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Preface







“We have known for some time that learning (making sense of their experience) is at its best for most children when they are interacting socially and that language and communication is the key to successful learning. ‘Children solve practical tasks with the help of their speech as well as with their hands and eyes.’”


– L S Vygotsky, Thought and Language





Much research has taken place in the last few decades that shows the power of words in shaping people’s worlds However, as with all research, there is a time lag between the discovery of new ideas and relationships and their application in the classroom. A number of books have been written exploring the educational applications of neuro-linguistic programming (NLP) techniques in classrooms, mainly in the area of accelerated learning. However, NLP does have a wider application, because it is a model of human communication and behaviour that comprises three broad elements:




	Gaining rapport and communicating with another person;


	Effective ways of gathering information about the mental world of another person;


	Strategies for promoting behavioural change.





As such it is ideally suited for managing classroom behaviour, especially as it uses both conscious and unconscious ways of relating to and communicating with another person. In particular, it has developed ideas and techniques that will allow you to identify and describe patterns in the verbal and nonverbal behaviour of children. This book explores the NLP ideas relating language to behaviour. Language and communication are the basis of successful learning for children. My belief that the forms of language a teacher uses shape the behaviour and therefore the learning of the children in the classroom prompted this description of the ideas and teaching techniques advocated in this book. Its purpose is to get you a classroom where behaviour supports your children’s learning.


Learning in classrooms is mediated by the teacher and this mediation is language-based. This book is about ensuring that the language you use increases your pupils’ capacity to learn. Carefully chosen language can actively create the mental images and neurological pathways in the brain of the child to produce the desired learning. I have taken the findings of NLP that can be applied to behaviour and converted them into practical ways of talking and behaving in the classroom.


All experienced teachers have watched or listened to an exchange between a student teacher and a pupil and recognised that turning point in the conversation when conflict becomes inevitable, triggered by the student’s inappropriate verbal response to the pupil. I want all teachers to have at their command the widest repertoire of linguistic tools so that they can alter the direction of any exchange with a pupil to move it away from conflict and towards the restoration of a learning climate in the classroom.


In 1994, a UK government circular stated that behavioural problems with children were “often engendered or worsened by the environment, including schools’ or teachers’ responses”. Stop for a moment and remember an exchange with a pupil that didn’t go the way you wanted it to. Was your response to the situation as good as it could have been? What did you say that worsened the situation? Now think of being able to communicate with just the right language to get the positive outcome you intended. This is what the NLP language patterns contained in this book can help you to do. The book will show you how to use these patterns in such a way that you will be able to improve the behaviours of the pupils you teach. They are easily learned ways of talking that you can develop into an unconscious competence in your classroom. With your new competence will come reduced levels of tension and noticeable shifts in the climate of the classroom. Just as different colours have been shown to affect mood, so specific language patterns, vocabulary and ways of talking can shift the emotional state of the listener.


Just think of your own internal dialogue in different situations. What do you say to yourself to wind yourself up from a feeling of mild irritation, through annoyance, to full-blown anger? Equally, just recall what you say in your head to calm yourself down or move into a state of feeling pleased with yourself. We each have our own internal dialogues which affect our mood or emotional state. Some of these have been installed in our behaviour for such a long time that we have probably forgotten the experience that first prompted them. More importantly, they act like preprogrammed tapes that begin to run in our mind’s ear when something triggers them. These messages in turn generate a behavioural response that can sometimes be dysfunctional when we are dealing with a child’s misbehaviour. Recognising your own self-talk tapes from the past and learning to create more appropriate ones is a key emotional-skill development for all teachers.


This book is structured with the reader, and what we know about personal learning, in mind. It falls into four sections appropriate to your learning preference:


Part I covers the bottom right-hand side of the diagram in Figure (i): the what of the book, its main ideas and the background research that have led to the development of these techniques. Chapter One contains the ideas and concepts underpinning neuro-linguistic programming. It gives a brief history and background to the development of NLP as well as a description of its main tenets and how you can implement them into the classroom. This will give you an overview of the field and allow you to decide which ideas can help you most in your classroom. Although this book focuses on the use of the linguistic devices of NLP, the Bibliography lists those authors who have described how these and other powerful NLP techniques can help you enhance children’s learning.


