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Praise for Lost at School

“No one in America has thought more deeply about the problems of disruptive children in school than Ross Greene. In his brilliant new book, he goes inside the minds of children and school personnel to explain why old-fashioned school discipline and zero-tolerance policies have failed. Then he offers original and tested new strategies for working with the most behaviorally challenging children. Every teacher and administrator who has ever felt that traditional discipline isn’t working should read Lost at School.”

—Dr. Michael Thompson, school consultant, coauthor of Raising Cain, and author of Best Friends, Worst Enemies

“We cannot ignore difficult student behaviors any longer. Dr. Greene’s book is a timely contribution to the literature on how schools must support all students, and his approach fits well with Response to Intervention (RTI).”

—Rachel Brown-Chidsey, PhD, NCSP, associate professor, School Psychology Program, University of Southern Maine, and coauthor of Response to Intervention

“A positive and practical approach for teachers who want to work redemptively with kids whose classroom behavior is an impediment to academic and social success.”

—Carol Ann Tomlinson, EdD, William Clay Parrish Jr. Professor and Chair of Educational Leadership, Foundations, and Policy, Curry School of Education, University of Virginia

“Accessible advice for parents and teachers concerned about children with behavior problems.”

—Booklist
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Many people have teachers they remember fondly as the ones who believed in them and helped them reach their fullest potential. This book is dedicated to Marshall Stearns, my sixth-grade teacher at North Miami Elementary School in 1968.






I hope that someday we will learn the terrible cost we all pay when we ignore or mismanage those people in society who most need our help.

THE HON. JUDGE SANDRA HAMILTON, PROVINCIAL COURT OF ALBERTA, CANADA

The finest hour I have seen

Is the one that comes between

The edge of night and the break of day…

It’s when the darkness rolls away.

KATE WOLF (SONGWRITER), FROM “ACROSS THE GREAT DIVIDE”







A Note on the Revised and Updated Edition

Welcome to the newly revised and updated edition of Lost at School. Since its initial publication in 2008, I’ve heard from countless parents and educators about how the book has helped them to view the difficulties of behaviorally challenging students through more compassionate, accurate, productive lenses and dramatically change the ways in which they try to help these students. It is gratifying to know that so many kids are now benefiting from care that is non-adversarial, non-punitive, proactive, collaborative, and relationship-enhancing. Of course, such care shouldn’t be limited to students with social, emotional, and behavioral challenges; all students benefit from being heard and being engaged in solving the problems that affect their lives.

The model described in this book—called Collaborative and Proactive Solutions (CPS)—continues to evolve, and this new edition reflects all of the revisions and enhancements to the CPS model that have occurred since 2014. In particular, there’s more discussion of how to use the assessment tool used in the model—The Assessment of Lagging Skills and Unsolved Problems (ALSUP)—and more detail about the logistics of implementing the model in a school and the structural changes that are often necessary for implementation to go well and be sustained. Many school structures—for example, how meeting time is used, what “discipline” looks like and how and by whom it is administered, special education referral mechanisms, use of time, roles of school staff—haven’t worked well for many students (and educators) for a very long time. As such, the CPS model necessitates that these structures be closely examined and modified.

As you’d imagine, there is still a focus on the big picture. Regrettably, we live in an era where many classroom teachers have come to feel like test-prep robots, are consumed by high-stakes testing, and feel that solving problems and developing helping relationships with students are too time-consuming. And yet the millions of suspensions and detentions doled out in American public schools every year… the hundreds of thousands of annual paddlings, expulsions, restraints, seclusions, and arrests… the hundreds of school shootings that have occurred since Columbine… and the astronomical number of disenchanted, disenfranchised, at-risk students… tell us that something is very wrong, something metal detectors, de-escalation strategies, active shooter training, zero-tolerance policies, and increased police presence in schools aren’t going to fix. There’s never been a more critical time to build positive relationships with kids, ensure that the lines of communication are wide open, and help them solve the problems that affect their lives. Yes, the curriculum is extremely important, but most crucially, we need to get back to the essential roles educators have always played in kids’ lives: helper and problem-solver. It is my hope that this book will continue to provide a road map for moving things in that direction. In the words of the famous prophet, If not now, when?

ROSS GREENE
PORTLAND, MAINE




Introduction

The wasted human potential is tragic. In so many schools, kids with social, emotional, and behavioral challenges are still poorly understood and treated in a way that is completely at odds with what is now known about how they came to be challenging in the first place. The frustration and desperation felt by teachers and parents is palpable. Many teachers continue to experience enormous stress related to classroom behavior problems and from dealing with parents, and do not receive the support they need to help their challenging students. Half of teachers leave the profession within their first four years, and kids with behavioral challenges and their parents are cited as one of the major reasons.1 Parents know there’s trouble at school, know they’re being blamed, feel their kids are being misunderstood and mistreated, but feel powerless to make things better and are discouraged and put off by their interactions with school personnel.

School discipline is broken. Not surprisingly, tightening the vise grip hasn’t worked. A task force of the American Psychological Association long ago concluded that zero-tolerance policies, which were intended to reduce violence and behavior problems in our schools, have instead achieved the opposite effect. A review of ten years of research found that these policies not only failed to make schools safe or more effective in handling student behavior, but actually increased behavior problems and dropout rates.2 Yet public elementary and secondary schools in the United States continue to dole out more than 100,000 paddlings, 120,000 expulsions, 120,000 restraints and seclusions (probably an underestimate), 291,000 referrals to law enforcement, and 5.4 million in- and out-of-school suspensions each year, along with countless tens of millions of detentions.3

Behind the statistics, behind each paddling, expulsion, suspension, detention, restraint, and seclusion, are human beings—kids, teachers, parents—doing the best they can with the tools they have. Dramatic changes are needed to help them. And my experience suggests that these changes won’t be as painful and difficult as many fear. We cannot keep doing things the way we always have and continue losing kids on a scale that is truly astounding. This book is about doing things a different way.

I interact with hundreds of challenging kids every year. These kids would like nothing better than to be able to handle the social, emotional, and behavioral demands being placed on them at school and in life, but they can’t seem to pull it off. Many have been getting into trouble for so long that they’ve lost faith that any adult will ever know how to help them.

I work with hundreds of teachers every year, too. The vast majority care deeply about kids and devote massive amounts of time and energy to the kids they teach. But most readily acknowledge that understanding and helping challenging kids wasn’t a major part of their education, and that they could use some serious help with some of these students and their parents. Most are so caught up in the daily demands of teaching and all the new initiatives imposed on them that they simply don’t have time to reflect on how to better help the challenging kids in their classrooms.

I also work with hundreds of parents of challenging kids every year. Most are eager to work with school personnel in addressing their kids’ challenges in an effective and compassionate way, but they aren’t exactly sure how to make it happen.

Twenty years ago I published a book called The Explosive Child, which was primarily geared toward parents. It rapidly became clear that a similar book specific to schools was sorely needed. That’s why I wrote Lost at School. During the past two decades, the model I described in both books—called Collaborative and Proactive Solutions (CPS)—has been implemented not only in hundreds of thousands of households but also in countless general and special education schools, group homes, inpatient psychiatric units, and residential and juvenile detention facilities.

Here’s what we now know.

Helping kids with social, emotional, and behavioral challenges is not a mechanical exercise. Kids aren’t robots, adults aren’t robots, and helping them work together isn’t robotic. The work is hard, messy, uncomfortable, and requires teamwork, patience, and tenacity, especially as the work also involves questioning conventional wisdom and practices. This book contains lots of information and examples to help you better understand challenging kids, how to implement the CPS model, and how to work collaboratively toward the common goal of helping these kids more effectively.

