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Pied Piper Principle # 14

Teach Panic Control Tricks


All of us face moments of panic where our frustration or fear escalates to the point that our mind goes blank and we can’t think clearly. It’s a simple fact: human brains sometimes get overwhelmed and go into a shut down mode. What to do when this happens is a life skills issue that applies far beyond test taking in an academic setting.


Margery was babysitting for a three year old who was prone to tantrums. Sure enough, he pitched a fit on her. The day after she had been forced to deal with this little monster, she came to class raving. “ It freaked me out. The parents had warned me, but I just lost it.” 


Uncertain what to do, this teenage girl had run around in circles. Her description sounded like a Charlie Chaplin movie. “First I ran into the bathroom because I thought I was going to throw up. But I’d left the kid all by himself! I dashed back into the kitchen. By then the little savage was banging his head on the floor and turning blue. I thought he was gonna die. I raced to the sink to get a class of water to splash on him. But before I could get back to him, he hopped up and started running around in little circles and jumping up and down…” Just retelling the incident got the girl upset. 


One of Margery’s friends chimed in, “So how did it end up?”


“He finally calmed down. But it was no thanks to me.” The girl closed her eyes as though clearing the scene from her memory. “And I was a wreck.”


Students were gathering and taking their seats as Margery looked at me and asked, “Has that ever happened to you?”


“The panic part? Oh, yeah. I’ve lost it a bunch of times. But I’ve never had to deal with a kid’s tantrum…” A quick flash of memory reminded me of a scene I’d observed recently. “My neighbor’s got a trick she uses on her two year old when he pitches a fit.” By this time the whole class was listening to our conversation. Since panic control is a universal issue, I addressed my remarks to the entire room. “When Mrs. Fitzgerald’s kid goes into his kicking and screaming routine, she scoops him up, holds him close and sort of rocks him, while she slowly recites the alphabet…”


Margery looked at me like I was some kind of nut. “The alphabet?”


I nodded, “Calms the kid right down.”


Those teenagers gave me a skeptical look and cast a few eye rolls at each other. 


 “I’m not sure why a two year old would find that calming – probably the touching and the soothing voice. For the mom, reciting the sequence of the alphabet forces her into her left brain. That’s the part that controls reason, judgment and logic. As long as she stays there, she won’t get frantic.” 


A couple of hands went up. The students were fascinated by the idea of deliberately controlling the brain. One boy asked, “Would there be other situations where this could work?”


I tossed out a casual, “Sure,” and started toward my desk. 

“Like when?” the youth shot back. 

“I was at the dentist the other day…”

The teenagers all relaxed back into their seats with that smug, victorious look they get when they lure the teacher off on a tangent. It was nice to see adolescents be so attentive, so I just went on with my story. “Having the dentist peering into my mouth makes me nervous. It’s easy to get real jittery. So I stared at the ceiling right above my head and counted the holes in a grid that was covering some kind of air duct. It was hard to keep track of them because they were small, but it kept my mind occupied. And counting is in the left brain….”


“And…”


“How did that help?” 


“It sort of put me into a time warp. The hygienist did her thing and I was just not involved. I was thinking about something else.” 

Later that week when we were reviewing for a test, I referred back to Margery’s experience with the three year old’s tantrum. We all had a good laugh as she filled us in with a few of the now hysterically funny details. Then I reminded the students of my neighbor’s alphabet system and suggested ways they could apply similar techniques for shifting their own brain into the left hemisphere for classroom situations. The test scheduled for the next day was suggested as a good opportunity to try out the technique. 

By the end of the year, most of the students in that class wrote a slow, deliberate alphabet on a piece of scrap paper just before taking a test. They said it helped them get calm and focused.

Strategies to prevent test anxiety can be found in study skills workbooks, but students seem more receptive to the ideas when they are connected to their real life experiences. Keep in mind: Children are self-centered. What happens directly to them and their friends is all that’s important and real to them. Thus, teaching embarrassment prevention and panic control are most easily accomplished through teachable moments that crop up throughout the school day. Also, students relish the opportunity to deviate from the day’s lesson plan, especially if it involves revelations of embarrassing moments from the teacher’s past. Kids love to hear about times when their teacher looked stupid.

Shannon needed to learn to check back over her math for errors, but she was highly resistant to all suggestions on the subject. She hated math and got herself worked into a real swivet every time she had a test. Since the girl refused to listen to recommendations that might ease her panic, her wise math tutor just waited, biding her time. 

  Then, one Friday afternoon, after a long hard week, Shannon dissolved in tears as soon as she walked in the door. She had just gotten back a math test with a big red D blazoned across the top along with the words “Careless errors” underlined twice. Then, throughout the paper, little ugly frowny face stickers scowled beside the circled examples of her careless mistakes.

This was the moment the tutor had been waiting for. This desperate girl was ready to learn any trick that would make sure no teacher ever accused her of careless errors again. She wanted to make that mean teacher stop picking on her. This girl would never ever have gotten motivated to work toward the goal of  learning to proofread her arithmetic or to prevent test anxiety, but to get that teacher to stop being mean to her - she’d do anything.

With Shannon’s new burst of determination, it only took a few minutes to figure out a customized proofreading technique for the girl to use at the end of her math papers. A quick analysis of the errors on her current test revealed only four types of errors: 1. She copied problems down wrong. 2. She wrote numbers down in the wrong order. 3. She overlooked decimal points, and put them in the wrong place. 4. She didn’t abide by the signs telling what process to use. In a nutshell, the girl’s math errors tended to be in Copying – Order – Decimals – and Signs. Shannon was quick to notice the acronym C O D S and liked the idea of going fishing. “I’ll fish for mistakes and pull them out of there,” she chirped. The girl was a pretty good artist and whipped off a little fish logo and put her proofreading acronym below it.

