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**Introduction**






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 affecting directly a student’s potential for learning, we
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 toll 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 influences in 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 students
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 students are able to understand the motives behind their
behavior and are 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 socio-emotional
needs of the 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 student in
finding alternative ways of meeting his/her socio-emotional needs
in a more effective and socially appropriate fashion. The
teacher-student therapeutic 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 in his/her own 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 teacher and student to
master, 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 demands. 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 student’s 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.








**The Child Guidance
Approach**






In this psycho-education skill-building
guide, we grouped together popular and easy-to-implement strategies
that teachers can use to defuse troubling feelings and acting-out
behaviors in children. The emphasis on this guide is not one of
“teachers fixing students,” but rather, it is designed to give
teachers the child guidance skills they need to coach troubled and
habitually disruptive students so that children “fix” their own
behaviors. Using a child guidance approach, the teacher builds a
helping process based on therapeutic interactions between the
student and the adult.

Kottler and Kottler (2003) advice
teachers to follow these steps:

Step 1:
Listen while you collect information. On this
step, the teacher works on building trust and in helping the
student feel comfortable.

Step 2:
Dig deeper. The teacher structures the
conversation in a way that encourages the child to explore things.
The conversation should focus on what the student is thinking and
feeling.

Step 3:
Make sure you understand the information (how and
why the problem is developed). Here the teacher uses therapeutic
techniques like benign
confrontation and interpreting the child’s behavior to
help the child uncover the information he needs to clarify his role
in creating his difficulties.

Step 4:
Take action by helping the troubled child
translate what he knows and understands into a plan that will get
the child what he wants. On this step, both teacher and student
establish goals and problem solve together.

Step 5:
Evaluate, taking inventory of what has been done,
and of what is left to do.

Child Guidance
Techniques

The following techniques are of common
use in the psycho-educational field. These techniques are useful to
teachers because they translate easily to education, and are easy
to implement in general and special education
classrooms.

Taking
Responsibility

Guide students into taking
responsibility for their actions. Students need to know that what
they want and how they expect to get what they want is the cause of
their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors; that is,
wants and
expectations guide the
way we think, feel, and behave. In addition, students need to
understand that they are the ones responsible for their own
feelings and behavior, which means that they can choose how they
are going to feel and act. Therapeutic teachers help children
understand that their behavior is their choice and that being
troubled and feeling angry is something that you do to yourself,
not something done to you by someone else.

Renaming the
Feeling

Rename the troubling feeling and
acting-out behavior into a solvable issue. There is a big
difference between telling a student, “You failed the spelling
test,” and saying, “You only need six more points to pass the
spelling test.” We can use the same approach when we are dealing
with emotional and behavioral issues; for example, saying, “You are
here (current behavior)… You need this much to get there
(goal)...”

Breaking it Down

Break the problem down into
“mini-tasks,” so that you manage smaller difficulties, one
difficulty at a time. Make sure each mini-task is within the
child’s capabilities.

Tell the child you want to do something
different for (one day, two days, or one week); making sure that
the period is no longer than a week at a time. You can call it a
“test” or an experiment to put the child at ease. If at the end of
the pre-established period the child has not reached the goal, you
can tell her it is okay because it was only a test.

Use a trial period, such as three
weeks.

Give the student a “mini-goal” for the
next (e.g., six or twenty-four) hours. Make sure the mini-goal
relates to the issue, and make it as specific as possible. A
mini-goal can be, “For the next six hours, I will raise my hand to
ask for help.”

Use chunking, which is the process of
handling simpler aspects of the problem first.

Build a ladder of increasing
difficulty, from easiest to hardest.

Ask for “a little change” in the
student’s behavior.

Use coaching. When coaching, the teacher
works with the student in a series of instructions or steps for
appropriate behavior, and then the child practices those steps;
first with the teacher and then the child alone while the teacher
gives feedback.

Making the New Behavior
Relevant

Most troubled and behaviorally
disordered students have difficulty anticipating the benefits of
changing their behavior. The teacher can make the benefits of
changing behavior relevant to the child using statements like,
“When you start making those changes, the other children are going
to say, ‘Wow, look at the new Tahisha! I want to play with Tahisha
now... I really want Tahisha to be my friend.’ When the other kids
start playing with you, you can show them the really nice things
about you.” When teachers make a new positive behavior relevant to
the child, we help the student recognize how her actions affect
other people.

