Support for Development of Academic Assertiveness
Jenny Moon, Bournemouth University, Centre for Excellence in Media Practice, UK  Jenny@CEMP.ac.uk (March 2013)

The material in this handout is derived from a book that I have written on academic assertiveness.  The book was written directly for students but most of it is relevant to everyone within and outside of higher education.  It also includes a section for course leaders on how to run courses on this topic. (‘Achieving Success through Academic Assertiveness’ (2009), London, Routledge).  In addition, there is a booklet on the use of Academic Assertiveness principles in improving group work with students. This, in the form of a substantial tutor pack, is available on www.ESCalate.ac.uk/5413 or from www.cemp.ac.uk/people/jennymoon.php.  On this latter site there are two versions, one for media students, and another for all students.  On the same site there is other relevant work to be found/downloaded (eg that on critical thinking, from which ideas about academic assertiveness were originally derived). 

1.00  Introduction
a) The origins of academic assertiveness as a term.

 ‘Academic assertiveness’ is a term that I coined when I wrote a book on critical thinking in higher education and professional development (Moon, 2008).  I came to realise that critical thinkers need to be willing to state their opinions, challenge ideas, and if necessary to be open about changing their minds.  People need also to be able to find their way around new situations and cope with failure and disappointment and cope with change in personal or professional lives.  The idea of academic assertiveness draws from the conventional literature of assertiveness training but is related to the student situation.
b)  Aim of the booklet:

I have thought about what I hope participants might gain from this booklet.  I hope they can gain an awareness of effective and less effective behaviour in themselves and in those with whom they work.  I hope also that they can gain some ideas in how to ameliorate some difficult situations that occur in personal and professional  life or in groups.  I hope the booklet provides a language that facilitates work with the ideas of assertiveness.  
Sometimes I will be talking in third person and sometimes I will be talking about ‘you’. I direct the workshop to you as people, you as professionals working with others and to you as managers who might advise or teach others be they students or staff. 
2.00  The concept and practice of assertiveness 
a)  Working definition 
Assertiveness is a set of emotional and psychological orientations and behaviours that enables people appropriately to manage the challenges to the self in the course of work, learning and development and their experiences in everyday life.

It includes the following areas of behaviour (in no particular order).  

· the finding of an appropriate ‘voice’ or form of expression through which to engage in critical thinking or debate;

· the willingness reasonably to challenge, to disagree and to seek or accept a challenge;

· the ability to cope with the reality or the likelihood of not being ‘right’ sometimes, to cope with making an error or failing and effective recovery from these situations; 

· the willingness to change one’s mind if necessary; the openness to feedback on one’s performance (academic or otherwise); 

· willingness to listen and take account of the viewpoint of others and awareness that others can make mistakes.  Assertiveness includes a reasonable tolerance others’ failings;

· autonomy - a willingness to be proactive; to make and justify independent judgements and to act on them;

· an appropriate level of self esteem.

b) Notes on the interpretation of the word ‘assertive’

· Sometimes the word ‘assertive’ is used to describe a person who is bent on getting her/his own way – ie, is aggressive (see later).  eg  ‘He had asked her to move.  She did not see why she should move.  Now he went right up to her and assertively demanded that she should get out of his way’).  
· Sometimes men believe that assertiveness skills are for women only….!  
· It is perfectly possible to be quiet and assertive.  Assertiveness is not just ‘being loud’ or outspoken.

3.00  Development of the idea of academic assertiveness

a)  The origins of the concept
The idea of academic assertiveness developed:

· from working on a book on critical thinking – To be a good critical thinker, one needs courage, the ability to challenge, the willingness to admit that one has changed ones mind etc.  

· from Ronald Barnett’s writing on what we want of students in the uncertain world for which we prepare them in higher education.  He says we want proactive students (Barnett, 1997 and more recent talks and writing).

· from my own knowledge of the experience of a shy child at university.  The development of the concept helped me to see the challenges to her.

· from my background in working with assertiveness (in professional contexts) in the past.

· from talking about the issue with higher education staff.  An issue that regularly is raised is the change in some of the UK to charging student fees and their consequent expectations
· from my own life experiences!  !
For what situations in your work or personal life might you think that this subject matter could be of value? 

