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Abstract

Observati n as a Me

1

4

The Diagnostic-PresCriptive model to be described is an eclectic approach

1

which combines the best strategies from developm , neurosensory, and
0 4(

(11. th4lear thning eories. It reli blie5,primarily on e pbs ati at a teacher

plaices opa studeitt. The mode'protides the'teach with the too;s and skills

necessaxy to identify by observation visual; auditory and behavioral disa-.

, 0 . / / *
bilities manifested by.Students. It 'further prov/ides'a reading, writing,

'. 4 .0 ;

1

4 luath, and qamitage inventorY that.enables a teacher to ident'ify a student's
/

/

present IeVel Of progres0 in the hierarchical,developmen of the aforementioned

/

skillS'Z' SlLlls'are provided whereby the tea/Cher can' assess.what learning

/
c g,

modality (ViSuaI,rditory, haptiC) is bes,lsuited for a student. The idepti-,

,

.

fication of_interest and reinorcement p*erences is accomplished by the
,.,

.4 '. , .

1 ,

'use Of observable techniqueS,and st,pdent-reporting inventories. In lieu of
,

ge-'°. . _

.

4,
20the abDVeasses, sineht, specific teacher-Created Ideas are matched to the.assess-

,
. .

.
._-

.
- .

Ment for the clorrection.of the 'educational deficits and for the most 'efficient
, 1

I '

,method Of Ipal.h1ng on the part a the student.
4

P "

.
TRis model is .a:"nuts and bolts" aPpr ach which.is,bas44 on sound principles .

of learning aS4evidenced by current research literature and the experiences
,..

opCoMpetent teachers. It was designed by the writer in conjunction with.

. ..,
.

.
.

successful teachers **110 could produce growth in academic achievement and
. .,

deslkable pupil behavior.

3
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Observationt ,as'a.Methoa of Diagnosisl
-

There are certain basic minimum diagnostic-prescriptive competencies

.that every teacher of the learning.disabled should have. 7 ese compe-

tencies do not necessarily require training of a sophisticated nature.
4

4

Most of the academic deficits,students have can be spotted by a teacher

.
who has been trained with the proper observational ski115. Fo9 example,

if a teacher.sees).student consistently reversing b's and d' - p's and

es, etc.4,the teacher knows_tatthe student has a visnar\discrimination

.11( visual-meMory problem.. If the teacher can identify the problem, then

he can seek answers to the problem.

In the past, teachers have 1ooked to standardized tests to identify. t'

visual and

their

ditory and infOrmation .processing-deficitshey have put

0

aith in test scores. This regulted in a hfitarand-miss type of,

diagnosis. I* the real world of the sbhool, the things hat tests.measure,

,and what a child does,in school, often do not match up. For example,

on a popular-standardized auditory memory subtest, the tegt requires the

studeht to remember numbers spo to.him. 'How often are students in

school asked.to repeat numbers b ok to'a teacher? ? Furthermore, this

particular subtest deals.with immediate or short erm auditory memory.

What about the student's memoiy for auditory symbols-a day or week from

now? The point is, teachers need to be able to.observe deficUS as they

occurin an academic situations. If they u5e tesscores to pentify
.k

deficits, these deficits should be verified by observation. Many times

a test score will show a deficit'when.a defibit does not exist. In such

instances a deficit iS the resnit of the.student not understanding directions.
. 4

1Reprints:.May be-obtained from Clint Van. Nagel, Department of Speciartducation,.

University of North Florida, Jaoksonville, Florida 32216
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For example, there is a popular.subtest that requests a 'student .P.o draw

.

a line from the moUse to a cookie without lifting his pencil and without

.

. ;
'

.

1

.touching the sides of the tunnel. I have seen many teachers and di.;.gnos-

,
ticians prescribe eye-hand coordination exercies based On a low score in

,.

this subtest. Upon,rechecking these students myself, I found .that many of.

.them made low scores because ehey did not follow the auditory directions

as given. When they begah the task, they forgot .-1(1 lifted their pencils,

or forgot that they Weren't supposed to touch the sides. Some of them

would draw a line beyond the cookie. All of these errors lowered the students
.

score in eye-harid.coordination. When I readministered the test, making

sure they understood,the directions, the "deficit" in eye,-hand coordination

did not appear. If I hadplaced blind faith in the test score, and not

.,. have observ the student's performance'in school, I tay have agreed with

the diagh sis of,Afi eye-hand'Coordination deficit.

I wouLd like to present a model based on observation that is predicated

on seven types of fundamental questions that every teacher working withs

-
LearningDisabled children should be -able to answer.

The first question is:, Does a real learning disability exist?' Today.

