
SAEL1001: Challenging Behaviors in Early Childhood 
Course Syllabus 

 
Challenging Behaviors in Early Childhood is the first course in a three-part series of 
self-paced courses designed to support early childhood teachers’ and caregivers’ 
understanding of the social-emotional learning and development of young children. The 
series was developed through a grant-funded partnership between local Grand Rapids 
Early Childhood Community Partners, Grand Valley State University College of 
Education faculty, Grand Rapids-based PBS station WGVU and PBS.  
 
I. Course Details 
 

What topics does 
this series and this 
particular course 
cover? 

The Social-Emotional Learning in Early Childhood course 
series explores the foundational areas of social-emotional 
understanding and skills that young children need for building 
relationships, regulating emotions and approaching learning 
opportunities. Unlike typical behaviors, challenging behaviors 
are persistent, reflect a loss of control and seem to plague 
some children more than others. The Challenging Behaviors in 
Early Childhood course is divided into three interactive 
modules to help teachers 1) understand these differences; 2) 
identify the developmental and environmental influences that 
aggravate challenging behaviors and 3) find strategies for 
de-escalating and responding positively to challenging 
behaviors when they occur.  

What are the 
course learning 
goals? 

Challenging behaviors are a common and normal part of young 
children’s healthy development. As difficult as they are in the 
moment, challenging behaviors are learning opportunities for 
children to develop essential social and emotional regulation 
skills that are critical for lifelong success in school and work, 
family and friend relationships, and community. Through this 
course, you will learn more about how you can:  

● Define challenging behaviors as persistent mistaken 
behaviors 

● Identify developmental and environmental influences that 
aggravate challenging behaviors 

● Know several strategies for de-escalating and addressing 



challenging behaviors and situations 

Who should take 
this course? 

This course is designed for early childhood educators and 
caregivers working with preschool-aged children. 

How long does 
this course take to 
complete? 

This 5-hour professional learning experience is self-paced. 
Learners can explore the course content, watch videos, 
complete interactive activities, reflect on learning with peers 
and take self-assessments based on their own time 
requirements. Although learners will start and end this course 
on their own timetable, access to the course is limited to 1 year 
after the enrollment date. 

What learning 
standards does 
this course 
address? 

This course and series draws on expert research and 
understanding of young children’s social emotional learning 
and development, including that of: 
● National Association for the Education of Young Children 

NAEYC Position Statement on Developmentally Appropriate 
Practice 

● CSEFEL’s Pyramid model for promoting social and 
emotional competence in infants and young children 

● Division for Early Childhood’s Position Statement on 
Challenging Behavior and Young Children 

Will I receive a 
certificate for 
completing this 
course 

Learners will receive a printable certificate upon completion of 
all coursework, which will be tracked and graded by our 
automated system. All learners will contribute to two discussion 
boards and score a passing grade of 80% on the quiz (with 
multiple attempts permitted) in order to receive the certificate.  

 
II. Required Course Activities 
Through carefully selected resources, exercises and reflection prompts, this course will 
help deepen your understanding of developmentally appropriate practices for 
addressing challenging behaviors in early childhood. In order to receive a course 
certificate, learners must complete and receive full credit for all seven required course 
activities (including a passing grade on the final quiz of 80%). The required course 
activities listed in the table below; note that each discussion board post requires a brief 
reflection of your own and a short reply to two peers. 
  

https://naeyc.org/resources/topics/dap
https://naeyc.org/resources/topics/dap
http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/
http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/
https://www.dec-sped.org/single-post/2017/07/31/NEW-Position-Statement-The-Position-Statement-on-Challenging-Behavior-and-Young-Children
https://www.dec-sped.org/single-post/2017/07/31/NEW-Position-Statement-The-Position-Statement-on-Challenging-Behavior-and-Young-Children


COURSE 
SECTION 

REQUIRED ACTIVITY 

1. Online 
Journal: 
Perspectives on 
challenging 
behaviors 

Write a personal reflection about the developmentally and 
culturally appropriate practices that you believe are 
essential for building young children’s social-emotional 
skills and responding to challenging behaviors. 

2. Discussion 
Board Post: 
Assessing and 
responding to 
challenging 
behaviors 

Write a short discussion board post that describes your 
strategies and skills at identifying and responding 
effectively to persistent challenging behaviors in your early 
learning environment. 

3. Discussion 
Board Post: 
Unmet needs 

Write a short discussion board post that considers whether 
or not children’s unmet needs are influencing the 
challenging behaviors you are seeing in your learning 
environment.  

4. In-class 
assignment: 
Modeling different 
rules 

Identify the rules that children struggle to follow in your 
learning environment and consider whether or not home or 
cultural differences are leading to challenging behaviors in 
your learning environment. Identify ways that you can 
guide appropriate behavior and put this into practice in 
your learning environment. Then, write a brief reflection on 
your experience. 

5. Discussion 
Board Post: 
Collaborating with 
families 

Watch a short video that describes one strategy for 
collaborating and communicating with families about a 
child's challenging behaviors: the "compliment sandwich." 
After you watch the video, write a brief reflection on this 
strategy, including whether or not you believe it would be 
effective (or not) with the families in your learning 
environment and any modifications you would want to 
make. 



6. Discussion 
Board Post: 
De-escalating a 
moment of crisis 

Write a short discussion board post reflecting on the 
effectiveness of de-escalation strategies, including those 
that work well and those that do not for a given situation.  

7. Discussion 
Board Post: 
Responding to 
challenging 
behaviors 

Write a short discussion board post reflecting on a 
challenging behavior that you have encountered and 
responded to in your learning environment, including the 
possible triggers of the behavior, any developmental or 
environmental influences that may have aggravated the 
behavior, and the strategy you used, whether or not it was 
effective and why. 
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