4.00  More on what assertiveness is 

The nature of assertiveness is the hinge on which the concept works so here are some more details.  I now write for the reader (‘you’).  Later I say something of ‘what assertiveness is not’, which also helps with definition.
a)  Assertiveness…
In more everyday language, when you are being assertive, the following tend to apply.  You: 

· are open and honest;

· can ask for what you want or need;

· are able to stand up for yourself without undue anxiety;

· can express feelings reasonably openly

· face up to matters in your life;

· have a sense of self and associated self confidence;

· are able to say ‘no’ without undue guilt;

· will ask for favours if necessary;

· are aware of your rights as a human and the responsibilities that entailed;

· can express negative feelings appropriately 

· are aware when others are putting you down, or when you are putting them down;

· can to give and receive constructive criticism and deal with unjustified criticism;

· can gracefully give and receive compliments, feedback and praise;

· can see that it can be all right to express anger sometimes;

· tend to be socially responsible;

These are the ‘perfections’ of assertive behaviour – and few could keep up such a list such at all times.  As an assertive person, you need to recognise and accept also that:

· being assertive may lead to unhelpful guilt feelings.  

· you do not need to win every battle.  You will not win every battle!!

· some situations can be defined as ‘no win’ – and you need gracefully to withdraw 

· to be assertive is to recognise that others have rights too.
· you can only change your own behaviour – not that of others.  However, acting assertively may give others the chance to change their behaviour.

And by the way, just because I have worked on this subject matter does not mean  I am perfectly assertive.
5.00  How does assertiveness relate to people’s lives?  Some scenarios as illustration
I work with scenarios – it is worth having a good supply of illustrative material if you are to work with others on this topic.  As soon as you give illustrations, you will collect more.  I start with some examples of student issues and move into other situations – but most examples will generalize beyond their context.  I am not a manager, so leave you to translate these into situations that arise in your work context.
· Ellie does not understand the instructions for the dissertation project that she has to do.  Her tutor is a professor with a difficult manner and she feels very intimidated.  

· Magrit has been asked, for a seminar task, to prepare a critique of a paper of a well known theorist in her discipline, who happens to work at the same university.  She feels deeply intimidated by the man himself and is horrified that she could be asked to criticise his paper and to talk about it openly.  

· Four students share an apartment.  One girl is particularly aggressive.  The others feel that the aggression is now getting in the way of their comfort.
· Kate has been asked to write an essay but is not clear what in it will be valued in terms of allocation of marks.  She knows that those who seem to be able to write well get good marks.  When Anne, the tutor ( a post doctoral student), is asked about the marking scheme, she mutters unhelpfully about marks being allocated for style and for content but does not seem to be able to indicate how these will be weighted.  She is apt to be prickly when pushed on points about assessment, probably because of her own lack of experience and confidence.
· Jerry shares a flat with Keith and Rob.  Jerry evidently does not wash himself or his clothes much and the others find that the smell is getting them down.  They need to tackle the issue.

· Angio has always done well at school.  He is used to being top of the class, the best at sport, the student with the voice that is listened to.  He struggles academically when he gets into his first year law class, and to compensate he tries to dominate his seminar with his loud voice.  His tutor calls him in for a one to one.  Some assertiveness is required on both sides.

· In a seminar, Sunita is corrected very strongly by the tutor.  She knows now that what she said was incorrect, but she is left smarting by the tutor’s strong words in front of her classmates and she feels put down and if she is to maintain attendance at this seminar, she feels she must stay quieter in the future.  

· You take back a faulty pair of shoes but you have had them for quite a while
· (Women) – You go to look at a car with your husband.  The car is for you but the salesman talks only to your husband and ignores you.

· You go to look at an apartment that you may wish to move into with your daughter.  The agent flirts with your daughter and is not very interested in the business talk with you.

· You go to a craft shop and the shopkeeper, engages you in conversation and does not allow you time to look at the goods on display.  Your feel frustrated and also pressured to buy something as you would be embarrassed if you just walked out now.

· You have a cup of coffee in a café.  It is cold when you come to drink it only a few minutes later.
· The cutlery that you are given in a café is not clean.

· It is about time that your children paid you a visit…..
· Someone in the post office sees your writing on an envelope and admires its style.
· You go to the doctor with an ache in your wrist.  S/he implies that it is ‘only your age’ and that you are lucky not to have had this symptom before now.

· Your sight is getting poorer.  Mostly you can manage but occasionally you need help in crossing busy main roads.  You only need to be told when it is clear and do not want to have your arm grabbed.  It seems that everyone who ‘helps’ grabs your arm.

