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Summary

This talk will deal with unacceptable, unwanted and problematical behaviour of pupils in class. Such children are generally described as those who „are most difficult to cope with“, because they disturb the teaching by preventing other children’s concentration verbally or non-verbally. The causes for such a behaviour are most often of biological, psychic and/or social origin. 

This talk will, however, turn special attention to an analysis of existential and mental causes of socially unacceptable patterns of behaviour of pupils. Research on the mental structure of man opens new possibilities concerning the analysis of human behaviour, which, as a consequence, leads to therapeutical procedures aimed at reducing or remedying such patterns of behaviour.


The fact that such socially unwanted patterns of behaviour exist, from fits of rage to fits of aggression, can, seen from the point of view of the mind, be explained by lack of love and trust as a common denominator. Love and trust are basic existential endeavors. Being loved means being accepted by others, pleasing others, knowing that you are appreciated and loved. If somebody is forgotten, refused and superfluous, he/she feels more and more endangered and is worried by feelings of guilt. In order to defend him/herself against such feelings, the child, the pupil wants to enforce our attention, appreciation and approval, he/she wants to be important in the eyes of others. He/She attracts our attention by various forms of socially unacceptable behaviour. The surrounding world reacts by first trying to make the pupil listen to reason by warnings, threats, advice and punishments, which paves the way to worse and worse aggressiveness, so that in that way some kind of vicious circle of aggressiveness is created.

In the second part of this talk I tried to answer the following questions: How can we find a way out of this vicious circle of unwanted patterns of behaviour? Moreover, I give an answer to the question put in the title: Are we powerless? When we as teachers/educators feel powerless in accepting pupils with unwanted patterns of behaviour, how should we proceed, how can we empower ourselves to do away with the unrest caused by the pupil concerned and transferred to the class, and to create a trustful and peaceful mood instead of rage, anger and noise?  The pupil needs somebody to show him/her the meaning of life and thus to introduce him/her into a world of trust. This trust is the precondition for a meaningful life. By means of trust man evaluates both him/herself and the world surrounding him/her. This trust cannot be „learnt“, it is to be acquired through interaction with fellow human beings during childhood.


The „therapy“ every teacher can practise in class consists in showing obvious signs of love towards the child. The teacher adopts the „position of love“ towards the pupil: „It is good that you exist. In spite of everything I like you, you are valuable for me!“ He/She notices the child’s strong points, he/she believes in the good side of the child, he/she accepts the child, forgives and cooperates.


In the last part some contra-indications are mentioned: What must a teacher not do in any case, in order not to create the impression that he/she does not understand the child’s problem and in order not to cause a rather opposite effect?
Socially unacceptable behaviour - aggressiveness

If you hear about a child that he/she behaves aggressively in the framework of school, we mostly think of a pupil who is importunate, gruff and hostile, who finally does not refrain from attacking verbally or non-verbally. In defining aggressiveness we can use a definition from a dictionary of psychology by Kljajić (1992), where aggressiveness is described as a feature of interpersonal reaction signifying the social behaviour of a person. It is a relatively long-term, constant feature directing behaviour under various social circumstances; it becomes obvious in a peculiar experience of rage and anger. Furthermore, it is characterized by easily detecting numerous targets for direct or indirect attacks. Readiness for quarrelling, a negative attitude and obstinacy against authorities show up as well. 


Aggressive behaviour is also shown in hostile actions against persons and things. At the same time it is a socially unwanted way of behaving. Aggressivenees, therefore, is one of the socially unacceptable patterns of behaviour, comprising behaviour from restlessness and lack of concentration to behaviour directed against oneself, against other children and grown-ups as well as against things.

A certain layer of constructive aggression helps man to survive. Mastering aggressive impulses is a component of growing up. In the timespan from the 3rd to the 5th year of age, i. e. in the defiant phase, ineffectively controlled aggressiveness in little children is part of their usual behaviour: fits of rage, romps, cowering on the floor, shouting etc. That is a stage of development in which the child is becoming aware of his/her own will, when his/her wishful thinking is confronted with educational efforts of the surrounding world (Gajer-Piacun, 1985). The surrounding world expects such a behaviour of the child during this span of life and tries to facilitate, by various procedures of education, overcoming such „fits“ for the child, until he/she succeeds to reach the level of self-control in this respect. The relevant procedures of education demand knowledge, patience and timely and proportionate acting. In the framework of educational and instructional work with children this aggressiveness is counted among those socially unacceptable patterns of behaviour which deviate from traditional norms corresponding to a certain age of the child and characteristic of a given social milieu. Because of possible consequences, which can be harmful both for the child and the surrounding world, aggressive patterns of behaviour are considered unacceptable and demand special treatment (Bradarić-Šlujo, 1991). Teachers call aggressive children in the class problematical, which indicates that they disturb the teaching and try to prevent other pupils’ learning. That’s why they are called children who are „difficult to cope with“.

