
Be the Horizon: 
Coping with Challenging Moments

*Adapted and used with permission from "Lifespan Respite Training Manual" published by the Respite Care 

Association of Wisconsin



Challenging behaviors

This section covers dealing with challenging behaviors. Many of the things covered are 
applicable to a wide variety of individuals and in a wide variety of settings. 

The tips and information provided here will not only apply to people with disabilities. 
Some techniques may work with anyone who is starting to become upset. You can apply this 
information to family members, significant others, co-workers, children, adults, and people 
with and without disabilities.

Some techniques might work well for some, but make things worse for others. These tips 
might work one day, but not the next. Try not to get frustrated, and keep trying new things. 
There is no magical solution to eliminating challenging moments. We need to be able to 
recognize the wave and learn to cope ïand to keep all involved, safe. 
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Energy Wave

This module is based on the following energy wave. We will go through 

each stage of the wave and talk about what to look for, and some ways for 

the respite provider to cope in the moment. 



Standing

Still;  not flowing or stagnant;  customary or habitual;  generally understood

Definition and Examples: 

ÔThis is considered the baseline, or typical level for the individual. 

ÔThe individual is relaxed, calm, has even breathing, normal voice, and is interacting at 

his/her typical level.



Respite Worker Response 

Ô Concentrate on positive interactions by verbally praising, touching the 

shoulder, and doing an activity the individual enjoys. 

Ô The majority of your energy should be spent in this stage, trying to be 

proactive. Be prepared and try to prevent someone from starting to ripple. 

Ô Here are some TIPS AND TRICKS to stay in the Standing stage of the waveé



Tips and tricks

Ô Be proactive: Interact with positive activities to prevent anxiety. If you see anxious 
behavior, change the interaction, activity or location immediately; dont wait until the 
person is starting to ripple.  

Ô Foreshadow: For example, In 15 minutes we will be finished with this activity,In 10 
minutes we will be finished with this activity,In 4 minuteséIn 3 minutes... In 2 
minuteséGo over the schedule of activities. He/she may not have the concept of time, 
but will understand that a transition is coming soon, and will recognize a change in activity.  

Ô Refuel: Take time away from an activity; if you see him/her becoming agitated or over-
tired, change the activity level to a more sedentary one (watch TV, listen to music, play on 
the computer), or just sit quietly.



Tips and tricks, cont.

Ô Create Diversions:Life is much easier on all of us when we have diversions to help us 
concentrate on something else (Do you want to go swing? Hey, look over there, I think 
I see some turkeys - let s go on a turkey hunt! Race you!)

Ô Re-Direct: If he seems to be having a rough time, and anxiety, frustration or agitation 
begin to sneak in, re-direct his attention to something else (You know, I think that I saw a 
new game in the basement - should we go check it out? Hey, I think your mom needed 
help raking the leaves - ready to go?)

Ô Be enthusiastic: If you approach an activity with enthusiasm and excitement, there is a 
good chance she will too!  



Tips and tricks, cont.

Ô Pick your battles: Planned ignoring is a good tactic. Correct the things that need to be corrected, 
not little things that will not affect the positive outcome of your time together.

Ô Think light : Have a good time! If you are always serious and telling her to STOP, or saying 
NO with a stern face, what happens when you really need her to stop because of an emergency 

or safety issue? 

Ô Tactile Diversion, or Leading: Using your body language to lead him towards an outcome is 
very effective, e.g. if you are trying to leave the living room and go to the kitchen while saying, 
Let s go to the kitchen,stand up and start moving towards the kitchen. An example of tactile 

diversion: if he is touching your shoulder too much, or tapping the table, gently place your hand 
on his hand to stop the tapping, or place his hand where it should be (down to his side, for 
example.)



Tips and tricks, cont.

Ô Walk: If he appears to be becoming anxious or agitated, go for a walk, or even run. 
Physical exercise lowers the amount of stress in the body and the change of scenery can 
make a big difference.

Ô Follow Through: If it gets to the point that action is necessary, follow through on your 
consequence. Make sure she is aware of an upcoming consequence (OK, if you throw 
your crayons again, then we are done coloring) and follow through. Make sure your 
consequences are realistic and appropriate for the incident. Never set a limit that you 
cannot, or do not intend, to follow through.

Ô Be Kind to Yourself: Be sure not to give consequences to the individual that may be 
harder on you, or that may cause anxiety.



Tips and tricks, cont.

Á Stay Calm: Remember he/she is looking and responding to your reaction, and will 

respond to your body language, voice (tone, volume and speed) and energy.

ÁMost importantly, HAVE FUN! Enjoy each individual and his quirks. Laugh with him 

and make him laugh. This is the best diversion and tip to remember. Take it easy and 

RELAX!
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Rippling

To form small waves or undulations, as water agitated by a breeze

Definition and Examples: 

ÔThe individual is starting move away from his/her baseline and is showing signs of 

becoming anxious. 

ÔThis might include a change in eye contact, breathing, vocalizations, pacing, clenched fists, 

and/or overall body language.



Respite Worker Response 
Functions of Behavior

ÁTo gain access to someone or something

ÁTo avoid something or someone

ÁFor sensory gratification  or for medical reasons

You need to know what motivates someone , and figure out the 

function of the behavior. Once you know this, then you know 

how to respond. 

If an individual is Aþacting out Aÿin order to avoid something, you 
need to take this into consideration when setting limits and 

consequences. 


