

[image: ]




[image: ]




NO EASY ANSWERS

A Bantam Book
PRINTING HISTORY
Winthrop edition published June 1979
Bantam mass market edition published January 1981
Bantam trade paperback edition/March 1995

All rights reserved.
Copyright © 1979, 1980, 1995 by Sally L. Smith.
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.
For information address: Bantam Books.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Smith, Sally Liberman.

No easy answers : the learning disabled child at home and at school / Sally L. Smith. — Rev. ed., Bantam trade pbk. ed.

    p. cm.

eISBN: 978-0-307-80980-3

1. Learning disabled children—Education. 2. Home and school.

I. Title.

LC4704.S625        1995                                                                  94-36478


Bantam Books are published by Bantam Books, a division of Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc. Its trademark, consisting of the words “Bantam Books” and the portrayal of a rooster, is Registered in U.S. Patent and Trademark Office and in other countries. Marca Registrada. Bantam Books, 1540 Broadway, New York, New York 10036.



v3.1




CONTENTS

[image: ]


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Preface

Preface to the First Edition



 1  Have You Seen This Child?

 2  Immaturity and the Need for Organization

 3  No One Cause, No One Answer

 4  Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)

 5  The Need to Learn How to Learn

 6  Managing Space and Time

 7  Learning the Three Rs

 8  Teachers: Their Concerns and Feelings

 9  Teaching Approaches

10 Teaching Through the Arts and the Academic Clubs

11 Parents: Their Concerns and Feelings

12 Parents and Teachers and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act

13 Adolescence: Socialization and Organization

14 The Key Is Organization


Conclusion Educating the Learning Disabled for the Future

Appendix 1 Glossary

Appendix 2 Recommended Books

Appendix 3 Tapes and Videos

Appendix 4 Information Centers, Organizations, and Research Centers

Appendix 5 Recommended Professional Journals

Appendix 6 Description and List of Tests Ordinarily Used to Diagnose Learning Disabled Students

Appendix 7 The Lab School of Washington

Dedication

Acknowledgments

About the Author




PREFACE
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The first edition of No Easy Answers: The Learning Disabled Child at Home and at School was published by Bantam in 1981. More than a decade later Bantam is bringing out a new edition to help parents and teachers unlock the mysteries of learning disabilities. I wrote the book because I wished I had owned such a book in the 1960s when my son with severe learning disabilities (what’s now called ADHD) was growing up. The insights of a desperate mother, dealing with the vital needs of a child crying out for assistance, were the passionate beginnings of my knowledge about learning disabilities. I read everything that was written on the subject, and in 1967 I had the audacity (and perhaps naïveté) to design and direct a school for my son, and others like him, when there was no such thing available.

No Easy Answers: The Learning Disabled Child at Home and at School is based on my own experience. As mother, teacher, school administrator, and university professor, I have lived with the problems of the learning disabled every day since the early 1960s. The thousands of children with severe learning disabilities who attended The Lab School and an extraordinarily gifted faculty have been my teachers since 1967.

I was the Founder/Director of The Lab School, which was situated from 1967 to 1982 at the Kingsbury Center in Washington, DC. Twenty-eight years later I am still actively managing the school. In 1982, we became an independent body, The Lab School of Washington, with the same program, the same students and parents, and the same faculty. Independence allowed the school to expand from 80 students to 250 students spanning kindergarten through twelfth grade with an after-school arts and sports program. A diagnostic clinic with testing and tutoring services for the community and a training course for tutors began in 1983.

In 1984, The Night School for seventy-five to ninety adults with learning disabilities was added. A Wednesday-night lecture-discussion series began in 1985 to offer parents and those who aid them in the Washington metropolitan community a forum to explore feelings and problems related to raising a child or adolescent with learning disabilities. Large departments of occupational therapy, speech and language therapy, and psychotherapy grew to serve the wider Washington community as well as the school.

In 1985, to offer encouragement and motivation to our students and parents, The Lab School began giving Outstanding Learning Disabled Achiever Awards to celebrities with learning disabilities who had distinguished themselves in a particular field. A career- and college-counseling center specifically tailored for the learning disabled opened its doors in 1987. In 1993, the International Materials and Services Center was inaugurated in order to share Lab School materials, techniques, and methods with others in our country and abroad.

