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Abstract

-

]

- The prevailing paradigm for understanding the causes and correc-
tion of‘]earning and related behavior problems is seen as over-empha-
sizing persén‘variables. It is suggested that an intekactiona] model
would be more in keeping with coniemporary psychological theorizing
and available data. Implications of understanding causal determinants .
in interactional terms are discussed, and a sequentjaT and hjefarchi-’
cal strategy for4identification'and Eorrection based on an 1nteractiona1'a
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‘

mdde] 1§'out11ned. ' .
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Towards Broadening Conceptualizations of the Causes and

Correction of Learning and Related Behavior Prob]ems1

-

)) E;:‘iﬁterventions to be logically planned, they must be based on
an hnder]yihg rationale regarding the purpose of the intervention and
the procedures to be-imp]emeﬁted.~ Critical aspects of any underlying
rationale are the concépt; used to understand (a) the causes o%'prob-
‘]ems in Tearning and behavior and (b) how to correct these problems.
Even Jhen not éystematically fdfmulatediand/or explicjtly stated, such
cbncgpts are seen as stimulating the thoughts and actions of those re-
sponsibje fﬁr the integventfon (e.g., see_ Adelman and Tay]or, 1977a;-
Bruner, 1966; Howard and Orlinsky, 1972).. Theupurpose of this paper is
tdvhighlight fhe prevai]ing.perspect{Velregafding‘the causes and cor-
\. réction of learning ana re]ated_Qghavior prob]ems'énd the need~F6r broad-
ening this &frégpctive. | ‘ )
Causes
K‘ Causal models explaining human behavior may emphasize environmental
or internal determihants of behavior or an interaction of both sets.of
determinants. In generaTa however, there has been an increasihg ten-. -,
dency by psychologists to discuss Tearning and behavior in-ihteract-
ional terms. At the same time, ‘it has bgcome evident that not é]] iﬁ-
co teracifonal explanations are the same. For example, Bandura (]928)
“;recently has criticized prevai]ing:interactional models as focusing on

a delimited set of variables and portfaxﬁng such: variables as operatihg

W
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'f‘; unfdirectionally Instead he has advocated an 1nteract1ona1 model of

—_— R

causation wh1ch suggests enV1ronmenta1 and 1nterna] factors rec1pr0ca11y

_1nteract not only with each other but with the organ1sm s behavior as
* well. |

e

~

nhile tt is not&ncommon  for 1earning‘and behavior to be'discussed
" in 1nteract1ona1 terms, learning and behav1or prob]ems seem more com—
mon]y‘to be attr1buted to person var1ab1es, e. g., disorders, disabili-
ties, tra1ts The reasons -for this are understandab]e in a'historical
context and in terms of "naiye psychology" (He1der,,1958) However, .
from the standpoint of contemporary psycho]og1ca1'theory; tt appears
"to be a premature and overly restriCtive paradigm for'Understandfng the
wide range of learning and behavior problems. In particular, by adopt- .
ing this limited perspective, the implications'of critica] environmental
and interactional determinants are rarely discussed and studied,.e.g.,
there is little research on’the Rroportion of learning problems Which
’resu]t primarfly&from sonetping being'wrong with tne learning environ-
ment. Indeed, the preponderance of the 1iterature onrlearning problems
presents the Tocus of such problems as be1ng w?th1n the person (usua]]y
some form of m;n1ma1 bra1n~dysfunct1on or emot1ona1 prob]em) Even
those writers who suggest that the problem may have begun with factors
- not within the person, such as fau]ty‘child—rearing practices, ouickly
point‘out,that such factors probably-have produced developmentaT prob—
v Temsf—deficits'in response capabilities--which are the inmed%ate, di-

rect cause of current problems (and thus, should be the‘priﬁary focus

v of treatment).
\ .'F; @ -
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Since environmental and interactional causal determinants tend to

