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THE EMOTTONALLY -HANDICADPPED CHILP: ALTERING HOME, SCHOOL,
AND »UCTIAL ENVIRONMENTS AS THE KEY TO PREVENTION AND CURE

By Vern Jones

ED12250G7

Terms such as ecmotionally handicapped, emotionally disturbed,
and beinavior disordered are being heard with increasing frequency
in our schools. These labels have been used to describe children
with such diverse problems as autism, eXxtreme acting out, mild
acting ovut, underachlevenent, and hassivity. As communlty and
legislative pressures have begun urging school Jdistricts to pro-
vide Meducationally appropriate” services f{or these children,
s¢hool personnel have peen faced with three important questions:
1} What percentage ol the school population 1s experilencing
cmotional problems to the point that it is significantly handi-
capping their ability to function productively ia school? 2) What
dre the primary causes of these problems? 35 What technigues are
avallable to provide assistunce for these children?

The Tirat gquestion is Jitricult to answer. Due to the
variation in detinitions of productive school behavior, estimates
range from 53 to 2o percent of the schoel population. Based on
current research and ny work with schools, restdential treatment
programs, vouth dJdiversionary agencies, physiciuns, and juvenile
coiart personnel, | would suggest that a Vigure of 5 - 7% would be
a ovonservative catinate,

ihe question of causation has tende:d to focus on the concept
variously termed mininal braln Jdyvs{unction, hyperkinesia, or
hvperactivity.,  All of these terms suggest that the cause is pri-

narily a forn of neurological Jdysfunction which may dJdisappear with
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age, but wihich can be partially or entirely alleviated in the

short run with sone torm of Jrug thervapy. More recently, an em-
phasis has been placed on the possible dictary causes of minimal
Erain Jdystunctien. Finally, as Sydney Walker 11l highlighted in

the December 1974 editlon of Psyvehology Today, there are numerous

more subtle and complex vhysiological causes for inappropriate
and unproductive student behavior,

These causative factors are important and certainly warrant
an increased research focus. llowever, even when thorough diag-
nostic techniques and extensive rescarch findings are available,
1t is unlikely tihat these {actors will prove to be the primary
cause in ¢ver 10 percent of children diagnosed as emotionally
handicupped.  wWhat tien Is the causce of this increasingly large
number of disturted children? aAs I view the problem, the primary
causes stem fror three general environmental/cultural arcas:
1y home, 23 school, 33 society,

Glrer the yveuars | have become increasingly impressed by the
position of the home environment as the key to the developnment of
sutred mental health for children. There are children with serious
crotional problerns who live in stable home environments where
parents have « solid underscanding of c¢hild development, employ
healthy discipline techniques, and model putterns of warm, open,
interpersonal communication. This 1s, however, the exception rather
than the rule, and these children are {requently those who have
ratner serious physiological disabilities.

Unlortunately, there are scveral increasingly prevalent

characteristics of American homes which apnear to be significantly
3
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related to emotional difficulties in children in children. First,
nearly one million chtldren are involved in divorce every year,

and over one fourth of all children in the United States arc being
reaved in single parent homes. Therefore, un increcasing number

of children arce being reared in homes characterized by psyvehological
instability and a situation where the parent or parents have con-
siderably less tiwe and psychologicul energy for their children.
Selond, the increased financial pressures caused both by infiation
and by parents' solr-imposed desire for ever-increasing lovels of
financital carning pover have created a situation where large amounts
of parental tine and enerygy are diverted {rom c¢nild recaring. Third,
in o society characterized by rapid technoloygicul growth, social
avareness, and secial change, there is an expanding gap between

the values and sxilis ol the parcuts and those which will be most
productive for tihcvir cbildren. 7Thils creates a situation in which
purents not only teel estranged from and often confused by thelr
calldren, but also must expend considerable time and energy dealing
with tholr own estrangenent [ron and conlusion with society. Fourth,
due te the rapid decline of the extended fanily {less than 50 of

the hones in the United sStates include an adult other than the
parents ) and the Jdecrease in 1';n.ilﬁv sice, nuny of toduv's puarents
have neither the experience in dealing witihh children nor tiue sup-
port of older adults to aid in child-rearing. In summary, the
breakdown of the extended family and the associated sense ot anomia
created by urbanication, along with the Urequent instability of

