
Challenging  Behavior
RESET

5 Strategies to Reduce
Power Struggles

You’ve Got This!



Hi, I’m Dr. Jenni Jacobs.

I’m an educator and behavior strategist, and I’m also a parent. My children are now adults,
and I often think about how differently I would have handled certain moments if I had
understood then what I understand now.

I know what it feels like to be tired at the end of the day...to raise my voice and regret it...to
wonder if I was handling things the right way.

That’s part of why I do this work.

With a doctorate in education and years of experience teaching and training educators, I’ve
studied behavior deeply, but what drives me most is helping parents feel calm and capable in
the moments that matter.

You don’t have to be perfect, and you don’t have to know everything. You just need steady
tools and understanding.

Parenting is hard. Growth is possible.

You’ve Got This.

About Me

Jenni 
Jacobs



You only see what happens on the surface. Underneath are the needs, stress, emotions, and
developing skills. 

When we only react to what we see, we often feel stuck.

You are not failing. 

You are navigating something complex 
without being handed a clear framework. 

RESET gives you one.

You Are NOT Failing.
Parenting young children can feel exhausting, especially when the same behavior keeps
happening, and nothing seems to work. If you’ve ever thought:

Why does this
keep happening? Why won’t they 

just listen?

Why did I lose it over
something so small?

You are not alone!

Behavior is like an Iceberg.

A child might cry or yell because they are tired.

Or because they want connection.

Or because they feel powerless.

Or because they are overwhelmed.

Or because a behavior worked for them before.

Or because they haven’t developed the skill yet.

The same behavior 
can mean different things

on different days.



In the short term,
curiosity lowers escalation. 

You’re less likely to overreact
because you’re trying 

to understand.

In the long term,
this builds skill instead of fear.

When you respond to the underlying
need, you’re teaching regulation,

flexibility, 
and problem-solving.

Think Like a Detective

Behind every misbehavior is a reason. That reason may not
be obvious at first. 

Good behavior strategy starts with curiosity. 

Instead of reacting to what you see and asking, “How do I
stop this?”

Try pausing and ask: What might be driving this behavior?
What is this behavior trying to communicate?

Before You React, Investigate.

When you think like a detective, you slow the moment down.

You move from frustration to investigation.

And that changes everything.

The same behavior can look identical on the outside but require a different response on a
different day. That’s why scripts alone don’t work. Understanding does. Peaceful
confidence isn’t about having the perfect response. It’s about knowing how to think through
the moment. 



Regulation Comes FirstRR

Explain Transitions Before ChoicesEE

Set Choices Within Limits Before CommandsSS

Express Positive Commands When NecessaryEE

Tuning in With Empathy Protects ConnectionTT

What is RESET?

The “R” stands for Regulate Yourself First. When your nervous system is overloaded, your
thinking brain goes offline. And you can’t guide a child to calm if you’re not calm first.

The “E” stands for Explain Transitions. Think about how you feel when someone tells you to
stop what you’re doing with no warning. Children feel that too. So we prepare them first.

The “S” stands for Set Choices within Limits. When children feel completely controlled, they
often push back to gain a sense of power. Offering choices helps reduce power struggles.

This “E” stands for Express Positive Commands. When you tell children what to do, instead
of what not to do, you increase cooperation because the brain has a clear path to follow. 

The “T” stands for Tune In With Empathy. When children feel understood, their emotions
settle, and their nervous system stabilizes, which makes cooperation more likely. 

RESET is not a rigid script. It’s a flexible set of skills. 

Sometimes you move forward through the sequence.
Sometimes you loop back. 

Sometimes you adjust based on what you observe.

RESET helps you think like a behavior strategist.

RR
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RESET is a practical, brain-based framework built around five essential tools for navigating
challenging behavior. Each letter represents a strategy, used in a specific order to build
cooperation and protect connection.



