
What Changes Behavior

Punishment Or Remediation?
By Mary Beth Hewitt

I recall as a young child not wanting to finish my dinner.  My mother told me to “think of all the poor starving children in China.”  In all innocence I said, “Well let’s share it with them.”  The next thing I knew I was sitting in my room where I was supposed to think about what I did wrong.  I had no clue. My parents had always taught me to share and I was willing to share my food. At age five I didn’t know where China was and I knew nothing about refrigeration. The only conclusion I could come to was that we must not like Chinese children because my Mom didn’t want me to share my food with them. What my mother viewed as a “fresh” answer, was really an innocent response based on the limited knowledge of a five-year-old.

I remembered the above experience when I first watched Richard LaVoie’s video “Last One Picked, First One Picked On.”  In this video he relates an experience he had with the father of a student who attended his school.  The man’s daughter made a social faux pas at the dinner table and the man sent her to her room.  He sensed that Dr. LaVoie was uncomfortable with what he did and so he asked what he did wrong.  Dr. LaVoie asked him, “If you were working with her on the three times tables and she said three times three was ten would you have sent her to her room?”  “Of course not,” the man replied, “I would have taught her the right answer.”  His response was very telling and really points out the difference between how we approach academic wrong answers and social wrong answers.

When a child responds inappropriately to an academic situation, adults generally believe that he/she does not know the right way to proceed and commence instruction.   I know that when I was teaching mathematics and a student made an error, I would watch him do the problem and ask him to repeat his thought process out loud so that I could pinpoint where he was having difficulty.  Having a thorough understanding of the pre-requisite skills and having task analyzed a problem myself, I could then form a hypothesis of what I needed to TEACH him.  Not all my diagnoses were the same.  One student may have made an error because he added instead of subtracted.  Another might have had the correct answer but reversed the number when he wrote it.  A third might have put the decimal point in the wrong location. To “fix” the problem I had to truly understand what the child’s specific mistake was.  

In contrast, when a child makes a mistake in a social situation, adults frequently believe that he/she knows the right way and is CHOOSING to act incorrectly. With academic difficulties we TEACH, with social difficulties we generally PUNISH.  I think that most people would agree that it would be ludicrous to send the student who did a math problem incorrectly to the office and expect that he would return knowing how to do the problem, yet students who cannot behave are frequently sent out of the room with the expectation that they will behave upon their return.  

“It is common practice among educators to approach academic problems differently from social problems.  Essentially, instructional principles are used to remediate academic problems, whereas negative consequences typically are used to manage social problems.” (Jones, 2001, p. 296).  

Figure 1:  A comparison of Approaches to Academic and Social Problems (Jones, 2001, p. 296)

	
	Procedures for Academic Problems
	Procedures for Social Problems

	Infrequent
	Assume student trying to make correct response.
	Assume student not trying to make correct response.

	
	Assume error was accidental.
	Assume error was deliberate.

	
	Provide assistance.
	Provide negative consequence.

	
	Provide more practice.
	Practice not required.

	
	Assume student has learned skill and will perform correctly in the future.
	Assume student has “learned lesson” and will behave in the future.

	Frequent (chronic)
	Assume student has learned the wrong way.
	Assume student refuses to cooperate.

	
	Assume student has been taught (inadvertently) the wrong way.
	Assume student knows what is right and has been told often.

	
	Diagnose the problem.
	Provide more negative consequences.

	
	Identify misrule or determine more effective manner in which to present the material.
	Withdraw student from normal context.

	
	Adjust presentation.  Focus on rule.  Provide feedback.  Provide practice and review.
	Maintain student removal from normal context.

	
	Assume student has been taught skill and will perform correctly in the future.
	Assume student has “learned” lesson and will behave correctly in the future.


WHY DO STUDENTS MAKE SOCIAL MISTAKES?

Arnold Goldstein, a leading expert in teaching pro-social behavior to students with behavior disorders, asserts that there are four primary reasons why students make social errors.