· You are in hospital being visited by your children.  You find that a conversation between your daughter / son and a nurse is taking place across the bed and that it is about you.  You feel as if you are not there.

· You have lent a friend a favourite book and you want it back. You have indicated already that you would like it back soon but nothing has happened.
· You do not like your son’s new girlfriend / daughter’s boyfriend.  Your daughter / son keeps on singing the praises of the new boy/girlfriend to get you to change your mind.  You are getting irritated with the situation

· Your friend has problems and keeps coming round knocking at your door.  You are willing to be supportive but it is getting too much

· A friend wants to borrow a book and you do not want to lend it.  She hints that she sees your unwillingness to lend it as ‘mean’.
There are specific issues that are faced particularly by some groups of people/students/employees.  Which groups can you think of?  
In a group, get down brief details of five similar scenarios (like those above) from your area of work or personal life.  Disguise real cases – but use fiction if you like.
6.00  Defining assertiveness by what it is not:  non assertion, aggression and manipulation

We all sometimes display non assertion, assertion, aggression and manipulation.  We can only change if we are aware of what we are doing….

a)  Non assertion is exemplified by the person who does not have a strong ‘voice’, who is tentative and indecisive when there is no strong justification for indecision.  In fact it might often be termed ‘people-pleasing behaviour’.  It is behaviour that is overly or repetitively apologetic.  There is a sense that the person does not feel that she has any particular right to make a point of view heard.  When displaying non-assertive behaviour the person is not likely to complain appropriately when rights (see later) have disrespected, but instead might whine or dump the issues on friends (sometimes abusing their rights too!).  Unassertive friends will just ‘take it’.  More assertive friends are likely to suggest that there are other appropriate things to do than whine!  Non-assertive behaviour also involves not liking to ask for help from the correct source when it is needed.  In a seminar, it is unlikely that a non-assertive person will volunteer an opinion unless spoken to – and then the voice is likely to be tentative.

I summarise - if you are behaving in a non-assertive or people-pleasing manner, you

· hope that you will get what you want

· hope that others will guess what you want

· try to please people

· hold down your feeling when you do not succeed

You do not 

· ask for what you want
· express your feelings
· risk upsetting anyone
The result is that you may not get what you want – indeed, you may not even be noticed.
b)  Aggression in assertiveness training is usually described as ‘going for what one wants without taking account of the needs or rights of others’ – a fairly broad definition.  It might be illustrated in the academic context by the person in the seminar who pursues her point with a loud voice, overriding the voices of others or not listening to their points of view.  It is an act of aggression to take over a situation regardless of the rights or feelings of others. A manager might be aggressive if she ignores the reasonable points of view of others to drive through a change, for example or put them down or is sarcastic.  Aggression is not, therefore, characterised just by threats or acts of violence.

I summarise – in aggressive behaviour, you you are likely to:

· try to get what you want in any way that works

· you will do this regardless of the feelings of others

· You may threaten, cajole, be sarcastic or fight or ridicule.  

· see that others have a right to have their needs met
· seek situations in which you could both get your needs met

c)  Manipulative behaviour is sometimes described as a kind of aggressive behaviour on the basis that it is also a matter of going for what the person wants, regardless of respect for others.  However some of the characteristics of a manipulative person are those of non-assertion such as not usually being direct, honest or open and there is no expression of ‘voice’.  Manipulative behaviour may involve leading others into showing weaknesses in order that they can be put down.  Equally, manipulative behaviour may involve ‘sucking up’ to someone so that the manipulator is favoured, or achieves advantages.  There are plenty of academic examples here!

I summarise; in manipulative behaviour, you

· do not state directly and openly what you want,

· but try to get you want in any way that works 

· without care for the rights or feelings of others

However, you will work to achieve this behind people’s backs because you do not want to face them openly.  They cannot therefore have their needs met and in this sense 
d)  Summarising assertive behaviour 
In contrast to aggressive, non-assertive and manipulative behaviour, in assertive behaviour, you ask for what you want:
· directly and openly

· in an appropriate manner

· You ask confidently and without undue anxiety as you know that it is your right to do this as a human being. 

And you do not:
· violate the rights of others

· expect others magically to know what you want

· freeze up with anxiety

Think of a person who is non assertive, aggressive or manipulative (choose one) and in a couple of moments jot down salient points.  Think about how ‘successful’ that person’s behaviour is and what you might mean by ‘success’ in this case!

