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Praise for Lost at School


“It’s hard to imagine any educators, counselors, or parents who wouldn’t benefit from reading this book.”

—Alfie Kohn, author of Beyond Discipline

“No one in America has thought more deeply about the problems of disruptive children in school than Ross Greene. In his brilliant new book, he goes inside the minds of children and school personnel to explain why old-fashioned school discipline and zero-tolerance policies have failed. Then he offers original and tested new strategies for working with the most behaviorally challenging children. Every teacher and administrator who has ever felt that traditional discipline isn’t working should read Lost at School.”

—Dr. Michael Thompson, school consultant, coauthor of Raising Cain, and author of Best Friends, Worst Enemies

“We cannot ignore difficult student behaviors any longer. Dr. Greene’s book is a timely contribution to the literature on how schools must support all students, and his approach fits well with Response to Intervention (RTI).”

—Rachel Brown-Chidsey, PhD, NCSP, associate professor, School Psychology Program, University of Southern Maine, and coauthor of Response to Intervention

“Accessible advice for parents and teachers concerned about children with behavior problems.”

—Booklist

“At both the individual student and the district level, fostering and insisting on a problem-solving culture—built on the foundational concepts of the Collaborative & Proactive Solutions (CPS) model—has changed the way we do business. As a result, we have dramatically reduced restraints and seclusions in our schools and our students and staff are safer.”

—Amy Hall, Director of Special Services, RSU 75, Topsham, Maine

“As an administrator and educator serving students with challenging behaviors, implementing the Collaborative & Proactive Solutions (CPS) model has been transformative for our schools and programs. By shifting from traditional behavior modification to solving problems collaboratively with students, we’ve not only reduced exclusionary practices like suspensions but also eliminated the need for physical restraints. This approach has fostered safer, more proactive learning environments for students and staff alike. The CPS model has reshaped our school culture, enabling us to prioritize understanding and collaboration over punishment, with remarkable results.”

—Jody Carter, Ed.S., District Level Coordinator for Student Behavior Support, Camden County Schools, Brunswick, Georgia

“Throughout all my roles in education, the most frequent request for support I receive from educators is: ‘What do I do about this student’s behavior?’ Learning Dr. Greene’s CPS model has enabled me to help educators reframe how they view student behavior and strengthen their toolkits so they can better support their students. The assessment tool of the CPS model is the best and most user-friendly tool that I have ever come across in my career! And teaching staff how to solve problems with their students is what educators were missing and what their students were needing.”

—Marie Rohleder, Program Support Services Administrator, Prairie Spirit School Division, Swan Lake, Manitoba, Canada
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Many people have teachers they remember fondly as the ones who believed in them and helped them reach their fullest potential. This book is dedicated to Marshall Stearns, my sixth-grade teacher at North Miami Elementary School in 1968.





“We cannot solve problems with the same thinking that created them.”

ALBERT EINSTEIN

“Tell me and I forget. Teach me and I remember. Involve me and I learn.”

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN







A Note on the Revised and Updated Edition

Welcome to the newly revised and updated edition of Lost at School. Since its initial publication in 2008, I’ve heard from countless parents and educators about how the book has helped them view the difficulties of students with concerning behaviors through more compassionate, accurate, productive lenses and dramatically change the ways in which they try to help these students. It is gratifying to know that so many kids are now benefiting from the model of care—called Collaborative & Proactive Solutions (CPS)—described in these pages. Of course, the model doesn’t only apply to kids with concerning behaviors; all students benefit from being engaged in solving the problems that affect their lives.

The CPS model continues to evolve, and this new edition reflects all the revisions and enhancements to the model that have occurred since 2018. In particular, there’s the updated 2024 version of the newly named Assessment of Skills and Unsolved Problems (ASUP), more details about the nuances and technicalities of solving problems collaboratively, and greater focus on the structural changes that are often necessary for a school to support and sustain the CPS model.

This may be stating the obvious, but implementation of the CPS model has never been more urgent. Schools are struggling with more out of control students than ever, many of whom, due to the pandemic, missed out on two to three years of academic and social learning, suffered the loss of a loved one, and/or had academic and social skills regress through lack of exposure and practice. The demands placed on educators during the pandemic were intense and required that they be remarkably resilient, flexible, and quick on their feet in responding to the vicissitudes of COVID variants, shifts between virtual and in-person learning, and highly variable and confusing responses from school systems. School board meetings became often-heated forums for the airing of grievances about masking, social distancing, curriculum, and school closures. Many school staff—burned out after three years of insanity—have opted out, creating severe staffing shortages in many districts (at this writing, there are fifty thousand teaching vacancies in the United States).

Amazingly, some things were actually better during the pandemic. There was better teamwork and comradery; school staff were given permission to truly individualize, no matter what it took; school bureaucracies became less rigid. Many of my educator colleagues worried that, once the pandemic receded, there would be a rush to return to “normal” and to make up for lost time. And in many places those fears have been realized.

What do we do now? We continue doing what we should have been doing before the pandemic:


	Move away from punitive/exclusionary disciplinary practices, such as detentions, suspensions, expulsions, corporal punishment (at this writing, still legal and practiced in schools in seventeen American states), restraints, seclusions, arrests. These practices do not address the factors that are causing students to exhibit concerning behaviors, will not address the astronomical rates of mental health issues in kids, and are at odds with the climate and culture most educators are trying to create for their students and themselves.

	Define good education as meeting every kid where they’re at (it turns out, that’s a good way to define equity, too).

	Recognize that there are many structures (and some big industries) that continue to push educators toward crisis management rather than crisis prevention and that, as a result, many practices in schools are reactive rather than proactive. And that needs to change.

