Don’t

Lie to

Me!

by Mary Beth Hewitt
I am often asked at workshops, “What do you do with a student who lies straight to your face?” Staff seemed surprised that students will be untruthful about their inappropriate behavior.  I can remember reading Dr. Hiam Ginott’s book years ago, and he said that when you see a child misbehave, you shouldn’t ask him a question, such as “Did you just hit Johnny?”  because it leaves the child an opening to deny it.  "So that is why kids lie," I thought. "I give them an opening!"  Armed with this information, I was ready to confront the next situation of misbehavior.  I observed one of my students, Roy, punch Michael in the arm.  “Roy, I just saw you hit Michael,”  I said confidently.  “No I didn’t!” Roy replied equally as confident.  I shook my head in amazement and then it occurred to me that perhaps Roy had misunderstood me.  “No, Roy, I didn’t ask you if you hit Michael. I said I saw you hit him.”  “No, I didn’t,” he repeated.  "OK, Dr. Hiam Ginott, now what?" I recall.  

Why Do Children Lie?

There are as many different reasons for lying as there are for any other type of human behavior. Lying can be a defensive response designed to protect oneself from either external punishment (which may be either physical or emotional) or internal consternation (guilt).  Defensive responses are instinctive attempts at self-preservation and are meant to reduce stress and anxiety.  Lying can also be a response to the belief that an individual’s social position is in jeopardy and used to control or manipulate a situation.  Bottom line is that children lie when they believe that it is in their best interest to do so.  As with many forms of human behavior, the goal is self-preservation.   

What frequently occurs, however, is that adults blow the act of lying out of proportion, taking the lying personally and/or viewing it as a sign that the child is headed for a life a crime.  “Getting too caught up in the issue of lying can become a snare, leading to long harangues that go nowhere.  The lies can take precedence over the problem at hand, namely whatever the child did that was forbidden.”  (Wolf, 1991, p. 87).  In order to maintain the focus where it belongs, we need to accept  (but not necessarily like) that lying is a normal behavior when the “self” feels threatened.   In this way we can depersonalize the act of lying and concentrate on the real issue.  In Roy’s case, the real issue was hitting and hitting is not an appropriate way to solve the problem.  If I focus on the real issue and teach Roy another way to get his needs met, then the hitting will stop.  If the hitting stops, the defensive need to lie about hitting will go away too!

I am not proposing that we never address lying.  Moral instruction in the value of honesty and in accepting responsibility for one’s actions does need to occur.  It is best done, however,  at a time  when the defensive response is not an immediate need of the child.

But Don’t They Know They  Make It Worse By Lying?  I’ll find out anyway.

Recently, a workshop participant shared a conversation she had with a mother at a parent conference.   The mother was quite distressed because her son had lied to her about receiving his report card.  “He had to know I’d find out eventually," she said.   “Now he’s just made it worse.  Not only did he receive bad grades, but he lied to me about it!”   If they know you’re going to find out eventually, why lie?  The key word here is eventually.  We may have difficulty delaying gratification, but most of us are masters at delaying pain.  

Why lie if they are going to find out anyway?  This is the thought process a child may go through. Well, I’m going to get into trouble if she finds out and I don’t want to get into trouble now because I have an important overnight coming up this weekend.  I’ll wait until after the weekend to tell her.  Once the weekend is over something else important comes up and I know if I tell her I’ll get into trouble so I’ll wait until after that. Maybe she’ll never find out….maybe I’ll have my grades up before she finds out and then she won’t be so mad. The process continues until he/she finds out on his/her own. 
Who among us likes to face the consequences for our mistakes?  How many of us delay unpleasant situations as long as possible?  It’s kind of like going to the dentist.  Cognitively, you know that by delaying the end result will be the same if not worse, but emotionally few people want to face unpleasant situations head on.  If lying will keep me out of hot water right now, that’s all that’s important. I don’t know why we have such difficulty accepting the fact that children are loath to incriminate themselves.  As a society, we have a constitutional amendment which gives individuals the right to not act as witnesses against themselves.  We don’t put people in the position of having to lie by giving them the right to avoid the situation entirely.  

What this mother might have done, when she found out about the report card and the failing grades, is said, “Last semester was difficult for you, let’s talk about what we can do to help you improve.”  If the focus is on changing the situation that lead to the child feeling the need to lie, perhaps the next semester he’ll be proud to bring home his report card!

