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SORE  CURENT   THOUGHTS   0N  TIIE  LEARNING  DISABLED  ADOLESCENT

REOM  A  PROFESSI0NEL„.` nlmaAT   SHOULD  BE  DONE      .
Dr.  Alice  Thompson,  Visit,ing  Professor  of  Special  Education,   Special  Education  Department,
Sou.therm  Illinois  University.
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I.      'Thel.a   is  more   ho]>e   .for   subsl..,a,iiii{Ll   .imprtivemen.i   t]uriritr't`hrj   adtjlest.`atlL`  j]driod  thari   wa,i~~+`
being  thought  for  awhile®     Evel`yone  has  been  tending  to  think  that  after  ten  years `or  so
of  ±`ailure  and  frustration,  they  were  so  steeped  in  resistance  that  hope  was  dim.    Now  I
see  that  they  ai.e  still  appreciat,ive  of  success  and  accomplishaent  and  will  begin  to  work
hard  again  if  there  is  some  proof  of  progress.
2®     The  deep  doi^m,  urgent,  persisting  clue  to  their  improvement  is  to  begin  where  they  are  -
each  one  of  them  in his  own  situation.    I've  been  saying  that  maybe  the  very  worst  thing  we
do  to  children  in  education  is  to  move  them  on  to  a  greate`r  level  of  difficulty before  pre-
Ceeding  levels  have  been mastered.     I  had  once  thought  that  t.hey  wou].d  resist  beginning
where  they  could  demonstrate  competenceg  but  I  see  now  that,  they  will  start  anywhere  just
So  we  don't  flaunt  second  gradeg   third  gradeg   etc.9   in  their  faces®     There  are  many  and
beautiful  reading  materials  now  for  each  performance  at  advanced  interest  levels,  and  they
should  be  used  to  the  fullest.    Many  arithmetic  workbooks  are  now  coming  out  merely  se-
C::t:.:ti::  ::c:::::Culty Without  being  glaringly  pegged  as  `to  grade  level.    Anywayg  the  se-

