Afraid of
failing, afraid
of being kept
back, afraid of
feeling
themselves
stupid . . . .
Even in the
kindest and
gentlest of
schools,
children are
afraid, many of
them a great
deal of the
time, some of

them almost all

of the time.

“Where were you? [ just answered that
question!”  “You didn’t listen again, did
you?” “I told you you'd get no points on
that paper if it wasn’t in on time!” “This is
REALLY easy! Anybody candoit!” “You'll
never make it in college unless you learn to
write in cursive!” “You really don’t have the
ability to make it in college!” “You're just
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totally off base with your answers! That’s
notright by any stretch of the imagination!”
“Sit down and keep vour mouth shut!”
“You're certainly not the student your sis-
ters were!”

Comments like these from teachers have
discouraged and devastated many students,
but especially those with identified and
unidentified learning disabilities.

In fifth grade, my son started complain-
ing thathe didn’t feel well and couldn’tgo to
school. When your parents are teachers, it
isn’t easy to convince them that you really

need to stay home fromschool! Aftera week

of frustration, we finally identified
the real issue. The teacher believed
that all students should write in cur-
sive. Although Tripp knew the shapes
of the cursive letters, he did not have
the fine motor control to write that
way comfortably, accurately, or flu-
idly. .

Tripp’s stomach had begun tw
give him a lot of trouble, and the
doctor prescribed adult ulcer medi-
cine until the problem subsided. It
finally became necessary to talk with
his teacher about the stress he was
suffering from being expected to do
something he simply could not do.
Fortunately, the teacher had an un-
derstanding heart, and agreed to let
T'ripp work for legibility with manu-
script lettering and not worry about

cursive.

Three years later, in eighth grade, he
came home with an English assignment to
copy a paragraph in cursive. It had to be
written in permanent ink and could have no
more than five corrections with White-Out.
When Tripp started over for the fourth
time, I whisked him off to the computer, and
we entered it together. He worried all that
evening that his teacher wouldn’tlike it, but
we turned it in anyway, accompanied by a
note of explanation.

The first week of his junior year in high
school, Tripp asked me to talk to his English

ADVENTIST EDUCATION 39



teacher. She had told
the students that they
wouldn’t be able to
make it in college un-
less they could write in
cursive. Inordertohelp
them, she would re-
quire that they write
everything in cursive.
If she caught them
printing, she would de-
duct points from their
grade and call out their
names.
I'had taught at that
school and knew how
unrelenting that par-
ticular teacher was. 1
dreaded the prospectof
goingtoschool the next
morning to talk to her.
About 4 a.m.,anidea
came to me. I decided
to approach her by say-
ing, “I need to share
some information with
you.” I told her about
the previous difficulties
and asked that Tripp
not be required to con-
form to the cursive
writing rule. She
agreed that it would
probably be best if he
was excused. 1 was re-
lieved that the meeting
had gone so well, but I
wasn’t so pleased when my son came home
from school that day. The teacher had
announced to the class that everyone would
be expected to write in cursive excepr him!
Teachers often say things to children
that destroy trust, cooperation, and self-
esteem. Verbal exchangesin classrooms can
upset and stress both teachers and students.
In No Easy Answers,? Sally Smith encourages
teachers who feel upset to think back to the
particular student with whom they were
working when they became angry. Only
then will they realize which child’s frustra-
ton they have picked up. Then the task that
the child was attempting to do when he or
she became frustrated should be analyzed.
Students with learning disabilities are
even more sensitive than other children to
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Verbal exchanges in
classrooms can
upset and stress
both teachers and

students.
|

their difficulties in the classroom. Teachers
who are impatient or insensitive can unwit-
tingly compound academic problems and
hasten the development of secondary emo-
tional and/or behavior problems.

Some sensitive students become the class
clown and express their frustrations by “act-
ingout.” Others internalize their stress and

develop physical com-
plaints. Once these dif-
ficulties develop, it is
hard to tell which came
first, the behavior prob-
lems or the physical and
emotional difficulties.
Often, the behavior
masks the academic
problems.