The Many Faces of Lying & How To Respond

1)
“Caught In The Act”Lies-Blatant Lying

Why did Roy lie right to my face? Dr. Anthony Wolf, author of That’s not fair Jeremy Spencer’s parents let him stay up all night and Get out of my life!  But first could you drive me & Cheryl to the mall” (Wolf, 1995) states that “children lie where it is bizarrely obvious that they are guilty.” (p. 199)

This type of lying, which I call the caught in the act lie infuriates adults. The adult thought process is What does he think I am, stupid? which pushes a big time value button in us.  Suddenly, we become focused on the audacity of the student’s behavior (blatant lying) and lose sight of the real issue, hitting.  When confronted with a blatant lie, most adults start on a mission to have the child “fess up."  This takes a great deal of time and energy and if, nothing else, delays the meting out of consequences.  

It’s been my experience that if a child has initially lied about a situation, it is highly unlikely that he is suddenly going to switch, and in the next breath, tell us the truth. If, however, he finally does “fess up,” we are so relieved and see it as a concession that often we minimize the original infraction and say, “Well, I’m glad you finally told me the truth.”   Blatant lying can provide students a bargaining chip—something they can give up.   “OK, I did it.”  “Well, thank you for finally telling the truth.”  

Strategy:  When faced with blatant lying, when the student is caught in the act, concentrate on the inappropriateness of the act and teach appropriate social alternatives.

The real point is, that from the very beginning, we know the facts.  We saw the infraction with our own eyes.  Why do we feel the need to have the other person validate what we already know?  The issue here is hitting and hitting is not allowed. Don’t get sidetracked by the lie; recognize it as a defensive maneuver. The real issue here is hitting, not lying.  Roy needs to learn how to deal with his feelings without physically harming others.  The message we want to send to the child is…“Whether you lie or not is irrelevant to what I decide.  I will make my decisions, as I always do, based on what I think is best for you.”  (Wolf, 1995, p. 203)
2)
“Maybe You’ll Believe Me” Lies 

“Just as long as they think they have even a remote chance of being believed, they will lie.”  (Wolf, 1991, p. 86)  

Another  reason lying infuriates us so deeply is that it puts us in the untenable position of questioning our own reality.  I know what I know until you tell your side.  Once I get new information, however, I have to check what I know.  It was so much easier before you told me your side.  Now I think I know the truth but my level of confidence has been shaken a little and that makes me uncomfortable.  I like certainty, not doubt, and you’ve just made me doubt a little.  It’s like a grain of sand in the eye; it’s little but its very irritating.  The very fact that such a small thing can cause me so much discomfort is precisely why the "maybe you’ll believe me" lie is so effective.  Being confronted makes a person uncomfortable and now he/she has made you equally uncomfortable.  We again become “blinded” to the real issue as we focus on the investigation.   To do an investigation takes time and emotional energy and is, quite frankly, a pain. 

They say that honest is the best policy.  Why is that?  Well one of the reasons is that if someone is honest then other people don’t have to waste either tangible or emotional resources checking things out.   Why do we place such a high value on honesty?  Because when people are honest, then we don’t have to question or investigate.  It is easier for me when you are honest.  It may not make things better for you; you are going to get consequences for your behavior.  Watching a couple of recent court cases where the perpetrator of the crime admitted to the wrong doing, I recall thinking as a taxpayer.  “Well he made a mistake, but I at least give him credit for the fact that he didn’t drag out a long court case.  He’s going to serve his time, and it didn’t cost the taxpayers an arm and a leg.”  I want others to be honest because it is in my best interest, not necessarily in theirs.

I recall an incident where a student was walking between campus buildings one warm spring day.  Staff members observed him being followed by a cloud of smoke at regular intervals.  When confronted, the student had already extinguished the cigarette and indignantly demanded that the evidence be produced .  “Did anyone see me with a cigarette?  Can you find a cigarette?  You can’t charge me with smoking if you can’t prove it.”  The next thing I knew staff members were searching his route on their hands and knees looking for a butt.   It was only the student’s denial that created the frenzied search for evidence.  Up until he was confronted, the staff felt they had sufficient evidence.

Strategy:   When faced with the “maybe you’ll believe me” lie, I recommend that you focus on the real issue, make judgments based on the preponderance of the evidence and live with the possibility that you might be wrong.

Although it would be ever so much easier if people just told the truth, we are often put in the position where we have a great deal of evidence pointing to the reality of the situation and the contradictory testimony of the accused.  Although I am not advocating that we be quick to judge, we do not have to have corroboration by the accused in order to make an informed judgment.    

