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These are dramatic times for teachers. In educating children, we have a difficult and demanding role. Like no other, our profession is responsible in ensuring that children develop emotionally, socially, and academically. As society evolves in complexity, so does our role. With so many social and emotional issues influencing directly a student’s potential for learning, teachers can no longer guarantee our success in educating children relying only on academic expertise. The fact is that, like adults, in coping with today society’s pressures and demands, children are paying a heavy emotional tool too. At alarming rates, more and more children and adolescents are experiencing all kinds of stress and trauma reactions, and at all levels of severity. This can turn into a chaotic scenario for teachers if it catches us ill prepared.
Since children’s affective and emotional status strongly influence how they perform in the classroom, it is imperative for teachers to become acquainted with how students develop and function socio-emotionally. If we are going to remain effective in doing our job --thriving rather than simply surviving-- we need direct access to the current ideas and latest development in psycho-education, a therapeutic model that blends psychological, sociological, biological, and educational theories and research.
How Habitually Disruptive and Acting-Out Students Benefit from a Therapeutic Model
Psycho-education, a multidimensional model to the education and treatment of children with emotional and behavioral difficulties, trains children in understanding how feelings and emotions relate to their behavior difficulties. To help students change dysfunctional behavior, this therapeutic model contains a mixture of affective (emotions), cognitive (thinking), and behavioral (behavior) elements, so that acting-out children learn to recognize and understand how their emotions and way of thinking drive their particular pattern of behavior. This therapeutic model is based on the principle that behavioral change comes when the student is able to understand the motives behind his or her behavior, and is properly trained in productive and more positive ways of behaving.
What Therapeutic Teachers Do for Habitually Disruptive and Acting-Out Students
Focusing on the unique social-emotional needs of the habitually disruptive and acting-out child, a therapeutic teacher develops an adult-child relationship that is conducive to a new insight, and is growth promoting. The therapeutic teacher coaches the child in finding alternative ways of meeting his/her emotional needs in a more effective and socially appropriate fashion. The teacher-student relationship takes into full consideration the cognitive and affective factors that are influencing behavior, and involves the student in finding and implementing alternative ways of behaving. The student takes an active role throughout this process on his/her emotional and behavioral improvement.
A therapeutic model is deeply rooted in the belief that all troubled behavior is determined by a multiplicity of factors in interaction, and that, to be able to change problem behavior, every aspect of the child’s personality --feeling, thinking, and behaving-- needs to be taken into account. The therapeutic teacher explains psycho-educational concepts and techniques to children, and trains disruptive and acting-out students in how to manage their own emotions and behavior. The therapeutic teacher develops an accepting and trusting relationship with the difficult student, seeing the child’s disruptive and acting-out behaviors as a challenge for both the teacher and the student to conquer, and a rich opportunity to help the student develop more productive ways of feeling, thinking, and behaving. The therapeutic teacher never “gives up” on the difficult student, perseverating in strengthening a mutually trusting relationship while implementing skilled child guidance techniques to help the child. The therapeutic teacher always uses a solution-oriented language, focusing on the possible and changeable when working with the student, and expressing to the child that...
Change is Possible
And
All Students Can Learn Behavioral Self-Control
Now You Can Develop Child Guidance Skills
To learn how to cope with stressful or troublesome events, build positive attitudes and effective life skills, and achieve their social and academic goals, schools provide the ideal environment in which classroom teachers and related services personnel with the adequate training can teach psycho-educational skills to children. Teaching psycho-educational skills to students relates directly to the role of schools in preparing children to function effectively and to deal competently with society’s demand. When we teach psycho-educational skills to students, we are giving them the ability to understand and manage their own emotions and behavior, and we are assisting them in developing resilience in coping with further troublesome events along the road.
Unfortunately, a great deal of this very much-needed information from the psycho-educational literature never reaches teachers. In this Psycho-Education Skill Building Series, we recognize and address this need. Now we can train teachers to resolve students’ behavior problems by applying therapeutic techniques based on psycho-educational principles. Grounded in the author’s strong psychological and educational background and expertise, the Psycho-Education Skill Building Series takes full advantage of current psychological and educational theory and research to train teachers in the child guidance techniques they need to become skillful behavior managers and behavior change promoters.
We can categorize the skill of listening by levels depending on how deeply we are listening to the other person. Most related to the content of this psycho-education skill-building guide are:
Beginning listening: we hear the first few words and then we start thinking about something else or about what we want to say in return.
Partial listening is when we start listening with the best of our intention, but at some point we become distracted by either our own thoughts, something said by the speaker, or events happening around us.
Selective listening involves listening for particular things while ignoring, or filtering, the other parts. We hear what we want to hear and pay little attention or distort the “extraneous” information.
