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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“Sneaking Up on Their Blind Side”
The Discouraged Student

When a child has tried and failed to meet his needs for attention and power, including the need for the positive regard of his teacher and a sense of mastery of his schoolwork, he may give up on meeting his needs in healthy ways.  He may either give up completely – convinced of his worthlessness to others and his inability to achieve appropriate goals – or resort to seeking negative attention and adopting self-defeating or anti-social behaviors.  

Industry versus Inferiority

The elementary school child is at an age of intense drive to mastery.   These children want to read and write and do math like the “big kids” – and will go to any lengths to do so if nothing holds them back.  The kinds of things that hold them back are: failure to have developed foundational initiative (versus guilt) and autonomy (versus shame and doubt) during their preschool years; physical problems like muscle weakness or immature coordination; brain disorders like dyslexia or other specific learning disabilities; effects of child abuse or family turmoil that interfere with the child’s ability to focus his full powers on his schoolwork; medical conditions that sap mental and physical energy.  
If the child is able to achieve his goals of mastering appropriate skills, he develops his self-image as a good worker – he sees himself as industrious and competent.  For the rest of his life, he will believe that he is able to master skills and to perform his duties well.  He will take pride and find satisfaction in doing a good job and will view himself as a successful achiever.  
If a child perceives that he is not able to meet academic expectations (his own and others’), he internalizes a self-concept of failure and inferiority.  The less he feels he is able to succeed, the less he is willing to try his best – because to try and to fail after doing his best would be proof positive that he is an inferior and incapable worker.  The effect of failure at this stage of life leads to permanent underachievement that is extremely resistant to treatment later on.  Prevention assumes an importance of vast proportion.
Mood Disorders

Children with mood disorders view themselves as naughty because they don’t behave as they wish but instead they react uncontrollably (because the emotional center of the brain has taken charge over the thinking part and the child cannot make rational choices during that interval.)  Their behavior reinforces their negative self-image; their negative self-image leads to acting out those beliefs with bad behavior.
Children with mood disorders feel (and are) out of control.  They have an increased need for attention and stability – attention to help establish their self-worth as an individual and stability (security and safety) to exercise control to the degree they are able.  If those needs (for attention and stability) are not met during the child’s quest for mastery, they divert his energy and focus away from his work; he fails to achieve his goals – he is unable to resolve the “industry versus inferiority” struggle, so his self-concept suffers even more. His failure as a student “proves” to him that he is a failure in life.  
Prevention is difficult but not impossible.  There are methods that parents and teachers can use: to help the child interpret his actions correctly; to understand that the behavior is unacceptable but that it does not represent his true self or mean that he is a bad person; to get treatment for his mood disorder; and to improve his low self-concept.  The chemistry has to be right for the other interventions to work, but medication can’t teach him better scripts to use or healthy coping techniques for stress or how to recognize developing problems and resources for resolving difficult situations.  He needs a complete therapeutic regimen – including a home program and school accommodations.  Once the child begins to improve, he can begin to take pleasure in his accomplishments and feel joy and satisfaction from a job well done.  Once he tastes success (instead of the ashes of disappointment or the choking sensation of pressured demands) his natural endorphins reward his effort and his drive to mastery re-emerges.
Victims of Child Abuse and of Post-traumatic Stress Disorder

These children crave power to an inordinate degree.  Something terrible has happened over which they had no control.  Now they must be super-strong to protect themselves.  They can’t afford to trust the caretakers who are supposed to care for them and keep them safe because their experience taught them otherwise.  Safety is elusive and unsure even when it appears to be present.  It is only by exercising control over every aspect of their lives and maintaining constant vigilance that disaster may be held at bay – at least for the moment.  
Hypervigilance is very expensive to the organism.  Battling for control of every area of life costs a large percentage of all available resources.  Just as with children suffering from mood disorders, so much of the abused child’s mental and emotional energy is consumed with their pathology that very little remains for schoolwork.  Becoming an industrious worker is a luxury he can ill afford when he perceives his very survival to be at stake.
Prevention hinges on provision of safety – using the child’s criteria for perceived safety – and empowerment of the child – placing legitimate domains under his control.  In this context, mastery of age-appropriate academic skills becomes an avenue to recovery.
Gifted Underachievers
The gifted* child is notorious for trouble with motivation – related not to “laziness” but to perfectionism.  These children don’t compare themselves to mere mortals but to the top achievers in their field or to a platonic ideal.   When they fail to measure up to their unreasonably high expectations, they label themselves as failures.  

Once a child believes he is a failure, his actions depend on his personality.  He may give up entirely and completely quit trying – just lose heart.  He may withdraw from the challenge and refuse to risk disappointment – rather be thought lazy or bad than to face the awful certainty of exposure as stupid.  He may rebel or complain that he is bored**
*”Gifted” in this context is not used for “borderline gifted” – those who are smart enough to know they’re smart but not smart enough to know they’re not all that smart.  These borderline gifted children do compare themselves to other children and may develop attitudes of smugness or false superiority.  
** “Bored” is code for “This is too hard.  I can’t do it.”  Sometimes it means the work is too hard and sometimes it means the situation is too difficult and he wants to escape the discomfort.  Children are rarely bored for real; they find ingenious ways to amuse themselves (if no one stops them!)
Enticing the Wild Unicorn
Pressure intensifies resistance and decreases motivation.  The overwhelmed child shuts down or rebels.  These children need to be drawn out without them realizing what is happening.  They need a very subtle and indirect approach to academics and a warm but not intense emotional climate.  
The discouraged child needs indirect praise because he cannot accept direct compliments; he needs to be empowered and enticed with the “taste” of success.  The teacher should respect the child’s autonomy and drive to mastery and to maintain unspoken high expectations – to take it for granted that the child is destined to succeed – without ever uttering the deadly words, “I know you could do it if you would just try.”  His accomplishment should be treated matter-of-factly – almost nonchalantly – as though it was expected and is no surprise.   