Chapter Two contains recent thinking in brain research applied in the classroom. It is a short wander through some of the key findings of the research of the last decade into the brain’s structure and functioning, as well as the ideas on the use of specific language in modifying behaviour.


Part II (the top right-hand quadrant) explores why you will want to read and learn about these ideas. It surveys some of the current behavioural problems and practices in school. It explores what implications these may have for children’s learning and behaviour. Much of this work has yet to be really tried and tested in the classroom. What findings do you think you can use and change your teaching approach? You can be the experimenter and see the effect of some of the ideas in improving children’s learning.
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Figure (i): Reading this book








Part III covers the bottom left-hand side of the diagram, the how of the different techniques and how they are used to gain different goals with the same outcome – better behaviour. This section contains a survey of the words, phrases and scripts of the different NLP approaches to use in the classroom, together with ways of strengthening some of the more common current strategies. Chapter Five has practical examples and conversational “scripts” of the patterns in use. Simply choose a script or a technique and ask yourself if you can remember an occasion when it could have improved the outcome of a confrontation with a pupil.


Part IV concerns what you can do with them in different situations. I suggest you choose one or two specific examples from these, linked to familiar scenarios or situations that are likely to occur in your classroom. You can use them when the appropriate occasion arises. Then note the effect they have and consider how the outcome is different from what it might have been like if you had used your usual way of responding. As you become familiar with them, so you can learn others and gradually extend your repertoire of responses.


These ideas can have meaning and worth to you only if you experiment with them in the classroom. An old proverb says that knowledge is only a rumour until it gets into your muscles. In other words, these approaches and scripts have to come alive. Only then can you discover and value the ideas and practices described in this book. As teachers, we tend to experiment most with different strategies in the early part of our careers and gradually sort those that have been tested and worked from those that failed. Many of us rely on these tried and tested ways of teaching and then sometimes, unnecessarily, limit our teaching repertoire to them. Under pressure they become our classroom survival strategies, because no one likes to fail too often. Yet “failure” is part and parcel of the normal learning process. Scientists work with the belief that there is no such thing as a failed experiment. Edison always claimed that he did not have a thousand failed attempts to make a light bulb; he just learned a thousand ways how not to make one! Each experiment was a source of feedback on his path to being successful. If, as professionals we shun “failure” by taking no risks, then we run the real risk of forgetting how to learn. In a rapidly changing environment, learning how to learn is the one skill we need most. So communicate well – or disappear in a struggle to maintain a learning environment. In today’s classrooms, it is vital to be a good communicator.


Getting the most benefit out of this book


Many teachers ignore potentially useful research findings because they do not value them. They do not value them because they have not experienced them for themselves. It does not matter how rational the research, how erudite the analysis and how persuasive rationally the conclusions if you as a teacher have no emotional attachment to them, for you will not convert them into practice. Think of smoking: just reading all the research and knowing the likely implications for future ill health doesn’t necessarily change the individual smoker’s behaviour. Head, heart and hand have to work together to bring about a new behaviour. So, to get the most out of this book, you will need to use the ideas in your classroom. If nothing is said or done, it remains a book. You can begin by reading the sections in any order you wish. Read the one that appeals to you most. If you like to see the big picture or feel the need to grasp the whole thing, before you can feel comfortable with practising something new, then read the book as it is written. If you have a stronger, predominantly “suck it and see” approach to your own learning, then begin with Parts II and III. Become familiar with one or two of the actual patterns and use them in the classroom as appropriate situations arise. Note the outcomes and which of these patterns work for you. Continue to extend your knowledge and use of them – they become easier with practice – until one day you will find yourself using all of them smoothly and effortlessly as and when they are needed. Then, if you are curious about just why they have the effects they do, return and read Part I. If you already have some knowledge about NLP you can leap straight to Part IV and choose some of the experiments with the techniques suggested there.



















Introduction







“Words are the main currency of our trade.”


– Dhority, The ACT Approach: the use of suggestion for integrative learning





What makes a good teacher? Why are some teachers really good behaviour managers? When you stop and think about skilful behaviour management in the classroom, what comes to mind? As in all ages and even in this increasingly electronic age, Dhority’s words are very true for teachers: words are our work! All good teachers are unconsciously skilful in their use of language to engender learning in their students. What changed in the last few decades of the last millennium was the rapid expansion in the scientific knowledge of the brain’s functioning and the importance of language in the development of the maturing brain.


