Anger Management
Learning to control anger is a developmental skill.  The frontal cortex which is the part of the brain that controls the ability to inhibit impulses takes twenty three years to develop fully.  From a developmental perspective younger children display no ability to control their anger and aggression.  The typical two year old will act out all their anger.  They have no ability to control their impulses – “I want it and I want it now and if I can’t have it I will fight for it”.  Children at this stage will hit out, kick and bite.  Gradually by the time they reach school age most children can control their impulses.  By the end of primary school children can delay their angry impulses and fight at times when there is no adults to prevent them, for example - pick a fight outside the gate of the school.  The form of aggression is different, usually limited to punches confined to the upper body and ribs.  As we move into adolescence we need to remember the pressures and the behavioural imperatives of this transitional stage.  At secondary level adolescents channel most of their aggressive impulses into games or competition, they either diffuse this destructive energy in sport themselves or by watching others compete.  Peer pressure, the need to conform, and the search for identity may result in risk-taking and challenging behaviours.  Fighting in this age group is usually gang related.  However, there are exceptions where you will see a twelve year old behaving like the two year old – acting out all their aggressive impulses and having a temper tantrum.  This is a child who has never learned how to control this impulse. This student has “lost it” when you observe the tantrum.  He/she is unable to hear anything you are saying and is unable to stop themselves. 

What motivates students to act out in an angry or aggressive manner?  
There are four main reasons why people act in an aggressive manner: fear that something will be taken away from them or that they will lose something they consider important; frustration at not been able to communicate in any other way; intimidation - or to bully another person into giving in; and manipulation – using temper tantrums as a way to emotionally control other people and manipulate them.
The way the student communicates and their body language is the key to identifying why they are acting in an angry or aggressive manner.  They may look fearful, frustrated or threatening.  The students who have never developed the skills to control their impulses and are emotionally stuck in the terrible twos usually act aggressively out of fear or frustration.  With this student, teaching a programme to help them learn to control their temper, contracting for “staying in control” and redirecting them to a safe area in the build-up to the temper is the best option.  Most of these children have a predictable pattern.  Teachers can learn to recognise the early warning signs.  Simply pointing this out to the student in a helpful way and asking what you can do so they will earn their contract can help.  This all depends on the relationship you have with the student.  Some schools let the student out of class to go to the counsellor or resource teacher if they are agitated.  This is all agreed and pre-arranged with clear guidelines established.  Seeing problem behaviour in a developmental context gives it different meaning and implies a different type of response.  Teachers typically respond with a teaching solution to a learning error, but a moralistic response to a behavioural error.  In fact, behavioural mistakes are an inevitable part of learning how to behave and are developmental; what we need to do is place the emphasis on teaching student’s new skills and guiding their behaviour in a positive direction.  During a crisis reducing the perceived threat or helping the student to communicate can de escalate the situation.
The students who use anger to intimidate a person present as very much in control, as calm yet frightening.  They make their threats or demands in a controlled manner.  With these students the best thing to do is not to fight but not to give in.  State the consequences of the behaviour if they follow out their threat and quote the school policy in this area.  Sometimes instead of getting locked into a power battle giving a face saving way out can help diffuse the situation.  
Students who try to use anger to manipulate present as calm, yet they have an inconsistent pattern of demands.  The topic of conversation changes and the student may describe other incidents where they felt hard done by and begin an entirely different conversation than the one you were having.  There is a clear underlying thread in this exchange: you give me what I want and I won’t lose control.  In this situation the broken record technique works well – simply stick to the original topic and state consequences of behaviour.  It can also help to arrange a meeting at a later date to get all the concerned parties together so that all the facts are clear.  When there is good communication it is difficult to manipulate a person or situation. 
Interventions
Cognitive Behavioural Approach

The most effective approach to anger management is a cognitive behavioural approach. The cognitive behaviour theorists believe that faulty thoughts and beliefs underlie anger problems.  This is a two pronged approach (1) decreasing the physiological arousal using relaxation procedure and (2) cognitive thought restructuring or simply changing how you think.  Raymond Novaco (1975) developed a programme for helping adults to deal with anger and this has been modified for use with teenagers and children (Faupel et al., 1998). 

