Making The Environment Work For You:

Limitation & Manipulation

Of Space & Tools
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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 I have written about some of these strategies such as: Planned Ignoring, Falling In Love With An Object, Rewards & Punishments and Hurdle Help.  

Here are five interrelated ways you can use another  technique called The Limitation and Manipulation of Space & Tools. 

1)  Be Prepared (But Not Obvious)

When I first started teaching I was told that my lessons would go more smoothly if I had my materials out and ready to go when the kids arrived.  I interpreted this to mean that I should have the materials out on the students’ desks.  So, when my students entered the classroom after lunch, I had all of the art materials, paper, paint, and paint brushes out on the tables.  I then spent what felt like an eternity trying to get the students to leave the items alone and listen while I gave directions.  Eric screamed that Becky had painted on his paper.  Becky responded to his “whistle-blowing” by painting Eric.  Billy was screaming, “I don’t know what to paint!”  My experience was not unusual.  Over the years I have seen music teachers pass out rhythm instruments as the kids walked through the door, admonishing them not to play their instrument until after they had been given directions.  I’ve witnessed science teachers with their rooms all set up with Bunsen burners, test tubes and chemicals come ‘unglued’ when the students jump the gun and start mixing their own concoctions.  I’ve seen physical education teachers struggle to stop the students from playing with the scooters and cones they had neatly arranged in the middle of the gymnasium.

Why can’t kids just leave stuff alone?  Some students can.  Some children have the ability to inhibit their natural impulse to explore and can wait patiently for directions.  Others succumb to what Fritz Redl termed, the “seductive challenge.”  (Redl, 1952) If it is there, they’ll touch it.  So, what’s the solution? Out of sight, out of mind. If it’s not in their immediate field of vision, they won’t be tempted to touch it.  Being proactive is the best strategy. It is much harder to remove something than it is to deny initial contact.  

When I first heard about Redl’s technique of “Limitation of Space and Tools,” I thought it made a great deal of sense.  However, I was confused.  I had been told it was important to have all the materials readily accessible so I could limit the amount of down time spent in distributing materials.  Now I’m being told I should keep those same materials out of sight?

What I’ve learned is that ‘readily accessible’ does not have to mean ‘in front of.’ I could gather all the materials and put them on a couple of mobile carts, which I kept out of sight while I was giving directions to the class.   I would explain the directions and then ask a couple of my students get the carts and distribute the materials.  Actually, I would choose the very students who needed to have opportunities to “move with permission” to pass out the materials.  Three things were accomplished.  1)  the students were able to listen to directions before they got the materials; 2) the students who needed to move and touch objects had that need redirected into helping; and 3) materials were efficiently distributed following the directions.

2) Substitute An Object/Activity

A second way to apply this technique is to substitute a less distracting object/activity.  Some students, especially those who have ADHD or who are tactile/kinesthetic learners, have to be physically engaged.  They seem to always be fiddling with something (i.e. tapping their pencil).   You might be able to limit access to distracting items but you can’t curtail their need to move or touch.   You might, for example, ask a student who is tapping his pencil to put it away only to find a few minutes later he might start drumming on the desk with his fingers.  In this case, limitation of “tools” does not solve the problem.  I had this problem with one of my students, Mark.  What I did was attach a small pillow to a piece of Velcro on his desk and asked him to tap his pencil on the pillow.  It wasn’t the movement that was the problem; it was the noise.  

A similar strategy can be used with students who need to move.  In my workshops, I tell participants that if they feel the need to move or stand up, they have my permission to do so.  The only thing I ask is that they do it in a way that does not disturb their neighbors.  A high school teacher in one of my workshops said that she had a student with severe attention deficit disorder who constantly got up out of his seat.  After the workshop, she gave him the option of sitting near the back of the room and getting up when he felt the need.  She said that this permission came with the condition that he not disturb others and pay attention while he was up.  Two months later she called me and told me that even though he frequently spends most of the class pacing at the back of the room, his grade had gone from a C- to an A!

3)  Room Arrangement
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How the classroom is arranged can also make a dramatic difference in managing the classroom.  Many people, including myself, advise the use of proximity as a “cheap” way to positively influence students’ behavior.  (By “cheap” I mean that you can maintain the flow of the lesson while using it.)  It is difficult to use this technique, however, if the room is arranged in such a way that you cannot move easily and unobtrusively from one part of the room to the other.  I’ve found that arranging desks in a semicircle or two nesting semi-circles allows for easy movement.