7.00  Factors involved in assertive behaviour

a) Displaying assertiveness

How do we display the qualities of behaviour to others?

There are many ways in which people display their behaviour – and it is not all about what they say.  Non-verbal behaviours are vital in communications.  Some ways of expressing assertiveness (or not) are in:
posture



quality of voice


breathing rate

eye contact


facial gestures


use of touch

facial expression

expression of tension

personal distance

timing of speech

body gestures


the use of silence

The manner in which we speak is significant too.  To be assertive in a difficult situation, it is important to:
· know what you want to say (be prepared)

· have to hand the necessary background knowledge (eg, know legal rights if you are going to complain)

· be self aware (particularly of our vulnerable points!)

· have knowledge of some verbal techniques (see later)
· speak directly – not beat around the bush

· be specific (not generalising)

· deal with the matter as soon as possible (notice own delaying tactics)

· look the person in the eye as you speak

· look relaxed (pretend if you need to!)

· be aware of any tendency towards nervous laughter and stop it!

· avoid whining or being sarcastic – even if the other is using those tactics

· cut out superfluous ‘softening’ words like ‘really’, ‘you know’ and so on.

A friend has to approach her manager to ask for time off to see a very ill relative in New Zealand.  The manager is irritable and stressed at present, what points about the display of assertive behaviour might you make to your friend?  She has sought your advice.
Try doing some deliberate people-watching.  Notice the characteristics that make a person more or less assertive 

b)  How you feel about yourself. 
 To be assertive, you need:
· to feel reasonably good about yourself and your role with regard to others

· to feel willing to take risks

· to feel reasonably positive about life, the world and everything (see below)
· to feel some self confidence

· to be willing to face up to things that are not right for you

Look at these lists above (how you feel about yourself, non verbal and speech elements).  Pick out one point that catches your attention and spend a few minutes jotting down some thoughts about it in relation to your own behaviour.
c) Contexts

We are more or less able to be assertive in different situations and with different people.  It is worth thinking about those with whom we might be less assertive (? and why!) and those places in which we feel less assertive (and why…)

For yourself, identify three kinds of location in which you feel less assertive than is usual for you. 
d)  People  

And there are people with whom we feel less assertive or more assertive.  With whom are you more or less assertive in different ways?  The chart below might help you to think about this –
	
	Parents
	Brothers

sisters
	People in 

authority
	Friends/


	Staff at work
	Spouse/

partner
	Children 
	In shops/

restaurants 
	Colleagues

	Standing up for my rights
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- make complaints
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- refuse requests
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- give my opinion
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- refuse to be put down
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Express negative feelings
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- indicate annoyance
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- show I feel hurt
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Express positive feelings
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- give compliments
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- receive compliments
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- show appreciation
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Other
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- ask for favours
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- ask for what I want
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- start conversations
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	- introduce

 myself
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Who are your most difficult people to be with and why?

8.00 The origins of assertive behaviour

Thinking about the following questions may enable you to be more aware of the roots of your predominant behaviour in assertiveness.  Being aware of how you are can be the first process of change.

· Were / are your parents assertive?

· Were you encouraged to stand up for yourself?  You may be better able to answer this if you recall some of the phrases that were used at home – such as ‘stand up for yourself’, don’t be such a baby’, ‘whimp’, ‘children are better seen and not heard’ and so on.
· What were your bothers and sisters like in terms of assertiveness and how were they treated?

· What were your teachers like – authoritarian or soft or ‘appropriate’?

· Have you been bullied?

· Has there been any kind of mentor in your life from whom you learned how to be?
· From whom have you learnt to be assertive or where did you learn to be assertive?
9.00 Rights and responsibilities
The notion that, as human beings, we have ‘rights and responsibilities to uphold the rights of others’, is common content in books on assertiveness.  The ‘rights’ listed are generally similar to the UN Declaration of Human Rights (1948).  The intention is that statements of rights more or less spell out what it should be to be human and include very important issues in academic contexts.  This is the list that I have selected and designed for their relevance to academic contexts.
And if you expect others to respect your rights, you should:
· treat others with respect as intelligent, equal and capable

· allow others to express their needs and priorities as people, independently of their roles

· to allow others to express their feelings. 

