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A Red Flag Crisis can be

difficult to manage since the

source of the student’s

problem is hidden and he is

taking out his frustrations on

the people around him.


Many major behavioral incidents begin with relatively minor misbehaviors during the first few minutes of the day, or the first few minutes of class.  If we can catch these behaviors before they have a chance to escalate, many times we can defuse a situation before it “snowballs.”  Dr. Nicholas Long, author of “Life Space Intervention” found that this pattern of escalating conflict was so common he developed an interview specifically dealing with this issue.  It is called, “The Red Flag Interview.”  You do not, however, have to be trained in Life Space Crisis Intervention to make use of the information in this article.

There are three variations of “Red Flags.”  The first is the Carry In Red Flag.  This occurs when a student has had a problem outside the school environment; at home, in the community or on the bus.  Carry In Red Flags generally occur within the first 40 minutes of the school day.  The second, is the Carry Over Red Flag.  These occur when a student has a problem before class and carries it over into the next class.  These usually occur within the first 5 minutes of class.  The third is the Tap In Red Flag.  These occur when the activity “taps into” an emotionally charged issue for the student.  These can happen at any time.

Since Red Flag situations occur shortly after a student enters the “scene” or begins a new activity, these initial moments are precious.  The quality of interaction adults have with students at these critical times can make all the difference in either exacerbating or averting crises. 

Unfortunately, Red Flag behaviors involve the phenomenon of displacement. Displacement occurs when an individual transfers an emotional reaction to a substitute. The child takes out his/her feelings about one situation onto a new, totally unrelated person or situation. As a result, behavior looks like it “comes from out of the blue.”  Oftentimes I hear staff members say, “There was no reason for him to act like that.”  What they are really saying is that there is no reason that they can SEE.  Since the source of the student’s distress is hidden, the people around them frequently feel like they have been emotionally sucker-punched.  It is very difficult to have any empathy when you have been blind-sided.  Although displacement is not “fair”, it is a very common and normal reaction to distress. 

Think of a Red Flag as “emotional vomit.”  If a child was physically ill and threw up on you, you wouldn’t like it but you’d realize it wasn’t personal.  You wouldn’t yell at the child for getting sick. Your goal would be to try to help the child feel better, do “damage control” and ultimately discover what caused the illness so that you could help prevent 

future occurrences.

The first step in a Red Flag intervention is for the adult to recognize the student’s behavior is a symptom of a deeper problem.  There is a reason why the student is behaving inappropriately, you just can’t see it right now.  Believing that there is a reason and not taking things personally allows us to respond with EMPATHY.  Rather than immediately reacting negatively to the behavior, the adult responds in a helpful rather than retaliatory manner. 

SIGNS AND EXAMPLES OF “RED FLAG” ISSUES

There are four primary “symptoms” of Red Flag situations.

· over-reaction to seemingly innocuous requests, greetings, statements

· behavior that is unusual or out of character

· it appears as if the student wants to pick a fight

· no apparent source (behavior looks like it comes “from out of the blue”)

All of the following examples meet the criteria of Red Flag situations.

CARRY IN

Garth was late for the school bus. This behavior was not typical for him.  When the driver told him that she had a schedule to keep and to hurry up, he became verbally abusive.  He then picked a fight with his best friend on the bus.  By the time he arrived at school he already had been “written up” three times.  While he was waiting in the office to speak with the principal he stuck out his tongue at everyone who entered the office.

CARRY OVER

Tad entered his English class and immediately put his head down on the desk.  When he was told to get to work, he said, in no uncertain terms, that he was not going to do any work today.  When reminded that he would receive a zero for the class that day, he tipped over his desk and left the room.  

TAP IN

During the fourth grade writing test a few years ago, students in a self-contained special education class were anxious, but they were working hard on the test.  About halfway through the period, papers and pencils started flying and several students ripped up their test papers.  The students were told to pick up their materials.  They refused.  One student tried to run out the room.  When the door was blocked, he pushed the staff member.

CONTINUUM OF CRISIS DEVELOPMENT 

Kids give us all sorts of clues, that they are experiencing some sort of distress, with their words, tone of voice and body language.  During the first phase of crisis development the student is in a state of anxiety. When I ask people how they know when one of their students is experiencing anxiety, I generally get things like, they: talk faster, yell, “shut down”, fidget, won’t move, pace, hide, bother others, whisper, chew fingernails, etc.  If you look at the preceding list you will notice that there are many contradictory symptoms.  Actually, the cue that a child is experiencing distress is that there is a CHANGE in his/her behavior.  The child who is normally quiet, may become even quieter or may become noisy.  The student who is normally “hyper” may become “super-hyper” or may withdraw totally.  The child who is usually pleasant may “snap” at you.