I’ve included a running story in this book about some challenging kids, their teachers, their parents, and the leaders of their school, and their bumpy, messy, difficult, collective attempts to make things better. The running story helps accomplish several goals. First, it moves the book rapidly from ideas to pragmatic reality. Second, it helps bring to life the challenges, pressures, stressors, doubts, obstacles, and anxieties of each constituency. Third, it provides readers with the actual words to use under various conditions. So often people say, “I understand the CPS model, but I need to know what it looks and sounds like in action!” or “I need to get a feel for the language of the CPS model.” And they ask, “Is it truly realistic to think that an entire school could do this?” Toward this end, the story is abundant with real-life scenarios and dialogue.

All of the characters are based on educators, parents, and kids I’ve known and worked with, the actual challenges they tried to overcome, and how they did it. Some characters are composites, and names and details have been changed to protect identities. I could have presented the characters in the best possible light, but then they wouldn’t have been very authentic. So the principal in the story isn’t every principal, she’s just the principal of the school in this story. Same deal for the kids, parents, teachers, and other characters. They aren’t stereotypes, nor are they intended to be representative. They’re just the characters I chose to help me demonstrate the hurdles and complexities inherent in transforming the disciplinary culture in a classroom and school.

I’m also not very specific about the type of school being depicted. It’s clearly a public school, and a lot of the action takes place in the sixth grade, but I’ve been intentionally vague about its precise grade representation and the ethnicity and socioeconomic status of its population. While these details sometimes matter at the fringes, they don’t have a dramatic impact on outcomes when people are using the CPS model. Although there are many females exhibiting challenging behavior at school, for ease of exposition I refer to challenging kids in this book primarily in the male gender. While the book is about kids with social, emotional, and behavioral challenges, I use the terms kids with behavioral challenges and challenging kids (though I try to be sensitive to people-first phraseology) to encompass all three domains. Also, the work of other authors is referred to at various points throughout the text; these references are contained in a separate section at the end of this book.

This book is not about academics. There are plenty of initiatives in the field of education to make sure kids get what they need academically. This book is about the kids those initiatives inexplicably left behind.

This book does not bash or blame educators. Nor, for that matter, does it bash or blame challenging kids or their parents. It’s about the need to make dramatic changes in a system that isn’t working for teachers, parents, or challenging kids, and how to go about making those changes. Three massive shifts are required: (1) a dramatic improvement in understanding the factors contributing to challenging behavior; (2) creating mechanisms that are predominantly proactive instead of reactive and collaborative instead of unilateral; and (3) creating structures and processes so kids and adults can solve problems together.

Different people will take different things from this book. For some, the fact that lagging skills are the primary contributor to challenging behavior will be quite novel. For others, the limitations of traditional disciplinary practices—especially those emphasizing adult-imposed consequences—could be an eye-opener. For still others, the specific ingredients of the CPS model, and how these ingredients differ from (and are often more productive than) other ways of talking with and helping challenging kids, will be enlightening. And for still others—perhaps those who have become a bit jaded or cynical—this book may offer a fresh perspective and new hope.

As always, to get the most out of what you’re about to read, the primary prerequisites are an open mind and imagination of the possibilities.






CHAPTER 1 School of Hard Knocks


It was early October, and the students in Mrs. Lori Woods’ sixth-grade class were hard at work on a social studies assignment. There was, however, one clear exception: a boy named Joey. Mrs. Woods had already had a few difficult moments with Joey, especially at times when he refused to work on class assignments. That Joey was clearly not working on his social studies project was an irritation; that he was now distracting two other kids pressed Mrs. Woods into action. She walked over to Joey’s table.

“Joey, is there a problem?” Mrs. Woods whispered. “Because you’re bothering the students around you.”

Joey looked up at his teacher. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Joey, the instructions are on the board. How can you not know what to do?”

Two kids seated near Joey snickered.

“Because I don’t!”

Now most of the other kids were watching.

“Back to work, everyone,” said Mrs. Woods. She turned her attention back to Joey. “Joey, let’s talk about it at my desk so we don’t disturb your classmates.” She began walking toward the front of the room, but Joey didn’t budge. Mrs. Woods turned back around.

“Joey, come up to my desk, please.”

“No way,” Joey said under his breath, but loudly enough to once again draw the attention of his classmates.

“Excuse me?”

Joey’s face reddened. “I’m not coming up to your desk.”

The entire class was now riveted, awaiting the teacher’s response.

“Joey, if you don’t come up to my desk now, I’ll have to send you to the office.”

“I’m not going there, either.”

“Joey, now!”

“No way.”

Mrs. Woods walked over to one of the students near the front door of the classroom. “Taylor, please go to the office and tell Mrs. Westbrook that we have a problem in our classroom and that we need Mr. Middleton to come immediately.” Mrs. Woods hoped that the threatened arrival of the assistant principal might persuade Joey to rethink his stance.

Taylor dutifully jumped out of her seat and hurried to the office. Mrs. Woods walked to the doorway of the classroom and turned to address the rest of her students. “I don’t want to have to say this again: Get back to work.”

“What’s up?” asked Mr. Middleton when he arrived, a little out of breath. Mr. Middleton had been an assistant principal for twelve years (a science teacher for sixteen years before that), and he was known among the faculty as a congenial, even-keeled man who was probably miscast as the school’s primary disciplinarian.

“Joey was disrupting the class so I told him to come up to my desk and he refused. Then I told him that he had to go to the office and he refused. So there he sits.” Mrs. Woods motioned in Joey’s direction.

Mr. Middleton looked over his glasses into the classroom. “Let’s see what I can do.”

Mr. Middleton walked over to Joey, leaned down, and spoke softly. “Joey, I understand we have a problem. Why don’t we talk about it in my office?”

Joey exploded. He jumped out of his seat, his head hitting Mr. Middleton in the jaw. “I’m not going to the freaking office!” he screamed and ran toward the door. The other kids gasped. Stunned by the blow to his jaw, Mr. Middleton grasped vainly at Joey. Joey pushed Mrs. Woods out of the way, screaming, “I hate your guts!” As he passed Taylor’s desk, he blurted, “I’m going to kill you!” Taylor recoiled as Joey ran out of the classroom. He ran down the hallway to the front of the school and out of the building with Mr. Middleton giving chase. As Mr. Middleton ran past the main office, he yelled to Mrs. Westbrook, the secretary, “Get Mrs. Galvin!” Mrs. Westbrook hurried into the principal’s office and told Mrs. Galvin, the school principal, that Joey had just run out of the building with Mr. Middleton in his wake. Mrs. Galvin bolted out of her office to assist in the chase. Mr. Sizemore, one of the physical education instructors, heard the commotion from the copy room and sprinted after Joey as well.

Mr. Middleton and Mr. Sizemore found Joey hiding behind a car in the school parking lot and forcibly escorted him back into the school. The two men planted Joey in a chair in Mrs. Galvin’s office. “Call his mother,” puffed Mrs. Galvin to Mrs. Westbrook as she reentered the office.

With Mr. Sizemore and Mr. Middleton still holding his arms, Mrs. Galvin looked sternly at Joey. “Are you going to sit in that chair without them holding you?”

Joey strained against the grasp of the two men. “Get these creeps off of me.”

“They will let go of you when you calm down and tell me you’ll sit in that chair until your mother arrives.”

Joey tried to break out of the hold of the two men, his face red, tears streaming down his cheeks. “Get them off of me!”

Mrs. Galvin was still catching her breath. “They will let go of you when you calm down. We will not have this kind of behavior in our school.”

Joey continued to struggle against the two men. “Joey, just calm down,” Mr. Middleton said, trying to soothe him despite the pain in his jaw.