	Recognize that, while standards are a wonderful thing, high-stakes testing has caused many educators to feel like test-prep robots and has taken a lot of the humanity out of the job. We need to try hard to put the humanity back in.

	Remember that being an educator has never been solely about teaching academics, and that educators have always been among the most important socialization agents in our society.

	Understand that the zero tolerance policies that became popularized after Columbine made things worse, and that returning to them will not yield a different result.

	Know that concerning behavior is a student’s frustration response—the means by which the student is communicating that there’s an expectation they’re having difficulty meeting—and that students with maladaptive frustration reponses are struggling with certain skills; they are not lacking motivation.

	Recognize that in almost every school, 80 to 90 percent of the discipline referrals are accounted for by the same ten to twenty students, proof that all those discipline referrals—and the punitive/exclusionary procedures that are applied subsequent to those referrals—are not working. In other words, traditional school discipline is not working for the students who access it the most (and isn’t needed for the students who don’t access it).



There are many things educators are pushing back against these days, and legitimately so: low pay, high-stakes testing, feeling unsafe in their classrooms, the latest and greatest initiatives, being told how to do their jobs. You may be tempted to push back on some of what you read in this book. I hope you’ll resist the temptation. Allow yourself the luxury of thinking about what it means to truly meet every student where they’re at, address the barriers that get in the way of that, and think about how things could be different. In the words of the famous scholar, If not now, when?

ROSS GREENE

FREEPORT, MAINE





Introduction

The wasted human potential is tragic. In so many schools, kids with social, emotional, and behavioral challenges are still poorly understood and treated in a way that is completely at odds with what is now known about how they came to be challenging in the first place. The frustration and desperation felt by teachers and parents is palpable. Many teachers continue to experience enormous stress related to classroom behavior problems and from dealing with parents, and do not receive the support they need to help their most difficult students. Half of teachers leave the profession within their first four years, and students with concerning behaviors and their parents are cited as one of the major reasons.1 Parents know there’s trouble at school, know they’re being blamed, feel their kids are being misunderstood and mistreated, but feel powerless to make things better and are discouraged and put off by their interactions with school personnel.

School discipline is at a crossroads. Tightening the vise grip hasn’t worked. A task force of the American Psychological Association long ago concluded that zero-tolerance policies, which were intended to reduce violence and behavior problems in our schools, have instead achieved the opposite effect. A review of ten years of research found that these policies not only failed to make schools safe or more effective in handling student behavior, but actually increased behavior problems and dropout rates.2 Yet public elementary and secondary schools in the United States continue to dole out close to 100,000 paddlings, 120,000 expulsions, 100,000 restraints and seclusions (probably an underestimate), 291,000 referrals to law enforcement, and 5.4 million in- and out-of-school suspensions each year, along with countless tens of millions of detentions.3 And many of these practices are disproportionately applied to students with disabilities and those with black and brown skin.

Behind the statistics, behind each paddling, expulsion, suspension, detention, restraint, and seclusion, are human beings—kids, educators, parents—doing the best they can with the tools they have. Dramatic changes are needed to help them. And my experience suggests that these changes aren’t as painful and difficult as many fear. We cannot keep doing things the way we always have and continue losing kids (and educators) on a scale that is truly astounding. This book is about doing things a different way.

I’ve worked with thousands of kids with concerning behaviors over the past four decades. These kids would like nothing better than to be able to handle the social, emotional, and behavioral expectations being placed on them at school and in life, but they can’t seem to pull it off. Many have been getting into trouble for so long that they’ve lost faith that any adult will ever figure out how to help them.

I’ve worked with thousands of parents, too. Most are eager to work with school personnel in addressing their kids’ challenges in an effective and compassionate way, but they aren’t exactly sure how to make it happen. And they aren’t at school when their child is having difficulty completing assignments and exhibiting any variety of concerning behaviors. They do, on the other hand, feel like they’re the ones being blamed for those difficulties.

And I’ve worked with thousands of educators. Most care deeply about their students and are passionate about their profession. Most will do pretty much anything if they think it’s going to be good for their kids. But they typically haven’t received much training in handling kids with concerning behaviors, and what training and guidance they have received may have steered them in the wrong direction.

In 1998 I published a book called The Explosive Child, which was primarily geared toward parents. It set forth a new model for understanding and helping kids with concerning behaviors, and that model—called Collaborative & Proactive Solutions (CPS)—is now recognized as evidence-based. It rapidly became clear that a similar book specific to schools was sorely needed. That’s why I wrote Lost at School. During the past twenty-five years, the CPS model has been implemented not only in hundreds of thousands of households but also in countless general and special education schools, group homes, inpatient psychiatric units, and residential and juvenile detention facilities across the globe.

Here’s what we now know.

Helping kids with social, emotional, and behavioral challenges is messy, hard, and uncomfortable, and requires teamwork, vulnerability, patience, and tenacity, especially as the work also involves questioning conventional wisdom and practices. This book contains lots of information and examples to help you better understand kids with concerning behaviors, how to implement the CPS model, and how to work toward the common goal of helping these kids more effectively.

I’ve included a running story in this book about some students with concerning behaviors, their teachers, their parents, and the leaders of their school, and their bumpy, messy, difficult, collective, determined, admirable attempts to make things better. The running story helps accomplish several goals. It helps bring to life the challenges, pressures, stressors, doubts, obstacles, and anxieties of each constituency. It also provides readers with the actual words to use in various circumstances.

All the characters are based on educators, parents, and kids I’ve known and worked with, the actual challenges they tried to overcome, and how they did it. The characters are composites, and names and details have been changed to protect identities. I could have presented the characters in the best possible light, but then they wouldn’t have been very authentic. So the principal in the story isn’t every principal, she’s just the principal of the school in this story. Same deal for the kids, parents, teachers, and other characters. They’re the characters I chose to help me demonstrate the hurdles and complexities inherent in transforming the disciplinary culture in a school.