At all costs, the teacher must avoid even the appearance of a power struggle with the child because it is a LOSE-LOSE situation.  Only the child can govern his production – of schoolwork or of what goes in the potty.  No one can make him eat or sleep; those are his job.  No one can make the discouraged child try to do his work; no one can make him feel competent. We set the stage; he decides.  Industry versus inferiority.

Sample Script for Math 
(May be used with a small group or with an individual – 
May repeat each session type as many times as needed)
Sorting Session

Teacher: I’ll be tutoring some children who have trouble with math.  I don’t want them to get discouraged, so I need some help.  I got together some math papers to use but they need to be sorted – which ones are too easy and which ones are too hard and which ones are about right.  

(Hand small stack of a mixture of math papers from kindergarten to the child’s grade level or a little above.)

Teacher: (Thumb through the sorted stacks.)   Thanks!  

Grading Session

Teacher:  I appreciate the help you gave me the other day.  One of my friends teaches some younger kids and wondered if I had any students who would grade some papers.  Would you grade a few of these papers to help out?  (Hand a few kindergarten or first grade math papers with answer keys.  Go over the first one or two to make sure the student understands the process.)  Write at the top of the page how many the students get right.  Circle the problems they need to do over.  Be sure to say something nice on each paper or draw a happy face.
Teacher: (Review – checking for accuracy.)  Thanks!  

Answer Key Session

Teacher: Remember those children I am working with in math?  Those papers you picked out were just right.  Do you have time to help me a little more? 

I need answer keys to a few of these from the easy stack.  Would you make me some?  Just write the answers in dark blue (pen, pencil or crayon.)  (Go over the first few to make sure the student understands the process and that the work is easy enough.)
Teacher: (Review – checking for accuracy.)  Thanks!  
Tutoring Session     
(Select cooperative younger students and easy work.  May use children from all levels as tutors – not just those needing help.  Supervise unobtrusively.)
Sample Script for Reading
Reading Theatre* (works best with small group)
Teacher: (Give children a very short, very easy, funny story from any source.)  We are going to make a play from this story and do it for the first graders.  Okay, we need a narrator – the one who kind of reads the story in between when the other actors say their parts.  And, we need … (Name and assign other characters.)
You practice it a couple of times, then we’ll go over it and see what else we need.

Teacher:  Let’s hear how you’re coming along.  Try it out on me.  (Sit very still and quiet unless someone is in distress or asks for help.  Let them do it their way.  Clap at the end.)  Wow!  You’ve really been working.  (Always reward effort more than results to keep them trying.)

Send them out when you think they’re ready.  Not too soon but not too late.  Don’t let them get bored or worn out practicing.
*What is different about Reading Theatre from “regular” plays is that no one has to memorize a part.  All the characters read their parts while standing or sitting.  The most important factor in the success for actors and audience is that the story be very short, very easy to perform – and funny for beginning readers and listeners.

Story Time (individual or small group)
Initially, the teacher (or parent) reads to the child.  Start with exciting fast-moving books and gradually work into human interest and historical fiction. 
Invite the child to reciprocate – using a (very easy) book of his choice – but don’t press.  (Sometimes I request one of my favorite stories – for real, not patronizing the child – such as Green Eggs and Ham or Brown Bear, Brown Bear.)  

When the child is comfortable reading a certain story, invite him to join in a story time for the “little kids.”  Each person reads a story to the children.
Sample Approach for Spelling, Math and Other Skills Subjects 
(Works well with whole class, small group or individual instruction)
“I need to get an idea of what things you already know and which things you are ready to learn.  I am giving you some work to do; some of it is very easy, some is just right and some is way too hard.  You won’t get a grade for this.  No one can fail this work or pass this work.  It is only examples of different kinds of work children do at your age.
“If you come to some parts that you really don’t know how to do at all, just circle them – and if you want to take a guess, that’s okay, but you can leave it blank if you’d rather.  If you see any parts that you think you know but aren’t sure, put a question mark by your answer so we can look back to see what kinds of things gave you a little trouble.”
Check over work with child.  Rather than mark answers right or wrong, let the child mark them “E” for easy, “OK” for about the right difficulty level and to indicate that the child feels comfortable studying that material – and “X” for anything that needs to be postponed for now.  DON’T give any global assessment like “good job” or “You did great.”  Instead say, “It looked like you were working hard.  Are you satisfied with your results?”  If he says he did great, stare off for a minute to consider and then nod a little and say, ‘Yeah, I think so,” and drop the subject.  If he says he did poorly, say you’re sorry and ask what he thought went wrong.  Don’t argue with him.  Say, ‘You may be right.  What do you think we might want to do about it?”  Accept any reasonable response.  For unreasonable responses, say, “That might be hard to do.  Any easier ideas?”  
Excuse the child from further assignments regarding benchmarks he clearly has met and material he has mastered.  Retain the right to re-test periodically for continued proficiency – and exercise that right at random intervals.

For material demonstrated to be at the child’s appropriate instructional level, assign work as usual (accepting a variety of expressions, such as oral, written, dictated, etc.)  Have the child correct routine assignments; use peer-tutoring and direct instruction as needed.  Administer the post-test.  If he gets 90% or better, he goes on; if not, he reviews the material and tries again.
The rule for homework should be that if he does it and needs the credit at marking time, it counts for him.  If he aces the interim and final exams and projects and earns an A, then it doesn’t matter whether or not he did homework (since he has demonstrated mastery of the learning goals and met grade level standards for that part of the curriculum.)
