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Dedication

While writing this book, I thought a lot about the students I used to teach.
They were all working hard to beat behavior challenges. Many of the
things that we ask you to try in this book are things that helped them
make their lives better in school and at home. We learned together, so I
want to dedicate this book to them.
I also want to dedicate this book to my first family. As I was growing
up, they always supported me in my efforts to improve my life. My wife
and two children have joined them in making my life fun and rewarding.

Thank You

Even though my name is on the front of this book, it’s important to let
you know that I was part of a team. Many people helped me write the
book. I would like to thank them:
Thanks to Ms. Dorota Koczewska and her students who have behavior disorders. (A behavior disorder means that a kid has been making
many poor behavior choices, and must work very hard with the teacher
to learn to make better choices.) Many of the things said by boys and girls
in this book are from kids in Ms. Koczewska’s class.
Other teachers like Ms. Kirstin Larson and Mr. John Schmidt read
the book before it was finished. They told me ways to change the book to
make it even better. Dr. Beth Russell, a principal, also reviewed the book
and gave me good ideas. So did Ms. Denise Poston, a researcher and
parent of a kid who has been working on making good choices. Another
helper was Ms. Debra Carlson, who works with parents of kids who have
behavior disorders.
The people I worked with the most were Margie Lisovskis and Alison
Behnke, the editors of this book. These hardworking women helped me
write things better so that you could understand them better. They also
gave me some great ideas to use in the book. Other people at Free Spirit
Publishing worked to make this book a good one, too. Judy Galbraith,
Free Spirit’s president, came up with the idea for the book and asked me
to write it. Douglas Fehlen found lots of information that I needed and
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worked with Ms. Lisovskis to help me write a better book. Michelle Lee
Lagerroos was the designer of this updated edition of the book. An artist
named Chris Sharp drew the cartoons.
Now I want to thank YOU for reading the book! Winning at your
behavior challenge isn’t easy. It will require you to think differently in
many situations that you face. There will be times when you’ll make
mistakes. But if you are making more good choices than before, you can
be proud of your progress. That progress tells you that you’re on the
right path. Keep believing in yourself and your ability to meet your goals.
Good luck to you as you work hard to make your life better. Oh—wait!
It’s not luck that is important. It’s the other part of that sentence: hard
work (and believing in yourself and your ability to make good choices).

YOU CAN DO IT!
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Meet Dr. Mac
Hi! I’m Tom McIntyre (Mack-in-tire). I used to be a teacher of kids who
had “behavior challenges.” These students were working hard to change
their behavior. Now I’m a professor at a college. I teach teachers how
to work better with kids who need extra help learning more quickly
and behaving better. Teachers and kids call me “Dr. Mac.” I have two
websites for parents and teachers who want to help kids make better
behavior choices, stay out of trouble, and enjoy life more. These sites are
ParentingDoneRight.info and BehaviorAdvisor.com.
When I have free time
and am looking for excitement, I paddle my kayak on
river rapids or play handball
against a wall. When I want
peace and quiet, I take a
walk in the woods or go to
the public library to read a
good book.

Dr. Mac

x
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INTRODUCTION

How This
Can

Book

Help You

• Is it hard for you to follow the rules in school and at home? Do

you wish you were better at following the rules and getting along
with others?

• Would you like to get in trouble less often?
• Do you have a hard time sitting still or staying in one place?
• Is it sometimes hard for you to concentrate on learning because
you keep thinking about your feelings, or about problems that
happened earlier?

• Have you hit people or yelled at them when you’ve gotten angry or

upset? Would you like to learn better ways to manage your feelings?

• Do you wish that you were better at making nice friends and
keeping them?

1
© 2014 Free Spirit Publishing. All rights reserved.

2

The Survival Guide for Kids with Behavior Challenges

• Do you sometimes feel really sad? Would you like to know what to do
during those times?

• Do you ever feel bad about who you are and the things you do? Would
you like to feel better about yourself?

If you said YES to any of these questions, this book is for you!

