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Behavioral “first aid” techniques are ways to prevent or address behavioral issues on a short-term basis.  In previous issues of CHOICES we have written about some of these strategies such as: Planned Ignoring, Falling In Love With An Object, Rewards & Punishments.  Here is another tool for your “tool-box”—Hurdle Help.  Hurdle help is the extra assistance you provide to a student to start or continue an activity that is frustrating or anxiety producing.

WHY DON’T THEY ASK FOR HELP?

You would think that it would be relatively easy to recognize students that need assistance, just look for the raised hands.  Alas, if it were only that simple.  By the time most students reach third or fourth grade, hand raising, to signal the need for assistance, drops off dramatically. 

To illustrate how difficult it is to ask for help, when I teach my graduate class I give my students a short reading assignment written at the fourth grade level.  I ask them to read this easy passage and answer the four simple questions at the bottom of the page.  I also tell them to do their own work.  I don’t lie, it is a simple paragraph and the questions are straightforward.  What I don’t tell them is that I’ve given half the class the assignment in English and the other half receives it in German.  Since I distribute the papers randomly, I’m not initially aware of who receives which version.  However, it doesn’t take me long to figure it out.  The students with the English copy get right to work.  Although some may have quizzical looks on their faces (“Why is she giving us such a simple task?”), they rapidly proceed with the assignment. 

On the other hand, the students who have the task in German become increasingly anxious.  At first they try the best they can to figure out the material but within seconds they are squirming in their chairs, rolling their eyes and looking around.  If they observe someone breezing through the assignment, they slump in their seats and reluctantly return to work.  Others put their heads down on the desk and just give up.  Perhaps one of the most telling reactions occurs when they happen to catch the eye of a fellow sufferer.  In this instance, when eye contact is made, they giggle and cast conspiratorial looks at the “smart” students.  What amazes me is that, although there are a lot of surreptitious glances around the room, not one student says that he/she doesn’t understand or asks for assistance. 

At the end of five minutes, I go over the questions at the bottom of the worksheet.  Half the students raise their hands and participate.  The other half look at them with either amazement or disdain.  Then I let them in on the secret and ask, “If you had the passage in German, why didn’t you ask for help? Why didn’t you say you couldn’t read it?  What were you thinking when you saw that others were not having problems?”  Their answers, listed below, are very telling.  

· I looked around and other people weren’t having any problem with it, so I figured something must be the matter with me.

· You said it was easy, so I thought you’d laugh at me if I didn’t think it was.

· I thought other people must have taken German before.

· I didn’t want people to think I was stupid.

· I didn’t even know what language it was. I thought that maybe I’d missed a pre-requisite for this course or that I had forgotten to do an assignment that pertained to this.

· How can you ask for help when no one else seems to need it?

I also asked the students who had the assignment in English, “What were you thinking when you saw some of your classmates struggling?”   Their responses are equally as revealing.

· I didn’t even notice.

· I didn’t have a clue as to what their problem was.  It was so easy, why weren’t they working?

This preceding exercise illustrates a phenomenon that occurs in classrooms throughout the country every day.  Some students will find assignments easy while others will find them very difficult.  The students who are experiencing problems will be just as reticent, as my students were, to admit they are having difficulty. It’s not that they don’t know how to ask for help, it’s that they are embarrassed that they even need help.  Fortunately, I was working with adults who have a good handle on their emotions and behaviors.  If I gave the same assignment to a group of children, I would probably end up with major disruptions.  

HOW DO YOU KNOW THEY NEED HELP?

For the most part, students are going to SHOW you they need help via a change in their behavior. Some children will withdraw, while others will act out.  It will be up to you to interpret the behavior as a signal that help is needed.  Unfortunately, because everyone reacts differently to anxiety, I cannot give you any definitive behaviors.  However, I can offer some common signals. 

· Requests to leave the room (nurse, bathroom, drink)

· Procrastination (pencil sharpening, getting “stuck” on writing heading)

· Skipping class

· Putting head down on desk

· Not doing anything

· Fidgeting, rocking in seat

· Looking around the room 

· Giggling

· Saying, “This is dumb, stupid, boring.”