thhe nuclear family leaves the c¢hiild with tewer significant adults

ty serve as medels or to provide stability, guidance, and caring.
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while less intluential than the home environment, the schools
hch_hccomc the second najor soctalizing force in our soclety.
Conscquently, sciivols now play a significant role in the creation
or prevention of enottonal Jditfficulties.  while volumes have been
written 1a tihe past Pive yvears on the failure of the American
school system to provide ewmotionally and intellectually growth-
producing experieindes for our vounyg people, the schools!' fuailures
can be divided into three najor areas.  Furthermore, these fail-
ures are directly related to the large number of emotionally
nandicapped cehildren in ocur schools. Fiist, the schools have
conslstentiy over-enphasized the need tor and use of externul
motivation; i.e., Lrdes, competition, tecar of punishment, and
sore recently, belinvior nodiflication and contingeney management
programs,  Ihils ldeologleal stance itgnores signiticant anounts
ot resedrch,  For example, we know that there 1s a direct relation-
ship between amaunt of anxiety and loarning. Yet many children
find the schoula, with their emphasis on onc-way communication,
competitivn, and cxtrinsic motivation, a {rightening place to be.
weoalso hnow that individual children vary greatly in the style
of instruction wd notivational strategy under which they learn
bust, and that individuals teirn most edffectively when the
vaterial boelng Jdealt with creates an optanum level of disequili-
Lriuw or incongruity for the learner. Despite the rather wide
Jdissemination and acceptance of this knowledge, I all too often

chter classrooms where thirty students are working on the sume

assignnent and being evaluated on the same criteria.  In addition




to the eftect on learning, this enphasis on extrinsic motivation
and uniform structures alsy reinforces a dependency on external
forces and conscquently stifles the development of personal re-
sponsibility’ with the associated feeling of personal competence
and danointernal tocus of evaluation and control. When the in-
structional style 1s appropriate for the individual, the learning
environment is sate, and the incongruity is with the individual's
range, learning appears to be an exciting, selfl-reinforcing event
tor children. Unfortunately, these conditions in isolution or
corbination all touv seldon characterize school classrooms.,
fhe schools' scecond major mistuke has been thelir cmphasis
on products vather than processes, and thcir corresponding in-
effectiveness in developing skhills in the affective domain.
e Students bave learned facts and procedures rather than skills
in the process of problem solving, or an understanding of the
basic concepts and srinciples underlying an academic discipline.
“ore impurtantly, within the context ot a society which is in-
credasingly complex, crowded, and confusing, the curriculum has
continuced tu shy away from the arcas of persenal growth and an
henest and realistic cenirentation ol ¢riticul issues,
Finally, the schools have {ailed to provide un environment
in which students are cxposed to a variety of healthy adult
snodels, schools have reinforeced the role of the tedcher as a
Jdisseninator of information and o manager ol children, Meanwhile,
teacher training institutions have failed te help teachers Jde-
velop shills in interpersonal relations, self-awareness, values
ctarification, or problem solving. Without these personal skills,
teachers cannot he vxpected to SCTéC as healthy models for their
Q
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students. Furthermore, without these skills, develeoped in co-
ordination with specilic strategies for teaching them to others,
Weocannot expect teachers to facilitate tne development of
responstntlity and mental health in their students.

lLike the home amne school environment, the values and
priorities implicitly or explicitly espoused or accepted in a
soctety have significant implications for the personality de-
velopient of its cialldren.,  Unfortunately, many of the values
currently permeating our soclety cither cause or reinforce the
unproductive behaviors or the children we describe as cmotionulfyr’
haundicapped.  These values include the emphasis placed on, und
the acceptanee ol:  competition, conformity (with a vencer of
individualism;, distinct nale/femnale roles, bigness, pleasure
as bad, pertection, pressure, vioelence, loncliness, possessive-
ness, cnd o lack of honesty and openness.  As long as we contlnue
to suppurt these values tnoan environment which increasingly
points to their Jdestructive tendencics, we will of necessity create
angry, countuscd, and even self Jdestructive voung people.

Having viewed a nunber of the environmental causces linked
tu the tncreasing {reguency and depth ot emotienal difficulties
e teday's chiddren, tie loglceal and necessdary guestion is:!
What can we do to reverse this trend?  In examining the possible
Cures, wWe must dgata focus on the hone, school, and cormunity.

Solutions to the problems c¢reated in the home must be examined
within the context of social reality; 1.c¢., it is unlikely that
we can de-urbanice our socicty or that we will soon see 4 re- .,

vitalization of the extended family. [However, there are both

-1
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short and leng range solutions which appear feasible. Any short
range plans must exmphasize the c¢reation of an adequate number of
inexpensive educational and counseling tacilities for parents
interested 1n improving skills in child-rearing, developing bet-
ter communicution sKills, or receiving assistance in dealing with
personal and/or tamily problems. In addition, we must provide
Increasing numbers of inexpensive, well-staffed, community day
care centers tor ¢hildren of working as well as non-working
mothers.  Data from the Soviet Union and Israel indicate the
positive offects of young children receiving significant amounts
of caring and lecarning opportunities outside of the home. Com-
rnunity centers could provide such experiences f{or children as
well as coordinating counseling and training facilities for
Darents.

