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To: Tom and Barbara Hunt…

their daughters and son…

Thanks for letting me in

To: Jennifer Reichert

and Jennifer Carnig…

Thanks for loving our boys

To my Meggi…“When I first saw

you, I said, ‘Oh, my…Oh, my…

that’s my dream…’”

And, as always…

to Janet…

more today than yesterday,

less than tomorrow


“In those whom I like, I can find no common

denominator. In those whom I love,

I can: They all make me laugh.”

—W.H.AUDEN






PREFACE


“I was successful because you believed in me.”

—ULYSSES S. GRANT IN A LETTER TO ABRAHAM LINCOLN






I HAVE BEEN INFORMED AND INSPIRED by innumerable colleagues and students over the past thirty years. There are two people who have been greatly on my mind as I’ve written this book. One is a teacher. The other is a student.

Our daughter, Meghan, confronted significant struggles with language in her elementary school career. Spelling and reading were a particular challenge for her and she had great difficulty breaking the code. Schoolwork was a daily struggle, but her ebullient personality and her irresistible charm carried her through the first three years of school. She had friends who embraced her, a family that adored her, and a personality that earned her admirers wherever she went. She was a winner. We knew it…and so did she.

Her world began to unravel when she reached fourth grade. She had an overly stern, inflexible teacher who did not find Megg’s shenanigans particularly endearing. She was a stickler for spelling accuracy and was renowned for her fifty-word Friday spelling tests. Megg began to fail. She failed often and publicly. The sparkle began to leave her eyes. “Monday morning tummy-aches” became commonplace. She had trouble sleeping. She lost confidence. She became sad and introverted and no longer carried tales of school to the dinner table to entertain her parents and her adoring brothers.

Kids go to school for a living. It’s their job—their workplace. And she was failing daily at her job.

We tried to intervene, but with minimal success. The teacher had her policies and procedures and saw no compelling reason to modify these to meet our daughter’s needs. She was intransigent, and Megg went through each school day with the fear of impending failure and the wrenching knowledge that the adult in her classroom simply did not like her. Megg’s attempts to please her teacher were fruitless. Praise or encouragement was simply not part of the teacher’s repertoire.

We tried to “ramp up” the praise and reinforcement that we provided Megg at home in order to offset her daily rejection and failure at school, but we were fighting a losing battle. Our joyful little girl was becoming sad. My wife, Janet, and I had five education degrees between us and were professional teachers, but our daily doses of success, praise, and encouragement were offset by the rejecting and critical comments that Megg received at school every day.

One Friday, Megg disembarked the school bus and slowly opened the door to the kitchen. She had invested several hours in studying for that day’s fifty-word spelling test, and her teacher had returned the test to the students that same day. Megg’s efforts had paid off. She’d gotten forty-nine words correct!

But the only written comment on the paper, in bright red ink, read, “one wrong—write misspelled word ten times.”

It has been said that “A mother is only as happy as her unhappiest child.” The teacher’s insensitive response to Megg’s effort propelled Janet to action. Megg had previously begged us not to intervene in her school situation because she feared that the teacher would retaliate against her, but Janet could no longer contain her maternal instincts.

Janet met with the teacher, and as a result, the situation improved a bit. Megg received no support or praise at school, but she was no longer publicly embarrassed or chastised in front of her classmates. Small steps.

Megg completed fourth grade. The joyful little girl who loved school was lost to us. Our only hope was that her sadness and melancholy were temporary.

In early September of her fifth-grade year, she began to dread and obsess about her first day of school. She was worried…and so were we. I was unsure that she could handle another difficult school year. She was a rough-and-ready kid in many ways and I would never have described her as “fragile.” But as she walked toward the bus on her first day of fifth grade, that adjective fit her perfectly.

We waited anxiously for her to return home that day. We watched her get off the school bus. There was a bit of a bounce in her step—a bounce that we had not seen for a while. We asked her the inevitable “first day of school” question: How was your teacher?

“Pretty nice. Her name is Miss Nunes. She smiles a lot…and she smiled at me. She said that she liked my shoes and told us about her pets. Yeah…pretty nice.”

Each day that week, Megg shared tales of Miss Nunes. Megg was beginning to enjoy school again. She smiled at supper. She laughed when getting ready for school. She ran to the school bus. We were cautiously optimistic.

On that Sunday evening, Megg went to her room to do her homework. Within five minutes, she returned to the kitchen. She was beaming.

“Look, Dad,” she said. “Look at what Miss Nunes sneaked into my math book.”

Megg had a weekend math assignment on Chapter 1 of her computation notebook. Unbeknownst to her, Miss Nunes had secreted a twenty-eight-word note between Chapter 1 and Chapter 1, so it fell into Megg’s lap when she opened the book. It read:


You had a great first week, Megg. I think

that this will be a good year for all of us.

See you Monday,

Miss Nunes

P.S. Love those shoes!!



Now, perhaps Miss Nunes did that for every one of her students. I don’t know. And I don’t care. She did it for my kid and it brought a smile to Megg’s face that we hadn’t seen in months. Through similar random acts of kindness during the year, Sue Nunes made Megg happy again. Megg was back!

Sue taught Megg’s dad something that year as well. She taught me the Power of One. She showed me that one skilled and compassionate teacher can make a difference. Just like in the fairy tales, one caring adult can change and save the life of a child.

I acknowledge Sue Nunes. Teacher. Motivator. Dream maker.


The second person who has taught me much about motivation is our nephew, Daniel.

When I was introduced at a speaking engagement several years ago, the master of ceremonies referred to me as a “hero.” Although the use of that noun was well intentioned, I found it to be inappropriate and a bit embarrassing. I am not a hero. I am very good at what I do. I am well trained and equipped to serve as a school administrator, consultant, and speaker. I love addressing ballrooms filled with people. It does not take courage or heroics for me to do that. I’m no hero…and I’m not particularly courageous.

Lou Gehrig taught a generation of Americans about courage when he said, “Courage does not mean the absence of fear. Courage means being afraid and doing it anyway.”

“Courage” and “fearlessness” are antonyms. Courage can exist only in the presence of fear. If you are not afraid to do something, it does not take courage to do it. Conversely, if the act does make you afraid, you cannot attempt it without courage.

Are you looking for a hero? Look no further than Daniel.

Daniel is a high school student who has struggled mightily throughout his school career. He has attentional problems and marked difficulty with the writing process. He is exceptionally bright and his inability to communicate his dynamic and innovative ideas in writing is a source of great frustration for him. His limited writing skills have, of course, impacted greatly on his performance in classes that require essays, compositions, and extensive reports.

Daniel’s motivation in school might be described as “whimsical.” At times, he applies himself fully and works diligently on assignments. At other times his effort is, at best, shaky or, at worst, imperceptible. Perhaps this is because even his best and most focused efforts seldom result in meaningful success or progress. He has learned the bitter lesson of learning disorders: The amount of effort that he invests in a task seldom translates to the amount of success that he has in accomplishing the task.

Basically, what he puts into it has little to do with what he gets out of it. The chronic and repeated failure that he faces during the school day has served to all but obliterate his intrinsic motivation and his drive to succeed.

I have attended several meetings with Daniel’s teachers, at his mom’s request. I have invariably been impressed with their devotion and sincerity. They like Daniel and want him to succeed. But their reports and discussions are peppered with the phrases that adults use to describe a child who is unresponsive to the adults’ strategies, techniques, and approaches:


“If he would only apply himself…”

“He can do it when he puts his mind to it…”

“He’s so inconsistent…”

“…doesn’t seem to care…”

“…just not trying…”



But young Daniel has other parts of his life besides the classroom. He is an extraordinary sailor who has won numerous awards as a skipper and a crew member. His nautical skills are legendary. He can troubleshoot a computer expertly, and his knowledge of popular music and politics is unsurpassed.

All little boys are fascinated with flight, but Daniel’s interest in planes and flying always seemed unusually intense. As a toddler, his aunt Janet would often take him to the local regional airport, where he delighted in watching the planes arrive and depart. Two years ago, Daniel was searching for a summer job. His dad suggested that he apply at a small light-plane airport with a grass runway that was a mile or so from their home.

Daniel was told that they had no paid positions available, but the airstrip’s owner instantly liked Daniel and offered to have him do some basic yard work and painting on the property…in exchange for flying lessons. All of the adults in Daniel’s life were skeptical. But our doubts paled in comparison to Daniel’s enthusiasm and delight at the prospect of flying.

As I write this, Daniel has had a relationship with the airstrip staff for two years. They love him. He loves them. He is never happier than when he is at the strip. He has painted several buildings, mowed and re-mowed countless runways, cleaned airport restrooms, washed endless windows…. And he flew a Cessna solo two weeks after his sixteenth birthday.

When Daniel’s teachers discuss him, they commonly use words such as “unmotivated,” “lazy,” “inconsistent,” “resistant,” “passive,” and “inattentive.”

When you talk to his flight instructor, his sailing coach, or the airstrip’s owner, their conversations are peppered with words such as “enthusiastic,” “go-getter,” “dependable,” “valued,” “industrious,” “indispensable,” “initiative,” “devoted,” and “focused.”

Why the difference?

Many education professionals would read the preceding paragraphs and ask, “Why won’t Daniel apply the same consistent effort in class that he seems willing to invest in flying and sailing?”

I believe that this question misses the point.

In this book, I attempt to pose a very different question: “What are the flight instructor and sailing coach doing with Daniel that lights his motivational spark, that his teachers are not doing?”

If you were to ask Daniel that question, he would respond that the airstrip gives him approval, support, acceptance, toleration for errors, belonging, encouragement, camaraderie, understanding, praise, reassurance…and success.

Daniel has earned the love, respect, and admiration of all who know him for his efforts and expertise on the seas and in the air. The joy he finds on a sailboat or in a Cessna is diametric to his frustration in the classroom. If only the year consisted of an endless succession of Julys and Augusts. Then HE would be writing a book, and I would find myself unhappily imprisoned in beginning sailing class. Quite simply, Daniel is a summer kid.