1) they don't know another way to behave.

2) they know another way to behave (cognitively) but lack sufficient practice. 

3) they have tried another way to behave and it didn't work so they overgeneralize that it will never work.

4) their emotions interfere with the performance of the desired behavior.
1)
They don’t know another way.

How many times have you asked a child what he could have done differently and he responds, “I don’t know.” He may be telling you the truth. He really may not know. I don't understand why some people find it so hard to believe that a child may not know a different way because I frequently hear staff members say, "His parents never taught him how to behave." "He doesn't have any good role models." 

When I taught kindergarten, I was surprised by the number of students in my class who had learned to read “on their own.” Parents or older siblings had instructed some.  Others had picked up the necessary skills by observing models.  However, there were many other students who had not learned to read. Along the same vein I had many students who had learned to behave “on their own.” They had either been taught by someone else or had picked up the information from behavioral models.  However, there were other children who had no clue as to what they did wrong or how they could have done things differently.  How many times do we send children to the office or time out and instruct them to think about what they’ve done/said without first asking some diagnostic questions?  Goodness knows, as I sat in my room contemplating what I had done wrong by offering to share my dinner with the Chinese children, I was clueless.  You won’t behave differently if you don’t know what you did wrong.  You can’t behave differently if you don’t know a different way to behave.

2)
They know another way but do not have sufficient practice.

There are some students who know and can even tell you a different behavioral option. Don’t think, however, that just because they can TELL you a way they might have behaved differently that they are capable of doing it. I can TELL you how to drive a motorcycle, but I can’t drive one myself.  I can tell you that when you are overwhelmed at work and someone asks you to do something you should say, “No.”  Yet, when someone asks me to do something I still say “Yes”.  Knowing and doing are two very different things. 

I recommend that when you ask, “What else could you have done?” and a student gives you an acceptable answer, that you ask yourself, “Have I ever seen him demonstrate what he is telling me he should do?   I asked one of my students what else he could do when someone teased him and he responded that he could “ignore.”   I then asked myself if I’d ever seen him ignore anything in his life.  The answer was a resounding ‘no.’ Even though this student cognitively knew a different behavioral option he did not have it in his performance repertoire.  You won’t behave differently if you haven’t sufficiently practiced a skill.

3) They have tried another way and it didn't work so they overgeneralize that it will never work.

Have you made a suggestion to a student and had him rebuff it by saying, “I tried that and it didn’t work.”  We are such creatures of habit.  When we are learning a new skill we need an enormous amount of positive reinforcement.  After we experience success and get comfortable, intermittent reinforcement is enough to sustain us.  If, however, at the early stages we aren’t successful then we can draw the conclusion that we’ll never be successful so why bother.  You can hear this in both academic and behavioral contexts, “I’m just not good at math”; “I can’t learn foreign languages”; “I tried to diet and exercise and it just doesn’t work.”; “I tried raising my hand but I never get called on.”  Failure seems to have a greater impact on us than success does.  You won’t behave differently if you haven’t experienced enough success with a behavior.  
4) Their emotions interfere with the performance of the desired behavior.

When individuals are under stress they quickly revert to their primary behavioral mode even though they may know socially appropriate ways of behaving. It’s like reverting to your native language. Just as a child who knows academic material can suddenly forget everything he learned when put in a testing situation, a child who knows an appropriate behavioral response can suddenly forget everything he learned when under stress.  Think about your own reaction when you stub your toe….even though you know that yelling or swearing isn’t appropriate, when you’re hurting, you don’t think about that.  If I’m too upset and I haven’t practiced something enough it won’t come naturally.

The more practice one has in a behavior under less stressful circumstances, the greater the likelihood that it will become more firmly integrated into his behavioral repertoire even under stressful conditions.  It’s like building emotional muscle memory.