“Screw you,” said Joey, struggling slightly less.

“Joey, we don’t talk that way in this school, either,” said Mrs. Galvin.

“Screw you, too,” said Joey, glaring at the principal but struggling still less.

“Come on, Joey, just relax,” said Mr. Middleton. “I don’t want to hold you like this.”

“So let go!” Joey seethed. “You already hurt my arm.”

“We don’t want to hurt you,” said Mr. Middleton, “but we can’t let you go running out of the school again. It’s dangerous. Please just calm down so we can let go.”

Joey’s mother, Ms. Lowell, arrived ten minutes later. “What’s going on here?” she demanded breathlessly.

“They hurt me,” Joey glared at Mrs. Galvin.

Ms. Lowell looked at Joey’s arms, then at Mrs. Galvin, seeking an explanation. Mrs. Galvin was a straight-talking administrator who prided herself on running a tight ship and making sure that the kids in her school got a good education.

“He threatened the life of one of his classmates,” the principal said. “That’s just unacceptable. He then ran out of the school and needed to be physically escorted back. That’s why his arms are a little red.”

Ms. Lowell tried not to raise her voice. “Joey, you threatened another kid?”

“I didn’t mean it.”

“Why did you run out of the school?” asked Ms. Lowell.

“I didn’t know what to do on the social studies project,” Joey mumbled.

Ms. Lowell was uncomprehending. “You didn’t know what?”

“Apparently he was refusing to do his work,” said Mr. Middleton. “Mrs. Woods asked him to come up to her desk and he refused to do that, too. Then she told him to go to the office and he refused again. Then I tried to talk to him and he ran out of the classroom.”

“I didn’t know what to do!” Joey insisted.

“I should add that he hit Mr. Middleton in the jaw and shoved Mrs. Woods during this episode,” said Mrs. Galvin. “That’s called assault, and it is just totally unacceptable in this building.”

Joey slumped in his seat, again mumbling, “It was an accident.”

“Joey, I can’t believe you did that,” said his mother. Joey’s eyes welled up.

“On purpose or not, Joey will be spending the next five days at home,” said Mrs. Galvin.

Ms. Lowell looked at the principal, eyes wide. “What do you mean?”

“I mean he’s suspended from school for five days. We will not tolerate this sort of thing in our school. Joey’s classmates have a right to a safe learning environment, and that right was violated today. I also need to talk with the superintendent about whether other action needs to be taken.”

“Other action? Like what?”

“When a student assaults a teacher in this school system and threatens to kill people, our school discipline code says we need to notify the police. And Mr. Middleton and Mrs. Woods will have to decide whether they want to press charges.”

“The police?” shrieked Joey’s mother. “For an accident?”

“Based on what I’ve heard, I don’t share Joey’s view that it was accidental,” said Mrs. Galvin. “For now, you need to take Joey home. We can discuss other developments once I have more information. Joey needs to understand that this type of behavior is unacceptable.”

“He already knows this behavior is unacceptable,” said Ms. Lowell.

This observation was met with silence.

Ms. Lowell had heard enough. “Let’s go, Joey.” She looked at Mr. Middleton. “I’m very sorry you were hurt.” Joey followed his mother out of the office, head low, his hands jammed deep in his jeans pockets.

The two administrators watched through the window as Joey and his mother got into the car and drove off.



What are we going to do about Joey?

More than ever, that’s the big question. Because there sure are a lot of Joeys out there. Kids who have difficulty meeting expectations in a classroom, have a hard time getting along with other kids, don’t seem to respect authority, aren’t responding to the school discipline program. Kids whose problems don’t get better. Sometimes we read about them in the newspaper and see them on TV, especially if they hurt someone badly enough or are led out of the school in handcuffs. The stakes are high. When we don’t help the Joeys, we lose them.

How are we going to help Mrs. Woods? Another big question. Mrs. Woods’ classroom is full of kids with all kinds of academic, behavioral, emotional, and social challenges. She’d like nothing better than to be able to give all of them the help they need. She’s put a lot of time and energy into helping her challenging students over the years, but often hasn’t had much to show for her efforts. At a minimum, she needs some way of making sure the challenging kids in her class don’t disrupt the learning of the other kids. But she also has high-stakes testing to worry about, lessons to plan, countless meetings to attend, and the latest school system initiatives to digest and implement, so she’s pressed for time as it is. When we don’t help Mrs. Woods, we lose her, too.

What about Ms. Lowell? It’s a scary, lonely, callous, unsympathetic, frustrating world out there for parents of challenging kids, even more so if the kid is challenging at school. Ms. Lowell has grown accustomed to feeling blamed for her son’s difficulties, accustomed to the stares of people who identify her as the parent of “that kid.” She’s all too familiar with the different medicines used to treat challenging kids, along with the books and TV shows that characterize her as an inept, uncaring, unmotivated, uneducated parent. There are millions of Ms. Lowells out there, all wishing there was a better way, one that actually worked.

If we’re going to start helping Joey and Mrs. Woods and Ms. Lowell, we need to start paying much closer attention to what we now know about how kids come to be challenging. Then we need to consider some important questions. Does the way we’re disciplining kids in our schools address the actual factors that set the stage for kids’ social, emotional, and behavioral challenges? If not, then what should we be doing instead?

What we’ve been thinking about challenging kids—that they’re manipulative, attention-seeking, coercive, unmotivated, and limit-testing, and that these traits have been caused by passive, permissive, inconsistent, noncontingent parenting—is way off base most of the time. As a result, the interventions that flow from these ways of thinking have been way off base as well. You see, if you believe that passive, permissive, inconsistent, noncontingent parenting has caused a kid to behave maladaptively, then you’re going to put a great deal of effort into being rigid, firm, consistent, and contingent, typically through use of adult-imposed consequences. We live in a culture where many adults think of only one word, only one intervention, to deal with kids who don’t meet adult expectations: consequences. Consequences can mean rewards (in schools, this might include special privileges or stickers, happy faces, and tickets or points that can be exchanged for tangible prizes) for appropriate behavior, or punishments (being deprived of privileges, being given extra assignments, time-outs, suspension, detention, expulsion) for undesirable behavior. Consequences are wonderful when they work. They are less wonderful when they don’t work. And they often don’t work for the kids to whom they are most frequently applied.1

In every school, there are ten or twenty students who account for the vast majority of office discipline referrals. The fact that these students are frequently referred to the office for discipline is proof that all those discipline referrals—and the consequences that are applied as a result of those discipline referrals—aren’t working. That’s because there are really only two goals imposed consequences help us achieve: (1) teaching kids basic lessons about right and wrong ways to behave, and (2) giving kids the incentive to behave the right way. But—and this is important—the vast majority of challenging kids already know how we want them to behave. They know they’re supposed to do what they’re told. They know they’re not supposed to disrupt the learning of their classmates or run out of the school when they’re upset or embarrassed. And they know they’re not supposed to hit people, swear, or call out in class. So they don’t need us to put lots of effort into teaching them how we want them to behave. And while this may be hard to believe, most challenging kids already want to behave the right way. They don’t need us to continue giving them stickers, depriving them of recess, or suspending them from school; they’re already motivated. They need something else from us.