In 1975, I began teaching at The American University. In 1976, I became full-time faculty and associate professor in charge of the graduate program in special education: learning disabilities, and in 1982, I became professor. Now, in 1995, I am still teaching and in charge of the department of special education in The School of Education. I have been forced to learn everything I can so that the graduate students will have access to the latest research and practices in the field, and children with learning disabilities will be better served.

This new edition of No Easy Answers contains all the original information with updates where necessary. I have added more material on the related disorders of Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) and Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), on the gifted child with learning disabilities, the nursery-school youngster who is at risk for learning disabilities, more on behavior management, a final chapter on “Educating the Learning Disabled for the Future,” and a whole new Appendix of current resources.

Sally L. Smith
January 1995


PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION
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As we enter the 1980s we are able to control many aspects of our lives by push buttons, levers, switches, computers, test tubes, and nuclear energy, but we still have to deal with many of the human issues over which we have little control. We each wrestle with feelings, relationships, and values daily, and the way in which we deal with them determines the quality of the life we lead. There are rarely easy answers, simple solutions, perfect ways to handle human problems. This is especially true with the learning problems of children. Not machines but the brains and hearts of human beings are needed to help children overcome these problems. Compassion is not enough, although it is always welcome. Knowledge in depth of the child, his particular learning problems, and the tasks we are asking him to do are needed in order to help a learning disabled child to function effectively in school and in society.

This book is an introduction to the world of the learning disabled child. It is about the intelligent youngster who has trouble learning, not about the retarded or the emotionally disturbed child. It is about the child whose nervous system is delayed in maturing. He looks typical for his age, but he does not learn as other children his age do because he has a hidden handicap. In some ways, this child is similar to a much younger child, although in other ways he functions at his own age level or above. His wide scattering of abilities and disabilities makes him into a very uneven, inconsistent, unpredictable child who puzzles the adults around him.

Disorder prevails in a child who is delayed in development. He is scattered in his attention, as well as in his growth. He lacks the tools to organize what he sees, hears, touches, feels, smells, and tastes to make sense of his environment. Normally by school age, a child develops a sense of order, which is the solid base on which future learning is built. The child with disorder does not have an organized base. He has a learning disorder.

Although disorder is the key characteristic of these children, the term learning disabled is appropriate, for they are indeed disabled by their disorder. It is the term educators prefer to describe the intelligent child who experiences much learning difficulty at school. Doctors most frequently use the term minimal brain dysfunction.

This book is concerned with the immaturity that causes this disorder and the forces that provide the order necessary to deal with it. It explains how the learning disabled youngster becomes defeated at school, how his movement, language, reading, writing, spelling, and arithmetic are affected by his disorder. It deals primarily with the child who has a severe learning disability, but it is equally applicable to the great number of mildly handicapped children who slide through school getting C’s and D’s when their potential is for solid A’s.

The magnitude of the problem of learning disabilities was forced into national attention in the late 1970s, primarily through the efforts of concerned parents who banded together for action. Public Law 94-142 (effective in 1978) now mandates all states to provide proper educational services for these youngsters. Currently the media are publicizing the problems of these intelligent children who fail to learn properly and who frequently end up as school dropouts. The nation is finally becoming concerned about the wasted potential that ends up on the lines of the unemployed, in the courts, in jails, in guidance clinics and mental institutions. The time has come for us to spot these children early and give them what they need.

This book probes the multiple causes of learning disabilities and postulates that the learning disabled child’s prime need is for help in organizing almost every area of his life. He needs explicit teaching of organization skills, along with the three Rs. Teaching the learning disabled child the approach to a task is as important as teaching the task itself. This book explores the feelings of the adults closest to the learning disabled child—the many stages and dimensions of their reactions to him. It registers the feelings of the learning disabled child and follows him into his adolescence and preparation for an independent life. Addressed both to professionals in the education field, in health care, day care, recreational and youth organizations, and to parents, the text outlines the problems and offers guidelines and practical approaches.

This book embodies what I have learned from The Lab School students, their parents, and the teachers and artists who have worked with the children. There are no easy answers. No one way works with every learning disabled child. There are, however, basic principles and approaches that do work. Learning disabled youngsters can learn how to learn. They can succeed!


ONE
HAVE YOU SEEN THIS CHILD?
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He reads saw for was.

He says a b is a d, and a d is a p.

