BEHAVIOR IS A SONG

NAME THAT TUNE

In many of our workshops we provide examples of how we translate a student’s behavior into words. Several people have asked me to provide them a list of interpretations that they can use.  Although there are some common behavioral patterns, the best way to learn how to do interpretation is to learn the process.  In this article I hope to familiarize yourself with this process, provide you with some examples of behavioral interpretations and give you an opportunity to practice making some interpretations.

What is Interpretation?

You’ve probably heard that most communication is non-verbal.  I’ve seen figures ranging from 75% to 95% of all communication falling into that category. If that is true, then rarely do individuals directly tell us what they are thinking or feeling.  Instead, they show us through their behavior.  Although the percentages may be slightly different, it is clear that a person’s facial expressions, body language, rate of speech, tone of voice and inflection are even more important than his/her words. 

Why don’t students just tell us what they are thinking/feeling?  There can be several reasons: they may not even know, they may not have the vocabulary, they may be afraid we won’t accept their thoughts/feelings, it’s not socially acceptable to express certain thoughts/feelings in public, ad infinitum.  (For more information on why students have difficulty expressing themselves in words see the choices articles, “He Won’t Talk To Me” and “Let’s Talk About It: Helping Students Express Feelings”) So how do you deal with behavior that is sending a message?  You can learn to interpret the non-verbal messages.  I like to think of it like playing the game “Name That Tune.”  

In the game, “Name That Tune,” one note is played. The contestant tries to guess the name of the song from that one note.  If he/she can’t, another note is played.  This process continues until finally the tune is guessed correctly.   But, what would happen if the tune were never guessed? Have you ever had that happen?  You hear a tune, can’t identify it and then you can’t get rid of it. The song is stuck in your head, you can think of nothing else and it is driving you crazy.  That’s exactly what happens when you are unable to decode a behavioral message a student is trying to send!  If you don’t name it, the student keeps adding to it and you end up being driven crazy because you can’t identify it.

The Process

1) Tune In To Your New Feeling

Those of you who have attended CHOICES workshops are familiar with the basic premise of the Conflict Cycle; a student in stress will create in you his feelings and can create in you his behavior.  In essence, when we are exposed to individuals who are feeling angry, we will start to feel angry. When we are dealing with individuals who feel inadequate, we will start to feel inadequate.  You don’t believe it?  Consider this…You’ve had a pleasant day, one of your family members comes home.  In the space of a few minutes, you are livid.  How did you go from being content to livid that quickly?  You caught his/her emotion.  Many theorists, Rudolf Dreikurs, Linda Albert, Nicholas Long have written about how feelings are contagious.  (They refer to it as the development of a “counter” feeling. For example, aggressiveness is met with counter-aggressiveness; depression is met with counter-depression.) In some ways, this is good news because if you can identify your new feeling it will give you a clue as to what the student may be feeling.

Here is an example.  When I do consultations, one of the first things I do is walk around the classroom.  Although most students ignore me or positively engage with me, there are some students who view the presence of a new adult in the room as threatening.  When I pass by students who may be threatened by my presence, I’ve had them challenge me by saying, “Get out of here” or “Who the h..ll are you?”  I immediately begin to feel uncomfortable.  In the space of a few seconds I went from feeling welcomed to feeling ill at ease and even frightened.  What happened?  I “caught” their feelings.  

2) Look At Antecedents- What Just Happened?

You’ve probably heard the term “antecedent” before. An antecedent is ‘that which produces an effect’ or a cause.  Although there can be multiple causes for a behavior and many of them may occur outside of the immediate situation, there is generally a change that happens just before a behavior emerges.  An interpretation is a hypothesis; an educated guess involving the effect an antecedent has on an individual’s thoughts/feelings which drives the behavior. 

In the previous example, the change was proximity of a new adult in the classroom and the possible feeling was discomfort.  In order to guess at possible thoughts, I need to put myself in the student’s shoes and think about what I might be thinking if this change happened to me.  Possible thoughts might be, Why is she here? Is she here to watch me? Is my teacher leaving? Why didn’t anyone tell me a visitor was coming in today? Is she a substitute? Is she nice or mean? Once you form a hypothesis, the next step is to test it.

