EMOTIONAL “SUCKER PUNCHES”:

DEALING WITH DISPLACEMENT
by Mary Beth Hewitt





He did that for absolutely no reason.


I didn’t deserve that kind of treatment!

It just came from “out of the blue”.
I don’t know how many times I have heard staff, in shock and confusion, say the above statements.  I can remember feeling the same way many times in my career.  One particularly memorable time occurred when all I did was ask Billy for his lunch money.  He threw it at me and yelled something about how I was always on his back.  Outraged, I called his mother to tell her about this incident and she said, “Well, he may have been a little upset this morning. Just before he got on the bus he saw his dog get hit by a car.”

Immediately, my attitude toward Billy softened.  There was a reason for his behavior; I just didn’t know what it was until now.  Somehow, just knowing that there was a reason made me feel a little better.  I still saw his behavior as being inappropriate, but at least it made sense.  Billy wasn’t angry with me, he was angry with the person who hit his dog and I got the brunt of it.  Whenever you hear yourself thinking “I didn’t deserve that kind of treatment” you are usually right. The student’s behavior is probably not a result of anything you have or haven’t done...it’s a result of something that happened someplace else and you just happen to be the first available “dumping ground”.

Frequently, sources of many behavioral problems are not within the classroom itself.  A vast majority of problems that occur during the first 40 minutes of school (Carry In) or the first five minutes of class (Carry Over) generally are a result of the phenomenon of displacement.  Displacement occurs when an individual transfers an emotional reaction to a substitute when it cannot be to the one who causes it.  The child who boards the school bus and responds to the driver’s cheerful “Good morning” with a curt “Shut up stupid!” may have had problems at home that morning or may have been teased while waiting for the bus.  The student who enters the classroom and pushes one of his classmates, who was just standing there doing nothing, may have just found out he didn’t make the basketball team. 

Why don’t students vent their frustrations to the individuals who cause them?  It may be that there isn’t the time or the opportunity to, or it may be that they are fearful.  The kid who was being teased by a group of much older, larger kids may be afraid of getting beat up if he expressed his anger directly to them, but subconsciously he is fairly certain that the bus driver won’t physically harm him.  The old saying goes, “You always hurt the ones you love” so frequently, the people that the student feels most secure in his/her relationship with, are the ones who receive the most “abuse”.  Have a tough day at work, go home and yell at your children or spouse.  They didn’t cause it, they don’t deserve it, but they get it and you are fairly certain that they will keep caring about you and be more forgiving of you than your boss or colleagues would be.

Since being the recipient of displaced anger is much akin to being emotionally “sucker punched” or blind-sided, innocent victims find themselves reeling in confusion, shock and anger.  When attacked in such a manner, it is a perfectly normal reaction to want to defend yourself, fortify limits/ boundaries, or retaliate.  “You can’t talk to me that way!”; “That’s no way to enter a room.”; “Leave him alone!”; “You’re out of here!” are all pretty typical adult responses.  Our goal, in saying these things, is to stop the inappropriate behavior.  Unfortunately, more often than not, these types of statements only serve to escalate the situation.  It’s like waving a red flag in front of a bull; the fight is on!

How can we best accomplish our goal of deescalating a raging students’ intense emotions?  By giving students an opportunity to talk about what is bothering them and about how they are feeling.  In order to be able to do this we have to not take the attack personally.  If you find yourself thinking, “I didn’t deserve that”, you are probably right.  Rather than immediately addressing the inappropriate behavior, we can help the student identify what’s really happening with statements like:  “Sounds like you’re having a bad day.”; “You sound really upset.” or with questions like “What’s wrong?”; “Who are you angry with?”: “What’s going on?”.  Frequently, students will respond to our questions by talking about the real issues.  Given this opportunity, the air is let out of their emotional balloon.  Although the situation which caused the original stress may not undergo any change, the new situation is not compounding the stress.

It is imperative, during this exchange, that we let the students express their beliefs and their feelings and not discount them.  This is not the time to give our opinions or offer solutions to their problems.  They just need us to listen and reflect by putting what they are feeling into our words.

An exchange might go like this:

Student:
I’m not doing any of your stupid work today!

Staff: 
Sounds like you’re having a bad day.

Student: 
I am.

Staff:
What’s wrong?

