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The topic of my talk: "Special Fducation-Early Chilihood: A Delicate
Balaﬁce" is a conviction that has grown out of the last several years of my
*work with people involved in the education of young handicapped children and

their families. 1In cpeaking to these people, some of whom were either providing

ED125185

services or in the process of developing programs for young children with dis-
abling coniitions, I heard two types of'cpmments. Those whose professional
preparation had been primarily in.Early Childhood Education would say someéhing
like, "I'm so glad to hear that you're developing this program at Peachgrs
College in the Dzpartment of Special Education because of your Early Childhood
backgrouni.”  On the‘other han?, Special Educators would make a similar comment
slanted in the other direction iﬁplying that ﬁy students would now be prepared

¢

to use Special Rducational strategies iA Early Childhood settings.

In %isiting and affili;ting wié; specialized Farly Childﬁood programs,
when questions of educational programring arose concerning an individual child
or a particular group of children, I frequently found myself making recommenda-
tions based on sesmingly opposed theoretical educational approaches, to directors
and teachers in different settings and many times in the same setting at

different tires.

In addition, I often heard students in my classes proposing either one or

another theoretical or practical approach as the solution to all the problems

* Presented at DiC session entitled "Training for Staff Working with Preschool
N Handicapped Children," CEC, 5Lih International Convention, Chicago, Illinois,
~, April 6, 1976.
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of educational progranminé for young children./;&pecific programs and
theoretical approaches are often presented in such positive ways that they ’
sound as if they have the answers to the many perpleking problems that still
face us. The more charismatic the presentation, the more éasily the student
succurbs to the appeal of using one approach to the exclusion of others.

Hearing established nrofessionals promoting either an Early Childhood
or & Special "ducation approach and hearing students express strong preferences .
forhone school of thought at a relatively early stage in their professional .
career led me tc an over-riding goal for my own courses on the education of \\\
young handiicapped children. This goal for prdspective Early Childhood/
Special Educators is: To establish and maintain an attidude which comits
them to continually evaluate all the options open to them in providing an
<ducational environment for Young ¢hildren and their femilies, ;o that the
total experience achieves the appropriate balance for each child's develop-
mental and special needs. Both approaches recognize the need for individualized
prograrming. But what seem to be the opposing points on the educational
balance scale which do not necessarily require an either-or decision? What
is the so-called Eerly Childhoodfapproach that is often preseAted as if it is
exclusive of the sﬁrategies which are used 1in Special Bducation? Generally
speaking, Early Childhood Educators are characterizéd as attempting to gear
a program to fit devélopmental characteristics and needs as they have been
documented by developmental psychologists. Traditionally, therefore, phrases
that are often used in conjunction with these programs are: "exploring and
experirenting with materia%S, language, social interactian, etc.3" "self-

N

initiated or spontaneous activities;" 'independence in decision makings"

"discovery learning3" "acknowledgerent ang respect for expression of feelingeg"
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"intrinsicelly motivating experiences and learning for learn ng's sakeg"
\a-/- .

"a child's play is his workg" "educating the whole chili." These pirograms

are often described as being child-oriented where the curriculum is expected
¢

to unfold as the7sensitive teacher responds to the children's naturally

evolving expressions of interest and concern.

v

When Special Fducators hear these characterizations they often feel that
they are unrealistic for Special Educational Programs. They feel that there
would be utter chaos and that many of the children's .aegative types of
behaviors would be perpetuated if these ideas we;e,implemented.'

!

