FALLING “IN LOVE” WITH THE OBJECT
by Mary Beth Hewitt
When personal possessions are brought into the school environment, be it on the bus or in the classroom, they can become an issue.  Although about 80% of the students will comply with reasonable adult requests to put items away or not to bring them at all, about 20% of students will refuse and power struggles ensue.

A typical scenario goes something like this:  (John is playing with his new hand held computer game).

Staff:
John, would you please put that away, it’s time to start math.  

John:
In a minute, just let me finish this game.

Staff:
It needs to go away now.  Give it to me.

John: 
I’m going to put it away in my desk.

Staff:
That’s not a good idea.  Give it to me and you’ll get it at the end of the day.

John:
I won’t play with it, I promise, and Iwant to play with it at lunch.

Staff:
You’re not following my directions so you’ve chosen not to have it at lunch and if you don’t give it to me now your parents will have to come and pick it up.

John:
You said I could have it at the end of the day.  I’ll just put it in my desk.  Come on…….

Staff:
(???Do I just take it???Do I send him out of the room???What do I do???)

The result of this type of exchange is that John is angry and frustrated, the teacher is angry and frustrated, and the students who are patiently waiting to start class are feeling similarly.  

To proactively avoid this type of situation many schools or individual classroom teachers create rules which limit the students’ ability to bring personal possessions to school (no hats, walkmans, toys, etc.).  This strategy, a variation of the surface management technique, “Limitation of Space and Tools” can avert many situations like the one described above.  However, this technique is not foolproof, nor does it allow for the fact that many students can appropriately handle personal possessions in a school environment.

How could the situation be handled differently?  Of all the strategies that I have used, “Falling ‘In Love’ With the Object” has proven to be most successful.  When reasonable requests to put the object away are met with resistance, rather than trying harder to get the student to put it away or give it up, try something different and fall “in love” with it.

Staff: 
John, would you please put that away, it’s time for math.

John:
In a minute, just let me finish this game.

Staff:
That is a really cool game.  Is it new?

John:
(looking up and smiling)  Yeah.  I just got it yesterday and I’m getting better.

Staff:
I bet you could practice some at lunchtime.  Where would be a good place to put it until then so you can use it at lunch?

John:
How about your desk?

Staff:
You want me to put it there or do you want to?

John:
You can.

Staff: 
(Wow!  How did this happen?)

Sound too good to be true?  I recently received a letter from Sharon McKinney, a staff member at the Wayne Finger Lakes Secondary School which reads:

Several years ago, I took LSI from you.  Yesterday, in the Student Center, we had a problem with a student refusing to give up his brand new Syracuse baseball hat and put it in his locker.  All of a sudden, I remembered you saying, “fall in love with the object!”  I said, “What a nice hat, is it new, can I see it?” and all of a sudden, I have the hat.  I want to thank you!  It solved a power struggle quickly with no hassle.  How rewarding it was that it worked!  Thanks again, it was a life-saver.

Sharon is not the only one that has shared success with this strategy.  Numerous participants have shared stories of how they tried the technique, fairly certain that it would not work, and were shocked when it did.  One staff member shared, “I decided to give it a try, but I didn’t think it would work.  I don’t know who was more surprised when he gave it to me—me or him!”

Why does this strategy work?  There are several reasons.  First, it is hard to argue with someone who is not arguing with you.  This technique puts students a little off balance emotionally; expecting a “fight”, they are slightly confused when it doesn’t materialize.  Confusion raises a student’s level of concern and it is hard to respond habitually when you are confused.  Secondly, by showing interest in a personal possession, you are demonstrating sensitivity to the student’s feelings about the object.  It is much easier to make a reasonable decision when someone is treating your feelings with respect rather than with demands.  This is particularly true with oppositional students and adolescents.  (A word of caution, we are not employing this strategy to “trick” students.  If a student gives something up, he/she needs to have the conditions for return honored (i.e., You can play with it at lunch, your parents will have to pick it up, you can get it at the end of class).

A side benefit of this technique is that it generates positive rather than negative energy.  To get an idea of what I mean, role play a situation with a colleague playing a student in which you use directives to try to get him/her to put an object away, and then try it again using “falling ‘in love’ with the object”.  You and the person playing the student should feel a definite and dramatic change in energy.  Then ask yourself, which way would I prefer to have myself and my students feel ?

