeply and 

completely love and accept myself. And I accept the family that I came from. 

Even though that’s all I’ve ever known how to deal with a problem, I’m choosing 

not to react like that. I’m choosing to have a backbone and stand strong on 

consequences, and provide the boundaries that they need and want, rather than 

just ignoring the problem. I’m choosing to be in control.” 

 

“Even though it’s hard to stick to my decision to have a backbone, and to have 

that balance between standing strong and being flexible, I deeply love and accept 

myself. I know I will make mistakes and mess up. I know I am learning to be a 

good parent / good teacher. I am choosing to stay on course and commit myself 

to have a better discipline than I have now. I choose to get better every day. I 

choose to become more aware of my mistakes so that I will do better next time.” 

 

Get the full audio of these tips here: http://onestepatatime.co.za/downloads/coping-with-kids/ 

 

 

Tip 7: How to handle a tantrum: 

 

 

Tantrums are a nightmare. It is the worst and most embarrassing situation to 

watch your child do their thing in the grocery store, at a family event etc.  

 

However, if we really understand more about tantrums, and where the child is 

coming from, we will begin to be able to handle them better. 

 

Barbara Coloroso, the same lady that gave us those three families, tells us that 

tantrums occur 

- Because of the age problem (2, 5, puberty) when emotions don’t fit their 

verbal skills and they just cannot express themselves adequately. 

- Because they are tired, hungry or frustrated. (or hormonal!) 

 

 



So… if we anticipate or prevent these problems, we are halfway there. 

 

If we let them know that feelings are legitimate and acknowledge them, and 

get help to express them and act on them responsibly. 

 

 

If you are stuck in the middle of an unavoidable tantrum follow these steps: 

 

1. Tell yourself you can handle it. Take a deep, confident breath. 

2. Try and remove yourself and your child from the situation. 

3. If this is impossible: 

 - touch them along the head and back 

 - label feelings: “I know you are tired, hungry and frustrated. I am here for 

you, it’s ok.” 

4. After child has calmed down you can hug and figure out a way to get 

food or out of the grocery store as fast as possible, or redirect attention to 

something else. I find kids really respond to a responsibility (can you hand 

out the worksheets?, can you fetch the milk?) 

 

Even if your child is a teen, he still needs the same labeling of feelings but 

then you can go onto a discussion of better ways to deal with them. 

 

 

“Even though I’m afraid of tantrums, I deeply and completely love and 

accept myself. Even though I have this fear, I’m choosing to take a deep 

breath and believe in my ability to handle this.” 

 

“Even though I feel like just grabbing my kid and yelling at him to shut up, 

I deeply and completely love and accept myself. I’m choosing to ditch the 

brickwall attitude and be open to what is happening and label the feelings” 

 

“Even though I just feel like ignoring it until I can’t anymore and then just 

lashing out, I deeply and completely love and accept myself. I’m choosing 

to take control of the situation like a responsible parent that cares for her 

kid. I’m choosing to ditch the jellyfish attitude and stand up for myself and 

my kid.” 

 

“I’m choosing to label the feelings. I’m choosing to solve the hunger 

problem. I’m choosing to understand the discrepancy between the verbal 

and emotion mismatch. I’m choosing to acknowledge the hormones. I’m 

choosing to sympathise with the frustrations. I’m choosing to be there in 

the heat of the pain and give them choices and tools to behave in better, 

more responsible ways.” 

 

Get the full audio of these tips here: 

http://onestepatatime.co.za/downloads/coping-with-kids/ 

 

 



 

Tip 8: Make It Work For You 

I have given you quite a lot of tips to think about.  

To summarise: 

1. Change your story 

2. Use energy techniques with your kids 

3. Acknowledge the problem, Communicate the limit, Target Alternatives. 

4. Keep the two images of the right (calm, natural consequences) and wrong (ignoring 

and zapping) thing to do in your head 

5. Keep your kids busy and have a prepared environment. Self-discipline begins in the 

concentration achieved in work. 

6. Have a backbone instead of being a brick wall or a jellyfish. 

7. When tantrums occur, label the feelings and try to sort out hunger and frustration 

issues before they happen. 

8. Make it work for you! 

The bottom line is: you have to try out ideas and find out what works for you. 

Just because it worked for one person, doesn’t mean it will work for you. Each child and 

situation is different. Don’t make the mistake of being consistent at all costs and treating 

children the same way. One size does not fit all. As you learn more about your child and 

become more skilled in dealing with them, you will customize rules and consequences suited 

to your situation and your age group.  

Be confident in your own ability and work out your own strategy. 

As Tim Gunn says on Project Runway when faced with the most difficult of design messes: 

“Make it Work!” Because that is often what happens in life. We mess up. We muddle 

through. But we learn. Part of what being a good parent and teacher is all about is being 

able to handle our own messes and clean up after them. We show our own consequences to 

our own actions. I am humbled when one of my students points out my errors. I point out that 

I can also make mistakes, and it isn’t a big deal – I just need to fix it.  

So … good luck with your journey of handling your children. They are a precious gift. 

 

"It's not only children who grow.  Parents do too.  As much as we watch 
to see what our children do with their lives, they are watching us to see 
what we do with ours.  I can't tell my children to reach for the sun.  All I 
can do is reach for it myself." 



- Joyce Maynard 

“Even though I don’t feel like much of a role model, I deeply and completely love and accept 

myself. Even though I don’t have much confidence in myself and my abilities to read my 

child and act accordingly, I’m choosing to open myself up to the possibilities that I do have 

the power to make a difference, and find my own ways to make my own parenting or 

teaching decisions.” 

                            

 

Get the full audio of these tips here: http://onestepatatime.co.za/downloads/coping-

with-kids/ 

 