As teachers, let us commit to learning why “unmotivated” kids are able to find their drive and inspiration on playing fields, on skateboard courses, in poolrooms, in video arcades, on mall concourses…or at nine thousand feet. What do these settings provide that we do not provide in the classroom?

We constantly search for ways that we can “change the child.” Perhaps the first significant change should come from us. Perhaps we should first analyze and change our policies, procedures, and practices when dealing with hard-to-reach kids.


I acknowledge Daniel. Sailor. Pilot. Summer kid.

—RDL
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Student Motivation: What It Is and What It Is Not


“If there is anything that we wish to change in a child, we should first examine it and see whether it is not something that could be better changed in ourselves.”

—CARL JUNG






SEVERAL YEARS AGO, I designed and delivered a workshop entitled “I Can’t” Versus “He Won’t”: Motivational Issues in Special Education. This awkwardly titled seminar was designed to acquaint teachers and parents with basic information about motivation, the impact of learning problems on motivation, and strategies to improve a student’s efforts in the classroom and at home.

I was delivering the seminar to the faculty of a small Midwestern high school during a staff development day. Among the audience members was a stern-looking middle-aged gentleman who—I later learned—taught United States history and civics. He sat tightlipped with his arms crossed firmly throughout the seminar. Although we never spoke to each other during the workshop, his body language clearly communicated that he was not buying what I was selling. He rolled his eyes and sighed audibly several times during my presentation. He shifted impatiently in his seat and glanced at his watch repeatedly. His behavior demonstrated that he had not begged his supervisor to allow him to attend a motivation workshop that day.

At the conclusion of the seminar, I opened the floor to questions. I was disheartened—but not surprised—to see this gentleman’s hand shoot up. I acknowledged him and he stood and stared icily at me. “Your workshop had a lot of suggestions and plenty of reasons why kids aren’t motivated to learn, but I am in total disagreement with your premise.”

“And what is the source of our disagreement?” I asked, tentatively.

“Quite simply, it’s not my job to motivate these kids. If they come to my class and they want to sit quietly and learn history, I will gladly give them the facts, information, and concepts that they need. If they are not motivated to learn, they can sit in the back of the class and sleep if they wish. It’s their choice. It’s their loss. I communicate information…and I do that very well. But if a kid doesn’t care to learn it, that is not my problem. It’s his problem. I’m a teacher, not a cheerleader.”

We discussed…and argued…and debated…and dickered…and quarreled.

Because we disagreed so fundamentally on this issue, the discussion became quite heated. Finally, I said in some frustration, “But there are many legitimate reasons why a student can lack motivation: fear of failure, lack of understanding, learning disorders, frustration. Every learning theorist from Piaget to Gardner has stated that the learning process begins with motivation. Without motivation, there is no learning. Attempting to teach a child who is unmotivated is as futile as hammering on cold steel.”

“But it’s not my job!” he countered.

“It is your job, sir. Quite simply, kids don’t come with batteries included. You’ve got to provide the batteries if you want them to function.”

I don’t believe that I was successful in changing the gentleman’s mind, but our exchange did give me a better title for the seminar. I renamed the workshop “Batteries Not Included: Motivating the Struggling Learner,” and have delivered programs throughout North America, Australia, Hong Kong, and New Zealand.

Most teachers and parents recognize that motivation is the key to learning. Reflect for a moment on your favorite teacher in high school. The chances are that he was an effective motivator. He inspired you. He was not merely a teacher, he was also a leader.

He did not necessarily make learning fun, but he made learning attainable and purposeful. Whether you serve children as a teacher, parent, coach, or instructor, you will multiply your effectiveness immeasurably if you learn how to motivate your charges and maintain that motivation throughout the learning process.

I began my study of student motivation in the twentieth year of my education career. I interviewed dozens of teachers about student motivation and was surprised and disheartened to find how little my colleagues knew about this important topic. The more I learned about this subject, the more I came to realize that I, also, did not have an effective repertoire of motivational techniques. I tended to use a “one size fits all” approach with my students wherein I expected all of the children to be motivated by the same star chart, checklist, or reward system. This broad approach left many children unmotivated and uninspired. I was able to motivate many of my students. I analyzed the approaches and strategies that were successful with these children. My successes, I came to recognize, were almost accidental—nearly serendipitous. I made no conscious attempt to match the child to the motivational technique. I merely had the good fortune to use a motivational strategy that, by happenstance, seemed to inspire a particular child.

After observing one of my classes a generous superior once commented that I was “a natural motivator.” I wasn’t, and now that I have a better understanding of the intricacies of this complex process we call “motivation,” I realize a truly “natural motivator” is a rare, rare person indeed. In order to establish and maintain the motivation of a fellow human being, or a classroom filled with fellow human beings, one must understand the complexities inherent in this elaborate motivation process.

It is important that adults learn what motivation is! But it is equally important that they unlearn what motivation is not! I have yet to find an undergraduate- or graduate-level curriculum that effectively addresses this fundamental concept. Teachers’ lack of training and exposure to the basic tenets of childhood motivation results in a corps of American teachers who are unable to understand or implement effective motivational techniques.

The media bombards us incessantly with the bad news emanating from America’s classrooms. Test scores are down, dropout rates are up, and school violence is on the rise while school attendance declines. Students’ high-risk behaviors (drug use, sexual activity, delinquency) increase while SAT scores plummet in some communities. There are innumerable reasons for these statistics, many of which are beyond the control of parents and school personnel. But student motivation is clearly a factor in these upsetting educational trends. This fact should serve as a clarion call to America’s parents and professionals to focus time, energy, and other resources on the study and exploration of motivation.

This book is designed to explore and, to a degree, demystify the complex process of motivating school-aged children. First, we will explore and explode some of the most common myths and misconceptions that impact our understanding of motivation. Following this unlearning, the processes of learning and relearning can begin. Second, we will discuss and demonstrate the significant impact that learning disorders can have upon a student’s ability to maintain his motivation in the classroom, at home, and on the playing field.

The final, and perhaps primary, focus of the book will be a collection of field-tested strategies designed to create, foster, and maintain the motivation of children in a variety of settings.

It is not overstating the case to say that our nation’s future depends greatly on our ability to motivate our children today. This fact should inspire all adults to become more effective motivators. In the sage words of Charles Kettering, “My interest is in the future because I am going to spend the rest of my life there.”

MYTHS AND MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT STUDENT MOTIVATION


“Do something. If it works, do more of it. If it doesn’t…do something else.”

—FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT



Today’s teachers and parents should heed FDR’s sage advice. Often, we continue to repeatedly use traditional “motivational techniques” despite the obvious fact that these strategies are not working effectively. I recall a simmering teacher bringing an errant and unmotivated student into my office and complaining, “I have kept Josh in for recess fifteen days in a row and he still isn’t doing his math homework.”

Well, let’s circle the slow learner in this picture. The strategy is not working. Try something else!

Because we are unable to inspire our students by igniting their intrinsic (internal) motivation, we try to motivate them extrinsically by establishing a complex tapestry of tests, quizzes, evaluations, and grades. In effect, we force them to be motivated to master the targeted curriculum. (“I know that you will never need to use these algebra equations in real life, Tucker, but you must learn them because they will be on Friday’s test.”) This unrelenting coercion seems to be a rather unfair use of our power over children. We can do better.

I have come to recognize that most teachers and parents adhere to a false and shaky set of beliefs related to motivation. These misconceptions must be shelved before we can embrace a more enlightened motivational approach.

Motivation Myth #1

“That Danny…NOTHING motivates that kid.”


Any teacher or parent who makes this statement is displaying a sad lack of knowledge about the true nature of student motivation.

We must come to understand the most basic tenet of human motivation. This concept is the keystone upon which the remaining pages of this book rest. The simple but profound concept is the following: All human behavior is motivated!

EVERY behavior that we manifest on any given day is motivated. If a reader decides to stop reading this book at this point, I cannot state that the person is “not motivated.” She was motivated to stop reading. If a friend of mine stops calling me on a weekly basis, I cannot say, “He is unmotivated to maintain the friendship.” Rather, he is motivated to end the relationship.

Let’s consider that student who sits in the rear of the classroom in your fifth-period math class. He rests his head on the desk, never volunteers an answer, and fails to participate in class discussions and demonstrations. The temptation is to say “This kid is unmotivated.” You would be wrong. Rather, he is motivated to rest his head on the desk, keep silent, and not participate! In point of fact, he is motivated and may indeed be among the most motivated students in your class. But his motivation is not to learn math. His motivation focuses on avoiding failure, preventing frustration, or even angering the teacher.

It is incorrect to say “This kid is not motivated.” Rather, the correct assessment of the situation is that he is not motivated to do that which you wish him to do.

At the conclusion of a speaking engagement in a major northwestern American city, a young man approached me from the audience and asked if he could share a story with me. He was visibly upset, as evidenced by his shaky hands and mournful voice. We sat backstage in the auditorium as he related his experience.

“My dad left my life when I was in the third grade. I came downstairs one morning and he was gone. He simply packed up his belongings and left my mother, my two older brothers, and me.

“That was seventeen years ago and I have not seen him since. I do not know where he is. I do not know if he is alive or dead and—God help me—I don’t care. I have come to realize that the day he left was, on reflection, the greatest day of my life.

“He was a terrible person. Probably the most evil person I have ever known. I was the youngest of three brothers. I was the smallest and the weakest. As a result, my dad used to beat me. Regularly and severely. He beat me for the simple reason that he ENJOYED beating me. He didn’t need a reason. He would reach across the dinner table and slap me without provocation. He was a bully and I hated him for that.

“But generally when he beat me, he had been drinking and he would hit me in the living room or the kitchen. I was faster than he was, and I could easily escape by running outside, waiting until he fell asleep, and then sneaking back into the house.

“But on the occasion when I made a mistake or did something wrong, I got what my brothers and I called a ‘bathroom beating.’ My father would drag me into the bathroom, close and lock the door behind us, and simply beat me until he got tired of beating me. In a ‘bathroom beating’ you couldn’t escape. If you ran into the shower, he was there. If you hid behind the toilet, he was there. If you sought shelter in the linen closet, he was there. A bathroom beating was reserved for situations in which I had broken a rule or made a mistake.