What students need, when they are experiencing anxiety, is to feel supported.  However, many of these changes in behavior are so subtle they go unnoticed.  Or, if they are noticed, adults may either ignore them in the hopes that they will quickly subside or may become directive in their interactions with the student, saying things like:  “Stop pacing”; “Quit yelling”; “Pick your head up off the desk.”  

When a directive is given to a student who is experiencing anxiety, it usually drives his/her behavior to the next level and results in a defensive reaction.  The student is primed to either fight (threaten, intimidate, defend, resist) or flight (run away, shut down).  At this moment the adult usually either repeats the directives or engages in physical posturing (touches student or blocks the student’s path.)  

From the chart in the next column you can see that the adult can significantly influence the direction of a crisis situation by how he/she responds to it.  Staff members can either drive it to crisis proportions or de-escalate it to a successful resolution. Regardless of where you enter into a crisis situation, supportive statements have the best chance of de-escalating the conflict. 

The second step is for the adult to make a supportive statement.  Supportive statements are not all that hard to come up with.  They are, however, very difficult to deliver to a student who is behaving inappropriately for no apparent reason.  If you always believe that there is a reason (you just can’t see it) it will be easier for you to make a supportive statement.
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Examples of supportive statements include:

· Looks like you’re having a bad day.

· What’s wrong?

· You sound really angry.

· Looks like something is bugging you.

· Are you OK?

· You sound upset.

APPLYING SUPPORTIVE STATEMENTS

Let’s go back to the three examples of Red Flag situations and see how using supportive statements may have made a difference in the outcome of the situations.  

CARRY IN

Garth was late for the school bus. This time the bus driver recognized that this behavior was unusual.  Rather than yelling at him for being late, she responds empathetically.

Driver:
“Is everything OK this morning? I was worried about you.” 

Garth:
“Everything has gone wrong!”

Driver:
“It’s really rough when your morning starts off badly.  Anything I can do?”

Garth:
“No, I’m OK.”

CARRY OVER

Tad entered his English class and immediately put his head down on the desk.  When he was told to get to work, he said, in no uncertain terms, that he was not going to do any work today.  The teacher recognizes that Tad, although not a gung-ho student, usually doesn’t talk back.  Rather than telling him he’ll get a zero, the teacher responds in a supportive manner.

Teacher:
Sounds like something is really bugging you.

Tad:  I can’t believe I didn’t make the team.

Teacher:  What team?

Tad:  The basketball team.  They just put the list up and I’m not on it.

Teacher:
You must be really disappointed.  No wonder you don’t feel like working today.  Do you need a few minutes?

Tad:  No.  I’m OK.  What’s the assignment?

TAP IN

During the fourth grade writing test a few years ago, students in a self-contained special education class were anxious, but they were working hard on the test.  About halfway through the period, papers and pencils started flying and several students ripped up their test papers.  One student made a break for the door.  The staff members were confused because everything had been going so well.  Rather than blocking the student’s path, the teacher responds supportively.

Teacher:
Sometimes taking a walk when you’re upset helps.  I’m not going to stop you but I need to go with you to make sure you’re safe.  What’s wrong?  You seem really upset.

Student:  I’m not doing that one.  

Teacher:  What one?

Student:  They are calling us SPECIAL.  I hate being in special ed!

Teacher:
You don’t like that question because you think they are talking about you and you don’t want to write about being in special ed.

Student:  That’s right.

Teacher:
How about if I change the sentence to read….write about a time you felt really good.

Student:  That’s better.

You may think I’m living in a fantasy world; that making supportive statements can’t have that dramatic an effect.  It has been my experience and the experience of many people I have trained, that they do.  In fact, many of my participants tell me that they have stopped having crises in their classrooms because they respond supportively from the beginning.  It’s very difficult to fight with someone who is not fighting back.  

At the very minimum, situations are not made worse.  When I encounter people who are skeptical and say, “That won’t work,” I can relate. I used to feel the same way.  I tell them that one sure way you can make sure it doesn’t work is if you never try it.  If you try it and it doesn’t work, you can always go back to what you were doing before which wasn’t working either….so what have you got to lose?  Actually, empathetic responses are in everyone’s best interest. When there is a problem behavior we don’t want to increase the acting out, not only for the child, but also for us and the other students.  

We have been told to “nip behavior in the bud.”  Many people interpret that as a charge to become authoritarian and directive from the beginning.  With many students that is like pouring gasoline on a fire.  Consider that perhaps being supportive and understanding may also “nip behavior in the bud” by pouring water on the fire. (Suggestion—Role-play the examples I’ve given with someone else.  For example, pretend that you are Garth and your whole morning has been one problem after another.  Have your role play partner play the bus driver.  The first time have him/her respond to your lateness with “Hurry up.  I have a schedule to keep!”  Note how you feel.  Then replay the situation having your partner say, “Is everything OK this morning?  I was worried about you.”  Note how you feel this time.)

