
WHY IS MY CHILD DOING THAT?

Three easy steps to understanding your child’s challenging behaviors



ARE YOU IN THE PERFECT PLACE?

You want to learn more about the two secrets behind behaviors

You are looking for answers to help you help your child with their 
behavior issues

My promise to you: stay until the end and you will walk away with new 
information and strategies to help your child.



BUT IS THIS REALLY FOR YOU?

This is for you if you are a 
parent or caregiver of an 
autistic child. But these 
strategies will work for 
non-autistic children as 
well!
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This is for you if you are 
struggling to understand 
the meaning and purpose 
behind behavior

02
This is for you if you are 
looking for a proven 
framework that is used by 
a parent of a non-verbal 
autistic teenager.
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THE #1 WAY I REPAIRED MY 
RELATIONSHIP WITH MY DAUGHTER…

Was by making an important 
mindset shift towards behavior



BUT IT WASN’T JUST THE MINDSET SHIFT 
ALONE

Though it still made a huge difference…



IT WAS THE SYSTEM I CREATED…

To transform your approach to behavior, 
connect with your child, and make lasting 

changes in your parenting.



MY DAUGHTER AND I



DOES THIS SOUND 
LIKE YOU?

• It wasn’t always like this.. 

• I struggled, a lot in the 
beginning.

• I continued to struggle but 
slowly started to piece things 
together.

• And that struggle would 
continue on and on until…



HI!  I ’M KORI

• I’m the host of the Autism 
Family Life podcast

• The creator of Kori at Home

• Your virtual parenting coach

• An extraordinary parent, just 
like you



FROM HUMBLE 
BEGINNINGS

• I have a non-verbal autistic daughter

• I have an adult son with Ataxic CP & 
High Functioning Autism

• They were both premature

• I also have a spirited/gifted/highly 
sensitive daughter (Who would come 
much later)



MY EXTRAORDINARY AND 
EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN



MY CRASH COURSE

When my daughter was diagnosed, there was a 
great lack of information and resources for 
parents. 

Over the years, I have taken what I’ve learned 
to create a meaningful and loving relationship 
with my children, reduce the overwhelm, and 
to restore the joy of parenting.



WHEN SHE WAS 
YOUNGER…



I  NEEDED HELP

• I was overwhelmed with 
parenting and stressed out beyond 
belief. Parenting was supposed to 
be a joyful experience and it was 
something I’d always dreamed of 
as a little girl.

• But now? It was anything but. I 
wasn’t sleeping enough, I wasn’t 
eating right, I was depressed.

• In short? I was an absolute 
mess. 



IN 2013, THINGS 
F INALLY STARTED 

TO CHANGE

• After my youngest was born, I 
knew that something needed to 
change. I knew that I needed to 
put all of the information I’d 
learned into action.

• And I knew that I needed to do 
it fast.



NOW? I HAVE THE LIFE I DREAMED OF

PARENTING IS ENJOYABLE 
AGAIN

I HAVE A LOVING AND 
MEANINGFUL RELATIONSHIP 
WITH ALL OF MY CHILDREN

I’M NOT QUITE AS STRESSED 
OR OVERWHELMED



THE 3 SIMPLE MISTAKES

That everyone makes that actually keep them stuck in the overwhelm and stress 
cycle.



THE #1 
MISTAKE…

They think that their 
child will simply grow 
out of it.

#spoileralert: it’s 
never that simple.



THE #2 
MISTAKE…

They think one size 
fits all when it comes 
to behavior

#spoileralert: it’s not!



THE #3 
MISTAKE…

They think they are 
just a bad parent

#spoileralert – you 
aren’t a bad parent! 



ARE YOU READY TO…

REDUCE THE OVERWHELM 
AND STRESS?

RESTORE YOUR 
CONFIDENCE IN YOURSELF 

AS A PARENT?

REDUCE THE CHAOS 
BROUGHT ON BY 

BEHAVIOR?