“In the first grade I couldn’t read. I struggled and struggled to break the code, but I was simply unable to do so. They had a unique way of teaching reading in my school district at that time. On the first Thursday of each month—shortly after morning recess—Mrs. Donovan, the reading specialist, would arrive at our classroom. She would require all the poor readers to come to the front of the class and read aloud to the other children. This ritual was extremely embarrassing for me. But I devised a strategy to avoid the humiliation.

“On the day that Mrs. Donovan was scheduled to visit our class, I would go into the boys’ room during recess. I would take my reading glasses and crack one of the lenses on the sink or simply twist the glasses until they broke in half.

“I would approach Mrs. Donovan as soon as she arrived and explain to her that I couldn’t read that day because my glasses were broken.

“I did that every first Thursday for five months—with the full knowledge that when I showed my parents the broken glasses that evening, I was going to receive a bathroom beating.”

A sad and troubling story, indeed. But the most disturbing aspect of the tale is this: I am certain that, if you were to review this young man’s first-grade assessments, Mrs. Donovan doubtless labeled him “unmotivated.” After all, nobody recuses himself from remedial reading five sessions in a row with the same excuse unless he is purposely trying to avoid it.

I would submit that this child was extremely motivated. In fact, he was probably one of the most highly motivated children that Mrs. Donovan would meet in her career. HIS MOTIVATION WAS TO AVOID EMBARRASSMENT, and he was willing to receive a beating from a grown man once each month in order to achieve his goal. Imagine the magic that would have occurred if Mrs. Donovan had been able to transfer that boy’s motivation to learning to read and away from avoiding reading.

The boy’s problem was not a lack of motivation. Rather, it was misdirected motivation.

Motivation Myth #2

“That kid! One day he is motivated, the next day he is not!”


This oft-stated complaint is generally untrue. The field of psychology recognizes motivation as a relative constant. That is, if a child is motivated to learn math, he is motivated to learn math all the time. If he is not motivated to learn math, he is not motivated to learn math—all the time.

The child’s performance, productivity, and progress may vary from day to day, but this generally does not reflect inconsistent motivation. This behavior more likely reflects the child’s inconsistent and often unpredictable learning style, which will be detailed later in this chapter.

An analogy may be helpful. Let’s substitute “love” for “motivation.” You love your husband. That love is a constant in your life and his. Now, as in any marriage, some days are better than others. On any given day you may be angry or upset with him as the result of an argument or disagreement, but despite these temporary feelings, you still love him. If he were to become ill unexpectedly, you would assist and care for him because of this love. Annoyance is temporary; love is permanent. Poor school performance and productivity are temporary; motivation is permanent.

It is important to understand and embrace this concept because it provides insight into the frustration that children often feel when they have difficulty mastering information and skills despite their motivation to learn.

Motivation Myth #3

“Give him something; that will motivate him.”


Many—perhaps most—parents and teachers attempt to motivate children by giving them rewards as incentives. Dad may promise Shannon five dollars for every A that she receives on her report card. Her teacher awards her stickers based on her homework performance. Her soccer coach buys the team pizzas after a particularly good practice. Although these responses are well intentioned and may even have a temporary impact on Shannon’s behavior, they will do little to improve or enhance her motivation.

Providing rewards in an attempt to boost motivation is a corruption of a widely used behavior management technique known as the Premack Principle. This strategy is often referred to as Grandma’s Rule: If you eat your vegetables, you will get dessert. If you do X for me, I will give you Y. Although this technique may modify a child’s behavior, it will do little to modify his motivation. Shannon may work diligently in school in order to receive an A and be granted the five-dollar reward. But her goal is not to progress in school or gain new skills. Her goal is to receive the money.

In order to be an effective motivator, one must understand the significant difference between intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation. Our goal with children is to foster lasting motivation that is inspired by their desire to learn and grow. Reward systems that emphasize tangible incentives can actually serve to decrease motivation in the long run.

Extrinsic motivation consists of systems or policies that encourage the child to earn rewards by behaving in a manner that promotes learning. These systems can serve a useful and constructive purpose by reminding children of classroom or household rules. However, children can become overly reliant on these rewards and may be unable to monitor or evaluate their own performance. They become totally dependent upon the rewards when attempting to evaluate their daily progress. (“I must have been good today. Mrs. Scranton gave me two stickers.” Or “I must have been bad today—no stickers.”) The child is unaware of which behaviors contributed to his plethora or paucity of stickers. He has surrendered the entire self-assessment process to Mrs. Scranton. The primary warning sign of an ineffective or overused reward system is when a student asks a teacher “What will I get if I do this right?”

For most of us, our salaries constitute the extrinsic motivation for daily work. However, our desire to effectively serve our clients, students, patients, customers, or colleagues constitutes our intrinsic motivation. You would undoubtedly leave your job if the extrinsic reward (salary) was discontinued, but it is the intrinsic reward (service) that truly fosters your day-to-day motivation. Personal satisfaction for a job well done is the greatest reward.

Similarly, intrinsic motivation comes from within the child. This internal drive will inspire the child to work to her fullest potential whether or not a reward is promised. Learning becomes its own reward. Intrinsically motivated children believe in themselves and their abilities. They enjoy learning and are self-directed. They do not rely on the approval or approbation of others in order to work toward their potential.

That is not to say that rewards and incentives should not be granted to children. A well-planned and implemented reward program can be helpful in meeting short-term goals, modifying behavior, and ensuring children’s cooperation, but we should remain ever mindful that intrinsic motivation is our long-term goal.

Encouraging or requiring students to set and establish individual goals for themselves can foster intrinsic motivation. Children with learning disorders often have great difficulty establishing performance goals and often aim too high (“I want to be captain of the soccer team and score three goals per game”) or aim too low (“I know that I’ll never get to play—everyone is better than me”). In order to foster intrinsic motivation, it is useful to assist the child in establishing attainable and appropriate personal goals. (“I will attend and participate in all practices and will score an assist at some time during my first four games.”)

Motivation Myth #4

Competition: The Great Motivator


Many educators are greatly concerned about two conflicting and mutually exclusive movements that are currently impacting the field of education. The first is the high-stakes testing movement, which emphasizes and requires intense student-on-student competition in our classrooms. The second is the inclusion movement, which emphasizes placing children with learning problems in classes with nondisabled peers. These movements are akin to oil and water: They simply do not mix.

If special needs children are going to be placed in general education classes, teachers need to downplay and decrease the use of inherently unfair competitive activities. If classrooms are going to feature intense competition, we need to remove special needs students from those environments because they become academic casualties in such a system.

Recent surveys conducted by the University of Massachusetts in suburban American school systems indicate that competitive classroom activities (games, quizzes, test, bees) occupy nearly 80 percent of the on-task time in elementary schools. It is, by far, the most widely used classroom approach. Teachers utilize competition in the belief that it motivates children to do their best. However, research and experience teach us that this belief is untrue and unfounded.

The most important and profound reality regarding the link between motivation and competition is the following: The only person motivated by competition is the person who believes that he has a chance of winning.

Therefore, if a fourth-grade teacher decides to use bees, quizzes, and games to teach spelling, who are the students that she is motivating? The good spellers. The students who are already motivated in this skill area. The struggling spellers—the ones who would greatly benefit from increased motivation—are not stimulated or energized by these activities.

There are several common misconceptions regarding the fragile link between motivation and competition:

	Most people do their best work when involved in head-to-head competition with others.


This widely held belief is simply untrue. In order to demonstrate this, I often ask audiences to reflect upon one of the premier annual sporting events in the world: the Boston Marathon. Each April, Boston plays host to twenty thousand runners from across the globe who come to run the grueling twenty-six-mile course from the suburbs to historic Copley Square. These runners train intensively and participate in exhausting regimes in order to prepare for the challenging, and at times overwhelming, course. The participants come to Boston at their own expense.

Each marathoner enters the race with the full knowledge that there will be only two prizes awarded at the completion of the event. One prize goes to the man who finishes first, and the second goes to the first woman to complete the course. Twenty thousand runners…two prizes.

Reflect for a moment on this question before responding: How many of those runners enter the marathon with the hopes of winning the race? All of them? Most of them? Many of them? Some of them?

I would submit to you that only twenty or thirty world-class runners go to Boston with the expectation and hope that they will win the coveted laurel wreath. But there are twenty thousand people in the race. Who are the other 19,970 runners competing against?

Themselves!

We do our best work when we compete against ourselves—not against others.

Each time I deliver a speech, my goal is not to be superior to other educational speakers such as Mel Levine, Bob Brooks, Ned Hallowell, or Reid Lyon. Rather, my goal is to deliver a better speech than the one I delivered yesterday. My goal for tomorrow’s speech is that it will be better than today’s. You see, I cannot control the behavior of Mel, Bob, Ned, or Reid. I can control and improve only my own behavior, so that is what I try to do.

I recall a distraught fifteen-year-old boy barging into my office at school several years ago. He was deeply shaken about his performance in that afternoon’s cross-country meet. He had finished in fifth place and was greatly disappointed because he’d had a second-place finish two days before.

I attempted to comfort him by reminding him that all athletes have good days and bad days and that he should use this temporary setback to motivate himself to train even more intensely than before. However, as the discussion went further, I learned that his time in that day’s race was 29:35. His time in the previous race was 31:05. Although he had a superior performance in the second race, his placement among the finishers was lower. This information changed the entire course of our discussion. I reminded him that there was only one runner’s performance that he could control—his own. He actually ran a better race when he finished in fifth place than he had run when he’d finished second. His placement was determined by variables that he could not control. By happenstance, we were competing against a superior team in the second race, and some of the boy’s teammates ran unusually well that day. But again, these variables were beyond his influence. He improved his own performance and that was cause for delight, not dejection.

As educators and parents, we must downplay competition and emphasize the concept of “personal best.” We should encourage students to continually strive to improve their own performance and be less mindful of comparing themselves to others. Personal Best should replace the drumbeat of The Best.

