A Discussion with Ms. K About Her Classroom 1

Running Head:  A Discussion with Ms. K About Her Classroom

A Discussion with Ms. K About Her Classroom and Student Profile

Mark A. Hauck

SPED 607:Positive Classroom Interventions

Dr. Katsafanas

Slippery Rock University

June 6, 2009

A Discussion with Ms. K About Her Classroom 2

Ms. K is an energetic lady in her sixth year of teaching. This is her first full year at her present school, which is radically different from her previous assignment at a school for at-risk youth with emotional disabilities. The age and gender profile of her previous classroom was exclusively female between the ages of 16 and 18. That experience gave her a better understanding of the challenges faced by low-income urban youth, many of which grow up without secure and stable home lives. It wasn’t unusual for her students to have suffered from some physical and mental abuse, rape, and unwanted pregnancy. Ms. K’s present assignment is challenging but not to the level as before. She said that for the first few years of teaching, it was not unusual for her to go home and cry at least several times per week from the stress of dealing with those girls and their issues.

Ms. K’s present class is comprised of seven students, all with IEPs. The class is labeled as Learning Support, with an age range of 11-13 years. All names have been changed to ensure anonymity and confidentiality. 

MAH: “Ms. K, can you describe for me the students in your class and some of their challenges?”
Ms. K: “Sure. Mike C. is a 13 year old white male with an MR disability listed on his IEP. He also has an emotional disorder as his secondary diagnosis. He arrives each morning from a group home where he lives full time. His only parent contact is a visit from his birth mother on weekends, which only happens a few times a month. Mike needs a steady level of behavioral management to get through most days. One moment he can be cooperative and focused, then suddenly, his whole mood can shift for the worst. When 
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he’s cooperative and focused, he’s courteous and loves to learn. But when his mood shifts for the worst, he becomes physically and verbally aggressive.”

MAH: “I’d like to talk about the strategies you use to manage his negative behavior, because I have a student that also gets pretty physically aggressive in class. What do you use for Mike?”

Ms. K: First of all, what Mike truly needs is a TSS or a one-on-one to work with him closely. He is so starved for attention that he goes out of his way to get it. He knows that if he acts out he’ll get to visit the principal’s office. He likes the principal, so there, that’s a positive thing. He doesn’t associate her with anything negative. He always seems to improve after visiting with her. He’ll come back and apologize for anything he’s done. The problem is sometimes, she’s not available to see him when he most needs it. That frustrates him and can cause him to get more upset. We use token rewards with Mike. He earns so many smiley faces and he gets a reward at the end of the day, like a visit to see another teacher he knows. We’ll also give him gum to calm him down when he’s experiencing stress. His typical method to get attention is to either elope from the room or start trashing the room. He’s done this a lot and he can do a lot of damage quickly before he’s restrained. We have to watch the restraining stuff, because there’s lots of new rules now in this state about how you can use restraint on students. I’m not the strongest person to use it in the first place. Most of these kids around here could brush me aside with no problem if they were angry enough. We had a lawyer come in for an in-service and warn us about retraining. He said that we were probably OK as long as we used the
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 restraint to protect the kid’s own safety or the safety of his or her classmates. I’ve learned that if Mike doesn’t get a good night’s sleep at the group home, he’s more likely to have an episode or two the next day. He’s also on a lot of different meds, like three different ones, so there, that’s going to make things rough for him, too.   
Ms. K: “Eric M. is an 11 year old white male with a PDD-NOS disability. Eric has a full time TSS that works with him throughout the day. Eric will have these loud verbal outbursts a few times during each day. Transitions are tough for Eric. He’ll fight me or his TSS and curse at us when he can’t get his way. That’s when we get him out in the hall to cool off. His outbursts can last anywhere from 15-30 minutes.”

MAH: “How does he compare to Mike?”

Ms. K: “Eric won’t try to trash the room when he’s upset. He just likes to scream.

Next, Serena B. is a 12 year old white female with an OHI disability. Her ADHD makes her really nervous all the time, even though she takes meds for it. I wonder sometimes if they really are the right meds for her She is always asking questions about what’s going to be happening next in class, which is OK, but she’ll repeat the question even after I’ve already told her the answer. I keep the schedule posted for everyone to see, but she needs the verbal reminder.” 

MAH: “She finds your verbal prompts reassuring, no doubt. It helps to ease her ADHD related stress.”

Ms. K: “Yes, that’s probably true. On the whole, she’s a great kid. They all are. I love them to death. I just don’t want this to seem like I’m picking these kids apart to be mean or anything. Delon L. is a 13 year old Hispanic male with Down’s syndrome and is listed as an MR. He’s one of my three low functioning students. He’s basically non-verbal but has pretty good fine motor skills. He loves to put together puzzles. He’s a great kid. He can be a bit stubborn at times when he gets in his little moods, but hey, what kid doesn’t?”

MAH: “Since Delon has Down’s, are there any physical impairments that compromises his learning?”

Ms. K: “Well, he had his chest cut open at birth for some heart surgery and I know he has some seasonal allergies listed on his medical form. The pollen has been pretty bad so far this spring, so his nose runs a lot.  Zeb D. is my other student with Down’s syndrome. He’s the opposite of Delon as far as personality. Delon is usually pretty cooperative and likes to work. Zeb’s also non-verbal but lately he’s shown a very uncooperative streak with doing his work. He doesn’t seem to want to do anything but play. I think a lot of it is because it’s close to the end of the year. It’s like any kid. Once the warm weather hits they don’t want to be in school anymore.”

MAH: “What behavioral strategies do you use to motivate him to perform tasks?”

Ms. K: “He likes books that have textures and little buttons to push, so we use them as reinforcers, you know, ‘Working for book, Zeb.’”
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Ms. K: “Josh W. is a 12 year old white male on the spectrum and he’s also listed as an MR. Josh has a full time PCA, too. He could spend the whole day repeating or spelling the same three or four words with the big foam letters we have in the room. Lately he’s been copy-catting Zeb’s negative behaviors. If Zeb refuses to work and starts tipping over trashcans in the room to get attention, Josh will do the same thing. Again, it’s these end of the year behaviors that all teachers see. Both of those kids were much better behaved earlier in the year. Josh’s PCA is very nice but he’s about to retire and doesn’t really have the energy to deal with correcting all of Josh’s behavior any more. Next school year, Josh will have a new PCA.”  

MAH: “How does that make you feel when your own support staff isn’t performing up to your expectations?”

Ms. K: “It happens a lot around here, especially with aides who don’t have as much training. I do like the idea that Pennsylvania requires paraprofessionals to be trained and certified now.


Sharone F. is my last student, he’s a 13 year old black male, also with a PDD-NOS diagnosis. He’s also borderline MR, according to his test scores. I have to be really careful how I talk to him. He’s from a very rough background, kind of like those girls I used to teach at the other school. His self-esteem is really low. He often acts suspicious and mistrustful because almost every adult he knows outside of school is completely irresponsible, except for a grandmother in Philly. When he gets angry he withdraws into this tight little cocoon where he refuses to speak to anyone.” 
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