How to Help Kids (Succeed) Without Really Trying

“Boring Means Hard and Won’t Means Can’t”

If a normally bright child doesn’t like reading (!!) or – 


Yawns, looks around or tries to “escape”


Mumbles or reads aloud in a monotone (or it feels painful to listen)


Doesn’t “get” word problems in math


Can’t read if there are distractions in the room


Can’t remember the story (but can recite it perfectly if he sees the movie)


Skips the questions (and maybe instructions!) and guesses at answers on tests


Scores poorly on reading tests, including the FCAT, even though he seems smart enough


Suspect dyslexia
If a normally bright child (with normal hearing) won’t listen or follow directions or – 


Doesn’t seem to pay attention when the teacher is talking


Asks “Huh?” when you say something (but says “Oh” before you finish repeating it)


Doesn’t hear things in a noisy or “busy” environment


Doodles through your whole lecture and doesn’t know any more than before you gave it


Doesn’t hear if he is thinking hard or engrossed in something


Can’t remember what you just said even though he was looking at you


Suspect an auditory processing disorder
If a normally bright child won’t finish written work or has bad handwriting or – 


Last year’s teacher says he is lazy and obstinate – “he could do it if he just would try”


Gets letters mixed up – the order or their orientation – when in a hurry


Writes slowly, presses too hard or not hard enough, omits letters or words


Can spell the words on the spelling test but can’t write them reliably and forgets quickly

Knows the extended answer but only writes the abbreviated version


Hates science or social studies if he must write answers to the chapter questions


EVEN if he is a wonderful artist and can draw the letters in calligraphy


Suspect dysgraphia
If a normally bright child can’t organize time or things or – 


Does homework but forgets to turn it in


Has a hard time making a decision, identifying main idea and/or prioritizing


Mixes up order and sequence even from his own experience


Does inconsistent work – sometimes very good, sometimes not


Seems forgetful or careless even when working on projects he really likes


Suspect executive dysfunction
If a normally bright child just isn’t performing to capacity or – 


Is a surprisingly poor reader but you’d never guess it in conversation


Remembers everything else but not times tables or spelling words


Understands science better than the rest of the class but has poor test and daily scores

Doesn’t finish assignments or turn in homework but gets great FCAT/SAT scores



Think gifted LD (and discouraged)
If a normally bright child doesn’t seem to care or – 


Refuses to do tasks well within his ability (and doesn’t have a learning disability)


Deliberately forgets (or creates other excuses for not doing work)


Lashes out unaccountably under pressure


Insists the work is dumb (or otherwise not worth doing)


Becomes passive aggressive and resistant

Suspect discouragement
If a normally bright child can’t concentrate

Wonder about sleep deprivation (number one cause!)


Wonder about depression, PTSD, child abuse


Wonder about bullying, anxiety, sensory overload

Wonder about experiences like prematurity, in utero substance exposure

Wonder about too little iron or too much lead or excessive screen time (TV, video, etc.)

Wonder about hypothyroidism, absence seizures, vision or hearing impairment


Wonder about discouragement, family conflict, community problems


Wonder about pregnancy, drugs, peer threats (middle school)


Wonder about ADHD with or without hyperactivity

Children have an innate drive to mastery.  

If a challenge is appropriate, they can’t resist it.

If a child is not learning eagerly and joyfully, suspect something holding him back.

If he doesn’t do his best, ask what that something might be.

If a child does something awful, 

isn’t sorry 

and would just as soon spit in your eye (not merely bravado), 

suspect conduct disorder.  

If a child acts awful 

purposefully to get you upset 

and he says it’s black just because you say it’s white, 

suspect oppositional defiant disorder.  

If a child with a good heart and a good head does something awful 

but afterward feels terrible 

and can’t believe he would do such a bad thing, 

(or truly believes it is black in spite of evidence showing it’s white,)


suspect emotional dysfunction 


or a mood disorder.

Characteristics you might not think of when identifying academically gifted kids:

Unexpectedly good sense of humor, especially for irony, puns, double entendre
Can recite back to you chapter and verse even though you know he wasn’t listening

Relates seemingly unrelated ideas in ways that actually make sense

Can teach you stuff didn’t know regarding several science or social studies topics 

Prefers to converse with adults – and when he does, they forget his age

Genuine concern about world affairs, truth and justice

Better-than-usual sense of fairness and compassion for the less fortunate

Longer and more complex sentence structure that expected

More extensive vocabulary than usual and a startlingly apt way of expressing herself

Comfort  with abstract ideas that baffle the rest of the class

Recognizes and appreciates another’s point of view (before middle school)

Thinks algebra is fun and enjoys word problems (at any age)

Plays unusually complicated games and works word, logic or math puzzles for “kicks”

Knows more ways to “get your goat” than you thought possible

Last year’s teacher says he is an insufferable know-it-all (he corrected her one too many times)

Already keeps a journal or writes letters, stories, plays, poetry – for reasons of his own

Involved in teaching other kids (a role model for better or worse)

Rejected by peers because they don’t “get it” – his interests, standards of performance, etc.

Mentally dropped out in second grade when his head got too far ahead of his hands

You keep thinking he’s lazy, crazy or bad because you know “he could if he just would.”

Has a hard time with multiple-choice tests because he thinks of too many variables

Has a hard time with essay questions because there is so much to say, he can’t get it all down

Catches inferences and understands allusions

Resents doing workbook pages and math papers that teach skills he mastered long ago

Chides you for teaching material a former teacher already covered

Sneaks and reads ahead instead of following along in the text

Challenges class material or test questions based on outside information (and he’s right)

Thinks he is stupid because his performance isn’t perfect or if he has to study to learn something

Compares his skills with professionals (not other students) and judges himself incompetent

Diagnostic criteria for Non-verbal (Right hemispheric) Learning Disability

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Bilateral tactile-perceptual deficits 

Bilateral psychomotor coordination deficits 

Outstanding deficiencies in visual-spatial-organizational abilities 

Deficits in the areas of nonverbal problem solving, concept formation, hypothesis testing 

Difficulty dealing with negative feedback in novel or complex situations 

Difficulties in dealing with cause-effect relationships 

Difficulties in the appreciation of incongruities 

Well-developed rote verbal capacities and rote verbal memory skills 

Over-reliance on prosaic rote, and consequently inappropriate, behaviors in unfamiliar situations 

Relative deficiencies in mechanical arithmetic as compared to proficiencies in reading (word recognition) and spelling 

Rote and repetitive verbosity 

Content disorders of language 

Poor psycholinguistic pragmatics (cocktail party speech) 

Poor speech prosody 

Reliance on language for social relating, information gathering, and relief from anxiety 

Misspelling almost exclusively of the phonetically accurate variety 

Significant deficits in social perception, social judgment, and social interaction skills 

Marked tendency for social withdrawal and isolation as age increases 

High risk for social-emotional disturbance if no appropriate intervention is undertaken 

