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AN EXPERIMENT IN EDUCATING
EMOTIONALLY DISTURBED CHILDREN

INTRODUCTION

After years of uncertainty, there is now widespread inter-
est in the emotionally disturbed child in the schools. This
change suggests that educatofs now see the disturbed child as
an exceptional child, a handicapped child in need of special
attention and assistance.

While the delineation of responsibility between school,
home, and mental health agency is not yet well defined, it is
as 1if the schools are now saying, "We are not guite clear about
what other agencies intend to do, but we intend to do whatever
seems appropriate and feasible in the school setting."

Several recent events have apparently contributed to this
chénge:— emotional disturbance has been redefined as behavior
disorder; federal legislation now provides funds for teacher
training, special classes, and other innovations for emotional-
ly disturbed children; and there is new professional interest
in the problem.1

The education of children is a major responsibility of
society. Indeed, a democratic society tries to educate all per—-
sons to the fullest extent. Yet society often falls far short
of the ideal expressed in this laudable enough purpose. There

are still large groups of people in our society who are certainly
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not educated to the fullest extent., Among these groups are the
emotionally disturbed children about whom interest is now rapid-
ly developing and expanding.

Many questions about these children come to the minds of
teachers and other interested adults. "Who are these children?
Are there some in my classroom? What can one do for them? How
educable are they? What are their strenzgths and weaknesses?
What is the best way to develop an educational enviromment for
them2"2

vAn answer to the previous gquestions will be sought in this

study.
EMOTIONALLY DISTURBED CHILDREN DEFINED

Emotionally disturbed children are children who have more -
or lesg serious problems with other people—--peers énd éuthority
figures such as parents and teachers—-or who are unhappy and un-
able to apply themselves in a manner commensurate with their
abilities and interests. In general, one might say that an emo-
tionally disturbed child is one who has a sizable "failure pat-
tern" in living instead of a "success pattern".3

In the past several years evidence has accumulated that it
is more scientifically sound and feasible to classify emotional
disturbance as a behavior disorder which consists of inadequate
or ingppropiiate behavior that is learned and can therefore be

changed through the application of learning procedures. Several
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theorists have poimted out how the disturbed child's inadequate
or inappropriate behavior is embedded in the child-school com-
munity relationship.

When emotional disturbance is seen as a learning problem
and a problem in socialization, the school is clearly a focal

point for any widespread remedisl effort because the school is

one of the oldegbsocializing systems in the child's environment.4

A HISTORICAL REVIEW

Efforts concerned with emotional disorders of children lead
to the amazing disclosure of the total absence of an allusion,

however casual, before the eighteenth century. Folklore, which

seizes upon every conceivable aspect of human life, is peculiar-

ly silent. Theologic, medical and fictional writings have nothing

to say. This doeg not warrant the assumption that infantile

emotiona always ran a smooth course in the past and that the oc-

curence of their disturbances is a relatively recent phenomenon.

There was no comprehension of the kind of children's dif-
ficulties which manifested themselves in disorganized feeling,

thinking, and acting. As an example of medieval ignorance to

emotional disturbance in children, the following example is cited:

Thig T-year old girl, the offspring of an aristocratic
family, whose father remarried after an unhappy first ma-
trimony, offended her "noble and god-fearing" stepmother
by her peculiar behaviocr. Worst of all, she would not join

- in the prayers and was panic-stricken when taken to the
black-robed preacher in the dark and gloomy chapel. She
avoided contact with people by hiding in closets or running
away from home. The local physician had nothing to offer



























12

5. Extra privileges and responsibilities were provided in
order to give the child attention.

6. Punitive responses to the child's aggressive, rebellious
behavior were avoided by the teachers.

Description of Group III (Permissive)

Thevfiftenn children in this group were assigned to a special
class. The children in this class, like the children in the regu-
lar classes, héd available the services of the psychogist, phy-
sician, visiting teacher, nurse, helping teacher, elementary
supervisor, and remedial reading tezchér.. The teacher of Group
IIT had some experience.in and educational background for teach-
ing children with emotional disorders.

The following teaching methods, curriculum, and classroom
environment comprised the educational setting for this group:

1, The curriculum was mcedified to suit the interests of
the children.

2. The teacher reflected friendliness and warmth with the
children.

3. An atmosphere of relative permissiveness was established,
so that the children felt free to express their feelings and
anxiety.

4. The teacher recognized the children's feelings and re-
flegted these feelings back to them.

5. When limits were set, the teacher still made sure that
the children's feel ngs were accepted and re¥lected back.

6. The teacher believed in the importance of meeting the
real emotional needs of the child, not only the material, acade-
mic needs.

Summary and Discussion
From a practi¢al standpoint the children who wer placed

in the structured, academically progr mmed special class showed
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sonnel, rather tﬂan utilizing an individual clinical method at
the school., Major differences between the two settings were im-
mediagtely encoungered, necessitating considerable revision in
thinking and in method.'’

Teachers of children with emotional, behavioral, and learn-
ing problems in &ne way or other have been doing many tliings in
an effort to help these children overcome these problems. That
they have not alﬁays experienced success with such difficult
children may be largely due to a need to refocus on readiness
training and the value of a systematic approach for launching
children into leirning. Such a reorientation of teachers and
emphasis on systjmaticaliy helping children get ready for school

\
while they are actually there has been of major ooncern.12
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