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I f e l t  overwhelmed when I a r r i ved  t o  begin my studenf teaching assignment i n  
a  pr imary learn ing  d i s a b i l i t i e s  class. There were only 12 ch i ld ren,  y e t  they 
seemed t o  r e q u  ir e  even more t ime and a t t e n t  i o n  than  t h e  32 c h  i l d ren  I had 
j u s t  l e f t .  

During t h e  f i r s t  week I observed t w o  ch i  l dren extensive1 y  - one, a 10-year-
o l d g i r l  named A l l i s o n .  I was i n t r i g u e d  w i t h  her, p a r t i c u l a r l y  because o f  
her  e x t r e m e l y  n e g a t i v e  a t t i t u d e .  Not  o n l y  d i d  she say r u d e  and h u r t f u l  
th ings  t o  o thers  w i thout  provocation, bu t  she p u t  herse l f  down as well .  When 
she was g iven a  task t o  do she would repeat  t h e  d i r e c t i o n s  t o  hersel f ,  adding 
s ta temen ts  l i k e :  "Draw it t h i s  way, dummy,l1 o r  I1You don't even know what 
you're doing, stupid." 

As the  days passed I  no t iced o ther  behaviors t h a t  resu l ted  f rom her lack o f  
soc ia l  s k i l l s .  Many t imes she d i rec ted  negat ive comments t o  the  whole class, 
such as, "You don't know where I went Saturday," o r  ''You canvt  c a l  l me. You 
don't know t h e  number." I f she g o t  no r e a c t i o n ,  she s i n g l e d  o u t  someone, 
used h i  s/her name, and repeated whatever she had sai d. Again, i f  the  person 
d l  dn ' t  r e a c t ,  she phys ica  I l y  moved in t o  range  and f i r e d  again.  Many t i m e s  
these statements caused the  s i t u a t i o n  t o  esca la te  I n t o  physical  con f ron ta t i on  
and resu l ted  i n  d i s c i p l i n a r y  ac t i on  from the teacher t o  those involved. 

I qu ick  1 y r e a l  i z e d  Al l ison's n e g a t i v e  s t a t e m e n t s  a c t e d  as a  c a t a l y s t  f o r  
i n a p p r o p r i a t e  b e h a v i o r  w i t h i n  t h e  c lass .  Her t a u n t s  and c y n i c a l  remarks  
e i t h e r  p r e c i p i t a t e d  p o t e n t i a l l y  v i o l e n t  reac t i ons  from the o the r  students o r  
resu l ted  i n  A l  Iison's i s o l a t i o n  from the classroom community. I n  addi t ion,  
A l l  ison a l s o  lacked appropr iate responses t o  such comments as, ''How are  you 
today?'' Most t imes she would say nothing; i f  pursued, she e i t h e r  responded 
I1Fine," o r  "You're welcome,11 regardless of  what was sa id  o r  asked. 

I n  o rde r  t o  see i f  my s u s p i c i o n s  were v a l i d ,  I k e p t  t r a c k  o f  A l l  i son 's  
n e g a t i v e  s t a t e m e n t s  f o r  t h r e e  days. They were v e r y  h i g h !  She s a i d  14 
negative th ings  i n  j u s t  one 20-m inute episode wh il e  I watched. She d l  d  n o t  
make any p o s i t i v e  remarks dur ing those th ree  days. I  hoped t h a t  i f  we could 
help A l l i s o n  t h i n k  o f  he rse l f  and o thers  more pos i t i ve l y ,  she might  be able 
t o  work and 1n terac t  more successf u  l ly i n  our class. I discussed A l l ison's 
problems w it h  my supervisor and f e l  low student-teachers a t  one o f  our weekly 
sem inars, and together we came up w it h  some ideas. 

