STICKS & STONES CAN BREAK MY BONES BUT NAMES CAN NEVER HURT ME (OR CAN THEY?) TAKING THE STING OUT OF VERBAL

AGGRESSION 

by Mary Beth Hewitt
I recently received a request to revisit the predictability of ”button pushing” lesson I cover in my workshops and have also taught to my students.   When students are in crisis, they frequently displace their feelings of anger to the nearest available target.  More often than not, this target does not deserve their verbal aggression.  However, the insults are taken personally.

Working with individuals in crisis is akin to working with wounded animals.  An injured animal is likely to bite the very hand that is trying to help it.  Wounded students figuratively bite at those around them.  However, if we can train ourselves to remain objective when being the recipient of verbal hostilities we are less likely to exacerbate the crisis by engaging in a verbal sparring match.  But just how does one remain objective?

One way is to recognize that “button pushing” has a certain predictability to it.  In my years of working with emotionally disturbed students I began to recognize a pattern of insults.  I found that if I was able to categorize the insult into a “level” then I was able to remain objective.  The specific, seemingly personal content lost it’s meaning when I thought in generalities.  The other thing I realized is that if I can predict how buttons are pushed, then how can the attacks be truly personal?

Level 1 Buttons - Physical Characteristics

Level 1 insults have to do with insulting a person’s physical characteristics.  Whatever it is that you do not like about yourself, students have the ability to hone in on like heat seeking missiles.  My first day working with Jr/Sr High school students, my first student entered the room.  “Hello, I’m Miss Hewiit, your new teacher,”  I said cheerfully.  Brian responded by saying, “You’ve got the biggest god damn nose I’ve ever seen!”  Don’t ask me how he knew, but I’ve always been sensitive about the size of my nose.  Now, mind you, it really isn’t large and most people find it hard to believe that I think it is, but it’s a sensitive area for me.  If a staff member is concerned about his/her weight, the student will make comments such as, “How’s it going tubby?” or “Have you thought about joining weight watchers?”  To a staff member who is going bald, “Having a bad hair day, Mr. Jones?” is a common question. 

Level 1 insults are extremely primitive and immature.  They are the types of insults that young children make to each other on the playground (i.e., “four eyes”; “tinsel teeth”; “Dumbo ears”).  If using a Level 1 insult doesn’t generate the desired reaction, students will often move to Level 2.


Level 2 Buttons - Home & Hearth

Level 2 insults are those comments which depreciate or threaten the individual’s family, race, personnel possessions.  A student who is being sent out of the room to the main office passes the teacher’s desk.  On the way by he glances at a picture of her children proudly displayed on the desk.  “Those are ugly kids,” he mutters.  Students can also hone in on personal possessions which are of great importance.  A student in the assistant principal’s office to discuss a disciplinary matter picks up a glass apple and asks, “What would you do if I broke this?”  The apple was one of the AP’s most prized possessions.  “Of all the things he could have picked up and threatened to harm, why did he pick that?” she wonders aloud.   If Level 2 insults don’t hit the mark, the progression is to Level 3.

Level 3 Buttons - Values

Level 3 insults are those which attack your values.  The most sophisticated of all insults, they are also the most insidious.  Insulting my physical characteristics or my family are blatant, obvious attempts to get me going.  Insulting my values is like being torpedoed.  You hit me below the belt, at the very core of my being.  Some common Level 3 insults are:  “You’re not fair.”; “You’re not a real teacher, you’re just an aide.”; “You don’t care.”; “You’re prejudiced.”; “This is a stupid lesson.”

An administrator who had gone through one of my Life Space Intervention workshops shared a story with me.  He was co-interviewing a student with one of his colleagues (who had also been trained in LSI).  The interview was going well and they were reaching the point where the student started to see what his role in the situation was.  For the student, this is often an uncomfortable point in the interview because he/she is faced with assuming responsibility for his/her behavior.  The student turned to the administrator and said something like, “You know something Mr. B, some of the kids have been talking.  You used to be really cool, but something has happened.  You’ve changed.” 

Suddenly the interview started to “fall apart”.  Mr. B found himself wanting to pursue this comment.  Frequently, students push buttons to create a new issue.  It effectively takes the focus off the topic at hand (the student’s behavior) and moves it to an unrelated issue (in this case the staff member’s reputation with the students).  Fortunately, the co-interviewer observed what was happening and posed the question, “Mr. B, was that a Level 1 or Level 3?”  Mr. B relayed to me that this question got him thinking in objective, rather than subjective terms.  He was able to recognize the insult as a Level 3 (a value button regarding his reputation) and this took the emotional punch out of it.   He was able to return to a rational state of mind and returned to the real issue, the student’s behavior.  

The Progression

Although not all button pushing follows the sequence from Level 1 to Level 3; a student can start or stop at any point and either go up or down the scale, the following scenario shows just how predictable the sequence can be.  A few years ago I had just hired a new staff member.  She had been in the building only a short while and was setting up her office.  I sent a student to her to discuss a problem he was having in the classroom.   The first thing he said to her was, “God, you’re old.”  He followed up by picking a picture up off her desk and said, “This is really an ugly kid.”  (It was a picture of her two year old grandson, who, by the way was a very cute child!)  He set the picture down, put his feet up on her desk, tipped back in his chair, crossed his arms and said, “Exactly what makes you think you’re qualified to do this job?”  I had to chuckle at how his comments fit so neatly into a progression from Level 1 (Physical Characteristics) to Level 2 (Home/Hearth) to Level 3 (Values).  It was at that time that I could clearly see that insults are not personal even when they appear that way! 