Same Scenario Using RESET

Your child refuses to put on pajamas. Instead of repeating yourself louder, you pause. You notice the
tension in your body. You unclench your jaw. You take one slow breath. Then another. You lower your
voice instead of raising it. You slow your movements instead of rushing. You choose to stabilize the
moment before you try to control it...because when you're overwhelmed, your thinking gets cloudy.
It’s hard to guide a child toward calm if you haven’t returned to calm yourself. 

Regulate Yourself First

It is the end of the day. You are tired. Your child refuses to put on
pajamas. You feel your voice getting sharper. Maybe you already
asked twice.  Maybe you are thinking about everything else that
still needs to get done. It makes sense that you feel frustrated.RR

But here’s what is happening underneath:

When stress rises, the thinking part of the brain goes offline.
That means that the emotions of the moment take over, and
skills like cooperation, listening, decision-making, and problem-
solving are nonexistent. This is true for children. It is also true for
adults. Regulation is not about being perfectly calm. It is about
slowing the moment down enough to respond instead of react.

Co-regulation works like a GPS.

When you drive somewhere new, you rely on your GPS for every turn. Over
time, you need it less. Eventually, you do not need it at all.

You are your child’s GPS. They borrow your calm until they can create their
own. You do not have to be calm all the time. You just need to return to it.



Why This WorksRR
Calm communicates safety. 

When you lower your voice, soften your tone, and slow your movements, your child’s nervous system
picks up on that steadiness. Children constantly read adult cues to determine whether a situation feels
safe or threatening. A calm adult signals, “You are safe. This moment is manageable.” That sense of
safety lowers defensiveness and reduces the urge to fight back or shut down.

Safety restores thinking. 

When a child feels unsafe or overwhelmed, their emotional brain takes over, and their ability to think
clearly decreases. But when safety is restored, the body settles, and the thinking part of the brain can
reengage. This is when problem-solving, listening, and flexibility become possible again. A regulated
environment makes room for reasoning.

Thinking allows cooperation. 

Cooperation requires more than obedience. It requires the ability to pause, consider expectations, and
choose a response. When a child’s thinking brain is available, they are better able to process what you’re
asking and follow through. Calm does not guarantee instant compliance, but it creates the conditions
where cooperation can grow.

Reflection: How does your body feel when you start to get frustrated or angry?

Action Step: Choose one physical reset cue you will practice, such as lowering your voice,
unclenching your jaw, or slowing your breath.



Same Scenario Using RESET

Your child is deeply focused on building with blocks, and dinner will be ready soon. This time, you
prepare the child for the upcoming transition. You move closer and say calmly, “You’ve been working
hard on that city you’re building. In five more minutes, it will be time to clean up for dinner.” The child
continues to play. A few moments later, you say, “You have two more minutes to build, and then it
will be time to clean up the blocks.” 

You are not negotiating dinner. You are giving your child’s brain time to shift gears, because sudden
transitions overwhelm developing brains. When you replace surprise with predictability, you reduce
the stress of the shift. Now your child has time to prepare, and preparation changes everything.
When the two minutes are up, and it’s clean-up time, you’re ready to move to the S of RESET. 

Explain Transitions

Your child is deeply focused on building with blocks. You suddenly
announce, “Time to cleanup for dinner.” Then the meltdown
happens. The child refuses to clean up. They argue. Maybe they go
boneless and collapse to the floor in a temper tantrum.EE

But here’s what is happening underneath:

Young children naturally struggle with cognitive flexibility, which is the
ability to shift gears and adapt to something new. Developing brains do
not handle sudden change easily. When a transition feels abrupt or
unexpected, it can trigger a stress response. And when stress rises, the
thinking part of the brain goes offline. What looks like defiance is often a
brain that is overwhelmed by the shift.

Predictability increases cooperation.

When change feels sudden or unexpected, the brain reacts to the stress
of the shift. That’s why predictability matters. When children know what is
coming next, their nervous system does not have to brace for surprise. A
simple warning or clear routine gives the brain time to prepare. And when
the brain feels prepared instead of caught off guard, it stays steadier,
making cooperation much more possible.



