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Understanding and Working with our Struggling Talmidim

Introduction:
Our Generation’s Weaknesses

Emotionally weak / Emotionally needy
Crave validation, love, admiration
Poor sense of responsibility

Liberal Approach and The Results of this Approach

Today’s children are so fragile, parents and Rebbeim must be very careful before making any
demands on them or holding them accountable for their action.

By preaching this, liberal Mechanchim and educators have taken the power away from
Rebbeimand parents, and have empowered the children.

Parents and Mechanchim are afraid to make demands.

Parents feel that they need to “back” their children instead of holding them accountable.

In this liberal culture, making firm demands on children brings confrontation and anger.

The permissiveness of this approach has brought about a high level of disobedience and
disrespect.

Children don’t have a chance to learn the concepts of accountability and of taking
responsibility.

The Torah Approach
Setting a high standard of respect and obedience
Consistent in demanding compliance. Consequences are administered when applicable.
Parents and Rebbeim are strong leaders, but their leadership is packaged in gentleness.
Negative behaviors are always addressed with ha’oras ponim, and in a respectful way.
Children get the message that Rebbe/Tatty “means business”, Rebbe/Tatty doesn’t back off.
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3 Groups of Children

Do well with a standard management plan. (MP)

Need some intervention for a MP to work for them.

The struggling children for whom a MP doesn’t work.

The Management Plan

Rebbe establishes himself as leader of the class;

Has presence.

“Melech rachamon”, leadership where all children feel the Rebbe’s ahavah; no anger.
Always displays ha’oras ponim.

Always treats Talmidim with utmost respect.

No raised voice.

Confident.

Consistent in his demands for compliance.

B’chein, b’chesed, b’rachamim.

Rules and routines are established and followed.

Rebbe is consistent in following his hierarchy of consequences.

Disrespect is never tolerated.

Group #2: Moderately Challenging Behavior

1) Some reasons for negative behavior

Immature

Very sensitive/ “Rebbe is picking on me.”
Fidgety/overly energized/ADD/anxious.
Moderate attention seeker

2) Essential interventions

Connecting genuinely with Talmid outside the classroom. (Discussion; some Rebbeim
are afraid of sending a mixed message.)

Reinforce any positive change; complimenting/ sharing with parents/ answering
machine/ send to Menahel

Reset; first thing in the morning/ after recess, etc.

3) Possible interventions

Behavior modification plan; focusing on some behaviors with/without incentives
Incentives
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¢ Involving the parents (establishing consistent communication)
¢ Involving the Menahel (establishing consistent communication)
e Social worker/coach (establishing consistent communication)

Important: Sometimes this type of child may just need a firmer approach to get him “over
the hump”. If you go with this approach, monitor closely to make sure that he’s not just
getting more frustrated/angry. It can possibly have an adverse effect. (P’nei Menachem
ZT”Ll’s mashal with the esrog soicher.)

Group #3: The Struggling Child
Some of the Challenging Behaviors of the Struggling Talmid:

e Calls out in a disruptive way intentionally/not intentionally.
e Disrespectful.

e Fights a lot.

e Out of seat often.

e Confrontational attitude.

e Reacts angrily to any reprimand.

e Drums up anti-Rebbe sentiment.

e Non-compliant.

e Difficult ADHD condition.

The Rebbe’s Challenge:

e How do | survive the day? This child is totally impossible!

e Managing a class for the mainstream Talmidim is challenging enough...

e The struggling Talmidim are taking a toll on my emotional wherewithal.

e If the therapist that works with him isn’t being successful with him, what can | possibly
do? How am | supposed to teach the class?

e Parents aren’t being helpful. They’re at a loss.

e Canyou believe it? The parents are upset with me. “Why can’t the Rebbe be more flexible
or more understanding?” “Why can’t you just motivate him?” “Just work with positivity.
It works at home!”

e Menahel is getting impatient with me; “Why can’t you just put him in his place?”

e I’'m honestly treating Yossi like every boy in the class. He’s just ultra sensitive, in a very
unhealthy way. He needs therapy.
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Divrei Chizuk about our Lofty Responsibility

| would like to humbly be mechazek my choshuva chaveirim, the Rebbeim of these children, to
continue doing whatever you can to save these children. It is not always possible, but, as you

know, the Rebbe is often the only one who can turn things around. It is a difficult task, and it

requires a tremendous amount of mitgefiel and nesi’as oyl on the part of the Rebbe. Yes, these
children make it so difficult for us and they often wear us out. But the emes is that we all have
the ability, as the einiklich of Avrohom Avinu, to be mi’oirer our midas ho’rachmanus and rise to
this difficult but der’hoibineh and gratifying task. We often have the ability to change the lives of

our Talmidim!
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7 Typical Profiles of our Struggling Talmidim

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

Avi; difficult home situation/ parents are separated or divorced/ sad/ angry at parents/
angry at life/ restless/ cannot stay on task/ “just leave me alone”/ feels unwanted/
desperate for being connected to someone/ doesn’t trust anyone’s kiruv.