Some of these ‘rights’ will not be appropriate for some cultures and you may need to take account of that.

General rights
· You have a right to be respected as equal as a human being to other human beings; and as intelligent and capable;

· You have a right to be treated as a person independently of any role that you may carry;

· You have a right to maintain control over your body, the things that you own and your time; 

· You do not need to justify or excuse your own reasonable behaviour;

· You have a right to say 'yes' or 'no' for yourself;

· You can ask for what you want (though, course, you should accept the right of the other to decline your request);

Rights that, in addition to general application, have a particular relevance to situations of academic work or work in academic contexts
· You have a right to express your feelings, opinions and values in an appropriate manner and have them respected.  You also have a right to withhold your expressions and you have a right not to make sense to others!

· You can make your own decisions and deal with the consequences;

· You have a right to be different.  You can have needs or express opinions and values that are different from those of others;

· You have a right to privacy, solitude and independence.

· You have a right to say that you do not understand something or do not know something and you have a right to ask for clarification; 

· You can make a reasonable mistake, though you would expect to take responsibility for it;

· You can change your mind; 

· As a human being, you will sometimes fail at endeavours and you have a right to expect reasonable understanding of this from others.

It is important to point out that in submitting themselves to an HE programme, in a sense, students allow some temporary waiving of their rights in order that they can be educated towards the desired achievement of an award.  Similarly in becoming professional a person accepts a way of working, a code of conduct etc. again waiving rights that she might otherwise have.  
In constructing this list of rights etc, as well developing my own approach to rights, I have drawn from Smith (1975), Alberti and Emmons, (1981), Back and Back (1982); Dickson (1982), Lindenfield (1986),  Rees and Graham (1991); Gillen (1992).

Which of these ‘rights’ strike you as unexpected or helpful, questionable or wrong 
As I said above, some of the rights are those that we take in the Western cultures, but they would not be upheld in other cultures.  Which might these be – and how would you deal with this material with students / staff / colleagues from different cultures?

10.00  Some Techniques:  being positive

In the next sections I provide a number of techniques that have their uses in particular situations.  There are many more in my book (Moon, 2009).  The techniques do work – sometimes quite magically – if you work at them.
Do not let your thoughts stop you from acting in an assertive manner!   Here are five techniques to aid positive thinking. They work on emotions.
Stress inoculation:  Use this when you have an event to encounter that is stressful – such as an interview.  Write about the event as if you were a wise mentor or counsellor advising you on handling the situation. You might want to think of an actual person whose wisdom or support you appreciate.  Put in advice about having confidence and being relaxed.  Read it through a number of times before the event.  When you are in the real situation, you might recall key phrases but do not try to remember them word for word.

Dialogue:  again a technique for use when handling a difficult event, but especially good for dealing with a difficult person.  On paper, set out an imaginary conversation with the person or people involved.  It will be like a script with you saying what you need to say and the other responding.  You have to imagine what the other might say.  This technique will (quite magically sometimes) take the heat out of the real event, even if the conversation that you actually have is nothing like that which you have written about.  The conversation on paper is not a practice for the real one, but a means of dealing with the underlying emotions.  

You can extend this exercise to a conversation with an object or an abstract entity – such as a project /task you are stuck with, a piece of writing you cannot get on with…anyone or anything.
Thought stopping:  This technique is useful when you have preoccupations or troublesome thoughts that will not go away.  As soon as the thought appears, say ‘Stop!’ or ‘Go away!’  If it helps, use less polite language!  Repeat this every time the thought is there and it will sensibly bother you less after a while.  Again, I think that this is a method of settling the underlying emotions.
Positive self statements:  this is a matter of raising your self esteem.  Note down your negative statements – what you say to yourself – and reverse them.  When, for example, you find yourself saying ‘I cannot do X’, make sure that you say ‘I can do X’.  Your complete reversal of the statements may seem to yield statements that are a bit strong, but they may cause you to reconsider some of the myths that you live by.  You could stick up the new list where you see it……….

See positives:  work on looking for the positive side of things – look for the good bits even when the general event is negative.  Work hard…!
11.00  Some techniques for specific situations
These are techniques to use in situations where an interaction is proving to be difficult.  They are more and less appropriate in different circumstances.  Again there are more such techniques in the book.
a)  Making a complaint 

Broken record and the principle of persistence: Persistence means that if you feel you are in the right in a situation, you persist in your communications towards the rightful state, negotiation or acceptable compromise.  Broken record is a technique that concerns persistence.  It involves working out what it is that you need to say and staying with that line, using more or less the same set of words regardless of what the other says and regardless of how the other tries to knock you off course.  The aim of broken record is either to achieve the right that you believe yourself to have, or to reach a point of negotiation.  

