TRANSITIONS

H

[image: image1.wmf]



by Mary Beth Hewitt

e has difficulty with “transitions” is one of the most common complaints I hear from educators. I’m not surprised when I hear that. Imagine, for a moment, driving down a road and suddenly encountering a red light.  How do you feel?  Most people are not pleased.  They’d much rather proceed on their way.  It’s so much easier to keep going than to have to stop and start up again.  Now think about your feelings when you come upon an unexpected detour.  “Oh NO!  I can’t believe this. I really want to go my way!  Isn’t there some way around this? I don’t know any other way to go.”  

Transitions are difficult for many people.  There are a few rare souls who can, figuratively speaking, look at life’s red lights as a time to rest and life’s detours as an opportunity to explore new roads---but most people do not like CHANGE.  Especially changes that they don’t anticipate, like, or feel they have any control over.  (Have you ever said to yourself, “Whose idea was it to put a red light here? It sure wasn’t mine!”) Fortunately, most people can adjust to life’s little frustrations with some degree of acceptance. 

Over the years, I have found that many of my students were able to adjust fairly gracefully to transitions.  Like cars with automatic transmissions they could start, adjust their speed, turn and stop with relative ease.  However, a few students came equipped with “standard” transmissions.  At the beginning of class they would idle too fast, buck or stall.  Once they got into gear they could proceed fairly smoothly until they had to shift or stop. Then they would get overwhelmed and grind (grumble) or careen out of control. Needless to say, it was a very bumpy and unpleasant ride for everybody.

How can we help students cope with transitions?  Here are some ideas for helping all students.  At the end of this article, I will address the specific challenges of helping students who have serious difficulty “shifting gears.”

PROACTIVE ASSISTANCE

When I take a trip on an unfamiliar road, I’m unaware of its’ turns, speed limit changes, passing zones, stop signs and stop lights, hills, bumps, potholes and traffic patterns.  This lack of familiarity causes me to drive erratically.  However, once I’ve become accustomed to the route my driving is much smoother.  When students first enter a classroom, it is like they are traveling an unfamiliar route.  You can provide them with proactive assistance by 1) teaching them routines and procedures 2) familiarizing them with the daily schedule.

Predictable Transitions - Teaching Routines and Procedures 

Staff members I consult with frequently complain that students seem to have a lot of difficulty during “unstructured times”.  When I ask, “What times are unstructured?” the response is, “Oh, you know, the beginning of the day is so chaotic, or the end of the day, or before the bell rings, etc.”  In truth, there need never be any “unstructured time” if you’ve developed and taught a plan for these periods.

A well-managed classroom is very deceptive.  It doesn’t look like the teacher is doing anything!  In essence, he/she isn’t actively doing anything to manage the classroom. He/she doesn’t have to.  The kids are managing themselves because they’ve been taught what to do! I recently had the good fortune of observing an elementary classroom for students with emotional and behavioral disorders. It was obvious that the teacher had taught them what to do when they entered the room in the morning. As the students came in, they went to their desks, unpacked their notebooks from their bookbags, took the notebook and placed it in the “In” basket, returned to their desk to retrieve their bookbag, proceeded to the coat closet, hung up their bag and took off their coat.  Then they went over to the bookcase, selected a book and sat down to read on the rug.  They did all these things independently and were comfortable with the routine.  One student entered the classroom and headed straight to the coat closet.  The teacher explained that he was a new student and had only been in the classroom a few days.  She went over and greeted him, reinforcing that she appreciated that he had come into the classroom quietly.  Then she asked another student to help guide him through “what we do when we come in in the morning” routine.  Together they went through the correct procedure.  The entire morning I watched as students moved effortlessly between activities.  

It is very important to examine what typical events occur throughout a day and take the time to proactively establish and teach procedures for these at the beginning of the school year. However, don’t think your work is done.  There are some things you won’t think of until a problem arises. One of my graduate students had a problem with her students constantly getting up to sharpen their pencils.  She solved this by appointing a “supply” person for each group.  In the morning, the supply person sharpened a can of pencils to be used by his/her team throughout the day.  By establishing a new procedure, this teacher eliminated a problem behavior.

Schedules

It is important to visually post a daily schedule or class agenda.  A schedule/agenda is like a roadmap.  This visual plan helps students prepare for what to expect throughout the day or class period.  I have seen some schedules that also include times, materials needed and brief directions.  As transitions approach, staff members can direct the students to the schedule. (ie. “What time does reading end?  What activity comes next?  What materials do you need to get for the next activity?”)  A clearly posted schedule also helps students, who enter the classroom late, determine what is going on.

Unexpected Transitions

We all know that plans and schedules are subject to change.  Some of these changes we control.  We may make instructional decisions to start, stop, cancel or change an activity.  We may assume that because we are ready for the change, our students should be too. This is not always the case. Some changes we are aware of, but don’t control (assemblies, visitors to the classroom, substitutes) whereas others are “sprung” on us and can be just as disconcerting to us as they are to our students (fire drills, intercom/phone calls, unexpected classroom visitors).