I  decided t o  he1 p  A l  l i son change t h e  way she t a l k e d  b o t h  t o  h e r s e l f  and t o  
o thers .  We began a  se I  f - coun t  i ng p r o j e c t  t o  he Ip  h e r  become aware o f  he r  
negative statements. A l l i s o n  had a  p o i n t  sheet on her desk d i v ided  i n  ha l f ,  
w i th  a  s m i l i n g  face on one s ide  and a  f rowning face on the  other. Each t i m e  
she said something posi t ive,  she marked one p o i n t  on the sm i l i ng  side. For 
every negat ive comment she marked one p o i n t  on the  f rowning side. A I  I ison 
d id  a l  l o f  t he  recording, and when f i v e  p o i n t s  were t a l  l ied on the  p o s i t i v e  
s ide,  she r e c e i v e d  f i v e  m inu tes  f r e e t i m e  i n  thegym.  I f  f i v e p o i n t s  were 
accumulated on the negative side, she l o s t  f i v e  minutes o f  recess. 

I  kept t r a c k  o f  A1 l isonfs progress on a Standard Behavior Chart. I  recorded 
her p o s i t i v e  statements w i t h  dots and her negative statements w i t h  Nxm's, so 



t h a t  I c o u l d  see i f  she was improving. T h i s  i n f o r m a t i o n  i s  shown on Char t  1. 
On t h e  f i r s t  t h r e e  days 1 c o u n t e d  h e r  s t a t e m e n t s  f o r  o n l y  20 m i n u t e s  each 
day. Once she began t o  s e l f - c o u n t  we c o l l e c t e d  t h a t  i n f o r m a t i o n  a l l  day. We 
s e t  her aim a t  15 p o s i t i v e  s ta tements each day. 

I a l s o  k e p t  a  l o g  o f  t h e  t h i n g s  s h e  s a i d .  Some o f  t h e  h i g h 1  i g h t s  a r e  shown 
i n  F i g u r e  1. 

The day t h a t  t h e  sys tem was i m p l e m e n t e d  t h e r e  was an i m m e d i a t e  d r o p  i n  
v e r b a l i z a t i o n s  o f  any t ype  (see Cha r t  1). There were no p o s i t i v e  statements, 
y e t  o n l y  t w o  nega t i ve  ones. On t h e  f o l l o w i n g  day her p o s i t i v e  comments went 
up t o  three; t he  negat i ve  ones s tayed a t  two. 

The t h i r d  day proved i n t e r e s t  ing. A l  I ison ca  I l ed  o u t  my name (us ing  anyone's 
name p o s i t i v e l y  was a r a r i t y )  and s t o o d  i n  f r o n t  o f  me, s h i f t i n g  h e r  f e e t ,  
appearing r a t h e r  nervous. A f t e r  a m inu te  she repeated my name, s t u t t e r e d  and 
r e p e a t e d  h e r s e l  f a  b i t ,  t h e n  f in a l  l y  b  l u r t e d  o u t  i n  one b rea th ,  'IThat1s a 
n i c e  dress you have!" 

I n  t h e  month t h a t  I had been i n  t h a t  c l a s s  it was t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  I had heard 
her  say any th i ng  t h a t  even c l o s e l y  resembled a compl iment!  Whether she meant 
it a t  t h i s  p o i n t  was n o t  impor tant .  What was impo r tan t  was t h a t  she thought  
and t h e n  h e a r d  h e r s e l f  v e r b a l i z e  s o m e t h i n g  p o s i t i v e  and e x p e r i e n c e d  my 
response. 

The n e x t  day w h i l e  we were s i t t i n g  around t h e  b i g  t a b l e  e a t i n g  together ,  one 
o f  t h e  c h i l d r e n  asked A l l i s o n  what  k i n d  o f  sandw ich  she had i n  h e r  lunch.  
A l I ison's in itia I r esponse  was s n o t t y  and n e g a t i v e :  I fPeanut b u t t e r  and 
j e l  ly, what e l  se?I1 Before I reminded her t o  mark her char t ,  she slapped her  
hand over  he r  mouth and sa i  d, " 1  mean (sm ile),  peanut b u t t e r  and j e l  Iy," w i t h  
a l  l the  sugared sweetness she c o u l d  muster. I cou ld  n o t  be l ieve what I had 
heard. N o t  o n l y  d i d  she  f i g u r e o u t  a  p o s i t i v e  way t o r e s p o n d ,  b u t  she a l s o  
caught herse l f and co r rec ted  her  response. 