3 STEPS TO UNDERSTANDING WHY 
YOUR CHILD IS DOING THAT…

TO LEARN ABOUT 
EMOTIONAL REGULATION

TO LEARN ABOUT 
EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING

TO DISCOVER HOW THAT 
TIES INTO BEHAVIOR ISSUES



WHAT IS EMOTIONAL 
REGULATION?



WHAT IS EMOTIONAL 
REGULATION?
Emotional regulation is the awareness and 
understanding of one’s emotions

And understanding their impact on behavior

And the ability to manage those emotions in a 
positive way.



WHY IS 
EMOTIONAL 
REGULATION 
IMPORTANT?

The ability to regulate:

Helps us calm down during times 
of high emotional distress

Helps prevent aggression and 
escalation of behaviors

Is important for mental health and 
positive social relationships



WHAT IS HEALTHY EMOTIONAL 
REGULATION?
Children who are able to regulate their emotions:

Are able to experience, express, and manage a range of emotions

Engage in appropriate behaviors in response to emotional situations

Adjust to transitions

Adjust to new situations

And show a higher tolerance for frustration



POOR EMOTIONAL 
REGULATION SKILLS
Children with poor emotional regulation:

May exhibit a limited range of emotions

Have difficulties coping with stressful experiences

Have more outbursts of negative emotions, 
aggression, or anger

Are less socially competent

May have difficulties learning because of their 
emotions

May be more prone to distraction



THE TRUTH ABOUT INTENSE 
EMOTIONS



INTENSE EMOTIONS 
ARE A HALLMARK 

OF AUTISM

• Recent research is revealing that individuals on the 
autism spectrum have above-average difficulty with 
intense emotions like frustration, impatience, and 
excitability



EMOTIONAL 
CHALLENGES BEGIN 

IN THE BRAIN

Brain connectivity networks 
carrying emotional information are 
often constrained or congested in 
individuals on the autism spectrum

That leads to difficulty with proper 
expression and regulation of those 
emotions



ONE S INGLE EMOTION 
HAS THE ABILITY TO 

DOMINATE YOUR CHILD

• All it takes is just one single emotion or emotional 
response and your child could be fixated on it 
without the ability to process or cope



EMOTIONS ARE 
TIED TO MEMORY

Memory allows us to plan, 
monitor, and self-regulate (we’ll 
talk more about this when we 
cover executive functioning)

But many on the autism spectrum 
struggle with working memory

Because of this, they are often 
disorganized, quick tempered, and 
prone to procrastinating



HOW DO YOU TEACH EMOTIONAL 
REGULATION?



WHAT CAN WE DO?
First is to model healthy emotional regulation

Next is to help your child think about how they can manage 
their emotions.

You can also practice regulation skills like the self-regulation 
techniques that we’ll discuss later.

Consistency and routines also help



THE 
RELAXATION 

THERMOMETER

For children who are visual, one way to teach them to manage 
their emotions is with a relaxation thermometer. 

The bottom of the thermometer is blue (or cool) and you could 
place feelings like “calm” “relaxed” or “happy” in this area.

At the very top would be “angry” or “stressed” in the red 
section.

If your child is able to tell you how they feel, you can then add 
those words to the appropriate sections of the thermometer.



EMOTIONAL REGULATION RULES

As with all rules, it is important to prioritize a few. Maybe three or 
four at the most. More rules can be overwhelming for children.

Involve your children in the process of rule creation as much as 
possible.

Make sure that these rules are clear

Make sure that expectations and exceptions are clear

Make the rules positive. Example: Treat each other with respect vs. 
don’t fight or don’t hit.