be minimized and, when discussed, the‘implications tend‘not to be drawn

out, a few points are’worth emphasizing here. F1rst, it may be noted

that environmental factors which may in themse]ves be causa] var1ab1es
or which may interact with personﬂfactors can bevconceptua11zed on.
three levels: (1) the immediate enyironment'(e.g;, classroom, home),
(2) the prox1ma1 environment (e 9., school, ne1ghborhood), and (§)'the
contextua] env1ronment (e g., soc1o cultural po]1t1ca1 econom1c)
Stated S1mp1y, factors in any of these environments can cause learning ;“
and behavior problems by‘not providing opportunities¥which mobtltze the
person and/or faci]itate the person's learning efforts. In thts connec-
t1on, environments may be passive, e g., simply not offerTng opportunt--
ities, or they may be actively hosta]e, e.g., mak1ng demands of the per4'
son which (s)he is expected.to but' is unTikely to want to'and/or '
be able to fu1f111 at the time. the demands are made.’ Without amp]1ﬁy¥ng
these po1nts further, 1t shou1d~be ev1dent that attributing the locus of
the problem to some contemporary env1ronmenta1 conditions leads to dif-
ferent‘jmp]ica%ﬁons;for intervéntion<th;n person-attributions. Specifj.'
ically, it suggests that changing the environment may be the best inter-
vention. However, the fu]] 1mp11cat1ons of’ this po1nt also are often |
ijnored. For example, 1t is not uncommon to: see some problem behav1or

(e.qg., excess1ve behav1or 1nterpreted as attent1on-gett1nq behav1or) as

resu1t1ng from parentsLor teachers 1nadvertent1y re1nforc1ng such be-

“havior. In such cases, rather than focusing on the ch11d the focus 1is

N
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shifted to the "ehvirohment" and the adu]ts are asked to behave differ-

ently so that .the youngster'will change This probably is-preferable

AN

" to cont1nu1ng to b]ame the child for bad behav1or and focus1ng all the A

inappro

1nterve§;1on act1v1ty on her/him, while the adu]ts cont1nue to act in

iate ways However, the. assumpt1on under1y1ng all the activity
is that the ch1]d has developed a prob]em and h1s/her behav1or must be

mod1f1ed: At best, such and or1entat1on recogn1zes that the env1ronment

.- may be functioning in some 1nappropr1ateAways which don't offer oppor-

tunities which elicit anositive behavior. . The possibility that the be-
havior is simply a reaction to an actively hosti]e environment which is
making 1nappropr1ate demands tends to be- 1gnored

Before moving on to d1scuss correct1on, it a1so seems worth empha-

sizing some of the, factors wh1ch have.and continue to be respons1b1e <

for the re]at1ve ‘deemphasis of env1ronmenta1 causes. One poss1b1e

reason 1s suggested by Jones .and N1sbett (1971) in the1r hypothes1s that

§
"thereans a. pervasive- tendency for actors to attribute the1r actions to

e

situational requ1rements,_whereas observers tend to attr1bute the. same

actions tq~stab1e personal disposjtions." -The professionals who assess. -
Y] B ) - T .
1earnfn¥ and behavior problems, of course, are ;'observers" in this sense.

‘Another ‘reason for ignoring the'imp1ications of an actively hostile en-

. LY 'z . ." -
. wironment is “that the profess1ona1s who'iﬁtervenesto help persons ex-

N

per1enc1ng prob]ems are hot'hsua]]y in the pos1t1on to make major changes‘
.in the env1ronment (espec1a11y the‘pr0x1ma1 and contextua] env1ronments)

.‘Therefore, they tend to focus on "he1p1ngf persons (a) to understand .
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the proB]ems they.are exoeriencing (usua]]y from the "observer's" per- -~
spective that problems are within the oerson), and (b) either to change
in ways that will make them a better match with the enVironment or to
learn to Tive with the1r problems. Angther reason environmental causes
.have tended to be deemphasized is suggested by the recent Tocus of con-
trol literature. The prevajling Pody of kngwledge has implied that
persons who.attributed responéibiJity for problems to personal charac-
teristics were somehow.better people ("good guys") than those who.didn't.
That is,ffie]d independence and internal locus -of controj attributions
wereAseen as highly related to competence and'selfidirection. .{t only .
-has, been recently; as the research in the area has becone_more sophfs#
ticated, that the'conceot of "appropriate external cau%e“}hasvbeen dfé-

4

cussed prominent]y. This concept stresses that there-are many cases
M"e;oeéialiy with minority and "second-class" citizens, where identifying
the cause as being in the environment is'appropriete and where prob]ems
could be best eliminated if environmental changes were feasible. |
) 'Tne above discussfon of cauSeAinolies that the'causes ofcjearninot
and\behavior prob]ems are known. | In’theory, many are. Empirica]]y,
however, few factors (person or env1ronment, never mind their comp]ex
"transact1ons) have been demonstrated val1d1y to have a specific: cause-,

effect re]at1onsh1p with reference to the mostitrequently encountered
- .
1earn1ﬂg and behav1or prob]ems The state of the art is such that if

a pers¢n has such prob]ems,vthere is avﬁﬁ?y Tow probability that any o>
currently‘avaidabTe'asseesment procedures can validly detect the factors

% which 1ed:to the problem. '(That isy such assessment procbdqres have very

-~ K EREN) - .