The most comprehensive work on the analysis of theories on aggressiveness in Croatia was done by Žužul (1986.). Starting from a „postulated cause“ he distinguishes four groups. The first group comprises those theories which hold that aggressiveness arises from an instinct of aggression; in the second group you find theories which interpret aggressiveness as a functional result of certain biological structures or physiological changes in the organism;  the third group consists of the theories which define aggressiveness as a consequence of  frustrating situations; the fourth group, finally, comprises theories which assume that aggressive behaviour is learnt.

Causes of socially unacceptable behaviour

In assessing socially unacceptable behaviour we should be very cautious, because the causes are numerous and multidimensional. According to developed theories the causes of socially unacceptable and aggressive behaviour could be: biological factors (e. g. lesions of the brain, endocrinal disturbances, aberrations in chromosomes); psychic factors (low level of development of abilities, striking emotional instability, a socially unacceptable system of values of the individual); social factors (inadequate procedures of education, patterns of behaviour of parents and other important persons in the world around the child, early separation, influence of mass media etc.). Such a classification is merely arbitrary, because the causes for aggressiveness are inseparably interconnected in their mutual interactions, so that they by cooperating cause such behaviour to come into existence and, as a consequence, be fixated. Therefore it is necessary to distinguish aggressive fits of pupils from those fits which are the results of defects of the organism of the child or must be seen as consequences of socio-psychic causes, for which a medical or psychological diagnosis has been made and a relevant therapeutical procedure is enacted.


But what happens to the child that hits and gropes around, throws about objects, stands up from his/her seat, starts roaring and railing during the lesson, shows anger and rage, interrupts other pupils ...? What happens to such a child, why does he/she do all that and how can you help him/her?


Research has shown that besides organic and psycho-social causes of unwanted patterns of behaviour there also is a range of existentially and mentally based causes of socially unacceptable behaviour. (Ivančić, 1999)

Spiritual dimension and socially unacceptable patterns of behaviour

When doing research and defining various fields of human life scientific attention is more and more directed towards the spiritual dimension. In other words, man is more and more often considered a threefold being with respect to the interconnected cooperation of body (gr. soma = the body), soul (gr. psyche = the soul) and spirit (gr. pneuma = the spirit).  Psyche comprises the psychic life of man, and the pneumatic (noetic) sphere represents the spiritual-moral life of man. Psyche and pneuma of man realize themselves in his physical nature. With respect to these three spheres, which are inseparably connected with each other in their mutual relationships, three ranges of illnesses and therapies are defined as well:  somatic, psychic and mental/spiritual illnesses. A human being can function faultlessly on the level of bio-psycho-social structure, while his/her spiritual life can be disturbed, which, however,  becomes apparent by hatred, rudeness, aggressiveness, immorality and the like.  Apostrophizing the spiritual dimension of man opens up new possibilities not only with respect to the analysis of human behaviour, but also with respect to a different approach to social and human sciences (Ivančić, 1997a; 1997b). In the Pastoral Constitution „Gaudium et spes“ of Vatican II man is described with respect to his structure as a unity of body and soul and presented in his physical nature as a collection of elements of the material world. There you read among others: „Man does indeed not deceive himself, when he puts himself on a higher level than the material elements and when he does not see himself as reducible to mere material particles of nature or to an anonymous element of human society. Because of his inner life he truly transcends the whole of all things: to such depths man descends, when he returns to his heart, where God is waiting for him. (...) By acknowledging the spiritual and immortal soul in himself, (...), he grasps the radical truth of the things themselves.“ In his Apostolic Document „Salvifici doloris“ Pope John Paul II. (1984) deals with the suffering and the grief of man and distinguishes between physical and moral suffering, which he calls „pain of the soul“. „It is about a pain of spiritual character, and not only about the psychic dimension of pain which accompanies both the moral and the physical pain.“ The Pope thus speaks about moral-spiritual suffering, which takes its origin in the human spirit, and continues: „The range and diversity of spiritual suffering is indeed not less compared with physical suffering, while it is at the same time more difficult to diagnose spiritual suffering and to treat it by means of a therapy.“