The study of how language and action affect the central nervous system is known as neuro-linguistic programming (NLP). Prior to its scientific underpinnings, it was once defined as an attitude of curiosity that leaves behind it a trail of techniques. Different researchers followed their curiosity in this field and discovered a range of patterns from which they developed techniques applicable to education. These techniques are finding their way into the classroom and this book takes what NLP tells us about language and communication and applies it to the daily interaction between teachers and pupils.


Many teachers have already found that, by using the suggestions to change their language and their vocabulary, they get better class control through improved behaviour from their pupils. It’s not just about talking; it is about developing new patterns of conversation (ways of talking) that open up new ways of pupils’ thinking. Words trigger internal representations and start processes in our mind. The “right” words are needed to produce the representations we wish to stimulate. We now know that different languages result in differently organised brains.


As the form of the language is different, so the neural paths that are formed while the young child is learning develop differently according to the language being acquired. Learning English, for example, with its alphabet of only 26 abstract symbols arranged linearly to form hundreds of thousands of words, will produce a differently wired brain from that of a Chinese child acquiring its native language constructed of the combination of thousands of individual pictograms. “Language development changes the landscape of the brain radically” (Carter, 1998). Pacific island peoples with no written language develop a wider range of kinaesthetic or nonverbal means of communication. Recent research (Jensen, 1994) shows that even after the language has developed, words can still alter the physical structure of the brain. Brain scans using positron emission tomography (PET) have demonstrated that carefully chosen words can activate the same areas of the brain, and have the same therapeutic effects, as a proprietary drug such as Prozac!


If we extrapolate this research it could support the underpinning premise of this book: altering what you say and the way that you say it can stimulate changes in the behaviour of the listener. As a teacher and a mediator, I believe in the persuasive power of language. This research supports that belief.


Professional mediators recognise three sets of skills in conflict management:




	Identifying patterns in and behind conflict – patterns in the anxieties that people exhibit; patterns in the individual approaches to conflict as a protagonist.


	Establishing a climate of nondefensiveness in both parties, which can depend on subskills such as gaining rapport easily, the use of assertive strategies at the appropriate time, the ability to change or modify belief systems and the different ways people see the same facts.


	Communicating to ensure that conflict prevention and resolution by conversationally redefining positions and issues dampens down the emerging conflict.





This book focuses on the last skill: the development of sophisticated language skills and the linguistic devices and specific speech patterns that ensure improved communication. Although its main emphasis is on the language patterns of NLP, it draws on other aspects to aid the first two skill areas. There are three broad fields of language in NLP. They are used deliberately to achieve different outcomes. This book will provide you with a description of the ideas contained in each field, where they can be applied in the classroom and examples of the different speech patterns in all three. Skill in the choice of which mode of language to use and in the specific speech patterns within each field will help create the classroom climate that is conducive to purposeful learning.
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Good teachers intuitively use all three ways of communicating when teaching. The aim of this book is to increase your awareness of the greater potential of these approaches when you understand how they can be used deliberately to shape the behaviour of your students. All teachers want to make a difference. Each one of us in education wants to influence for the better the lives of our students. With a greater knowledge of the NLP language patterns, teachers are achieving the positive differences they want, because they understand, first, how the language used shapes the internal world of the listener, and, second, how that drives their outer world, the one of behaviour. And so I wonder how soon it will be before you begin to try out these ideas in a way that will develop the learning behaviour in your classroom.



















Part I


What Am I Going to Learn 

























Chapter One


General Elements of NLP





Having originated some 25 years ago and having developed rapidly over that period, NLP has had an increasing influence on the science and practice of communication. The “technology” of NLP – its conceptual models, its practical methods and techniques – can provide teachers with a wide-ranging understanding of how children think and behave, and therefore how we can help them change. It links what we know about the neurology of our body, mind and senses with our spoken (and unspoken) communication patterns, and helps us to better understand our behaviours. It is based on the knowledge that language does much to determine the development of the neural pathways in our brains and therefore, over time, programs much of our behaviour. This idea of habitual reinforcement of the brain’s physiology through language to strengthen some neural connections in preference to others is evidenced by the assertion that, of the 80,000 or so thoughts you may have today, probably at least 60,000 are the same as yesterday’s!