Full listening happens when we pay close attention to what the student says, and we are able to summarize and to check understanding. Active listening starts at this level.
Deep listening goes beyond full listening. At this level, we not only hear the message but we also seek to understand the speaker as a whole person. At the level of deep listening, we are able to listen “between the lines;” we hear the emotion, watch the body language, and we can identify the speaker’s needs and goals.
We can also categorize listening by types, starting with the basic discrimination of sounds and ending with deep listening. Discriminative listening is the most basic type, where we are able to identify the difference between sounds. Next, we make sense of those sounds when we listen for comprehension, which is the comprehension listening type. Here, our vocabulary knowledge, as well as the language rules of grammar and syntax, comes into play. The ability to extract key facts from the longer strings of information enhances our comprehension. Among the listening types most relevant to learning to listen therapeutically are:
Evaluative listening; also called judgmental, critical, or interpretive listening. In this type of listening, we are making judgments about what the speaker is saying, seeking to assess the truth of what is being said. We also assess the message against our own values, evaluating it in terms of goodness or badness, worthiness or unworthiness.
Sympathetic listening happens when we care about the speaker and we show that we care by paying close attention and expressing our sorrow or happiness.
Active listening is a structured way of listening and responding to the speaker. In active listening, we are listening for meaning, and we give our full attention to the speaker. Active listening requires both suspending our own frame of reference and suspending any evaluative judgment. In other words, we make no judgments, pass along no opinions, or provide no solutions. In an emotionally charged communication, an active listener listens for feelings, acknowledging the emotional content of the speaker (e.g., “You sound upset that...” or “You seem to feel frustrated...”). This is not the same as agreeing with the speaker; it is simply stating what the speaker said.
Empathetic listening takes place when we go beyond feeling sorry or happy for the speaker, looking for a much deeper and full understanding of the speaker’s emotions. In empathetic listening, we pay close attention to the emotional signals that the speaker is sending us. This is the same as putting ourselves in the speaker’s shoes, experiencing the event or emotions the way the speaker is experiencing them. When we are truly empathetic, we put aside our own need to be heard or to take turns speaking. Rather, we are there to cheer and to motivate the other person.
Therapeutic listening happens when the listener has not only the intention of empathizing with the speaker, but is also using this connection to help the speaker understand, change, or develop in some way. We use therapeutic listening in situations where we are trying to help the speaker deal with troublesome events.
Reflective listening is a therapeutic listening type developed from Carl Rogers’ client centered therapy. When we use reflective listening, we adopt the belief that the capacity for insight, problem solving, and growth lies primarily in the speaker’s ability to understand the situation, to identify solutions, to select the most appropriate solution, and to responsibly implement the solution selected. For a reflective listener, the basic question is not “How can I help this person?” but “What can I do to help this person help himself or herself?”
Obstacles to Effective Listening
According to Schaefer (1994), Humphrey (2000), and Mahony (2003), listening becomes ineffective when we:
Drift in concentration by paying attention to other things, ideas, or people.
Filter or listen selectively; that is, we listen only to what supports and reinforces our own thinking.
Correct the child; for example, “That’s not how I heard it happened” or “But you were the one who...”
Try to “fix things” or to solve the problem for the student.
Explain it away or interpret; for example, “You got mad because...” or “You did this because...”
Blame, prejudge, fault, or judge the student.
Challenge the child; for instance, “What do you mean that the spelling test was too hard? Did not you study enough?”
Defend our own position, or another child’s position.
Give our own opinion and perspective.
Disagree with the student.
Use the child’s words or feelings to express our own feelings; “You are always messing up for the other students. Why don’t you do something about this?”
Shut down the child’s feelings; for example, “Cheer up. Stop being so upset” or “Stop feeling sorry for yourself.”
Minds read or guess a hidden meaning or motivation.
Lead or direct the child to talk only about the things we want to explore.
Rehearse; that is, we form a mental answer to respond to what we think the student is going to say next.
Give advice or tell the child what to do next. For example, “You should go to Lucy and say you are sorry.”
Lecture and educate, e.g., “The problem with you is that you do not share with other children. We need to share, so that we all get along well.”
“Steal the story” by putting yourself at the center of the story, and making it about what you want and need.
Feel sorry for the child; for example, “Oh, you poor thing...”
Console the child; “Do not worry about this. This is not your fault.”
Ask, “Why did you do that?”
For Nichols (1995), listening is often silent but never passive. Real listening means that we are able to imagine ourselves in the student’s experience, we fully concentrate, and we ask for elaboration. Understanding what a troubled student is experiencing and saying should go beyond us saying “I understand;” real understanding involves investigating and discovering; that is, inquiring into the concrete particularity of the child’s experience.
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