In addition to arranging the room so that the instructor can move easily, you should also consider factors such as traffic patterns, visual field, and potential distractions.  For example, students who are easily distracted should not be seated near the windows or doorways. The arrangement of furniture and accessories within the room is also important.  If you have a student who makes grand exits, having your desk right next to the door where he can knock everything off it on his way out is asking for trouble.  

4) Physical Plant and Furnishings 

We think about environmental modifications such as wheelchair ramps for students who have physical challenges, but rarely do we consider these factors for “normal” kids.  Taking some time to think about past problems can help you prevent future difficulties. When we were working with the architects in designing a building addition, we considered some of the problems we had in our old facility.  Some of our students used to express their feelings of displeasure by turning off the lights or slamming the door as they exited the classroom.  By installing “key” light switches and pressurized door closures we eliminated this behavior. 

The type of furniture is another factor that deserves consideration.  The most distracting type of desk you can have, for a student who constantly has to “fiddle” with things, is one with the lid that goes up and down.  You can either spend most of your time saying, “Stop playing with that lid” or you can provide a different type of desk. One of our students had a great deal of difficulty sitting still for long periods of time and was constantly tipping in his chair.  We went “chair shopping” with him and found a chair that he could not tip.  Many problems were avoided when we took the time to look for furniture that met the child’s needs rather than trying to get the child to adapt to the furniture! 

The condition of the furniture and physical plant is also important.  A hole in the wall can quickly become a bigger hole; graffiti seems to invite more graffiti.  When I was principal, I received an incident report on a student that said, “Dan has been playing with a loose screw on his desk for the past two days.  I’ve repeatedly told him to stop playing with it.  Today the screw fell out and the leg fell off the desk!” The teacher wanted him punished for not following her directions.  She perceived his behavior as being willfully defiant.  Dan was an eight-year-old boy with ADHD.  Even if he hadn’t had ADHD, I think he still would have played with the loose screw.  What I couldn’t understand was why she didn’t give him a screwdriver and ask him to tighten the screw? Repairs should be made quickly and I’ve found that, when appropriate, most of my students are more than willing to help.

5) Movement

Some students seem to have the most difficulty in more unstructured settings like the hallway and cafeteria.  While doing a recent consultation I was struck by the fact that a student’s behavioral chart indicated virtually no problems in the classroom but a multitude of difficulties in the hallway, on the stairs and in the cafeteria.  In the last issue of the newsletter, I wrote about students who have difficulty with transitions and indicated some preventive measures. (Transitions, CHOICES Volume 8 Issue 2, Winter 2002*)  Some of my suggestions were to either reduce the number of people who are around them during these times or provide them with a personal escort.   If a student with a physical impairment has difficulty negotiating the hall, staff members might let him/her pass a few minutes before or after class or provide him/her with a helper.  The same strategy can assist a student with a behavioral disability who has difficulty transitioning in a crowd.  

Conclusion

Not only can careful consideration of the physical environment and materials prevent many behavioral problems, federal legislation (IDEA) states that the environment must make reasonable accommodations for individuals with disabilities.  This legislation applies to students with “invisible” disabilities too!  (For other ideas on Accomodations and Modifications for students see the website:  www.fape.org)

It is important that staff members clearly communicate that any modifications are designed to help a student and are not intended as punishments.   There is a big difference between saying, “Let’s see if we can find you a chair that doesn’t tip so that you can be safe” and saying, “If you can’t sit still we’re not going to let you sit in a “regular” chair.  We’re going to get you a chair that is different from everyone else’s!” Similarly, saying, “You are going to have to be escorted everywhere because you can’t stay out of trouble!” sounds like a punitive measure, whereas, “It seems hard for you when there are so many people in the hallway. You can walk with me then I can help you” sounds supportive.  

Just like any medical intervention, all behavioral interventions have potential side effects. Even when presented positively, some students may still perceive modifications as being punitive. A student may resist an accommodation because he/she does not want to appear “different”. In our society, “different” frequently has the connotation of being a bad thing. There is also the possibility that other students will see the modification as evidence of favoritism rather than providing for a student’s individual needs.  (For more information see the article “That’s Not Fair” CHOICES Fall 2000 Volume 7 Number 2)* These potential side-effects, however, should not preclude the use of Limitation & Manipulation of Space & Tools as a viable strategy for many students.

*Access to these articles is now on our website http://www.wflboces.org/choices  Click on the articles section and look for the title of the specific article.
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