Student:
I didn’t make the stupid basketball team.

Staff:
You’re really disappointed about that.

Student:
Yeah.  I really thought I would make it.

Staff:
When you’re disappointed sometimes it’s hard to want to do anything.

Student:
Yeah.

Staff:
Are you ready to work now?

Student:
I guess so.  What’s the assignment?

Does this mean that we just let the students’ initial inappropriate behavior go?  That we have to tolerate abuse?  Most emphatically NO.  I am not suggesting that the behavior be overlooked; to do so would be to condone it.  We don’t want the students to think that having a reason for being upset gives them license to behave inappropriately.

I am recommending, however, that the timing of when the behavior is addressed be delayed until the “bull” has stopped charging.  After the student has calmed down we can address how he/she chose to let us know that something was bothering him/her by saying something like:  “When you came into class you were really upset.  Do you know how I knew something was wrong?...You said, “I’m not doing any of your stupid work.”  At this point, I have had many students spontaneously apologize for their actions!  “Its’ OK to be upset when you’re disappointed, but it’s not OK to speak disrespectfully.  Next time something is bothering you, talk about what’s wrong rather than showing something is wrong through your behavior.”  If warranted, students should be told the consequences for their earlier actions at this time.

SUMMARY

Keeping our wits about us and remaining emotionally stable when we’ve been the target of displacement is difficult, but not impossible.  We can best handle the situation if we can remain calm and in control of our own emotions.  Some suggestions:

· Make a chart of key opening phrases, as a reminder, and place them over the door to your classroom.  When you feel “sucker punched” instead of “punching” back with admonishments or directives, try one and see if it opens the door to the real issue.

You look upset.

Who are you angry with?

Sounds like you’re having a bad day.

What’s wrong?

What’s going on?

Are you OK?

(Sometimes people are concerned that these types of statements/questions will open ‘Pandora’s box’ and that they won’t have the time to listen to a student.  I’ve found that if students feel an adult cares, they can often delay the conversation.  Saying something like, “I’d like to listen, but right now I have to get the rest of the class started...” and then asking, “Can you wait a few minutes or write about it, or draw a picture, etc.?” usually works well.)

· Teach your students about the phenomenon of displacement.  Encourage them to talk about their feelings rather than taking them out on others (i.e.. “Have you ever had a time when you were angry at one person but took it out on someone else?”).  Teach them to also recognize when they are the recipient of displacement (i.e., “Has there ever been a time when someone took their anger out on you when they were having a bad day and you thought to yourself, I didn’t deserve that! and by asking, “What’s wrong?” they can often help the other person to calm down.).  My students learned to use the key phrases that I had on the chart over the door too!  (Sometimes, quite effectively with me--Sounds like you’re having a bad day Ms. Hewitt!) [The Sunburst Communications video “When You’re Mad, Mad, Mad:  Dealing With Anger” has an excellent section that illustrates displaced aggression between a child and his younger sibling.]

· Have staff greet the students in the 

morning and take their “emotional temperature.”  Take notice of any unusual behavior which may be indicative of a carry in problem.  Often you can learn a great  deal by just monitoring the students’ responses to a simple “good morning”.  At one school, a team meets the bus in the morning.  As the students file off, staff members say “Hello”.  Unusual reactions are followed up on with a “How are you feeling this morning?”; “Is everything all right?”  Kids who need to talk are given the opportunity to do so before they even enter the classroom.

· Since many problems are carried over from other classes, observing student behavior as they enter your classroom at transition times (changing classes, returning from “specials”, after lunch) is equally important.  Many times you can see that a student is “wound up” and can help him/her unwind just by asking, “Are you OK?” and giving them an opportunity to share.  Even if they don’t choose to tell you, just having a caring adult pay attention to them is often enough to prevent a blow up.
· Create an environment which supports the healthy expression of feelings.  In the younger grades, a “Feelings Chart” where students (and staff--it’s important that we model) can indicate their feelings throughout the day, offers this opportunity.  In the upper grades, a signal system like a “thumbs up” to indicate “I’m OK” and a “thumbs down” to indicate a problem, can help.  Using these visual signals you can get a quick idea of the emotional status of your class and can check in with students who are carrying in or carrying over problems before they explode into bigger issues.  
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