The set of processes which have been developed in NLP help you to:




	Develop relational and influencing skills through improved rapport;


	Use easily identifiable language patterns to communicate more powerfully;


	Recognise the motivational patterns of individual children and therefore respond more effectively to their behaviour.





Up to now, in education, NLP has impacted mainly in the field of accelerated learning and not in behaviour management. However, experienced teachers already use a range of the wider basic ideas of NLP in an intuitive way, having developed their own personal classroom strategies through trial and error in the hurly-burly of dealing with the year-on-year task of teaching the children in their own classrooms. Since the 1980s, the ideas and techniques of NLP in improving communication have been applied in projects in teaching and learning (e.g., Jacobsen 1983; Grinder, 1991; Blackerby, 1996). They have been found to be very practical ways of improving children’s motivation and therefore their behaviour and their learning. The more you can use the techniques to gain the understanding of the linkage between words and behaviour, to explore your own experience in the classroom and what you do with it, the more you can bring about behavioural change in your students. And your teaching will become more effective.


Remember, all the ideas presented here are models. Like all models they are representative of reality, not reality itself. The worth of any model lies in its usefulness in helping us address current problems or issues. Newton’s model of gravity is not our current understanding of the mathematics of the universe; it was replaced by Einstein’s model because his equations solved problems that Newton’s couldn’t. However, that does not detract from the huge leaps forward in our understanding of the world that flowed from Newton’s model. It helped solve three hundred years’ worth of problems. Nor does it alter the fact that it still has application, including the calculations behind first putting a man on the moon’s surface! So it is with the NLP models. There is no claim that they are what really happen inside the mind. As with Newton’s gravity theory, though, applying the NLP ideas has resulted in remarkable achievements over the last thirty years in the fields of health, therapy and, more recently, education. Now is the time to apply them specifically to behaviour management. You can judge their usefulness.


The NLP mindset: guiding principles for excellent behaviour managers


The current practice of neuro-linguistic programming is based on a set of principles or key beliefs. Success in managing children’s behaviour depends on your own attitudes, beliefs and values. They help you to clarify your own values and to notice their effect on your relationships with your students. This set of key beliefs has been selected from the NLP principles most relevant to behaviour management in the classroom. You may not believe them all, yet;  for some, just act as if you did believe them. Don’t think that you will always find this easy, but you can notice the changes that occur when you can act as if you believe them all. The practices recommended in this book are based on these principles.


1. Behaviour is the best bit of information about a person


Only a fraction of any spoken communication is carried by the actual words. Your tone and other qualities of your voice will carry a message four or five times stronger. All behaviour serves as a communication. Your task is to develop a behavioural “language” that will work in managing pupils. Applying this principle means observing closely what they do, without interpretation, without “mind-reading” – you don’t need to know the why of what they are doing. In NLP answering the question “How do they do what they do?” is considered far more useful in getting to a win/win state than in seeking a reason for why pupils do what they do.


2. People are not their behaviour


Be clear of the conceptual level of your thoughts and actions. As a teacher you already take care to describe the child’s behaviours as not acceptable, not the child’s identity as a person. This relates to Robert Dilts’s neurological levels (see “The levels of meaning”).


3. Every behaviour has a positive intention behind it


It may not always seem that way to you, but somewhere, at some level, everyone behaves out of a good intention. It may be hard to see it from your viewpoint. You will have to see it from theirs, to get a feel for what it means to them. But, whatever it seems like to you, their behaviour is intended to be useful to them or to be protective of their wellbeing. William Glasser (1998) in describing his “choice theory” makes the same point slightly differently: “We always choose to do what is most satisfying to us at the time.” An important skill in behaviour management is the ability to interpret the underlying message being conveyed by the behaviour and not to focus solely on the behaviour itself. It is good to ask oneself, “What is this behaviour a symptom of?” or “What is the need underlying this behaviour that the student thinks will be met by acting this way?”


4. Emotions are facts


Emotions have to be taken into account in your everyday life. They are real, even if self-generated, and will affect your behaviour. Your emotional feelings are the result of an interaction between what you tell yourself about your experience and your basic gut feelings. So you bring them into existence and, once present, they have to be incorporated into the equation of how you interact with children.


