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**Introduction**






It is widely accepted in the
psycho-educational literature that what we say to our students, and
how we say it, directly affect their behavior. Positive classroom
verbal interventions like praising students, offering choices, and
delivering clear directives and feedback seem positively related to
task engagement and to appropriate social behavior in children with
emotional and behavioral problems. On the other hand, a negative
verbal intervention such as reprimanding the child seems to
increase the disruptive behavior of noise making (Beyda, Zentall,
and Ferko, 2002).

Teacher’s
Self-Efficacy

The research literature also mentions
that, when teachers believe they can produce a desired level of
achievement in their students; that is, teachers with high
self-efficacy, their students achieve higher than students of
teachers who rank lower in self-efficacy achieve. The educational
implication of this research for managing students with behavior
difficulties, in particular students with anger and acting-out
problems, is worth analyzing. The more teachers know about feelings
and emotions; more specifically, how to manage the emotion of
anger, the more they understand that the student is not the
problem; the aggressive and acting-out behavior is the problem. The
more teachers believe they have a method, and that they know how to
apply this method to help children deal with troubling emotions and
disruptive behaviors, the less helpless the teacher feels. The more
teachers believe they can help troubled children cope efficiently
with emotional and/or behavioral difficulties, the more successful
they can be. A teacher’s mindset and attitudes are vital in
influencing positive emotional and behavioral change in students.
When a teacher perceives students’ behaviors as actions capable of
change, and sees students as individuals capable of learning new
behaviors, the teacher’s self-efficacy skills improve.

Teacher’s Approval
Style

A teacher’s approval style has a
powerful effect on a troubled, anger-prone, and acting-out child.
When the student feels that the teacher dislikes and rejects him,
the child’s self-worth suffers; the student performs low in
academic achievement, and yes, he misbehaves. Emotionally troubled
and behaviorally disordered children need high levels of teacher
praise, encouragement, and approval; much higher levels than what
their regular age-peers need. Feelings of affection from a caring
adult can be a powerful antidote against angry feelings and
aggressive behaviors, especially when the child understands that
the teacher disapproves of the behavior, but still likes
him.

Teachers should use behavioral data the
same way we use instructional data. As Garrison (2003) puts it,
teachers should deal with troubling feelings and disruptive
behaviors –what the author calls behavior errors—the same way we
deal with an instructional error; that is, we analyze the problem,
then we re-teach and model, and finally we provide guided practice
and encouragement. According to the author, we can use the same
corrective procedure to “fix” a behavior problem; analyzing and
dealing with a behavior deficit the same way we confront an
academic skill deficit. A discipline technique such as giving a
reward to the child may temporarily inhibit the acting-out behavior
or anger problem, but will not help the student outgrow the
behavior. Similarly, a negative consequence alone (e.g., losing a
privilege) is not going to change a behavior deficit unless we
teach the student a new behavior skill; that is, we need to teach
the child the new behavior that is going to replace the old,
disruptive behavior. Once we teach the new behavior, we give the
child the opportunity to practice this new skill, or new
behavior.

Teachers should not feel threatened by
handling emotionally and behaviorally troubled students. We should
see students’ troubled behaviors as a challenge to master, not as a
threat to avoid. We need to see the expression of our students’
angry feelings as an excellent opportunity to know what is going on
“inside the child’s head.” Teachers should address angry feelings
and acting-out behaviors as actions capable of change, not as
evidence of a personality trait. To send the right message to the
child, we need to be careful not to put blame on the child’s
character, temperament, personality, or ability; for example, “Why
are you always so angry?” “Here you go again…” or “Can’t you do
anything right?” Therapeutic teachers work with the troubled
student and accept the child as he is, rather than trying to change
the child to behave the way we would like the child to
behave.

When we reframe angry feelings and
acting-out behaviors as a challenge for both the teacher and the
student to master, we change our perception of the problem, which
helps us in strategizing and in designing an effective intervention
plan. When our plan does not work, we need to discard and change
the plan, not the child. In addition, we need to perseverate and
not to give up; always keeping in mind that any change takes time.
As Borcherdt (1989) says, “Failure is frequently the short-term
price you pay for a long-term success” (p. 34). Each child improves
at his or her own pace; in the meantime, we recognize and celebrate
even the smallest of improvement. Most importantly, we should not
take the child’s angry feelings personally, and we must resist the
temptation to react emotionally. Teachers need to develop a “thick
skin” and appreciate ourselves as what we truly are: a professional
doing a highly demanding and stressful job; and the feeling we get
from doing our job effectively and skillfully is
priceless.