The premise of this book is that kids with behavioral challenges lack important skills, an idea supported by research in the neurosciences over the past forty years on kids who are noncompliant, aggressive, and have difficulty getting along with people, including those diagnosed with ADHD, mood and anxiety disorders, oppositional defiant disorder, conduct disorder, autism spectrum disorders, and language-processing disorders. The skills involved aren’t in the traditional academic domains—reading, writing, and arithmetic—but rather in domains such as regulating one’s emotions, considering the outcomes of one’s actions before one acts, understanding how one’s behavior affects other people, having the words to let people know something is the matter, and responding to changes in plan in a flexible manner. In other words, these kids have a developmental delay, a learning disability of sorts. In the same way that kids who are delayed in reading are having difficulty mastering the skills required for becoming proficient in reading, challenging kids are having difficulty mastering the skills required for becoming proficient in handling life’s social, emotional, and behavioral challenges. Why have we been so zealously overapplying consequences to kids with behavioral challenges? Because we didn’t realize they were lacking skills. And because we weren’t sure what else to do.

If conventional school discipline isn’t working for kids with social, emotional, and behavioral challenges, the only reason to keep using it would be because it is working for the kids who do not have these challenges. The reality is that well-behaved students aren’t behaving themselves because of the school discipline program. They’re behaving themselves because they have the skills to handle life’s challenges in an adaptive fashion. Thus, rethinking how to go about addressing the needs of challenging kids can be approached without great trepidation: The school discipline program isn’t working for the kids who aren’t doing well and isn’t needed by the kids who are.

Now back to our original questions: What are we going to do about Joey? And how are we going to help Mrs. Woods and Ms. Lowell?

There are three major shifts involved. First, we need to stop focusing primarily on challenging behaviors (and trying to modify them) and start focusing instead on the problems that are causing those behaviors and solving them. A student’s challenging behavior is just the means by which he is communicating that he is having difficulty meeting certain expectations. In other words, the behavior is just the signal, so it should not be the primary focal point of intervention. Second, we need to solve these problems collaboratively rather than unilaterally. And third, the problem-solving needs to be proactive, not reactive.

No, it’s not going to be easy, and it’s definitely going to take time. Helping kids with behavioral challenges is never easy and is always time-consuming. But intervening in ways that aren’t working is always harder and more time-consuming. Of course, a lot hinges on your definition of “working.” All too often, “working” refers only to temporary improvements in a student’s behavior. When you’re solving problems collaboratively and proactively, there are three positive outcomes: the problems get solved, the challenging behaviors durably subside, and the skills the kids are lacking are taught. And, since we’re counting, classroom disruptions are reduced, relationships and communication improve, and our most vulnerable students are spared an inexorable slide toward alienation.

We’re losing a lot of kids and a lot of teachers because we still view challenging kids the wrong way and handle them in ways that don’t address their true difficulties. It’s an exercise in frustration for everyone involved, and it’s time to get off the running wheel.






CHAPTER 2 Kids Do Well If They Can


Kids with social, emotional, and behavioral challenges lack important skills. Now there’s an idea that can take some getting used to. Let’s begin by considering your philosophy of kids: what kids are about, why they do what they do, what they’re up to (if they’re really up to anything).

Many adults have never given much thought to their philosophy of kids. But if you’re trying to help kids with behavioral challenges, you’re going to need one, because it’s your philosophy of kids that’s going to guide your beliefs and your actions in your interactions with them, especially when the going gets tough. The philosophy that serves as the foundation of this book is the title of this chapter: “Kids do well if they can.”

This philosophy may not sound earth-shattering, but when we consider the very popular alternative philosophy—“kids do well if they want to”—the significance becomes clear. These two disparate philosophies have dramatically different ramifications for our assumptions about kids and how to proceed when they do not meet our expectations.

When the “kids do well if they want to” philosophy is applied to a child who’s not doing well, then we believe that the reason he’s not doing well is because he doesn’t want to. This very common assumption is usually wrong and causes adults to believe that their primary role in the life of a challenging kid (and the goal of intervention) is to make the kid want to do well. This is typically accomplished by devoting great effort to motivating the kid and giving him the incentive to do well, typically by rewarding him when he behaves in an adaptive fashion and punishing him when he behaves in a maladaptive fashion.

By contrast, the “kids do well if they can” philosophy carries the assumption that if a kid could do well he would do well. Doing well is always preferable to not doing well. It helps, of course, to have the skills to do well in the first place. If a kid isn’t doing well, he must be lacking the skills. What’s the most important role an adult can play in the life of such a kid? First, assume he’s already motivated, already knows right from wrong, and has already been rewarded and punished enough. Then, figure out what skills he’s lacking so you have the clearest possible understanding of what’s getting in his way. Understanding why a kid is challenging is the first step toward helping him. But, as you’ll soon see, that’s not the only thing you’ll need to know.

This can be a radical philosophical shift for a lot of people. But don’t abandon ship yet. There’s much at stake, not only for kids with behavioral challenges but also for their classmates, teachers, and parents. This chapter is aimed at familiarizing you with the skills challenging kids lack and how to identify these lagging skills in the kids you’re trying to help.

LAGGING SKILLS

If you identify the skills a kid is lacking, you’ll understand why he’s challenging, you’ll view him through more accurate, compassionate, and productive lenses, and his challenging episodes will be more predictable. If you don’t know what skills a kid is lacking, you won’t possess a true understanding of his challenges; your old lenses will continue to justify old, counterproductive disciplinary practices; it will be much harder to predict his worst moments; his challenges will linger (or get worse); and he will become increasingly frustrated, hopeless, and alienated, just as most of us would if we had a problem no one seemed to be able to understand and were being treated in a way that made the problem worse.

When is challenging behavior most likely to occur? When the expectations being placed on a kid exceed the skills he has to respond adaptively. (You’ll read more about those unmet expectations later in this chapter.) Of course, all of us exhibit maladaptive behavior when the expectations being placed on us outstrip our skills. The problem for kids with behavioral challenges (and those around them) is that they’re often having difficulty meeting more expectations and are definitely communicating that difficulty in ways that are more extreme. You see, there’s a spectrum of things kids do when life’s demands exceed their capacity to respond adaptively. Some cry, or sulk, or pout, or whine, or withdraw—that would be the “lucky” end of the spectrum. As we move toward the “unlucky” end of the spectrum, we find screaming, swearing, spitting, hitting, kicking, destroying property, lying, and truancy. And as we move even farther to the extreme end of the spectrum, we find behaviors that are injurious to oneself or others: self-induced vomiting, cutting, drinking or using drugs to excess, stabbing, and shooting. But all of these behaviors occur under the same conditions: when the expectations being placed on a kid exceed his skills. Why do some kids respond at the milder end of the spectrum while others are at the more severe end? Some kids are just plain lucky: they have the skills to respond in more adaptive ways when pushed to their limits. The unlucky ones don’t.

With this new perspective on challenging kids, much of what we say about them no longer makes sense. Take a look:


	
“He just wants attention.” We all want attention, so this explanation isn’t very useful for helping us understand why a kid is struggling to do well. And if a kid is seeking attention in a maladaptive way, doesn’t that suggest that he lacks the skills to seek attention in an adaptive way?

	
“He just wants his own way.” We all want our own way, so this explanation doesn’t help us achieve an understanding of a kid’s challenges. Adaptively getting one’s own way requires skills often found lacking in challenging kids.

	
“He’s manipulating us.” This is a very popular, and misguided, characterization of kids with behavioral challenges. Competent manipulation requires various skills—forethought, planning, impulse control, and organization, among others—typically found lacking in challenging kids. In other words, the kids who are most often described as being manipulative are those least capable of pulling it off.

	
“He’s not motivated.” This is another very popular characterization that can be traced back to the “kids do well if they want to” mentality, and it can lead us straight to interventions aimed at giving a kid the incentive to do well. But why would any kid not want to do well? Why would he choose not to do well if he has the skills to do well? Isn’t doing well always preferable?

	
“He’s making bad choices.” Are you certain he has the skills to consistently make good choices?