5. There are no difficult children, just difficult relationships and inflexible teachers


“Difficult” children are those children you give up on when you cease to be flexible in your responses to them and communication is broken off. Resistance is not so much an attribute of them but more a measure of your inflexibility of response. This can be hard to accept, let alone believe, but experiment with behaving as if you did believe it and notice the differences in the responses you get. This book is designed to increase your flexibility by enlarging your repertoire of techniques.


6. The meaning of my communication is the response I get


Many communicators are too busy talking to notice the effect of their message. The surest way to know what you have “said” to another person is to listen to the response you get back. You may know what you meant but, if the response does not confirm that your particular message was received, then you know you didn’t convey it – you sent a “missage”. They missed your point. You will have to rephrase it until it becomes a message – something they can understand. When a child asks an off-the-wall question, ask yourself, “How is it possible that this child can ask such a question at this moment?” The answer to that question lies in the question asked. What have you not done or said that could trigger that particular question in the child’s mind?


7. All children have the resources they need to meet the challenges of everyday living


Children are often unable to find within themselves new ways of behaving, because they are in an emotionally unresourceful state. Anxiety distorts behaviour and thinking closes down with high levels of negative emotion. With it goes the ability to find solutions within oneself. Relieving anxiety or reducing its level is the first step in helping a child look for alternative behaviours. This belief in the individual’s own innate resourcefulness is an underpinning principle of “brief counselling” approaches.


8. We all have our own internal map of reality


A map is just a symbolic representation, a model, not reality. We create our world by the words we use to describe what our senses tell us. We select from our senses what it is that interests us, and our own past experiences and learning help us decide what we will pay attention to in the world around us, what we will focus on. Two people can look at the same car accident and describe it in two very different ways. Two people can look at the same picture and see two different images. The word pictures we have created in our own mind to describe the picture are just that – in our mind. They are not the original event that prompted them. By the time children have come to you they are likely to have answered three questions for themselves: “What sort of person am I?”; “What sort of world am I in?”; “What happens in a world like mine to someone like me?” The answers to these questions may seem distorted or illogical, but are very real to them; and they will have helped design their internal mental map – their worldview.


9. Children respond to their map of the world – not yours


A consequence of the above is that all children do things for their reasons, not yours! It makes sense in their unique maps of the world. And that’s the world you are going to have to enter to make a genuine difference in their behaviour! You may demand compliance in learning, but, if you do, you are unlikely to get commitment to it!


Some of the key elements of NLP


1. The simple NLP communication model


In A Brief History of Everything, Ken Wilber wrote:




The brain physiologist can know every single thing about my brain – he can hook me up to an EEG machine, he can use PET scans, he can use radioactive tracers, he can map the physiology, determine levels of neurotransmitters – he can know what every atom of my brain is doing, and he still won’t know a single thought in my mind … And if he wants to find out what is going on in my mind, there is only one way that he can find out: he must talk to me.





Wilber makes the point that the scientist can know everything about the concrete “exterior” of the mind in terms of the brain and the nervous system, but the “interior” of another’s mind can be revealed only through dialogue with that person. It is a black box to us – we see a container and we see the behaviours it produces, but have little idea what is inside the container that results in that observable output. Scientists are well used to dealing with this problem and circumvent it by constructing a model. Indeed, science is a discipline that spends its time devising better and better models of the observable realities that interest it. NLP has a particularly elegant model of human communication (Figure 1.1). The human mind has to be very selective in what it pays attention to, since it receives up to two million pieces of data every second! It has to reduce the complexity of all this information if it is to make sense of what it is experiencing at any one moment. The brain’s primary task is to keep the body healthy physically (and psychologically). Perceiving the environment demands selection – choosing just what sensory input to pay attention to – and its prioritisation. We therefore disregard what we consider unimportant at that time.
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Figure 1.1: The NLP communication model








What we pay attention to depends largely upon our beliefs and values. It is these that help us select the data that fit our mindscape and transfers these as chosen memories for our conscious mind, so that we can easily recall them later on. In the model, these selection and perception processes are represented by the three filters of deletion, distortion and generalisation. (And remember, this is only a model – it is not reality! The idea of filters is only a convenient way of thinking about the internal processes. What they represent is the process by which we choose from all the data surrounding us that which we consider “information”. That is, data that mean something to us and will inform our future behaviour and beliefs.)