Relaxation training is an essential part of an anger management programme.  Anger is an emotional reaction to a set of circumstances or triggers.  The trigger or stressful event is known as provocation.  Anger can have positive functions or negative functions. Anger can be positive as it can make us become more assertive and stand up for ourselves, it can help us express tension, and it can energise us and help us feel in control (Novaco, 1975).  It has negative effects when it is used too frequently, when it leads to aggression, when it is too intense, when it disrupts relationships or when it dictates the way we feel all the time. 

A firework has been used as a model to explain the way anger works (Faupel et al., 1998).  The trigger is the match that lights the firework and sets off the anger response.  The body of the firework is our reaction internally and externally to the event outside us, and the fuse is the mind or our thoughts about the event (Novaco, 1975).  There are external factors and internal factors which contribute to the explosion.  The external factors we may or may not have control over e.g. stress in the classroom – too hot, too many people, someone pushing into you.  The internal factors we can control.  These are our thoughts, which stem from a belief we hold.  The other internal factor we can control is our physical reaction to a situation.  How we interpret the event can make us angry or calm us down.  Our internal response stems from our beliefs and expectations in certain situations, which triggers the internal dialogue we have in our own heads. 

To intervene with a student who has difficulties with anger management first teach relaxation procedures.  Next, help the student to understand that there are external events that he/she may have no control over, but that he/she can control how they think about them or how they physically react to a situation.  Explain anger in terms of the fireworks analogy.  The next stage is to help students track their thoughts and anger, to become aware of triggers and signs. 

The mind and body are interconnected.  Changing how we think can change how we feel.  Changing how we interpret events by re-scripting our internal dialogue is called cognitive or thought restructuring.  In anger management training this means identifying “hot thoughts” and replacing them with “cold thoughts”.  Hot thoughts make us more angry, and cold thoughts are thoughts which calm us down.  Help the student to develop a range of cool thoughts and use comic strip style cartoons to document these.  These can be written on cue cards as can a range of alternate behaviour or calming strategies.  Use role play on a one to one basis, and rehearse common situations which provoke anger. 

Develop a worksheet with the visual representation of the firework and have the student fill in the triggers (the match), what physically happens (body of firework) and hot thoughts which help the match ignite the fuse.  With older students simply keeping a behaviour diary of situations under the headings (1) triggers – who, where, when, (2) what happened in your body and your head or what were your hot thoughts in the situation and (3) what was the outcome.  This is a more age appropriate way to document anger. 

Problem-Solving and Conflict Resolution

If you look at anger as a way to communicate, then the goal of intervention is to teach a more appropriate way to communicate. Problem solving and conflict resolution can be taught as alternatives to acting out behaviour.  In any problem situation it is wise to begin with the use of reflective listening and non blaming “I” messages.  Ask open-ended questions such as who, where, why, when?  Closed questions close down communication.  These include stating the obvious like “do you think I can wait here all day?”, “Do you think I am stupid?”  Or comments like “that’s too bad, well just get on with it” or “I don’t want to hear it”.  Nelsen et al., (2001) recommend that we “stop telling and start asking”.  Open questions and reflective listening skills show the student that you are listening and may help the student clarify what they want, what you want, and how it can be achieved.  Closed questions are those where the student can give a yes or no answer.  Knowing when to keep quiet and listen is an important skill – do not rush to give a solution but allow the students to arrive at their own solutions.  Often students tell us things at times when we are preoccupied or at times when we cannot give them the hearing they need.  Feel free to put the student off at the time, but arrange an appropriate time when you can listen to them later.  Simply say that what they are telling you is too important to rush and can you schedule a time to meet them and discuss it fully.  Be sure to follow up on this.  If they have come to you with a problem go back later and check that it has been sorted out or simply ask them how it is going. 