	
“His parents are incompetent disciplinarians.” My experience is that parents of well-behaved kids get too much credit for the fact that their children are well-behaved, and that parents of challenging kids get far too much blame for the fact that their children are not well-behaved. Blaming parents doesn’t help anyone at school deal effectively with the kid in the six hours a day, five days a week, nine months of the year that he’s there. We often lose sight of the fact that parents of behaviorally challenging kids also have well-behaved kids.

	
“He has a bad attitude.” He probably didn’t start out with one. “Bad attitudes” tend to be a by-product of countless years of being overcorrected, overdirected, overpunished, and misunderstood by adults who didn’t recognize that a kid was lacking crucial thinking skills. But kids are resilient; they come around if we start doing the right thing.

	
“He has a mental illness.” While he may well meet diagnostic criteria for a psychiatric disorder and may even benefit from psychotropic medication, this description is a nonstarter. Fifty years ago, a psychiatrist named Thomas Szasz understood that “mentally ill” was a limiting (and potentially inaccurate and derisory) way to describe people with social, emotional, and behavioral challenges. He advocated for reconceptualizing these challenges as “problems in living,” a more fitting and productive way of viewing things.

	
“His brother was the same way.” Ah, so it’s the gene pool! Alas, we can’t do anything about the gene pool, and it’s likely that his brother was lacking some important skills, too.



While many of these explanations enjoy tremendous popularity, most are simply clichés that lead caregivers down an intervention dead-end. Once you become comfortable with the idea that challenging kids lack important skills, these explanations no longer make much sense. In fact, such explanations have a tendency to cause adults to view kids with behavioral challenges as “the enemy” and push them away.

The following list is much more useful. It’s the list of many skills frequently found lagging in challenging kids:


	Difficulty handling transitions, shifting from one mind-set or task to another

	Difficulty doing things in a logical sequence or prescribed order

	Difficulty persisting on challenging or tedious tasks

	Poor sense of time

	Difficulty maintaining focus

	Difficulty considering the likely outcomes or consequences of actions (impulsive)

	Difficulty considering a range of solutions to a problem

	Difficulty expressing concerns, needs, or thoughts in words

	Difficulty understanding what is being said

	Difficulty managing emotional response to frustration so as to think rationally

	Chronic irritability and/or anxiety significantly impede capacity for problem solving or heighten frustration

	Difficulty seeing the “grays”; concrete, literal, black-and-white thinking

	Difficulty deviating from rules, routine

	
Difficulty handling unpredictability, ambiguity, uncertainty, novelty

	Difficulty shifting from original idea, plan, or solution

	Difficulty taking into account situational factors that would suggest the need to adjust a plan of action

	Inflexible, inaccurate interpretations or cognitive distortions or biases (e.g., “Everyone’s out to get me,” “Nobody likes me,” “You always blame me,” “It’s not fair,” “I’m stupid”)

	Difficulty attending to and/or accurately interpreting social cues; poor perception of social nuances

	Difficulty starting conversations, entering groups, connecting with people; lacks other basic social skills

	Difficulty seeking attention in appropriate ways

	Difficulty appreciating how one’s behavior affects other people

	Difficulty empathizing with others, appreciating another person’s perspective or point of view

	Difficulty appreciating how one is coming across or being perceived by others



You may have noticed that this list contains no diagnoses. That’s because most diagnoses—which are just long lists of challenging behaviors—don’t give us any information about the skills a kid may be lacking. In other words, “bipolar disorder” provides no information about the specific skills a kid is lacking. Nor does “fetal alcohol syndrome” or “reactive attachment disorder” or “brain injured” or “ADHD” or “oppositional defiant disorder” or “antisocial” or “disruptive mood dysregulation disorder,” or “sociopath.” All too often adults get caught up in the quest for the right diagnosis, assuming that a diagnosis will help them know what to do next. The reality is that diagnoses aren’t especially useful for understanding kids with behavioral challenges or for helping adults know what to do next. Plus, kids generally exhibit challenging behavior only under certain conditions: those (as you already know) in which expectations outstrip skills. Diagnoses don’t reflect that reality, they simply pathologize the child.1

While diagnoses do tend to make adults take a kid’s difficulties more seriously, a kid doesn’t need a diagnosis or a special education designation to have a problem. He just needs a problem to have a problem. Of course, if a school system requires a kid to have a diagnosis to access certain services, most mental health professionals are happy to oblige; it’s just that we shouldn’t operate on the assumption that a diagnosis provides a great deal of useful information. A kid shouldn’t need a diagnosis to access the help his caregivers already know he needs.

Let’s focus on some of the lagging skills on the list for the purpose of making clear the connection between lagging skills and how they can contribute to challenging behavior.


IN FOCUS

Difficulty handling transitions, shifting from one mind-set or task to another



This lagging skill is often referred to as a shifting cognitive set, which is required any time a person moves from one task to another (for example, from gathering supplies and books from one’s locker to getting started on an assignment in class) or from one environment to another (from recess to quiet time). Each task or environment involves different norms and expectations and therefore a different mind-set: “In recess it’s okay to run around and make noise and socialize” versus “During quiet time we sit at our desks and read quietly and don’t talk to other kids.” If a kid has difficulty with this skill, there’s a good chance he’ll be thinking and acting as if he’s still in recess long after quiet time has started.

When you’re telling a kid what to do, that also requires a shift in cognitive set, especially if what you’re telling him to do isn’t what he was doing in the first place (as a general rule, that’s when kids usually get told what to do). Paradoxically, it’s the kids who have trouble shifting cognitive set who wind up getting told what to do most often.

Difficulty shifting cognitive set contributes to many maladaptive behaviors in kids. When is the likelihood of maladaptive behavior greatly heightened in kids who lack this skill? When the environment demands that the kid shift cognitive set.

One of the important tasks of development is to learn how to shift gears efficiently when the environment demands it. It’s a skill many challenging kids do not yet possess. This doesn’t mean that adults should stop telling kids what to do or completely eliminate demands for shifting cognitive set. But it does mean that if we want to help a kid whose challenging behaviors are set in motion by difficulty shifting cognitive set, the first step is to understand that he isn’t testing limits or being manipulative or controlling; rather, he’s lacking an important skill.


IN FOCUS

Difficulty considering the likely outcomes or consequences of actions (impulsive)

Difficulty considering a range of solutions to a problem



When you’re faced with a problem or frustration, your primary task is to solve the problem that caused your frustration. To accomplish this task, these skills will be absolutely essential.

To solve a problem you must first identify the problem you’re trying to solve. Then you’ll need to think of solutions to the problem. And then you’ll need to anticipate the likely outcomes of those solutions so as to pick the best one. That’s how people make decisions.

Many kids have great difficulty figuring out what’s frustrating them, in which case the process of problem-solving short-circuits, the problem doesn’t get solved, and their frustration heightens (often setting in motion challenging behaviors, whether of the lucky or unlucky variety). Many do know what’s frustrating them, but they can’t think of more than one solution to the problem. Many others are so impulsive that even if they could think of more than one solution, they’ve already plunged forward with the first idea that popped into their heads. The bad news? Our first solution is often (not always, but often) our worst. Good solutions usually come to mind after we’ve inhibited our less optimal initial impulses and considered our better options. Thus, many of these kids have a tendency to put their “worst foot forward.” In other words, there are many kids who are responding to life’s challenges in a maladaptive fashion because they aren’t very skilled at thinking of alternative solutions or anticipating likely outcomes.

Clearly, these kids need our help. But if the school discipline program emphasizes consequences, they’re not going to get the help they need. Again, consequences only remind kids of how we do and don’t want them to behave, and give them the incentive to do what we want. But if they already know how we do and don’t want them to behave, and if they’re already motivated to do something more adaptive instead, they need something else from us.