**Creating Rapport with Troubled and Angry
Students**






How a troubled and angry student
responds to us, our ability to persuade and influence the child to
change, depends on the kind of relationship we have with the child
and the bond that exists between us. How the child feels about us
affects how he will react to our directives and discipline. The
more the child likes us and wants to please us, the more we can
influence and persuade him. This is why building rapport with
troubled, anger-prone, and acting-out children is important in
cementing the foundation from which any other form of therapeutic
intervention will grow. Establishing rapport means that we can
connect with the child, rather than control the child. With
rapport, both teacher and student can work together in problem
solving; in other words, the teacher and the student form an
alliance that leads to change. As Bernstein (1996) says in his work
with oppositional and defiant children, first, we ally with the
child, and then we change him.

To connect with a troubled
and difficult student, we must understand the child from her own
experience and perspective and see things from her point of view;
in other words, we see things “with the child’s eyes.” This is what
the psycho-educational literature calls empathy, or awareness of others. When
we empathize, we suspend our judgment of the situation long enough
so we can enter the child’s perceptual world. In analyzing angry
feelings and acting-out behaviors, we assume the child’s internal
frame of reference by having a nonjudgmental understanding of what
the child needs and how the child feels. When we see the problem
from the child’s perspective we get a better understanding of what
the child is doing, emotionally and behaviorally, to cope with
challenges and environmental demands.

Guidelines to Develop
Empathic Understanding and Rapport

Be flexible. Do not have a rigid, fixed
expectation of what should be normal behavior in
children.

Unconditionally accept the child. We do
not need to agree with what the child is telling us to understand
her point of view. Criticize and question the child’s actions, not
the child’s character.

Do not focus in proving to the student
that you are in charge. Ask what it will take for the two of you to
solve the problem, and offer to do your part first.

Come to an agreement with the child
that change is necessary. The student must be motivated to change
his behavior before he is willing to work for it.

Do not promise the child that you are
going to fix the problem for him. Instead, ask, “How we can fix
it?” or “What can I do to help you fix this?” These questions
convey the message that it is the child’s responsibility, not the
teacher’s, to solve the situation.

Give the child information
(observations about what happened), rather than advice (telling the
child what to do). The information we give should guide the child
in how he is going to handle the problem at hand. The student needs
to learn how to solve problems in socially acceptable
ways.

Describe your observations without
judgments or interpretation.

Eliminate from your language messages
directed to the student’s character; for example, “You have no
respect for anyone” or “Can’t you do anything right?” By simply
changing negative messages to positive, inspiring ones, teachers
can encourage better behavior and gain class control.

Use your voice and body language to
model calmness, and to remind the child that the two of you are
allies.

Look for things in the child to
appreciate, e.g., skills, talents, or abilities, not for things to
criticize.

Notice positive behavior. Simply
noticing what the child is doing well increases those behaviors.
Consistently acknowledging positive behaviors improves your
relationship with the student.

Do not tell a troubled and/or angry
child to calm down. The student may interpret your words as a
denial of her right to feel the way she is feeling, and of her
right to express anger.

Feelings are facts to the person
experiencing them; the student’s angry feelings are real to her,
and are important to her. Acknowledge the child’s feelings, making
sure the child understands that, when she reacts angrily, yells,
and/or threatens she is missing the opportunity to get her point
across and to solve the problem.

Reframe the conflict as something
happening within the child (e.g., “You are in this situation
because you did not control your behavior”), not something
happening between the child and you, or between the child and
another student.

Express the conflict as happening
between the child and an impersonal rule, not between the child and
you; for example, “The rule in this class is no throwing
spitballs.”

Use reflective and therapeutic
listening. Teachers need to practice the skill of therapeutic
listening the same way we practice any other teaching skill. We
must listen carefully and without passing judgment; letting go of
what is in our mind in the moment so that we can fully concentrate
on what the child is saying. While listening, a therapeutic teacher
does not speculate about the hidden meaning of the behavior, and
does not dispute what the child says; instead, the therapeutic
teacher is curious about what the child is saying. Acting out of
“curiosity,” we encourage the child to tell more. Therapeutic
teachers are in no hurry to take over; as a rule, the teacher
should talk less than the child does. If you find yourself doing
most of the talking, that is a strong indication that you are not
listening therapeutically. If possible, the student leads the
conversation and you follow the child’s lead. For example, you can
ask questions to encourage the child to expand or elaborate, or ask
questions to help the child clarify the message. You can rephrase
what the student says to make sure that “you got it right,” or you
can summarize.