3) Test The Hypothesis - Name The Tune

 “It makes you uncomfortable when there is a new person in your room and you don’t know why they are here. You don’t like strangers in your classroom.”  “That’s right.”  “It wasn’t very nice that no one told you I was coming, why I was visiting, or how long I’d be staying.”  “Yeah!”  “Would you like to know?”  “Yes. Why are you here?”  If your hypothesis is correct, the misbehavior should stop and communication can begin.  

4) What Happens If You Are Wrong? - Revising the Hypothesis 

Just like in the game, if you are wrong you will be given more information. Remember that an interpretation is a hypothesis. If your guess is incorrect, observe the non-verbal reactions and listen closely to any new verbal information.  Then, revise your hypothesis.  For example, I was handing back papers to my students.  Upon receiving his paper, one of the boys shouted, “Stupid, ugly teacher I’m not doing any damn corrections.” He threw the paper on the floor and put his head down on the desk. I interpreted, “You’re really upset (feeling). If I had been a better teacher you would have known how to do it and wouldn’t have corrections to make.” (thought)  He sighed, rolled his eyes and said, “No, you’re a good teacher. I’m the one who is stupid.”  I revised my hypothesis,  “You just didn’t understand what I wanted and need help making the corrections.”  He picked up his paper and said, “I need some help.”
What fascinates me is that if I just responded to his behavior with admonishments like, “That’s no way to talk to me!” or “That’s rude and inappropriate” not only would the misbehavior have continued, it probably would have escalated.  Trying to uncover the real message the student is trying to send is the beginning of meaningful and productive communication.

The Questions Behind The Questions 

The story that follows from Haim Ginott’s book, Between Parent & Child, is a great example of how a kindergarten teacher effectively interpreted a young boy’s unspoken feelings about starting kindergarten. Before you read the entire story, think about how you might feel and what you might think if a five-year-old’s first contact with you involved loud, self-righteous questions like, “Who made these ugly pictures?” and “Who broke this fire truck?”  Make a note of your possible thoughts and feelings and then, after reading the story, see if they provide insight into the real reasons for the child’s questions.

On his first visit to kindergarten, while mother was still with him, Bruce, age five, looked over the paintings on the wall and asked loudly, “Who made these ugly pictures?”


Mother was embarrassed. She looked at her son disapprovingly and hastened to tell him, “It’s not nice to call the pictures ugly when they are so pretty.”


The teacher, who understood the meaning of the question, smiled and said, “In here you don’t have to paint pretty pictures. You can paint mean pictures if you feel like it.” A big smile appeared on Bruce’s face, for now he had the answer to his hidden question: “What happens to a boy who doesn’t paint so well?”


Next Bruce picked up a broken fire engine and asked self-righteously, “Who broke this fire engine?” Mother answered, “What difference does it make to you who broke it? You don’t know anyone here.”


Bruce was not really interested in names, He wanted to find out what happened to boys who break toys. Understanding the question, the teacher gave an appropriate answer: “Toys are for playing. Sometimes they get broken. It happens.”


Bruce seemed satisfied. His interviewing skill had netted him the necessary information: “This grownup is pretty nice. She does not get angry quickly, even when a picture comes out ugly or a toy is broken. I don’t have to be afraid. It is safe to stay here.” Bruce waved good-bye to his mother and went over to the teacher to start his first day of kindergarten.



Between Parent & Child, Haim Ginott, 1968

Looking back at your possible thoughts/feelings, was there a correlation?  When I first read this and I put myself in the teacher’s position, I believed I would probably feel confused, uncertain, and a little frightened.  My thoughts might be, “Who is this kid?”

An Opportunity For You To Practice

What follows are some actual scenarios for you to read and react to.  It’s a little difficult to get the full effect in writing, because you are missing some important non-verbal cues but I’ve tried to provide enough descriptive language to assist you.  Ready? Pretend like you are the adult faced with the situation.  1) What new feeling do you have? 2) What just happened (antecedent)?  3) Given what happened, if you were in the students’ “shoes” what might you be feeling/thinking? 4) Develop a hypothesis and create an interpretative sentence you might say to the student(s). At the end of this section are the confirmed hypotheses and, as Paul Harvey would say, “The rest of the story” for each example. 
SITUATION 1 - I was working with a student on his math assignment during one of my classroom consultations.  I had never worked with him before.  He discovered a pattern in the problems long before I did and I enthusiastically commented, “You are really smart.”  The next thing I knew he had fallen out of his chair and lay on the floor looking up at me with the goofiest expression on his face.

