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When Holidays Aren’t Happy

by Mary Beth Hewitt
For some of us, holidays (or any special event, for that matter like birthdays, graduations, proms, etc.) are occasions we look forward to with anticipation.  It's time away from the normal routine to celebrate with family and friends.  For others, however, these are times that do not hold happy memories nor do they hold out the promise of being any happier this year.

Last year I was giving a presentation to a parent group just before Mother’s Day.  One of the participants, a grandmother who was raising the child her daughter had abandoned, came into the room visibly distraught.  She shared how upset her young grandson was when he came home from school the day before.  One of the school activities had been to make a Mother’s Day card and gift and even though the teacher had tried to help the child by saying that he could make a card for his grandmother instead, he refused to participate.  “I just wish they’d cancel Mother’s Day,” the woman tearfully shared.  “It’s fine for people who want it, but don’t they realize that not everyone has happy feelings about their mothers?”

Witnessing this brought me back to the many times when staff experienced problems with students shortly before holidays and other special events.  Although this is a painful article for me to write, because I’d like to pretend that life is always happy for everyone, I feel that it is important to help us recognize the reality so we don’t unwittingly exacerbate the pain many of our students experience. I don’t know that we can ever protect our students from situations which may be upsetting to them, nor do I believe that we should always strive to.  What I do know is that we need to be sensitive to reactions which seem out of place and consider the possibility that a student’s extreme reaction to what we may perceive as a joyous event, may not be all that unusual.  Treated with sensitivity, we can help the students work through their feelings and cope with these times.  In the Life Space Crisis Intervention training program there is an interview called the “Red Flag Reclaiming Intervention."  One of the types of Red Flag interviews is done when a classroom activity creates a crisis.  Although classroom events can trigger a highly charged emotional reaction at any time of year, I feel it is particularly important to address this topic at holiday time.  As Dr. Nicholas Long says, “Forewarned is forearmed."  If the adults in the environment are sensitive to the fact that events may trigger painful feelings, then they are better equipped to deal with the reactions which may result during these times.

Examples
· A number of years ago, one of my staff members gave a writing assignment to her high school English class.  The title of the piece was “Happy Holiday Memories."  Shortly after she gave the assignment, the tension level in the room went up astronomically.  Some students refused to work; students began to fight.  When she shared her confusion with one of the school psychologists, the psychologist wasn’t confused.  She simply said, “They don’t have happy holiday memories.”  When the teacher changed the assignment, the students’ behavior returned to normal.

· A field trip to a local mall turned into a crisis for one student and the staff.  The students had drawn names for a holiday gift exchange and were in the dollar store.  Karen came up to her teacher and proudly showed what she had picked out to buy for her brother with her dollar.  Her teacher reminded her that she was there to buy a gift for one of her classmates.  She flew into a rage and had to be physically removed from the store.  Once back at school, she shared that she hated the person whose name she had drawn because he teased her all the time and she was not going to spend any money on getting him anything.

· One of my LSCI participants shared a story about one of her young students who threw a tantrum just before they were supposed to go to the school’s Winter Wonderland store to pick out gifts for their family.  Upon talking with him after he had calmed down a little, she discovered that he did not have any money.

Amazing Resiliency
· But our children are resilient.  One of the most touching stories I recall is of young Henry.  To help instill in his students a sense of community, Henry’s teacher had asked each of the students to bring in a toy in good condition to donate to the local community center for the December holidays.  Henry had brought in a red fire truck.  The class went to the community center and proudly handed over their treasures so that those less fortunate could have something.  After the holiday break, the students were sharing what gifts they had received.  Henry raised his hand and said, “I guess I was meant to have it.”  His teacher was confused and asked what he meant.  Henry replied, “Well, I guess I was meant to have that fire truck.  I got my fire truck back.”  He was silent for a moment, sighed and said, “I guess I’m one of the poor people.”  His face brightened and he said happily, “It’s really OK, I like that truck a lot!”

· All of our graduates were nervous the morning of the big ceremony, but I noticed that Randy was especially agitated.  I commented to him that it

looked like he was particularly bothered by something and inquired as to whether he wanted to share.  Randy nodded his head and blurted out, “Miss Hewitt, who do I give my carnation too?  I don’t have a mother.” At our graduation ceremony we had a tradition of giving students a carnation to give to their mother after they had received their diploma.  I asked him if he wanted me to skip that part of the ceremony and not even give him a carnation and he said no.  I asked him if he wanted suggestions and he said he did.  I said he could give it to his Dad if he liked, but he dismissed that idea saying he didn’t think his Dad would like a flower and he’d already made something to give to his Dad.  I suggested that he give the flower to someone who was important to him and helped him get to this graduation day.  He said he thought that was a good idea.  When the time came I handed Randy his diploma and the carnation.  He took a few steps, faced the audience and scanned the room.  He then turned and handed me the flower and hugged me intently.  “This is for you,” he said. “You’re the one who helped me get to this day."  Needless to say, it was a while before I recovered from that one.