Think of a situation that is relevant to the use of broken record.  You could write it as a dialogue – and see to where it leads
b) Coping with being criticized

Many techniques are directed towards coping with criticism, so a bit of discussion of criticism is first needed.  In terms of assertiveness, it is important to distinguish between justified (valid) criticism and unjustified criticism that is not valid or is exaggerated.  These forms of communication are often intermixed, with reasonable criticism being ‘enhanced’ by exaggerations.  Justified and unjustified criticism need to be treated differently by the receiver in assertive communication.  This is relevant to the techniques below.

Fogging:  Fogging is used when a person is being criticised and where the level or the content of criticism is unjustified and possibly manipulative.  Fogging is a simple technique of agreeing to elements of the criticism that are actually true and thereby separating them out from those that are not true.  It frustrates the power of the criticiser.  

Negative Inquiry:  Negative inquiry is a technique that is used in situations of criticism and put down and it is relevant to both justified and unjustified criticism.  In using this technique, the person who is being criticised does not initially accept or reject the criticism but asks for more information about it.  This can calm a situation and allow the person who is criticised to decide how to manage the content of the criticism.

Think of situations in which you might have used these techniques. 

c)  Some other techniques to be used in broader social communication
These techniques can be mixed and matched with others.

Graduate your response - a basic principle:  The principle of graduated response is that in a confrontation, you should graduate your message, starting calmly and gently at first and raising the pressure as is required.  Do not zoom in with all guns blazing or you will lose your power in the situation very quickly!
Self disclosure:  Self disclosure is a powerful technique in many forms of social communication.  It involves one party being open and saying something about how she feels, or providing a personal philosophy or explaining how she is thinking or how she sees things.  The effect is often to facilitate the communication.

Empathetic statements:  For a person to show genuine empathy is to demonstrate understanding of the position of another person’s situation by way of some form of statement.  The process can ease and facilitate communication but it can be used to soften up another before criticism is made (justified or unjustified) or as part of a strategy of manipulation

Process talk:  Process talk acknowledges the difference between the content of a conversation and the processes involved in the conversation (what is going on behind the words).  The technique involves making a deliberate shift from the content and talking about the process.  It may be accompanied by non-verbal shifts in posture or in verbal pace or pattern.  It is a powerful technique in many situations of criticism or confrontation.
Deliberate use of a name:  The use of the name of the person with whom you are talking can emphasise a statement or draw attention to something important or sometimes signal change of emotional atmosphere.

Signposting statements, clarifying and summarising:  This is a matter of sharing a view of what should be discussed in a communication, or clarifying points already discussed, or summarising what has been communicated.  The person taking the active role in these techniques usually assumes some power in the interaction through her action.  

Work out ways of illustrating these techniques in relevant role plays

12.00  Techniques: managing some difficult situations.

a)  ‘Crumple buttons’
Dickson, (1982) talks of ‘crumple buttons’.  This is a useful term that describes topics, situations, patterns of talk or criticism that typically or regularly engender a negative response in a particular person (upset, withdrawal, irritation, embarrassment etc).  The term might be useful to apply where one person manipulates another by taking advantage of her knowledge of the other’s ‘crumple buttons’.

Can you identify some crumple buttons you might have….?

b)  Some difficult situations (there are many others covered in the book):

Seeking a workable compromise through negotiation

Show the other that you empathise (showing that you understand how the other is feeling).  If there is a need for clarifying points that are being made – clarify them.  Keep calm and keep to the point.  Be prepared to compromise or ask for more time if this is appropriate.  Be willing to address the process of the conversation, summarise frequently and use self disclosure if relevant (see above).  Think about your non verbal signals too!  
Coping with persistent questioning eg coping with ‘why’ questions

‘But Mummy, why do we have to go?’.  ‘But why?’…’But why?’ etc.  Why questions are often a very clever form of manipulation.  Young people are excellent at it and they know that it winds up their parents – though sometimes you will need to use this technique in adult life as well.  One way of coping once you have done your best to answer the question, may be the valuable set of words - ‘Because that is the way it is’, or ‘Because I am..’ depending on the context.  Another technique for dealing with this kind of situation is to step back and question the process of the ‘why’ questions – or the technique being used by the other.  You might say ‘I notice that whenever I say we are doing something, you ask ‘why?’.  I have given you an answer but you keep asking the same question.  Why is that?’ or ‘Each time I answer the question, you shoot me down and I do not like that’ etc.