Refrain from demanding that
the student opens up to you before the child feels ready. We can
use a door opener to invite the child to talk. For example, asking, “Would you
like to sit or walk with me and tell me more about it?” When we
think we have enough information about the problem, we can
challenge the child saying something like, “Are you strong enough
to know what is happening inside your head?”

We can say what we believe the child is
trying to say but does not know how to express; for example, “Your
feelings are hurt, right?”

When we confront therapeutically, we
point out the discrepancy between what the child wants and needs
(e.g., “I want the other kids to play with me”) and the child’s
actions (hitting other children is not going to help the child have
friends). Therapeutic teachers confront troubled and angry students
only as much as we have supported the child; in other words, if we
support, we can confront; if we never support, we do not
confront.

Therapeutic teachers point out the
discrepancy between what the child says (e.g., “I feel fine”) and
what the child does; “Throwing your markers across the room tells
me that you are bothered about something.”

Therapeutic teachers point out the
discrepancy between the child’s verbal messages (“I feel fine”) and
the child’s nonverbal messages (“You look and sound
upset”).

Challenge the student to do the
opposite of what others expect her to do; for example, “I bet you
could surprise the other kids if you finish the afternoon without a
tantrum.”

Do not counter the child’s negative
beliefs (e.g., “I cannot do this!”) by taking the opposite position
(“Yes, you can do it if you make an effort”). Instead, approach the
negative belief from the empirical point of view advocated by the
cognitive psychologists; “Would you be willing to test your
belief?”

Do not join a power struggle; focus on
what the student wants and needs, not on what you want or
need.

If you feel uncomfortable with what you
hear, share your feelings without rejecting the child. For example,
the child tells you that his gang members stole another child’s
jacket. Do not label the child or the situation negatively (e.g.,
“That’s terrible! How could you do something like that?”) but
rather share how you would feel in a similar situation (“I would be
devastated if someone attacks my son to steal his jacket”). This
way, you are showing the child the effect of his behavior on
others. No matter what happens, or what you hear, resist the
impulse to react emotionally.

When discussing the situation, we can
emphasize and focus on our own feelings, not the child’s
shortcomings; in other words, we say what we like or do not like
about the behavior, not what is right or wrong with the
child.

Balance criticism or negative feedback
with positive remarks, and always start the conversation with the
troubled and angry child saying something positive about the child.
You can start with a phrase like, “I like the way that you
_____.”

Use the 4:1 rule; that is, say four
positive things for each negative thing you say to the
child.

Use both
praise (focusing on your
feelings, e.g., “It makes me happy to see how well you handled the
situation with Andrew”) and encouragement (focusing on the
child’s effort, e.g., “It was hard for you when Andrew took your
pencil without asking, but you did not hit him”). Make sure your
feedback to the child is behavior specific; that is, your feedback
describes what you see and hear.

Defuse the angry feeling by making the
feeling less intense or hostile. Rephrase what the child says; for
example,

Student: I hate Ms. Johnson!

Teacher: You are not happy with Ms. Johnson.

Build on what the student says and look
for a common ground; that is, find something in which the child and
you agree and accept.

Agree to what the child says, in whole
or in part, and then add your own redirecting comment or
suggestion.

Acknowledge the child’s feelings, e.g.,
“You look pissed off.”

Use self-disclosures by revealing
something similar that happened to you. However, be careful that
the child tells his story first, and that you do not “steal the
story.” The focus is always on the child, never on the
teacher.

Use self-disclosures by revealing your
feelings about what the child is saying (e.g., “That makes me feel
sad”).

Use sympathy by sharing your
understanding of the child’s feelings (e.g., “If that happens to
me, I would be upset too”).

Troubled, anger-prone, and
acting-out students expect to receive criticism and negative
feedback from others. Because of this negative feedback, their
self-image is poor. We can build a more positive self-image, and at
the same time develop a more trusting relationship with the child
by using special talk
time. Weekly, spend ten-to-fifteen minutes
talking with the child about something he likes, something the
child is good at, or about any random topic. The topic is not
important; what matters is that this special talking time belongs
exclusively to the child.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/19894
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
= eah'ng Children’s

on

motional (Communicati

Troubled and Angry
Feelings with
Empathy and
Rapport

Carmen Y. Reyes