Apart from the need to cut down the sheer volume of information bombarding us, the main psychological driver for the deletion, distortion and generalisation processes is to shape the incoming information to fit our internally held view of ourselves and the world we inhabit. In this way, we maintain our beliefs, our values and our own self-image.


Chosen data or pieces of information are often associated with an emotion which makes their recall easier. The rest of the unwanted (unwanted, that is, for right now) two million bits of data may be stored below our threshold of conscious awareness. However, your unconscious mind notes them and, driven by your deep beliefs and values, may prompt you to behave in a way that does not always seem logical to your consciously aware, thinking mind. John Grinder (1991) puts this slightly differently by asserting that the literal part of the message is understood at one level, while its intent is absorbed at another. “We know more than we can tell” (the philosopher Michael Polanyi).


This may partly explain Georgi Lozanov’s (1979) belief that communication between individuals can take place at more than one level. Specifically, he maintained that all communication impacts on the para-or subconscious mind as well as the conscious mind. More importantly, these two minds could take different meanings from the same surface messages. There is some evidence to suggest that the right and left brain hemispheres are involved in this differentiation. For most people, when they are listening to someone else, the left hemisphere of the frontal lobes of the brain operates sequentially on the words it hears and their specific meaning, while the right seems to work on the tone, volume and context in which the words are spoken. It is therefore more sensitive to hidden messages – the “music behind the words”. From his belief in this split-level communication, Lozanov developed his concept and practice of “suggestology” – the skills of deliberate multilevel communication. He also used music in a planned way to improve the learning of his students because music engages many areas of the brain in both left and right hemispheres. This helps students learn holistically.


Since then studies have shown that music can play an important part, not only in cognition, but also in the development of emotional intelligence. As Eric Jensen (1994) says, we have “brains built for learning”. More and more we are realising the importance of the learning that goes on in an unconscious way – the many learnings that seem to bypass the conscious mind. And, more and more, we are becoming better at communicating with that unconscious mind in a deliberate way to promote learning. As a teacher, you too can develop this skill and greatly improve the management of learning in your classroom. Remember, all learning and creativity takes place in the unconscious mind. Here too lie our memories. They arise from the levels of our unawareness to be expressed by the conscious mind (Figure 1.2). NLP seeks to help improve the communication between these two levels of the mind in order to improve our problem solving in the outer world.
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Figure 1.2: The conscious–unconscious mind connections









Lozanov (1979) also asserted that a learner’s full capability is constrained by the social norms that surround him. This implies that the school’s norms can limit the child’s beliefs about what is possible for himself and interfere with his growth to full potential. One of the teacher’s tasks, then, is to relieve the child’s anxieties about any such norms and free him from their constraints. Only then can the full learning potential of the child be realised. Language and the selective use of vocabulary and careful sentence construction can be a powerful aid to reducing anxiety in the listeners.


2. The levels of meaning


Another key concept in NLP is that of “neurological levels”. This model was developed by Robert Dilts (1990) to develop ideas about learning and change. As one moves up the levels, more and more of one’s personal neurology comes into play. Its application in behaviour management helps you determine what might be the most appropriate and effective level at which to intervene in a particular instance to minimise or change a pupil’s undesirable behaviour. It also signals the danger of short-term solutions. These often arise when the problem is addressed at the wrong logical level. Einstein maintained that you cannot solve a problem by thinking at the level that gave rise to the problem; you have to think at a higher logical level. So too with behaviour: it can be addressed at the behavioural level, but its antecedents may be at one or more of the other levels.


For example, does the behaviour spring from a deeply held concept of self at the identity level, or from the child’s beliefs and values about herself and the world? Or on her perceived abilities? Or is it really at the behavioural level and dependent on things children can and cannot do? Or is it below this and is a question of just this school, this classroom, these people, this equipment and so forth? We sometimes underestimate the influence of the environment on our motivation to learn. Some children prefer a formal setting to a quiet or even silent workspace. There are many such variables and it is always worth checking whether the problem behaviour has a simple root in the environment. The danger of addressing the wrong level is that it treats the symptom, not the cause, and is therefore likely to result in a fresh outbreak at some later date.