I’m also not very specific about the type of school being depicted. It’s clearly a public school, and a lot of the action takes place in the sixth grade, but I’ve been intentionally vague about its precise grade representation and the ethnicity and socioeconomic status of its population. While these details sometimes matter at the fringes, they don’t have a dramatic impact on the implementation or effectiveness of the CPS model. To be responsive to sensitivities around gender identity, the chapters alternate between male, female, and gender-neutral language. While the book is about kids with social, emotional, and behavioral challenges, I use the terms “kids with concerning behaviors” to encompass all three domains. Also, the work of other authors that I refer to at various points throughout the text are contained in a separate section at the end of this book.

This book does not bash or blame educators. Nor, for that matter, does it bash or blame kids with concerning behaviors or their parents. It’s about the need to make dramatic changes in a system that isn’t working for many kids and their teachers and parents, and how to go about making those changes. Three massive shifts are required: (1) dramatic improvement in understanding the factors contributing to concerning behaviors; (2) recognition that punitive, exclusionary disciplinary practices are remarkably limited in what they accomplish and often do more harm than good; and (3) implementing practices (and creating the structures that support them) that are predominantly proactive instead of reactive, and collaborative instead of unilateral.

Different people will take different things from this book. For some, the fact that skills are the primary determinant of how a student responds to problems and frustrations will be paradigm-shifting. For others, the limitations of traditional disciplinary practices could be eye-opening. For still others, the specific ingredients of the CPS model, and how these ingredients differ from (and are often more productive than) other ways of talking with and helping kids with concerning behaviors, will be enlightening. And for still others—perhaps those who have become a bit jaded or cynical, or are just plain exhausted—this book may offer a fresh perspective and new hope.

As always, to get the most out of what you’re about to read, the primary prerequisites are an open mind and imagination of the possibilities.





CHAPTER 1 School of Hard Knocks

It was early October, and the students in Mrs. Lori Woods’s sixth-grade class were hard at work on a social studies assignment on the Civil War. There was, however, one clear exception: a boy named Joey. Mrs. Woods had already had a few difficult moments with Joey, especially at times when he refused to work on class assignments. That Joey was clearly not working on his social studies project was an irritation; that he was now distracting two other kids pressed Mrs. Woods into action. She walked over to Joey’s table.

“Joey, is there a problem?” Mrs. Woods whispered. “Because you’re bothering the students around you.”

Joey looked up at his teacher. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Joey, the instructions are on the whiteboard. How can you not know what to do?”

Two kids seated near Joey snickered.

“Because I don’t!”

Now most of the other kids were watching.

“Back to work, everyone,” said Mrs. Woods. She turned her attention back to Joey. “Joey, let’s talk about it at my desk so we don’t disturb your classmates.” She began walking toward the front of the room, but Joey didn’t budge. Mrs. Woods turned back around.

“Joey, come up to my desk, please.”

“No way,” Joey said under his breath.

“Excuse me?”

Joey’s face reddened. “I’m not coming up to your desk.”

The entire class was now riveted, awaiting the teacher’s response.

“Joey, if you don’t come up to my desk now, I’ll have to send you to the office.”

“I’m not going there, either.”

“Joey, now!”

“No way.”

Mrs. Woods walked over to one of the students near the front door of the classroom. “Taylor, please go to the office and tell Mrs. Schaeffer that we have a problem in our classroom and that we need Mr. Middleton to come immediately.” Mrs. Woods hoped that the threatened arrival of the assistant principal might persuade Joey to rethink his stance.

Taylor dutifully jumped out of her seat and hurried to the office. Mrs. Woods walked to the doorway of the classroom and turned to address the rest of her students. “I don’t want to have to say this again: Get back to work.”

“What’s up?” asked Mr. Middleton when he arrived, a little out of breath. Mr. Middleton had been an assistant principal for twelve years (a science teacher for sixteen years before that), and he was known among the faculty as a congenial, even-keeled man who was probably miscast as the school’s primary disciplinarian.

“Joey was disrupting the class, so I told him to come up to my desk and he refused. Then I told him that he had to go to the office, and he refused. So, there he sits.” Mrs. Woods motioned in Joey’s direction.

Mr. Middleton looked over his glasses into the classroom. “Let’s see what I can do.”

Mr. Middleton walked over to Joey, leaned down, and spoke softly. “Joey, I understand we have a problem. Why don’t we talk about it in my office?”

Joey exploded. He jumped out of his seat, his head hitting Mr. Middleton in the jaw. “I’m not going to the freaking office!” he screamed and ran toward the door. The other kids gasped. Stunned by the blow to his jaw, Mr. Middleton grasped vainly at Joey. Joey pushed Mrs. Woods out of the way, screaming, “I hate your guts!” As he passed Taylor’s desk, he blurted, “I’m going to kill you!” Taylor recoiled as Joey ran out of the classroom. He ran down the hallway to the front of the school and out of the building with Mr. Middleton giving chase. As Mr. Middleton ran past the main office, he yelled to Mrs. Schaeffer, the secretary, “Get Mrs. Galvin!” Mrs. Schaeffer hurried into the principal’s office and told Mrs. Galvin, the school principal, that Joey had just run out of the building with Mr. Middleton in his wake. Mrs. Galvin bolted out of her office to assist in the chase. Mr. Sizemore, one of the physical education instructors, heard the commotion from the copy room and sprinted after Joey as well.

Mr. Middleton and Mr. Sizemore found Joey hiding behind a car in the school parking lot and forcibly escorted him back into the school. The two men planted Joey in a chair in Mrs. Galvin’s office. “Call his mother,” puffed Mrs. Galvin to Mrs. Schaeffer as she reentered the office.