So, what does this all mean?  In short, we have to apply instructional principles we know about teaching academics to social and behavioral instruction.
WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT LEARNING THEORY

When I am teaching academic information: 

· I know that I have to determine the student’s current level of knowledge.  I accomplish this by asking questions and through careful observation.

· I know that learning occurs more quickly if it is relevant and useful to the learner. 

· I know that learning occurs more quickly if it can make use of past knowledge.

· Once I determine what needs to be taught I provide a model and create multiple opportunities for guided practice. 

· I know that not all students learn information the same way, therefore, I either present the model in multiple formats or teach to the students’ learning style. (auditory, visual, tactile-kinesthetic).

· I provide more opportunities for practice until the child can correctly perform the task.  I know that it takes at least twenty-one successful repetitions for new information to become integrated into the student’s “memory bank.” 

· I know that when students learn new 

skills, growth is gradual and occurs in increments.  I recognize the need to reinforce what the student is doing correctly and reteach information that he/she has difficulty grasping.

The points delineated above hold true for teaching/remediating social skills dif-ficulties.  In the social/behavioral arena, Richard LaVoie calls this process performing a “social autopsy.”  He defines a social autopsy as "The examination and inspection of a social error to discover the cause of the error, determine the damage and prevent it from occurring again. “ (LaVoie, 1994)

TWO EXAMPLES OF SOCIAL AUTOPSIES

Darrell and Tony were seen in the office on the same day for the same inappropriate behavior. They had both been fighting.  Darrell was 7.  Tony was 16.  They were not fighting with each other.  The traditional way of disciplining students who fight is to punish them; usually by suspending them.  This was the third time the two boys had been in a fight in the past two weeks and obviously suspending them was having no impact on changing their behavior. We decided to do a social autopsy on each student.

Most of the time when students are sent to the office for inappropriate behavior the information that comes with them is virtually meaningless in helping diagnose a problem.  “He gets into fights” only describes what a student does.  It is like telling someone a student gets wrong answers in math.  It does not give insight into why he gets it wrong.  So, to diagnose a behavioral problem you need to approach it like diagnosing an academic problem.  You can accomplish this through observation and questioning.
Social Autopsy #1 Darrell is Fighting
Diagnosis  I spoke with Darrell and got a timeline of the events leading up to the fight.  What I discovered was that he was trying to get his friend to play with him by tickling him.  Rather than accepting Darrell's immature invitation to play, his friend responded by pushing him and a fight ensued.   I hypothesized that Darrell was trying to be friendly and determined that Darrell needed to learn another way to greet his classmates.  I decided to teach the skill of "Greeting Others." (Goldstein, 1997)

Determine current level of knowledge/ability  I asked Darrell if he knew another way to greet people.  He replied, "Be nice...be calm...I don't know."  He thought for a few minutes and then gave me another way, "Ask them if they want to play."  At this point I decided that Darrell knew an appropriate alternative to greeting others physically but I hypothesized that he lacked sufficient practice with that behavior.  I modeled how to verbally greet someone and then had Darrell role play greeting a friend by asking "Do you want to play?"

Guided Practice  When Darrell and I role played the situation I responded to his verbal invitation to play with "Yes, I want to play with you. What do you want to play?"  At this point, Darrell stopped me and said, "But sometimes he says NO."  I revised my hypothesis about why he wasn't using this particular behavior to include that he had had an unsuccessful experience using it.  Now, in addition to practicing how to greet people, we also talked about how you handle it when someone says they don't want to play.  We role played several more times and Darrell was successful in the practice situation.

Social Autopsy #2 Tony is Fighting

Diagnosis  In speaking with Tony, I discovered that his reason for fighting was much different than Darrrel’s.  Tony had hit another student because the other student had called him a name.  I determined that Tony needed to learn the skill of "Responding To Teasing." (Goldstein, 1997)

Determine current level of knowledge/ability  When I inquired how else Tony could have responded to teasing, he said, "I could ignore them" and then quickly added, "but that doesn't work."  Knowing Tony well I knew that I had never seen him ignore anything in his life, so although he might know a socially appropriate response cognitively, he had never practiced it.  The fact that he adamantly added that it wouldn't work led me to believe that he would not be amenable to practicing this alternative.  I also knew that Tony was an action oriented student and a passive response like ignoring would require too great a behavioral leap. I gave Tony several action oriented alternatives and he said he'd like to try telling an adult that someone was bothering him and asking them for help.

