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cators and psychologists have suggested that attention probl

s
1

telling you, a group of educators, that poour attention is afsignificant dis-

. not all of it surrdunding the problems of thildren learning in school.” The

A wealth of evidence has accumulated

. A Y ‘.’
There has developed in this last decade a vast literature on attention--

»

to the choir".

.

PROMOTING ATTENTION
IN CHILDREN WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES:

Techniques from a Research, Clinical and Classroom Perspective

’

D

in the last decade

that childrenwith learning disabilities have attentiqe probl

"cardinal® symptom of learning disabilities (Halluhan, 1978)/,

'

s
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Some

ndicating

me, are ‘the

4

Thereforey

television industry with a market for selling cereal is interested in

“

children's

edu-

ability#for many children with 1earniné problems is ratherliiket"preqching

. * 2 : = . £3 . ’
attention. The pharmocology industry with a market for behavidral mandging

industrie

|}

atreqtion.

]
-

s, conc

2
drugs does cxtensive research in attention.

Theé autoemobr e and insarance

¢

7

.

erned with reaction times behind the wheel, ure interested in

" . . L3 . .
lhe airline and nucle¢ar power industries, to name only a tew, ife

interested in the skills necessary for vigilance, monitoring and attention to

, o

attention and learning problems...most ot it has=not been very ‘useful to thosc

of us working with children in the classrood.

¥

task.

4

While much research has been generated by all this concern over atten-
P
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.+ tion, and while these directions have intluencc¢ the questions asked about

v
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Dr. Ellen Bacon from the Developmental Evaluation Clinic dt, Duke University

and 1 are ?e:e to help’amphaQIZe thes kinds «

i e

v

v

E who will work yith children who have

i research and clinical tindings

for children whofhave attentign problems. I train future special educators

) . - . . '
which are relevant and important to educators trying to work with afid program

learning disabilitics and 1 have been v

%)

(o,

doing attention resdarch with these yhild}en artd teachers since 19

76.
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''we have learned from

‘W& will share with you a look at '"best practices'

- + 9 . »

. ‘ . . .
research .and clinical experience and help vou translate them for:-remediation
he t

. .
P Vi
- programs in which®you are involved.

.

-
.

.

*or:the purposes of our discussion, let us set forth a few of the

hnderpinning principles'ﬁhich have éqldeq our work:

.. b . ; ' .

1} We agree with other educators and researchers, c¢.g. Antionette .
Krupski of WCLA (1981), Daniel Hallahan of the University of Virginia
(1980), and Jacob Kounin and Paul Gump of Wayne State University
(1974), that a look at the intéraétgﬁguggkfactors in a learning sertf®ng
yields the most info}matfun about a child's attention problems.

If one wants to quérstdpd what promotes a child's qtrention to
a learning task, one must studv the legrning settjng, 1.e. the
classroom where the learning 1s or is g;L taking place (Seott, 1977).

¥

'

% .
Promoting attention to a task should be tor the purpese’of promot ing
a child's 1ezlrnin$§ that (tuask...ice. attention is only o means’
(albeit an important means!) to that cud,

. -

The actual "lesson environment" wy glll talkeabout® inc lude:

”

-the behaviors and capuacities ot the CHILD

~the props and rules of the TASK

~the verbal and nonverbal TEACHER NMMUNTCATION

_-some dimensions of the” physical SE NG
n ~ b

5
TFICURE 1]
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If we look again At our model and what influences.a child's attention .
> . ' .
to a task, it may be obvious that weé have chosen to focus on variables {hat

teachers or special educators have some direct control over—--the TASK,.Lhe

Our best chance at
{ N

. I 3 ) . o
remediating or overcoming attentjon problems iﬁ/ynderstandlng what we can do .
- S

TEACHER COMMUNICRTION,'and to some degree the SETT}NG.

L'~

to make the difference. ST -

- - .

’ <

# .
N o

SETTING VARIABLES

-

" Leg us, first Jook at tite SETTING and leni‘tw(’ dimensions. Choosing
p N

the mbst efficient TEACHER-CHILD RATIO and the correct LESSON TYPE 1s very

L4

. . . . . . t .
important, if we want ,to maximize a child's attention. In a series of studies

. - . N \
'

we did with learning disabled children in seven different ‘special education

Y

.