The Student’s Point of View

We have the tendency to look at situations from our own point of view.  When I was teaching, I can recall being shocked and dismayed when I’d present an activity I believed to be stimulating and enjoyable and my students would respond with "this is dull, stupid, boring" and their behavior would deteriorate.  Their reactions confused me until I recognized that it’s not the event/activity that causes the feeling and subsequent reaction; it’s the way each individual processes the event/activity as being either “good” for him/her or “bad” for him/her.  What I may have believed to be enjoyable, they perceived as being unpleasant.  So although a holiday or special event may fill many of us with pleasant feelings, it may engender a very different set of feelings in some of our students.

Consider the young girl whose class was collecting food and gifts for needy families.  She refused to participate and was admonished by her teacher for being selfish. She told me, “They said, ‘Don’t you want to help the poor people?’ and I would sit there defiantly and all I would say, ‘I don’t want to be a star this year!’  No one ever asked me what that meant!”  What it meant was that the year before she was devastated to discover that her family was one of the “stars” on the tree for needy people.  Too embarrassed, she didn’t share that information with anyone until she was an adult.

Unfortunately, when someone’s behavior is confusing to us, instead of stepping back and trying to understand his/her perspective, we frequently attempt to help him/her “get with the program” and feel and behave like we would like him/her to feel and behave.  Get with the program statements sound like:  “You shouldn’t feel that way!; You don’t mean that!; I’m sure you must have at least one happy memory.;  “Don’t worry.” These statements discount the student’s feelings and can exacerbate the situation by making them feel like they are wrong for how they feel.  Or the staff members try to have the students “get with the program” by modifying the activity.  The teacher who was trying to make adjustments in the Mother’s Day activity, for the little boy who lived with his grandmother, had good intentions but was most likely coming from her perspective.  She may have been thinking, "If I didn’t have a mother in my life, I’d make a card for the next closest female relative."  I wonder if it ever occurred to her that perhaps if she were in the little boy’s shoes, she would just wish that people would stop making a big deal out of Mother’s Day and leave him alone.

What Can I Do?

Does this mean that we should cancel all talk or activity regarding special events?  I don’t believe that we need to do this.  Since we don’t know what each student’s experience may be regarding any activity, there is no way we can avoid hitting on sensitive issues.  A student who has had a bad experience with a fire may “lose it” on the day when the firemen come to visit, but I don’t think canceling fire safety week would be the answer.

· Watch for “Red Flag Behavior”
Students rarely, if ever, just walk in and say things like,  “I’m a little concerned about going to the Winter Wonderland today because I don’t have any money to buy gifts for my family and I’m embarrassed about that.”  They tell us with their actions.  Watch for signs of discomfort.

· Interpret the student’s behavior
When you see that a student’s


demeanor is changing or his/her behavior is unusual, you can make a supportive comment such as, “Looks like you’re not too thrilled about this activity.”  Sometimes, just having someone recognize what you are feeling is enough, especially if that person doesn’t try to convince you not to feel that way.  This statement can be followed with, “Do you want to talk about it?” At this point, respect the students’ sense of privacy but if they want to share allow them to.  Just listening is all that is required. They aren’t asking you to make their situation any better or different.  If you don’t feel comfortable helping them process their feelings, link them to a counselor.
· Think “Outside The Box”

Since we tend to evaluate situations based on our own life experiences, it is helpful to investigate how others with different experiences might perceive a situation. I’ve found that by asking questions (I don’t recommend doing this at the time of crisis, however) and listening to both children and adults, my view of life’s events has broadened.  I can now look at upcoming situations from more than just my narrow perspective and, as a result, am not caught off guard when problems surface.
· Have A Non-Related Alternative

I have found that when I’ve asked most individuals what they would like to have happen when these events occur, they rarely say that they wan the rest of the class to stop doing activities the class enjoys just because of  them.  They do, however, wish that people would recognize that not everyone may have the same enthusiasm for, nor may they wish to participate in, the activity.  Ask the students if they want to participate and if they don’t, don’t try to force them to “get with the program” and adjust to fit the activity.  If the child doesn’t want to make a Mother’s Day card, don’t make him/her


make one for someone he doesn’t consider his mother.  Have a totally unrelated activity available for him/her to do.

We may not be able to eliminate situations that will bring up painful feelings for some of our students, but with some sensitivity, perhaps we can at least keep from unwittingly causing them more pain.