,

there is a trend,to label every student who ié.failing in school as.learnin

disabled: As a result, learning disabilit; classes have beCome a dumping

grouhd.for every student who is failingpr a behavior problem. Now if one

-

rreally wantS to get a'student in a learning disabilities clatS, all one has

to do is find-what the criteria are,for Pla'C'ement in such.a class' and then

select tests and conditions that will give,the student die necessary Profile

..# 0
to gee into the class. Almost every studenVwho ii failingjin school will

,

show some type of problem or uneven developnentin ihform&t.ion processing
..

-
, !



1

i

1

1

. ehservation-as a MethOd
.

..

I

. i

.0

4 1

skills Furthermore, 'different visual-and auditory skills develop unevenly
(

.
.

and at different rates for different children. So when you start using a

standardized test tb look at these skills, you will, of course, see the

studen,s relative position on certain skills in reference to a group's

performance. The point is, everyone has varyin4 styles oflearning. Too f

often varying styles of learning.alre interpreted as learning disabilities.

Rere,is what you can dolnformally with you observation skills before.you

jump to conclusions thatithe student is learning disabled.

First, select a novel task in reading, arithmetic and writing. Teach .

the.student a lesson. Note how the student learns and check to see if he

retains the information. Can he learn? Next-, look at the sttent's past

performance in school, look at his workbooks, report:Cads, etc. Do(audi-'

tory, visual, mbtor,,information processing deficits appear? Are there

7 suggestions of-hyperactivity, impulsiyity, etc? ,Was there ever a,time

0

%ken the student functioned well aca&mically? -If sà, what happened to.
I

cause the student to start.failing? Did theOtudent miss si4nilicant

areas of instruction (e.g., phonk.cs) as a result,of illness? Did sbmethin

tramatic death of a parent. happen in the stddents life? These

are significant variables that should be considered before a label of learn
-.

ing disabilities is_attacted to a student.

S We have considered the student's present academic perforbance,

his past academic performance, and gaps in instruction Which may'or may not

be affecting his-present 'academic functioning. The teachel-should now look

rat the student' in lligence test scores on an individual intelligence test

/ .

and note the p dicted or expected level of achievement in 'reading,Arithme-
.

.tic and splli4g to see,if there is.a discrepanCy between where the student i8

*7-1.

41,



Observation as a Method

101
5

functioning dn a standarized achievement test and where he,shoulorbe func-

tioning. (Remember thp student's past instruction is-a critical variable .

to considdr when doing this. .0ne cannot expeqt.a student to perform' what

he hasn't been taught.)

If the teAcher does not have access to such expectancy tables, she

'can use the fformulakpf Harris, or Bond and Ti4etr!to estimate a re ding

expectancy.

Now if you have observed or noted, via records, the student's past

academic performance, his present academic performance, and his academic

ac*.evement is what would be elpeced, based on his intelligence quotient,

tAen you need to reconsider if this q.tudent belo in class for theilearn-

.. /
ng disabl,ed. If the student is functionincracademically up to his predicted

levW:nd 'his past arid present 'Performance.confirm this rate Of ftinctAning,

then it is possiblelthdt-he functioning at his best levelc, Pushing the
, A

stdent further might create undesirable side effects. On the other hand,

if the student'shows potential and has perceptual or informative processing
IL /(

.problems bk specific behalioral problems. (hiperactivity) theh placement in

a Learning DiSabiiities asS is warranted. This factor should bp documented. ,
,

by observation.

'Parents Often have realistic eXpectations of these children: By per-1

mitting 'the paxentsinJo serve_their_hild's Performance on a hovel academic

tas, and pointing out s achievement in relation to his assessed

aCad4Mac.potential, parents become mor .realistic: in their expectations of

their chiidren.
7 a

.1:

The next eluestiOn a teacher-should .be able te anSwer Is: Where is th
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,

, student functioning in reading, arithmetic and writing? Often teacherd

assume that a student is functioning at a particVlar grade level in reading

and arithmetic because he is in Or has been that grade or h scored at

that grade le'vel on an..achievement te4 Grade scoreson tra itional achieve-

ment rests rarely matO the grade level marked on-reading and'math books.

A teacher's observation of where a student (i.s functioning on the hierarchical

sequence of rdading and math skills is criti94 to good teaching. I have

seen teachersreaching a child to syllablize wo ds when the student did not'
of

knOw the sounds of the letters in the alphab Some teachers expect students

tal.draw inferences f m reading material when the student cannot comprehend

the details or main i eaa of a story; TeaChers must first know a hierarchical

sequence of-skills in reading-and.tben by observatiOn,- pinpoint where the

sdtudent in functioning. This can be d9ne by giVing a student selected tasks

from a seciuence of reading skills and then observing the student's pertormance

*.

on-the skills. #

4 -
The .seme obserration concept appliesito the area of arithmetic. There

is a definite hierarchical,iequence to math skills. By.obaerving whar the

student can do and cannot do along the basic sequence computational skills,

teachers can pinpoint when a.student is functioning. Futthermore, by observing

the student's past and present work the teacher can spot patterns or errors.