Distancing the Child from
the Disruptive Behavior

With this technique, we give the angry
and acting-out behavior a nickname (e.g., “Susie Three-eyes”) to
distance the child from the troubled behavior. We treat “Susie
Three-eyes” as a common enemy that both the teacher and the student
are trying to defeat; “Susie Three-eyes” is the bad guy here, not
Tahisha.

Externalizing and
Detachment

Therapeutic teachers always talk about
angry and acting-out behaviors as something separate from the
child; for example, “What ‘Susie Three-eyes’ makes you do, or say,
when she is around?”

It is important that we discuss angry
feelings and aggressive or acting-out behaviors without any kind of
emotional involvement, and in an impartial way, without blame or
accusation.

Making the Angry and
Acting-Out Behavior Role Incongruent

To raise the student’s motivation to
change, we can manipulate the child’s belief system making her
think that her angry feelings and/or acting-out behaviors are
identity or role incongruent; that is, feeling angry all the time
is not the way the child wants to feel and act. We make apparent to
the child that her angry feelings are working against her best
interest, because, for example, what the child really wants is to
be accepted and to have many friends. We help the child understand
that her angry and acting-out behaviors are really hurting her, not
helping her. It is also important to increase the child’s awareness
of her role in both her difficulties and successes. We can
accomplish this by focusing on the child’s total behavior: how she
acts, what she thinks, and how she feels.

Normalizing the Angry
Feelings

We need to discuss angry and troubling
feelings with the student as a normal life event, explaining it to
the child as an emotion that everyone feels some of us more than
others do.

Minimizing the
Anger

When we minimize the child’s anger
problem or acting-out behavior, we reassure the child that it is
not a severe problem.

Using the Language of
Change

Help the student recognize
that change is possible. To accomplish this, always talk to the
child as if change is about to happen, making statements such as,
“Someday soon,
when ‘Susie Three-eyes’ is gone...” or “On the next few weeks, when you (feel
better or act calmer)...” We can also use presuppositions for change like,
“When you feel better...”

Reframing the Student’s
Perception of the Problem

Speak of the child’s angry feelings
using phrases like “being hurt,” “being in pain,” “feeling
anxious,” “being worried”or“feeling disappointed.” For example,
instead of saying, “You are really angry about this,” say, “You
seem really hurt” or “You sound really disappointed with him.” Good
reframing puts a positive spin on the problem, giving the student a
“new understanding” of the feelings and behavior. Here are more
examples of good reframing:

Student: You are boring!

Teacher: You find hard to concentrate during math.

Student: I’m stupid!

Teacher: You feel frustrated because you are having difficulty
solving long division.

We can also reframe a student that has
difficulty remaining seated as “vibrant and energetic” or a student
who fights as someone who speaks his mind and is not afraid in
letting others know what he wants. When we reframe, we take what
the student says or does and present it back to the child in a more
positive and solvable way.

Empathizing

We can show empathy by
throwing back what the student says (thought empathy) or how we
believe the child is feeling (feelings empathy). In
thought empathy, we show
understanding of statements and thoughts; in feelings empathy, we show
understanding of feelings.

Do not confuse empathy with sympathy.
“You must be sad” or “You sound upset” are emphatic statements,
while “I feel sorry to hear that” and “I would be upset too if that
happened to me” are statements resulting from sympathy. A
sympathetic statement implies approving the behavior, sounding as
if we were favorably inclined. An empathetic statement, on the
other hand, remains neutral and expresses no opinion.

Using Mirroring

When we mirror a behavior, we act out
or role-play the child’s behavioral or verbal responses so that the
student can notice how he reacts to troublesome events.

Reflecting on what the
Student Says

Use reflections by mimicking behaviors
or expressed feelings. Pay attention to statements to restate or
paraphrase; for example, when Gregory said, “I just left after we
started fighting,” Ms. Cook, the librarian, responded with a
statement that reflected content, “You got up and left the
library.” In reflection of content, we reveal to the student his
own statements and thoughts, making clearly apparent to the child
his ideas or observed behaviors. Examples:
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