Unfortunately, most schools emphasize the best and reserve their awards, plaques, certificates, and rewards for the most-skilled students. This approach has a negative impact on the children who struggle with learning, because they never have the opportunity to “shine.”

When I served as director of education at the Eagle Hill School in Greenwich, Connecticut, I proposed an idea to the faculty. I purchased an oversize bulletin board and mounted it in the school’s lobby. Above the board was a large banner saying CLASS OF THE WEEK. I explained to the staff that I would be distributing a schedule, and on a rotating basis each teacher’s class would be designated as Class of the Week. On that specific week, the teacher was expected to display representative samples of her students’ work on the board, thereby allowing visitors to see the type of work being done at the school. My colleagues were very enamored with my idea.

Within an hour of distributing the schedule, one of the teachers asked to see me. She was quite certain that I had made an error on the schedule because I had designated her fifth-period literature class as Class of the Week later that month. She explained that most of the students in that class were sixteen or seventeen years old, and she felt that they would feel that a bulletin board displaying their work was “baby stuff” and that they would be insulted by this primary-school approach. I did not agree and I asked her to display the students’ papers on the assigned week. She dutifully—if reluctantly—complied and on the scheduled Monday, their papers were put on display.

The following day, I arrived at the school’s lobby unusually early because I had a meeting with a parent. As I entered, I was surprised to find three of the literature students examining the bulletin board with their parents. I was running late for my meeting so I did not have time to inquire as to why the display had sparked such wide interest.

Later in the day, I met Scotty, who was one of the students I had seen in the lobby earlier that morning. I asked him why he had brought his parents to school to see the display.

This wonderful kid, who had attended a highly competitive school system before enrolling at Eagle Hill, look downward and self-consciously shuffled his feet.

“I’m sixteen years old, Mr. Lavoie,” he began. “I’ve never had a piece of my work put up on a bulletin board before.”

Scotty had attended a school that celebrated The Best. Because of his learning problems, he never wrote The Best essay on Abraham Lincoln or The Best composition about his summer vacation. He never did The Best in science, math, geography, or spelling. As a result, he attended school for ten years and never had a piece of his work displayed on a bulletin board. Pediatrician Mel Levine refers to this as “chronic success deprivation.”

With all that we currently know about self-esteem, it is inexcusable that such a thing should happen to any student in any classroom. I encourage elementary school teachers to take a different and more enlightened approach. If you have twenty-five students in your class, divide your room’s bulletin board into twenty-five sections so that each child is given his own section. Each Friday, allow each student to select the piece of work that he is most proud of and let him post it on his section. In this way, every child’s performance is celebrated every week.

No child should be required to wait until he is sixteen years old to show his mom and dad his paper on a bulletin board. In Scotty’s case, the system—not the child—had failed.

	It’s a big, bad world out there and we need to prepare children for the competitive adult world.


Our nephew attended a very competitive suburban elementary school and had ongoing difficulty performing academically. His parents asked that I meet with his teachers occasionally in an effort to help the teachers meet his needs. His teachers were outstanding, but invariably, each of our meetings became a debate about the intensity of the competition that the child faced daily. Each time I asked about the rationale for this constant competition, I received the same response: “We live in a competitive society and we must prepare children for the dog-eat-dog work environment that they will be joining.”

There are a number of flaws in that argument. First, the boy is only nine years old! He will not be entering the “real world” for a dozen years. Isn’t it a bit early to begin preparing him for the workplace by turning his fourth-grade classroom into a replica of a Wall Street boardroom?

Second, a 2003 governmental survey indicated that less than 20 percent of America’s workforce is paid according to individual performance (paid on commission) and only 1 percent of workers are in situations where their continued employment is exclusively determined by their accomplishments (sales quotas). Most employment situations are not competitive in nature. In fact, if the American workplace were as competitive as America’s classrooms, the result would, doubtless, be low worker morale. Most employees who lose their jobs are dismissed because of lack of motivation, poor interpersonal skills, incompetence, or cyclical economic forces. The oft-repeated warning to children that “when you grow up, you will lose your job if you can’t compete” is simply false.

The keys to success in the workplace are competence, cooperativeness, and motivation—not the ability to compete.

The third flaw in the “real world” argument is that the competition that we use in schools is totally dissimilar to the competition that the student will be facing as an adult. There are two criteria that characterize competition in the adult world. First, as an adult, you compete only when you choose to compete! I am not required or coerced to enter a golf tournament, join a tennis ladder, or apply for a new job unless I desire to do so. Second, when adults compete, they compete against peers (with similar background, training, experience, and affinities). When a principal evaluates a speech therapist, he compares her to other speech therapists in order to assess her skills. He does not expect her to be as effective a wrestling coach as his school’s wrestling coach. Nor does he expect her to know Shakespeare’s sonnets as well as the English teacher across the hall. When he evaluates the English teacher, he compares her with other members of the English department.

Does the daily classroom competition that my nephew confronts meet these two criteria? Certainly not! The Monday-Wednesday-Friday spelling bee ritual is not voluntary. His participation is required. Further, the bee may find him competing head-to-head with the most able speller in the class. Unlike adults, children are constantly required to compete with others who have far different skills and abilities from those they might possess.

Many sociologists posit that twenty-first-century America is not a competitive society at all. In point of fact, we may well be the most cooperative society in the history of mankind. We greatly depend upon the cooperation and collaboration of others. The simple act of driving is reflective of the cooperative spirit that characterizes our society. As you drive down the street, you trust that all the other strangers in their cars will stay in their designated lanes and will stop at stop signs and red lights. Further, they have placed the same trust in you. We cooperate with one another in order to survive on this planet.

Some will argue that it is competition that is the driving force in American society and will cite the 1957 launch of the USSR’s Sputnik I, which led to the space race and America’s triumphant 1969 landing on the moon’s surface. I disagree. Although it was the competition with the Soviets that got us involved in the space program, it was the cooperation of thousands of American scientists, researchers, legislators, designers, and industrialists who actually created that miracle. In the “real world,” competition generally occurs between companies, teams, and countries, not individuals.

Competition does not ensure success or progress; cooperation does. The 2004 Boston Red Sox ended their eighty-six-year drought by winning the World Series because they collaborated so effectively that year. Successful competition relies entirely upon the cooperation that exists within the organization. The hallmark of every great human endeavor—from the Egyptian pyramids to the NASA space station—is cooperation. Go visit the business section of a major bookstore and you will see countless volumes related to collaboration, cooperation, and team building. Wouldn’t our nephew be better served if his teachers fostered cooperation among his classmates rather than intensive and often hurtful competition? The ability to collaborate and cooperate in the workplace is one of the most admirable and valuable skills that an employee can possess. The conventional wisdom in management is that an organization greatly enhances its external competitiveness by minimizing its internal competition. If you wish to be competitive in the marketplace, you must be cooperative in the workplace.

Even if you accept the flawed premise that we live in a highly competitive world, it does not necessarily follow that children should be exposed to “doses” of competition in order to prepare them for adulthood. Following that logic would also require you to expose children to doses of liquor and pornography in order to ease their transition to adulthood.

It is important to remember that competition is a learned behavior. Most preschool children are highly cooperative. However, the competitive culture of the classroom often cancels out their natural desire to work together. I remember the response of our son Dan when I asked him about school after his first week in kindergarten:


“How’s school going, Dan?”

“Pretty good, Dad. I can run faster than Zack and I can jump higher than Justin, but, boy, can Sally ever pass out napkins!”



How sad. After only fifteen hours in the classroom, he had learned that it simply did not matter how well he was doing; it only mattered how well he was doing in comparison with his classmates.

My negative attitude toward classroom competition stems from an incident with our firstborn, Christian, when he was in the first grade. I came home from work one day to be greeted by a very excited and exuberant Christian. Our conversation went like this:


“Hi, Dad! Guess what? I had a great day at school today.”

“Why is that, pal?”

“Well, the teacher taught us how to carry numbers in addition today. My best friend, Jason, didn’t understand it and he got a fifty on his quiz and had to stay in for recess. I got a ninety on my quiz.”



Christian beamed. I was crestfallen. I never taught or expected my son to take delight in the failure of his best friend. I knew Christian to be a fiercely loyal friend and once observed him confronting a sandbox bully because the boy took Jason’s toy. Where did my son learn to take delight in his buddy’s failure? He learned that in school. In the classroom it was acceptable and anticipated that Christian would celebrate his friend’s failure. In effect, his classmates had become obstacles to his own success.

Many teachers will argue that competition is inevitable, unavoidable, and necessary in our classrooms. Actually, every teacher does have options when planning and implementing daily lessons, and it is important that we understand the distinctions among those options.

Every classroom lesson can be placed in one of three types of categories:


Individualized

Cooperative

Competitive



In order to illustrate each, imagine that there are two fourth-grade classmates named John and Sasha. If their teacher wishes to conduct an individualized activity, she might ask John to complete a work sheet on the five times table while Sasha simultaneously completes a work sheet on the seven times table. The students work independently at their desks. The dynamic of this activity is that John’s success or failure has no impact upon Sasha’s success or failure. Neither does Sasha’s performance impact upon John’s.

Then imagine that the teacher wishes to conduct a cooperative activity. She asks John and Sasha to go to the whiteboard and draw a mural of a farm scene to celebrate National Dairy Month. She asks them to work jointly on the project. Sasha begins to draw the farm animals while John draws the farmhouse and silo. He sees that Sasha is having difficulty drawing a cow, so he volunteers his assistance by showing her how to draw the animal based on some drawing tips that his cartoonist grandfather had given him. John is eager and willing to help Sasha because, in a cooperative activity, his success is largely determined by her success. If he draws a nice farmhouse and she draws nice animals, they will have a nice mural.

In an independent activity, John’s success or failure is not impacted by Sasha’s performance. In a cooperative activity, John’s success is largely determined by Sasha’s success. In a competitive activity, John’s success is largely determined by Sasha’s failure. Only if she fails can he succeed.

In a competitive activity (“John and Sasha, see which one of you can alphabetize these words the fastest!”), each child hopes that the other child—his opponent—will do poorly. In a highly competitive classroom, the teacher creates an environment wherein each child hopes that the children next to him do poorly—because it is in his best interests for them to do poorly.

