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Understanding Spirited Children


Adapted for HCE from Thriving with Your Spirited Child…on the web at http://www.uwex.edu/ces/flp/curriculum/spiritedchild/
Lesson Materials

· Activity materials for the Program:

· Earthquake activity ingredients

· Bottle with Growth Experience Juice label attached

· White vinegar

· Food coloring

· Baking Soda

· Stemmed glasses (2)

· Tray with sides

· Measuring spoons 

· Nine temperament cards for Group Temperament study

· Parent Resource packet (optional for all, each study group needs corresponding page)

· Participant materials

· Temperament and Guidance Chart

· Strategies of Dealing with  Spiritedness

· Parent Resource packet (optional for all)-located with activities

· Evaluation

· Transparencies or power point

· Ground Rules

· Things you can and can’t change

· Temperament Pie

· Negative/positive Labels

· Strategies for Dealing with Spiritedness

· Emily Example

· Raising Your Spirited Child Audio tapes (available from many UWEX offices and the UWEX media collection) or excerpts from Mary Sheedy Kurcinka’s Book chapter 1 Who is the Spirited Child? And The Characteristics

Learner Outcomes

· Participants will increase their understanding of themselves and Spirited children as a result of examining temperament traits

· Participants will be able to provide alternative strategies to think about and act upon a child’s spirited behavior

Time Needed

Ninety minutes to two hours.  The time needed is dependent on the amount of discussion time given.  

Preparation for Session

1. Review lesson outline

2. Read background information and other materials (see reference list)

3. Duplicate handouts, worksheets, etc.

4. Arrange for all necessary equipment

5. Arrange room so participants can sit in a circle or around a table.

6. Refreshments (optional)

Lesson Outline

It is important to start a program such as this with some ground rules so that we all feel comfortable.  As a group we can add or eliminate any we are not comfortable with.  (Show transparency Ground Rules)

Tonight we are sharing what research shows us about how temperament affects a child and the adults who care for him.

1. Introductory warm-up activity – Introduce yourself and participants (10 minutes)
State name and share if they know a child who is difficult to handle.)

Earthquake Activity (see Earthquake Activity)

Conduct Earthquake activity.

State:  This exemplifies how the emotions of a spirited child can get out of control.  What exactly is a “spirited child”?  Let’s listen to a definition by Mary Sheedy Kurcinka, author of Raising Your Spirited Child.  (listen to tape – or read excerpts from Kurcinka’s book on page 8, The Discovery of Spirit Section)

2. Understanding Temperament - What is it? (mini lecture, 10–15 minutes, see background sheet for more content)

· Children are born with a biological makeup that is the basis for their temperament.

· Temperament is a child’s most natural way to react to the people and situations in the environment. 

· It is their behavioral style.

· Each child’s style is unique.

· Life experiences do have an effect on a child’s temperament, but the child’s basic temperament or style stays fundamentally the same.

We look at temperament as one among many factors that make up a person’s personality.  (Other factors that help us understand each child include gender, age, birth order, learning modality, etc.)

Show transparency Things You Cannot Change

Understanding a child’s temperament helps adults know:

· what kind of behaviors to expect,

· how the child will react in various situations and

· how to respond effectively.

The concept of temperament has become widely recognized as an important way to improve the compatibility between the characteristics of the child and the demands and expectations of the child’s environment.

· There are nine different temperament traits given in the original study done by Chess, Thomas and Birch, (1987) who say that personality is shaped by the constant interplay of temperament and environment.

· Each of these traits can be individually placed on a continuum from a very mild reaction to a very strong reaction.

· Every person was born with each of these temperament characteristics in varying degrees of intensity.

· Knowing temperament: Provides effective techniques for working with all children in a variety of settings.

Distribute the Temperament Pie and Temperament and Guidance Chart.  (The Temperament Traits Parent Resource Packet is optional for greater reading on each temperament).  Show transparency Temperament Pie - 10 minutes
Each of us has a unique, special temperament.  The same is true for our children.  Each temperamental trait your child exhibits is like a slice of the child as illustrated on the temperament pie visual.  Understanding these traits gives us insight into how to parent our children.  To help us understand our children and ourselves we will briefly discuss the nine temperaments using the Temperament and Guidance Chart.  Mary Sheedy Kucinka, author of Raising Your Spirited Child will introduce each temperament.  We will continue through each of the nine characteristics in that manner.  (If you do not have access to Kurcinka’s tape, please read each of the descriptions from Kurcinka’s book entitled “the Characteristics” on pages 9-11, or you may want to select a reader for each of the 9 characteristics.)