He skips, omits, or adds words when he reads aloud.

She reads well but can hardly spell a word.

She writes 41 for 14.

He can do any mental arithmetic problem but can’t write it down.

She doesn’t know today the multiplication tables she knew yesterday.

He can talk about life on Mars but can’t add 2 + 2.

He puts down the same answer to four different math problems.

He draws the same thing over and over again.

She asks endless questions but doesn’t seem interested in the answers.

He is an expert strategist in checkers but doesn’t understand simple riddles.

He has an adult vocabulary but avoids using the past tense.

She starts talking in the middle of an idea.

He calls breakfast lunch and confuses yesterday with tomorrow.

He can’t tell you what has just been said.

She can talk about Homer but can’t tell you the days of the week.

He discusses monsoons but does not know the order of the seasons.

He can remember the television ads but not his own telephone number.

She can remember what you say to her but not what she sees.

She can’t picture things in her mind.

She can’t see the difference between Africa and South America on the map.

He doesn’t see the difference between pin, pan, and pun.

She is a good child, quiet and polite, but she doesn’t learn.

He prefers to play with children much younger than himself.

She says whatever pops into her head.

He rushes headlong into his work, is the first one finished, and does every problem wrong.

She has trouble lining up and can’t keep her hands off the child in front of her.

He doesn’t stop talking, giggles too much, and laughs the loudest and the longest.

He doesn’t look where he’s going, bumps into the door, swings his lunch box into the nearest leg, trips on his own feet, and doesn’t look at the person who is talking to him.

He loses his homework, misplaces his book, forgets where he is to be.

She leaves a trail of her belongings behind her wherever she goes. He acts like an absentminded professor (and has untied shoelaces as well).

She likes routines, is upset by changes, and is reluctant to try anything new.

He wants everything done the same way.

He doesn’t follow directions.

She is distracted by the least little thing.

He doesn’t pay attention.

He doesn’t look.

She doesn’t listen.

He doesn’t remember.

   She doesn’t do what she’s supposed to do.

      HAVE YOU SEEN THIS CHILD?

Is this a bad child?

    Willful?

      Lazy?

        Manipulative?

          Spoiled?

            Disturbed?

Probably not. This might be a very young child, or it could be a learning disabled child. It isn’t that other children don’t behave this way. They do! It is THE QUANTITY, INTENSITY, AND LONG DURATION OF IMMATURE BEHAVIOR that make the learning disabled child different. It is the uneven quality of this child which is confounding. He is demanding, bewildering, baffling, and consuming. One day he can do something, and the next he can’t. Some of her talents are extraordinary, yet she cannot manage the simplest routines of daily existence. This erratic quality makes the adults around him and her feel insecure. What will happen next? Is he doing it on purpose? Does she do it to get me mad? These are typical questions asked by the adults who deal with the learning disabled child. They don’t understand. His talents and successes give them hope. His distractibility, infantile responses, and disorganization exasperate them. They don’t know what is going on. That, in itself, is exhausting. Teachers and parents find themselves feeling drained and inadequate. They want to do the very most and best they can for him, but they don’t know what to do. When they are with such a child, adults who are otherwise competent often feel helpless and incompetent.

THEY FACE SO MANY DIFFICULTIES

Imagine yourself to be this child, such a patchwork quilt of “can dos” and “can’t dos.” Would you believe you are intelligent, as the adults say, when all your buddies can read and you can’t? Wouldn’t you wonder about yourself if you kept hearing all kinds of sounds but missed what the teacher said? Other kids could remember so much, but you couldn’t. Wouldn’t that bother you? Might you wonder if something were terribly wrong with you if you were always forgetting things or tripping over your own feet and your friends didn’t? Have you ever wakened in an unfamiliar hotel room and tapped that terrible feeling of utter disorientation—“Where am I”? There is nothing familiar to hold on to, and for a brief moment your mind is blank. This is the way many learning disabled children feel in everyday space. And the lack of a sense of time and timing that they feel is comparable to your jet trip to Australia, where twenty hours later, without a watch, you have no sense of what time it is. Try threading a needle with a pair of extra-thick rubber gloves on, and you will come close to the feeling of the child whose hands don’t work well for him when he tries to hold a pencil and write. Try it while someone is stating firmly that if you only tried harder, you could do it.