A l  l lsonls p r o g r e s s  was f  a i  r I  y  s teady ,  and she  pu l I  ed o u t  way ahead o f  my 
hopes. She reached her a c c e l e r a t i o n  aim w i t h i n  11 days, w i t h  an acceleration 
o f  x 2.4, and a d e c e l e r a t i o n  o f  /1.2. We ag reed  t o  c o n t i n u e  s e l  f - c o u n t i  ng 
because t h e r e  were s t i l l  some negat i ve  statements. She cont inued t o  improve, 
w i t h  an a c c e l e r a t i o n  o f  x 1.2 and a d e c e l e r a t i o n  o f  /1.5 f o r  t h e  who le  
p ro jec t .  A f t e r  25 days i n t o  t h e  p r o j e c t  she had 16 p o s i t i v e  verba l  i z a t i o n s  
and no nega t i ve  ones. 

My h e a r t  was warmed t h a t  day when A l  l i s o n  came up t o  me and s a i d ,  I tM i ss  
Shryock, I want t o  thank you f o r  a1 I t he  n i c e  t h i n g s  you've done f o r  me." My 
f i r s t  r e a c t i o n  was t o  reach down and hug her, b u t  we aren ' t  t h e r e  yet. Maybe 
someday we shal  l be t he re  together .  I n  t h e  meantime we shal l each con t inue  
t o  p u t  one f o o t  f o rwa rd  a s tep  each day. 

E I izabe th  Sh ryock  is  a  r e c e n t  g r a d u a t e  o f  Weste rn  Wash in g t o n  Un iv e r s  it y l s  
spec ia l  educa t ion  program. Mar i e  Eaton i s  an ass i  s t a n t  p ro fessor  a t  Western 
Wash ing ton  U n i v e r s i t y ,  and was Ms. Shryockls superv iso r  du r i ng  he r  s tuden t  
teach ing  experience. Western Washington U n i v e r s i t y  i s  loca ted  i n  Be1 lingham, 
Washington. Marg ie  Boger t  i s  a p r ima ry  l ea rn ing  d i s a b i l i t i e s  teacher  i n  t h e  
Edmonds Schoo l  D i  s t r i c t ,  Edmonds, Washington. She was Ms. S h r y o c k f s  
c o o p e r a t i  ng teacher.  
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Chart  1. A l l i s o n ' s  Chart  
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TEACHER'S LOG 

llThatrs a very  n i c e  d ress  you have,I1 F i r s t  n i c e  comment ever !  VERY 
STRA INED. 

' 'Peanut b u t t e r  and j e l  l y  ( s n o t t y  voice).11 "Oops, I mean, peanu t  
b u t t e r  and j e l l y  (smi le ) . "  

' 'Miss Shryock,  t h a t ' s  a p r e t t y  d r e s s  you have  on." l o v e  y o u r  
blouse." "That 's p re t t y . "  

Opened doo r  f o r  me and sa id ,  " L a d i e s  .f i r s t . I 1  Genera l  l y  a more  
p l easan t  c h i l d .  

A n o t h e r  c h i  I d  p u t  o n  management program. 
a t t e n t i o n ,  

Bad morning. Af ternoon improved. 

Super day! Seemed g e n e r a l l y  happier.  

Z e r o  n e g a t i v e  s t a t e m e n t s !  " M i s s  Shryock,  
a l  l t h e  n i c e  t h i n g s  you've done f o r  me." 

Super day! ! 

"Miss Shryock, w i l l  you be my f r iend? ' '  

She came w i t h  a  sm i l e  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t ime. 

I t ' s  s t a r t i n g  t o  genera l ize.  She said, " I  

She d i d n ' t  g e t  a s  much 

I wan t  t o  t h a n k  you f o r  

l i k e  you" t o  t h e  aide. 