3)
Skewed Perceptions  (I am not lying - I’m telling the truth based on my perceptions)  
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I used to be amazed when I watched the show People’s Court.  Both parties had sworn to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.  Both parties had diametrically opposing stories.  How could that be?  Different people have different perceptions of situations.  Take, for example, the glass of water story.  Is the glass half empty or half full?  That determination all depends on your perspective.  When situations occur, the facts are filtered through our senses and our thoughts (previous experiences).  Some people are more tuned in to visual cues, some to auditory cues.  Some individuals expect the best, some the worst.  Sometimes when we think students are lying, they are in fact telling the truth as they perceive it.  Their perceptions; their truth.  

To illustrate this point, look at the picture above.  What do you see?  Some people see an old woman, whereas others see a young woman even though it is the same picture.   If you see one or the other but don’t see both, you would think someone who saw something different was lying to you.  But if you asked them to help you see the picture differently, they could point out or describe the specific lines and shading to help you to see what they see.  

The same is true when two people have different versions of a story.  Instead of assuming that a student is lying to you, try thinking, “Maybe he/she has a different reality than I do.” Often times, when students are in crisis they are truly confused.  They suffer from a type of “social myopia” or tunnel vision. (Wood & Long, 1991)  Their focus is on one aspect of the situation, one piece of the puzzle.  When they are in a state of emotion, their logical thought processes short circuit, and they don’t perceive situations accurately.   It’s like someone who gets into a car accident.  Initially, they may only be able to focus on the fact that the other guy hit them, and they are positive that it is his fault.  As they are guided into re-enacting the situation, however, they recall that they had bent down to pick up their coffee cup that had slid off the dashboard and they weren’t looking at the road for a few seconds….as they entered the intersection….and they ran a red light.  Oops!

Strategy: By asking questions, listening in a non-judgmental way, and getting all the pieces of the puzzle, many times you can help them to see the situation as it really is instead of how they originally perceived it. 

This is the basis for the Reality Rub Reclaiming Intervention, one of the Life Space Crisis Intervention interviews.  (Wood & Long, 1991)  The adult asks questions (i.e., who, what, where, when, how long, how hard, how loud, who else was around, where was the teacher, etc.), listens to the answers without making any comments or judgments, may have the student draw or re-enact the events and puts the answers into a sequential timeline.  Frequently, when the child has been guided through a rational process, the light comes on and the student is able to see what really happened.  (Note-When they do see the truth, however, they frequently say, “Can I go back now?” It’s their way of saying, "Oops!")

4)
“I Didn’t Mean To” Lies

I have found that many times when I confront a student, and they say they didn’t do something, what they are really saying is,  “I didn’t mean to do it.”  A clue that this may be the case is that the students’ words will deny their culpability, but their body language will bespeak of remorse (head down, tears in the eyes).  I am reminded of the story one of my LSCI participants told me about a little boy who had been sent to her for hitting one of his classmates.  She related that he stood in front of her with his head down and hands in fists; through clenched teeth and with a tremble in his voice he repeatedly insisted, “I didn’t hit no one."  This was a case where his guilt was not in question; the teacher had seen him do it.  Remembering that I had said that sometimes a student performs an action impulsively and then denies it because they regret having done it, she said, “You don’t want me to think you are the type of boy who hits others.”  He visibly relaxed and said, “I really didn’t mean to hit him.”  

What mechanism had precipitated such a dramatic and immediate change?  The staff member had provided this lad with a “way out."   By recognizing that the behavior may have been impulsive as opposed to intentional, she validated his “goodness” as a caring boy who just momentarily behaved inappropriately.  This type of  “I’m not the type of kid who…." line is frequently behind the rationalizations such as,  “I was just borrowing it.”  “Well, I thought you would let me.”

Strategy:  When body language indicates remorse, give the child the benefit of the doubt by saying, “ You don’t want me to think you are the type of child who….”  This gives students an opportunity to admit to their actions and still save face.

I really like to use this type of approach as it provides students with a way to preserve their dignity, while at the same time, bespeaks of the adults’ faith that deep down everyone wants to and has the capacity to do the right thing.  Even, if in giving the student the benefit of the doubt, I am giving him a “gift” he doesn’t deserve, just maybe I have planted a seed of an idea that he doesn’t want to be that type of person either.

5)
The “Tap Dance” Lies
One of the ways people can justify their behavior is by rationalizing it by changing the definition of key words.  This would go into the category of creating “a technicality."  Did you take that pencil from my desk?