If you analyze the process of tying your shoelaces, you will realize how exceedingly complex an act it is. Now imagine trying to tie a bow when you cannot visualize what a loop looks like. It is the feeling of the lost driver who knows his destination but doesn’t know where he is starting from, of the frantic mother who is being yelled at but can’t locate her car keys anywhere. Frantic and overwhelmed—common feelings of the learning disabled child, who is confused, bewildered, doesn’t know where to begin, what to do, how to go about doing a task, doesn’t understand what’s going on within him—this despairing child overwhelms the adults around him. Frequently he would rather be called “bad” than “dumb,” so he will say, “I won’t,” when he means, “I can’t.” Often she comes across as negative, hostile, or silly; she may be a loner, avoiding help, laughing at adults, sporting the “I don’t care” attitude or saying, “I think this work is boring and stupid” when she can’t do it. Sometimes he presents himself as sweet, kind, considerate, overly conscientious. Whatever the outside cover, the inside is hurting. Most adults feel that hurt, and when they don’t know how to remove it, they feel helpless. Too often, the frightened child is forgotten along with the precious qualities that the child does have.

THEY ALSO DISPLAY A HEARTY ENTHUSIASM …

There is something extremely appealing about a wide-eyed, open-armed youngster with a beaming smile. “Look, the sun is smiling on us today!” he says as he hugs the world around him. “I’m glad Mr. Rain stayed away,” an immature statement for an eleven-year-old but still a pleasure to hear.

There’s a sheer joy—temporary though it may be—that many learning disabled children bring to life. Often they seem to embrace life with an enthusiasm and jauntiness that most of us lose with maturity. The spontaneous expression of feelings, the unedited comment, the untrampled-upon gesture are all trademarks of the impulsive child. There’s a freshness that he conveys, perhaps because he doesn’t see the whole picture, that turns our attention to experiences we have come to take for granted. In the midst of checking the route map, watching the road signs, estimating when the next gas stop must be made, our attention is suddenly diverted to an unexpected delight when the learning disabled child remarks, “How fresh and good the grass smells!”

Often overly sensitive to the feelings and relationships of the people around him, this is the child who slips her hand clumsily into the hand of a troubled adult and squeezes gently. The adult silently wonders, “How did that little girl know what I needed just at that time?” Many adults have commented that learning disabled children seem to have ESP, a certain profound knowledge of emotional states (even if the child can’t apply it to himself).

Sometimes a learning disabled child is very shy and retiring, tending to back away from social situations, and especially unfamiliar ones. Often, however, he meets people easily, although he may have trouble maintaining those relationships. In one family of three children, it was always the learning disabled child who knew everyone at the unfamiliar swimming pool, had become a well-known figure in the hotel dining room, and had met every new neighbor within minutes of their arrival. He didn’t remember their names but everyone knew his. “Oh, you’re Joe’s family!” people would say to the rest of them. His friendliness to strangers and his open, guileless remarks enchanted newcomers. In any new situation, this family found it was Joe who made everybody feel at home at once. His impulsiveness may have led him to wandering, but he did get the layout of a new place down pat—that is, if he found his way back to the appointed spot. He had a way of heading toward the men’s room but along the way discovering all sorts of fascinating byways to share with his family. He was indiscriminate in his choice of companions. He was equally at ease with a beggar and a millionaire, both of whom introduced him to exciting new experiences. He would always come back from one of his jaunts (while the family was frantically looking for him) bearing a precious gift somebody had given him—a flower or a candy—or leading some embarrassed but friendly stranger back with him.

Not sufficiently afraid of the dangerous or the unknown, the learning disabled child frequently embarks on adventures that could fill a novel. She’s the one who discovers the unbeaten path to the hermit’s cottage and has tea with him, uncovers the nest of blue eggs, finds the attic closet filled with treasures (even though she may get locked inside it for a while). Walking along the beach picking up pebbles at random, he finds a half-dollar. He is the one who ducks under the barrier and gets to shake the governor’s hand. Important people are treated like any other friends by this child, who is not famous for diplomacy and has no sense of priorities. He doesn’t discriminate, to the point that it becomes poor judgment in social situations.

He is likely to be an asset at a party, where he genuinely welcomes people and puts others at ease. Trouble may come later if he meets with a frustration or misinterprets a remark. At school, he often takes on the welcoming role at the beginning of the term or in a new grouping.