. 1
resource rooms, we recorded when children were on-and-of f~task and what ratlos

and lessqn-type they were ipvolved in. We were attempting to determine what
actually was going on in each Iearning efvironment which promoted attention, -

- . B

* ' One of the most important-SETTING.variables that’affected a child's attenst
; \ . . :

tion was the TEACHER-CﬁILs RATIO. Children in axl:l lesson setting had signi-

h +

“#ficantly more on-task behavior than children in lesson setting with small froups.

v, -

Téﬂigrl illustrateg these findings. If attention promotes learning, then it

P . T \
* N - . . . .
seemed clear to us that a 1:1 teacﬁer—chlld-ratxa was the most effiicient one.

.
. .

Of-'codrse one might say, "But with increased demands on our services and
. -

.
-

”funding‘dut-backs--thac's dreaming!" We can, héﬁever, consider arranging

c. ¢
.+ a learning setwing to accomodate a small group and still provide as much
B L]

< » .

e 1l insﬂructibn»as possible. Cuasidering the’ LESSON TYPE .is useful here..

. . >
. The’ second SETTING variable wh(ch helps us define "best practices” is

-
L

-
4

“. LESSON TYPE! Using the theoreticalMwort of Kounir. and Gump (1074) who'havé tiied
LY . . ‘

‘:ﬂ,. . 55 ‘ .
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to classify activities # the kindergarten setting which promote wattending to

-. > . . r ! '.. " M .
“a task, we-classified special education lessons we observed into sig tyvpes:
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: Self construction [LTYPE 1] 4
Ligten/monitor ' [LTYPE 2]
. Recitatiom 1:1 ‘ lLTYPE'3] : . . :
’ Recitation 1:2 or 1:3 ., [LTYPE 4] .

Play/Interact [LTYPE 5]

' Transition [LTYPE 6] Lt

As can be seen in TABLE 2 a child in a 1:1 Recitation lesson with the ;:, B

' L J
", teachenr is muchanre likely to be G‘Ftask than a child in a multlple reci- 7?

tation 1:2 or 1:3‘1esson with the teachgr A child in LTYPE 2, under the

v headphones with a taped 1esson was the most actent1ve of all. A child working

’

alone on an assigned task, in which she or he manipulated her own props, was

’ + e

found to be relatively on-task though not as often as the former two lesson ,

« Wtypes '(Ceorge,'1978). Sim\lar findings have recently been reported by.
Rieth, Polsgrove and Semmel (1981).
- . [ 4

This research evidence wouldd indicate that the common teaching practices ¢
[ .

of multiple recitation lessons and follow—up,game?liké lesson activites

are much less likely to promote attention, and ure therefore less efficieft .

v -
-

. ' T
TASK VARIABLES :

.
remediation strategies.

Research on the dimensions of the learning TASK s%ow us that if we want

a child to be on-task, we must pay careful attentlgp to the nature, the props,

and the rules of the TASK? ‘We mlst give a child a task that is not tog

"~

d#fficult or too easy., If the task is too hardj the child islinattentive,

* and likewise, if the task is too easy, the child is inattentive (Cantrell, 1974).

P ' -
' Secondly hild will be more attentive-if the task is‘bquen into
L - ) §ggﬂ;nfs of short duration (Douglas, 1974). Here children's television

-

“reiga;ch supports that duration is a powerful determinate of attention (0'Bryan,
1975).. We probably can mot reproduce Big Bird's ten second play on the letter :

"B", but we can break our tasks down -in manageable parts.

Thirdly, when a child manipulates the props of the task, he or she is
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a task with a zoose'structure. Meichenbaum (1975) states that a highly

’

[

] %
' L -

more likelf'to be attentive (Kounin and Gump, 1974).

Fourthly,‘a task with a tight structure promotes more attention thah a -

.

structured task provides a child with "cognitive supports" necessary to main-

tain attention. Barbara Keogh (1972) definﬁs a t1ght1y structured task as ore

with a clear beginning and end points and where the rules are well defined,

» . .

She proposes that a lack of structure {ncreases the ambiguity of the task
+ s .

demands which causes- the child to seek clue3 by glancing around, and;appear

or indeed be, off-task. ’ -

. \
¢ S

TEACHER C\OMM\UNICATION ‘VARIABLES -

-

' The third area we can-nSe to promote attgntion in learning disabled

children is TEACHER COMMUNICATION. This is the area that "teachers have the

R -

most control over and its importance has not been stressed enough
J.
Muqﬁ‘of the early DISTAR research and practice has taught us that com-

municating matgrial in an "intense" way promotes attention to a task (Carnine,

1976).. 1t is unélear if it is the pace of communicating jhe.material ot the

gumber'of'child responses solicitéd which is significarit, but some aspect

L3

of the intense "academic press' drill technique does enhance attention.