3. Labels (10 minutes)

Labels stick to children and even adults like burrs.  Whether they are positive or negative (desirable or undesirable) they affect how we see ourselves and potentially how we act.  Spirited children and often labeled negatively when reframed their spiritedness can be a strength.  Demonstrate this with the Negative Labels/Positive Labels transparency and or handout.

	(Aggressive
	Assertive

	Agitated
	Energetic

	Anal-retentive Brat
	Organized

	Anxious
	Careful

	Argumentative 
	Strong or keen thinker

	Bossy 
	Future manager

	Demanding
	Persistent

	Disobedient
	Strong

	Doesn’t listen
	Independent

	Emotional roller coaster
	Sensitive

	Frustrated or Perfectionist
	High standards

	Has to have own way
	Committed to goals

	Irrational 
	Creative

	Loud
	Expressive

	Manipulative
	Creative/charismatic

	Mouthy
	Honest

	Nosy
	Curious

	Obstinate
	Confident, not easily swayed

	Picky
	Selective

	Rebellious
	Independent

	Resistant 
	Focused

	Stubborn
	Committed to goals

	Temperamental
	Whimsical/thoughtful/sensitive

	Vengeful
	Creative

	Whiny
	Sensitive/expressive

	Wild
	Dramatic


Suddenly we have a new way of seeing our child.  We have a child that is assertive, expressive, creative, dramatic and more!  When we hold a vision of the potential, it gives us hope.  When we have hope we have energy to teach and practice with this child the skills that he or she needs to turn those negative behaviors into potential strengths.

Ask:  Does re-labeling your “more” child’s behaviors make the behavior acceptable?  (No - re-labeling simply helps us develop a positive picture of our child that reminds us of their value and potential.  Our responsibility as an adult is to guide/teach children to find more appropriate and socially acceptable ways of dealing with intense emotions.)  Using the positive label helps us avoid the negative label that we sometimes give to “more” children.  Once we can do this, we can move on to the next strategy of Dr. Turecki’s– which is:

4. Strategies   (10 minutes)
There are strategies that can help spirited children thrive with their spiritedness. To help understand these strategies look at the chart that summarizes the temperament characteristics and provides strategies for dealing with them.

Strategies - Show transparency Strategies for Dealing with Spiritedness

Dr. Stanley Turecki, author of The Difficult Child, suggests the use of the following management techniques for parenting children with difficult traits:

A. First, (Define) - recognize how the trait affects the child’s behavior.  (refer to 2nd column from left on Temperament and Guidance chart)
B. Second, (Avoid) the incorrect labels that demean the child and pass judgment.  (Look at the middle column on the chart labeled “What is challenging about this behavior?” – ask the group to think back to the words they wrote on the 3x5 cards.)  Review the words that were used.  These words become a label for a child.

C. Third, (Say this) - label the true behavior for the child.  Use consistent phrases so the child will understand what is happening and can relate to your expectations.
D. Finally, (Do this) – take action.  Do what needs to be done in a positive manner.  Remember, the child is not doing this “on purpose.”  Action should be based on the following general guidelines:
· Accept child as they are.

· Have reasonable expectations.

· Realize what triggers the behavior and change the environment to eliminate or reduce the trigger.

· Identify (name) what is happening – help the child learn how to handle difficult situations.

· Make eye contact – get close to the child (when culturally appropriate).

· Use images and actions as well as words to communicate your message.
Activity: Group Temperament study (20 minutes) Take a look at the nine temperaments and choose one that interests you the most.  The one you would like to learn more about personally.  (Have each characteristic written on a separate sheet of paper.  Hang the nine sheets around the room, at intervals spaced widely enough that a small group could gather around each one.)
· Ask participants to stand next to that one temperament and introduce Group Temperament Study.

Working in these temperament groups, have each group review the information in the Temperament and Guidance Chart, and the page from the Parent Resource Packet that corresponds to the temperament they choose.  Ask each group to identify a reporter who will report back to the entire group the highlights of what they read.