Be consistent

Adapt rules as children grow older



ROUTINES AND EMOTIONS
Routines are helpful for emotional regulation during 
times of transition between activities

Predictability about what happens next brings safety 
and security

Routines support social skills

Routines also help teach self-control



TEACHING EMOTION RECOGNITION



Children with a Strong Foundation
in Emotional Vocabulary…

• tolerate  frustration better
• get into fewer fights
• engage in less
destructive behavior
• are healthier
• are less lonely
• are less impulsive
• are more focused
• have greater academic 
achievement



ENHANCING EMOTIONAL 
VOCABULARY

• Talk about  feelings

• Ask your child to tell you how he/she feels

• Teach new emotion words (e.g., frustrated, confused, anxious, 
excited, worried)

• Talk about how characters in a book, video, or on TV may feel

• Reflect on situations and discuss feelings 

• Accept and support your child’s expression of feelings

• Use books and art activities to talk about emotions



Use Songs and Games…

Example: “If you’re happy and you know it…”

Add new verses to introduce new feeling words:
*If you’re happy and you know it, hug your mom 
(or dad)!
*If you’re sad and you know it, cry a tear: “Boo 
hoo!”
*If you’re mad and you know it, use your words: 
“I’m mad!”
*If you’re scared and you know it, get some help, 
“HEEELLLLPPP!”



CHECKING 
FOR 
OVERLOAD

Ask yourself: is your child too upset to use complicated skills to 
calm down?

If yes, problem solve the emotion

If no, practice mindfulness (or another self-regulation technique)



CHECKING FOR OVERLOAD

• Ask yourself: is your child too upset to use complicated skills to calm down?

× If yes, problem solve the emotion
× If no, practice mindfulness (or another self-regulation technique)



THE ZONE 
OF 
TOLERANCE

The zone of tolerance is a simple idea that says we have a comfort zone 
where we can effectively and productively manage our emotions.

When we are in the zone, we are accepting and tolerating the emotion.

When the emotion is overwhelming, we may become out of control and 
impulsive.

When the emotion is shut down, we may not respond to the emotion.



UNDERSTANDING 
EMOTIONS

Emotions are complex responses

Learning to observe, describe, and name your emotion 
can help you with regulating emotions

Emotions motivate our behavior

Emotions also prepare us for action

When it comes to teaching emotions, it is helpful to 
know alternative words for that emotion and how to 
express that emotion.

Emotional expression is especially useful for mirroring



PRACTICING FEELINGS

One way to teach emotion recognition is through mirroring. 

Another is to make an emotion book. You can either draw in the 
expressions or have your child practice making the emotion and taking 
a picture. 

You can also teach your child to: ask for help, tell a grown-up, describe 
what they are feeling



SELF REGULATION TECHNIQUES



WHAT IS SELF-
REGULATION?

Self regulation is the ability to 
manage your emotions and 
behavior within the demands of a 
situation

Self-regulation grows by leaps 
and bounds during the preschool 
years



LEARN FROM COOKIE 
MONSTER

• Cookie Monster struggles with self-control. 
And in a very big way.

• But, when he tells himself: “Me want 
cookie.. But me wait,” he is summing up 
self-regulation in a very clear and simple 
way.



THE STOPLIGHT 
METHOD

• Stop (red light): take a long deep breath, 
state the problem, and how you feel

• Make a plan (yellow light): ask: What can I 
do, how can I make this solution work, 
which solution is best?

• Go (green light): Try the best idea. Reflect 
on what happened. Try another idea if 
needed.



IMPROVE TECHNIQUE
Imagery

Find meaning in the situation

Engage in prayer or meditation

Relaxation

One step a time

Vacation (or take a break)

Encourage positive self thoughts



WHAT IS EXECUTIVE 
FUNCTIONING?



DO YOU KNOW 
WHAT EXECUTIVE 
FUNCTIONING IS?

The term “executive functioning” was coined 
in the 1970s by Karl Pribram, whose research 
indicated that the executive functions are 
mediated primarily by the prefrontal cortex.

We know about four circuits in this part of 
the brain that relate to executive functioning 
and executive functioning deficits.