Guided Practice I modeled an appropriate response and Tony repeated it several times.  After about five trials he was able to say in a calm voice, "Ms. Hewitt, John is calling me names and I need your help."

THE PROCESS OF CHANGE

What do you think happened the next day when Darrel’s friend walked into the room? How do you think Darrell greeted him?  What do you think happens the next time someone teases Tony?  I would love to be able to tell you that Darrell will say, "Do you want to play?" and Tony will ask an adult for help.  The reality of the situation is, that unless the teaching process continues, Darrell will most likely greet people by tickling and Tony will persist in responding to teasing by hitting.  Why?  Didn't they say they were going to do it differently?  Didn't they practice it and prove that they could behave in an appropriate manner?   

It is very important to recognize that behavioral improvement follows the same path as academic improvement.  Learning any new skill takes time and occurs in increments.  Just as a child does not go from being a non-reader to a reader overnight, a student does not go from being socially inappropriate to socially adept overnight.  If a child learns the word 'cat' one day it is quite likely that the next day he will look at it and act like he’s never seen it before.  Most adults don’t believe that he is CHOOSING to not read it, instead, they believe that he has forgotten and begin the process of assessment and reteaching.  They may ask, “What’s the first letter.  What sound does that letter make?"  When the child responds correctly they make a big fuss over him. At each little success the focus is on reinforcing the part the student gets right and reteaching the parts he gets wrong.


Follow Up–Darrell  

I was in Darrell’s classroom the next 

morning.  When his friend entered the room, Darrell ran up to him, fingers a-wiggling.  I said, "Darrell stop.  How do we greet people?"  He looked up at me and said, "I forgot."  I said, "Ask him, 'Do you want to play?'  Darrell did and his friend said yes.  I talked to all the staff members who dealt with Darrell throughout the day and prompted them to intervene the same way and reinforce Darrell whenever he used words to greet people.  After months of continual intervention (reinforcement and reteaching) Darrell stopped getting into fights.
Follow Up–Tony

The day after my social skills lesson with Tony,  I was meeting with some parents of a prospective student in my office when suddenly the door burst open.  It was Tony and he screamed, “Hewitt, you’d better f……ing come help me now before I kill him.”  Here I was faced with a student who, not only barged in on a meeting, but was yelling, swearing and threatening.  I knew that the visitors would think I should address the inappropriateness of his behavior and admonish him.  However, I saw it from a different perspective.  I knew that this was the first time that Tony had asked an adult for help instead of taking the law into his own hands!  I'll grant you, he did it in a very inappropriate way, but I knew we could work on that. I excused myself saying, “I’ll be back, one of my students needs my assistance.”  Why did I go and help Tony?  Quite simply, I wanted to focus on and reinforce him for what he had done correctly.  He had asked for help from an adult instead of hitting.  If I had concentrated on the way he asked for help and had refused to help him, he could have concluded, "See, they tell you to ask for help and then they don't help you.  I might as well keep hitting!"  

I strongly believe that one of the reasons why it is so difficult and frustrating for students to change their behavior is that adults frequently don't recognize and reinforce their fledging attempts at change. Once I had given copious reinforcement for the fact that he had asked for help, Tony and I did practice the importance of using an appropriate tone of voice and appropriate words.  After a few months Tony was able to calmly ask for help and he stopped getting into fights.

CONCLUSION

When social and behavioral problems are addressed in the same way as academic instruction lasting long-term change can occur.  Some resources that can help educators with the diagnosis and teaching of social and behavioral alternatives are listed in the section below.
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