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Description of presentation: Following Columbine school shootings, educators went on high alert trying to identify and understand violence in students. We will review the complexities surrounding students with disruptive behavior and special education needs in schools and the challenges clinicians, families and educators face to optimize services for these vulnerable students. 

Learning Objectives:

· Participants will understand the assessment approaches of targeted school violence and how the process can provide relevant diagnostic questions and prevention for aggressive students.

· Participants will understand the complex diagnostic and treatment concerns related to potentially violent and aggressive students in the school setting.

· Participants will be able to comprehend the role that social workers and adjustment counselors can play in providing practically applicable assessments designed to improve functional outcomes of students.
Summary

· Sometimes when teachers are dealing with an aggressive student, at times it can be difficult to discern the triggers (antecedents), and teachers can feel as if they have used up their bag of tricks. One of the key aspects that you as a social worker and I as a psychiatrist can convey is a sense of shared responsibility and a recognition of how difficult the situation is. Besides the fact that there is power in numbers, sometimes with violent and aggressive students it is critical to share responsibility. These can be frightening, overwhelming situations, which can engender a toxic sense of failure. In those moments it can be easy to look for someone to blame – and hard to maintain a sense of efficacy.

· There is a complexity to these kids who go from zero to 100 in sixty seconds. Although most of us would agree that assessment is key to informing our interventions, we also can feel challenged as Dreikurs says in his book “Maintaining sanity in the classroom.”
 

· The first offering you have as social workers is to provide a safe space to step back and analyze the situation and regroup for a concerted effort. Here’s why providing a safe space for reflection is so important: A parent or a teacher can feel under siege, like they can’t make the child’s behavior different. Seligman, speaking of learned optimism
, talks about how depression occurs when someone thinks that the problem is permanent and pervasive – and sometimes, that is the way a teacher can feel. 

· After Columbine, there was increased interest and vigilance in identifying and understanding aggressive kids in schools. Safety assessments are extensive psychiatric assessments that include reviewing medical and school records, talking to teachers, home visits, and trying to mobilize resources – usually intensifying resources to help turn the student around
. 

· The type of aggression that schools are confronted with on a daily or weekly basis is NOT school shootings. The reality is that school is one of the safest places to be. What staff and students regularly confront is explosive swearing, “rude” behavior, pushing and shoving other students, throwing objects. 

· Stuart Twemlow and colleagues describe a power dynamic
: a conscious or unconscious pattern whereby a person or group controls another. An audience of bystanders can help to support and continue the bully-victim relationship. They describe three types of bystanders that support the bully-victim relationship: 

· bully bystanders, who experience a vicarious thrill through watching others be bullied

· victim bystanders, who are too afraid to resist the bully

· avoidant bystanders, who deny the existence of a problem 

· Mark Durand looks at aggression primarily as a form of communication
.   Durand and Crimmins developed a “Motivation Assessment Scale”
, as a way to determine the function or motivation of behavior problems. They divide it into four categories: social attention, tangible reinforcement, escape from a situation, and sensory consequences. 

· Dreikurs’ work also focuses on understanding subconscious goals that motivate students’ misbehavior, their private logic, how to help the child understand their goal, and how the child’s feelings relate to teachers’ beliefs on discipline
. He also describes four goals:

· Do I feel annoyed? If so, you may have reason to suspect attention getting as a goal. Attention getting is evident when a student is constantly looking to belong and be recognized in the class, by acting in ways that demand praise or criticism. Dreikurs comments that “Children prefer being beaten to being ignored.” 

· Do I feel beaten or intimidated? If so, you may have reason to suspect power as a goal. Power and control are goals for students who feel inferior and unable to measure up to expectations of themselves or others. They will try to remedy this by trying to get their own way, forcing themselves onto others, or bragging or clowning. It is key to somehow establish that you are in charge without being intrusive. The key is not to get into a power struggle, and to recognize the student’s desperate need to feel liked and useful. 

· Do I feel wronged or hurt? If so, you may have reason to suspect revenge as a goal. Revenge is a goal for students who feel unable to gain attention or power, having unequal status because of what others have done to them. They feel, “If I’m hurting, I have the right to make others hurt”. They resort to achieving status not by winning others over, but by beating others with maliciousness and humiliation. 

· Do I feel incapable of reaching the child in any way? If so, you may have a reason to suspect helplessness as the goal. These students have given up on the possibility of being a member of or gaining status in the group. They have accepted the feeling of being a nobody and no longer care what happens. 

· Another way to categorize aggression is as adaptive or maladaptive. The two types of aggression are distinct, and maladaptive aggression is the type that is of most concern clinically.

· Adaptive aggression involves the ability to respond aggressively to threats to individual safety, or to obtain scarce resources necessary for survival, or to establish dominance hierarchies in small groups…it has clear, understandable individual or social goals and is pursued by individuals with a “biologically intact system
,
. For example, aggression in war or by the police. 

· Maladaptive aggression, on the other hand, is not in the service of individual or group competition for resources, or individual or group defense, within the context of societal rules. It is an expression of a disordered internal mechanism, such as a neuropsychiatric illness. It is independent of a goal or antecedent social cues, often starts at an early age, it is out of proportion in intensity, frequency, duration, or severity, it is impulsive, and it does not terminate appropriately. 

· Another way to categorize aggression is as proactive or reactive:

· The purpose of proactive aggression is to obtain specific rewards or to establish social dominance. It involves a minimal level of physiological arousal, and relates to predatory deliberate aggression.
· Reactive aggression, also called “affective aggression”, is an angry defense against a perceived threat or provocation. There’s a high level of physiological arousal, irritability and the fight-or-flight response comes into play. This type of aggression is impulsive and explosive, and it’s the point at which kids can blank out. 
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