EXECUTIVE 
FUNCTIONING: 

DEFINITION

• Executive Functioning Skills are a set of eight inter-
related cognitive operations, mediated by the frontal 
lobes, that are responsible for goal directed, problem 
solving behavior.



FRONTAL LOBES

• Evolutionary Perspective: Frontal lobes are the most 
recent addition to the human brain.

• Frontal lobes comprise about 33% of the entire 
cerebral cortex for humans (about 15% for monkeys, 
8% for dogs).

• Studies have shown that in mammals, the higher and 
more complex degree of social living, the more 
frontal lobe architecture there will be.

• The function of the frontal lobes is often compared 
to the function of an orchestra conductor.  



FRONTAL LOBES 
(CONTINUED)

• Developmental Perspective: Last part of the brain to 
fully mature (between 18 to 20 years of age).  This has 
legal implications in cases of capital crimes.

• However,

• in terms of neuroplasticity, the brain never ceases to 
develop.



NEUROPLASTICITY

• Refers to the discovery by neuroscientists that the 
structure and functioning of the brain changes, in 
children and adults, due to experience.

• Experience for the nervous system involves the 
activation of neural firing in response to a stimulus.  
When neurons become active, their connections to 
each other grow and supportive cells proliferate.  This 
is how experience shapes neural structure.



THE WHAT 
CIRCUIT

Goes from the frontal lobe — especially the 
outer surface — back into an area of the 
brain called the basal ganglia, particularly a 
structure called the striatum.

The “What” Circuit is linked to working 
memory, so it’s in this circuit that what we 
think starts to guide what we do. 

This is particularly true when it comes to 
plans, goals, and the future.



THE WHEN 
CIRCUIT

This second circuit goes from the same 
prefrontal area back into a very ancient part of 
the brain called the cerebellum, at the very 
backmost part of your head. 

The “When” Circuit is the timing circuit of the 
brain — it coordinates not just how smooth 
behavior will be and the sequence of behavior, 
but also the timeliness of your actions and when 
you do certain things. 

An improperly functioning “When” Circuit 
explains why someone often has problems with 
time management.



THE WHY 
CIRCUIT

The third circuit also originates from the frontal 
lobe, going through the central part of the brain 
(known as the anterior cingulate) to the amygdala 
— the gateway to the limbic system. 

It’s often referred to as the “hot” circuit because 
it’s linked to our emotions — it’s where what we 
think controls how we feel, and vice versa. It’s the 
final decision maker in all our plans. 

When thinking about multiple things we could be 
doing, this is the circuit that eventually chooses 
among the options based on how we feel about 
them and their emotional and motivational 
properties.



THE WHO 
CIRCUIT

This final circuit goes from the 
frontal lobe to the very back of 
the hemisphere. 

It’s where self-awareness takes 
place — it’s where we’re aware 
of what we do, how we feel 
(both internally and externally), 
and what’s happening to us.



MAKES SENSE, RIGHT?

Depending upon which circuits are most impaired and least impaired, you can see variation in the kinds of symptoms that any 
individual is going to have. 

Some people have more working memory deficit. 

Some people have more emotion regulation problems. 

Some people have more difficulties with timing, but less difficulties with all the others. 

But they all involve these circuits.



EF DEFINED

• These cognitive operations consist of the capacity to 
inhibit or resist an impulse (Inhibit), to shift freely from 
one activity or mental set to another (Shift), and to 
regulate emotional responses (Emotional Control).  In 
addition, executive functioning includes the capacity to 
initiate or begin a task or activity (Initiate), to hold 
information in mind for the purpose of completing a task 
(Working Memory), to manage current and future 
oriented task demands (Plan/Organize), to keep track of 
one’s possessions (Organization of Materials), and to 
monitor one’s own performance or to pay attention to 
the effect of one’s behavior on others (Monitor).