4
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poor postdictive vaiidity ) In fact, the probab1]1ty of 1dent1fy1ng
‘the cr1t1ca1 current contributing factors may not be much higher

Thus, it seems clear that it is not S0 much one s ability to assess as
one's theory of causal and contributing factors which are pr1mary shap-.
ers of assessment pract1ces, diagnostic classifications, and interven-
‘tion approaches J

~ Identification and Correction

Contemporary trends in programs .for persons with learning probiems

include: (1) a wide range of identification and treatment'actiyity de-,

signed for persons whose’problems-actually reside within them, and'(Z}

| activity aimed. at revising systems such as schools which may be produc-

ing many of the prablems that subsequently are identified as.residing

-

within persons. While these two trends exist, it is well to note again

»
¥

. that the bulk. of the literature and current nnvestigationsisifocused
on the former\ Thus, the various 1abe1s assigned to- this popu]ation

(e.g., learning disordered, minimal brain dysfunctioned, dys]ex1c, hyper
y . . .

~

2

j I

. kinetic) are stimuli which usually elicit discyssion of theories of neu-i_

rological and biochemical dysfunctions,'perc%ptua]-motor problems, lan-*

guage processing problems, nutr%tiona] problems, and related treatments,
, . ) .

e.g., stimulant drugs, visua]-perception'training,.kinesthetic techniques,

special diets, and so forth. That the bulk of work should be so -focused

. . . . SN
is ironic since the current evidence seems to suggest that on]y a -small

minority.of school-related 1earn1ng and behavior prob]ems stem from such
. G
‘causes. - : o

B

LN

: .
‘ ,
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In our work, based. on an interactional model, we have hypothesized

that the best strategy <or investigating whether a person has a‘SEecific.

Learmning Disorder is to begin by investigating the possibility: that the

problem being maanested actually has been caused by a non-facilitative

| env1ronmenta] system rather than an internal d1s0rder That is, by

problems
placing a group of persons with learning and behav1orh(1nc1ud1ng possible

Spec1f1c-Learn1ng Disorders) in an environment which can accommodate

their individual differences in motivation and development, it is hy- ‘

pothesized that a significant number will once again begin to Tearn ef-

fectively. (Adelman;'1977, 1978). ,These‘persons,‘then, can reasonably
be viewed as not having specific oisorders—-leaVingionly the minority
who éontinue to havevproblems to be studied for internal disorders.
Thus, our approach to assessing cause is to do so through efforts to cor-
rect the prob]em |

More generally, an interactional model implies- the need for an in-
tervention approach which encompasses strategies for dealing with both
system and person causal factors. In this connection, our research re-

lated'to the corrgction of Tearning and behavior problems incorporates

- a sequential and hierarchica]uset of strategies (e 9., see Adelman, 1971;

| Adelman and Tay]or,’]977a, 1977b) To briefly re1terate the essence of

th1s approach,,nt should be noted that we begin w1th the assumpt1on that
many persons seen as,hav1ng problems learning probab]y do not have in-
ternal defects or‘dechits. Moheover, it is assumed that the facilita-
tion of appropriate learning requires an env1ronment which st1mu1ates

a pattern of §t1mu1at1on which resu]ts in an»opt1ma1 match between the

ot
)

)
<\¢’/

.accomodat1ve modification and subsequent ass1m11atzon, i.e. 3 establishes °



Causes and Correction
g

_ . |
learner's adapt1ve assimilated schemata and the 1earn1ng environment

G1ven these dssumptions, the f1rst 1ntervent1on step needed. is seen as.

o be1ng the creation of environments wh1ch have a high probab1]1ty of pro- :

'ducgng such optimal matches. .Th1s,means env1ronments which are des1gned
" to systematicall]y accomodate a wide: range of individual differences in

motivation and development. In such enriched environments, interveners

[

- work with learners to p1anvand implement personalized programs keyed to
.areas where learners are.currently intrinsically motivated and‘geared
to their curhent developmental- levels, including provision for the appro-
priate type and degree of structure (i.e., sunport and direction) the
VJearner needs in order to progresg. L

’Eyen after establishing learning agreements (contracts) on the basis
of personalized criteria, interveners ‘may find that sdme 1earnehs are
cont1nu1ng to _present ser1ous problems 1n learning. and/or behav1or 'In"
such 1nstances, the 1nterveners next explore, through conferenc1ng, ob-
servation, task ana]ys1s, and related assessment act1v1ty,‘Whether the
learner wants to work on the problem and what spec1a1 accommodat1ons '
must be made in the environment to change the prob]em situation. ' Fon
example, such assessment activity might 1nVO]Vi£E§W act?v1t1es and 5ubjects,

trying‘different materials, methods and techniques, and possibly even

g

invd]vement in other ‘programs. After.this step, interveners'and learners
re-evaluate to determine whether the»changes in the program resulting
from the assessment act1v1ty*have been effective in address1ng the prob—

1ems or at least have prov1ded -data indicating needed add1t1ona1 changes
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- or the need for a "special" (more intensive) intervention. 0.