Closing (5–10 minutes)
Distribute the ABC’s sheet of Spirited Children and show transparency 

Demonstrate use of the sheet with the EMILY transparency
Example: E-M-I-L-Y

I have an:

Enthusiastic, 

More, 

Independent, 

Lively 

Youza 

Child – and I’m glad for it!

Evaluation

Distribute End of Session Evaluation 
Say:  We are always trying to improve our programs.  Please take a few minutes to complete this evaluation and leave it at your table.  Your input is sincerely appreciated.

Questions you might get (and potential answers)

A. Is a child spirited also ADHD?

Determining if a child is ADHD or just spirited is not the focus of this program.  ADHD is a medical diagnosis that needs to be made by a doctor.  This program offers skills to adults to understand temperament and how it affects children and adults.  Often children with ADHD have spirited temperament, and spirited child may or may not have ADHD.

B. Does a child need a certain number of characteristics to be considered “spirited?”

Don’t diagnose – spend your time learning strategies for dealing with the temperaments.  Let’s not label in a way that limits, but rather helps us accept the gifts our children have been given.

C. What is the difference between Spirited and Spoiled?

A spoiled child generally is one that has been given too much of what looks good, too soon, for too long.  Often they expect these things they have been given to continue and even increase!  A spirited child generally pushes the extreme of a temperament. 

A spoiled child does not have to be spirited, and conversely a spirited child is not automatically spoiled.  When a child is spoiled, and they are also intense, persistent, active or moody – the adult will need to practice the strategies in these materials consistently.

D. How does a Spirited Child differ from a misbehaving child?

Spiritedness is never a reason to accept misbehavior.  When a child is involved in misbehavior he is often violating some established expectations of the family/society.  Examples may be hitting, biting, lying, or stealing.  Each family has their boundaries of what is acceptable behavior, as does our society.  Often lack of respect or responsibility underlie these “misbehaviors”.  Spirited children need to experience the consequences of their actions when they become involved in “misbehavior, as do other misbehaving children.  The adult’s role is to help the child, spirited or otherwise, understand when their spirited behavior has crossed into misbehavior.

Having said this, realize it is easy for a spirited child’s behavior to be considered misbehavior.  As the adult you may need to make a distinction between misbehavior and a spirited temperament.  Part of the process involves parents understanding that spirited children may be more expressive, emotional and active.  Furthermore, parents may need to make adjustments to their expectations regarding what is misbehavior and the motivation behind it.  In other words, if adults gain a better understanding and appreciation for a child’s spirited nature, they may be less likely to label certain child actions as misbehavior.  They may also realize the importance of restructuring the child’s environment and their own reactions to the child behavior.

Going Further – Resources to help you

Budd, Linda, S. Ph.D  Living with the Active Alert Child: Ground Breaking Strategies for Parents.  Parenting Press revised, 1993.

Carey, William, M.D., Understanding your Child’s Temperament.  New York; Macmillian, 1997.

Chess, Stella, M.D., Thomas, Alexander, M.D. Know Your Child.  New York: Basic Books, Inc. 1987. (Out of Print; check your library.)

Kurcinka, Mary Sheedy.  Raising Your Spirited Child, a Guide for Parents Whose Child is More: Intense – Sensitive – Perceptive – Persistent – Energetic. New York: Harper Collins, 1991.

Kurcinka, Mary Sheedy,  Raising your Spirited Child: Focusing on Children’s Strengths, Family Information Services, Marketing and Outreach, page 23, 1995.

Management Techniques for Parenting Children with Difficult Traits.  http:/’/www.smu.edu/~egibson/mgt.html

Neville, Helen and Clark Johnson, Diane.  Temperament Tools – Working with your Child’s Inborn Traits.  Washington; Parenting Press, Inc., 1998.

Smith, Charles A., Ph.D. The Basic Parenting Program.  Kansas State Research and Extension. August 2000.

Turecki, Stanley, M.D., The Difficult Child. New York; Bantam Books, Second Revised Edition, 2000.

UW-Extension and Minnesota Cooperative Extension, Positive Parenting of Teens, Perception section.

Websites:

Gibson, Elaine E. 

The Challenge of Difficult Children  
http://www.elainegibson.net/parenting/index.html
Puzzle Maker  






http://school.discovery.com
The Preventive Ounce  





http://www.preventiveoz.org/
Thriving with Your Spirited Child
UWEX web based curriculum  http://www.uwex.edu/ces/flp/curriculum/spiritedchild/
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