With Mr. Sizemore and Mr. Middleton still holding his arms, Mrs. Galvin looked sternly at Joey. “Are you going to sit in that chair without them holding you?”

Joey strained against the grasp of the two men. “Get these creeps off of me.”

“They will let go of you when you calm down and tell me you’ll sit in that chair until your mother arrives.”

Joey tried to break out of the hold of the two men, his face red, tears streaming down his cheeks. “Get them off of me!”

Mrs. Galvin was still catching her breath. “They will let go of you when you calm down. You brought this on yourself.”

Joey continued to struggle against the two men. “Joey, just calm down,” Mr. Middleton said, trying to soothe him despite the pain in his jaw.

“Screw you,” said Joey, struggling slightly less.

“Joey, we don’t talk that way in this school, either,” said Mrs. Galvin.

“Screw you, too,” said Joey, glaring at the principal but struggling still less.

“Come on, Joey, just relax,” said Mr. Middleton. “I don’t want to hold you like this.”

“So let go!” Joey seethed. “You already hurt my arm.”

“We don’t want to hurt you,” said Mr. Middleton, “but we can’t let you go running out of the school again. It’s dangerous. Just calm down so we can let go.”

Joey’s mother, Ms. Lowell, arrived ten minutes later. “What’s going on here?” she demanded breathlessly.

“They hurt me.” Joey glared at Mrs. Galvin.

Ms. Lowell looked at the red marks on Joey’s arms, then at Mrs. Galvin, seeking an explanation. Mrs. Galvin was a straight-talking administrator who prided herself on running a tight ship and making sure that the kids in her school got a good education.

“He threatened the life of one of his classmates,” the principal said. “That’s just unacceptable. He then ran out of the school and needed to be physically escorted back. That’s why his arms are a little red.”

Ms. Lowell tried not to raise her voice. “Joey, you threatened another kid?”

“I didn’t mean it.”

“Why did you run out of the school?” asked Ms. Lowell.

“I didn’t know what to do on the social studies assignment,” Joey mumbled.

Ms. Lowell was uncomprehending. “You didn’t know what?”

“Apparently he was refusing to do his work,” said Mr. Middleton. “Mrs. Woods asked him to come up to her desk and he refused to do that, too. Then she told him to go to the office and he refused again. Then I tried to talk to him and he ran out of the classroom.”

“I didn’t know what to do!” Joey insisted.

“I should add that he hit Mr. Middleton in the jaw and shoved Mrs. Woods during this episode,” said Mrs. Galvin. “That’s called assault, and it is just totally unacceptable in this building.”

Joey slumped in his seat, again mumbling, “It was an accident.”

“Joey, I can’t believe you did that,” said his mother. Joey’s eyes welled up.

“On purpose or not, Joey will be spending the next five days at home,” said Mrs. Galvin.

Ms. Lowell looked at the principal, eyes wide. “What do you mean?”

“I mean he’s suspended from school for five days. We will not tolerate this sort of thing in our school. Joey’s classmates have a right to a safe learning environment, and that right was violated today. I also need to talk with the superintendent about whether other action needs to be taken.”

“Other action? Like what?”

“When a student assaults a teacher in this school system and threatens to kill people, our school discipline code says we need to notify the police. And Mr. Middleton and Mrs. Woods will have to decide whether they want to press charges.”

“The police?” shrieked Joey’s mother. “For an accident?”

“Based on what I’ve heard, I don’t share Joey’s view that it was accidental,” said Mrs. Galvin. “For now, you need to take Joey home. We can discuss other developments once I have more information. Joey needs to understand that this type of behavior is unacceptable.”

“He already knows this behavior is unacceptable,” said Ms. Lowell.

This observation was met with silence.

Ms. Lowell had heard enough. “Let’s go, Joey.” She looked at Mr. Middleton. “I’m very sorry you were hurt.” Joey followed his mother out of the office, head low, his hands jammed deep in his jeans pockets.

The two administrators watched through the window as Joey and his mother got into the car and drove off.



What are we going to do about Joey?

More than ever, that’s the big question. Because there sure are a lot of Joeys out there. Kids who have difficulty meeting expectations in a classroom may have a hard time getting along with other kids, don’t seem to respect authority, and aren’t responding to the school discipline program. Kids whose problems don’t get better. Sometimes we read about them in the newspaper and see them on TV, especially if there’s video of them being restrained, secluded, paddled, or removed from school in handcuffs. The stakes are high. When we don’t help the Joeys, we lose them.

How are we going to help Mrs. Woods? Another big question. Mrs. Woods’s classroom is full of kids with all kinds of academic, behavioral, emotional, and social challenges. She’d like nothing better than to be able to give all of them the help they need. She’s put a lot of time and energy into helping her students with concerning behaviors over the years, but often hasn’t had much to show for her efforts. At a minimum, she needs some way of making sure the kids with concerning behaviors in her class don’t disrupt the learning of the other kids. But she also has high-stakes testing to worry about, lessons to plan, countless meetings to attend, and the latest school system initiatives to digest and implement, so she’s pressed for time as it is. When we don’t help Mrs. Woods, we lose her, too.

What about Ms. Lowell? It’s a scary, lonely, blaming, unsympathetic, frustrating world out there for parents of kids with concerning behaviors, even more so if the kid exhibits those behaviors at school. Ms. Lowell has grown accustomed to feeling blamed for her son’s difficulties, accustomed to the stares of people who identify her as the parent of “that kid.” She’s all too familiar with the different medicines used to treat kids with concerning behaviors, along with the books and TV shows that characterize her as an inept, uncaring, distracted, uneducated parent. There are millions of Ms. Lowells out there, all wishing there was a better way, one that actually worked.