By the way, a lot of impulsive kids are diagnosed with ADHD. But whether a kid meets criteria for ADHD isn’t the important part. Knowing the skills he’s lacking gives you a much clearer understanding of his difficulties and makes his challenging episodes more predictable, so you can intervene proactively rather than in the heat of the moment.


IN FOCUS

Difficulty expressing concerns, needs, or thoughts in words



Much of daily life involves language processing and communication skills, so it’s no accident that kids who are lacking such skills have trouble handling the social, emotional, and behavioral demands that are placed upon them. For example, many kids have trouble finding the words to tell someone what’s the matter or what they need. If you don’t have the wherewithal to let people know that you “don’t feel like talking,” that “something’s the matter,” that you “need a minute to think,” that you “don’t know what to do,” that you “need a break,” or that you “don’t like that,” then you may express these things in ways that are far less ideal. The reminder “use your words” won’t help at all if a kid doesn’t have the words. Some kids—the lucky ones—cry or become withdrawn when they don’t have the skills to communicate effectively. Kids who are unlucky make their thoughts or feelings or needs known with “screw you,” “I hate you,” “shut up,” and other more colorful expressions. (That’s right, disrespect is often just a sign that a kid is lacking important communication skills. If the kid could communicate in a more respectful way, he would.) And still other unlucky kids express themselves physically (shoving, hitting, throwing things, destroying property, running out of the classroom).

Regrettably, language-processing and communication-skills difficulties are frequently overlooked. Adults often don’t think about these skills when they’re trying to figure out why a kid is exhibiting challenging behavior. And even when these skills are formally assessed, sometimes the testing instrumentation being used doesn’t pick up on finer-grained lagging skills; in such cases, the test results may not only fail to pinpoint the kid’s difficulties, but also erroneously conclude that the kid has no language-processing or communication difficulties at all.

Can kids be taught to articulate their concerns, needs, and thoughts more effectively? Absolutely. But not until caregivers understand that it’s the lack of these skills that is setting the stage for challenging behavior.


IN FOCUS

Difficulty managing emotional response to frustration so as to think rationally (separation of affect)

Chronic irritability and/or anxiety significantly impede capacity for problem solving or heighten frustration



Separation of affect refers to the ability to separate the emotions (affect) you’re feeling in response to a problem from the thinking you must do to resolve it. While emotions can be quite useful for mobilizing or energizing people to solve problems, thinking is how problems get solved. Kids skilled at separating affect tend to respond to problems or frustrations with more thought than emotion, and that’s good. But kids who lack this skill tend to respond to problems or frustrations with more emotion and less (or no) thought, and that’s not good at all. Learning how to regulate one’s emotions so as to be able to think rationally is an essential skill, and one many challenging kids have failed to develop.

“Lucky” kids who are having difficulty separating thought from emotion may fret over, for example, an upcoming test, a new social situation, not understanding an assignment, or being embarrassed in front of their classmates. Or they may cry over a bad grade, at not being picked first for a team, or when they feel socially excluded. Kids who are “unlucky” respond to these very same stressors in ways that are more extreme, by screaming, swearing, throwing something, hitting somebody, or worse. These kids may actually feel themselves “heating up,” but often aren’t able to stem the emotional tide until later, when the emotions have subsided and rational thought has returned. Naturally, the heating-up process will be greatly intensified if caregivers or peers respond in ways that add fuel to the fire.

While separation of affect refers to momentary difficulties in managing emotions, other kids have more chronic difficulties regulating their emotions. All kids are a little sad, irritable, agitated, grumpy, cranky, grouchy, and fatigued, or a little anxious, worried, scared, and nervous some of the time. No one responds especially well to problems or frustrations when they’re irritable or anxious, but some kids experience these emotions far more often and intensely. Kids who are frequently irritable or anxious often respond poorly to problems and frustrations. Indeed, because they haven’t developed the skills they need for modulating their emotions and solving problems, they respond to problems and frustrations in a way that more closely resembles what we might see in a much younger child. When it comes to managing their emotions and solving problems, these kids are functioning at a much younger developmental level.

We’ve witnessed a disturbing trend in recent years: the almost automatic inclination to use medication to treat kids who have difficulty regulating their emotions. While medication can be useful, even indispensable, in some instances, jumping the gun on medicating kids whose difficulties are poorly understood is far too common. Pills don’t teach skills, and there are many factors that could set the stage for a kid to be irritable or anxious that medication won’t address. Some kids are irritable or anxious because of chronic problems that have never been solved, such as school failure, poor peer relations, being bullied, or having an unrecognized learning disability. Medication doesn’t solve these problems.

For a while, there was a tendency to diagnose kids who have difficulty regulating their emotions as having pediatric bipolar disorder. Now a new diagnosis—disruptive mood dysregulation disorder—has gained popularity in some circles. Unfortunately, a lot of kids receiving one of those diagnoses end up being prescribed a class of medication known as atypical antipsychotics. The side-effect profiles of these medications can be quite concerning, so they should be prescribed very conservatively. One reason psychotropic medications are overprescribed is that not enough people are familiar with the lagging skills that can set the stage for social, emotional, and behavioral challenges, and sometimes it’s just easier to give a kid a pill than to figure out what’s truly getting in his way. Can irritable or anxious kids be helped to better regulate their emotions and respond to life’s frustrations and anxieties more adaptively? Certainly. But not by putting a lot of effort into coming up with more creative and potent ways to punish them.


IN FOCUS

Difficulty seeing the “grays”; concrete, literal, black-and-white thinking

Difficulty deviating from rules, routine

Difficulty handling unpredictability, ambiguity, uncertainty, novelty

Difficulty shifting from original idea, plan, or solution

Inflexible, inaccurate interpretations or cognitive distortions or biases



Young kids tend to be fairly rigid, black-and-white, literal, inflexible thinkers. They’re still making sense of the world and it’s easier to put two and two together if they don’t have to worry about exceptions to the rule or alternative ways of looking at things. As kids develop, they learn that, in fact, most things in life are “gray,” that there are exceptions to the rule and alternative ways of interpreting things. Sometimes we have a substitute teacher, a field trip needs to be rescheduled because of the weather, someone is sitting in our usual seat in the cafeteria, recess has to be indoors instead of outdoors.

Unfortunately, for some kids, “gray” thinking doesn’t develop as readily. Though some of these kids are diagnosed with autism spectrum disorders or nonverbal learning disability, it’s more useful to think of them as black-and-white thinkers living in a gray world.

Many such kids are quite comfortable with factual information because it’s black-and-white, but grow uncomfortable when life demands problem-solving because it’s gray.


	
TEACHER: Class, what’s the highest mountain in North America? Andrew?


	
ANDREW (black-and-white thinker): Mount McKinley!


	
TEACHER: Excellent, Andrew. Now, I’d like you and Susie to do a presentation on Mount McKinley for the rest of the class. You guys can do it any way you like, but you have to talk about it and agree on a plan. Okay?


	
ANDREW: Okay.


	(Two minutes later)

	
ANDREW: Mrs. Huggins, Susie won’t do it right!


	
TEACHER: What do you mean, Andrew?


	
ANDREW: When you do a presentation on mountains, first you have to show everyone a picture of the mountain you’re talking about. Susie says it doesn’t matter when you show the picture. She’s wrong!




It sounds like Andrew has some pretty clear ideas about how to do a presentation on Mount McKinley and is having difficulty moving off his original idea. Spoiled brat? No. Control freak? Wouldn’t be the best choice of words. Black-and-white thinker living in a gray world? Quite possibly a classic case.