AN ADDITIONAL EF 
DEFINITION

• Steven Feifer, a prominent school neuropsychologist, 
suggests that executive functioning can also be 
thought of as a set of multiple cognitive processes 
that act in a coordinated way to direct cognition, 
emotion, and motor functions.  



EXECUTIVE 
FUNCTIONING 
DIFFICULTIES 

THROUGH THE YEARS

For preschoolers: easily frustrated, has trouble 
following directions, has frequent tantrums over 
seemingly minor things

For elementary: starts one task and gets distracted, 
focused on the least important thing you say, panics 
when rules or routines are challenged

For middle school: has difficulties starting a big 
assignment and focuses on less important details first, 
frequently gets upset about small things

For high school: loses track of time and is often still 
“in the middle of something, tends to be impulsive and 
engages in risky behaviors



LET’S DIVE IN FURTHER…



EXECUTIVE 
SKILLS: 

DEFINITIONS

Response Inhibition: The capacity to think 
before you act – this ability to resist the urge to say 
or do something allows us the time to evaluate a 
situation and how our behavior might impact it.

Working Memory:The ability to hold 
information in memory while performing complex 
tasks. . It incorporates the ability to draw on past 
learning or experience to apply to the situation at 
hand or to project into the future. 



EXECUTIVE 
SKILLS: 

DEFINITIONS

Emotional Control: The ability to 
manage emotions in order to 
achieve goals, complete tasks, or 
control and direct behavior.

Sustained Attention: The 
capacity to maintain attention to a 
situation or task in spite of 
distractibility, fatigue, or boredom.

Task Initiation:The ability to 
begin projects without undue 
procrastination, in an efficient or 
timely fashion.



EXECUTIVE 
SKILLS: 

DEFINITIONS

Planning/Prioritization:  The ability to 
create a roadmap to reach a goal or to 
complete a task. It also involves being able to 
make decisions about what’s important to 
focus on and what’s not important.

Organization: The ability to create and 
maintain systems to keep track of information 
or materials.

Time Management: The capacity to 
estimate how much time one has, how to 
allocate it, and how to stay within time limits 
and deadlines. It also involves a sense that time 
is important.



EXECUTIVE 
SKILLS: 

DEFINITIONS

Flexibility: The ability to revise plans in the face of 
obstacles, setbacks, new information or mistakes.  It 
relates to an adaptability to changing conditions.

Goal-directed persistence:The capacity to have a 
goal, follow through to the completion of the goal, 
and not be put off by or distracted by competing 
interests. 

Metacognition: The ability to stand back and take a 
birds-eye view of oneself in a situation.  It is an ability 
to observe how you problem solve. It also includes 
self-monitoring and self-evaluative skills (e.g., asking 
yourself, “How am I doing? or How did I do?”).



WHAT DO EXECUTIVE SKILL 
WEAKNESSES LOOK LIKE AT HOME?



WHAT DOES ALL OF THIS 
HAVE TO DO WITH 

BEHAVIOR?



EMOTIONAL REGULATION + BEHAVIOR

When your child is unable to control their 
emotions, you can definitely expect for behavior 

issues to occur

More over, when your child lacks the ability to 
express those emotions? You may run into further 

problems



EXECUTIVE FUNCTION + BEHAVIOR

Broadly speaking, executive 
function refers to the 

cognitive or mental abilities 
that people need to actively 

pursue goals. 

In other words, it’s about 
how we behave toward our 
future goals and what mental 

abilities we need to 
accomplish them.

The term is very closely 
related to self-regulation —

executive functions are things 
you do to yourself, in order 
to change your behavior. By 
employing your executive 

functions effectively, you’re 
hoping to change your future 

for the better.



WHAT IS BEHAVIOR?

BEHAVIOR IS ANYTHING WE DO: 
GOOD, BAD, OR NEUTRAL

BEHAVIOR HAPPENS BECAUSE WE ARE 
EITHER TRYING TO GET POSITIVE 

INPUT OR AVOID NEGATIVE INPUT.