\

) o
In our research when we examined what teacher communicatrions premoted ‘

attention to ttjgtask, the only signiflcant communication was the number of

-

teacher solicitations or questions (Geqrge, 1978). Here agaia, this would

lead us to believe, that it may be how.often a child giGes a response Jiring a

. ‘ .
drill type lesson that is the relevant factor. DEMONSTRATION A illustrates .
the fast paced "academic press’ technique with lots of teacher solxc1tat10nsi

- .

questions and many responses by the child.

~

re
-
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«HEMONSTRATION A

£
I ” v

Using a fast paced "academic press' technique .

R - ) ‘, '

3 -
Teacher:: Point to the word that begins with the '"M" sound.

Child:: {point] )

- '

.

Teacher: Say '"Mouse". : .
Child: Mouse. ' K - ' )
\ Teacher: Say 'Mouse" very slow]y. [kepeaig three times]
Child: M -0U-S ° ’ - f '
Teacher:‘ Say it fast! [Repeats'.three timé;} g .
_Child:,  Mouse. ' ‘
7 T — . <

N ’ . *

While’ we did not find that'verbal reinforcement in general promoted

attention, as other researchers have done (Celler, et.al., 1975), we did

’ ~
-~

find some_evidence that the number of specific and dbscriptiie reinforcements

presented by the teacher verbally was related to attention. This theory

had been proposed by Douglas (1974). DEMONSTRATION B illustrates the

’

use of specific, descriptive reiqforcementa.
y ' s
. DEMONSTRATION B .
e .

5

.\ . Using specific, descriptive verbal reinforcement
. ; L emen
=

, N ¢
Teacher:. Say a word that rhymes with '"Mat". Use F--.
Child: Fat.

A
Teacher: Fat, good! .
Teocher: " When 1 point to it, say the word that rhymes Y
. with "Mat". [points]. ' .
Child:  Fat. o . ‘s

Teacher: Fat, good! I like the way you waited for my point.

* L4

B
5 “~
* . i
. Teachérs giving cues, bath verbal and nonverbal, aid 1 child's attention
L

(Allington, 1975). This is esperially true, according to Trabasso and Bewer




° -

C / '
(1968x if the child knoys exactly'whak the cues mean. Poxntlng tosalient -

LY

features of the material %iving leading sounds, snapping nf fingers to .

\
'Q
demand a response, or hinting and modeling correct responses are cues whth .

promote attention. DEMONSTRATION C shuws the. use of cues by Lhc tea«h;r

«

Perhaps one reason cuefﬁg works'tp promote attention, is that it retdlnb the
. LY
Lo R e« -
L4

. ) ,
.pace and allows the child to practice the correct response rather than lapse o

3
Y

, . a
iQso.the 1Qg.time accompanying “pause. ..pause...l gon't know'.

f o

. .. DEMONSTRATION C -
L g “ . ’ ’
— i ‘ " Using verbal and nonverbal cuest
' _Teacher: Find the compound word--a word made up of .

two smaller words. Say them with me.
[Takes child' finger andﬁ,nderécnreh sihngle wordl .

iy ) ’-cﬁild: " Milk. [Sayb w1th teacher|. ’ -
Teacher: [Tak;s child's finger and underscores double word] ) ,
3 ¢ . L

Child? Eirdhouse. [Says with teacher].

.

\

TRAININGTHECHILD o f

Weé have emphasized what the research teaches us is "best practice"
p 1 p

for promoting attention using SETTING, TASK apnd TEACHER COMMUNICATION.

.
”

variables. But there is one final area where work is btlng done...the evi-
- - »

‘dence is not all in and what has been done has not been very well trunslated g

- ¢
A —

for use by practioners in the schools. 1t is the areca «dJ'Tognitivé behavior

modification"...or teaching a'child to talk to himself akq:t keeping on task

(Kneedler.and Hallahan, 1981). David Meichenbaum has pionecred in this area

of research. - He urges us tg analyze 'the demandéjof a specitic task/and teach

a child to talk himself or herself step~bj—step through the tdsk.‘-DRMONSTRATION

D illustrates this concept.




.