If we’re going to start helping Joey and Mrs. Woods and Ms. Lowell, we need to start paying much closer attention to what we now know about why kids exhibit concerning behaviors. Then we need to consider some important questions: Are the standard ways in which we’re trying to help these kids in our schools addressing the actual factors that set the stage for those behaviors? If not, then what should we be doing instead?

What we’ve been thinking about kids with concerning behaviors—that they’re manipulative, attention-seeking, coercive, unmotivated, and limit-testing, and that these traits have been caused by passive, permissive, inconsistent, inept, neglectful parenting—is way off base most of the time. As a result, the interventions that flow from these ways of thinking have been way off base as well. You see, if you believe that passive, permissive, inconsistent, inept parenting has caused a kid to behave maladaptively, then you’re going to put a great deal of effort into being rigid, firm, and consistent, typically through use of adult-imposed consequences. We live in a culture where many adults automatically think of only one word, only one intervention, to deal with kids who don’t meet adult expectations: consequences. Consequences can mean rewards (in schools, this might include special privileges or stickers, happy faces, and tickets or points that can be exchanged for tangible prizes) for appropriate behavior, or punishments (being deprived of privileges, being given extra assignments, time-outs, suspension, detention, expulsion, and paddling) for undesirable behavior. These consequences often don’t work for the kids to whom they are most frequently applied.1

In every school, there are ten or twenty students who account for the vast majority of office discipline referrals (and the punitive, exclusionary practices that are often applied subsequent to those referrals). The fact that it’s the same students who are being sent to the office for discipline is proof that all those discipline referrals and punitive practices aren’t working. That’s because there are really only two goals that imposed consequences help us achieve: (1) teaching kids basic lessons about right and wrong ways to behave, and (2) giving kids the incentive to behave the right way. But—and this is important—the vast majority of kids with concerning behaviors already know how we want them to behave. They know they’re supposed to do what they’re told. They know they’re not supposed to disrupt the learning of their classmates or run out of the school when they’re upset or embarrassed. And they know they’re not supposed to hit people, swear, or call out in class. So they don’t need us to put lots of effort into teaching them how to behave. And while this may be hard to believe, most kids with concerning behaviors already want to behave the right way. They don’t need us to continue giving them stickers, depriving them of recess, or suspending them from school; they’re already motivated. They need something else from us.

Here’s the most important paragraph of this chapter. Concerning behaviors are a child’s frustration or stress response. You’re probably familiar with the cliché that all behavior is communication. Well, concerning behaviors are simply the way in which some kids communicate that there’s an expectation they’re having difficulty meeting. Why is the frustration response of some students so maladaptive? Because there are certain skills that are crucial to helping kids (and other human beings) respond well to problems and frustrations, and students with concerning behaviors are usually struggling with those skills.

Skills? Is that a typo? It is not. We’re talking here about skills like problem-solving, emotion regulation, frustration tolerance, and flexibility/adaptability. And that’s not a theory; it’s a reality backed by forty to fifty years of research in the neurosciences. In the same way that kids who are delayed in reading are having difficulty mastering the skills required for becoming proficient in reading, kids with concerning behaviors are having difficulty mastering the skills required for responding adaptively to problems and frustrations. Why have we been so zealously overapplying consequences to kids with concerning behaviors? Because we thought those behaviors were primarily due to poor motivation. And because we weren’t sure what else to do.

If conventional school discipline isn’t working for kids with concerning behaviors, the only reason to keep using it would be because it is working for the kids who do not have these challenges. The reality is that well-behaved students aren’t behaving themselves because of the school discipline program. They’re behaving themselves because they are able to meet most of the expectations that are being placed on them at school and have the skills to handle life’s problems and frustrations in an adaptive fashion. Thus, rethinking how to go about addressing the needs of kids with concerning behaviors can be approached without great trepidation: The school discipline program isn’t helping the kids who aren’t doing well and isn’t needed by the kids who are.

Now back to our original questions: What are we going to do about Joey? And how are we going to help Mrs. Woods and Ms. Lowell?

There are three major shifts involved. First, we need to stop focusing primarily on concerning behaviors (and stop being so consumed with trying to modify them) and start focusing instead on the problems that are causing those behaviors (and start being consumed with solving them). Problems like difficulty coming back into the classroom after recess. Or difficulty completing the double-digit division problems on the worksheet in math. Or difficulty coming to school. Or difficulty getting started on the social studies assignment on the Civil War. Second, we need to solve these problems collaboratively rather than unilaterally. And third, the problem-solving needs to be proactive, not reactive.

If you’re thinking that those shifts are going to take some doing, you’re right, since they are a major departure from the status quo in a lot of schools. And there are a lot of long-standing structures that support the status quo. So we may need some new structures to memorialize and operationalize our new lenses, timing, and practices. The other possibility—continue doing things in ways that aren’t working—isn’t an option.

When you’re solving problems collaboratively and proactively, there are quite a few positive developments. First, the problems finally get solved. Second, the concerning behaviors caused by those problems durably subside. Third—and this is big—the skills kids need to adaptively handle problems and frustrations are being modeled, practiced, and enhanced. And, since we’re counting, classroom disruptions are reduced, relationships and communication improve, and our most vulnerable students are spared an inexorable slide toward alienation and disenfranchisement.

We’re losing a lot of kids and a lot of teachers because we still view kids with concerning behaviors the wrong way and handle them in ways that don’t address their true difficulties. It’s an exercise in frustration for everyone involved. Which explains why everyone is so frustrated.