If at all possible, it is important to alert students of impending changes.  It is much easier to accept a detour if you know about it in advance.  Recognize that when there is a change in plans, frequently students will grumble.  This is quite normal.  Most people don’t approach a detour with the thought “Oh goodie—a detour!”  All too often, I hear educators responding to the grumbles with admonishments to be quiet. My advice (as long as the grumbles are not expressed in inappropriate language) is to think of grumbling as students just grinding their gears.  It’s not that they won’t change, it’s just going to take them a little time to adjust.  If you ignore the grumbles or interpret them by saying something like, ‘I know it’s hard to shift gears. It’s really disappointing when plans change,’ usually the behavior will stop. 

REACTIVE ASSISTANCE FOR THE KIDS WITH “STANDARD” TRANSMISSIONS

Your greatest challenge will be with students who, despite your best proactive efforts, still have difficulty shifting gears at times of transition.  Ross Greene, in his book, The Explosive Child refers to these students as chronically inflexible. To use the vehicle analogy, they are like cars with standard transmissions.  They do OK when they are driving alone on a familiar road because they are not expected to shift.  However, if you put them in a crowd (traffic) or change the route, they become unreasonable.  This is because they are emotionally stuck and in their state of panic they fall apart. Typically, when students resist changing activities or don’t follow procedures, adults warn of consequences and become more forceful.  This only serves to increase the student’s anxiety and he/she becomes more irrational. Dr. Greene refers to this as the student experiencing a “meltdown.”  

What these children need are not warnings or threats of punishment, but rather assistance to help them negotiate the change. Here are some ways to help these students.

The environment can adjust to minimize the number of transitions they need to make. 

It is important to  examine the number of changes that these students need to make. Careful attention should be paid to the times they have the most difficulty.  Each new activity, movement, person they have to deal with that requires them to “shift” should be examined.  Do problems arise when they have to move from class to class?  When they have to move from working independently to working in a cooperative group?  Some of these students do better when support staff come into the room to work with them, rather than being expected to leave the room to receive assistance. Whenever possible, work to reduce unnecessary transitions.  It amazes me that the very students who have difficulty with change are most often the ones that are moved the most!  

Alert the student to impending transitions. Although a general warning (i.e. “Two more minutes”) is sufficient for most students, these kids need specific, personal alerts.  It is important that you not only say the alert, but also make certain that they heard it.  This can be accomplished by asking them to repeat it back to you or by asking them to give the general alert to the rest of the class. In one of the classrooms I observed, the student had the job of ringing the “two minute” warning bell for the class.  His teacher told me that, since she had given him that job, he has demonstrated less resistance to making transitions.

Reduce the number of people that are around them during transition times. Many of these students have difficulty transitioning in a crowd. It’s hard enough for them to negotiate shifts when they are alone, even more difficult when they are in traffic. That is why many problems occur during the change of classes. One-to-one attention may be necessary at these times.  Think of it like providing an escort vehicle to help them through a traffic jam.  

Provide “shifting” time.

When a change in location is involved, sometimes these students need a little extra time to move.  A typical example, in an elementary classroom, is when the class is asked to move from their desks/tables to the rug for a group activity.  The teacher gives the direction to move and the rest of the class complies but this child remains in place.   “He hangs back. He won’t join the group. We’re always waiting for him,” are common laments.

I’ve found that this type of behavior is equivalent to the child “stalling” at a light.  While the rest of the traffic moves forward, he’s stuck.  The worst thing you can do with a stalled car is honk your horn and apply pressure.  That is how cars and kids like this FLOOD!  My best advice is to proceed on your way with the rest of the class and ignore his temporary non-compliance.  It’s been my experience that in a relatively brief period of time he’ll get in “gear” and join the group.  I know that many people recommend that you not start an activity until you have everyone’s attention, however, in this case, it becomes counter-productive to wait.  If the rest of the class is with you, move ahead.  Think of how frustrated people become when they are stuck behind a stalled car.  That is how your students will feel if they always have to wait.  

Help develop a “mental plan.”

I used to work with a student who worked well as long as I was working with her.  However, when I would leave to go and help another student, she would have a fit.  I found that if I warned her just before I was ready to leave and asked her to mentally prepare for the impending change, she did much better.  This preparation might sound like, “I’m getting ready to leave to help someone else.  Sometimes that is difficult for you.  How are you going to handle it when I leave?”  Asking students to think ahead provides them with an opportunity to plan their response.  This prepares them to be rational rather than emotional.  It may also be helpful to teach these students to have a “Plan B” mentality.  (For more about “Teaching About Plan B” see CHOICES Newsletter Fall 1998, Volume 5, Issue 4.)

Teach students to express their feelings in words instead of behavior.  VALIDATE their feelings.

