
Thoughts on behavioral issues in 
children

Joanne Edwards 



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_JmA2ClU
vUY&feature=youtu.be



2 year old boy

• Comes to GP because childcare are concerned 
that he is not speaking 



Video 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hpYpKHK
R0S0#action=share

• From 16 seconds to 60 seconds 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hpYpKHKR0S0%23action=share


Further history 

• Only child of scientists 

• Parents were not concerned prior to childcare 
attendance in last few months and have little 
concerns at home 

• No interest in toilet training 

• Sleeps well 

• Eats well 

• Limited interactions and seems unhappy in 
childcare setting 



Play
Shared enjoyment and recruitment 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YtvP 
5A5OHpU

• From 1.00 to 1.46



Video – restricted play 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YtvP 
5A5OHpU

• From 6.58 to 7.38



Video – shared attention and 
enjoyment 

• From ASD detect 

• Showing video from 22 seconds until end 



Categorical play



ASD diversity

https://gomelb.unimelb.edu.au/webapps/blackboard/content/listContent.jsp?course_id=_2485_1&content_id=_34267_1&mod
e=reset



DSM changes



Why do parents seek medical help in 
children who are later diagnosed with 

ASD 
• Delay in talking/language problems (40.9%)

• Abnormalities in social development (19.3%)

• General behavioral problems (12.7%)

• Delays in motor milestones (7.1%)

• Concerns about hearing (5.6%)

• Ritualistic & obsessional behaviour (3.7%)

• Medical problems (eg epilepsy) (2.2%)

• Failure to develop normal play (1.5%)

Howlin, P. and Moore, A. (1997). Diagnosis in autism: a survey of over 1200 patients in the UK. Autism, 1(2), 135162.



Infancy signs 



Preschool signs



Primary school signs



Girls with ASD 

• The general consensus is that females with ASD:
– Are better able to imitate social actions, which hides 

their symptoms

– Are more socially aware and have a greater interest in 
social interaction

– May have one special friend

– Are able to engage in pretend play and have better 
imaginations than their male counterparts

– Often have similar interests to other girls, such as 
animals, horses etc. though their interest in these may 
be intense

Lai, M., Lombardo, M.V., Auyeung, B., Chakrabarti, B. and Baron-Cohen, S. (2015). Sex differences and autism; setting the scene 
for future research. Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 54(1), 11-24.





Challenging behaviour at school

• 7 year old boy 

• Feedback from a number of teachers 
regarding disruptive behaviours 

– Physically and verbally aggressive 

– Academically struggling 

– In school suspensions 

– Not well liked by other children 

– Similar issues in home setting 



First steps 

• Sleep history 

• Successful parenting strategies for those behaviours at 
home 

• Behavioral strategies used in the school setting 

• Hearing and vision 

• Developmental history – query global delays / 
intellectual disability; learning disabilities 

• Mental health assessment – anxiety, social difficulties

• Stressors – family, learning, victimization 

• Genetic vulnerability



Understand behaviours (and 
responses) 

• Antecedents and triggers

• Behaviour

• Consequences 



Possible diagnoses (DSM-5) 

• ADHD
• Oppositional defiant disorder 

– Constant anger or irritability 
– Argumentative and defiant 
– Vindictive 

• Conduct disorder – purposeful aggression 
– Destruction of property 
– Serious violation of rules 

• Intermittent explosive disorder 
• Disruptive mood dysregulation disorder 



ADHD DSM-5



DSM-5 Criteria, found within Disruptive 
Disorders 

DSM-5 diagnostic criteria, found within 
Depressive Disorders

DSM-5 2013



Singh I. Beyond polemics: science and ethics of ADHD. Nature Reviews Neuroscience. 2008;9(12):957-964



Overlapping diagnoses

Almost all children with DMDD have ODD; conversely 34% of children with ODD do not have DMDD –
query severity indicator 

Axelson, D., Taking disruptive mood dysregulation disorder out for a test drive. Am J Psychiatry, 2013. 
170(2): p. 136-9.







Anxiety 

• 13 year old girl in year 7 refusing to attend 
school 

– Complaints of headaches, fatigue, abdominal pain, 
lightheadedness



Consider 

• Organic pathology 
– Menstrual issues 

– Eating disorder 

• Mental health issues
– Generalized anxiety 

– Social anxiety disorder 

– Learning difficulties 

– ASD 

– Trauma, victimization 



After history, exam, investigations and 
psychology assessment 

• Generalized anxiety disorder diagnosed 
– Obsessive compulsive traits 

– Social withdrawal 

– Triggered by transition to high school and 
victimization on social media 

– Predisposed by personality and genetic 
vulnerability 

– Maintained by family accommodations, ongoing 
cognitions and avoidance behaviours 

– Complicated by poor sleep, restricted eating



Mental health disorder in Australian 
children and adolescents

Lawrence et al, The Mental Health of Children and Adolescents: Report on the second Australian Child and Adolescent Survey of
Mental Health and Wellbeing, 2015, Department of Health, Canberra



Comorbidity 

Lawrence et al, The Mental Health of Children and Adolescents: Report on the second Australian Child and 
Adolescent Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing, 2015, Department of Health, Canberra 





Screen time 

• Demonstrated associations with 

– Worse depression in adolescence 

– Obesity 

– Sleep interference 



Increased internet use & brain 
development 

• Reduced attentional capacities in ‘real’ world 

• Long term storage and valuing of information 
may be diminished 

• Impaired brain maturation and poor verbal 
intelligence 



Social media

• Social comparisons 

– Negative evaluations of one’s worth

– Unattainable expectations 

• Adolescents 

– Time on social media is probably related to 
severity of depression (Boers, et al 2019) 



Mindfulness Apps

Headspace

Smiling Minds 



Brave – online CBT - UQ

https://brave4you.psy.uq.edu.au/uploads/brave-professionals-guide-2016.pdf



Brave - online CBT (UQ)

https://brave4you.psy.uq.edu.au/uploads/brave-professionals-guide-2016.pdf



Online support 

• Headspace 

• The lowdown 



Headspace

https://headspace.org.au/



The lowdown 

https://thelowdown.co.nz/categories/lifejustsucks/lifejustsucks/switch-off-before-bed



Adjuncts to clinical care 

• Blueice app 

– NHS app used between CAMHS appointments for 
youth with self harm 

– Monitor mood 

– Provide distress management tools and tips to 
manage self harm urges

– Emergency contacts



Is screen time a problem in your 
house?   

https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2018-12/rcpch_screen_time_parent_fact_sheet_-_final.pdf



Want to reduce screen time?

https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2018-12/rcpch_screen_time_parent_fact_sheet_-_final.pdf