Have you ever worked in an office, a store, a factory, or a school where workers in one department wanted workers in another department to fail? It creates the most stressful and unproductive work environment that one can imagine, and yet that is precisely the work environment that we create in competitive classrooms. We can do better.

As teachers and parents we need to place greater emphasis on individual and cooperative strategies. The former strategy allows and encourages the child to work toward his own unique tailored goals. Research indicates that failure to meet one’s own goals can encourage tenacity, resilience, effort, and self-discipline. However, failure to meet imposed public goals often results in humiliation, timidity, and lowered self-esteem.

Cooperative education strategies are significantly different from the methods used in a typical classroom. In a traditional classroom children work quietly on teacher-directed activities; independence is celebrated and support comes solely from the teacher.

By contrast, a cooperative classroom features active learners working busily in small groups, where they share ideas, initiate discussions, and reinforce one another. Interdependence is celebrated. Competition is replaced by collaboration and every student’s active participation is assured. Youngsters provide one another with positive feedback, support, praise, and affirmations.

Remember that all “small group work” does not necessarily qualify as cooperative learning. Teacher-directed remedial groupings, for example, do not qualify. Cooperative learning activities meet the following criteria:


	
Interdependence: Students share ideas, information, skills, and materials. Each student’s success and progress is largely dependent upon the performance of his learning partners.

	
Accountability: Each student has assigned tasks that he must complete in order to ensure the success of the project. These tasks are tailored to each child’s strengths, skills, and affinities. This ensures that each child is an active participant in the process.

	
Social component: Cooperative strategies promote positive social interaction among children. The children talk, plan, discuss, share, and praise.



As will be discussed in chapter 2, cooperative education activities provide students with valuable experience with group work. Students learn tolerance, patience, acceptance, and generosity in addition to the academic content. These skills are fundamental to success in postsecondary programs and in the workplace, where cooperation and teamwork are the order of the day. The communication skills learned in cooperative activities will also be useful for the child when interacting with family and friends. In addition, the success that results from active participation in cooperative activities can do much to enhance the child’s confidence and self-esteem.

Cooperative learning activities can be used for myriad purposes and to meet a wide variety of academic goals. A teacher can temporarily stop a lecture or demonstration and ask cooperative groups to assemble in order to summarize, discuss, or debate the topic at hand. These groups can also discuss and solve problems, review previously learned material, prepare for tests, conduct research, or review topics.

If conducted properly, cooperative learning activities can provide the people-oriented person with invaluable opportunities to interact with others. Because all students are actively involved in these activities, the entire class benefits.

Motivation Myth #5

“Punishment is an effective motivator.”


Many adults attempt to motivate children by punishing them. In most cases, this is an ineffective and short-lived solution to a motivation problem. There are several reasons why punishment simply does not work.

Many kids, particularly those who have a history of academic difficulty, have been punished enough. They are largely immune and desensitized to this approach. By the time the learning disabled child enters your fifth-grade classroom, it would be nearly impossible for you to devise a punishment that has not already been applied to him. He has lost recesses, had privileges revoked, written his transgressions ten thousand times, and stood outside the principal’s office for countless hours. All of these punishments have not served to enhance his motivation, so perhaps we ought to investigate alternative approaches.

Punishment does not have a lasting impact upon a child’s motivation because punishment is effective only as long as the threat of punishment exists. Suppose you are late for an important engagement and you are barreling down the highway at a speed that greatly exceeds the posted limits. As you come up over the top of a hill, you see a police cruiser parked on the shoulder a few hundred yards ahead. You immediately apply your brakes and assume the speed limit. You do not slow down because a sudden epiphany causes you to recognize your responsibility to follow the highway laws. Rather, you decrease your speed because you don’t want to receive a ticket. As soon as you can no longer see the cruiser in your rearview mirror, you resume your excessive speed.

If you are a teacher or a parent who controls or “motivates” children by constantly punishing them, you must understand that they will doubtless begin to misbehave the moment you leave the room or turn your back, because the threat of punishment does not exist. They behave and perform only when you are watching. Such parents and teachers should consider granting combat pay to their babysitters and substitute teachers!

Another reason that punishment is an ineffective motivator is that children tend to associate the punishment with the punisher, not with the offending behavior. (“Mr. Stewart took away my recess today.” Versus “I cursed in class today and lost my recess.”) Therefore, constant punishment has a negative impact upon your relationship with a child, and a positive teacher-pupil relationship is fundamental to enhancing motivation. Of course there are times and situations when punishment is appropriate and effective. But punishment does little to motivate children toward long-term, lasting effort.

PERFORMANCE INCONSISTENCY: THE LINK BETWEEN LEARNING DISORDERS AND MOTIVATION

I often remind audiences of the simple but profound fact that kids go to school for a living. That’s their job. Their entire identity. When you meet an eleven-year-old neighbor on the street, what is your first question? “Hi, Teddy. How’s school?”

Children with learning disabilities struggle mightily in the classroom. Their frequent failures and frustrations have an understandable impact upon their motivation. It is difficult to remain motivated and inspired when you are consistently unable to meet adult expectations—through no fault or choice of your own.

One of the least-understood aspects of learning disorders is the concept of performance inconsistency. Teachers’ comments on report cards and at parent-faculty meetings often reflect this frustrating aspect of learning disabilities.


“His performance is very spotty.”

“He has good days and bad days.”

“He seems to be able to do the work when he wants to.”

And the classic: “If he only applied himself…”



These comments, unwittingly, reflect the challenge of performance inconsistency. Any child with a learning disability has experienced the following scenario innumerable times:

Peggy has a test on the original thirteen colonies on Friday and she wants to do well. She practices several times on Monday evening in lieu of watching her favorite television program.

On Tuesday morning, her dad quizzes her on the colonies over breakfast. Tuesday night she reviews them again. Wednesday morning she studies them on the bus on the way to school. By now, she has mastered the thirteen quite solidly. Massachusetts, New York, New Hampshire, New Jersey…

On Wednesday night she forgoes a family trip to the local ice cream stand and remains in her room to review the colonies list once again. She rehearses them with her friend while waiting for the school bus on Thursday morning. That evening she neglects all of her other homework and focuses her complete attention on studying the list.

Her dad drives her to school on Friday, the day of the colonies quiz. She proudly announces to him that she has mastered and memorized the list and demonstrates by rattling off the names of the thirteen states from north to south…then from south to north. Peggy’s hard work has paid off!

During her first-period class, the teacher is offering instruction on the food pyramid, but Peggy is focused on the second-period American history quiz. She is eager to demonstrate the newfound knowledge!

Second period comes…. The teacher distributes the quiz…. Suddenly, inexplicably, Peggy’s information is gone. Vanished. She desperately searches the deepest recesses of her mind and her memory, but to no avail. The list is gone. Lost in her complex and flawed memory system. Peggy fails the quiz.

That evening, while she is watching television with her sister, the list suddenly reappears in perfect order. Virginia, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Maryland, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Delaware, North Carolina, South Carolina, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Georgia.

For kids with learning problems, this scenario occurs over and over. Eventually, they come to accept a profound reality about their idiosyncratic learning style: For them, school is a game of chance. A crapshoot.

As one adolescent confided in me, “Mr. Lavoie, I have good days and bad days that are beyond my control. I have come to realize that. If test day is going to be a good day for me, I’ll pass the test whether or not I study. If the test day is going to be a bad day for me, I’ll fail the test whether or not I study. Sometimes, I think that it is useless to study at all.”

When viewed from the child’s perspective, it is easy to see why her motivation would wax and wane. Imagine that you had a relative and, despite your tremendous efforts to please and impress her, she simply did not like you. Eventually, you would recognize that all of your efforts were for naught, and you would simply stop trying to win her over.

This spotty motivation on the part of students with learning problems is caused by performance inconsistency. Basically, this neurologically based problem causes the child to have good days and bad days that are largely beyond her control.

An analogy: It is as if the child has three clocks in her brain. Each clock is set at a different time and moves at a different speed. As a result, the child is constantly confused and out of sync with her environment. However, the law of averages dictates that eventually, and inexorably, the clocks will tell the same time for a period. Then they will again go out of sync.

So it is with the child with learning problems. Inexplicably she will have bursts of forward movement wherein she makes observable, measurable progress for a period of time. Basically, her “clocks” are telling the same time. But then the clock hands move and she once again is out of sync.

This inconsistent progress and motivation is a source of great frustration for parents and teachers. Reflect for a moment on how frustrating it is for the student. In a study conducted by Jonathan Cohen at Columbia University, eight hundred adolescents with learning problems were asked to identify the most troubling and frustrating aspect of their learning disability. The majority of the students cited performance inconsistency. As one respondent stated, “The problem seems to come and go. I never know from one day to the next how I will perform in school.” Frustrating, indeed.

This frustration is heightened by the fact that adults view this as a motivational problem rather than a neurological problem. Teachers and parents will often cite this inconsistency as a lack of focused effort. This leads to the mistaken but oft-heard belief that “He can do the work when he puts his mind to it.” In the wise words of Dr. Mel Levine in his book All Kinds of Minds, “It will be a great day in education when we recognize performance inconsistency as part of the child’s profile…rather than as evidence for the prosecution.”

These accusations can create great anxiety and confusion for the child. She is constantly told that her learning capabilities are within her control, but in large part, this is simply untrue. She may become anxious or even depressed regarding her erratic and unpredictable performance. She begins to view herself as a failure or a slacker, and her motivation to succeed wanes even further.

It is useful to teach the child about her inborn inconsistencies. She should not be allowed to use this irregularity as an excuse. Rather, she should learn to embrace and maximize those periods of time when her “clocks” are all telling the same time!