… AND MANY OTHER SPECIAL QUALITIES

Some learning disabled youngsters are not hyperactive, impulsive, or outgoing, but they too have a quality about them that can make others feel good about themselves. Albert, quiet and resourceful, seems to gather children around him. They feel strength in him. They admire his athletic prowess. He seems to have a fund of resources, untried ways of doing things. The learning disabled youngster, because there is so much he can’t seem to do like others, must call upon his own ingenuity and use a different perspective. Perhaps learning disabilities have been at the root of some of our most valued inventions. We know that Thomas Edison’s learning disabilities brought him failure at school, but they also helped to bring us the lightbulb. Auguste Rodin, the magnificent sculptor, had difficulty learning to read and write; he was known as the worst student in his school. Albert Einstein’s teachers found him to be a slow learner and socially awkward. And Hans Christian Andersen, who spun all those lovely fairy tales, was an extremely poor student and said to be very immature. Yet his naïveté and his eternal childlike qualities have brought pleasure to countless people.

The learning disabled youngster, along with all the heartache he feels and brings into his home, often touches the family with a freshness, a pure natural quality. When Harry laughed, it was such a full, resounding roar of delight that his family couldn’t help but laugh with him. The unscreened pleasure he took in watching the antics of a litter of puppies permeated the whole house. Unfortunately that same loud laugh, and its duration, might send him to the principal’s office at school.

Although the learning disabled child is not known for his humor and is often laughed at for his clumsiness of speech, action, or social behavior, many times he coins a phrase that is uproarious. Martin, after suffering along with a classmate who wouldn’t stop talking about electricity, said, “That guy is so obsessed with electricity that someday he’s going to go to the bathroom and a lightbulb will come out!”

Moodiness can bring bright moments too. Just as a young child is very distractible and often can be led out of a bad moment by his own distractibility, so it is with the learning disabled child. The perturbed girl with the storm clouds gathering around her can suddenly change into a sparkling delight if an adult strikes the right chord and provokes her to laugh by imitating her pouting. Within minutes her mood can change, often for the better. Her responsiveness lends itself to adult direction.

Courage is a quality we all admire. With the blind child, the deaf, the paralyzed, the public admires every effort. Such a large part of the learning disabled child’s troubles goes unseen that she does not receive anything like the praise she so justly deserves. Imagine the effort it takes to operate within the disorder felt by this child. It takes an immense amount of effort every day for the learning disabled child to face the world of school with its meaningless symbols and confused instruction. Not only is she picking herself up literally much of the time, but she is also picking herself up from constant failures and disappointments and keeping going.

It is a wonder that so many learning disabled children have developed strong characters and unique personalities, but they have. True, some of them are quiet, very closed people, called eccentric, but more often than not they are respected for their difference and their specific talents. Many are free spirits, venturing into life with abandon. The brakes are not on enough. The maturity that builds good judgment is not working well enough. But there’s a joy, a heartwarming quality that brings out all the good instincts in a person. Many brothers or sisters of learning disabled children (and a sprinkling of parents too) have felt a certain envy and admiration of the free spirit. One older brother said, “I’m so regulated by what I should do and what I have to do, I’ve lost sight of what I can do or want to do or like to do. And HE DOES IT ALL!”

Teachers often say that they can’t get over how good-looking, appealing, and affectionate the learning disabled children in their classrooms are and how unusually creative so many of them are. The learning disabled child has to use other outlets when the switchboard of the brain doesn’t make the proper connections; she has to travel new pathways. She has to use all the resources at her disposal to accomplish the simplest of tasks. She has to combat the disorder overwhelming her, making her easily fatigued. She has to work far harder than the rest of us, and still take the abuse of being called lazy.

Have you seen this child?


TWO

IMMATURITY AND THE NEED
FOR ORGANIZATION
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Organization is the lifeline, the safeguard, the medicine, and the key to learning for the child who is disabled by disorganization, or disorder. This intelligent child cannot filter out and organize the sensations that are coming to his brain from his eyes and his ears and through his body. He is overstimulated, bombarded by every sensation. He cannot sort out that which is relevant from that which is not. He lacks discrimination. The filtering mechanism of his brain is not working properly, and so the mass of sights, sounds, and feelings is coming in unscreened, causing DISORDER. Because the child registers fragments of what is coming in, what comes out is therefore fragmented, disorganized, irrelevant, disordered. He is indiscriminate in his reactions and often in his statements. Although at times he displays a very mature intellect and sensitivity, he is frequently scattered and inappropriate.