Taking on Your
Behavior Challenge
If you did say yes to some of the questions, that means
you probably deal with behavior challenges.
Those behavior challenges are getting in the way of
Words in black, bold
type are explained
you being successful in school and getting along well
in the glossary on
with others there, at home, and in your neighborhood.
pages 161–167.
Sometimes kids have such trouble making the right
decisions that the schools decide they need to help by
providing special support for those students. They
give this help to kids who need it with special education. If your behavior challenge is very strong, adults at school might give you a label like
behavior disorder (BD) so that they can give you extra special help. They
do this because they know that with your best effort and their help, you
can learn to make the right decisions on your own. When you’ve shown
good choice-making for a long time, then the school knows that you are
ready to be more in charge of your life. They’ll give you more freedom in
making choices, because you will have proven that you can manage your
behavior. You’ve shown them that you are now ready to take control. (If
you have a label like BD, you can read more about it and other labels in
the special section near the end of the book, starting on page 129.)
Whether you have a small, medium, or large behavior challenge, this
book gives you the ideas and practice you need to help you take charge of
your behavior and make wise decisions about how to act in different situations. This book gives you the answers to the following questions (and
more):
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• Why do kids with behavior challenges have trouble making good
choices?

• What can kids with behavior challenges do about it?
• Why don’t a lot of teachers, parents, and other kids understand kids
who have behavior challenges?

• How can kids with behavior challenges make things better for
themselves?

This book is full of ideas for learning to take charge of your own
behavior so you can get along better with parents, other kids, and
teachers. That’s why the book has the title
The Survival Guide for Kids with Behavior
Kids live in many kinds of
Challenges. “Survival” is when you keep going
families. Maybe you live
and make it through a tough experience. The
with one or two parents.
book will talk about challenges a lot because that
Maybe you live with a
is what you face right now—challenges. These
foster parent, stepparent,
new challenges are like hurdles that runners jump
guardian, relative, or other
over in some of their races. Right now, you’re
adult. This book usually says parents, family
having trouble getting over them. As you read
adults, or adults at home.
this book and do the activities, you will be trainWhen you see these words,
ing to jump over those hurdles. They seem very
think about the adult or
high right now, but you’ll learn to leap over them.
adults you live with who
Then you’ll practice what you’ve learned and
take care of you.
keep improving. Soon, whenever you’re in a situation that challenges you, you’ll use your skills to
get over those behavior hurdles. You’ll feel proud
of what you’ve done. And you’ll be ready to run well in the race of life.
This book won’t clear up all problems. But if you use its suggestions,
it can make things BETTER for you in many ways. It can help you understand your behavior challenges better. It can give you ideas for making
school and home better places to be. It can help you form better friendships. It can help you make smart behavior choices and feel better about
yourself.
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How to Use This Book
You can read this book a little at a time, or from start to finish. Or you can
just read parts that are most interesting to you. You’ll want to read some
parts many times in order to better remember what to do in place of the
old ways that aren’t working too well for you.
Chapters 1–10 focus on helping you take charge of your behavior. You’ll
learn many skills for handling strong feelings and dealing with difficult
people. You’ll read and try ideas to help you get fair treatment from
teachers. You’ll learn ways to make and keep friends and get along at
home, too.
At the back of the book, you’ll find a special section talking about the
label “BD.” Here you’ll find information about what it means to have an
official label like BD, ED, EBD, or some other set of letters. You’ll learn
about the reasons some kids have behavior challenges or disorders. You’ll
read about the law that says schools are supposed to help kids with these
challenges. You’ll find out some ways schools work to do this.

In the book you will also find:

• Stories and quotes from real kids. These kids have faced challenges

and choices because they have behavior challenges. (Their names have
been changed for privacy reasons.)

• “It’s Your Turn” questions. You will find these throughout this book.

You might want to think or write about the questions and ideas in these
boxes on your own. Or maybe you’ll talk about them with a teacher,
family adult, classmate, or friend.

• “Idea!” boxes. These suggest things you can do to help you make smart
choices.

• “A Challenge for You” activities. These will give you practice trying out
new skills so that they become more comfortable and automatic.

© 2014 Free Spirit Publishing. All rights reserved.
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• Forms you can copy or print out and use to keep track of your

goals and progress. (If you want to write on the forms from this book,
you can photocopy them, or you can print them out from the book
publisher’s website at www.freespirit.com/SG4K-behavior-forms.
Use the password 4smartchoices.)