Decades ago, I heard Dr. Levine speak about performance inconsistency and I began to utilize the concept in my classroom. I explained to my students that—through no fault or choice of their own—their day-to-day performance would vary widely. In light of this, I explained that we would want to take full advantage of those occasional “good days.” I purchased twenty hot-pink file folders and labeled each with a student’s name. Inside each folder was a work sheet related to a skill or concept that was particularly difficult for that specific student. Tiffany’s folder might contain a sheet on multiplication tables; Victoria’s might focus on a specific spelling rule; Charlie’s folder might contain some map work. I placed the folders on my desk, and when a student appeared to be having a good day, I would dispense with the planned lesson and give him his hot-pink folder. Maybe that day would be the day when he would learn that “i comes before e, except after c!”

My students began to embrace this concept and it was not unusual for a child to enter my classroom and say, “I’m feeling hot today, Mr. Lavoie. Gimme my good-day folder!” This demonstrated that they were beginning to understand and embrace—and compensate for—an important aspect of their learning style.

OVERCOMING LEARNED HELPLESSNESS


“Tell a man that he is brave, and you help him to become so.”

—THOMAS CARLYLE



It is nearly impossible to understand or empathize with struggling children unless and until you have gained an appreciation for the complex concept of learned helplessness. Children who experience this phenomenon are often mislabeled as simply “lazy” and “unmotivated.” The misdiagnosis occurs because educational professionals are often unskilled and untrained in the area of differential diagnosis.

Physicians receive intensive training in differential diagnosis and utilize the concept on a daily basis. Differential diagnosis recognizes the fact that two patients can have identical symptoms and yet their diagnoses and treatments may be significantly different. For example, Josh and Henry may go to their doctor suffering from excruciating headaches. After thorough examination, the physician determines that Josh’s headaches are caused by seasonal allergies; Henry’s headaches are caused by a growing cerebral tumor. Although the men’s outward symptoms are identical, the treatment regimes that will be used will be drastically different. Josh gets antihistamine; Henry gets radiation.

As educators, we tend to view all children with similar symptoms (or behaviors) as having the same problem or diagnosis. If three boys in your third-period English class often sit passively with their heads lying on their desks, you make the assumption that all three are “lazy.” In reality, one, two, or possibly all three of the boys may be experiencing learned helplessness.

Research into this intriguing phenomenon began in the 1960s. Researchers demonstrated that animals could be “taught” that they were helpless, and once they accepted the fact that they could not help themselves, they became very passive and nonassertive. For example, dogs were placed in a double-chambered cage with a low wall that allowed them to move easily from one chamber to another. While in one chamber, they were given low-voltage shocks, and they would invariably move to the other chamber to avoid these shocks. However, some dogs were placed in inescapable hammocks and were forced to endure shocks. When those dogs were then placed in the chambered cage and shocked, they made no attempt to escape. They merely accepted the shock passively. In effect, they had learned that they were helpless and so they simply stopped trying to escape.

These experiments demonstrated that when any member of the animal kingdom (and I remind you that human beings are part of the animal kingdom) feels that it is helpless, it stops trying.

Another notable example of this phenomenon can be viewed daily on the remarkable nature programs that are currently featured on television. These shows often feature footage of a big cat (leopard, cheetah, etc.) as it chases a gazelle across an open plain. The gazelle uses all of its speed and cunning to outrun the cat, but invariably the cat tackles his prey and begins to kill and devour it. Initially, the gazelle struggles madly to escape, but eventually it ceases struggling and passively accepts its fate. Scientists strongly feel that the gazelle has plenty of fight left in him and is not dead; it simply and instinctively recognizes that it is being held in a death grip from which there is no escape, and so it surrenders.

We all have areas of learned helplessness in our lives. For example, I am extraordinarily incompetent—and therefore extraordinarily helpless—when it comes to automotive maintenance or repair. I simply do not understand the complexities of the internal combustion engine. Suppose I were to go out to my car tomorrow morning, turn the ignition key, and the engine failed to start; I would turn the key again, and a third time. If the car failed to start after the third attempt, I would doubtless call the garage and request that they dispatch a mechanic to assist. It would not occur to me to lift the hood and attempt to troubleshoot the engine problem.

Now, if a neighbor were to observe this scene, he might make the judgment that I am “lazy” because I requested help without first trying to solve the problem on my own. I would submit to you that my behavior would be due to learned helplessness, not laziness. However, if my nephew, an auto mechanic, were to behave in an identical manner, he could be rightfully described as “lazy.” Same behavior. Different diagnosis.

Unfortunately for children with academic deficiencies, their areas of learned helplessness include math, science, reading, and writing. As adults, we can generally avoid confronting our areas of learned helplessness. Struggling children cannot ignore theirs. Their chronic failure and frustration related to accomplishing critical language tasks can easily result in feelings of helplessness and hopelessness, withdrawal, and marked reluctance to attempt new or challenging tasks. They assume that failure at these tasks is inevitable and unavoidable. They begin to develop passive and maladaptive behaviors in response to this anticipated failure.

I recall working with a math class several years ago. I announced, “We are going to try something new today.” Immediately, Craig’s hand shot up. “I can’t do this. I’ll need help!” Craig had decided that he would need my assistance before he even knew the nature of the task. That’s not laziness. That’s learned helplessness. Craig’s long history of failure in math led him to believe that this task, too, would result in failure, defeat, and frustration. His effort would be futile. This was not a moral choice. Rather, it was a decision based on past experiences. Learned helplessness becomes a conditioned response to academic challenges and expectations. But conditioned responses are learned behaviors—and all learned behaviors can be unlearned. If attempts are not made to “unlearn” learned helplessness, it can easily become a permanent and continuous response to any unfamiliar or challenging task.

In order to fully understand the concept of learned helplessness, one must also be familiar with the theory of locus of control. This theory holds that human beings will attribute their success or failure to internal or external forces depending upon the degree of control that they have over the events in their lives.

Having an external locus of control would mean that a person’s performance is determined by outside forces beyond the person’s influence (luck, fate, intelligence, inborn qualities). Having an internal locus of control would mean that a person’s actions are controlled by his own effort and energy.

Most of us assume an external locus of control when we fail and an internal locus of control when we succeed. For example, a golfer who has a poor day on the links is likely to cite the weather, his caddy, or his clubs as the source of his failure. Conversely, when he has a superior round, he will say that his continual dedicated practice is responsible for his success. As humans, this is how we remain happy and well adjusted.

However, some children who struggle with learning take an opposite view from the one adopted by our golfer. The child may well credit external forces when he succeeds (“I did well on the test because it was easy” or “I hit the home run because the pitcher stunk”) and blame internal forces when he fails (“I failed the test because I’m dumb” or “I struck out twice because I skipped three practices last week”).

It is important to realize that internal forces are factors that are within the child’s sphere of influence. However, external factors cannot be controlled or predicted. It is easy to see how a child can feel helpless if he believes that he is at the mercy of these external forces.

Parents and teachers need to assist the child in gaining a more realistic and appropriate view of the factors that contribute to his performance.

In order to assist the child who is experiencing learned helplessness and to modify this unproductive thought process, the adults in the child’s life must take three definitive but interrelated steps.

First, you must come to fully understand and embrace the nature of learned helplessness. To assist in this understanding, consider the elephant in the zoo. Each day, his handlers escort this huge powerful beast from his cage into his open-air pen. A thin chain is then looped around the elephant’s ankle. The other end of the chain is attached to a metal stake that is driven a mere six inches into the ground. Although the elephant could with one tug of his mighty leg easily free himself from his bondage, he never tugs. He merely walks around the stake in the same circular pattern, day after day, week after week, month after month.

Why? Animal behaviorists use learned helplessness to train elephants. When he was a young, feeble elephant, his handlers attached that chain to his ankle and then attached it to the stake. The frustrated animal continually tugged on the chain, but was unable to free himself. After a while, he merely stopped trying and whenever the chain was looped around his ankle, he assumed he was imprisoned—helpless—and he simply circled the stake from that time forward. The elephant’s feelings of helplessness were very real to him; just as a child’s feelings of helplessness are real after repeated and chronic failure.

You must come to view learned helplessness as a credible and treatable condition and not label this behavior as laziness or a lack of motivation.

The second step in the elimination of learned helplessness involves changing the child’s thought process and adjusting his belief that failure is inevitable. You must replace his expectation of failure with a more positive and effective thought process. However, encouraging him to repeat confident, self-affirming statements to himself will not provide significant relief. You must consider not only the failure itself but the child’s perception of the reasons for the failure.

The child’s assigning of causes for his lack of success is known as “attribution.” This concept explains and illuminates the child’s perception of what and who are responsible for his failure. The degree to which he is optimistic or pessimistic about his academic abilities is largely determined by his belief either that he has significant control over his skills (“I flunked the test because I didn’t study enough” “I got an A because I did my homework every night”) or that his performance is beyond his influence (“I failed because I’m dumb” “I got a D because the teacher doesn’t like me”). This belief system is fairly well established by third grade and is greatly influenced by interactions with parents, teachers, and peers. Adults need to continually foster the idea that the child can control his progress and performance to a degree and that intensive and consistent effort will, eventually, result in academic progress.

Absent supportive adult intervention, the child can develop a permanent, fixated attitude about the inevitability of failure. His perception of the future and the present is dictated by the past. Further, he begins to generalize his failure in specific tasks (e.g., reading) to unrelated tasks (e.g., swimming, soccer). His feelings of helplessness and failure begin to take on a life of their own. The child begins to view himself as incompetent and assumes that this pattern of school failure will spread to his activities at home and in the community. His negative feelings about himself begin to extend to all aspects of his life. His initial feelings that he is “lousy at reading” expand into the belief that he is “a loser.”

Once these feelings of learned helplessness become widespread and intense, learning becomes nearly impossible and the child’s daily performance is significantly impacted. The resultant lack of progress serves to confirm his feelings of hopelessness, and a vicious cycle begins. In order to break this cycle, the child’s teachers and parents must work closely together to provide the student with consistent reassurance and support. This is a lengthy, complex, and protracted process. Your encouragement must be at least as strong as the child’s self-discouragement.