She decided to add her logo and CODS label to sign her completed math work in the same way an artist would sign a finished painting. It was her way of saying the paper had been proofread and she would not be getting caught by careless errors.   Over the next few weeks she wrote and drew CODS on her math notebooks. She practiced using the four step proofreading process, and explained the technique to her parents so they could watch for the logo on her math tests and homework.  Now when she took a math test, she sat there gloating at how she’d beaten that cruel teacher at her own game. Shannon hadn’t just overcome panic; she felt like she’d beaten the system! Now when she walked into a test, she had a strong positive attitude.

Pied Piper Principle # 15

Help Students Gain Status.

We educators tend to think school is all about knowledge and skills and preparation for life. To the kids forced to sit out there and face us every day, the real education available has to do with the acquisition of status. 

The currency of the classroom is status: 

How to get it 

How to keep it

 



How to use it to get what you want in life.  

Academic achievement can help a student gain status, but even more is available from being a cool dresser, being a cheerleader or star of the football team, or having a quick wit and knowing what to say in every situation. This holds true across all the grades, and grows to gigantic proportions in adolescence. We care about what our neighbors think.

Students do not gain status by being admired by their teachers. In fact, it’s a great deficit in the classroom pecking order for any student unlucky enough to be labeled “teacher’s pet.” However, as teachers and authority figures, we have tremendous power in our ability to help youngsters gain status with their peers. Any time we teach students something that gives them added status among their peers, we set the Pied Piper Effect into motion. 

Andy was a good-looking athlete who had very low status in his fourth grade classroom. It didn’t make sense that this all star pitcher could command tremendous respect on a baseball diamond, but be totally ignored in the classroom. He played trumpet in the school band, but nobody cared. He was a sharp dresser, but nobody noticed. All the silly superficial stuff that gives a fourth grader status didn’t help him. It bothered his teacher. She couldn’t figure out why her other students felt that it just wasn’t cool to hang around with Andy, but there didn’t seem to be anything she could do about it.

At the beginning of the second semester, good fortune smiled on Andy. A student teacher was assigned to his classroom and she took a shine to him immediately. It didn’t bother his classmates that this pretty college girl thought he was cool. They wanted to get close to her, too.

As part of her responsibilities, the young intern was assigned Andy’s reading group. In the process of working with him, she noticed that he liked to doodle. Instead of criticizing him for not paying attention in class, she encouraged the youth to use his drawing skills to illustrate his book reports and other papers. Since he was particularly interested in cartooning, she got a couple of library books on how to draw cartoons and let him work on them in class. With practice and encouragement, Andy developed a quirky little character with spiked hair, bugged out eyes and great big hands. 

The more he worked on it, the funnier this character got. When Andy had it perfected, he named it B – Rad and put one on the cover of his notebook. A few of his classmates noticed the cool little character and made admiring comments. When one boy asked Andy to draw a B-Rad on the cover of his notebook , the budding artist was gracious about it and did a really good job. Once the ball got rolling, Andy got to draw his comical little cartoon figure for kids all over the school. And his stature grew with every one of them. That dumb little cartoon figure earned Andy more status than anything he’d ever experienced before.

It seemed such a small thing, but that young intern helped Andy gain status and he will love her forever. 

It’s not at all unusual for eager, idealistic, young new teachers to create a miracle like that. Let’s hope they realize that the magic they worked in those initial years of enthusiasm can be carried into every classroom they ever enter. Helping a child gain status is easy magic that can be worked anywhere.

Sometimes status can be bought cheap. Little Charlie got a few easy status points when he brought a jar of real volcano ash to show and tell. Since his second grade science class had been studying volcanoes, and his social studies class had been learning about the Oregon Trail, the fact that the ash came from Mt. St. Helens got him a few bonus status credits. Charlie beamed in the glow of admiration as his awestruck classmates reached into the jar to feel the gray, gritty ash then take a sniff of its sulpherous odor.

Little Betty got a quick status boost when she earned the privilege of taking the classroom rabbit home for the weekend. Many of the big kids on her bus asked about the baby bunny and most of them asked her if they could touch it. All the attention from older students who’d never noticed her before made her feel big and important. Best of all, many of her fellow bus riders stayed interested in her and her class’ pet long after she carried it back to school.

A true rise in status isn’t always attained that easily. Sometimes it takes a long, arduous process of self-transformation.

Despite what his enamored university students told us on page one, Dr. Robert Nash of the University of Wisconsin didn’t earn their adulation merely by teaching them to read. It’s true their gains in literacy skills and academic achievement were impressive. But when given a chance to talk freely, these young people said is was the social skills training that had made the most impact on them. They had gained status. And it hadn’t come cheap. 

Through instruction and guided practice, these young college students were taught to override their natural tendencies to be forgetful, messy, disorganized, and chronically late. They were coached in phone manners, rules for social conversation, dating etiquette, and appropriate classroom behavior. For the first time in their lives, they understood the importance of knowing when to shut up. Indeed, Dr. Nash’s program had changed their lives. From his students’ perspective, the most significant gains weren’t in academics. When asked what was the single most important thing they’d gained through the Oshkosh program, every single one of these young adults beamed, “Now I have friends.”