THE FUNCTION BEHIND BEHAVIOR

Behavior occurs because it serves a function or produces an outcome. 

For example: eating serves the function of satisfying hunger

However, when we start to view the child as the problem, we are taking the focus away from the behavior.

Instead, we need to look at the thoughts, feelings, and purpose behind the behavior.



WHAT 
CAUSES 

BEHAVIOR?

• Whenever we are dealing with a behavior, it is 
important to remember that any individual is simply 
doing the best that they can in any given situation 
with the skills, education, physical & emotional state, 
or past experiences.



RETHINKING 
YOUR APPROACH 

TO BEHAVIOR

Behavior is often deemed as 
challenging or inappropriate 
because they are difficult to 
understand or accept.

However, we need to take a step 
back and think about the causes 
behind the behaviors.

And, as always, we want to 
remember that behavior is a type of 
communication.



YOUR CHILD IS NOT GIVING YOU 
A HARD TIME.

Your child is having a hard time.



BEHAVIOR AND 
AUTISM

Often, when it comes to our kiddos 
in the spectrum, we approach 
behavior the same as we would for 
a neurotypical child.

This is a HUGE mistake and we are 
only doing ourselves and our 
children a great disservice.

Your child can do well, when they 
can … not when they want to.



REFRAMING 
YOUR MINDSET

When you stop looking at 
your child’s behavior for 
what it is

And when you start looking 
at your child for who they 
are

You will begin to see an 
important shift in your 
relationship with your child

You are looking at the 
behavior from a place of 
acceptance, compassion, and 
empathy

And as parents and 
caregivers, it is our job to 
meet our children where 
they are.



THE ONE KEY STEP 
OF THE FRAMEWORK 
(DO NOT MISS THIS  

STEP!)

For an individual with autism, 
they often have sensory or 

executive functioning difficulties 
and deficits that simply make 

these seemingly easy things that 
much more challenging to deal 

with.

However, by understanding 
what’s going on behind the 

behavior, we can take a look at 
the root causes.

It isn’t enough, in my opinion, 
to just look at the behavior. 
We need to look at all of the 
factors and causes behind a 

behavior.



BEHAVIOR IS LANGUAGE

BEHAVIOR COMMUNICATES A 
MESSAGE WHEN YOUR CHILD DOES 

NOT HAVE THE EXPRESSIVE 
LANGUAGE.

A CHILD WHO HAS LIMITED SOCIAL 
SKILLS OR LIMITED CAPACITY FOR 

LANGUAGE USES BEHAVIOR TO GET 
THEIR MESSAGE ACROSS.



COMMUNICATION

This the root of all parent-child 
relationships

Here are a few common traps 
that lead to misunderstandings 
and negative responses



INEFFECTIVE 
DIRECTIVES

Do you have your child’s attention?

If they did not hear or process the 
request the first few times you asked, 
they may not have been aware that you 
were speaking to them.

Clearly make an effort to get their 
attention first.



STRINGS OF 
COMMANDS

Think about how many 
things you can remember in 
one list.

Now, think about your child.

If you keep piling things up, 
chances are very likely they 
won’t remember them all.



ARE YOU 
FOCUSED?

Stick to the one task or 
goal that you are trying to 
accomplish

Avoid going to a completely 
different task UNTIL the 
task or goal is finished.



VAGUE, MUCH?

Your child on the autism 
spectrum needs details.

Avoid being vague and 
clearly convey your 
message.



NONE OF US WERE TRAINED TO BE 
GOOD PARENTS

And we are all doing the best we can, with what we have.



THANK YOU FOR 
ATTENDING!

• Thank you so much for taking time out of 
your busy day to attend this webinar. I’m 
going to open up the rest of our time 
together by answering any questions that 
you might have.

• And if you aren’t already a member, I would 
like to invite you to join Autism Family Life. 
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