The adults in this child’s life must make the child aware of these automatic, negative thoughts. Because this pattern of thinking has become so routinized and constant, the child may be unaware that he has developed such negative and ineffective thoughts. He must learn to recognize and derail these negative thoughts as soon as they occur and replace them with more positive, self-affirming thoughts (“I can do this” “I’ve gotten through difficult assignments before”). Once the student becomes aware of the nature and the frequency of these negative thoughts, he will be better able to defeat them. Dr. Thomas Tokarz, a Massachusetts-based expert in this area reminds us: “You don’t have bad thoughts because you feel bad. Rather, you feel bad because you have bad thoughts. By improving the thoughts, you improve the feelings.”

We must provide the child with concrete, observable, measurable evidence that contradicts and refutes his negative thoughts. (For example, “I don’t agree that you don’t have any friends, Jamal. Remember when Joseph asked you to be on his team in the geography bee?” “Sandra, I think that you will be able to design a good project for the science fair. The book cover that you made for The Call of the Wild was beautifully and creatively done.”) The child must learn that these particular—negative—thought patterns are invalid and inaccurate.

Once the child has become aware of the negative thought patterns that he has developed and, further, recognizes that the thought patterns are unproductive, untrue, and harmful to his progress, the adults can begin the next step in the remediation process.

The third step involves asking the child what he would do if he were falsely accused of something or if someone called him a thief or a liar. He will likely respond that he would defend himself by assertively disputing the charges and that he would provide contradictory evidence to the accuser. (“I couldn’t have stolen your stapler because I was in soccer practice all afternoon.”)

Tell the child that his consistent negative thought patterns are, in effect, accusing him falsely and that he should provide himself with contradictory evidence just as he would with a teacher or peer who made an untrue accusation. It may be useful to role-play such a discussion with him.

Martin Seligman, who pioneered much of the research into learned helplessness, suggests in his book The Optimistic Child that the child use the following strategies to conduct this self-argument:


	
Gather contradictory evidence. The child should serve as his own defense attorney and should collect data that refutes his belief that he will automatically fail at the task before him. (“Maybe Patti won’t laugh at me if I ask her to work on our homework together. Last week when I asked to sit next to her on the bus, she said okay.”)

	
Analyze alternatives. Teach the child to generate possible outcomes that contradict his automatic negative thought. (“I think that I will be unable to understand the new unit in algebra, but maybe I will be able to get the initial part of the lesson and then my teacher or my dad can help me with the rest…or maybe the teacher will have us work in teams and Dawan will be able to help me a bit.”)

	
Consider the implications of failure. In the words of Franklin Roosevelt, “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” Often the child’s anxiety about a negative outcome magnifies the situation beyond reality. Enable him to understand this. (“Max, suppose you submitted a poem to the poetry contest and it didn’t get selected for the class anthology…. So what? What damage would be done?”)



The child with learned helplessness needs a learning environment that is supportive and nonthreatening. Mistakes must be viewed as inevitable—and useful—steps in the learning process. I often told students that I couldn’t actually begin teaching them until they made some mistakes. The errors were the invaluable signal of the student’s needs. (“If you keep getting every answer correct, I won’t know where to start my instruction.”)

In order to reduce the child’s fear of mistakes, utilize correction techniques that recognize how a student’s response is partially accurate, then coach him to the accurate answer.
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As much as possible, try to eliminate the word “wrong” from your classroom vocabulary, particularly when working with the child who has learned helplessness. Refer to his responses as “good,” “better,” and “best.” (“Is there a better answer than that?” Or “That’s much better, but let’s try to find the best answer.”) Encourage the child to use this vocabulary as well.

Measurable success and progress must be an integral part of the child’s learning environment. He should be taught how to establish and work toward realistic goals, to monitor his performance, and to accept responsibility and credit for his progress.

Another instructional strategy that is effective with children with learned helplessness is the learning-teaching cycle. This four-step process can be used to teach nearly any academic, social, recreational, or household skill. I have used this process to teach children the times tables, how to fry an egg, spelling rules, how to mow a lawn, and how to wash the family dog.

This simple, sequential strategy must be followed closely with appropriate emphasis on and practice with each of the four steps. The strategy will not be effective if steps are skipped or abbreviated. Although the process can be time consuming, it should be viewed as an effective investment in the child’s growth, progress, and attitude. Again, it is a particularly valuable approach to use with a learned-helpless child.

In order to illustrate the method, I will use the example of teaching Tyler to make a bed. Tyler is twelve years old and is unable to make his own bed, although his younger siblings are required to complete this daily chore. He has strong feelings of learned helplessness regarding this task and is convinced that he is simply incapable of making his bed properly.

Step One: Do It for Him

Make his bed while Tyler observes the process closely. As you complete each step, explain what you are doing. Encourage him to ask questions. As the process proceeds—over a period of several days—require him to verbally guide you through the procedure.


MOM:What do I do next, Tyler?

TYLER:Now you spread out the quilt and line up the pillows.



Do not require him to physically participate or assist during step one.

Step Two: Do It with Him

Gradually include Tyler in the process.

MOM:Okay, Tyler, let’s have you put on the top sheet.


At the outset of step two, Tyler will be assisting you. As step two proceeds and an increasing number of the subtasks are assigned to Tyler, you are in effect assisting him. By the conclusion of step two, he is completing the task virtually on his own.

Step Three: Watch Him Do It

This step is often forgotten, and its omission from the sequence can render this technique ineffective. Once Tyler has mastered the bed-making task, ask him to call you into his room whenever he makes his bed. Observe him and offer suggestions, praise, and reinforcement. Once you are convinced that he has gained mastery of the task, move on to step four.

Step Four: Have Him Do It

Parents and teachers commonly invest tremendous amounts of time in teaching a child a skill, only to fall into old patterns and begin doing the task for the child even though he is now capable of doing it independently. For several years, I served as curriculum director for a special education day school in Connecticut. I recall entering a local family restaurant and seeing one of my students seated in a booth with his dad. The father was dutifully reading the menu to the twelve-year-old, as he had countless times over the years. I approached them, took the menu from the dad, and handed it to the boy. I gently reminded the father, “You have invested a great deal of money and we have invested a great deal of time in teaching this child how to read. He can read now…. Let him read!”

Well-meaning parents unintentionally feed the learned helplessness by continually doing things for the child that she may be capable of doing independently. I often advise parents to conduct a monthly review—just as they pay their monthly bills—of tasks that they complete daily for their child that she should be completing by herself. For example, Mom has been selecting and laying out Bethany’s wardrobe every evening since Bethany was six years old. Now, ten years later, Mom continues this nightly ritual even though Bethany is doubtless completely capable of doing this task independently and would probably greatly enjoy it. Mom should initiate the previously outlined process and encourage Bethany to select her own clothing. Parents need to continue to break this ongoing dependency cycle, lest the child’s learned helplessness becomes more deeply ingrained.

Parenting expert Chick Moorman in his book with Thomas Haller, The 10 Commitments: Parenting with Purpose, advises parents and teachers to avoid using ritualistic language or phrases that may enhance the child’s feelings of learned helplessness. Review his list of common phrases to determine if perhaps you are unintentionally exacerbating the problem by communicating a lack of faith in the child’s abilities and potential.

Phrases that increase feelings of learned helplessness:


	Let me do that for you.

	I’ll handle it.

	I’ll talk to your mother (teacher) to see if I can get her to change her mind.

	I’ll send the teacher a note.

	That’s too difficult for you.

	I’ll call the store and see if they have any left.

	Let me pour (get, fix, bring, carry, etc.) that. You might drop (spill, break, forget) it.



Phrases that enhance independence and decrease learned helplessness:


	I’ll get the job started and you can finish it.

	Take a chance. See if you can do it.

	I know you can…

	Sounds like you have a problem. What solutions have you thought about?

	Let me teach you how to do this yourself.



Which phrases do you use most commonly?

We must remain mindful of the fact that learned helplessness is a real and potentially destructive psychological construct. The presumption of failure can cause significant damage to a child’s self-esteem and worldview. He can become consumed and obsessed by a dark pessimism that will prevent him from taking risks in any setting.

MOTIVATING THE CHILD WITH

ATTENTION DEFICIT DISORDER


“Sometimes I just get all scribbly.”

—NINE-YEAR-OLD BOY WITH ADD, AS QUOTED BY MAUREEN NEUVILLE



One of the factors that can have a substantial impact on a child’s academic performance and his degree of motivation is attention deficit disorder (ADD). This debilitating disorder affects the child’s ability to focus and control his behavior. These are the two factors that contribute most significantly to a child’s daily progress and performance in the classroom. School is quite literally a stacked deck for the child with ADD.

I often use an analogy to help people better understand the needs of ADD children. Recall if you will your junior high school science class. You probably were required to spend countless hours peering into microscopes in order to observe the single-celled amoebas and paramecia as they gyrated endlessly on the glass slides. You were taught that these creatures never slept, rested, or stopped. They were involved in a constant, vigilant search for food and nutrition.

So it is with the child with ADD. However, this child is not searching for nutrition; he is searching for stimulation. The ADD child needs stimulation to the same degree that you require oxygen. He simply cannot function without it.

In fact, if the child is not provided with stimulation, he will create stimulation by acting out or disrupting his environment in some way. Again, this is not being done for any negative reason. He is creating excitement because he needs it.

When viewed from this perspective, it is easy to see the impact that ADD would have on a child’s academic progress and his motivation to succeed. Because the skills that he lacks are precisely the skills he needs in order to progress in school, he begins to develop negative associations regarding the learning process. He may be continually blamed, reprimanded, and censured for behavior that is beyond his control. He begins to feel angry, resentful, and frustrated. This frustration is exacerbated by the fact that ADD children are often exceedingly bright, and they are well aware of the discrepancy between their potential and their performance.

Current research by the Council for Exceptional Children indicates that nearly 10 percent of school-aged children struggle with ADD. The majority of these students also have some sort of academic learning disability, so their inability to sit still in class is complicated by their difficulty in mastering the content of the curriculum. These children tend to fail at a rate 250 percent higher than their peers without ADD, and nearly half of them will be required to repeat a grade in elementary or middle school.

When these factors are considered, the link between ADD and motivational problems is easily understood.

