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Let’s Talk About It:  

Helping Students Express Their Feelings
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by Mary Beth Hewitt

When individuals are under stress, they have three choices in managing their feelings.  They can act them out, they can deny them or they can accept them and express them appropriately.  Individuals who act out their feelings are commonly called aggressive or fighters.  Individuals who deny their feelings are referred to as passive or flighters/ freezers.  Those who accept their feelings and express them appropriately are called healthy.  However, since we have been raised in a society that sends messages like:  “Never let them see you sweat”; “No fear”; “Children should be seen and not heard”; “Grin and bear it” ad infinitum, it is rare to hear individuals share what may be perceived to be negative or unpleasant feelings for fear that others will think less of them.

I believe that many behavioral difficulties in school are the result of students acting out (either aggressively or passively) their feelings.  Let’s look at how two of these styles might play out in the classroom.  

Today the students are to give a five minute oral presentation in the classroom.  When Tony enters the room, he pushes another student out of his way, goes over to his desk and slams his books down.  When confronted, he swears at the teacher and threatens to punch her in the face.  When he’s asked to leave the room, he runs for the door and goes to the office.  

Melissa, on the other hand, enters the room quietly and starts reviewing her notes.  Part way through the period, she puts her head down on the desk and holds her stomach.  She raises her hand and asks politely to go to the nurse.  When given permission, she thanks the teacher and is gone for the rest of the class period.  She is out ill the rest of the week.  

What Melissa and Tony both have in common is a fear of giving an oral presentation.  Tony handled his feelings in an aggressive way which hurt and scared others.  Melissa handled hers in a passive way; she hurt herself.  Neither method was healthy, although they both accomplished the same goal, a reprieve from having to participate in a frightening task.  

Beliefs About Feelings

Why don’t students just share their feelings openly?  One of the main reasons is because of their belief systems surrounding the expression of feelings, particularly “negative” feelings.  In Tony’s case, he believes that tough guys are never afraid.  To admit fear would make him look like a baby.  He doesn’t want to acknowledge that he is afraid so he covers up his feelings with behavior which hurts and frightens others.  Melissa believes that if she was truly prepared and knew her material, she wouldn’t be afraid.  She knows she’s prepared, but she is terrified that 


maybe she is wrong.  As her anxiety mounts, she starts to feel physically sick and, in fact, becomes sick.  She doesn’t want to acknowledge her fear because she’s afraid that people will think that she isn’t prepared.  Both of these children act on their feelings rather than expressing them openly.  

There is also a belief that if I tell you how I feel, it will make the situation worse.  What people don’t realize is that by expressing their feelings through their behavior (yelling, threatening, running away, becoming ill) although they may reduce the threat of the immediate situation, they create more problems for themselves.  

If I can help Tony see that by handling his fear of giving a presentation by behaving aggressively, in addition to the consequences he has for his aggressiveness, he now may end up taking the class over and may again be faced with being required to give an oral presentation.  The frightening task hasn’t gone away; it’s just been postponed.  If I can assist Melissa in discovering that by handling her fear of giving a presentation by developing a stomach ache, in addition to the physical pain she has for denying her feelings, she may end up missing out on more work in class which will only compound her anxiety about her own competence.  Again, the frightening task hasn’t disappeared; it’s grown larger in delaying it.  (The “Red Flag-Tap In” Life Space Crisis Reclaiming Interview is a good way for staff to help students gain insight into this chronic non-productive behavior pattern.)

If, however, they share how they feel, they may be able to remain in the situation without having a loss of behavioral control and even though the situation may not change, at least they have not compounded the problem.  And sometimes, by sharing their feelings, the situation may change.  Someone may offer alternatives or provide them with strategies to deal with their discomfort.  However, the one sure way they can guarantee that it will never change is if they never tell anyone.  

You Shouldn’t Feel That Way
Another significant reason why students don’t share their feelings is because when they do, the feelings are discounted.  The child who says, “I’m afraid” is frequently told, “There is nothing to be afraid of."  The student who says, “I’m angry” is sometimes told that they have nothing to be angry about or admonished not to talk back.  

I find it fascinating that when someone says, “I’m happy” or “I’m confident,” no one says, “Don’t be happy” or “You shouldn’t feel confident,” but when someone shares that he/she is fearful or nervous or angry, he/she is told he/she shouldn’t feel that way.  The adult’s conscious intention is not to discount the student’s feeling, but rather to relieve or reduce the feeling.  Unfortunately, this is not what happens.  When feelings are discounted, individuals experience an increase in stress.  Either they feel guilty because they are having a “bad” feeling and shut down, or they set out to prove exactly why they feel that way.

If the healthy way to manage a feeling is by expressing it verbally, then we need to help students develop a rich vocabulary of feelings words.  When aggressive students are a little fearful, they might mutter comments under their breath.  However, if they are very fearful, they might shout or become violent to express the intensity of their emotions.  When passive students are a little fearful, they might pace the room.  However, if they are very fearful, they might develop psychosomatic complaints or avoid tasks entirely.  If we want students to use words rather than actions to deal with their feelings, then we need to help them learn words which will adequately express the intensity of what they are feeling.  

Where Are The Models?
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A third reason students don’t express their feelings is that there are very few adults who model this type of behavior.  I am not proposing that we walk around constantly sharing how we are feeling at each and every moment.  If our feelings are not interfering with our ability to control our behavior, then there is no need to do so.  However, if Tony is to believe that it is all right to share that he is afraid, he needs to witness individuals he views as manly, cool and tough sharing that they are afraid.  If Melissa is to believe that it is OK to share that she is terrified, she needs to see people she views as competent and hard working sharing similar feelings.  Tony needs  to see that people can be in control of their behavior and act in a courageous, strong manner even when they feel afraid.  Melissa needs to see that people can be in control of their behavior and act in a competent manner even when they feel terrified.  