3o    Next  to  starting  where  they  are  is  to  determine  their  rate  of  progress  and  gear  every-
thing  to  mastery®     Instead  of  a  series .of  plateauso  make  the  increment  constant  e.ven  though
it  has  to  be  padded  out  endlessly  for  the  slow  learner.    He  mustn't  be  just  doing  the  same
thing  over  and  over.     There  is  a  rate  that  is  right  for  each  one®    Workbooks  and  other  rna-
terials  should  be  made  to  provide  as  much  drill  as  necessary  for  mastery  without  making  it
look  like  the  same  old.thing.    Actual.ly  children  don't  mind  how  slowly  they  go  if  they  can
see  that  they  are  really  going.
4®     Another  individual  thing  is  to  detel`mine  learning  style  or  mode.     We  know  a  good  deal
llow  about  visu€L11earners,   auditory  learners,   concretistic  learners,   conceptual  ]earners9
etic..     Some  learning  disabled  kids  are  slow  to  catc.h  on  in  some  things,  but  may  be  fir!e  con-
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any  better  at  typing  than  at  writing  because  they  tend  to  have  poor motor  skills  in  arms
and  fingers  (even  if  they  are  tops  on  the  football  squad).     It  is  better  to  have  something
to  communicate  than  to  have  literary  skills  if  one  must  take  a  choice,  and  I  tihink  -with
many  of  these  we  must  take  the  choi-.`.}T    Spelling  garbling  is  a  built-in  impairment,  but
physicians  and  bankers  seem  to  be  able  to  struggle  along.     I  would  teach  spelling,   and
teach  it  at  a  low  level  but  I  would  be  careful  not,  to  penalize  what  a  kid  has  to  say  on
account  of  spelling.
6.     In  spite  of  the  U.S.  Office  of  Education's  emphasis  on  learning  disa.bilities  versus
emotional  distul.bances,  I  find  the  mixture  so  cormon  that  I  wouldn't  cling  to  a  diagnosis.
It  has  been  worthwh±.1e  to  me  to  think  of  behavior  disturbances  as  learning  disabilities.
The  child  hasn't  learned  how  to  get  along  with  others,  how  to  feel  as  others  do,  how  to
develop  self-confidenceg  how  to  carry  r.esponsibility,  how  to  exercise  judgment,   etc®    His
failures  in  developing  these  skills  are  as  likely to  be  constitutionally  built-in  charac-
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intensive  work with  adolescents  is  that  behavior  deviations  (including  the  psychotic  and
bizarre  and  ''odd"  but  not  the  psychopaths)  can  respond  favorably  in  an  academic  setting
with  strong  academic  emphasis,  providing  that  the  personal  skill  development  is  carefully
included.    The  best  way  in  the  world  for  a  school-age  child  to  learn  responsibility  is  to
exercise  responsibility  in  his  school  work.    Probably  the  best  help  for  his  bizarre  behav-
ior  is  not  to  have  opportunity  to  practice  it.    School  offers  unlimited  opportunities  for
putting  children  together  on  simultaneous  social  and  academic  bases.
7.     Programmed  learning  sequences  are  imperative  for  most  learning  disabled  children.     They
need  immediate  corroboration  of  accuracy  which  will  serve  as  reinforcement  for  going  on  to
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a  succeeding  step.    After  they get  a  little  into  t'he  groove  of  learning,  the  corroborati`on
should begin  to  be  intern.ittent  rather  than  consistent.    lthen  consistent  reinforcement  stops
(as  when  no  one  puts  more  money  into  a  cigarette  machirie  if  it  doesn't  produce);  but  when  a
variable  ratio  of  reinforcement  is  established,  performiance  will  go  on  indefinitely  (this  is
what  keeps  has  Vegas  in  business).    Teaching  machines  are  excellent  part  of  the  time.
8.    Contractual  teaching  is  great  with  adolesc,ents®    It  helps  to  establish  responsibi].ity,
incorporates  the  estimations  of  the  child  about  his  own  abilities,  and  cormits  him  to
courses  of  action®     (This  is  sometimes  called  cormitment  teaching.)    where  periods  are  not
arbitrarily  started  and  stopped  by  the  clock,  one  wh.o  gets  himself  goirig  will  often  con-
tinue  efficiently  for  some  time,  and  on  the  next  occasion wiJ.i  know where  to  pick up  with-
out  the  teacher's  direction.    It  is  particularly good with  resistant  children who  have  had
much  experience  with  always  being  told what  to  do  next  and  finding  that  the  assignment  is
not  suitable.    If  they help  choose  and monitor  the  expectations,I they help  themselves.
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School  children  are  so  accustomed  to  this  that
they  don't  know any  other  way;  and  teachers  are  equally  caught  up  in  it.    A majority  of
learning  disabled  children  are  used  to  punishment  of  various  kinds,  which  is  one  reason
they  often  have  so  little  hope,   or  so  much  resistance.    The  formula  has  to  be  reversed  so
that  it  is  worthwhile  to  invest  oneself .    The  movement  which  is  called  behavior  modifica-
tion has  this  as  its  central  principle,  although many  individuals  have  used  it  in ways
which have  given  the  term  a  bad  name.    By  capitalizing  on  interests  and  permitti`ng  the
curriculum  to  become  a  little  more  flexibleg  many  children  can  succeed  and  find  learning
pleasant  for  the  first  time.

A  focal  part  of  the  nonpunitive  approach  is  that  the  teacher  accepts  the  pro.position
that  if  the  child  is  not  responding  favorably  to  the  course  of  action,  the  planning must
have  been  inadequate  or  nonfitting  to  the  child.    It  is  easy  to  putishg  but  it  takes  se]f-
discipline  on  the  part  of  a  teacher  t.o  recognize  that  if  things  do  not  meet  expectation
it  is  the  fault  of  the  plarming  and not  the  fault  of  the  child.
10.  P.elated  to  the  foregoing  is  the  suggestion  of  credit.  by  examin`ation.     There  would be  no
need,  for  example,  to  teach  algebra  to  a  majority  of  high  schobl  student,s.     There  are  good
programmed  sequences  in  algebra,   and  it  oug.ht  td  be  possible  for  a  student'to  check  out  a
prograrmed  algebra,   estimate  the  time  when  he  would  be  ready  to  take  a  mastery  exam,   and
also  set  a  percentile  goal  for  himself  -  a  contract  stipulating  the  level  of  competence
which  he  wished  to  achieve.     Through  this  procedure  algebra  teachers  would  be  free  to  spend
most  of  their  time  with  students  who  have  difficulty  with  the  subject,  and  to.troubleshoot
for  occasional   students  woroking  on  theii`  own  who  hit  a  snag.     Students  respond  well  to  being
put  on  their  our  responsibility  for  progress,  even  learning  disabled  students  when  they have
appropriate  materials.    There  are  several  high  school  subjects  that  could  easily  be  converted
to  this  self-mastery  concept.    Any  area  of  learning  that  is  primal`ily  a  body  of  information
could  be  put  on  this  basis,  leaving  teachers.free  to  develop  other  types  of  disciplines:
the  humanities,  the  arts.-----------.-------
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