How Do They Know?

How do students know where an individual’s “buttons” are?  From my observation, it seems to be a primitive, instinctive mechanism.  In the animal kingdom, survival of the fittest necessitates the ability to quickly discern your opponent’s weak points.  If an animal can physically cripple it’s opponent quickly and efficiently, it can survive.  Self-preservation is paramount.  Gaining psychological advantage is important even in the animal kingdom; especially if there is a difference in physical abilities (size, strength, agility).  Cats arch their backs and bristle their fur, dogs growl and bare their teeth, etc..  With humans, we gain psychological advantage by poking at what is personal and important to our opponents. We must send out subtle signals either individually or as a group, imperceptible to us, which tip others off to our Achilles heels.  

Taking The “Sting” Out

But you can only hurt me if I let you.  It’s not the words that hurt.  It’s the emotional meaning I attach to the words.  If you said the same thing to me in French,  I would not react because I would not understand.  In order not to let the verbal barbs injure, one has to change the meaning to a logical/objective, rather than emotional/ subjective point of reference.  Developing the ability to hear a personal insult and translate it into an objective impersonal category enables one to stay in control of his/her emotions.

You Got To Me

Even knowing all this, sometimes depersonalizing is next to impossible to do.  This is especially true with members of your own family.  The more emotionally involved you are with an individual to begin with, the harder the task of remaining objective.  (I once heard someone say that the reason we have the most difficulty using this technique with our own family members is that they either installed our buttons or we installed theirs!)  

When it is impossible for me to stay objective and I’ve been emotionally torpedoed, the best thing for me to do is admit that I’ve been wounded. It’s important at this point to remember to send “I” messages and not give the student the sense that they have power over your emotions.  (After all, it is not the words that hurt you, it’s the emotional meaning you attach to the words.) 

When I suggest this, however, many individuals balk saying, “If I let them know they got to me then they’ll use it against me and keep saying it.”  I’ve found quite the opposite to be true.  When you let them know they got to you, then they stop trying to get to you.  It’s funny, but in admitting you’ve been hit, they stop hitting at you.  It’s the very rare individual who continues to beat a  proverbial “dead horse” or kicks people when they are down.  If you think about it, in the animal kingdom, when a new wolf, for example, wants to enter a pack, he lays down and bares his throat.  This submissive message says, “You could kill me if you want to, you have nothing to fear from me.”  The result, he gets to enter the pack.  Admitting you’ve been hurt sends the message, “You got to me, there is no need to continue fighting.”  By momentarily surrendering, you win.  

How Can I Let Them Get Away With This?

Notice, I qualified ‘surrender’ with momentarily.  Later, when the student has returned to a rational state of mind, we do need to address the way he/she chose to express his/her feelings of anger and hurt by using verbal insults as being inappropriate.  When we choose when to address a problem, as opposed to letting other’s insults force us into immediately reacting, we win by staying in control of our behavior. 

Why Can’t I Come Back At Him?

When I teach this lesson to children, I frequently get asked, “Why can’t I come back at him?  He insulted me, he deserves to be insulted back!”  My response, you can make that choice, but do you really want to be doing something that you don’t like to someone else?  When is the hurting going to stop?  We can let others know our displeasure with the way they are expressing themselves without hurting them back (i.e., “I am angry when you call me names and I want you to stop!).  


Why Do People Tease/Insult/Push Buttons?

The motivation for verbal aggression is to send a message of hurt, anger, disappointment and/or to change the focus from their hurt to your reaction.  In the article, “Emotional ‘Sucker Punches’:  Dealing With Displacement” in the CHOICES Newsletter Winter 1996, we taught staff and students how to go beyond the verbal aggression to try to discern the real issue by saying things like:  “What’s wrong?”; “Who are you angry with?”; “Sounds like you’re having a bad day.  What’s bugging you?”.  In the example I gave earlier with Mr. B, the administrator that had his “reputation” button pushed, with a cue from his colleague he correctly interpreted that the student was trying to get the focus off of his behavior.  One of the phrases I’ve found helpful when this occurs is to say:  “Sometimes when students bring up new issues it’s because they don’t want to talk about what’s going on right now.”  

What Can I Do When I’m Insulted?

When I teach students about the predictability of button pushing I teach them how to categorize the level of insult to take the sting out of it.  We discuss a variety of insults and then practice classifying them.  Then we discuss the choices they have when they are insulted.  They can choose to:  ignore, walk away, tell an adult, stand up for themselves by sharing their feelings and asking them to stop, or interpret.  (Of course they can also choose to call names back or get into a fight but, as we discussed earlier, we want the hurting to stop and these are not viable options in a school environment.)


I had the opportunity to see the results of a lesson I’d done with a student one day when he was being teased by another student.  Carl re-entered the classroom from time out.  As he passed by Wally, who was standing in the aisle,  he said, “Get your big butt out of my way.”  Wally ignored this comment.  As Carl sat down he turned and said, “Your momma has a big butt too!”  Wally faced him and quietly said, “Carl, that was a level 2 insult.  Who are you angry with?”  The look on Carl’s face was one of disbelief.  He said, “Nevermind” and started doing his work. 


Walking The Talk

As adults we have the same choices the students have when we are insulted.  It is imperative that we “walk the talk”.   Students need to see adults modeling ignoring, walking away, sharing their feelings, and interpreting.  Although the impulsive reaction may be to get into a verbal sparring match or show of power, as professionals, we need to remain in control of our emotions and do what is best to de-escalate a conflict and end the hurting.  