Thought
Response
Define take…
No


Take when?
No

My parents pay taxes and

taxes go to pay for school

supplies so technically both

the pencil and the desk 

belong to my parents and

so I took my parent’s 

pencil from my parent’s desk.
No

Think about it.  When police officers stops speeders they frequently ask, “Do you know why I stopped you?”  How many of us, although we have a darn good idea as to what we were doing wrong, innocently answer, “No officer.”  Now what process did our mind go through to justify telling that fib?  The logic may be, "Well, I have a pretty good idea of why you stopped me, but if I admit to that I might incriminate myself and get a ticket for speeding.   Wouldn’t it be awful if you stopped me for a reason other than speeding and I admitted to speeding…maybe there is another reason.  Since I am not 100% sure as to why you stopped me then I’m not lying when I say no." 

“Technically speaking” lies are similar to following the letter of the law but not the spirit of the law.  They are ways individuals rationalize and justify their behavior to avoid believing that they have done anything wrong.  They trick themselves into believing that they are telling the truth and would tell even more of the truth if you just asked the right question. In the example I gave at the beginning of this article, Roy could rationalize that he didn’t “hit” he “tapped."   It’s not their problem; if it was, they might have to face the consequences and ultimately change their behavior.  They have made it your problem.   

Strategy:  State the behavioral expectation and teach appropriate social alternatives  

Just like in the “maybe you’ll believe me” scenarios,  the focus is diverted from  the original issue (hitting, taking something without permission) as the adult struggles to pin point and catch someone in a lie.  Like Hiam Ginott recommended, it is harder to do a “tap dance” if you don’t give the student an opening by asking them a question when you already know the answer.  

What happens though when you don’t know the answer; when you don’t have a preponderance of evidence?  My recommendation is that you should state behavioral expectations but what follows that will depend on the seriousness of the misbehavior and how much time you want to or have to spend in an investigation.  If the misbehavior is minor, such as taking a pencil, a simple, “People need to ask permission before taking things from my desk,” is probably sufficient.  However, if a misbehavior involves the physical and psychological safety of others, as the adult in charge of insuring a safe and orderly environment, you need to act to protect your students even if all the facts are not yet clear.  Imagine for a moment, that I didn’t see Roy hit Michael, but Michael said that he did.  I can make the general statement of fact, “hitting is not allowed” and then separate the two boys.  I can either do a follow up investigation later or send them to someone else to do so before any determination of punitive consequences is made.

6)
Tall Tales - Lying As “Wishful Thinking”

“Storytelling is an altogether different species from lying.  Lying is to escape blame.  But storytelling is to paint a better picture….it’s to gain respect or  notoriety in the eyes of others.”  (Wolf, 1995, p. 205)

“He tells such tall tales!”  the teacher told me.  It is not unusual for young children to exaggerate their experiences to garner attention.  Just sit in a show and tell session and listen as one child shares about a new bicycle he/she received and suddenly others are sharing about their bigger, better bicycle and at least one child has his bicycle converted to a motorcycle!   During one of my recent consults a young boy brought a book about fish to show me.  “My Dad and I caught this one,” he pointed to a shark.  I replied, “You like to go fishing with your Dad.”  “Yep, but I don’t get to go with him much, I don’t live with him anymore.”  Just then a nearby group of students started talking about their new dog.  “My Dad has 3 big dogs and one ran away so now he’s got 5 new ones.”  Throughout the period I was there I heard this little boy continue to tell questionable tales, all precipitated by “My Dad."  

Is this little one lying or is he just sending strong signals of the depth of his love for his father and how deeply he misses him?  Are people picking up on those signals or are they concentrating on the way he is expressing them through exaggeration? 

Strategy:  When faced with “wishful thinking lies,” I recommend trying to interpret what the real message is and then teaching the needed self-esteem, coping and social skills.  

Confronting children about exaggerations frequently causes them to dig their heels in deeper and become more adamant.  They react this way  because we are missing the real point.  It’s not about knowing fact from fantasy, it’s about sending another message.  In this case the message is. “I really love Dad a lot.  I miss him.”  Correctly interpreted, the need to exaggerate may diminish.
When Do I Deal With The Lying?

It is important to let children know the potential consequences that dishonesty has on them and people around then, but this should be a separate issue. It is appropriate for adults to send “I” messages about how dishonesty leads to lack of trust, feelings of hurt and betrayal and inconvenience.  It can also be pointed out that lying may be a temporary fix to reduce anxiety but can lead to increased anxiety as one struggles to keep the truth a secret.   

If, however, when the child is caught or suspected of a wrong-doing, we focus on the lie, we are dealing with the secondary issue.  If we address the primary issue (hitting, stealing, hiding report card, trying to improve social standing, etc.), we may be able to help the child learn to cope without feeling the need to be dishonest.

In order to live a honest life, an individual must feel that they can survive in a world without having to defend themselves.   This requires that they not only know how to get their needs met in socially appropriate and healthy ways, but they also trust that those around them are there to support them when they err.
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