These kids love details (black-and-white) but aren’t so adept at handling ambiguity (gray) and often miss the “big picture” (gray). They love predictability (it’s black-and-white) but don’t do so well when things are unpredictable (gray). They love certainty (black-and-white) and routines (black-and-white) but don’t handle uncertainty (gray) or changes in plan (gray) very well. They are often perfectionistic.


	
TEACHER: Class, we’re not going out for recess today at ten-fifteen because we have an assembly.


	
ANDREW: What do you mean we’re not going out for recess at ten-fifteen? We always go out for recess at ten-fifteen! I’m going out at ten-fifteen!




Tough way to go through life. No one would choose to be that way.

These black-and-white kids tend to interpret the world in some pretty rigid ways, too. These are the kids who are prone to make black-and-white statements such as “I’m stupid,” or “You always blame me,” or “Nobody likes me,” or “You’re mean,” or “It’s not fair,” or “Things will never work out for me,” or “People are out to get me.” These rigid ways of thinking—sometimes called cognitive biases or cognitive distortions—can cause these kids to respond to even the most benign circumstances in powerful (and challenging) ways. Can you imagine interpreting common social stimuli—a friend’s smirk, peers whispering, a slap on the back—as evidence that people were out to get you? That would set the stage for some pretty maladaptive responses.

The Andrews of the world often present significant challenges to their teachers and classmates as they struggle to apply concrete rules and interpretations to a world where few such rules apply. Some sulk or become anxious when events don’t conform to their original configuration, or when they’ve interpreted an event in a distorted fashion. Some scream. Some swear. Or throw things. Of course, those are their behaviors, which simply tell you that there are expectations they are having difficulty meeting. As you’ll soon read, focusing on those unmet expectations is far more productive than focusing on the behaviors that are being caused by those unmet expectations.

Can black-and-white thinkers be helped to think more flexibly? To move from an original way of thinking and adapt to circumstances or perspectives they may not have taken into account? Most definitely, as long as we recognize that it’s hard to teach kids to be more flexible when the adults are being inflexible themselves.


IN FOCUS

Difficulty appreciating how one’s behavior affects other people

Difficulty empathizing with others, appreciating another person’s perspective or point of view



Many kids with behavioral challenges have difficulty understanding another’s perspective and appreciating how their behavior affects others. These are crucial skills, for they help us gauge whether we’ve caused someone pain or pleasure, whether our actions are being well- or poorly received. Whether a joke was funny. Whether a pat on the back was too hard. Whether a comment was embarrassing or humiliating or hurtful. This information helps us decide whether to repeat the actions or change course.

Kids who lack these skills are prone to behave in ways that fail to take the needs of others into account and to repeat actions that cause emotional or physical discomfort. These are not endearing traits, and kids who lack these skills are frequently punished in one way or another. Here’s the hitch: Punishment may not be a terribly effective way to teach kids how to take another’s perspective or to appreciate how their behavior is affecting others. Many adults are incredibly vigilant in ensuring that kids receive immediate, adult-imposed consequences for maladaptive behavior, yet helping kids appreciate how their behavior is affecting others is a much more reliable mechanism for ensuring that kids do the right thing without adult assistance. Can kids get better at these skills? Yes, usually. Of course, it does take a while, and we’ll need some new methods.



So now you know, if you didn’t already, that the skills required for adaptive social, emotional, and behavioral functioning don’t come naturally to all kids. We adults tend to think that all kids are created equal in these capacities, but this simply isn’t true. You also know that challenging behavior occurs when the expectations that are being placed upon an individual outstrip the skills the individual has to respond adaptively, and that there’s a wide range of behaviors that can occur—some lucky, some unlucky—under these circumstances.

By the way, there’s a big difference between interpreting the lagging skills described above as “excuses” rather than as “explanations.” When lagging skills are invoked as excuses, the door slams shut on the process of thinking about how to help a kid. Conversely, when lagging skills are invoked as explanations for a kid’s behavior, the door to helping swings wide open. As you shall see.

UNSOLVED PROBLEMS

We’ve now reviewed some of the lagging skills that can set the stage for challenging behavior. Those lagging skills provide you with new lenses and more accurate, less judgmental ways of understanding and communicating about behaviorally challenging kids. Of course, we’re all lacking some skills, so those lagging skills are a better way of understanding all of us.

But there’s still a crucial piece of information missing. As you’ve read, people tend to look bad under certain conditions: when they’re having difficulty meeting certain expectations. Henceforth, we’ll be referring to those unmet expectations as unsolved problems.

For example, if a kid is having some of his greatest difficulties sitting next to his classmate Amelia during circle time, then difficulty sitting next to Amelia during circle time is an unsolved problem. If a kid is having difficulty agreeing on the rules of the box-ball game with Robbie and Hank during recess, then difficulty agreeing on the rules of the box-ball game with Robbie and Hank during recess is an unsolved problem. And if a kid is having difficulty working on the science project with her classmate Charlotte, then difficulty working on the science project with Charlotte is an unsolved problem.

How do we know these problems are unsolved? Because they’re still causing challenging behavior. If you identify the kid’s unsolved problems, you can work with him to solve them, and his challenging behavior will subside. And if you solve those problems collaboratively and proactively, he’ll also learn some very important skills. But if you don’t identify the problems that are precipitating a kid’s challenging behavior, it will be hard to know what you’re working on, the problems will remain unsolved, and the kid’s challenging behavior will persist.

So, you’re going to need a tool for assessing and keeping track of the lagging skills and unsolved problems that are setting the stage for challenging behavior in a given kid. Which means it’s time to introduce you to the Assessment of Lagging Skills & Unsolved Problems (ALSUP) shown on page 283.

The first thing you should know about the ALSUP is that it’s not a behavior checklist or rating scale, it’s a discussion guide. It helps adults discuss a student’s lagging skills and unsolved problems rather than focus on the challenging behaviors that are caused by those lagging skills and unsolved problems. The ALSUP isn’t designed to help caregivers come up with a percentile score so as to determine whether a child needs help (you wouldn’t be meeting to discuss his lagging skills and unsolved problems if he didn’t need help). Discussing a student’s lagging skills and unsolved problems is a very effective way to help caregivers view the student’s difficulties through shared lenses, pinpoint the specific problems he could be helping the student solve, and solve those problems proactively. If a caregiver is resistant to the view that a student has lagging skills and unsolved problems, an ALSUP meeting is a very effective way to persuade them. Do you need to complete an ALSUP on every student in your building? No, just the students who are struggling the most and receiving all those discipline referrals.

There are many other things that don’t get talked about in an ALSUP meeting. Don’t talk about the student’s behavior (as you know now, that’s just the signal). Don’t talk about your theories for why the student is exhibiting that behavior (believe it or not, those theories are usually wrong). Don’t talk about diagnoses (which, as you already know, tell us nothing about a specific student’s lagging skills and unsolved problems). And don’t talk about the interventions you’re planning on implementing (since the problem solving is collaborative, you’re going to need the student’s help, and he’s not typically present in an ALSUP meeting). In an ALSUP meeting, you’re talking solely about a student’s lagging skills and unsolved problems. To facilitate the discussion, each participant should receive a blank copy of the ALSUP (already completed copies aren’t conducive to discussions). And, though this can be logistically challenging, ALSUP meetings should include all of the staff members in the school who are working with a given student.