In order to problem-solve children need certain skills.  First, they have to be able to recognise that a problem exists.  They may need help identifying their feelings.  They may have poor reasoning skills, weak logical or sequential thinking skills, or they may have poor memory.  A deficit in any of these areas will make it difficult to implement problem-solving strategies.  These deficits must be remedied or a way to bypass them identified before proceeding.  Children who have these basic skills can solve problems but we must have faith in them and their ability to work through and find solutions (Nelson et al., 2001).  It is hard sometimes to trust that our students can make choices and decisions.  This demands that we adopt the Adlerian position of driving behaviour from the back seat.  In order to implement some of these ideas we have to trust and let go of some of our controlling ways in the process.  All parties must agree on the solution before it can become a plan and this is where we are able to give choices within limits.  The teacher sets the limits on the behaviour.  He or she structures what is acceptable in agreeing solutions.  If the teacher is not open to trying the new suggestions (as long as they are reasonable) then the process will fail and the students will become discouraged. 

The problem-solving technique listed here is best done one to one but can be done with a small group.  It is used between teachers and pupils but students can also be taught to use the technique themselves. Problem-solving has a number of standard steps: 



1. Identify the problem: Get everyone’s view of the problem and paraphrase it. The best way to communicate a problem is to use the assertive “I” message. “I have a problem when everyone comes late to class because…” Taking ownership of the problem as opposed to saying “you are always coming late to class” in itself changes the communication. If you start by blaming then the communication goes downhill rapidly. Explain why this is a problem and request a change. If you have a solution agreeable to all, proceed to step 4. If you do not have the solution proceed to step 2. 
2. Brainstorm solutions: No matter how crazy the ideas seem, take them down, write out all the possible solutions; sometimes even the craziest idea can be adapted to form part of the solution. 
3. Evaluate solutions: Come up with a potential plan of action – everyone has to rate the listed solutions as a plus or a minus – sometimes combining two solutions can work. 
4. Agree the plan and set a time to re-evaluate it: Agree and write out who will do what, where and when, and what will happen if they forget or do not follow through. Set a time to re-evaluate the plan. If you have a weekly or daily class meeting, state when the review will take place. A week is usually enough time to evaluate whether the plan is working or not. 



It is important to keep it positive; no blaming; no criticising etc. Encourage students to participate by taking on board their comments and suggestions. Reinforce the process by praising and rewarding their efforts to resolve the issue. 

Conflict Resolution

Students who are not able to negotiate often resort to conflict.  To shift conflict you have to shift perceptions and this can be achieved through effective communication.  Emotions play a big role in keeping the conflict going.  Many people come to a situation ready to fight it out.  The main emotions involved here are fear and anger.  Sharing emotions can be as important as sharing perception (Bodine and Crawford, 1998).  In order to successfully resolve a conflict, students need to feel heard, understood and empowered.  Usually in conflict situations communications are poor and participants are high in suspicion.  Students also need to feel worthwhile and that they are capable.  The focus for them has to be letting go of mistakes and looking to the future (Albert, 2003).   Students who learn conflict resolution skills develop social competencies of co-operation, empathy, creative problem solving, social cognitive skills and relationship skills (Bodine and Crawford, 2003).  Conflict resolution encompasses negotiation, mediation, peer mediation and collaborative problem solving.  According to Bodine and Crawford (2003) there are four underlying tenets of conflict resolution: 



(1) Conflict is natural
(2) Differences can be acknowledged and appreciated
(3) Conflict when viewed in a positive way can be seen as a solution-building opportunity
(4) When conflicting parties come together and build on each other’s strengths to find solutions, there is a positive knock on effect where a nurturing climate is created and individual self- worth is valued. 
While acknowledging how difficult it can be to resolve conflict in large groups, Faupel and colleagues (1998) give some advice for positive conflict resolution: 
 Wait until everyone is calm (up to 45 minutes after an incident). 
 Use good communication skills "I" messages and no blaming. 
 Try to get the student to see it from the other side – or the other person’s point of view. 
 Acknowledge your part in the problem. 
 Generate the solution or part solutions together. 

