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“I’m Out Of Here!”:

Students Who Run Away

By Mary Beth Hewitt

Over the years, I have met many staff members who tell me that they have a student who runs out of the classroom whenever he/she is upset.  When they attempt to stop the student, all to often, the student physically lashes out.  When I ask why they attempt to stop the student from leaving, the unanimous response is that they are fearful that the student might hurt him/herself or someone else and they are trying to keep that from happening.  This is a very valid motivation.  Yet, by stopping the student, frequently someone does get hurt.

When individuals feel threatened or trapped a primal instinct emerges.  The two primary self-protective reflexes are fight or flight.  Dr. Ross Greene, in his book, The Explosive Child, says that sometimes leaving the scene is an adaptive strategy. Parents, who were speaking with Dr. Greene, described how their son sometimes got so frustrated he would run from the scene of his frustration both at home and at school.  Dr. Greene told them,  "You know, in some ways his running out of the room is adaptive….While we wish he would 'use his words' to discuss things with us, his running out of the room probably keeps him from doing other things--swearing, throwing things, becoming physically threatening--that would be a lot worse." (Greene, p. 62).  I agree.  Although the optimal way for students to communicate is by telling us what is wrong, most students let us know that something is wrong through their behavior.  Given a choice between a student fighting or running away, there is much less of a likelihood that anyone is going to get hurt if a student leaves the scene of a frustration.  However, I do understand the teachers' fears.  As the authority figure in the classroom, you are responsible for making certain all the children are safe.  

So, what do I advise about how to handle runners?  The advice depends on what type of runner you are dealing with.  There are two general categories of runners, those that announce their intention to depart and those that just make a run for it.  

THE GINGERBREAD KIDS

I have had several students, of all ages, that fall into this category.  I refer to them as the gingerbread boys and girls based on the children's story "The Gingerbread Man".  For the most part, although these children may genuinely be upset, they are in a fairly rational frame of mind.  Their unconscious goal is to seek attention and/or control by trying to get you to chase them. There is a part of these children that want you stop them by paying attention to them.  You can generally stop them, but I don't advise trying to do so physically.  Rather you need to appeal to their need for attention and control, structuring it in such a way that they make the decision to stay.  It's been my experience that the absolute worse thing you can do is to chase them or try to block their path.  As the gingerbread boy tauntingly cried, "I ran away from a little old woman and a little old man, and I can run away from you too.  Run, run, run, as fast as you can.  You can't catch me I'm the gingerbread man!" 

I have a particularly vivid memory of one of my ten-year-old students who tried to engage me in this type of cat and mouse game.  "I'm leaving and you can't stop me," Jerry loudly announced.  "That's too bad.  I really would like it if you stayed," I responded.  "Well, I'm really leaving." I noticed that although Jerry was talking about leaving he had not actually moved from his seat.  I continued on with what I had been doing before his pronouncement.  "Hey, didn't you hear me?" he yelled.  "Yes.  I was hoping you'd changed your mind," I replied and returned to my task.  He got up out of his seat and took a step toward the door.  "See, I'm leaving.  I'm really going."  Although he had moved a step or two, he didn't seem to be in any big rush.  "Jerry, I'm not saying that it is alright for you to leave, but if you have your mind made up and are going to go, you better stop at your locker and get your coat.  It's cold outside and I don't want you to catch a cold."  I said.  Now he looked confused, "Aren't you going to stop me?  he asked.  I wasn't sure if it was going to work.  "No, I'm not going to try.  I told you I'd like you to stay.  I could really use your help passing out some of these papers.  You can stop yourself though.  You know, you can change your mind.  Maybe you'll decide to stay to help me out a little."  "OK.  I'll stay for a little while because you need me."  Once I included him, Jerry's need for attention was filled.  Happily engaged in helping, he forgot about his threat to leave.  

It doesn't always happen this way.  Sometimes the student does go and get his coat and makes it as far as the front door before he turns around.  It seems that it is easier for some students, especially adolescents, to change their mind after they've at least gone part of the way.  It also seems easier for them to change course if they do not have peers watching them.  On another occasion, one of my older students did leave the building but then stopped at the playground and just sat on the swing-set for about an hour.  Another time, one of my high school girls walked across the parking lot and sat in a snow bank, watching the horses in a nearby field.  Although we had staff poised to go out and follow in their cars if necessary, since both students stayed within visual range, we just watched them.  Occasionally they would look toward the school building to see if anyone was coming after them.  In both instances, after about an hour they returned to the building. Since we did not give them obvious attention for leaving I believe that the only way they could fulfill that need was by returning like the prodigal son/daughter.   I must reiterate that staff members were watching these students and were ready to act if the students had moved away to a point of putting themselves in harms way.

 “BOLTERS”

Whereas the "gingerbread" students want you to try to stop them, a true runner, a student who bolts from the classroom without warning, does not. These students are in a highly charged emotional state and are, therefore, behaving irrationally.  They do not announce their intention to depart; they just leave. We've all seen videos of situations where individuals crash through roadblocks out of desperation to escape.  These students are likely to run through anything or anybody that stands in their way.  