A two-year-old is both delightful and exhausting. She runs around a room touching everything in sight. She yells when she is denied a cookie. She rolls on the floor in delight. She spills her milk and breaks her mug. You can tell a home where there is a two-year-old because everything movable or breakable is out of her reach. Unless her environment is arranged to suit her two-year-old ways, she is a menace.

Her movements are random—hit or miss. She uses her whole body when one hand would do—everything in excess. Her attention, her aims, and her belongings are scattered. She is clumsy, unfocused, and inefficient in anything she does. Nobody expects her to be any other way because she is two. She is funny, her mispronounced words and inappropriate remarks are hilarious, and, although she keeps things hopping and may be exhausting, she is a joy.

But the same behavior in a seven-year-old is not charming. It is a cause of ever-growing anxiety to her parents, and it is not accepted or tolerated by others. The behavior itself is not abnormal, but it is inappropriate to the child’s age. It is immature.

For children whose nervous systems develop normally, neural organization happens naturally. They sort out their world. They discriminate between essential and nonessential. They focus. They soon learn to judge distances and lapses of time accurately. They can place themselves and their belongings in their proper places. They can meet deadlines. By the third grade, they know half of everything they will ever know. Most of what follows will be regroupings, substitutions, refinements of categories, the creation of more sophisticated filing systems in their minds.

A child who develops normally learns to control his body and to concentrate with his mind; each new step in his growth lays a foundation for the next. What was random and undirected becomes focused and efficient. If you watch a four-year-old trying to throw a ball, you see him take an exaggerated stance with his feet wide apart, and his whole body, including his contorted face, goes into the act of throwing. He can’t speak while he throws. It takes all his thought and energy to accomplish his throw, inefficient though it may be, and he can’t possibly do another thing at the same time. A twelve-year-old throws the ball with accuracy and a neat economy of movement, while calling instructions to his teammates. Through trial and error, he has built up a body memory of what works, and he uses only the necessary muscles and energy. His body knows the relationship of its different parts, and his reactions are fast. The superfluous, random movements of the younger child have been replaced by automatic, accurate ones, and he can now do several things at once. Not so for the learning disabled child.

At The Lab School of Washington, the children’s difficulty with integrating two or more things at once shows up typically in drama class. When Wayne was playing the part of a bus driver, he could not maintain his pantomime of holding the steering wheel and at the same time asking the passengers where they were going. He would either “drive” in silence or put his hands in his lap to ask the question. Similarly, at lunchtime, Linda could not talk and eat at the same time. Her sandwich remained uneaten because she could not organize herself to speak, take a bite while listening to the response, chew, swallow, and be ready to speak again. Such a child can concentrate on only one thing at a time, and often not for very long.

INDISCRIMINATE REACTIONS

Nobody expects a three-year-old to sit still for long with a picture book on her lap. In a very few minutes she will be up and exploring—looking, touching everything around her—and any loud noise will draw her to it. This same behavior in a seven-year-old is called distractibility, and it is one of the most easily recognized characteristics of a learning disabled child. She reacts indiscriminately to everything going on around her.

Maturity is achieved by separating out the parts from a whole, differentiating them, and integrating them back into an understandable and usable unity, which produces organization. You can’t pull things together properly until you can sort out the pieces. You have to know where the parts of your body are and what they can do before you can become coordinated, with all parts working together smoothly. A baby cannot move in a coordinated way, partly because he does not have sufficient awareness of his own body. Just as the infant must babble in a random way before he can speak, so movement begins in a random way before it becomes purposeful and specific. The preschool youngster learns to separate out one part of the body from another, left from right, before he can begin to unify and coordinate his body. Normally by the age of five or six, the child knows his right side from his left and can use the two together in actions when both are needed, as in opening a jar. He has freedom of action. The learning disabled child does not follow the normal pattern of maturing. A doctor would say that he suffers from neurological immaturity or minimal brain dysfunction. An educator would say that he has a learning disability. A parent would say, “Something is wrong; he’s so inconsistent.”