Stress warning signs
may include:

* asudden increase/
decrease inschool effort,

* major change in
attitude,

* withdrawal or
outbursts,

* fatigue or vaguc
illness,

* sleeping prob-
lems,

¢ headaches and
stomach aches,

* druguseorabuse,

* increase in aller-
gic or asthmatic attacks,

¢ the avoidance of
school,y.

* loss of appetite or
excessive eating,

* andsocial or dis-
ruptive behaviors.

To avoid these
problems, teachers
should take special ef-
fort to censor their com-

ments to children, particularly when the
teachers feel stressed. Forexample, ifa child
asks a question about materials that the
teacher feels he or she has just explained
well, it is important to give a patient re-
sponse. Instead of saying, “Where were
you? I just answered that question!” it is
better to say, “Thatis a hard question. Let’s
go over it again.”

Several factors may be at work here.
Even the most dedicated student oc-
cassionally loses his or her concentration. It
takes tremendous effort to ignore what is
going on all around you and attend to the
unfamiliar concepts that the teacher is ex-
plaining at the front of the classroom. (And
thereisalways the possibility that the answer
really was not clearly explained.)



Some teachers say to
students who turn in poor
work, “Whatkind of work is
this?” or “Is this the best you
can do?” or “If you'd just
listen, you’d know the an-
swer!” Such responses do
not encourage better work
the next time or “shape up”
astudent who gave less than
his or her best. In fact, this
type of put-down destroys
any hope of cooperaton.

If the teacher responds
differently, the result can be
different, too. Sitting down
with astudentand finding at
least one or two positive
things to say about the as-
sighment, paper, or project,
and assisting the child in
working on just one weak-
ness will encourage him or
her to improve.

If a student is talking
when he ought to listen, the
teacher should walk casually
over to the talker and gently
place a hand on his or her
shoulder. Sometimes, stu-
dents are actually asking a
neighbor a question they’re
afraid to ask in front of the whole class.

Itisalso important to remember thatnot
all papers musthave permanent letter grades
(summative evaluations). Formative evalu-
ations allow students at all levels of compe-
tency to improve.

I'll never forget a paper on curriculum
theory that one of my college professors
assigned. Theassignmenthad seemed pretty
nebulous from the beginning, butnone of us
was prepared for the comments written on
our papers. Mine said simply: “Close.” We
were all pretty distraught, but the braver
ones stayed after class to ask if we should
start over. The professor smiled and took a
few minutes to identify sections we needed
todevelop further. The nexttime the papers
came back, mine said, “Closer!” Again we
received advice on areas that needed more
work. The third time the papers came back,
they read, “Well done!” We learned far
more from that experience than ifa letter or
percentage grade had been assigned the first

Picture removed

Students with
learning
disabilities are
even more
sensitive than
other children to
their difficulties in
the classroom.
|

time.

Teachers would do well to use some of
the comments found in the Grammatik IV
computer program. When errors occur,
responses such as the following appear on
the screen:

“You may have forgotten that when you

use quotation marks you
should . . .” or “This sen-
tence is too long and com-
plicated for most readers to
understand. You should
consider revising.”

All students have prob-
lemswith their studies from
time to time, but students
with learning disabilidesare
at greater risk for “achieve-
ment stress” because of:

* insensitivity of sig-
nificant others who treat
them as if they will not do
the work when they can-
not,

* poorself-conceptre-
sulting from the gaps be-
tween abilities and disabili-
tes,

* dependence on oth-
ers for academic survival,

* rejection by teachers
and peers, which results in
isolation,

¢ reluctance to ask
questions for fear of being
laughed at}

Confused and frustrated
by their inability to accom-
plish what otheys seem to do

eastly, childven with learning disabilities ave
frustrated and angry much of the time?
Learning does not have to be a frustrat-
ing and painful experience! The ideas de-
scribed above offer teachers with a variety of
positive approaches that will enhance the
self-esteem of all their students. &

Dr. Foan Mencke Stoner is Director of the
Learning Center at Union College, Lincoln, Ne-
braska.
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