\ Therefore Special Educatér% offer the following alternative: which téndjf‘\\
to characterize their approach: "a transdisciplinary approach to diagnosis

and programmingy” "examination of the child's entering behaviorsy"

"analyzing educational tasksj” "stating long-range goals and specifying
short-term instructional objectivesy”" "sequencing learning tasks3"

n on

"guantitatively measuring changes in behaviorj" "modifying behaviors and
behavioral modification” (fhe last two terms not being necessarily synonymous);
"extrinsic motivation and rein?orcgment;" '"structﬂring the environment."
Ezarly Childhood Educator;, egpecially those with a strongly mmanistic
’ ¢

é”approach, have been heard to respond to the foresoing Special Education

characterizations in the following ways: "Tt's svuch a mechanistic approach

to huran beings;" '"how do you foster independent functioning which is every
educator's long range goal?"  '"some of the tasks are not developmentally
oriented3" "it's too skill orientedy"” "the child's functioning is being

?

too fragmented."
To the proponents of both seemingly diverse approaches and their

criticisms of each other, the answer is 'You're right, and you're right,"
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if either is applied exclusiVeiy. Johp McV. Hunt has proﬁbsed that the
crurial task of any educator is to provide the right match to the child's -
developing needs and skills. In order for this to occur Early Childhood-Special

Educatorcs must discard previous prejudices and .biases and attempt to synthesize
! S

and apply both a_ proaches in an appqopfiately balanced way.

L]
Let me cite some examples of imbalanced approaches I have seen.

t

A Special Zducator, recently:‘wés observing an Early Childhood program

for children with special needs. The teacher and the children, at the moment,

»
' -

vere p}aying én adapted version 0? bowling w.th miniature pins and balls. 1In
the'process of playing the game; there was, general enjoyment and appreciation
expressed over the efforts of the children and the successes of some to knock »
down{a number of the pins; In additiop, the teacher asked the children to

tell ﬁer how many pins had been knocked down. Sometimes an interesting one-to-
one counting session ensued. The Special Ejucator in the observation room
questioned the effectiveness of incorporating a number concept and counting
lesson in the context of this game. "Isn't the approach typical of the one
that is used b&~a lot of middle-class mothers with their children?" she asked.
"Wouldn't it be more effective to, sit down at the table with appropriate
mathematics matefials and teach the child using a systematic programmed
sequential presentation?" The "special" ﬁrogram she was observing at the

roment, looked like any other preschool program to her. She felt that a

structured pelegegic approach should have been used with this group of develop-

nehtally delayed four year old children. Although she was told that a structured
learning approach is incorporated in the program at appropriate times of the

day, she still saw no value in incorporating the learning or reinforcing of

certain natheratics concepts during a play erxperience. In additidn, she ignored
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the fact that the children were also practicing perceptual -motor contrbl
aétivitfes, receptiva-expressive language, learning to take turns, and
apparently deriving pleasure from the %otal e¥perience,

Tgé foliewing two anecdotes,relatéd to behavioral modification teghniques,
shouid remind us to introspect about the methods we use or think we are using
. ) .
in our progranms. A language delayed child was taken out of his classroom

Just before lunchtime so that he would be in a hungry state for his language

therapy sessions which used food as a primary reinfgrcer in a behavioral

modification approach. This procedure, used with young children, is, of
course, extrerely.controversial. Whenever the child approximated or atte;pted -
to approximate the sound that was being el{cited oy the therapist, she
irmediately hugged the child in her lap and gave him a bit of food. The
child soon demonstrated that he was educable. Even though he couldr.’% or
wouldn't say the sound, he Jumped into the therapist's lap, hugged her, 2av
looked toward the food. ;

In another setting which served young multi-handicapped children;—the
director and her teachers condemned the use of behavioral modification tactics
with all human beingsqand especially with unsuspecting, relatively powerless

children. However, the director approved of one of her teacher's plans ‘for -

. the adults~in the room co consistently ignore the grunts of one of the

children and to respond immediately to an effort to articulate a meaningful
sound: an obvious example of behavioral modification.
Several years ago, a teacher stated that she had ser up her program
in a way which would foster the children's expleration of their educational envi-

ronment and provide immediate feedback.about their ability to deal with various

aspects of it. The group of children were composed of behaviorally disordered




- children with other co pounding variables such ss organic involvement and

family disruption. A typieal oceurrence was & child overturning e bowl of
panombe batter which h~d been left precariously en a top shelf ‘unronitored.
Althoush this type of siflvation was not the intend of the teacher, it occurred