In a treatment attention is mainly directed to a human being’s good functioning and to „improving“ his/her damaged or impeded functioning; the so called inner life of man is examined next to nothing, especially not, if the boundaries of „normal“ behaviour are not crossed. Most authors who deal with the therapeutical treatment of aggressiveness with children are of the opinion that causes of aggressiveness are various forms of lack of love already suffered in earliest childhood. By applying diverse procedures of therapy fundamental trust and security should be regained. If, however, no radical changes in the environment of the child take place as well (which after all is a frequent cause of aggressive behaviour), the scars and also some wounds still remain. Some time they may become apparent through identical, similar or completely different symptoms. A human being is spiritually ill - so Ivančić (1993) -, if man’s spiritual life is endangered by something or if man’s spiritual organs have fallen ill or if one of his virtues has been destroyed. Spiritual illnesses are mainly caused by evil, by which the human conscience, the intellect, the heart and finally man’s whole essence are seized; it becomes apparent as anger, thirst for revenge, and crime. Greed is another cause of spiritual illnesses, because of which man „can enter into a conflict with his own conscience, suffer from a split personality, fall a prey to deviating ideologies, become a victim of vice and inhuman actions“. The third cause of spiritual illnesses finally are spiritual injuries and insults (more about that in Ivančić, 1997a; 1997b). By research on aggressiveness and other forms of unwanted behaviour in existential-spiritual respect the conclusion was drawn that the causes of such a state can be insults inflicted on a child from early childhood  on, after that experience of failure in work and in general in life, disappointment, loss of a very close person, various conflicts (mostly with parents), punishments and everything that can evoke anger, distress, self-pity. The spiritual illnesses become apparent through organic and/or psychic symptoms, as they are, concerning their origin, connected to the mental sphere and must therefore be called mental/spiritual illnesses.


It was already in 1893 that Snow (cp. Simonton, 1987, 52) stated that the originating cause of some cancer illnesses as well as their increase is set in „psychic pain“, which he does not describe as psychic trauma, but as mental/spiritual suffering.

Basics of therapeutical effect: the existential-spiritual approach

In the medical profession the need for a more comprehensive approach to the cure of man is felt more and more, because examples show that the spiritual sphere often plays an important role in curing both somatic and psychic illnesses, too. As mental illnesses become apparent in the body and the psyche, the cooperation of doctors, psychiatrists and priests is more and more seen as extremely important (Ivančić, 1993).


Psychiatrists quite agree in one point: strictly speaking there are no specific forms of therapy which can be connected with pathological aggressiveness. Some manifestations of aggressiveness (especially with grown-ups) can be alleviated by medication, some others by psychotherapeutical procedures. Psychoanalysts affirm that in respect to aggressiveness of children „the qestion of aggression is essentially a question of love“ (Bastašić, 1988). Anna Freud (2000) states „that with children who are deprived of love autoaggressive behaviour up to injuring oneself badly can become apparent. Later on such intentions are reflected in the Über-Ich's turning to a merciless conscience“ and can degenerate into a pathological development of the personality. An aggressive child „is hungry for love“, and by his/her forms of procedure he/she pushes him/herself into the situation of meeting rejection. General therapeutical advice is of no use anyway, because every child demands a different procedure in each case.


The therapeutical technique most often applied is the play therapy (diverse variants such as doll therapy, wherein the child expresses his/her aggressiveness in playing with dolls; these dolls represent a lot of persons in the child’s life). Aggressiveness is canalized by such playing, in which physical activity dominates. Here it is important that movement and cooperation are built in extensively. Creative games change aggressive behaviour into  constructive action. Meves (1986) and Bastašić (1988) are of the opinion that aggressive behaviour should be „abreacted“, and that therefore it is good to provide a punching ball or something similar, so that the child thus has a chance to canalize the aggression.


In the framework of behaviour therapy the therapeutical procedure of behaviour modification was developed, which could also be successfully applied in rehabilitation treatment of mentally ill children. These are children in whom various forms of aggressive and/or autoaggressive behaviour have developed as consequences (Škrinjar, Teodorović, 1997).