If the "norma_tive‘li environmental changes have not beenueffectiye
in addressing the Tearning and/or behavior problems, a special inter-
vent1on is. 1n1t1ated to provide add1t1ona1 assessment for. program p]an-'
ning, and then,.if necessary, to 1mp1ement spec1a11zed treatment In
this connect1on, a resource person (e.g., remedial specialist, psychol-
ogist) may be needed to work systematically (sequentially and hierarch-
Jcally) in furthe& assessing, if feasible, the Tevel at which the prob— .
lem is based, i.e.; first, whether the problem s1mp1y results from fail-
ure to adequate]y accomodate motivational and deve]opmenta] factors or

¢

secondly,. whether it is due to s1gn1f1cant under1y1ng sgcio- emot1ona1

or. process1ng (neuro]og1ca1) dysfunctions. Such assessment and re]ated

treatment act1v1ty may be done simp1y as an adjunct to_regular interven-

tions-or in a few extreme cases _may. need to rep}ace these'programs for
3 ' [

.a while. That 1s, jt may be as tempora]]y 11m1ted as a one- t1me session

or may be carried out for a prolonged per1od For 1nstance, a_spec1a1-
. [
ized assessment m1ght involve a one hour 1nterview, several hours of test-

ing, or several weeks of instructional activity; specialized*treatments

L)

»m1ght 1nvo]ve hourly psychotherapy sessions one or more times a week for

as long as 1nd1cated or a complete one-to-one~ fﬁstruct1ona1 and counse]-
ing program for severa] weeks in lieu of Part1c1patfon in other programs
such as regular or remedia1 c]asses.' Finally, as‘effective strategies
are identified as part of the spec1a11zed 1ntervent1ons, efforts need

to be made to translate the special work 1nto activities which can be

12

e
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carried-outlas part of reguiar pVOgrams For example, if a student has*

" been working extens1ve1y outside the ciassroom this might be accompiished
through a tranistionﬁperiod during which the resource person impiements
theIZpeCiai program in the context of c]assroom helping the teacher
1earn,and integrate thé new procedures into’the}ciassroom, and thenl

. phasing her or himself out of contact with therstudent; .

>

tConcTuding Statement -

\

Space does not’ a]]ow far more than the above sketchy discussion of '
these sequential ‘and hierarchica1 strategies The reader qnterested in
more detail isereferred to the primary sources Cited above Before'con-
c]uding, however, it is, important to emphasize that such a set of strat- .

egies does not prov1de direct so]utions to the complex 1earning and be-

havior prob]ems manifested by most pErso \:seeking special help; rather .

they are intended fo‘provide one part of a framework for auiding those -
K » (4 -~ v

wh0'attempt to provide such(heip Moreover the mode] provides a basis:
for gu1ding much needed research actiVity

As has been,stressed “these corrective strategies are based on an
%nteractionai View of the causes of 1earning and behavior problems.
4\)
In conciuding, it is well to emphaSize that in addition to the theory

and empiricai.findings one draws upon (one choosés)fﬁggh\referenoe to

gnderstanding/tHE’EaUses and correction of problems, intervention ac-

‘tivity also s shaped by one's. choice of v/iue and belief commitments,

underlying onels positions regarding (a). what motivates behavior, (b)
, . "(\ N B

personal and p?ofé%sionai These choices combine into a rationale S
I ’ 'r ' ) -,
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what faci]itateg,and what hinders 1earning'and-perfbrmancé;'énd (¢

| R

what constitute&\an appfopriate helping relationship. (Therg-are, of

course, also a/xgriety-of'pfagmatic factors influencing such positions.) -
Given that such factors do combine into a rationale shaping practices

and reSearch, an awareness of the reationale underlying any particular
: . . 4 ! Y .

\

~activity and the inadeduacies of that rationale may be seen to be cri-
) < < Sl - i

tical if progress is to be made in dealing more efficacious]y w%tﬁ

Tearning and behavior problems than is currently the case. \ : '
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