Coping with criticism

Techniques of negative assertion, negative inquiry and fogging may be helpful here (see above)   Being criticised is a situation in which we tend to tense up.  Think first as to whether the criticism is justified or not – be honest with yourself.  If it is justified, relax and learn from it, asking for more information if that will help you.  Where an element of truth in the criticism exists, but there is much generalisation, the aim of the criticism may be to be to make you feel bad.  Accept and acknowledge the truths (eg ‘You were dreadfully late this morning – the same as usual – always unpunctual’- you could agree that you were late this morning and leave it at that – if that is the only true bit).  Where generalisation is so great and you are not sure what it is that the criticism is about, the reason for this will be that the other wants to disturb and confuse you.  Ask for specifics – eg  ‘OK – can you tell me what to do about that today’.

Coping with a range of ‘wind-up’ situations 
These may be situations where someone is trying to wind you up or tease you or confuse you – or when you feel you are being pushed ‘out of your depth’.  We usually hide feelings and get tense.  Express your feelings – say that you feel uncomfortable with the situation, say you feel as if you are being teased; say you feel out of your depth and so on and then ask for what you want (clearer explanation, not to be teased etc).

Beware of put downs in disguise. 
 You may have wondered why you feel uncomfortable with certain people.  It may be because they use these disguised ways of putting you down.

· Nagging – ‘haven’t you cleared up that yet’ (ie you are sloppy)

· Prying – ‘I know that I shouldn’t be nosey but… (ie I know that I can get round you if I butter you up a bit)

· Being patronised - (I know that I can win you over if I treat you more gently)

· You are put on the spot - ‘Are you – er - doing anything tonight…’(I can trap you into making the decision as I want it made – a form of manipulation)

· Questioning your choice – ‘Are you sure that you are making the right decision? (ie I do not think you are capable of making the decision yourself.  I know better)

· There are many ways of putting people down – beware the fixed smile on the face – it may be a disguise.

Some hints about giving helpful criticism

· Choose time and place carefully

· Describe the behaviour and not the person

· Express your feelings about the situation

· Be specific

· Ask for specific changes

· End positively –or include a positive note in your criticism.

· Keep calm

· Beware of the use of labels or stereotypes

· Keep to the point – a hard one this!!

Pick out a ‘difficult situation’ that relates to you or your work and examine it.  When does it arise, who is involved, how could you manage it better using these or other techniques or knowledge.

13.00  The issue of anger in assertiveness

a) There are myths about anger.  Some are:

· Anger is like a steam kettle – it will build up steam and explode

· Aggressive behaviour is the sign of an angry person.   Aggression is not all right, anger is a natural response
· Anger is sinful, destructive and undesirable.  No - it is fine to be angry

· Venting anger by beating fists on a cushion (etc) deals with it – releases it.  It does not, though I find that going for a run helps…..

Anger is a feeling with physiological components.  It is not a mode of behaviour.  No-one can ‘make you angry’ – you allow someone else to stimulate you into producing the physiology and behaviour of anger.

b) Dealing with anger
Non-expression of anger is associated with a build-up of stress with concomitants like vulnerability to heart problems.  We are more likely to express anger towards people who are close to us, rather than towards strangers.  It is worth thinking why this should be.  

Where and with / to whom do you express anger?  

Resolution of an issue is may be the key to dealing with anger – but sometimes you have to recognise that there is nothing you can do to resolve it – and then it is best to find ways of relaxing and letting go of the anger.

Some ways of coping with anger
· Become acquainted with the myths.  Own your own angry feelings and do not be afraid of them.  Remember that anger and aggression are not the same.  You can express anger assertively.
· Recognise any crumple buttons you have – things that trigger your anger.  Sometimes we just feel angry – eg being woken early; premenstrual…  Be willing to say that you feel irritable today.  It gives the other a chance to ‘tread carefully’.  You are human and cannot be perfect.  Moods make life interesting!
· Know about situations in which you get ‘hot under the collar’ – and deal with them or avoid with them.  Do not ‘run away’ from situation if they need to be dealt with.
· Develop coping techniques such as relaxing, counting to ten, going for a walk going for a run, listening to music, stress inoculation, dialogues and other positive thinking techniques are helpful too.
14.00  Some well known and sound advice…on being yourself
Be happy to be different if that is how you want to be!