• Words you may need to know highlighted in bold type. Most of these
words are explained the first time you read them. All of them are
defined in the glossary on pages 161–167.

• A list of books, organizations, and websites for learning more about
many of the book’s topics.

• The index, an alphabetical list of words and page numbers. The index

is helpful if you want to find something very specific. For example,
maybe in Chapter 5 you’ll read about making a “sandwich.” What if
you don’t remember what that’s about? You can look for “sandwich” in
the index. The index will tell you the page numbers where the “sandwich” skill is explained. Then you can turn to those pages and read
about it.

I D E A!

Keep a notebook or journal while
you read this book. You can draw
or write in it as you do the activities,
or you can record whatever thoughts,
feelings, and experiences come to mind. Maybe
you’ll have an idea to send to me!
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Write to Dr. Mac
After you’re done reading The Survival Guide for Kids with Behavior
Challenges, please write to me. Let me know about the behavior challenges
you have faced and how this book helps you. Tell me some ideas you
have for dealing with behavior challenges. You can send a letter to me at
this address:
Tom McIntyre
c/o Free Spirit Publishing
217 Fifth Avenue North, Suite 200
Minneapolis, MN 55401-1299
I like email, too! You can reach me that way at:
help4kids@freespirit.com
You have this book in your hands because someone believes that you
have what it takes to make changes and make smart choices. That “someone” is there to support you in your efforts. If, by chance, you are reading
this book alone and want to talk about it, ask an adult you trust to work
with you. If you’d like to talk with me, the place to send letters and emails
is mentioned above.
My best wishes for your success go out to you. Keep
believing in yourself. And keep working on facing
your challenges. If you do, someday you’ll be
able to look back and be really proud of
what you’ve done.

Dr. Mac
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The

Six Great Gripes
of

Kids with

Behavior Challenges
Here are six things that bother a lot of kids who have behavior challenges:
1. Teachers, parents, and other kids don’t like me for who I really am.

The behavior keeps them from seeing the real me.
2. I don’t have many friends.

–OR–
I wish that I had better friends who acted nicer.
3. Kids tease me. They call me names and make fun of the things I do.
4. Nobody explains to me what having behavior challenges is all about.

Sometimes it makes me worry a lot. I wonder if something is wrong
with me.
5. People only tell me when I’m doing things wrong. Even when I do the

right thing, sometimes people don’t notice.
6. It’s really hard to change my behavior. I’m so used to acting in a

certain way that I forget to use better ways.
With your hard work and the ideas in this book, these six gripes are
going to go away. You can do it!

7
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CH APTER 1

Are You

Ready?

If you’re reading this book, adults have probably been telling you that
your behavior needs to change. What do you think? Do you agree? A lot?
A little? Not at all?
Psychologists have studied how people feel and act when they are
told that changes need to be made. The experts say that most of us go
through steps when we hear this news.

• When others tell us to change our ways, at first we usually don’t see
why we should have to do that.

• After a while, we notice that more people tell us we need to change

our ways of behaving. Soon we begin to think maybe they are right.
We begin to wonder if we should work on changing our actions. We
also begin to wonder: If we did give it a try, would we be able to do it?
Would we be successful?

• Next, we give the new ways a try. We practice them at home alone.

Then with someone else. Then we try to show these behaviors in some
real situations that aren’t too risky, like practicing with a brother, sister,
or trusted adult at home or school. That way, if we don’t do it quite
right, it doesn’t matter too much. We know we’re just trying it out, and
we know that we might not get it quite right until we practice more.

• Now that we’ve practiced the new ways, we decide we want to make
a total change for the better. We try to remember to make the better
choices all the time. We know that we might make mistakes, but we
will learn from them and get better at using the new ways.

8
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These steps might sound
easy to do. They’re not. They take
courage. They take practice. They
take patience. We especially need
to be patient with ourselves when
we make mistakes. Of course we’re
going to make mistakes. That’s why
they put erasers on pencils! Learning
new behaviors is just like writing
and erasing. We make mistakes, and
then we make corrections and learn
from our experience.