Our knowledge of ADD has expanded significantly in recent years. In the 1980s, the disorder was associated with three basic symptoms: hyperactivity, distractibility, and impulsivity. Current research demonstrates clearly that these three symptoms represent the literal tip of the iceberg and that there are numerous concomitant symptoms and traits that impact greatly upon the child’s academic and social performance.

Success in school requires children to pay attention to assigned tasks and expectations. Children with ADD have significant difficulty sustaining attention, particularly during rote, repetitious, or prolonged tasks that are not particularly novel, entertaining, or stimulating.

Success in social situations requires children to complete three basic tasks consistently: listen, follow direction, and wait their turn. If a child is able to accomplish these simple procedures, he will likely enjoy social success. However, for the child with ADD, these “simple” skills are greatly compromised. For the ADD child, “simple” is not always “easy.”

The key to motivating the child with attentional problems is to modify and adjust the learning environment. Often, teachers will invest significant time and effort in attempting to change the child. Their time might be better spent trying to change the policies, practices, and procedures that they are using with the child.

If you consider the skills and abilities that a child requires in order to succeed in the classroom, and then consider the deficits and weaknesses inherent in ADD, you will recognize that a significant mismatch exists. The expectations of the classroom are in direct conflict with the limitations of the child. Consider the following:
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When all of the above is considered, it becomes clear that the ADD child and the traditional classroom basically represent a mismatch. In order for the child with ADD to be successful—and, therefore, motivated—the teacher must make significant adjustments in her policies, procedures, and expectations. Basically, if the child cannot learn in the way we teach, we must teach in the way he learns.

For the child with ADD, his performance and his motivation are influenced by three major factors: his degree of interest in the activity, the difficulty of the activity, and the duration of the task. He will have significant difficulty with tasks that require organization, planning, inhibition, self-monitoring, and sustained effort.

The implications of this are readily apparent and it is easy to see that many traditional classroom activities will be inappropriate for this student. Included among these are: heavy emphasis on work sheets, independent work, long-term assignments, extended silent reading, and multistep tasks. Conversely, active, collaborative, spirited activities are very likely to motivate and inspire the child.

As much as possible, the curriculum should be stimulating and relevant to the child’s life experiences. Research has shown that a curriculum that is irrelevant to the student’s social and economic interests generally results in disruptive behavior, poor academic performance, limited progress, and dropping out. It is extraordinarily difficult for a child with ADD to remain engaged in a curriculum that is not interesting or challenging. These children live very much in the present. Therefore, long-term goals and rewards (e.g., grades and report cards) are often ineffective motivators.

Dr. Edward Hallowell, a Boston-based psychologist and author of Driven to Distraction, crystallized how important the present is to children with ADD. He explains that in the world of ADD children, there are basically two time frames—now and not now.


Friday Afternoon

TEACHER:Be sure to read chapter 4 for Tuesday’s quiz.

ADD CHILD:Tuesday? That’s Not Now.




Tuesday

TEACHER:This is the quiz on chapter 4.

ADD CHILD:Uh-oh. That’s Now.



This Now/Not Now worldview causes great frustration for the child, his teachers, and his parents, and must be seriously considered when designing activities and approaches for motivating the child with ADD.

The child with ADD will respond more positively to a curriculum that allows him choices and options. He will also be more likely to participate actively in tasks when there is a degree of creativity and novelty (e.g., presenting a history review using a Jeopardy! game). In order to maintain the motivation of this child, the teacher must simultaneously consider what is being taught and how it is being taught. The content alone is unlikely to hold the child’s attention or motivation for an extended period. The content should be stimulating and relevant; the presentation should be creative, colorful, multimodal, and enjoyable.

Among the specific teaching strategies that may foster the child’s motivation are:

TEACHING STRATEGIES TO MOTIVATE THE STUDENT WITH ADD


	Provide a structured, predictable environment.

	Give simple single-step instructions.

	Simultaneously provide verbal and visual input (e.g., dictate instructions as you write them on the board).

	Provide modified testing and assessment procedures.

	Offer the child positive reinforcement, praise, and encouragement.

	Teach note taking, outlining, and other useful study skills.

	Assign the child a seat within close proximity of the teacher but away from high-traffic areas.

	Clearly outline rules, limits, and expectations. Post them.

	Avoid overloading the child with information, data, or instructions that he is unable to process.

	Allow for occasional breaks to let the child relax and reenergize.

	Institute a “study buddy” or “good neighbor” system wherein a classmate may assist the child with organization and preparation.

	Utilize a cue or a private signal that you can send to the child if her behavior or attention is beginning to deteriorate.

	Divide large, complex tasks into smaller, manageable segments. For example, if the child is assigned twenty math problems, give them to him five at a time. As he completes one set, give him the next five. This will be less intimidating and overwhelming. Gradually, increase the length of the segments.

	“Legitimize” the child’s need for movement and activity by designing classroom activities that allow and encourage movement.

	Require that the child maintain an assignment notebook, and assist her with this task.

	Assist the child in getting started on a task and then encourage him to complete it independently.

	Give the child as much notice as possible if a major change or transition is coming.

	Establish a daily checklist communication system to ensure ongoing contact between home and school.

	Provide the child with a basic course syllabus to assist her in organization and planning.

	Provide him with two sets of textbooks. One set remains at home to facilitate homework, while the second set stays in school. This strategy ensures that he has the necessary materials in both settings.

	Make organization of books, desk, locker, and book bag a regular routinized part of her day. She should be assigned to spend a few minutes organizing at the beginning, middle, and end of the school day. Be aware that she may need assistance with this. Merely telling her to “straighten out your book bag” will not be effective.

	Be sure that you have the child’s attention before giving him a direction or instruction. This can be done by calling his name or using a hand signal. After the instruction has been given, ask him to repeat it back to you prior to carrying it out. Many ADD children are adept at appearing to understand when, in fact, they do not.

	Remain mindful of the three levels of instructional material: Independent Level: Child can read the material at 97 percent accuracy and comprehend at 90 percent accuracy. Instructional Level: Child can read the material at 90 to 96 percent accuracy and comprehend at 75 percent accuracy. Frustration Level: 90 percent or below in reading accuracy and below 75 percent accuracy in comprehension. Reading is halting, slow, and laborious.

     Independent Level work should be assigned for homework and seat work. Material at a child’s Instructional Level should be teacher-directed or monitored. Material at the Frustration Level should not be assigned.

	Never take good behavior for granted. Praise and reinforce the child for not interrupting, for working patiently, remaining in his seat, staying on task, cooperating.

	Remember that hyperactive behaviors during seat work (e.g., drumming fingers, pencil tapping, squirming in seat, fidgeting) are actually a release for the child’s hyperactivity. Unless the movements are distracting or disruptive for others, ignore them. If it doesn’t make a difference, what difference does it make?

	Do not emphasize quality and quantity simultaneously. Lengthy, complex assignments are exceedingly difficult for the child with attentional problems. It is better to assign five math problems and emphasize/expect accuracy than to assign twenty problems that will overwhelm the child and result in twenty inaccurate responses.

	Provide the child with a study carrel or a quiet section of the classroom where she can go when she needs a distraction-free area to study or memorize. Allow other students to have access to this area so it is not viewed as punitive or negative by the class.

	Remember that the child with ADD can become easily frustrated and this frustration greatly impacts his motivation. Stress, pressure, and fatigue can initiate and increase these feelings of frustration. Be aware of the child’s tendency to become frustrated, and take proactive steps to avoid or diminish anxiety-producing situations.

	Provide this child with several (e.g., ten to fifteen) seconds to respond to verbal questions. It may well take him that long to process and comprehend the question. Whenever possible, supplement verbal questions with visual input.

	Try alternative methods of assessment, such as oral testing or demonstration testing. Written tests and assessments will present particular difficulty for children with attentional problems because of the children’s language and organizational weaknesses.

	Be certain that the child has the materials she needs before she begins a task.

	Carefully observe the child in order to determine when the child is particularly focused and attentive (e.g., early in the day, after recess, before lunch). Schedule his most difficult and challenging assignments and activities at these times.

	Follow difficult activities with more interesting or rewarding activities. (“Joseph, when you finish the math work sheet, you can feed the gerbil.”)

	Avoid attributing moral or judgmental reasons for the child’s inconsistency and impulsivity. Remember that these behaviors occur through no fault or choice of the child’s. Accusatory feedback is counterproductive. Don’t blame the victim.

	Provide the ADD child with ample opportunities to show divergent, creative, and imaginative thinking and to receive recognition for originality.

	Allow the child to doodle or squeeze a soft ball. Some children with ADD are better able to focus and attend when they are doing something with their hands during quiet activities (lectures, discussions, story time, videos).

	When giving instructions, be sure that you have the child’s focused attention and ask her to paraphrase the instruction before beginning the task. Many children with ADD may also have difficulty with auditory processing. This disorder makes it exceedingly difficult to understand and follow oral directions. These students will also have difficulty taking notes from lectures, so it may be useful to provide her with class notes.

	Encourage the child to focus his attention on the task at hand, and reinforce appropriate behavior when it occurs. These students have significant difficulty working independently and have a tendency to procrastinate and dawdle. These behaviors can be disruptive for the class and frustrating for the teacher.



Teachers and parents should view attention deficit disorder as a pervasive and complex disorder that impacts nearly all of the child’s activities and interactions. The child’s impulsivity (“Ready, fire, aim!”) can present serious safety concerns; his distractibility makes it extraordinarily difficult for him to understand and follow instructions; his memory difficulties make even rote learning troublesome; his executive processing problems (ability to plan and prioritize) present great challenges when he attempts to plan simple daily activities; his organizational deficiencies cause him tremendous problems with homework, household tasks, and long-term projects.

The neurological causes and the medical treatment of ADD continue to be sources of research, experimentation, and debate. However, educators have developed methods and strategies that have proven successful with these children. Teachers and parents should remember the two most important words when dealing with these special children: “support” and “challenge.” The adult should continually challenge the child by presenting him with activities designed to improve his behavior and his learning, while simultaneously providing him with the support that he requires to meet these goals. Support without challenge is meaningless. Challenge without support is equally ineffective.
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