SITUATION 2 - I walked into a classroom to observe.  The teacher was so proud of his students’ work that he went to take one girl’s essay to show me.  When he reached for her paper, she immediately covered it up and turned away.  He tried to cajole her into giving it to me.  She became even more possessive.  “Come on,” he pleaded.  “I just want to show our visitor your good work.”  “NO!” she yelled, grabbed the paper and hid it in her lap.

SITUATION 3 - A teacher had promised one of her students that if he had a week with no time outs, she would eat lunch with him in the classroom as a special treat.  He had behaved perfectly all morning.  About an hour before lunch, a visitor arrived in the room and the teacher hugged her and they talked.  A few minutes after she left the teacher approached the student and told him that she was going to have to postpone their lunch date until tomorrow as she was going to have lunch with the visitor who was only going to be there for the day.  She went back to teaching.  A few minutes later, the boy started to misbehave.  When she tried to talk to him he covered his ears with his hands, started humming and moved his chair further away every time she tried to get closer.

SITUATION 4 - One of the students I was consulting on was out of the classroom working with the resource room teacher on some work he had missed.  When he re-entered the classroom, his classmates had already started a new activity and were busy working.  He took a few steps and then started acting like a goofball (flailing his arms, walking crooked, grinning and making noises.)  


Interpretation Is Just The Beginning

Learning how to interpret the students' non-verbal behavior is just the beginning.  In the "real world" people either don't have the skills, or don't take the time to decode the message behind an acting out person's behavior.  Therefore, it is critical that once you identify what the student's behavior is telling you, at some point you teach him/her the necessary social communication skills.  The student in the first situation needs to learn the skill of Accepting A Compliment.  In situation two, the student could benefit from Expressing Feelings; Deciding on Your Abilities.  The boy in situation three could learn "Dealing With Contradictory Messages; Dealing With Disappointment, Expressing Feelings.  In situation four, the child needs the skills of Dealing With Embarrassment and Asking For Help.  For more information on social skills, I recommend the Skillstreaming series 

Reference:

Arnold Goldstein, Ellen McGinnis. Skillstreaming The Adolescent; Skillstreaming in Elementary School; Skillstreaming in Early Childhood. Research Press.

Situation 1 - Hypothesis- He feels uncomfortable when he’s given praise.  He doesn’t think he’s smart.


Interpretative Statement (IS)- It’s hard for you to hear that you’re smart. 


Student Response to IS  “You don’t know me I’m really stupid.” (he got up off the floor and sat back down)


Resolution- “Many people have trouble when someone, especially someone they don’t know, compliments them. Next time I have something nice to say, I’ll ask your permission first.”





Situation 2 - Hypothesis- She feels anxious. She doesn’t think that her work is good enough even though her teacher thinks it is. 


Interpretation Statement- You’re afraid that your paper isn’t as good as your teacher thinks it is. You want to make sure it’s OK before you show it to a stranger.


Student’s Response to IS: (to the teacher) “She’s right. I want you to look at it first and then, if it’s OK, I’ll show her.” 


Resolution- I backed off, she had her teacher look at her paper and then came and showed it to me.





Situation 3 - Hypothesis- He feels angry, disappointed and betrayed. He thinks that I care more about the visitor than I do about him.


Interpretative Statement (IS)- You are really angry with me. You were looking forward to this and I really disappointed you. It looks like I don’t care.


Student's Response to IS: (he uncovered his ear, looked at her and nodded) 


Resolution- The teacher said, “I should have asked you if it was OK if I changed plans. Can you help me with this problem?”  The boy responded, “It’s OK, can I have two lunches with you then?”





Situation 4 - Hypothesis- He feels uncomfortable and stupid because everyone knows what’s going on and he doesn’t have a clue. He may be thinking that he doesn’t belong.


Interpretative Statement (IS)- It’s hard to come in to a class part way through when everyone is working and you don’t know what to do.


Student’s Response to IS: He stopped his “flapping” and said seriously, “Yeah, I don’t know. I hate coming in late ‘cause I miss the directions and get further behind.”


Resolution:  The consultant said, "Would you sit down and I'll go check and see if I can find out." The student went quietly to his desk and waited for directions.


