Yitzi; ADHD/ impulsive/ restless/ overly energized/ cannot focus/ boxed in/bright but
thinks he’s a dummy because he ends up not knowing/ jealous of all the “relaxed” boys/
upset that Rebbe calls his name publicly several times a day.

Yanky; very tough father/ missing love and attention/ seeks negative attention/ always
feels under attack by any authority/ explosive/ can’t deal with being told what to do, so
he doesn’t comply with learning demands.

Yossi; warm but overly structured, perfectionistic home/ very insecure, perfectionistic,
anxious/ his insecurity drives him to seek approval and popularity, so he misbehaves/
cannot deal with Rebbe’s reprimand because of his perfectionism and insecurity/
develops hatred to Rebbe.

Levi; insecure, loving, over-protective parents/ gets away with everything at home/ no
concept of accountability/ girlish/ insecure/ emotionally needy/ craves to get from Rebbe
what he gets at home.

Mordechai; Yosoim/ mother remarried/ dislikes new father/ angry at Mommy for
marrying this “terrible” person/ always angry/ uncontrollable.

Naftoli; Struggles in learning/ by the time he’s in the sixth grade “he’s had enough” /totally
shut down/ angry at father and at Rebbe for making him “do his best”.

Typical Feelings of the Struggling Talmid:

Totally lost; | can’t help myself, I’'m out of control, it’s so hard for me.
Rebbe has no idea what I’'m going through.
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Rebbe is so angry at me.

Rebbe hates me. Rebbe picks on me.

My classmates think there’s something wrong with me.

It’s not worth trying/ yi’ush.

Even when | try hard, nobody ever knows the difference.

| wish | could concentrate. Every day is such torture.

Nobody knows what I’'m going through. (very alone with his pain)
| feel so lousy (in pain).

I’'m just angry...at everyone!

How We can Help the Struggling Talmid / Meeting with Him — “The Talk”:

3 Steps

1. Nesi’as oyl; this midah stands at the root of any possible success that you may have in

helping your Talmid. Connect as much as possible with his pain. This is the avoidah of
“ahavah she’ainoi t'luyoh bi'dovr”, exactly how the Eibeshter deals with us, all the time.
Meet with your Talmid (or your child at home) with the intention of easing his load, to
lessen his pain; not in order to solve your problem in the classroom. Be mi’orer your
ahavah and rachmonus for him, and make sure that your ahavah is reflected in your
ha’oras ponim.

Communicate that you feel for him and that you really want to understand his struggle;

itis important to listen well to your Talmid, if he wants to talk. Even if he expresses anger,
just reflect upon the pain that is behind his words. Don’t disagree with him, just share his
pain. Don’t suggest any ideas of how to help him. He’s not yet ready for that. At this point,
what you want to accomplish is that your Talmid ceases to view you as his opponent, on
the other side of the table, but rather as an understanding “friend”, joining him on his
side of the table. Don’t rush to problem solve (step #3). It is sometimes best to leave off
the meeting with “let’s both think of what we can do to help you have a happier day, and
we’ll meet again tomorrow”.

Working out a plan Invite your Talmid’s input; if possible, get ideas from the Talmid of

what he is capable of undertaking. Expectations must be reasonable for where he’s
holding at the present time. It’s important for him to hear how you believe in him and in
his future. You may want to tell him that after a designated amount of time you will meet
again to discuss what else he can take on. “Slowly but surely, you’re going to have a happy
and successful year!”

Ideas to Consider for “The Talk”
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

“I've been thinking a lot about you lately. | call your name several times a day. It must be
so hurtful and embarrassing for you...”

“I really care about you. More important than anything else, | want you to be happy...”

“I want to understand what you’re going through.”

“You have beautiful qualities. One day you’re going to make major contributions to klal
Yisroel!” “I believe in you.”

“Let’s think together how we can make your day work better.”

“We're in this together and we’re going to make it work!” (I’'m carrying this burden
together with you.)

“Do you think we should try...?”

“Let’s give this a week. If you find it easy, maybe we’ll add a bit. If you find it hard, we’ll
make it a bit easier. We're going to make it work!”

“If you find our ‘plan’ too hard, come right over to me and we’ll work it out.”

Note: if he doesn’t follow through on the plan, call him over and ask him bi’tmimus if he’s
finding it hard. Work something out.

“Let’s talk about how you would like me to address you when you talk or get out of your
seat...”

“I am going to allow you to get out of your seat. But you have to understand that if you
disturb other boys, | will have to take away that privilege for the day. Ok?” (get
confirmation.)

“What part of davening should we work hard on? Let’s talk about what you’re going to do
during the rest of davening.”

“When | see that you’re having a hard time, | will make a ‘simmon’ that you should take a
10-minute break. Ok?”

Note: in every arrangement, although we invite the Talmid’s input, it is the Rebbe who
takes charge. It’s the Rebbe’s arrangement.

Important: Even if we aren’t successful in changing the Talmid’s behavior, his positive
attitude to Rebbe and to himself can in fact change his life.

Discussions:

How do we measure success? (Nurturing the keili.)
Midas Tiferes

Why this dor of parents and Mechanchim were chosen to deal with such an abundance of
difficult children.
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