One of my former LSCI (Life Space Crisis Intervention) participants, a school psychologist, shared a story about being called to a crisis situation.  There was a young student that four staff members were trying to contain in an office.  He had been taken there because he had tried to run out of the classroom and hit the person who blocked his path.  He kept trying to run out the door and each time a staff member would block his path he'd strike out and then he'd run around the room. Over and under desks and chairs he went until he thought he had a straight shot at the door and then he'd bolt again.  When the psychologist arrived, he ran headlong toward her.  Instead of blocking his way she opened the door and simultaneously said, "Sometimes taking a walk helps when you are upset."  The boy stopped, looked at her quizzically and walked calmly out into the hallway.  She followed behind him saying, "I need to make sure that you are safe, so I'm going to walk with you.  How far away should I be so I can see you but not bug you?"  The boy said, "On the other side," and pointed to the wall on the opposite side of him. They walked parallel to each other in silence for awhile.  After a few minutes she began making small talk, commenting on the bulletin boards and activities going on in the school.  At first the boy did not respond but after a few of these rather benign comments he began to engage.  After about five minutes she was able to start a conversation about why he was so upset.  They started heading for her office where he had agreed to talk with her and the crisis was over.

If a student has bolted from your room before, chances are he/she might do it again.  After the student has regained rationality it is important that you talk to him/her.  At one of my multi-part workshops, a first grade teacher shared that she had a "runner" and asked me for suggestions.  She related that he ran from her classroom at least once or twice a day every day.  I recommended that when he was calm she should share her feelings with him regarding her fears when he ran from the room.  Here is the sample dialogue I gave her:

"I know that sometimes when you are really upset it's too hard for you to stay in the room and you need to get away for a little while.  I'm pleased that you choose to leave rather than stay and do something to hurt yourself or someone else.  When you leave, I get scared.  It's my job to make sure that you are safe and when I can't see you it's hard for me to do that.  Let's talk about what we can do when you leave the room so I know that you are safe.  Where are you going to go?"

At our next meeting the following week, the teacher shared that she had this conversation with her student the morning after our last session.  The student selected a place to go, which they agreed to call his "safe zone.”  The teacher also told me that she had shared with the student her concerns that he might abuse this privilege and use it too often for times when he really wasn't up set but just wanted to get out of doing his work.  She said he smiled when she said that and told her that he would try not to.  They agreed that if this became a problem they would talk again.  "What's unbelievable," she said, "is that since we talked he has only used his safe zone once.  Up until we talked he had been running an average of 8-10 times a week.  This week he only left once."  Her experience is not atypical.  I have found that when students feel that they do have “an out” it decreases their anxiety and increases their feeling of safety.  It's like giving them permission to use a safety net.  Just knowing that leaving the situation is an option increases their sense of security and therefore, the need to actually use it diminishes.   

Another important point to note is that other staff members need to be made aware of the plan to allow a student to use a "safe area.” There also needs to be some kind of system to alert them when the child is using this option.  This is important for two reasons.  Some students choose to have a safe area just outside the classroom door.  If there are other staff members in the hall and they confront the student, the student may run from the designated area.  In other cases, if the safe zone is away from the classroom, it is important that the teacher be able to check to make sure that the student arrived at the designated spot safely and is being kept under visual supervision.  

Sometimes I'm asked if there should be consequences for leaving the classroom.  I don't believe that punishing a child for the way they "coped" with their intense emotions has the desired effect of changing behavior.  I do, however, believe that the natural consequence of having to make up work you missed while you were gone is appropriate.  I also believe that we need to recognize progress.  In the example above the child went from eight – ten  incidents to one.  Recognizing progress is more effective than punishments in creating lasting behavioral change.

EXCEPTIONS

Having said all this, there are a few situations where I think it may be warranted to block a student's path. There is a major difference between those students who are running away from a situation they can't handle and those students who are running with the intention of harming themselves or others.  If the child says something like, "I'm going to run into the street and kill myself."  If you are close to a street, stop him/her.  If the student is leaving with the intention of hurting another student and the danger of that is imminent, stop him/her.  One of the ways I determine how quickly I have to act is the probability and immediacy of the danger.  If I'm going to put myself in the path of an irrational student, I want to make certain that it is the only way to handle the situation. 

SUMMARY

With "gingerbread" students:

1. Their unconscious goal is to get attention and control.  Don't get into a power struggle with them. Try to give them positive attention so that they decide to stay in the classroom. 

2. If the child does leave, alert staff so that the child is covertly supervised and then wait.  They usually return.  (I think of the line from the nursery rhyme "Little Bo Peep", "Leave them alone and they'll come home.  Wagging their tails behind them.")

3. Respect these students needs to "save face".  It's often hard for them to change their mind about leaving or return after having left, especially in front of their peers.  Let them do so with dignity.

With "bolters":

1. Talk to the student when he/she is calm about your concern for his/her safety.

2. Create a designated safe zone for the student to go when he/she is upset.

3. Inform other staff members of the plan for the student so that they do not confront a student who is using their safe zone.

4. Have a communication system to alert staff near the child's safe zone so that the student can be covertly supervised.

5. Keep track of the times the student leaves to see if you can discern any patterns.  Sometimes you can proactively diffuse a situation if you are aware of the antecedents that precipitate a crisis.

6. Teach students to use words to express their feelings.  (i.e..  "I'm mad."  "I'm FRUSTRATED."  "I'm scared.") When they do use words, thank them for using words. We have three choices in managing our feelings:  1) We can act out (fight).  2)  We can deny or escape (flight). 3)  We can express our feelings in words.  Too often, when children share 'negative' feelings with adults, they are told they shouldn't feel that way.  Doing this just drives students back into either a fight or flight mode. Do not invalidate the feeling.  Validate the feeling and ask how you can help. ("Thank you for using words to tell me you're mad.  How can I help you?)

7. 
Recognize any progress the student makes toward being able to remain in stressful situations.  Sometimes, as a student feels more comfortable, they can express a need to 'get away' for a few minutes and are willing to do so at a location in the classroom.  In my building we called this a "voluntary time out."
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Sometimes,
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Is an adaptive strategy.
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