For example, one particular teacher I 4c.now coMplained that a studerik could not

do multiplication problems involving two digits in the multiplier. .tler

'

* Uierarchical ObServational Inventories in Reading,A,rithmetic, and Writing

are available from Super Systems, P.O. Box 162.99., JacksonVille, Florida.32216
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approach was to 'give him many exercises with such problems. If she would

have observed the student's pattern of errors, she would have noted that

the.student's errors were put due to an algorithm or muliplication error

but due to errors of addition 14 the partial products.. The student con-

sistently ertoted when he had to add 6+9, 9+6, 7+6, and 6+7. Teachers

need to observe pattern$ of errors in.a student's past performance and
. .

precent performance By lopkidg for patterns ok errors, the teacher can,

/ make a more'refined diagnosis.
AO

The third question a teacher'should be able to answer is: -What audi-7.

tory and visual deficits are interfering or hindering the learning processes?

Teachers should be able to spat auditory and visual deficits in a st4Ident's

daily school work. If the teacher sees astudent manifesting a deficit

consistently she
,

can 'request formal testing to either confirm or refute her

tentative diagnbsis. In mOst cases, if the deficit appears reading, dt

will appear in writing and.arithmetic. For example, ik a student reverses

b'g and d's in readir5, he will aften reverse 6',s and 9's in arithmetic.

Formal'testing is not always necessary. In many cases such simple problems

can be remediated without furtherltesting or referral.

The fourth'question the teacher should be able to,answer is: Tow does

. the student learn pest? By systemtaically'observing a student, a teacher

should be alple-to note hu.4 'the.student best takes in information and how

:he best expreSses information. A teacher could try different approaches

. ..
.

to the teachin4 Ofreading words and then observe and notaypw the student

.,-
.

learns best giMple behavior charting would .be a valuable asset in this '

)

respeqt. pon't forget Wask'the child th rn.hoW he inks he leas best. .Oftem
, .

We-overlook this valuableAource Of information.
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The titth question a teacher should be able to answer is: Are there

any specilic aptitudes that can be used to help thili student learn.morv

efficiently?' Some students have a good.aptitude tor memory but poor aptitudes

for conceptualization. Other students will have good aptitudes tor gonCep- .

tualization but a poor 4ptitude for memory. Onca the teacher observes-a

particular aptitude that is strohg in a student, she should capitalize on

this strength in formal instruction. On the other hand, the teacher can

- try to strengthen weak aptitudes.

The sixth question the teaCher should be able to answer is: What will

motivate the student? Generally studenta\who havabeen failing in school

are, turned off about school and school tasks. An observant, teacher should note'

what the student's interests are and try to employ them in the student's

lessons.

The teacher should also note by, observation what a student finds

reinforcingwhat,he seems to like.t.O.do- By sing the Premack Principle,

the teaCher can reinforce a low priority.behavior (specific academit tapk

(
with a high priority behavior (what the student likes to do.)

The seventh question the teacher should be able to ,answer is: What

behavior or behaviors are interfering with the student's acadead 'function-

ing' in.school? Terms such as hyperactivity And. impulsivity #are,.too general

in, termg. Of describing.behavior: The particular behavior that'is a problem

should be pinoo.inted'and describedin such a way that qnyone Teading or

Orring the descriptit would be able to mimic th behavior preciely.

Once a behbvior has been delineated, the teacher can count it's

occurance over a specified period of t me for several days at the same time

and place.each day to obtain a iese,lane or pretieatient rate. Treatment

1 0

c
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eau then ke introduced ahd o_mpdrod to baseline data to nee if there is an

mprovumun I. By unimj Lb iii approach no atitiumpt. ioetn ars' math' about
.01

behavior one is
4

dealing with, the treatment, dnd the results' l the treatment,

4;
because all Are observable and measurable.

Once a teacher can answer the above basic seven questions, ehe can

neatly arrange her 4ndings into a.comprehensive educational prescription
.

.

for the student. The beautiful part about this'approdch is that the teacher

d d not haVe to wait six weeks toil year for someone to come in and test

the student. The teacher's observational diagnosis is based on school 'tasks,

where as a diagnosis by an outsider using starldardized.instrumente is only'

indirectly related to school tasks. -Furthermore by answering /he above

seven questions and programming the Student in the line With the'findinga, it

is highly probable that the student will make significant progress.

Before referring a student arid riSking the pOssibilittof'a permanent
4 .

.inappropriate label, I would like to encourage you to at least attemPt
-1

_

approach;

In closing, I would suggest that teachers learn what to look ior,

then look for it, and trust.their observations.