CHAPTER 2 Kids Do Well If They Can

Kids with concerning behaviors are having difficulty responding adaptively to problems and frustrations because they’re struggling with certain skills. Now there’s an idea that can take some getting used to. But it’s a game-changer, both for kids and you. To get the ball rolling, let’s consider your mentality about kids: what they’re about, why they do what they do, and what they’re up to (if they’re really up to anything).

Many adults have never given much thought to their mentality about kids. But if you’re trying to help kids with concerning behaviors, you’re going to need one, because it’s your mentality—the lenses you’re wearing—that’s going to guide your beliefs and your actions in your interactions with them, especially when the going gets tough. The philosophy that serves as the foundation of this book is the title of this chapter: “Kids do well if they can.”

This mentality may not sound earth-shattering, but when we consider the very popular alternative philosophy—“kids do well if they want to”—the significance becomes clear. These two disparate mentalities have dramatically different ramifications for our assumptions about kids and how to proceed when they do not meet our expectations.

If the “kids do well if they want to” philosophy is applied to a child who’s not doing well, then we’ll believe that the reason he’s not doing well is because he doesn’t want to. Its popularity notwithstanding, this mentality is misguided and causes adults to believe that their primary role in the life of a kid with concerning behaviors (and the goal of intervention) is to make the kid want to do well. This is typically accomplished by giving him the incentive to do well, typically by rewarding him when he meets our expectations and punishing him when he fails to meet our expectations.

By contrast, the “kids do well if they can” philosophy carries the assumption that if a kid could do well he would do well and that doing well is always preferable to not doing well. Based on this mentality, why would a kid be having difficulty doing well? As you already know, when it comes to handling problems and frustrations adaptively, it’s because they’re struggling with certain skills. And when are they frustrated? When they’re having difficulty meeting certain expectations.

So it’s critical that we identify the skills that could be coming into play and the expectations they’re having difficulty meeting. Let’s jump in.


SKILLS AND UNSOLVED PROBLEMS

If you identify the skills that are affecting a student’s ability to respond well to problems and frustrations, you’ll understand why his frustration response is maladaptive, and you’ll view him through more accurate, compassionate, and productive lenses. If you don’t know what those skills are, you won’t possess a true understanding of his concerning behaviors and your old lenses will continue to justify old, counterproductive disciplinary practices.

And if you identify the expectations a student is having difficulty meeting—we’re going to refer to those unmet expectations as unsolved problems—you’ll pinpoint when he’s exhibiting concerning behaviors. Only unsolved problems cause concerning behaviors; once those problems are solved, they don’t cause concerning behaviors anymore.

For example, if a kid is having difficulty sitting next to his classmate Amelia during circle time, then difficulty sitting next to Amelia during circle time is an unsolved problem. If a kid is having difficulty agreeing on the rules of the four-square game with Robbie and Hank during recess, then difficulty agreeing on the rules of the four-square game with Robbie and Hank is an unsolved problem. And if a kid is having difficulty working on the science project with his classmate Charlotte, then difficulty working on the science project with Charlotte is an unsolved problem.

One student might communicate that he’s having difficulty working on the science project with Charlotte by raising his hand and asking for help (an adaptive frustration response), while another student might communicate the same thing by tipping over the desk and running out of the room (a maladaptive frustration response). What’s the difference between those two kids? One student is struggling with the skills of flexibility/adaptability, frustration tolerance, problem-solving, and emotional regulation, and the other isn’t.

Now, let’s think about concerning behaviors, if only briefly. There are a variety of behaviors that a student might exhibit to communicate frustration. Some cry, sulk, pout, whine, or withdraw. We could call that the “lucky” end of the spectrum. Other kids scream, swear, spit, hit, kick, bite, destroy property, or elope. That’s the “unlucky” end of the spectrum. So while some frustration responses are definitely more scary, dangerous, and disruptive, when it comes to what they communicate, all concerning behaviors are created equal. But the ways in which adults respond to those different frustration responses are poles apart. Lucky concerning behaviors tend to elicit empathy, nurturance, and support from caregivers, whereas unlucky concerning behaviors tend to elicit the most punitive, exclusionary responses schools have to offer.

The recognition that skills are the primary contributor to a child’s frustration response should change a lot of the things we’ve been saying about kids with concerning behaviors. For example:


	“He just wants attention.” We all want attention, so this explanation isn’t very useful for helping us understand why a kid is struggling. The popularly recommended response to “attention-seeking” behavior—planned ignoring—won’t solve any of the problems that are causing that behavior and, as we’ve learned from members of the neurodivergent community, is experienced by many kids as harmful.

	“He just wants his own way.” We all want our own way, too, so this explanation doesn’t help us understand why a child might be asserting themselves in a maladaptive fashion. Adaptively getting one’s own way requires skills often found wanting in kids with concerning behaviors.

	“He’s manipulating us.” This is a very popular, and misguided, characterization of kids with concerning behaviors. Competent manipulation requires various skills—forethought, planning, impulse control, and organization, among others—that are in short supply in such kids. In other words, the kids who are most often described as being manipulative are those least capable of pulling it off.

	“He’s unmotivated.” This is another very popular characterization that can be traced back to the “kids do well if they want to” mentality, and it can lead us straight to interventions aimed at giving a kid the incentive to do well. But why would any kid not want to do well?

	“He’s making bad choices.” Are you certain he has the skills to consistently make good choices?

	“His parents are the problem.” My experience is that parents of well-behaved kids get too much credit for the fact that their children are well-behaved, and that parents of kids with concerning behaviors get far too much blame for the fact that their children are sometimes ill-behaved. Blaming parents doesn’t help anyone at school deal effectively with the kid in the six hours a day, five days a week, nine months of the year that he’s there. We often lose sight of the fact that parents of kids with concerning behaviors typically have well-behaved kids, too. And that there are many well-behaved kids in our schools who are going home to situations that may not fit our definition of ideal.