The third step is to identify the source of the problem. It is not necessary that you identify the specific source, but it is necessary to eventually help the student see that what they are upset about is not what they are taking it out on.  Some staff members are afraid that when a student shares a problem, it will be like opening Pandora’s box.  The adults would rather not know because if they knew they might have to do something about it.  Or, the fear is that if the real problem is identified then the staff member will have to help the student solve it.  Although all of these children may need someone to help them “solve” their individual problems, the person who is faced with a Red Flag issue simply needs to recognize there is a problem and support the students’ feelings.  Think of it like being the first one on the scene of a medical emergency.  You make the injured person feel comfortable and let them know he/she is not alone but you do not have to administer treatment.  Your job is not to find the solution for your students’ problems but rather to validate that they have a problem and let them know that someone cares. 

In one of the previous examples, Garth just said that everything was going wrong that morning.   The driver simply needed to validate that it is rough when your morning starts off badly.  She did not need to probe for what the specific problems were. Tad, however, did share his problem (that he didn’t make the team).  The staff member merely validated his disappointment and asked if he needed to talk with someone.  In the example about the writing test, the staff member was able to determine that the student had misinterpreted the intent of the question.  She did not try to correct his misperception, but rather offered an alternative interpretation.  If a child is sharing something that needs further attention, you can offer to connect him/her with a school counselor, psychologist, or a social worker who can help him/her with his/her specific problem.

At this point, I usually hear, “I know he’s having a bad day, but if I’m nice to a kid who is treating me like garbage because he’s upset about something aren’t I just condoning that kind of behavior?  Do I have to ‘put up’ with a student’s inappropriate behavior when he/she is upset?”  My response to this is, ‘Do not confuse kindness with weakness.’  I am not saying that we condone the way in which students let us know they are having a problem, simply that at the time we are faced with an emotional fire that is brewing, we seek to extinguish it rather than fan the flames. 

What I am proposing is that we change the timing of when we address the inappropriate behavior.  A Red Flag intervention does not end after the student becomes calmer with you. Once the child has calmed down, you can help him/her process better ways of letting people know he/she is having difficulty. 

The fourth step in a Red Flag Intervention is to discuss another way the student could let people know that there is something wrong without displacing his/her feelings on unsuspecting individuals. Since I doubt that students are going to encounter highly empathetic people in the “real world,” this is an important skill. The fourth step sounds something like this:  “Oh, now I understand why you were so upset.  It’s OK to be upset, it’s not OK to….(yell, refuse to work, throw pencils, run out of room)….to let me know something is wrong.  That just creates more trouble for you.  Next time you’re upset, tell me you’re upset and we can talk.”  (Note—In a full Life Space Crisis Intervention Red Flag interview this stage is more involved than indicated here.  However, for most front line staff the above statement is sufficient.)  

If disciplinary consequences are warranted, they are discussed now.  First, I recommend highlighting the fact that things can turn out differently in the future by saying something like,  “We have a plan for talking the next time you’re upset.” Then continue with, “Unfortunately, today we didn’t have that plan in place and you (yelled, refused to work, threw pencils, ran out of the room).  What is the consequence for doing that action?”  I find that a vast majority of my students not only know the usual consequence (and if they don’t I can tell them) but they also accept it.  Lastly, I reinforce the hope that the student can handle him/herself differently in the future by using the plan to talk about his/her problems and feelings rather than acting them out. 

SUMMARY

The first few minutes of any school day, the beginning of each class, the initial minutes after any activity transition is the OPTIMAL time to take students’ “emotional temperatures.”  This can be done by merely being present and observant.  That is why I highly recommend that staff greet students as they come off the bus, enter the building and enter the classroom.  Students who come in “normally” proceed to class.  Students who evidence “unusual” behavior are debriefed before entering class or starting the new activity.  This debriefing is not an interrogation and it is not a punishment.  It entails supportive statements of genuine interest and concern.  It’s easier to extinguish an emotional fire when it’s smoldering then when it’s raging.

· recognize that there is a problem

· respond supportively and empathetically

· identify source (don’t have to know the specifics, just that what he/she is upset about isn’t what he/she is taking it out on)

· validate feelings

· teach new ways of letting people know you have problems by talking about them

· have a “plan” for the future (talk about problems rather than make 


problems worse by misbehaving)

· if warranted, discuss disciplinary consequences for today’s actions

References:

Long, Nicholas J. &  Wood, Mary (1991.)  Life space intervention:  Talking with children and youth in crisis. Texas: Pro-Ed

� EMBED Word.Picture.8  ���





�








PAGE  
7

_1097316287.doc


Red Flag







Crisis







A Red Flag Crisis can be







difficult to manage since the







source of the student’s







problem is hidden and he is







taking out his frustrations on







the people around him.