· Clowning around (falling out of seat)

· Writing illegibly or making wild guesses (looks like they aren’t taking assignment seriously)

· Picking at cuticles or clothes

· Minor property destruction (breaking pencil or pen, ripping paper, writing on desk)

· Instigating 

· Covering up his/her paper when you walk by

HOW TO OFFER HURDLE HELP

Type 1  -  Students  who  really  need and want help.

Some students are relatively easy to help.  You just go over and quietly ask if they want some assistance.  They nod, visibly relax and you can almost see their anxiety dissipate.  This was the case with Joey, a student I was observing a few years ago.  I had been watching as he worked diligently on a language experience story.  I was very impressed with his on-task behavior because I knew that fine motor tasks were difficult for him.  He had just finished his story when the teacher passed out pieces of white construction paper to the class and said, “Now, you are going to make a cover for your book. The cover is a very important part of the book so I want you to use your VERY BEST drawing skills.”  

Joey just sat and stared at the blank pieces of paper.  He said nothing, started picking at his cuticles did not make a move to begin the cover.  The teacher encouraged him several times to get to work, but he just sat there.  She invoked the behavior management system and told him that if he did not start drawing he was not going to be able to earn his work points.  He just sat there.  She informed him that he had “lost” a work point and said that if he didn’t start working he was going to be sent to time out.  He put his head down on the desk.  

At this point, I walked over to him and said, “I saw you working hard on your story.  What would you like on the cover of your book?”  He said, “An apple.”  “Do you want to draw an apple?”  I asked. He looked at me and plaintively said, “Can you do it?  I can’t draw good.”  I drew an apple.  “Do you need help coloring it?”  I queried.  “No,” he responded, “I can color I just can’t draw.”  He enthusiastically returned to his project.  With students like Joey, if you can diagnose their need for assistance and provide just enough to get them started again, they will generally resume working.  

However, this diagnostic process is not always as easy as I just made it sound.  In the above situation, I had a distinct advantage over the classroom teacher.  I was observing, not teaching.  I had the luxury of watching one student, whereas she was teaching and managing an entire classroom of students. When staff members ask me how can they possibly determine which students are shutting down or acting up because they need help and which ones are just goofing around, I tell them that the kids that are just “goofing” around will usually get back to work when you give them warnings. However, warnings will not change or may even escalate the behavior of students who are trying to let you know they need help.  In this case, the teacher kept giving warnings and the warnings weren’t working.  When what you are doing isn’t working, don’t try the same technique harder, try something different!

Type 2 - Students who need help but won’t publicly admit they want it.

There are some students who are fiercely independent and believe that needing assistance is a sign of weakness.  They wish to project a “tough” image. A pretty common response these types of students make, when confronted with an assignment they don’t think they’ll do well at, is “This is dumb, stupid, boring.  I’m not doing it!”  They would rather be perceived as being “bad” than appear stupid or weak.  These students are very difficult (but not impossible) to help. When you approach these students, they don’t look at you with gratitude and they may even vehemently reject your overtures to help. 

A mistake I’ve made over the years is to offer assistance to these students without first asking them if they wanted help.  Providing unsolicited assistance can really irritate people. (Think about how you feel when you enter a store and a salesclerk descends on you.)  It is important, therefore, to ask, “Do you want some help?”  If they respond negatively, don’t push yourself on them.  I recommend saying something like, “If you change your mind, let me know.” More often than not, after a few minutes they either attempt the work on their own, or they call me over.  A couple of key points.  Note that I used the word want instead of need.  Because these students are so proud, they don’t want to be perceived as “needy.”  I’ve also found that I can keep our exchange more private if I use post it notes to communicate.  I just write, “Do you want help?” on the note, fold it, drop it off on the desk and move away.  Then I make eye contact with the student and he either nods or shakes his head.  More often than not, he nods.  At this point, I give him one more choice.  “From me or someone else?”  For many of these students it’s easier to accept assistance from a peer than from an adult. I’ve also found that I can provide indirect assistance by making a general announcement like, “I’m not sure I explained it very well, I’m going to do a few on the board/overhead for those that want a few more examples.” I often observe these students surreptitiously watching me and then start working.

Type 3 - Students who think they need help.