	“He has a bad attitude.” He probably didn’t start out with one. “Bad attitudes” tend to be a by-product of countless years of being overcorrected, overdirected, overpunished, and misunderstood by adults who didn’t recognize that a kid was struggling with still-unidentified and still-unsolved problems. But kids are resilient; they come around if we start doing the right thing.

	“He has a mental illness.” While he may well meet diagnostic criteria for any or many psychiatric disorders and may even benefit from psychotropic medication, this description is a nonstarter. Fifty years ago, a psychiatrist named Thomas Szasz understood that “mentally ill” was a limiting (and potentially inaccurate and derisory) way to describe people with social, emotional, and behavioral challenges. He advocated for reconceptualizing these challenges as “problems in living,” a much more compassionate and productive way of viewing things.



Simply put, a lot of what we’ve been saying about students with concerning behaviors has been inaccurate and counterproductive. Once you become comfortable with the idea that kids with concerning behaviors are struggling with certain skills, these characterizations no longer make much sense.

The following list is much more useful. It’s the list of some of the skills that are involved in handling problems and frustrations well and meeting expectations (most are derived from those global skills—flexibility/adaptability, frustration tolerance, problem-solving, and emotion regulation—you’ve read about already). These skills include the ability to:


	Maintain focus

	Regulate activity level

	Handle transitions, shift from one mindset to another

	Consider the likely outcomes or consequences of actions (impulse control)

	Persist on challenging or tedious tasks

	Perceive time (time that has passed, time needed)

	Consider a range of solutions to problems

	Flexibly handle ambiguity, uncertainty

	Shift from original idea, plan, or solution

	Express concerns, needs, or thoughts in words or other means of communication

	Understand what is being communicated by others

	Appreciate how their actions affect others

	Regulate emotional response to problems and frustrations

	Empathize with others, appreciate another person’s perspective or point of view

	Practice interoception (ability to understand and feel what’s going on inside one’s body)

	Tolerate and manage the sensory environment



You may have noticed that this list contains no diagnoses. That’s because the criteria for the vast majority of childhood psychiatric diagnoses are simply long lists of concerning behaviors and don’t give us any information about the skills with which a student is struggling or the expectations a student is having difficulty meeting. “Oppositional defiant disorder” provides information primarily about a kid’s concerning behaviors, but precious little about skills and unsolved problems. Same for “ADHD,” “pathological demand avoidance (PDA),” and “disruptive mood dysregulation disorder.” Disorders like “fetal alcohol syndrome” and “reactive attachment disorder” tell us not only about a kid’s concerning behaviors, but also about the presumed cause of that behavior. Skills and unsolved problems are far more informative, far more actionable, and far less pathologizing. If a person feels a sense of pride about their diagnosis, that’s outstanding. But if we want people to understand what’s causing a kid’s concerning behaviors, we need to move beyond the diagnosis.

I spoke at an autism conference in Denmark years ago, and a mom was struggling to understand how skills and unsolved problems might be more informative than her daughter’s autism diagnosis. “I found my daughter’s autism diagnosis to be very helpful,” she said.

“That’s good,” I replied.

She continued, “But I think what you’re saying is that my daughter’s autism diagnosis doesn’t tell me anything about her specific skills and unsolved problems.”

“That’s right,” I said.

She mulled things further. “And I think that you’re also saying that once I identify my daughter’s unsolved problems and the skills she’s struggling with, I’m going to discover that her autism diagnosis wasn’t telling me as much as I thought it was.”

“That’s probably true,” I responded.

Of course, if a school system requires that a kid have a diagnosis to access certain services, most mental health professionals are happy to oblige; it’s just that we shouldn’t operate on the assumption that a diagnosis provides a great deal of useful information. A kid shouldn’t need a diagnosis to access the help his caregivers already know he needs.

Let’s now take a brief, deeper dive on some of the skills listed above and how they might make it difficult for a student to respond adaptively to problems and frustrations. Then, we’ll think a bit more about unsolved problems.


IN FOCUS


	Difficulty handling transitions, shifting from one mindset or task to another





This skill is sometimes referred to as a shifting cognitive set, which is required anytime a person moves from one task to another (for example, from gathering supplies and books from one’s locker to getting started on an assignment in class) or from one environment to another (from recess to computer lab). When you’re telling a kid what to do or redirecting them, that also requires a shift in cognitive set, especially if what you’re telling him to do isn’t what he was doing in the first place (as a general rule, that’s when kids usually get told what to do). Paradoxically, it’s the kids who have trouble shifting their cognitive set who wind up getting told what to do most often.

One of the important tasks of development is to learn how to shift gears efficiently when the environment demands it, and it’s a skill many kids with concerning behaviors struggle to master. This doesn’t mean that adults should stop telling kids what to do or try to eliminate demands for shifting cognitive set. But it does mean that it’s important for caregivers to understand that these kids aren’t testing limits or being manipulative or noncompliant; rather, they’re struggling with an important skill. Also important to understand is that shifting cognitive set is one of many skills that will not be enhanced by being held in from recess or by a detention or suspension.


IN FOCUS


	Difficulty considering the likely outcomes or consequences of actions (impulsive)

	Difficulty considering a range of solutions to a problem





When you’re faced with a problem or frustration, your primary task is to solve the problem that caused your frustration. To accomplish this task, these skills will be absolutely essential.

Solving a problem consists of a few important steps. First, you must identify the problem you’re trying to solve. Then you need to think of solutions to the problem. And then you need to anticipate the likely outcomes of those solutions to pick the best one. Those are skills with which many kids struggle. Some kids roll with the first solution that pops into their head, either because they can’t think of alternative solutions or because they’re so impulsive that they jumped into a solution before thinking about likely outcomes.