DISCRIMINATION

Separating out is at the root of the learning disabled child’s problem. Because of the lag in his neural development, he is bombarded by too many sensations at once. Because of his immaturity, he reacts to too much with too much body and mind. He doesn’t discriminate. His inability to separate out one idea from another, one sound, one symbol, is related to his difficulty in separating out body parts and one side from the other. This affects his judgment of space and explains why so many of these children spill their milk, drop their papers, and knock over objects by mistake. Physical activities have to be broken down and taught to them in sequence, step-by-step. Some learning disabled children appear very well coordinated in sports and dance but still have subtle spatial difficulties and cannot coordinate the eye and the hand to work smoothly together.

Random action cannot become coordinated and efficient until the body knows which parts to use. By separating out the functions of the parts, a child becomes aware of the limits of her whole body and herself as a separate entity in space. A baby’s first big sorting job is separating herself out as an individual being from all around her. At first she tends to see everything as an extension of herself. Then she sees objects separate from herself. As she grows older, she sees relationships among objects, isolates them, learns to see their differences and also their similarities. From these she makes generalizations and creates abstract ideas. Her mind is going through the same process of development and control that her body followed earlier: separation, differentiation, integration.

The ultimate maturing occurs in the transition from adolescence to adulthood, when the young person sees herself both as a unique, differentiated part of a larger society and as a meaningful unit in her own right. The rest of her life will be spent discovering the infinite possibilities in her personhood and integrating them into wholeness.

At the very core of growth is this process of identifying differences and similarities and then pulling them together to give meaning to life. This is the very serious business of the preschooler, his prime developmental task. Through play, he is sorting out reality and fantasy, sights, sounds, and movements. All his exploring, touching, smelling, opening, closing, and tasting are organizing his environment. The preschooler is fully occupied as he discriminates one color from another, one shape from another, and identifies sounds, sizes, and sequences. Through play, he is sorting out one item from another; as one puts together a puzzle, he is putting together his world, making sense of it.

Usually the child with an intact nervous system is a well-organized human being by school age. He has sorted, classified, and categorized information into the proper compartments in his mind. He has achieved the maturation necessary to learn efficiently. By age six, most youngsters are ready for formal education (although some cultures believe they are not ready until seven). His equipment can handle it; he has the tools to do the job.

The learning disabled youngster is not ready for formal education on time. He is consumed by disorder and disorganization. He is immature. He doesn’t have the internal organization necessary to pay attention. It’s not just that he doesn’t pay attention; he pays too much attention to too many things. The least little stimulus plays havoc with his concentration. Almost anything can distract this child. It is the creative and scientific challenge to his teacher to capture—and keep—the focus of this distractible child.

A CONFUSING ENVIRONMENT

Imagine how you might feel if you are in a boat on a rough sea and you see people on the shore waving to you, flags being waved at you, a loudspeaker saying something you can’t understand, people in another boat nearby yelling to you—but all you can hear is the roar of the waves. The learning disabled youngster feels that desperation to understand what’s going on but is swept up by the surrounding sensations. His immature brain can’t automatically relegate these sensations to a subordinate place so that he can focus on the real purpose of the moment.

Have you ever been swept into a festival or a rally where you had no idea what was going on, what the point of it was, what the chanting and movement all around you was about? You couldn’t make sense of the whole experience. Have you ever tried to find your way in a strange city following someone’s directions that referred to streets you haven’t seen—and with the noise of the traffic, screaming sirens, and people shouting all around you, making it harder to understand?

When you want to understand something and you can’t filter out what’s important, what’s meaningful from what isn’t, you probably feel overwhelmed, dumb, threatened, perhaps helpless, and then angry. It is frustrating to be unable to separate out the essential parts and pull them together into a meaningful whole. You can’t make sense of your environment this way.

For learning disabled children, the ability to organize has somehow been short-circuited, and normal learning cannot follow. If a child cannot be sure what comes first, in the middle, or last, then getting dressed is an ordeal, the days of the week stay jumbled, counting or reciting the alphabet becomes a hopeless chore, and reading is an impossibility. Janet can’t get down to work. She’s busy putting her lunch away, hanging up her jacket, talking to her neighbor, tying her shoelace, which does not seem to be tight enough and has to be retied, noticing that Alfred didn’t put his lunch away in the right spot and that there’s a funny groove on the floor next to a crack in the linoleum, and then she’s occupied chasing a fly, which she calls a bee. Finally she is led to her seat. Focused by her teacher, she puts on earphones and listens to a book. Soon it is time to stop. The teacher motions to her, taps her, finally removes the earphones from her, and Janet flies into a tantrum. This is a typical story of some children with learning disabilities. They can’t get started, have a terrible time focusing, and then won’t stop. They flit from activity to activity at home, not settling down, getting under everybody’s feet, and then—usually near mealtime—becoming engrossed in something, and won’t, almost can’t, stop, no matter how many warnings are given. It’s as though the activity has taken over the child, and the child can’t get out from under it unless an adult does it for her. This behavior is called perseveration.

