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Words To Reframe Irrational and Self-Destructive Thinking

Introduction 

The words of our emotionally impacted students can distort their perceptions, activate 
negative memories, adversely shift mood, and lead them to the construction of false 
memories which influence their future behavior. Their negative words can also 
perpetuate/reinforce a belief that is not based in reality, or add further to a negative life 
narrative. Students can upset themselves with their own words ("you hate me") and they 
can fabricate a hostile environment with the beliefs that those words represent ("you're 
so mean, the meanest teacher ever"). When we listen to what our students are saying 
we must be strategic in our response and consider the therapeutic opportunity to use 
the tools involved in memory management, mood management, perception 
management, and identity shaping. Our response should be a restatement of the 
student response (in a healthier form) that can re-establish reality and give the student 
better words (healthier, more accurate) that will be more accessible the next time the 
student is in the same situation. 

Words and voice tone influence thoughts, emotions and behavior. Cognitive behavior 
therapy, for example, helps patients feel better and act in healthier ways by getting them 
to restate their irrational remarks as healthier statements (an over simplification and just 
part of the first step). Here is an example of how an irrational thought process can 
impact emotion and behavior and how cognitive behavior therapy might reframe it in a 
healthier form.

Irrational statement
I never spend enough time with my kids, which is why everyone thinks I'm a 

horrible mother and my kids are going to turn out to be emotional wrecks.

Rational reframe
I wish I could spend more time with my kids, and I'm worried that people will think 
I'm a bad parent, but the truth is, other people are really not so focused on my 

parenting. They have their own lives to manage and their own trouble finding 
enough time for their kids. Also, a lot of the time that I do spend with my kids is really 
good, very rewarding, which my kids seem to appreciate. I can still work on ways 
to increase that, but in the meantime, my kids are doing fine. 

Intervention Guidelines and Examples for Students

When it's Best to Ignore and Redirect. Sometimes it is best to simply ignore the child's 
statement. This can be effective if you can find something else to attend to that can 
counter the statement, or if the remark was just a casual statement designed to get 
attention.
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I'm never going to finish this. I never get my work done in time to have any fun. 

Resist the temptation to refute that (“don’t worry about it, trust me, you’re definitely 
going to finish if you put in the effort”), because instead of revising their thinking, that 
response can often result in prompting the student to come up with even more evidence 
to support their irrational thinking. Instead, let a brief period pass and then point out 
specific (evidence-based) progress on the task, or speak about the last reward period 
the student enjoyed.

"I noticed that you and William made a lot of progress on the puzzle with your last 
credit check. I remember that you both were really into that. That will be a great 

accomplishment when it's done. It's nice to have fun with your friends when all your 
work is done."

I'm no good at reading.

Resist the temptation to refute that (“You’re a great reader, what makes you think you’re 
not a good reader?”—it is counterproductive to ask the student to find more evidence to 
support their negative thinking). Instead, let a brief period pass, then remember an 
example that provides contrary evidence.

"By the way, I wanted to let you know that the kindergarten teacher told me that 
her students sure do enjoy it when you read to them. Thank you for doing that. You’re 
a good reader and it's nice when people appreciate that."

When we Can't Afford to let Statements go Unanswered. Most of the time the negative 
statements should not be ignored because they alter reality in a way that causes 
additional problems in the moment, or they perpetuate problems we are trying to 
resolve. Often these negative statements are unhealthy statements, a reflection of the 
student's emotional condition, so we can't afford to let them go unanswered, as if we 
accept their validity. We should, however, avoid the inclination to directly refute what the 
students are saying, by telling them it's not true and explaining why. When this happens, 
we are paying far too much attention to something that isn't true, lending credence to a 
manufactured problem that can never be solved, and we're asking students to 
strengthen their argument about a negative belief. Here’s an example of that type of 
mistake.

I hate you.

"That's not nice. That hurts my feelings. I don’t think you mean that. I don't hate 
you."