L 3 ‘ ”~ d‘
B DEMONSTRATION D . y
* " ' - . ", \— , Q/
14 - .
K child talks himself through a tusk to find one different
_ Child: T think T can do this task.
Child: I1'11 look at the first one real well. )
Child: I'HJ point to the second one,and- ask myéglf if it )
is like tle first one.
Child:  T'll point to the third one.,.etc. . /
Child: Have I paid attention to every one? I have. )
Jhild: Now I answer. - ) .
1 t d ow I can an ! _ ,
, . . . ¢ ) - ‘:
This gechnique of teachimg a child to monitor or ralk tu himselt y oo
warn Kneedler and Hallahan, is perably most effective with a child who .

[

- ' N ‘ .
knows the skills, but does’not apply them. Its application may be usefuls,

I
» .

with some.learniﬁg disabled' children and not others.

-
s

Argulewicz also focuses on training the child in attentica behavtors
. - N \
(1982). He has found that traifiing children in the specific behaviors of

"squaring the shoulders toward the task, leaniny the body forward, and placing

L : . .
the eyes on the work'" ac¢tually promotes atggntion. Argulewicz' research and

—
T

the findings_of ;ﬁe cognitive behavior modification rescarchers reminds us

-

‘that we- can Eft take for granted\thqg learninglahsabled children know how to
attend--it 14 likely-they do not. ‘ :;

»
P

In’ summary, we Gan set up our resource rooms or our tutorial sessions

. . . o Nyt
, in such a way to mafqmize a child's attention to the learning task. Given
] B

4

the state of the tlinical and research findings and art, as we know them in

-

1982, it 1s suggested that we practice the following: \
) -
. , i)
. 13 . »

b

%4
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DEMON TION D

A child talkslﬁimself through a task to ‘find one different

Child:* I think I can do this task. -
Child: 1'11 look at the first one real well.

is like ‘the first one. °*

-

Child:’ I'11' point to the second ope and ask myselt if it

Child: I'11 point to ghe third one...etc

w .
Child: Have I paid attention to every one? I have.

Child: Now I can answer.

1 3

This technique of teaching a child to mounitor or talk ty himself,

warn Kneedler and Hallahan, is prob;Bly most effective with a Eﬁild who

-~

knows the skills, but does not apély them. Its application may be usetul

with some learning disabled children and not others.

Argulewicz also fgcuses on training the child in attentign behaviors

3

(1982). He has foynd that training children in the specific behaviors of

4

"squdring the shoulders toward the task, leaning the body forward, and placing
the eyes on the worky actually promotes attention. ‘Argulewicz' research and

the findings of the cognitive behavior modification rescarchers reminds us

that we can not take for granggz that learning disabled c¢hildren know how to
M . ., —m————

.

attend-~it is 1iké€ly they do not. "

In summary, we can set up our resdnurce rooms or our tutorial sessions

Given

in such a way to maximize a cgild's attention to the learning task.

-

the state of the clinical and research findings and art, as we kno: them in

-
.

1982, it is suggested that we pfactice the following:




10,

1.

12.

13.

. Make sure the task is not too easy or too difficult.

. S . . (George,

o
] ! .
A SUMMARY OF THE STATE OF THE RESEARC}-] AND CLINICAL ART =
ON PROMOTINC ATTENTTION IN LEARNING DISABLED CHILDREN

2 ‘ -

. Organlze the 1earn1ng setting to give ﬁaximum time in.a 1:1 teaeher-

child ratio to each ch11d -
Use that 1:1 time in a récitatlon/tutorlal lesson whe’ we can--and when <
we can not, tape lessons which the ¢hild can monitor under the headphones.

. Avoid traditional multipAe (small group) récitations and play/lnteract

lesson activ1t1és

3

‘Structure the task ti#ghtly with clear rules, beglnning and end points,

with few transitions.

Break the task into smé"g} parts. :

¥ e

. Use props in the task that the child .can manipulate.

i"

Ask magy questions which demand many child responses.
4 . . - «
Pace those questions (or soli(LLnLions) faQt enough to hold the

child's attention. . N : ®
- 'l

.

Cue the child if the response does not come easily or in enough time

[ ‘.,V

to avoid lags.

- % ‘ Y, .

Use specific and doscriptivo verbal reififorcements.

3

Teach a child to cue or t11k “to, himself or herself and monitor »

his own attending behavior. . ) . .

E
- e

Teach a child the specific body posty;e and behaviors associated
wlth attending to a task. '} . .

]

1982)
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