I recall the first time I told a student, who was acting very aggressively, that I was feeling afraid.  He stopped dead in his tracks, looked at me and said, “You’re not afraid.”  I asked why he thought that.  He replied, “Well, you’re not running away.”  I told him that courage was not the absence of fear; it was doing your job in spite of the fear.  I may not be able to control my feelings, but I can control my behavior which is exactly what I expected him to do.  To my surprise he then said, “Well, I’m afraid I’m going to get kicked out of my house.”  He calmed down and we were able to talk.  It has been my experience that when I simply share my feelings with students without blame, it almost invariably opens the door for them to share their feelings with me.  If Ms. Hewitt can admit to feeling afraid, then maybe she won’t laugh at me or put me down for feeling afraid.

Expanding The Vocabulary of Feelings
There are mild, moderate and strong feeling words.  Increasing a student’s feeling vocabulary enables him/her to give more meaning to his/her communication.  The more meaning inherent in the words, the less the need to illustrate the meaning through behavior (i.e., raised voices or physical withdrawal).  Consider the difference between these statements:  “I am annoyed” vs. “I am outraged”; “I am edgy” vs. “I am terrified”  

At first many students will only use the level of word intensity which fits with their current belief system.  For example, Tony may indeed be terrified, but he can only admit to being, “a little uptight."  Melissa may be panicked, but can only admit to being “anxious."  As students begin to share, you can guide them into expanding their vocabulary by asking questions and then suggesting new words to label that feeling.  Exchanges may go something like:  “On a scale of 1-10 how uptight are you?”  “5”  “A word for that might be ‘worried’.”  or “Are you annoyed with a small ‘a’ or a capital ‘A’?”  “All capitals”  “A word for that might be ‘furious’.”

The Importance of Sharing Feelings
Why even bother to share feelings at all?  Does it really change anything?  Sharing feelings may not change what the other person does but it changes what you do.  Remember that earlier I said that individuals only have three choices in managing their feelings.  If the feeling is not expressed actively or passively, it is still there.  The individual spends so much energy trying to control the feeling.  Eventually the pressure builds and the feeling is acted out through behavior.  The behavior can injure others either emotionally or physically or, in the case of those who deny their feelings, can injure them, manifesting in physical ailments (high blood pressure and other stress related disorders).  If, instead, we can release the feeling by using words, then we can remain in control of our behavior instead of being consumed by our feelings.  Being in control does not mean not feeling; it means controlling our actions in spite of what we are feeling.  Putting your feelings into words (in either verbal or written form) is like a pressure relief value.  The situation may not change, but once the emotion is expressed, the energy spent trying not to let the feeling erupt into behavior is significantly lessened.    
Suggestions

To create an environment where feelings are expressed with words instead of actions:

· TEACH - There are several curriculums on the market which help students learn to identify and share their feelings.  In the Skillstreaming series (Research Press), there are sections on Knowing Your Feelings & Expressing Your Feelings.  Sunburst Communications videos give examples of realistic age appropriate role models identifying and expressing their feelings using words instead of actions. 

· MODEL - Students believe what they see and are very good at discerning when we are not practicing what we preach.  It is important that as the adult, you use words to express your feelings.  Sending  “I” messages (which own your feeling without blaming) is critical.  Sending “you” messages (i.e. You are driving me crazy. You are ticking me off) are blaming statements and are sure to be met with defensiveness.  Examples of I statements include:  “I feel overwhelmed"; “I feel confused”; I feel frustrated.”  

· ASK/INTERPRET/DECODE-  When you observe a student behaving in an inappropriate way ask, “What’s wrong?”  Although the student may not tell you the feeling, he/she may tell you the source of stress.  From this information you may be able to help identify the feeling so he/she no longer has to act on it.  Example:  Michael walks into the room and slugs David.  Teacher:  Michael, I’m angry that you hit David for what looks like no reason.  Why did you do that?  Michael:  Because he teased me on the bus.  Teacher:  And when he teased you how did that make you feel? Michael:  Angry.  Teacher:  It’s OK to be angry when someone does something you don’t like, but it isn’t OK to hit in school.  When you are angry, you can use words to tell him how you feel.  (Note-some students may resist talking about their feelings.  In these cases, you can make a less threatening statement by generalizing.  For example a statement like:   “Sometimes when students get teased they become angry or sad” can be less intrusive than the question “How did you feel?” or the statement “That made you angry.”)

· PROVIDE OUTLETS FOR SHARING FEELINGS - In the early elementary grades a “feelings chart” where students and staff can indicate their feelings throughout the day is one way to communicate.  Journaling, which may involve either writing or drawing, is another way.  With older students a signal system, such as “thumbs up” or “thumbs down” allows students to share their mood. (Note- The article in the Volume "Winnie In The Classroom" illustrates one creative way a Jr/Sr High teacher has opened the door for her students to share their feelings.)

· VALIDATE - When a student shares his/her feelings just accept them. Even though the feeling may not be what you might experience, doesn’t mean that isn’t what they are experiencing.  Feelings are individual and are real to the person who has them.  Saying, “It’s OK to be nervous, I’m glad you shared how you are feeling” is validating.  You can go further and ask if they want some suggestions for how to handle their feelings through either stress reduction and/or anger management strategies. (Note-Acceptance of feelings is not synonymous with accepting behavior that may result from those feelings.)
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