Why is it so important to take the time to bring caregivers together to identify a student’s lagging skills and unsolved problems? Because if caregivers have disparate notions about what’s getting in a kid’s way, and those differences remain unresolved, then there will be no coherent treatment plan and, quite probably, little or no progress because all the adults will be working on something different and doing it in different ways. Yet, paraprofessionals and specialists are often excluded from the meetings, thereby relegating them to the “winging it” approach to intervention. Winging it doesn’t cut it with our most vulnerable kids. We all need to be on the same page and coordinate our efforts. The time devoted to hashing out and coming to a consensus about a kid’s lagging skills and unsolved problems is usually very well spent (if a kid is still exhibiting challenging behavior, it’s a pretty surefire bet no one’s figured these things out yet).

USING THE ALSUP

On the ALSUP, lagging skills are listed on the left side of the page; unsolved problems are written on the right side. You’ll want to start at the top, with the first lagging skill, and work your way down the list in order. Participants in the meeting should be asked if that first lagging skill (“difficulty handling transitions, shifting from one mind-set or task to another”) applies to the student being discussed. Deciding whether a lagging skill applies to a given student isn’t a “majority rules” proposition. If several caregivers feel that a given lagging skill applies, that’s good enough; check it off. If not, move on to the next lagging skill. However, once you check off a particular lagging skill, don’t immediately move down to the next one; instead, move over to identify the unsolved problems that come to mind when considering that lagging skill by asking the following question: “Can you give me some examples of expectations (Joey) is having difficulty meeting when you think of him having difficulty making transitions, shifting from one mind-set or task to another?” You’ll want to identify as many unsolved problems as possible for each endorsed lagging skill. If a child is meeting an expectation sometimes but not meeting that expectation reliably, it’s still an unsolved problem.

There’s no need to write the same unsolved problem more than once, even if a later lagging skill reminds you of the same unsolved problem. Multiple lagging skills can contribute to the same unsolved problem.

There are also some guidelines for writing unsolved problems. For caregivers who’ve had no experience with the ALSUP, these guidelines can make it harder to write unsolved problems, at least in the beginning. But sticking to the guidelines greatly increases the likelihood that the student will participate in the process when it comes time to solve problems together. That’s because—as you shall soon see—the wording of the unsolved problem on the ALSUP is going to translate directly into the words you’ll use to introduce the unsolved problem to the student when you begin the process of solving problems collaboratively.


	
Guideline #1: The wording of the unsolved problem should contain no challenging behavior.




A lot of people think that a student’s challenging behavior (hitting, screaming, running, swearing, biting, spitting) is the unsolved problem. Now you know that the behavior is simply communicating that there is an unsolved problem. So if Theresa gets upset and runs out of the classroom when she’s having difficulty using the software on the computer during math, the unsolved problem is difficulty using the software on the computer during math, not gets upset and runs out of the classroom. If Owen is hitting Colin when they disagree over the rules of basketball during recess, then difficulty agreeing on the rules of basketball during recess is the unsolved problem, not hitting Colin.

Most unsolved problems begin with the word difficulty. Why leave the challenging behavior out of the unsolved problem? Because many kids become defensive and won’t participate in the problem-solving process if you mention their challenging behavior as you’re trying to get the conversation rolling. The word difficulty is a more neutral reference to those behaviors. You’re not going to be discussing the student’s behaviors with him anyway; you’re going to be discussing (and solving) the problems that are causing those behaviors. Once the problems are solved, the behaviors will subside.

By the way, what usually comes after the word difficulty is a verb. Here are some examples of verbs and unmet expectations that could come after them:


	Difficulty getting started on the double-digit division problems in math

	Difficulty completing the map of Europe in geography

	Difficulty participating in the discussions in morning meeting

	Difficulty moving from choice time to math

	Difficulty ending computer time to come to circle time

	Difficulty coming into school in the morning

	Difficulty going to the nurse for your medication before lunch

	Difficulty walking in the hallway between classes

	Difficulty keeping hands to self in the lunch line

	Difficulty lining up for the bus at the end of the school day

	Difficulty sitting next to Trevor during circle time

	Difficulty taking turns during class discussions in social studies

	Difficulty raising hand during class discussions in science

	Difficulty remaining quiet when a classmate is sharing his or her ideas in English

	Difficulty waiting for his turn during the four-square game at recess

	Difficulty putting away the Legos after choice time

	Difficulty retrieving his geography notebook from his locker before geography class

	Difficulty arriving at school on time at eight-thirty a.m.



The wording of the unsolved problem should be kid-friendly. Along those lines, try hard not to include the wording of the lagging skills in the wording of the unsolved problems. For example, don’t write “difficulty transitioning from choice time to math”; a lot of kids may not know what transitioning means. Instead write “difficulty moving from choice time to math.”


	
Guideline #2: The unsolved problem should contain no adult theories about the cause of the unsolved problem.




Adults tend to have lots of theories and hypotheses about the cause of a student’s difficulties, and these theories tend to dominate discussions. As you’ve read, the bad news is that adult theories are usually wrong. So you wouldn’t write difficulty using the software on the computer during math because she comes from a tough home situation as an unsolved problem; you’d get rid of the theory (i.e., everything that comes after because). Inserting a theory into the discussion can be a major distraction and make it harder for the student to provide you with the information you’re seeking.


	
Guideline #3: The unsolved problems should be “split” rather than “clumped.”




Here’s an example of a clumped unsolved problem: difficulty writing. What’s wrong with that wording? If a student is having difficulty completing many different writing assignments, clumping them together will make it more difficult for him to provide information about what’s hard about any of them. So if a student is having difficulty writing the paragraphs in Writer’s Workshop, writing the answers to the word problems in math, and writing the definitions to the spelling words in English, then those should be written as three separate unsolved problems, even though they all involve writing. We don’t want to assume that the student is having difficulty on those unsolved problems for the exact same reasons.

Is “splitting” going to make the list of unsolved problems longer? Yes. Students who have been getting in trouble for a long time tend to have very long lists of unsolved problems (sometimes as many as forty or fifty). Can that be overwhelming? Yes, definitely. But here are a few things to help you feel better about that. Trying to help a student without knowing what his unsolved problems are is a lot more overwhelming. Plus, you inherited those unsolved problems. No one identified or solved them before you. That’s why the list is so long. You’re doing students a tremendous favor by finally identifying all the expectations they’ve been having difficulty meeting. If you work in a high school, many of those unsolved problems could be ten years old. If you work in a middle or junior high school, many of those unsolved problems could be five or six years old. The buck stops with you. Good.

But you still have a student with forty or fifty unsolved problems, and you can’t work on them all at once; just two or three at any given point in time. So you’ll need to prioritize, using the following algorithm:


Safety: Safety is a very big deal in schools these days, so any unsolved problem precipitating unsafe behavior should be a high priority.

Frequency: If a student doesn’t have any safety issues, you could prioritize the unsolved problems that are setting in motion challenging episodes most often.

Gravity: If there are no safety issues, you could also prioritize the unsolved problems that are having the greatest negative impact on the student or others.




	
Guideline #4: The unsolved problem should be as specific as possible.




There are two strategies for ensuring that an unsolved problem is as specific as possible: (1) include details about with whom, over what, where, and/or when the unsolved problem is occurring; and (2) ponder what expectation the student is really having trouble meeting. Here’s an example of an unsolved problem that isn’t specific enough in the beginning, and you’ll see that use of the strategies helps clarify it and make it more specific:


	
TEACHER A: Janice has difficulty with the word no. (That’s actually a theory, and it refers to many different unsolved problems because the caregivers are probably saying no about many different things.)


	
MEETING LEADER, using Strategy #1: What are you saying no about?


	
TEACHER A: I’m saying, “No, you cannot go to the bathroom seventeen times during every math period.”


	
MEETING LEADER: Okay, so the word no is not the unsolved problem and going to the bathroom seventeen times during math is the challenging behavior. What expectation is she having difficulty meeting during math (Strategy #2)?
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