Why This WorksEE
It reduces surprise. 

Imagine you are reading your favorite book or watching your favorite show. It’s just getting to the best
part, and someone takes the book away or turns off the tv. How would you feel? You’d probably feel
pretty upset. This is how children feel when we do not give them a warning that a transition is coming up.
Sudden change feels disruptive to developing brains. When children are given advance notice, their
nervous system has time to adjust. Removing the element of surprise lowers the intensity of the
reaction.

It supports cognitive flexibility. 

Shifting from one activity to another is a skill that takes time to develop. A transition warning gives the
brain a chance to begin that shift gradually instead of all at once. That small buffer helps children adapt
more successfully.

It protects cooperation. 

When children feel prepared instead of interrupted, they are more likely to follow through. They may still
feel disappointed, but disappointment is easier to manage than shock. Predictability makes limits easier
to accept.

Reflection:  Think about a recent meltdown that happened during a transition. Was your child
surprised by the shift? What might have been different if they had time to prepare for the transition?

Action Step: Pick one predictable transition this week. Give a clear five-minute and two-minute
warning. Stay calm. Observe the difference.



It’s time to get dressed. You get your child’s clothes out and either
tell them to put their clothes on or begin helping them to get
dressed. Your child ignores you, runs away, or yells, “No!” Or maybe
they resist your attempts to put the shirt on or have a temper
tantrum. You feel the tension rising. You don’t have all morning. You
need to get your day started.

Same Scenario Using RESET

It’s time to get dressed. Instead of repeating, “Put your clothes on,” you offer a choice within the
limit: “Do you want to wear the blue shirt or the green one?” or “Do you want to get dressed by
yourself, or do you want me to help?” The boundary remains. Getting dressed is not optional, but
how it happens has flexibility. You are guiding the outcome while honoring autonomy. If the child
refuses the choice, offer it again. If the child still refuses, you can say, “You can choose or I can
choose for you. Green shirt or blue shirt?” If the child still refuses, then you choose. 

Set Choices Within Limits

SS
But here’s what is happening underneath:

Getting dressed may seem simple to you. But for a child, it
represents a loss of control. They are being told what to wear, when
to wear it, and how quickly it needs to happen. Autonomy, or the
ability to make independent choices, is a powerful developmental
need. When children feel completely controlled, they often push
back to regain a sense of power. Refusal is sometimes less about the
clothes and more about control.

Autonomy reduces power struggles.

Children cooperate more easily when they feel they have some say.
A small, appropriate choice restores a sense of control without
removing the boundary or demand. You are not giving up authority;
you are sharing just enough to prevent a battle.  “Choices within
limits” isn’t an open-ended question of “Do you want to get
dressed.” The limit is, “It’s time to get dressed.” The choice
happens within that limit. The choice is between two options.



Why This WorksSS
It meets the need for autonomy. 

Autonomy is a powerful developmental drive. Children are wired to seek increasing independence and
influence over their environment. When they feel completely controlled, resistance often becomes their
only way to reclaim power. Offering a limited choice satisfies that need without removing the boundary.

It lowers the intensity of the power struggle. 

When the brain thinks that it has no control, it feels unsafe and begins preparing to defend itself.
Because the brain is using its resources to feel safe, it doesn’t have the ability to think rationally. Giving
the child an appropriate choice between two options reduces that defensive response. Instead of
fighting the entire expectation, the child can focus on the decision in front of them. The energy shifts
from opposition to participation. If you offer lots of choices throughout the day, your child is less likely to
fight the requests and demands

It builds decision-making and ownership. 

When children choose, they are more invested in the outcome. They are not simply complying; they are
participating. Over time, this strengthens independence and reduces the need for repeated reminders
because the child feels some ownership of the process.

Reflection: Think about a recent power struggle. Was the limit clear? Was there room for an
appropriate choice within the demand?

Action Step: Choose one non-negotiable moment this week. Offer two appropriate options within
that limit. Notice how your child responds when they are invited to participate instead of
commanded.