Take a skills training approach outside conflict situations.  Teach anger management, communication skills and use group work to develop empathy.  There are very few win/win solutions so be prepared to give.  Acknowledging the other person’s point of view can sometimes be sufficient to shift the behaviour.  It is important to stay positive and stay focused on the behaviour, not the student.  In this way the student gets a clear message that this is not personal.  Separating the deed from the doer can strengthen the teacher-student relationship.  Albert (2003) has a 5 step plan for conflict resolution similar to the problem-solving approach but with a greater emphasis on feelings:



1. State problem: State the problem in objective terms – the behaviour is what you can see and hear. Stay away from vague language like “Mary has an attitude” or “Johnny is aggressive.” 
2. State the need: In stating what you need from a situation and asking the student to state his or her needs, a clearer understanding can be reached which helps to shift people who are entrenched in their own point of view. 
3. Describe the feelings: The logic behind dealing with the feelings is to get the emotions out of the way so that a rational conversation can happen. 
4. Discuss solutions: Brainstorming is used to come up with a plan. 
5. Decide on a plan: The steps for implementing the plan and a timeframe for reviewing the plan are decided. It is a good idea to agree the plan in writing and have all parties sign off on it. 



For an overview of exemplary conflict resolution programmes in school see Bodine and Crawford (1998). 
Relaxation Training 

We need to keep in mind that the mismatch, between the student’s ability and the demands of the school situation can be stressful, and may produce aggression and disruptive behaviour in some.  Relaxation training can also be used as a de-escalating or prevention technique.  It can be adopted as part of an anger management programme or a stress management or anxiety reduction programme with older students.  
Setting the Scene for Relaxation 
Often teachers have postures they ask the students to adopt as a way to calm things down.  Asking the students to close their eyes and sit with their shoulders relaxed, their hands on the desk with palms facing upwards and their legs outstretched for a few minutes before beginning a lesson, can relax the mood in the class. 

Posture can be incorporated into drama as a key to teaching relaxation.  Get a volunteer to role-play and then give the rest of the class a script which involves tension and anxiety, such as the following: 



This boy is about to get the results of his test but he does not think he did well.  He is sitting in his seat waiting for the paper to come back from the teacher. 

The group have to tell the volunteer what posture to assume when he gets his results. This is a great learning experience.  It helps to develop awareness of body language and the relationship between our thoughts and feelings and how they can manifest physically in our bodies. 



Involve older students in identifying the ways they relax outside school hours.  What is your own favourite way of relaxing? Why does it work? Sports, taking a bath, going for a walk are some of the common ones but it is an individual thing.  Stress is part of life and having a healthy way to cope with stress is an important life skill. 

We all carry tension in our bodies.  A certain amount of tension in our muscles helps us to function, walk, talk, eat etc.  When we are under pressure, we hold tension in certain areas of our bodies.  Having the student identify where they hold tension in their body can clue them in to signs that they need to relax.  With pre and early teens, use a drawing and have them mark the areas of the body where they experience stress with a pencil or marker. 
With older teenagers, surveying the body for signs of tension using a list is a helpful exercise. 
 
Music can be used as a tool to build a calm atmosphere, or as background for a relaxation exercise.  With adolescents, using a walkman with their choice of calming music can help them to unwind.  Yoga and meditation can also be used successfully with older students.  Get students to try different relaxation techniques and choose their favourites. 

*
*
*

Students who have difficulty controlling their anger present in different ways.  The key to intervention is teaching new skills, putting a strategy in place to deal with the behaviour as it occurs, not reinforcing the inappropriate or aggressive behaviour and reinforcing the student for using appropriate ways to communicate and get what they want.  If a student has difficulty in a subject area we teach to it.  In the same way if a student has a problem controlling his/her anger we should teach to this also.  The interventions discussed - cognitive behaviour therapy, problem solving, conflict resolution and relaxation have wider applications.  These are life skills which are relevant for all students and not just those with problems controlling anger.  Finding the time to teach these skills can be a challenge but thirty minutes of prevention is better then two hours of fire fighting.  A proactive approach is better then a reactive one.
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