There are only three choices individuals have in managing their feelings.  They can act out (aggress), deny (withdraw, shut down) or accept and express these feeling using words.  Unfortunately, many children have not been taught to use, or reinforced for using, words to express ‘negative’ emotions (displeasure, frustration, anger, fear.)  Although we validate students’ expressions of ‘good’ emotion words, we often invalidate expressions of ‘negative’ emotions.  We either say they shouldn’t feel that way or we tell them what they just said was impolite.  

I was in a bookstore one day and observed a mother trying to get her preschool child to put a book she was looking at back on the shelf and come with her.  The conversation went like this: 

Mother:
“Put the book away and come with mommy.”

Child:
“No, I’m not done.”

Mother:
“I said, put the book away and come with mommy.”

Child:
“You come back over here.”

Mother:
“I SAID, PUT IT AWAY NOW AND COME WITH ME!”

Child:
“I am very mad.”

Mother:
“DON’T YOU TALK TO ME LIKE THAT!”

What amazed me was that this very young child was able to use words to express her needs and feelings while the mother was expressing her own frustration through her behavior by raising her voice.  When the child said that she was mad, the mother admonished her for saying how she felt.  I’ve often witnessed this experience in schools. Sometimes when I visit a classroom, a student may say to his/her teacher,  “I don’t want her here.”  Invariably, the staff member tells him/her, “That’s not polite.”  I’ve never heard a staff member say that to a student who remarked, “I’m really glad she’s here.  Can she stay?”  Why is it impolite to express displeasure, but polite to express pleasure?

When children use words to express their feelings, it is important to reinforce the fact that they used words instead of expressing their feelings through behavior.  Although I’d like all my students to be happy with my agenda, the truth is, that is just wishful thinking. When a student uses words you can validate their feelings (It’s OK to feel angry when you have to…..It’s hard to…..Thank you for using words to tell me that….) and then move into the next stage which is “downshifting.”

Help the students “downshift”

Downshifting is another way of saying negotiation.  It begins with a simple, “How can we solve this problem?”  Although the thought of negotiating with a recalcitrant child is a foreign concept to most adults, consider the alternative.  If you don’t negotiate you are on a collision course (see the article in this issue:  “Why Do I Have To Change?” .)  

I remember being advised early in my career to “pick my battles.”  Unfortunately, no one gave me guidance on how to determine which battles to pick. Dr. Green’s book, The Explosive Child, provides guidelines to help adults determine which issues are and are not negotiable.  The bottom line is the only issues that are non-negotiable are safety issues.  

Once feelings have been validated you can move into cooperative problem solving.  Note, I said negotiation, not capitulation!  When I’m visiting a classroom and a student says he/she doesn’t want me there, I respond with, “Thanks for using words to let me know that.  It can be hard when there is a stranger in the room.  How can we solve this problem?”  Sometimes, the student points to a different place in the room and says, “You move over there.”  That is an acceptable offer and so I move.  Occasionally, however, the first offer is, “You leave.”  That is not an acceptable option so I counter with, “You really don’t want me here.  I’m supposed to be here though, so we still have a problem.  Any other ideas?”  Usually, they counter with something like, “Well, you move over there.”  Other times, they might not be able to come up with a counter offer so I say, “How about if I move over to the other side of the room?”  The response is generally affirmative.  The goal is to come up with a win-win situation.  What fascinates me is that after we’ve reach an acceptable negotiation, generally the student relaxes. Eventually, he not only accepts my presence but also actively engages me in conversation!  (Note-In the long term, these students need to be taught how to effectively negotiate since their first offer is usually “my way or the highway.” Dr. Green’s book has several excellent examples of how adults can help TEACH this skill to chronically inflexible students.)

SUMMARY

For all students:

· Teach routines and procedures

· Post schedules/agendas

· Provide advance warning of known “detours”

· Ignore or interpret minor “gear grinding” (grumbling)

For chronically inflexible students:

· Adjust the environment to minimize the number of transitions they need to make

· Give specific, personal alerts to impending transitions (you may even give them the job of giving the alert to the rest of the class)

· Reduce the number of people around them during transition times

· Provide “shifting” time

· Help them develop a “mental plan” 

· Teach them how to express their feelings in words instead of behavior and VALIDATE their feelings when they do so

· Help them to “downshift” by engaging in and teaching meaningful negotiation

A final note. A worry that some people express is that we are lulling students into a fantasy world by making these types of adjustments because the “real” world doesn’t validate feelings or negotiate very well.  I agree that  the “real” world isn’t very responsive and I don’t think that will change.  Someday our students will have to learn how to drive safely in heavy traffic.  However, our students aren’t in the “real world” yet.  Just as my Dad taught me to drive a standard on a flat country road before taking me out onto the expressway (or, even worse, giving me the challenge of stopping and starting on a hill), we need to teach our students in an environment in which they feel safe and secure.  The good news is that, as they become more comfortable and experienced, they will be able to handle the challenges the real world presents. 
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