Your child is jumping on the sofa. You say, “Don’t jump on the
sofa!” They keep jumping. You say it louder. “Stop jumping!” They
look at you, giggle, and keep jumping. Now your voice is sharper.
Your frustration level is rising.

Same Scenario Using RESET

Your child is jumping on the sofa. Instead of saying, “Don’t jump on the sofa!” you step closer and
say clearly and firmly, “Put your feet on the floor.” or “Sit on the sofa.” or “You can jump on the
trampoline. Sofas are for sitting.” Short. Specific.  Neutral tone. Positively oriented. Calm. Your
voice stays steady, because even when the behavior needs to change, your tone communicates
whether this is a power struggle or a clear direction. You tell the brain exactly what action to take,
instead of asking it to figure out what to stop and what to do instead. 

Express Positive Commands

EE
But here’s what is happening underneath:

The brain processes images and action. When we say, “Don’t jump,”
the brain first pictures jumping. Young children especially struggle
to translate what not to do into what they should do instead. Their
brain hears the action word of “jump” more clearly than the “don’t.”
In moments of urgency, vague direction creates confusion, and
confusion reduces compliance.

The brain follows clear direction.

Children respond more consistently when they are told
exactly what to do. Clear, positive commands reduce
mental effort. Instead of stopping one action and guessing
the next, the brain receives a direct path to follow. Clarity
increases cooperation. When you tell a child, “Don’t stand
on the chair,” their brain will eventually figure out what you
want, but it doesn’t always know what it should do instead.
If you say, “Put your feet on the floor,” the brain knows
exactly how to respond.



Why This WorksEE
The brain responds to clear action. 

When we say, “Don’t jump,” the brain first processes the action word “jump.” Young children especially
struggle to translate what they shouldn’t do into what they should do instead. Positive commands give
the brain a concrete action to follow, which reduces confusion and increases follow-through.

It reduces cognitive load. 

Stopping a behavior requires inhibition, which is still developing in young children. It takes more mental
effort to stop doing something than it does to start doing something. That means “stop” takes more
mental effort than “do this instead.” For example, it takes more mental effort to process “Stop jumping”
than it does to process “Sit on the sofa.”  When you provide a specific alternative, you reduce the
thinking that is required and make compliance more achievable.

Clarity strengthens authority. 

Clear, calm direction communicates confidence. Instead of escalating volume or repeating yourself, you
state the expectation once in a way the brain can act on. Over time, this builds consistency and reduces
the need for power struggles because the expectation is unmistakable.

Reflection: Think about the last command you gave. Did you tell your child what not to do, or what
to do instead? If you told them what not to do, how could you change it to a positive command that
tells them what to do?

Action Step: Choose one recurring correction this week. Replace the “don’t” with a clear, positive
direction. Instead of “Don’t yell,” try “Use a quiet voice.” Notice the difference.



It’s time to leave the park. You give a five-minute warning. You
offer a choice about how to walk to the car. You clearly say, “It’s
time to go.” Your child bursts into tears. “I don’t wanna go!” They
drop to the ground in a full-out tantrum. You feel the eyes of other
parents. You just want this to be over.

Same Scenario Using RESET

Your child is crying on the ground. Instead of saying, “Stop it. We have to go.” You kneel down and
say calmly, “You’re really upset. You wanted to stay longer.” You let the feeling land. You can add,
“It’s hard to leave the park when you’re having so much fun.” Pause again and allow the emotion to
be seen. If you take a moment or two to really empathize with the child, you will more than likely
see the intensity of the emotion begin to fade. When the intensity has faded, then you say, “It’s
time to go.” The boundary remains. Connection remains.

Tune In With Empathy

TT
But here’s what is happening underneath:

Even when transitions are handled well, disappointment still
happens. Your child is not melting down because you handled it
wrong. They are grieving the end of something they enjoyed. Big
feelings can temporarily overwhelm the thinking brain. When
emotion spikes, reasoning decreases. This is not defiance...it’s
emotional overload.

