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Editors Comments:

There are times, when the chronic misbehavior of students feels overwhelming to school staff.  Ron, a school psychologist for WFL BOCES at Midlakes has taken an inspirational interaction with a student, sharing with us what led him to put together some helpful suggestions on how to direct people toward a new way of looking at their behavior and how they view themselves.  He shares ways to encourage people to change actions and thoughts to turn their own lives around.  What Ron did was to take a close look at what caused the negative feelings and behaviors (what are they doing wrong)  and then suggests ways to replace those negative emotions and actions with positive thinking and positive results.  When we consider the variety of students that enter each classroom every year, it is nice to be able to consider a simple approach that reinforces the need to recognize that students come to us with some truly negative, devaluing belief systems about themselves and that when given guidance on what “positive” looks and sounds like, they can learn a different approach.  Once they are comfortable with this new thinking, they can experience the impact on their behavior and the reactions of those around them.  

With so many kids struggling to gain control over some aspect of their lives often through inappropriate, disruptive and even dangerous behavior, granting legitimate power to them, showing them that they do have control over some very important aspects of what can make their lives better or worse, can make a difference for all of us.

Sometimes good students use the wrong behavior or act in a down way.  Usually when we see that, we may wonder if that child is feeling down in the dumps and is turning the down feelings into down behavior.  This down behavior may hurt the children’s relationships, get them into trouble and evolve into more down feelings leading them even deeper into the dumps than before.  We call this “getting hooked on a negative cycle or pattern.”  They can even make things worse by calling themselves names like “I am bad, no one likes me” and “I’m stupid, I can’t do anything right.”  We call this “negative or down self-talk.”  This down or negative self-talk begins to overflow and the child calls other people names like "stupid," "bad," "loser," etc..  This makes things worse for everyone.  They also may make mistakes and say or do wrong things that they don’t mean to try to feel better by hurting others.  This never works for them either.  Passing on hurt to others makes the hurt go even deeper and does not fix the problem.  

Kids may add to their problems and make things worse by doing something called “negative or down fortune telling.”  When this happens, they think and predict that bad things will occur for them.  Neither one of these thinking processes works for the student; in fact, they make the problems bigger.

GOAL OR WISH
Because the children are still basically good people who want to do the right things, they do not feel right acting badly.  They would like a way to change back to using good behavior.  They usually want to find a way to feel better, to repair their damaged relationships and to fix their problems.  But how?  What can they do to turn things around?

TURNING THE DOWNSIDE UP:  HOW TO TEACH KIDS WHAT TO DO:

1. TAKE RESPONSIBILITY-DO NOT BLAME:

Start by teaching students to take ownership of what they are doing by saying to themselves,  “I can choose my own behavior. I am in charge of myself and I can make good choices.”  We call this becoming PROACTIVE.  Let them know that blaming other people is not the answer.  So instead of saying, “I am having a good or a bad day” we teach them to say, “I am making it a good day.”  Becoming proactive gives them the legitimate power that they need to change.

2. CONTROL YOURSELF NOT OTHERS

Teach students to focus on controlling themselves.  Their job is not to 


try to boss or control other people.  They can only control one person - themselves.  Help them get used to asking the question, “Who am I trying to control, myself or others?”

3.
USE POSITIVE “SELF TALK”
Help students feel comfortable saying good things that are true about themselves to themselves like “I am a good person who likes to do the right thing.  I usually can do things well and most people like me.”  Show them through modeling that it also helps to say good things to others.  Positive self-talk helps turn things around.

4.
POSITIVE FORTUNE TELLING

Teach them about predicting good things for themselves.  “I am going to do good work, treat others nicely and use good behavior today.  I can do it!”

5.
LABEL FEELINGS NOT PEOPLE:  PUT THOSE FEELINGS INTO WORDS NOT INTO BEHAVIOR

Teach the children that when they are feeling down, it often helps to put their emotions into words that help them feel understood.  When feelings have a name, they become easier to manage.  Talk about the fact that calling oneself names or labels (i.e., I’m bad.) doesn’t help.  However, putting feelings into words (I’m feeling badly) helps stop the pattern of down feelings turning to down behavior, and the down behavior causing trouble, hurting relationships and turning back into even worse feelings.  Using words becomes the way to get an under

standing and to fix the problems.

6.
ASK FOR HELP

Teach the skill of asking for help to get understanding and to fix the problem.  Remind kids that they are worth it and that people do care about them.  Asking for help stops us from hiding the problems.  Problems that we try to hide or pass on only get bigger.  Getting help can result in fixing problems and that feels good for everyone involved.

7.
CHOOSE TO DO GOOD THINGS AND TREAT OTHERS NICELY

Talk about choosing your own behavior, doing good things and treating others nicely.  This can help start a positive pattern of UP BEHAVIOR that triggers UP FEELINGS and builds good relationships with others.  Have them think about how others around them would like to be treated. 

8.
USE YOUR HEAD NOT YOUR GUTS

When making choices, have the student think to him/herself:   “What might happen if I do that? What is the right thing to do?  What is it that I want to have happen? How do I want other people to think and feel about me? What can I do to help create a positive impression?”  Our heads can tune into and work together with our feelings to help make choices that both feel right and work well.  Our guts will often tell us to do the wrong thing.  Help students practice using the “thinking head” to help make decisions if their guts are giving them the wrong signals.

9.
CLEANING UP THE MESS

Let students know that if they did some wrong things, they are responsible for cleaning up the mess that they made.  That means they need to be able to understand and accept any appropriate consequences that they receive, fix or pay for any damages as a result of their actions and repair damaged relationships.  They can apologize only if they really mean it.  They will need to give people time to feel better.  They shouldn’t get angry if someone does not accept their apology right away, but rather seek to understand why the person might feel that way.  

10.
LEARN

Teach them to study incidents to see what they can learn about themselves, about other people and about the world around them.  Have them think about, “Where and when can I use this learning again?”

Ron Newman is a school psychologist who works for the Wayne Finger Lakes BOCES.  His office is located at the Midlakes Middle School.  He can be contacted at 315-548-6631.
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TURNING YOURSELF AROUND:  

GOING FROM DOWN TO UP 

CHECKLIST

1) Am I taking responsibility instead of blaming?

2) Am I working on controlling myself, not other people?

3) Am I using positive self-talk?

4) Am I visualizing a positive future for myself instead of doing negative fortunetelling?

5) Am I labeling my feelings choosing to put them into words to understand instead of turning them into negative behaviors?

6) Am I asking for help, support and understanding when I need it to fix my problems?

7) Am I choosing to do the right things and treat others nicely?

8) Am I making choices using my “thinking head” instead of my guts?

9) Have I cleaned up the mess that my negative behaviors caused?

10) Am I learning from this incident?


REMEMBER  Turning from down to up is hard work but it fills us with good feelings. You are capable of TURNING THINGS AROUND, you’ve been successful in the past, and you can do it again!
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