Some of the most difficult students to understand are the ones who are the most capable but have performance anxiety.  You know they don’t need your help but they think that they do. What’s most important with these students is that what they believe about their capabilities is more influential than what you believe.  You can’t tell them they can do it, they will just argue with you.  You have to show them they can do it.

I had given my students a math assignment to work on independently. I looked around the room and most of the class had completed the first ten problems.  I looked over at Jerry, one of the most capable math students.  He was still writing his heading on his paper.  I’ve found that telling a student like this to “get going” is like trying to start a car with no battery.  I took over a piece of paper, left room for the heading and then I wrote the first math problem.  Jerry and I went through it together but I wrote the answer.  I wrote the second problem.  This time, I put down the pencil and when we got to the answer, Jerry picked up the pencil and wrote it himself.  Then I asked, “Do you want me to write the next one, or do you want to?”  He responded that he could do it.  I stayed as he completed the problem.  Now, Jerry had three problems correct and all I had done was get him started.  My next question was, “How many more do you think you can do before I need to come back and check?”  At this point, having proof that he could be successful, Jerry responded that he could do it and let me go. 

Some students, however, might still be insecure and will want you to stay.  Most of the time they are afraid that if they let you go, you won’t return.  If I encounter a student who is hesitant to proceed independently, I interpret that by saying, “Sounds like you’re afraid if I go away and you run into trouble, I won’t be back to help you.  I’ll leave my pencil here with you so you know that I’ll be back after you’ve done some problems on your own.”  (I always keep a supply of “special” pencils so the students know that I will return to retrieve it.)  Think of hurdle help with these kids as being roadside assistance.  You jump their car and they get started, but they may be afraid that as soon as you leave they’ll stall again.  Leaving your pencil as collateral is insurance that you’ll be back.  Generally, when I return to retrieve my pencil they are working happily along.

Type 4 - Students who always want help.

This last group of students is quite different because, unlike the first three types, they don’t have trouble asking for help.  In fact, they are quite vocal about their inadequacies and their need for assistance.  Quite often they start whining, “I can’t do this. I need help!” before you’ve even finished passing out the assignments.  If you do go over to assist, they may not even want to talk about the assignment but would rather engage in a discussion about their new clothes or your new clothes or their weekend plans.  

These students aren’t motivated by performance anxiety.  They are motivated by a seemingly insatiable need for attention.  This makes it very hard to provide them with hurdle help because, once you start helping, it is extremely difficult to break away. When I ask, “How many more do you think you can do before I have to come back and check?” they generally respond with, “None.”  What makes it most confusing is, like the boy who cried wolf, sometimes they truly do need help.

I’ve found that offering indirect help is a good way to distinguish between the times they truly need help and those occasions when they are just craving attention.  Designating a “peer helper” can be a method of providing indirect help.  I taught my students that when they needed help, sometimes I would provide it and sometimes the peer helper would assist them.  When one of my Type 4 student lamented that she couldn’t do the work and needed help, I would offer the assistance of the “peer tutor.”  I found that if she really did need help, she would accept this.  If, however, she just wanted my attention, her response would be, “I don’t want his help.  FINE!  I’ll do it myself.”  After a few minutes of pouting, she’d proceed on her own.  I also found that doing a general class example on the board or overhead instead of providing one-to-one assistance was another way to provide indirect help to these students.

CONCLUSION

Unfortunately, as students grow older, they become less likely to publicly request assistance.  As a temporary measure, educators can interpret their behavior and provide either direct or indirect assistance to help students over real or perceived academic hurdles.  However, hurdle help is only a “Band-Aid.”  If we want to create long-term changes, we need to teach skills and beliefs regarding the importance of asking for and receiving help when we need it.  We can only do this in an environment that both models and supports interdependence.  How to create that environment is too complex to go into in the scope of this article.  However, some quick recommendations are:

· TEACH the skill of “Asking For Help” This skill involves recognizing when you need help, determining who can help, ways to get help, how and when to ask.  (More information can be found in Arnold Goldstein’s Skillstreaming books.  These are available through Research Press)
· MODEL 
Students pay more attention to what we do than to what we say.   They need to see adult role models asking for and receiving help.
�





�








HURDLE HELP


By Mary Beth Hewitt














1
6