It's true, I do hate you, you're always so mean and stupid.

"I'm not mean. When am I ever mean? I let you keep your stuffed animal on your 
desk."
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Instead of presenting evidence and arguing against the student's negative statement 
(and asking the student to find evidence to support their negative beliefs), we should 
treat the statement as an attempt to communicate something (what is the student really 
trying to say?), and use this opportunity to shape the statement into a healthier form of 
communication. Our goal, by using restatements, is to provide a script (repeating it the 
same way each time the issue comes up) along with a healthier way to understand the 
situation, so eventually students will better understand those situations and draw 
healthier conclusions on their own. However, the restatements will not immediately 
change thinking or behavior. It will take several trials, so once the restatement has been 
made (in any given situation), do not continue making it in an attempt to change the 
behavior. Move along and use other elements of the program and be prepared to make 
the same restatement the next time you and the student are in the same situation. 

Below are some examples of student statements to staff that could be addressed with a 
healthier restatement.

I hate you!

"I know, you don't like it when I tell you that you can't play with toys from home. It's 
upsetting, I get it." 

I love you.

"I love working with you too. I love having you in my class."

I don't get this math. I'm so stupid!

"I know, it always feels like you don't know much when you're learning something for the 
first time."

"I know, it always feels like you don't know much when you're working on something 
that's really hard for you."

"You are such a good student to keep trying. You know so much about trying again 
when it's hard or when it's new. That's being a smart student. You know how to stick 
with it instead of giving up."

I'm having a good day, right? (student—speaking from the safe room— has not done 
well and wants to erase the past).

I think that's great that you really want to have a good day. You can definitely start 
working on having a good day right now by following the "think time" routine.

You're so stupid. You always pick him instead of me.
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"I'm going to have you rewind that and put it through the politeness filter so it sounds 
something like, 'It's so frustrating when you don't pick me. I really wanted a turn.'" (we 
use a rewind when we want a restatement but we can’t just let rude behavior go 
unaddressed https://kevinplummerphd.com/rewind-practice-and-repair/) 

You're helping him instead of me. I need help, but you like him more than you like me.

"It's frustrating to wait, I know, but I want you to be patient as I get around to everyone 
who’ is waiting for my help."

Math is so stupid!

"Math is tough sometimes, I get it, so let’s plan out a good way to get through it."

I'm the smartest kid in the class (the best kickball player, the fastest reader, etc.).

"It's great to be confident, and everyone has talents, but you're a great kid even when 
you aren't always the best at something."

My parents are rich. They have 10 cars and they gave me one of them (or “my parents 
own Disney World”).

"That would make a great story for your next writing assignment. Imagine if you really 
did have your own car and 9-year-olds could drive to school instead of taking the bus." 

When the Statement is a Protest or Refusal. Here are some student statements of 
frustration or disappointment that come out as variations of saying no, and rather than 
cooperate, the student is trying to take over control of the task or situation. You will see 
that a restatement, in these cases, is far better than answering back about the literal 
(and irrational) content of what the student just said. 

Math is cancelled today. I took it off my schedule.

"I get what you're saying, you wish you didn't have to do math, but we're going to follow 
the schedule and try to get you through it with a lot of credits."

 I said I took it off my schedule.
 
"If this was a pretend school, the students could take classes off the schedule, but this 
is a real school so we have to follow the real schedule and do some things that are 
difficult."

I'm changing that routine.
 
"You don't like that routine so it's hard for you to go along with it. In school, we 
sometimes have to work on things we don't enjoy."

https://kevinplummerphd.com/rewind-practice-and-repair/
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That timer is not for me. It's not time to stop. Or, There is no such thing as a clock.
 
"You wish you had more time, I get it, it's hard to stop when you like what you're doing."

"It's really hard to stop your activity when the clock says it's time to move on to the next 
thing in your schedule. You don't like it, but you have to try your best to do it."
 