A child may draw one circle and continue to draw more all over her paper until the teacher takes the pencil out of her hand. Her drawing is an unthinking action, where the mind is seemingly separated from the hand that is circling. Sometimes it is the one activity that a child can do and be successful at. She may fear not being able to manage a new task.

To shift easily from one activity to another demands more flexibility and control than the learning disabled child seems to have. To the parent, it often seems like moving mountains, bringing as much of the mountain to Mohammed as possible. Rather than have Abba create a scene, his mother will bring the clothes to him (instead of insisting that he get the clothes himself) and practically dress him to help him end the activity and be ready to go out for the party on time.

ANIMISM

Frequently the immature child will give life and personality to objects. This is called animism—the failure to recognize the difference between animate and inanimate objects. A school-age learning disabled child may behave like a small child in the nursery who talks to his teddy bear, says that the car has “gone beddy-bye” when it is in the garage, or greets his breakfast with “Hello, Sugar Pops!” He will admonish his pencil, “Go on—write!” or see his Cuisenaire rods as having a fight: “You go in here before the yellow guy gets you. Okay, red guy, how are you going to get him?” This behavior is symbolic of an unawareness of himself as a person fully separate from what is around him—a person who occupies a distinct personal space with a precious individuality all his own.

DEFINING HIMSELF

Ordinarily the learning disabled child is highly egocentric. Like any very young child, he expects to be the center of attention and does not pay attention to others. He wants his parents to himself. Frequently he wants only one friend. Sharing is difficult, and just as he can handle only one thing at a time, so it is that very often he can manage best with just one other person. The learning disabled youngster of seven or eight is frequently similar in his social behavior to the two- or three-year-old. He craves center stage, not out of any base ambitions but because of immaturity. He has trouble defining who he is. He seems to need constant recognition of his existence long after the preschool years are over. Because of his many difficulties (such as being unable to read or write, to tie shoelaces, or to use language correctly to portray his needs and wants), he is dependent longer on the adults around him and must call for help over a longer period of time. The need for attention may equal the need for help, and many learning disabled youngsters have cleverly discovered that helplessness brings swift attention. Also there are many children who would so much rather receive negative attention than no attention that they will purposely get in trouble or act out to evoke an adult response. Some youngsters will provoke trouble with other children to make sure they are not ignored; they can then complain about being teased or picked on, but they have been the center of everyone’s attention. This behavior happens frequently with learning disabled youngsters.

The preschool child spouts many unrealistic goals with all the confidence of a believer. “Next year I shall climb the highest mountain in the world,” says four-year-old Les. Nine-year-old Hans, who has learning disabilities, also believes he can do it “next year.” Many learning disabled youngsters continue to draw Superman as a representation of themselves (long after that stage has passed in most other children) because they are immature and also are looking for ways to feel more powerful and competent.

The chronological age of a youngster simply states how much time he has spent on earth. The developmental age tells us at what stage he is in his growth—physical, social, emotional, mental. The child with learning disabilities is immature in many phases of his development (although not all), and his developmental age is usually several years below his chronological age. He is lagging in parts of his development, but what he is doing is normal for an earlier phase of growth. His behavior is not abnormal, just delayed. We tend to make allowances for the immaturity of a child who looks immature for his age but often expect far too much from a thirteen-year-old who has suddenly become six feet tall. Yet, at the same time, we must remember that every learning disabled child’s unevenness includes areas of strength, which we must build on, and not ask too little of him.

We have to teach the learning disabled child at his developmental level yet present the material in ways that satisfy his chronological age. His age and the special interests of his age group command respect. Sophisticated use of very primary materials is what is demanded of the teacher to help the learning disabled child acquire a foundation of organizational skills that will allow him to progress academically.
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