While inplementation ot these short term solutions should
miane o noticeable difference in the number of childrén experiencing
emotivnal difficulties, they must be integrated into an intensive,
well-planned, lonyg range program, The key components in such a
program would include sound, experiential training programs in
parenting, interpersonal communication, self-awareness, and problem
salving. surprising as it may scem, these components are currently
found in the espoused though seldom implemented educational goals
oi’ many public schools. These goals include the development of
a curriculum based on certain "survival skills' to which every
school age ¢hild would be cxposed. While these programs frequently
require course work and Jemonstrated competencics in such arcas

as personal finance, health and hygiene, community government,
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copsumer science, carcer education, ete. it is only a short step

to the Jdevalopient of experiences and required competencies in areas
such as child development, family living, personul problem solving,
and interpersonal comaunication.  We cannot expect future parents

+

to rear neatally healthy children unless they have developed sound

A
mental health, huve a demonstrated knowledge of sound child rearing b

techniques, and Lave learned to make well thought out decisions /)
regarding marriagze and childbearing,

fxcellenat proygrams which could serve as models have alrcady
been established in wll of the critical areas. For example, the
Partrose =chool Districy in Portland, Oregon, hus Jdeveloped a class
in camily Living. sStudents in this class take part in a mock
marriage; and the couples are invelved in such activities as Jde-
veioping o family Budget, buving o nome, Jdeviding on whether to
wave chilidren, discussing discipline, ete.  Lven more significant
Ps the fact that nureroas schoul Jdistricts huave developed prograns
P owhibch stadents not only study chiild Jevelopnent and child
rearing, nut also worn directly with c¢hildren as volunteers in a
Jay care coenter. aly through this actual ¢xperience can students
learn sghout thelr reactions to c¢hildren, and thereby obtain vital
inforraticr vregarding thelr feelings abour having and rearing chil-
dren. Finally, many school districts otfer courses in interpersonal
comnunivation ami values claritication - necessary teols tor the
devcelumient of the sound nmental health needed for parents who will
raise thoir children in an increasingly complex society.

while the present school curriculum contains the potential
For playing a signiticant role in creating hewlthicer home environ-

ments, the schouls themselves must receive a sizeable overhuul if
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they dre to alleviate rather thun contribute to the c¢reation
ol ewotivnal problems. The recent trend toward the c¢reation of
schuol-bused programs [or emotionally handicapped children has
one major drawback, The format for-such progrums has often em-
ploved either a sell-contuined classroom or the crestion of a
team of specialists whose task 1s to create an appropriate
academic program und/or alter the child's beuavior through the
use ot behavior modilicarion techniques. Both of these approaches
presupbose that the problem ifles primarily with the child, rather
than with the environment. While it is true that a small ner-
centage ol children require specialized learning environments
and hehayior nandgencent techniques, a rather large percentage
of "emotionally handicapped” children are reasonably healthy
children responding in an understandable manner to a rather in-
apprenriate eiavironment,

white [ Jdisagree with the need for de-schooling society, the
schouls nust be altered to create healthier, more productive
learning environments. In order for this to occur, several changes
must be made,  PFirst, teachers and administrators nust receive
“mproved tratning in techniques for effcctively facilitating both
cognirtive and emotional growth in their students. This means
that teacher training institutivns wust significantly improve
theyr programs in the arcas of curricunlum, teaching strutegices,
and in the developnent of personal awareness and communication
shills for prospective teachers. Sccondly, schools {rom clemen-
tary through high school nced additional counselors to help

teachers with this tash and to work with students who regquire
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individual attention, Third, it is well documented that a lufge
number of children with emotional difficulties also experience, -
learninyg difficulties.. {(lass sizes must be reduced so that

tecachers can more cftfectively individualize academic instruc-

tion and 1nclude the child in planning and evaluating his aca-

demic program. In a class of 30 children evew the most. skilled
teacher will have Jdifficulty developing a learning environment

which is scensitive to each individual child., Smaller classes

would also allow tcachers an opportunity to develop a more posi-
tive working relationship with parents and the community.

Finuily, schools must become places where teuchefs serve 4as nuch
needed adult models. This can oc¢cur only when school personnel
break out of their traditional role of disseminators of informu-
tion and becowe warm, open Lacilitators of growth in both the
cognttive and atfective domains., Teachers must relate openly

and productively to both their colleagues and their students and
nust share with students their skills in decision making and com-
munication as well as subject matter.

Although @ nation's priorities, values, and the mental health
of its ¢itizens 15 more than the sum of its ipstitutions, Wo o Cin
change these values only by facilitating growth in the vital
institutions. 1[ we van Jdo this, perhaps we can create a gencration
less distraught with emotional ditfficulties.

In summavy, the task of aiding children currently handicupped
by their eriotionul Jdifficulties and of rcducing the number of
children who develop such difficulties will not be accomplished
by concentrating on several techniques for “curing” a lfew of thesec

1i
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children. Rather, . must create healthier environments 1n our
major vhild-rearing institrtivns, These changes will serve

both a curative and preventitive function. In addition, they
will provide the nvgoésavy bhase for the implementation of suc-
cessf{ul treatment proyrums for the small percentage of children
whose ~»motionul diffiud{tles are partially or exclusively caused

by physical tactors.
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