Empathy protects connection.
Empathy does not remove the boundary. It acknowledges
the feeling before reinforcing the limit. When children feel
understood, their nervous system begins to settle, and a
settled nervous system makes cooperation more possible. 

Empathy first. Pause and let the feeling land. Then state the
expectation. Separate sentences. Separate steps. If you
skip the pause to sit in the child’s feeling and empathize,
the expectation is likely to result in more big feelings.



Why This WorksTT
Feeling understood lowers emotional intensity. 

When a child’s feelings are acknowledged, their nervous system no longer has to fight to be seen. Much
of the escalation comes from trying to communicate distress. When you name the emotion calmly and
accurately, the brain registers that the message has been received. That alone can reduce the intensity
of the reaction. In other words, name it to tame it.

It restores access to the thinking brain. 

Strong emotions temporarily override reasoning. When empathy helps the body settle, the thinking part
of the brain can begin to reengage. This does not mean the child instantly agrees, but it does mean they
are more capable of listening and processing what comes next.

It separates emotion from the boundary. 

Empathy communicates, “Your feelings make sense.” The boundary communicates, “The limit still
stands.” When these are delivered separately, children learn that emotions are safe, even when behavior
is guided. This reduces shame and increases long-term emotional regulation.

It strengthens long-term cooperation. 

Children who consistently feel heard are less likely to escalate to be understood. Connection builds
trust, and trust increases willingness to follow limits over time. Empathy does not eliminate boundaries.
It makes them easier to accept.

Reflection: Think about a recent meltdown. Did you move quickly to correcting the behavior? Or did
you pause long enough to acknowledge the feeling first? 

Action Step: The next time your child has a big feeling, state the emotion before the limit. You’re
frustrated.” Pause. Then reinforce the boundary. Empathy first. Boundary second.



Why RESET Changes Everything
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Behavior Strategy is Not Always Linear
Sometimes you move through RESET in order. Other times, you
may loop back to an earlier strategy. Sometimes you give a
command and realize you need to regulate again. Sometimes
you offer a choice after expressing a positive command. 

RESET is not a checklist. It is a set of tools. You observe. You
adjust. You respond strategically.

You decide which tool to use and when. 

There will be moments when you raise your
voice. Moments when you say something
you wish you hadn’t. You will respond in a
way that doesn’t match your intention. 

That does not make you a bad parent. It
makes you human. What protects the
relationship is not perfection. It is repair, and
it’s one of the most powerful things you can
model. When you realize that you have
escalated, you can say:

“That didn’t come out the way I wanted it to.”
 “I’m sorry I yelled.”

 “Let’s try that again.”

When You Mess Up, Repair

Repair teaches your child something
powerful. Mistakes can be owned.  
Relationships can recover.  Connection can
be rebuilt. In many ways, repair is more
important than getting it right the first time.
because it shows them how to come back
after conflict. And that is a life skill.

Regulation creates safety.

Explaining transitions creates predictability.

Setting choices within limits builds cooperation.

Expressing positive commands creates clarity.

Tuning in with empathy protects connection.



You’ve Got This!
You do not need to implement every part of RESET perfectly. Start with one shift.
Notice what changes. Some days will feel easier.  Some days you will circle back.
Some days you will need to repair.

That does not mean you are doing it wrong. You are learning. Your child is learning. 

Parenting is not about getting it right every time. It’s about showing up, adjusting,
and reconnecting. 

And the fact that you are here, reading this, tells me something important: You care
deeply. That matters more than perfection ever will. 

You are more capable than you think. You’ve got this!

Stay Connected!
If this framework helped you think differently about behavior, follow me on Instagram or
Facebook at @drjennijacobs where I share practical, research-informed strategies to help you
RESET challenging behavior. 

https://www.facebook.com/drjennijacobs/
https://www.instagram.com/drjennijacobs


You’ve Got This!
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