[image: ]

Figure 1.3: The neurological levels (after Dilts)









The model also demonstrates how a simple environmental or behavioural problem can escalate into an long-lasting problem of self-image and then move out to become a social problem. For example, a child stumbling over a piece of classroom arithmetic (a behavioural, or even, on one particular day, an environmental, problem) may, with repeated failure, prompt herself to move up a stage and question her capability at arithmetic. This, over time, hardens into a belief about not just the child’s own ability, but generalises up one more level to her identity or self-image – “I’m just thick”. After that, returning to the level of behaviour, an individual can forget the steps upward and shrug off the misbehaviour off with “I can’t help it: that’s how I am, it’s just me”. This indicates a learned belief about outcome expectancy – a belief that what happens to me is outside my control. The belief prompts an internal dialogue of either “It’s hopeless” or, worse, “I’m hopeless” – an identity response that means I have just degraded my self-image and then justifies my inaction.


Another, related, unhelpful belief is where I think I do have some control over the outcome, but that I won’t do very well in achieving it. I have low self-efficacy – a belief in my low capacity to learn or to achieve. These beliefs can persist even in the face of contrary evidence. “I may have got the outcome intended, but I was just lucky – I don’t really deserve to pass.” Roberts Dilts (1990) identifies this unholy trinity of beliefs of hopelessness, helplessness and lack of deservingness as three common barriers to the raising of the learner’s self-esteem. They are three beliefs that have to be changed in order to bring the learner’s locus of control from outside to inside – to see these beliefs as being at the beginning of the cause–effect chain rather than at the end of it.


It is easy to see how this process moves on, yet again, to a negative disposition towards school and classroom life. If we put the NLP communication model together with the Dilts levels we get what Peter Senge calls “the ladder of inferences” – the process by which many of us create the world we live in, where we consider:




	Our beliefs to be the one truth;


	That these truths are self-evidently true because they are based on our “real” life experiences.





From the NLP communication model, you will realise that the underlying assumption in the above sequence is that the data you have selected from your environment are the real(ly) important data. Once you have made your selection, you can start ascending the ladder and then carry on around the self-perpetuating cycle (see Figure 1.4). This reinforces the sorts of inner dialogue of the last paragraph, when triggered by particular events.
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Figure 1.4: The ladder of inference









We can all recognise our own triggers, the occasions when someone “presses our button”. Once pressed, the buttons start the appropriate self-talk tape designed to raise our own emotional temperature, which then fires the behavioural sequence. The issue for us as teachers is how to break into this vicious cycle of self-destructive behaviours and beliefs and turn it into a virtuous cycle of improving self-esteem.


3. Motivational patterns


As we saw in Figure 1.1, NLP adopts a “black-box” model of the brain – i.e., the brain can be thought of as a complex device within which a number of unknown (because they are unseen) processes work on the data input into it, to produce a set of outputs that you can observe as behaviour. Normally, some of these hidden processes help us to decide what we find motivating and are therefore very significant in shaping our behaviours. The NLP model calls these processes meta-programs. We are all familiar with behavioural habits, particularly the behaviour that follows when someone presses one of our “hot” buttons: “I always react like that when someone … !” These meta-programs are over-arching processes whose outcomes appears as often predictable behaviours. They are predictable because, once triggered, they follow the steps of the ladder of inference. Once you have got to know the pupil, detecting them and utilising them in the relationship between yourself and the child strengthens the degree of rapport and improves the quality of the communication between you.


The meta-programs can be thought of as sorting patterns that run in our brain. At the input end, just what does your mind pay attention to? How does it sort out the huge input of sensory data, thoughts and emotions that it has to deal with continuously? In the darkness of the black box that is your mind, what are the internal processes that work on the inputs, thoughts and emotions and build your internal world map from them? Then, what does your mind pay attention to in what you communicate?


So, the interesting question when we are talking with someone is: what sorting patterns or processes can we detect or infer from his language? Because the very act of expressing his experience or thoughts in a language requires a distillation, a selection of all the words that are at that person’s command. It is not a random selection, but one guided by their filters. And what mental operations does this person use in remembering? Preferred ways of thinking are a learned preference – learned in particular contexts. Understanding the contexts helps you understand the person’s “psycho-logic”. One way of looking at what we term our “personality” is to see it as the sum of our mental mechanisms for coping with life.


