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Baruch’s Story: Behavioral Challenges, part 3

Last week, we discussed Ba-
ruch’s progress during therapy
sessions and how his internal
improvement of seeing others’
perspectives manifested itself in
Baruch talking more respectfully
to his father. However, Baruch is
still disturbing in class.

| don’t Wike that | Keep getting wio
fvouble at school. | wish sitting
class wasn’t so havd for me. Today,
W wos getting vea\\y havd to sit and
\istewn for so \ovxs, so | started foldwn
papev awplanes ot my desk. When the
feacher turned avound to face the
boavd, | %\)‘\C\(\y tried o test flight for
one of my planes and it almost Wt the
feacher. The teacher turned avound,
ot mad, and sent me to the prwncipal’s
office. | tvied exp\d\v{\vxg that W was
a wistoke, but the teacher sad
ddn 't motter and that | have go to
the prwncipal. | don’t Know w\r\y the
Yeacher makes such a b‘\g deol out
of these Hn‘mgs. W\t\y does he care

so much?

The teacher calls Baruch’s
parents to discuss his misbehav-
ior during class. He acknowledges
that Baruch isn’t as chutzpah’'dig
as in the past, but he still disturbs
class daily. Also, Baruch thinks
he can do whatever he wants and
always tries to argue his way out
of getting punished. The teach-
er says that this can’t continue
for too much longer, since it is
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causing other boys to misbehave
as well.

Baruch’s parents are very con-
cerned and aren’t sure what to
do. When they tried a very strict
behavioral program for Baruch,
it backfired and Baruch became
very oppositional. Rewards and
prize contests haven’t helped ei-
ther. Now, when they leave Ba-
ruch alone, he isn’t as opposi-
tional and disrespectful at school.
However, he still disturbs class
with too many pranks, and the
teacher wants him out of his class.

I explain to Baruch’s parents
the Rob Bernstein Cognitive
Method; that the key is for Ba-
ruch to get on board and want to
behave in class. This will involve
speaking to Baruch to try to figure
out what is holding him back and
help him develop the understand-
ing that it’s to his benefit to follow
the rules.

During my next session, I ask
Baruch, “What is going on in
class? Is there something that is
making class hard for you?”

Baruch tells me, “Yes, it’s re-
ally hard to sit for so long in class
and the teacher makes such a big
deal about every little thing I do.”

“Is there something that could
help make class easier for you?”
I ask.

Baruchanswers, “Idon’tknow.”

I would like Baruch to come
up with his own solution and take
ownership of the process. Since
he isn’t responding, I give him a
little help.

“Would it help if you were al-
lowed to take breaks during class
when you feel you need it?”

SINCE BARUCH
REALIZES THAT I'M

ON HIS TEAM, HE IS
WILLING TO HAVE THIS
CONVERSATION ABOUT
UNDERSTANDING

THE TEACHER'S

POINT OF VIEW AND
THE IMPORTANCE OF
FOLLOWING RULES IN
CLASS

“Yes,” Baruch says. “I want to
be able to take a break whenever
I want.”

Once Baruch feels that I'm on
his side and trying to help him, I
can move on to the next step of Rob
Bernstein’s cognitive approach and
help him understand the impor-
tance of behaving in class. Rob Ber-
nstein points out that teachers of-
ten assume that children just need
to be told the rules—such as “throw
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out your garbage”—and if they then
throw out the garbage, they must be
doing it for the correct reasons (i.e.,
hygiene, cleanliness etc.). However,
for children like Baruch, this isn’t
sufficient. If the teacher would ask
Baruch, “Why did you throw out
the garbage?” he would say, “Be-
cause you told me to.” This isn’t the
correct answer. The goal is for the
child to throw out his garbage on his
own even when he isn’t told, since
it’s in his best interest to maintain
a clean environment. Similarly, I
want Baruch to understand the im-
portance of following school rules
and that it’s for his benefit.

I tell Baruch, “Can the teacher
allow every boy in the class to take
breaks whenever they want?”

Baruch acknowledges that it
doesn’t make sense but says, “At
least the teacher should let us eat
in class.”

“What do you think would hap-
pen if everyone was allowed to eat
in class?” I ask.

“There would be a big mess,” Ba-
ruch answers.

“That’s a good answer.
What else?”

“There  wouldnt be so
much learning.”

Since Baruch realizes that I'm
on his team, he is willing to have
this conversation about under-
standing the teacher’s point of view
and the importance of following
rulesin class.

I then follow up with Baruch’s
teacher. Usually, teachers are ready
to make accommodations to help a
student once they understand the
student’s needs and see that the
student isn’t just trying to manipu-
late and take advantage.

I explain to Baruch’s teacher
that it is hard for him to sit in class
and getting some additional breaks
may help him. I also describe my
conversation with Baruch and tell
him that Baruch said he is willing
to behave better if he can get more
breaks during class.

The teacher then challenges
me: “If we need Baruch to agree to
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behave, what will happen if Baruch
decides one day he doesn’t want
to behave?”

“Since Baruch told us that being
allowed breaks will help him be-
have, the ball is now in his court,”
I explain. “We can challenge him
and say, ‘Look, Baruch, we gave
you what you said would help you.
‘Why are you still not behaving?’ At
that point, Baruch will need to take
ownership and reflect on his diffi-
culty with keeping his side of the
deal.”

Baruch’s teacher agrees to try
out this approach. He speaks to Ba-
ruch before starting class the next
day and works out a system for Ba-
ruch to ask for breaks. Baruch re-
spects the new system and doesn’t
try to take advantage of it.

INSTEAD OF
FOCUSING ON JUST
STOPPING SPECIFIC

BEHAVIORS, IT IS
MORE IMPORTANT TO
HELP THEM DEVELOP

COGNITIVELY AND

CHANGE INSIDE

A few days later, Baruch is sent
out of class again for disturbing.
After class, the teacher has a bet-
ter way to challenge Baruch for
disturbing. He says, “Baruch, you
told me that if we start the new
system of breaks, you will behave
better.” This time, Baruch doesn’t
argue back.

That night, the teacher reports
to me what occurred with Baruch.
“You said exactly what Baruch
needed to hear,” I tell the teacher.
“Now Baruch is taking some re-
sponsibility for his behavior. In-
stead of getting upset at you for
punishing him, he understands
that he didn’t follow through with
his side of the deal.”

In the next few sessions with
Baruch, I discuss with him his be-
haviors in class. He is slowly begin-

ning to understand the importance
of following rules and reflecting on
his difficulty behaving. He is willing
to discuss strategies that will help
him stay regulated during class and
reduce his disturbances.

| wasn’t sent out of class even once
This whole week! At the end of the
week, my teacher wrote a wote for
wmy povents sayng how well | behaved
the whole week w class. My povents
werve very onud of me and ‘Hr\ey gove
wme a wce Pv'\ze!

This scenario teaches us many
important concepts in helping
oppositional and defiant chil-
dren learn to behave. Instead of
focusing on just stopping specific
behaviors, it is more important
to help them develop cognitively
and change inside. Once Baruch
started understanding the im-
portance of following rules and
wanting to improve his behaviors,
he started making significant im-
provements. ®

Stories in this series are based on
real accounts, but details have been
altered to protect the subjects’ pri-

vacy.
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