9

It helps to have one or two grown-ups
work with you as you learn these new
behavior choices. It also helps if these
adults watch you and tell you which parts
you did right, and how you can get better at these new ways. Adults can learn
more about how to help you by going to
this website: www.BehaviorAdvisor.com/
ReadinessForChange.html. It talks about
helping kids make smarter choices about
their behavior.

What’s Your Starting Point?

Let’s figure out where you’re at right now. Take a look at the “Ready
Ruler” form on page 12. Copy it or print it out online. Then make a mark
on the Ready Ruler to show how you’re feeling right now about your
behavior. Answer honestly. Mark what you really think and feel inside
yourself about whether you see a need to change your ways or not.
The closer your mark is to 0, the more you think that your usual ways
of acting are okay, and the less you feel like you really need to change.
If your mark is in the middle range, you’re thinking about maybe trying to change your behavior to what adults would
like to see.
The closer your mark is to the number
10, the more convinced you are that you
would like to work with someone who
will help you change your behavior.
What to do now: Show your Ready Ruler
to an adult you trust. Together, look at the
next section and find the questions that are
about the number where you placed your mark on
the ruler. Talk about those questions with the adult.
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If your mark is on numbers 0, 1, 2, or 3:

• What about your usual behavior leads you to keep doing it? How does

it work well for you? What are the payoffs and benefits? What is working well for you?

• When you think about the behavior that adults would like you to
show, why do you think it’s not right for you?

• If you were going to change, what things about you MUST remain

the same? In other words, what pieces of your personality and self are
so important that they must remain a part of you? What should not
change about you, no matter what, because it is an important part of
who you are?

• Is there something about your thoughts, feelings, or personality that
stops you from even thinking about changing?

• What would need to happen to get you thinking about changing the

way you behave on a usual day? How will you know when it is time
to at least think about changing? What signs, situations, or happenings
would convince you that you need to find new tools and new ways to
live a better life?

If your mark is at 4, 5, or 6:

• Why did you put your mark here and not closer to zero? What makes
you think about changing?

• What would you need in order to feel okay about moving your mark a
little farther to the right?

• Have you tried some ways to change? What did you try? How well did
it work for you? Did it work better than the old ways?

• If you tried some new ways to act in situations, but stopped, why did
you stop? What do you think is better about your old ways than the
new ways adults would like to see? (Or, if you don’t use these new
ways very often, why don’t you use them more?)

• What gets in the way of changing? Why do you think change usually

isn’t quick or easy? What kind of support from others would help you
with the changes you want to make?
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If your mark is at 7, 8, 9, or 10:

•
•
•
•
•

What would you like to talk about?
Which behaviors would you like to change?
What behaviors would you like to learn to show?
What is the biggest hurdle to changing your behavior?
What could help you overcome this hurdle?

After your discussion, make a second mark on the Ready Ruler that
shows how you’re feeling right now. Make this mark a different color or
shape so that it doesn’t get mixed up with the first one. Is it in the same place?

REMEMBER...

Change takes time—time and practice and
patience and more practice. At times, you
may want to give up. But you won’t. Why not? Because you
want better things to happen in your life. You want others to
be proud of you. You want to be proud of yourself.
Your journey to new ways of behaving is like climbing up
a rocky hillside. You might slip back, but you’ll keep trying.
You might feel hurt at times. You might wonder if you’re ever
going to make it to the top. You will. Why? Because people
are stronger than they think they are. Inside you are strengths
that you haven’t even discovered—yet!
Yes, that behavior hill looks scary at first, but you’ll find your
way up it. The view from the top is worth the difficult climb.

You are stronger than you think you are. You have

what it takes to keep trying, even when the going gets tough.
To quote Christopher Robin, the kid in the Winnie the Pooh
stories: “You are braver than you believe, stronger than you
seem, and smarter than you think.”
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7 to 10: I want to change my
behavior. I would like to talk
with an adult about doing it.

10
9
8
7

4 to 6: I’m
thinking about
changing, but
I’m not really
sure about it.

6
5

0 to 3: There is no need for me to
change. My behavior works fine for
me. I don’t see any problem.

4
0

1

2

3

Ready Ruler
12
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