Warning – by Jenny Joseph

When I am an old woman, I shall wear purple,

With a red had which doesn’t go, and doesn’t suit me

And I shall spend my pension on brandy and summer gloves

And satin sandles, and say we’ve no money for butter.

I shall sit down on the pavement when I’m tired

And gobble up samples in shops and press alarm bells

And run my stick along the public railings

And make up for the sobriety of my youth 

I shall go out in my slippers in the rain

And pick the flowers in other people’s gardens

And learn to spit

You can wear terrible shirts and grow more fat

And eat three pounds of sausages at a go

Or only eat bread and pickle for a week

And hoard pens and pencils and beermats and things in boxes

But now we must clothes that keep us dry

And pay our rent and not swear in the street

And set a good example for the children

We will have friends to dinner and read the papers

But maybe I ought to practise a little now?

So people who know me are not too shocked and surprised

When suddenly I am old and start to wear purple.
15.00  Reiteration:  four important points 

· To be assertive is not always to take the easiest option.  It is much easier to go along with the social niceties of people pleasing.  

· You cannot change the behaviour of someone else.  You can only change your own behaviour.  However, in changing your own behaviour, you give other people the opportunity to learn to behave differently.

· There are ‘no win’ situations in which the best policy is to withdraw.  Withdrawal can be the assertive option.  An example of such a situation is one of extreme aggression.

· It is easier to be assertive when relaxed.  There is a tendency to tense up when feeling threatened and to relax might then be a conscious decision.  (Others can read tension in your face and know that you feel threatened – it is good to avoid showing them that emotion).

16.00 The development of academic assertiveness in students
For what situations in higher education might you think that a course on academic assertiveness could be useful?

· Student success courses

· Professional development 
· Professional education 

· Work with groups of students who have specific needs

· Work in the context of counselling and student support services

· New teachers and others who need to understand the challenges that students face.  

· Careers contexts

· Single gender groups (gays and other single sex groups)

· Student development programmes in student unions

· Postgraduate students and postgraduate researchers

· As part of general induction for all students; student mentors

· Students who are going into service learning or work experiences 

· Academic assertiveness as a basis for the development of critical thinkers

· Those who are going to lead academic assertiveness

· Staff development
The last chapter of the book (Moon, 2009) is on running academic assertiveness courses (details at the beginning of the handout).

b)  Some methods of facilitating development of assertiveness (could be face to face, on line or in print)

The ideal is a situation in which one can work face to face and use role play but it is not the only way.  The course may be written (like this material), or on line or in audio formats.  The following methods are all important to bring these ideas to life and to help managers,  staff and students to recognise them as real and to apply them so that they can change in appropriate ways.  A key point is to use your imagination.

· working with scenarios in role play

· working with observed or fictitious situations in discussion or written form

· questionnaires about relevant topics such as own behaviour - to raise self awareness;

· dialogue exercises in which the learner is invited to write an imaginary dialogue in which she utilises techniques and ideas that are the topic of the course.  

· dialogues that illustrate times when things ‘go wrong’;

· observations of everyday behaviour (whether ‘right’ or ‘wrong’) in everyday life.

· reflecting on incidents in which the learner herself did or did not behave in a manner that is in accordance being academically assertive;

· or Adrian Mole-ish material – diary entries…ie fiction to illustrate situations;

· using examples in fiction;

· personal journals that concern ‘my developing (academic) assertiveness’

Helpful books (other than mine!)
Alberti, R and Emmons (1983) ‘Your Perfect Right’, California, Impact Publishers 

Back, K and Back K (1982) ‘Assertiveness at Work’ London, McGraw-Hill

Dickson, A (1982) ‘Woman in your Own Right’, London, Quartet Books

Lindenfield, G (1986) ‘Assert Yourself’, Wellingborough, Nothants Thorsons, 

Lenett, R (1986) It’s OK to Say No’, Wellingborough, Northants, Thorsons, 

Smith, M (1975) ‘When I Say No, I Feel Guilty’, New York, Bantam
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