ggég;ently due to her "laissem-Tuive! a ttlt”uu. Other acvcidents and incidents

M Kl

bordering on chiid neclect had als 50 been observed under the guise o* satisfying

o
-

the child's neced to explore, But th se children vere not being provided with

the needed security of rotional limits established Wy trusted adults who couvld

protect thern frov their own impulsive, sonetir es,dangerous behaviors and who

covld also serve as rodels for the development QL inner controls,

On several. cceasione the children in thwv'progr“m vere observed en

geging

in self«stlwul¢t3nr, per"ever:tlvc and blzigre behaviors. One of these

children a ttcwntod to lean at a visitor as/he customa ily does to his teachers

during class sessions. ‘ihe ohserver pr%/ented the child from corpleting the
)

> leap. He held the child's hands, moveq/downio his eye level, told the chilad

his own nare and said, "Hello." Aftef about five minutes ofinteraction during
. . Y -

which time the child was continual: being fedirected into safer and nore

civilized behayvior, the teacher was surprised by the fact that the child,

for.the first time, tried to sgf, "Hello" to a stranger, This stranger had

expressed a sincere interest 4An knowing the thild while not perritting self-

or other destructive behavibr.

<
Ky ’

. In another special §étting that provides a one-to-one intensive
instructional play expeficnce with very young behaviorally disturbved chrildren,
I ohserved the teacher elicit some appropriate behaviors fror 2 child usi ing

well-desirned materials, selected beforehand to match the needs of the child,

-3
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But as T continued to observe the session, I noticed with dismay that the

2 /
child barely finished the activify when it was hurriedly terminated and

. replaced immediately with ano@ﬁer well task~énalyzed activity. The teacher,
. . // /. -
. in this particular setting,,f am suye, accurmulated well-written reports about

- / _,“ o ) .
the child's emerging abi%ffies in £id areas of perceptual-motor functjoning,
» b‘ .

. . / .
sensory,ﬁwareness, cogQ{tion, etc. However, she did not attend to the child's

needs achlqs%ly as She had analyzed her materials. The total neglect of the .
e ’ @

chfld'§ social—egd%ional neéds and emerging concept of himse.f as a human

A

»

bei ﬁbo is apéreciated for his ability to concentrate, finish a task, and

’

///HO achieve small and large successes was blatantly oovious. The teacher

. P .

'\:‘3 - . - - Y. .
e dermonstrated her ability to implemert certain Special Education strategies but

in the'procéss had not integrated humanistic objectives in her interaction

with the £hild.

2

fa
Atfanother time, a colleague and I observed a child who was being screened

"

for agnittance into a special program. This young child played with a variety
T
“ < p)
of riaterials while his tense-looking mother sat looking on. Every once in a

wyéle, the child looked briefly at his mother as he played. He tendéd to look
:gore frequently at his mother as he began to roll and th%ow a2 'cmall ball rather
f’foréefully at different targets around the room: It appeared to us that this
/ kiﬁd of behavior was ordinarily not encouraged by the mother: .As the child
continued this activity, he preceded eachaof his actions with a similar state-

rent.’ Referring to the ball, he would say, "He gonna hit the wallj he gonna

'hit the chair, ete." We irmediately noted the inappropriateness of the use
g ~

-

of the personal pronoun "he" for "it" and-moréover, we wondered if the misuse
of the pronoun was intentional. Perhaps he was personifying the wooden ball
and extending himself into its ac@ions thereby getting some satisfactipn from
these "acting-ok" behaviors of the ball, for which he could not be blamed.