Your mind “thinks”, or has thoughts, by re-presenting the selected sensory data to itself. When you think of your classroom, your mind may first summon up an image of what it looks like, or replay what it sounds like, or recreate what it feels like – or even how it smells! You may have a preferred way of representing to yourself the classroom and your experiences in it, and a different one (your “lead” system) for accessing that information from your memory store. To make this model useful in transactions between people, Michael Hall and Bob Bodenhamer (1997) classify the meta-programs into five types:


Type I: Thinking drivers – the “mental” meta-programs
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We have to learn to sort and pay attention to the incoming data, and so our brains devise ways of processing information cognitively – thus you develop your own thinking style and your own particular “drivers”. In practice this means that, as you learn to come to under stand your world, you learn to group and sort the incoming data and to make many discriminations and create differences between your experiences. The strategies you develop to make these selections are your mental metaprograms. Some of the important meta-programs related to learning that you can see and hear operating as you pay attention to students working in the classroom are:




i Processing: Do they deal with new data by either wrapping it up to look at it globally or by breaking it down into its small detail – dealing with the general or the specific?





ii Matching or mismatching: Do they tend to look for sameness and similarity to what they know already, or look for what’s new and different, in things that they have not previously encountered?


iii Proactive or reactive: Do they jump into new situations or hang back?


iv Motivational direction: Are they more inclined to move away from what they do not like or to move towards that which they seek?


v Internally or externally focused: When they want approval, do they use their own standards or criteria (particularly how they feel about something) or seek another person’s standards? This is also related to the idea of self-efficacy.


vi Working style: Do they generally prefer (a) to work alone, (b) to work with other people near them or (c) to work collaboratively as part of a group?


vii Convincer pattern: How do they know what they know? Do they have to see some evidence, hear someone say so or tell themselves something? Do they just feel when it is so? Or do they just have to do it for themselves? How many times do they have to see, hear, feel or do something to believe it?


viii Options or procedures: Children with an options meta-program are motivated by the opportunities for new ways of learning and like to experiment, often not waiting for instructions. They want a choice about how they do things. Those who fall into the procedures side of this meta-program like to have the security of set ways of doing things and clear step-by-step instructions.





All of these have significance for behaviour management in the classroom, since they can be useful when one is analysing a particular child’s unwanted behaviour and when seeking strategies to improve it. For instance, in the first type of meta-program (i), some children will need to see the big picture before being happy to take the first small step towards attaining it, while others will not take that step until the sequence of steps has been explained to them. Children who get impatient when you spend a lot of time spelling out the steps of the task you are setting them are probably right-brain-dominant in their learning approach. They want the overview first – a picture of the woods, not the identification of the types of trees. Those who become anxious when they receive just the picture of the woods are probably left-brain-dominant. They need to know more precisely what is wanted before they enter the wood.


In the second type of meta-program (ii), we can broadly classify the population into four groups – those who:




(a) Look for what matches their mental maps (about 55% of the population in the western hemisphere);


(b) Look primarily for matches, but also recognise mismatches (about 25%);


(c) Look only for the mismatches (5–10%);


(d) Look first for mismatches, then some matches (5–10%).





Matching or mismatching can determine the child’s primary orientation towards their preferred style of learning. Schools as organisations tend to be biased towards a matching or “sameness” culture with teachers primarily coming from the first two groups, which might therefore explain their generally conservative approach to change (which by definition is something different!). Children who fall into the first two groups are more likely to succeed at school and become the future teachers, thus promulgating the culture. Children who are in the minority “mismatching” groups are likely to find conforming to a sameness culture problematic and are the ones the conformist culture will tend to label as problems, either behaviourally or in terms of their progression in learning. Therefore, a “matching” teacher is likely to view a “mismatching” pupil as difficult. As learners, mismatchers need time to have the exceptions and different aspects that they notice about the new topic recognised and aired before they get on with the associated tasks. Matchers, on the other hand, need to be able to compare any new material with similar past learning. This gives rise to the idea of “proximal learning” – they learn best when the new topic is close enough to be able to be connected to previous learning, to things that are “nearly the same” as what they already know.
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