The fundamental striving of man is love. Being loved means being likeable; the fellow men accept us, we please them, they appreciate us and encounter us with confidence. If somebody feels unnecessary, forgotten, rejected, he/she expects subconsciously to be declared unnecessary, he/she feels endangered and threatened and entertains the feelng of guilt. In order to defend him/herself, such a person tries to enforce love somehow, longs for respect and acknowledgement, wants to be important in the eyes of other human beings and draws attention to him/herself by using various forms of socially unacceptable behaviour. The most frequent reaction of the surrounding world consists in bringing such persons back to reason by pieces of advice, warnings, threats and not least of all by punishments. Through all that the person (the child, the pupil) is still more convinced that he/she is not loved, useless, even superfluous, whereupon in such a human being aggressiveness is even strengthened, which the surrounding world again tries to teem by authoritarian procedures and punishments. Such punishments, however, result in an even deeper-rooted aggressiveness. The so called „vicious circle of aggressiveness“ starts. How can one escape such a „circulus vitiosus“? An aggressive child, a pupil in whom unwanted patterns of behaviour become apparent is not able, only by his/her own will power, to overcome such a behaviour, he/she is not able anyway to „heal“ him/herself in this respect. In order to achieve transition to some other form of behaviour he/she needs the help of some other human being. He/She needs understanding and support. The teacher, the parents or some other trusted person should give an impulse to detect what can be called the meaning of life. Thus this human being can be helped to enter the world of trust. Some other human being, by his/her personal effort and support, must influence the frustrated and therefore immature personality of the fellow human being concerned (Ivančić, 1990).


In his existence man depends on trust and faith. Trust is the precondition for a meaningful and full life. It is acquired in childhood by interaction with other human beings. Helped by trust, man appreciates himself and the surrounding world. Trust is not „learnt“, but must be acquired. Many authors agree that aggressivenss is caused by lack of love or lack of positive cooperative realationships as well as positive experiences in the time from conception to the end of the first year of life, but also later till the third year of life and further on till adolescence. And even as adults we don’t grow immune to the loss of trust and faith. Children who have already suffered from the lack of love in their childhood or have not experienced love can sometimes feel insulted by one single rude comment or gesture, while adults may even not be aware of that fact. The worst insults happen between the very persons that are closest to one another (parents - children, husband - wife, neighbours, pupils - teacher, priest – believer ...). The greater the expectations to a person are, the greater the disappointment or the insult inflicted on us by this person!


A human being needs somebody „from outside“ who adresses a good word to him/her and stimulates and encourages him/her towards positive thoughts, somebody who tells him/her that he/she is valuable, that it is important that he/she exists, irrespective of his/her being successful, because he/she is already valuable due to the fact that he/she exists.


We will accept an aggressive child as an ill child. That child does not need objections, but help, as is the case with any ill person. The teacher, the parents – they all call to the child „from outside“. Yet, God calls him/her from the other side, „from within“.


The basics of existential-spiritual therapie consist in showing some signs of love to a child who, too, is in danger because of aggressive behaviour which also originates from him/herself.

Fundamental signs of love

What are the fundamental signs of love? That is trust which often manifests itself in the mutual relationship of two persons. Love is born within the relationship, within communication. The essential point often does not only consist in something being communicated (we will often hear: „Of course I told you that you shouldn’t do it ...“); what is essential is what is communicated, which words are chosen and how they are spoken. It is not only the contents of the communication that is important, but also the way of starting a relationship. It is necessary to encounter such a child with love: It is good that you are there, that you exist, I love you in spüite of all! That is the beginning of an effective therapy.


It has already been said that the need for truast and faith, for kindness, justice and love is an exestential need of man. Man is valuable by being, not by having. It is necessary to see man’s good sides, to believe in the good in him. That is to accept the other man, to forgive him and to cooperate with him. You can tell a Christian child in the context of religious instruction or of a topic in the frame of some other subject about God as a good father and about Jesus as a loving friend, who has come to heal the sick as well as to console all those who suffer from any misery. The Holy Spirit will guide a man afflicted by wounds out of his solitude, He will free him from self-pity, from thirst for revenge, from evil ... That is what the Bible tells us: „You are my beloved son ... ; in my hands I have inscribed you ... .“

The child should feel that God is not the judge but the saviour; God does not judge, he forgives (Ivančić, 1993; 1994).


If we radiate trust in front of an aggressive pupil, if we thank God for his/her life and existence, the pupil will gradually come to rest. That’s a process which does not happen over night, but through a good relationship to a pupil or the class as a community an atmosphere or a sphere of trust and peacefulness arising from it will come into existence.