You probably already know that many kids who struggle with impulsiveness are also diagnosed with ADHD. Less well known is the fact that most kids diagnosed with ADHD also struggle to respond adaptively to problems and frustrations, even though the diagnostic criteria for ADHD don’t mention that.

Can kids who struggle with impulsiveness be helped to handle problems and frustrations more adaptively? For sure. But a sticker chart isn’t going to get the job done.


IN FOCUS


	Difficulty expressing concerns, needs, or thoughts in words





Solving problems involves language processing and communication skills, so it’s no accident that kids who struggle with these skills may also have trouble handling problems and frustrations adaptively. For example, many kids have trouble finding the words to tell someone what’s the matter or what they need. If you don’t have the wherewithal to let people know that you “don’t feel like talking,” that “something’s the matter,” that you “need a minute to think,” that you “don’t know what to do,” that you “need a break,” or that you “don’t like that,” then you may express these things in ways that are far less ideal. The reminder “use your words” won’t help at all if a kid doesn’t have the words. Some kids—the lucky ones—cry or become withdrawn when they don’t have the skills to communicate effectively. Kids who are unlucky make their thoughts, feelings, or needs known with “screw you,” “I hate you,” “shut up,” “leave me alone,” and other more colorful expressions. (That’s right, disrespect is often just a sign that a kid is struggling with important communication skills. If the kid could communicate in a more respectful way, he would.)

Regrettably, language-processing and communication-skills difficulties are frequently overlooked as contributors to concerning behavior, especially when those difficulties are subtle. Can kids be taught to articulate their concerns, needs, and thoughts more effectively? Absolutely. But that’s something corporal punishment won’t do.


IN FOCUS


	Difficulty managing emotional response to frustration so as to think rationally (separation of affect)




	Chronic irritability and/or anxiety significantly impede capacity for problem-solving or heighten frustration





Separation of affect refers to the ability to separate the emotions (affect) you’re feeling in response to a problem from the thinking you must do to resolve it.

While emotions can be quite useful for mobilizing or energizing people to solve problems, thinking is how problems get solved. Kids skilled at separating affect tend to respond to problems or frustrations with more thought than emotion, and that’s good. But kids who are less skilled in this realm tend to respond to problems or frustrations with more emotion and less (or no) thought, and that’s not good at all. Naturally, those emotions will be greatly intensified if caregivers (or peers) respond in ways that add fuel to the fire.

For a while, there was a tendency to diagnose kids who have difficulty regulating their emotions as having pediatric bipolar disorder. Now a newer diagnosis—disruptive mood dysregulation disorder (DMDD)—has gained popularity in some circles. A lot of kids receiving one of those diagnoses end up being prescribed medication to help them manage their emotions. This can be helpful, but it would be interesting to see how many of these kids would actually need medication if more caregivers knew that skills and unsolved problems were major contributors to their difficulties.

While separation of affect refers to momentary difficulties in managing emotions, other kids have more chronic difficulties regulating their emotions. All kids are a little sad, irritable, agitated, grumpy, cranky, grouchy, and fatigued, or a little anxious, worried, scared, and nervous some of the time. No one responds especially well to problems or frustrations when they’re irritable or anxious, but some kids experience these emotions far more often and intensely and therefore respond to problems more intensely. We’re all aware of the sobering statistics on rates of anxiety and depression in kids these days.

While many kids are prescribed medication to treat anxiety or depression, it’s important to remember that there are many factors that could set the stage for a kid to be irritable or anxious. Some kids are irritable or anxious because of chronic problems that have never been solved, such as school failure, poor peer relations, being bullied, or having an unrecognized learning disability. Medication doesn’t solve these problems.


IN FOCUS


	Difficulty seeing the “grays”; concrete, literal, black-and-white thinking

	Difficulty deviating from rules, routine

	Difficulty handling unpredictability, ambiguity, uncertainty, novelty

	Difficulty shifting from an original idea, plan, or solution

	Inflexible, inaccurate interpretations or cognitive distortions or biases





Young kids tend to be fairly rigid, black-and-white, literal, inflexible thinkers. They’re still making sense of the world, and it’s easier to put two and two together if they don’t have to worry about exceptions to the rule or alternative ways of looking at things. As kids develop, they learn that, in fact, most things in life are “gray,” that there are exceptions to the rule and alternative ways of interpreting things. Sometimes we have a substitute teacher, a field trip needs to be rescheduled because of the weather, someone is sitting in our usual seat in the cafeteria, recess has to be indoors instead of outdoors.

Unfortunately, for some kids, “gray” thinking doesn’t develop as readily. Though some of these kids are diagnosed with autism spectrum disorders or nonverbal learning disability, it’s more useful to think of them as black-and-white thinkers living in a gray world.

Many such kids are quite comfortable with factual information (because it’s black-and-white) and predictability, but run aground when life becomes unpredictable, ambiguous, or gray. These kids often present significant challenges to their teachers and classmates as they struggle to apply concrete rules and interpretations to a world where few such rules apply. Tough way to go through life. No one would choose to be that way.


	TEACHER: Class, we’re not going out for recess today at ten-fifteen because we have an assembly.

	ANDREW: What do you mean we’re not going out for recess at ten-fifteen? We always go out for recess at ten-fifteen! I’m going out at ten-fifteen!



Spoiled brat? No. Entitled? Probably not. Control freak? Wouldn’t be the best choice of words. Black-and-white thinker living in a gray world? Quite possibly a classic case.

Problem-solving is gray, too. The solution that solved a particular problem last time may not solve it this time because there are nuanced differences between
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