
Scarlett Part I: The Challenge 

• Scarlett is a 4 year old girl who just began her first year 
of preschool. She has great difficulty listening to the 
teacher’s instructions and cannot focus on what the 
teacher says. Her language skills are well below her 
peers. She often refuses to eat with the other children, 
frequently saying her stomach hurts. During playtime she frequently saying her stomach hurts. During playtime she 
forcefully takes toys other children have and will scream 
if someone takes a toy from her. In the 
houskeeping/dressup area she yells at the baby dolls 
and tells them they are stupid. The staff redirects and 
encourages her to play “nice”. She refuses to join in 
group activities often hiding under the table. She runs 
out of the classroom when it is time to get ready to go 
home. 



QUESTIONS

• What are some issues Scarlett might be 
experiencing?

• What are staff feeling about Scarlett’s • What are staff feeling about Scarlett’s 
behavior and their attempts to help her?
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• From the moment the Scarlett arrives until she is on the 
bus she is a distraction to the entire classroom.  She 
refuses to participate in activities.  Staff has patiently 
tried to get her to engage and come out from under the 
table. Getting on and off the bus are particularly difficult 
for her.  Her teacher has brought in a new coat for her 
since she didn’t have one.  Getting on the bus is now a since she didn’t have one.  Getting on the bus is now a 
physical workout for her. She has to run after her almost 
daily and sometimes even pick her up while she 
screams, spits, and kicks to get her on the bus to go 
home.  Staff are at their wits end and tension is growing 
between staff members as to how best to handle 
Scarlett. Staff has been brought to tears attempting to 
work with this child. 



Questions

• What new information do we have about 
Scarlett and what she is experiencing?

• How might the new information change the • How might the new information change the 
approach to Scarlett? 



Safe Start Promising Approaches
Viewing child behaviors through a new lens:

Survival Strategies

• Teacher Training

• Ongoing Consultation• Ongoing Consultation

• Classroom Activities

• Parent Education 
Group



Beyond Collaboration: 
The Necessity of Joining with Head Start Staff

Teacher Training and Ongoing Consultation

Interventionist, teacher, aides, 
bus driversbus drivers

shared implementation



Head Start SIP Classroom Curriculum

Feeling Safe
Making and Keeping FriendsMaking and Keeping Friends

Making Meaning of My Experiences
Calming My Mind and Body

Feeling Good About Learning



Feeling Safe
Step I: Recognizing and Honoring Internal 

Student Voices

• I am not able to EVER feel really safe!!!!!!!

• I will protect myself from adults because they  • I will protect myself from adults because they  
eventually will hurt me. 

• I will protect myself in the classroom, in the 
classroom, on the bus.



Feeling Safe
Step II: Recognizing and Honoring Student 

Body Responses to Danger

BREATHING

HEARTBEATHEARTBEAT

MUSCLES

??????????



Feeling Safe

Step III: Consistent/realistic expectations
• Individual/group problem solving

Relationships Relationships 
Centering



Step IV: Having Language for Safety

Emotion Vocabulary
Connecting emotional state to 

internal state

Body LanguageBody Language
Assumptions based on past 

experiences

Classroom Rules
Non-verbal strategies:  

fight/flight/freeze



Feeling Safe
Classroom Activities

Treasure Hunt 

Emotion Matching



Making and Keeping Friends

When safety is provided in the classroom:
Create “relational zone”

• Quality of relationships with companions matters to 
a child’s participation and academic success.a child’s participation and academic success.

• Aggression and oppositional/defiance decrease
• Engagement, self regulation and information 

processing increase



Recognizing that students most often 
exposed to Instrumental Language not  

Relational Language
Violence + Commands+ Control =  I.Language 

Instrumental Language used as “tool that serves to 
get tasks accomplished” rather than a “medium get tasks accomplished” rather than a “medium 
for social or affective exchanges”

Coster, W;  Cicchetti, D (1993)
Research on the Communicative Development of 

Maltreated Children 



Making and Keeping Friends:
Creating a “Relational Zone”

• Teacher Attunement:  Responding to what 
is underneath the behavior.

• Why is this so difficult?• Why is this so difficult?



Making and Keeping Friends:
Creating a “Relational Zone”

• Providing Relational Supports within the 
classroom for Students and Teachers. 

• Modeling Cooperation rather than talking • Modeling Cooperation rather than talking 
about it. 

• Resiliency and Relatedness



Making and Keeping Friends

• Through positive relationships, children 
build trust in their world and in themselves

• Young children develop self regulation 
through their contact with adults who help through their contact with adults who help 
them calm



Making and Keeping Friends
Classroom Activities

Partner Puzzles

I Spy/Peer Facts Box



Making Meaning of 
My Experiences

• Children need the skills to understand their 
experiences:  language  

cause and effect
sensory processingsensory processing

Developing an “Emotional Toolkit”



Making Meaning of 
My Experiences

• Children need help when they develop 
distorted beliefs about their experiences



Making Meaning of My 
Experiences

• Appreciating and recognizing how 
exposure to violence can create harmful 
cognitive distortions of reality for 
childrenchildren

• Cognitive distortions trigger affect 
responses

• Offering new experiences that can alter 
perceptions



Making Meaning of My 
Experiences

• Creating Opportunities for Self Efficacy 
that provide Mastery and build Self 
Esteem!



Making Meaning of Experiences
Classroom Activities

Family Tree

Dramatic Play



CALMING MY MIND AND BODY



Maladaptive Coping

• Over focus on scanning for danger
• Over focus on teacher body language
• Under focus on verbal instructions
• Difficulty identifying and expressing• Difficulty identifying and expressing

emotions, physical needs



Triggers – What are they?

• Any reminder in the environment (or from within) 
of overwhelming events. 
– Smells       
– Sounds         �� ������	

– Touch
– Feelings 

May cause pleasant or unpleasant memories, 
feelings or thoughts

Traumatized children may experience terror or 
panic reactions when triggered .



Regulation

• Ability to self soothing and/or seek help 
to calm

• Knowing and describing feelings and 
internal states (heart pounding, muscle internal states (heart pounding, muscle 
tension, etc.) 

• Able to describe wishes
• Able to exhibit a range of emotional 

behavior vs ����������



Self-Regulation in a Preschool

• Fidget
• Rock
• Play with clothing• Play with clothing
• Sucking thumb
• Leaning on walls, furniture, people etc



Relaxation

• Focusing Activities – puzzles, distraction, counting

• Movement – dancing, music, rocking, Yoga

• Play – child led and teacher led, all ages

• Humor – joke, movies

• Positive Touch and Affect – rub cream on hands



Calming My Mind and Body
Classroom Activities

Simon Says

Music and MovementMusic and Movement

Visual Schedule



Feeling Good About Learning

Exposure to trauma increases the likelihood
a child will:
• receive special education services,
• below-grade- level achievement testing• below-grade- level achievement testing
• poor work habits
• 2.5 times more likely to fail a grade

Shonk, S.M., and Cicchetti, D. (2001)



Feeling Good About Learning

• Positive Interactions that are initiated and 
maintained by the teacher

• Realistic Challenges that respect what 
children can and cannot do.children can and cannot do.

• External Support that provides 
individualized responses to particular 
needs



Scaffolding

Realistic understanding 
of child’s ability

Creating opportunities Creating opportunities 
for success

Hand over hand 
assistance



Feeling Good About Learning

Having Fun  



Feeling Good About Learning
Classroom Activities

Making Playdough

Obstacle Course