> 8
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We felt fairly self- satlsfled W1th our acute observations

24
and interpretations

unt1l we found out about the child's Jamalﬂah background and linguistic style of

uslng the pronoun "he" for "it". fThis particular anecdote is an object lesson

A
)

to teachers and psychologists who do not balance their interpretations of

children's behaviors based on classroom activities with complementary informa-

tion about the child and his background from other sources. ’

An Early Childhood Educator,'rgcently discussed a child with his language

therapist. The teacher was in awe of the therapist's successful strategies
!

because she,'hérself, had observed the child apply h?s learned lessons of

language _concepts to the materials and activities in the room. The teacher

wondered what else she could prOV“de for this .child in her classroom, since

the therapist was do*ng so well with hin already in her one-to-one sessions

with him. Even though the teacher ordinarily defended a child's right to'a

v

group educational program,<in this situation, she needed to be reninded by
the therapis§ about the balance the child needed in his life and how the )
classroom situation provided a natural social context for'extending and re-

inforcing what he was leagrning in his therapeutic lessons.

&

A sufficient numter of programs and research studies have accumulated

to demonstrate that’children learn in a variety 6f ways.

2

The findings of

studies, however, are not yet refined enough to justify the predominant

application of one approach te the exclusion of another. For this reason
& 4
the content of my courses purposely includes presentations and discussions

-of seemingly conflicting ideas and approaches. In introductory lectures, it

is stated strongly that the course will not provide absolute ansvers to any

quzstions which students may have, tecause presently there are no absolute

~ \
" answers. Research has not been systematic or intensive enough to provide

te




‘educational brograms in a highly specific, appropriate way, They feel that

9. .

[

educators with absolute preventive or antidote prescriptions to prevalent
3 -

educational problems. Until there is a eoncentrated, cooperative effort
to this end, teachers are the most important  researchers in the field, if
they approach their tasks in & systeratlc hypothesis-testing way.

One of the roles I have assumed in class discussions is that of devil's

advocate., If a student comes to seminar with a strongly negative description of

experience, the student is first asked to bresent a mini-case’ study and to ’
answer relevant questions before}a critical analysis is made of the strategy.
Although a loglcal rat1onale cah usually be found for the strategy being ° \
analyzed, the d1scuss1on Jis opened up for other" possible educational procedures
which mmght also serve the child and the educat1onal nrogram in an effective
way. The goal is to make the stugents aware that vhere is no one way to
approach educational nroblems. This sometimes produces discomfort.

Certain students enter the program with the misconceived notion that

“~

the Special.Education approach is one which will be able to prescribe

2ll one needs is a detailed cross-disciplinary description of the ehild and
his problers and, voile, a step- by-etep remediation can be applied to move
the childlto "ore appropriate functioning, at least that's how some of their
Special Education text books sounded to them.

At the other extreme are students who are willing to)take some child
developrent and education courses because they want to work with small
children and have demonstrated love. and patlence w1th hand1cauned ch?ldren. J
Although these attitudes are an asset, these students need to learn rather

quickly that vhey need to be counterbalanced by ‘some other attitudes ang

technical skills which include objective observations, operaticnal reports

10




of children's behaviors and introspective evaluations of teaching procedures

related to these observations. ] ‘ ) ' . ‘)
., . ‘ . 3

o . .
Students\are also reminded of the fact that neatly presented curricdulum

guldes ana sequences of tasks aré usually not backed up with validation or

re11ab111tf(stud1es for speécific target populations or generalized to other

[ a

populatiors. Even though almost every packaged curriculum guide states =5

that it is to be %fed only as e guide, it still.tends to be used verbatim

. .

. . 1y
by many. I try-to make students feel as uncomfortable as possible doing
this before they leave my courses. . . . &

-

- Other options available to educator;s haVe not been mentioned, such as .
f N . " p—— .

. stanaardized testing and systematized observation techniques; mainstreamed

and” non-malnstreamed programs, center-based and hone-based'nrograms, a particuler .
- - .

educatlonal model and another contrastlng one, Drofess1onal anq paraprofessional

programmers. As 3rofess1onals who are educatlng Early Childhood- Spec1al

\

qucators, we have a responsibility to accUstom teachers to draw on and

eveluate the effectiveness of all poséible techniqué§ and philosﬁphies.
Tqéchers need to be encouraged to apply these procedures with a disciplined N
approach but always with flexibility as to the child and his sityation in o~

bringing balance to his daily life. i , >
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