A further step in accepting aggressive behaviourconsists in showing pity and sympathy to the child; it is important to put oneself into his/her situation with empathy, because it is very often not the child’s fault that such a behaviour, such deeds and gestures become apparent in him/her.


Il we as teachers, educators and professors want to change our attitudes and our relationship towards a child with socially unacceptable behaviour, we could follow recommendations of other teachers who have been successful in overcoming aggressive behaviour in „their“ pupils.  This experience can be summed up as follows:

- Understanding the pupil with respect to the situation he/she was born in and lives in. Being empathic towards the pupil; by such an attitude we evoke pity for this pupil in ourselves, we show understanding for his/her problem. We accept the child as a suffering human being.

- Instead of condemning the child, let’s condemn the evil that has „infested“ him/her.

- We feel pity with the child (within us) and in a situation in which the child deserves it we loudly praise the child.

- We make the child aware of the good in him/herself: Of course you can do that, you are smart, you are nice as well, you are able to help others.

- You can give a small present to the child to encourage hin/her (a pencil, a pendant etc.).

- Speaking honestly and justly about the good qualities of the child with other people.

- Caressing the pupil sometimes and speaking words of blessing (in ourselves) for him/her.

- Praying for the child.

Contraindications: What we mustn’t do
In no case we should examine the child about the causes of his/her behaviour, because that can only corroborate his/her conviction that it is somehow his/her fault anyway. You should not call on the child in any case to endeavour something to call him/herselt to discipline and the like. It is not good to threaten with punishments or to raise your voice to pronounce warnings, because thus the child can only find rest for a very short time. As a consequence soon afterwards even stronger aggressiveness will becoem apparent. Making the child listen to reason proves to be senseless, because such a behaviour does not come from the part of his/her nature which can be controlled by means of the will. All that only shows our lack of understanding the problems existing in such a child, which only instigates aggressiveness still more.


The aggressive child should not be asked to confess his/her guilt. First one should – figuratively speaking – envelop the child with trust, empathy and understanding, because thus the spiritual structure of man is strengthened. If we wish to influence a pupil’s unwanted behaviour lastingly, it is first necessary to achieve a change in ourselves (in us teachers and professors!). Spiritual help can neither be provided by means of a feigned sympathy towards the child nor by means of a studied behaviour. Only a human being who owns certain qualities can influence some other fellow man in thsi respect. Therefore it’s necessary to work „on oneself“ without interruption. Wrong attitudes and prejudices both with respect to the pupil and to other colleagues must be changed. A human being who accepts being corrected now and then, who takes care of him/herself in a positive way day for day, can also effect a change in some other human being by his/her help. You could say that in such a way „God’s grace is transmitted from one human being to another“ (Ivančić, 1993; 1994).

Instead of a conclusion: an encouragement to meditate

At the end I offer you a text as an encouragement to meditate, as a first step in the direction of a change of your heart. The text is called: „What we as children wanted/didn’t want to hear ...“.

First everything that we were told when we were small: Be quiet, hurry up, keep your fingers away, pay attention, eat up everything, brush your teeth, please, pay attention not to get dirty, can’t you be silent once?, what’s up now?, why don’t you speak any word now?, you should apologize, why don’t you greet?, come here, go play with the other children, don’t disturb me, must you always run about?, why are you sweating so?, pay attention you could fall, didn’t I say you might fall?, serves you right, because you never listen, you don’t know that anyway, you are much too small for that, give it to me, I will do it myself, your are big enough now, go to bed at last, get up quickly, or you will be late again, i have got a lot to do now, you must really find your way yourself, pull your cover up, don’t stay in the sun all the time, go into the sun a little, you don’t talk with your moth full ...


And now all that we would have liked to hear, when we were children: I like you, you are beautiful, I’m very pleased that I have you, let’s talk a little about you, we should find some time for ourselves, how do you feel now?, you are so sad, are you afraid?, why does it not work now?, you are sweet, you are so gentle, tell me please what you have discovered, are you happy now?, I like it very much when you laugh, you can weep if you feel like it, you are not quite content, are you alright?, what’s worrying you?, who has made you so angry?, you can tell me whatever you like? I confide in you, how do you like me?, when do you not like me?, what do you think about it?, I really like to be together with you, I would like to tell you something, I like to listen to you, when do you feel especially unhappy?, you please me as you are, it’s good that we are together, tell me if I have made a mistake.


Beside you there are also adults who expect words of you which they would have liked to hear in their childhood.
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