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Overview

In this session, we will continue our discussion of talking 
with children about their learning. Using a case of a 

six-year-old girl, we will consider how to make 
complex ideas about learning accessible to even our 

youngest learners.youngest learners.



Let’s Review

Parts of the Message
• Remove the stigma
• Discuss strengths listen
• Discuss weak areas form a team
• Discuss strategies infuse hope 
• Check for understanding



Hannah

(take notes on strengths and struggles)

Hannah is a six-year-old girl who has just begun first grade after repeating 
kindergarten. She loves to draw and interact with animals of all kinds. This 
summer she attended a farm camp, which she loved. She remembers many 
facts about each of the animals, and her mom reports that she never wanted to 
leave! While her classroom teachers have not seen Hannah smile very much, 
her music teacher reports that she is quite happy in music class and sings the 
words to all of the songs.

Hannah has had a very difficult time mastering the sounds of letters despiteHannah has had a very difficult time mastering the sounds of letters despite
an academic preschool and two years of kindergarten with direct phonics 
instruction. She has finally mastered the basic sounds and can read simple 
CVC words. Hannah is now working on blending sounds (/sp/) which again is 
proving to be a slow and frustrating process for her. Interestingly, she refuses 
to use the multi-sensory “tapping” method that would likely help her to decode
more fluently. Hannah enjoys read-alouds and can draw accurate pictures of 
the sequence of events in a story she has heard. 



Hannah also continues to struggle forming letters. When she can remember what a 
letter looks like, she tends to “draw” the letter instead of forming  it the way in which she
was taught. She enjoys math, but doesn’t realize that she frequently gets most of the
problems wrong.

In the classroom, Hannah rarely speaks. She will whisper to her teacher one-on-one
and will talk to two other girls if paired with them for a task. Recently, when her teacher
tries to help Hannah or point out an error, Hannah folds her arms and looks very angry. 

Yesterday during math, she shouted at her teacher “Stop helping me! I’m finished 
already!” This was the first time this had ever happened.   

This year, Hannah began pull-out service for Language Arts and OT.   She has told
her mother that she does not like these teachers and that they give her “baby work.” Sheher mother that she does not like these teachers and that they give her “baby work.” She
also said that she never knows what to do when she gets back into her classroom and all
the other kids are working.

Her teachers realize that Hannah is really struggling. They want to talk with her about
her learning, but they are not sure how to start.



Considering Hannah

What aspects of Hannah’s profile might 
affect how we communicate with her about 
her learning and behavior?



Visuals and Analogies
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Let’s Talk With Hannah



In Hannah’s Mind 

You have asked Hannah to sit and 
talk with you during lunch. Most of 

the kids would be excited about this. 
Hannah was reticent, but agreed.Hannah was reticent, but agreed.

In Hannah’s words, what is she thinking?



Starting the Conversation

How will you start the conversation? Make her
comfortable? Engage her?

Consider how you will explain why you wanted to 
talk with her.



Strengths 

“Hannah, you have many
things that are strengths for 
you, things that you are 
really good at. Do you know 
what any of your strengths what any of your strengths 
are?”

What strengths do we
want Hannah to
understand?



Hannah’s Safe



Prioritizing Weak Areas

How do we choose which weakness to 
begin working on with a student?

What would your priority be for Hannah?



My conversation with Hannah (cont.)…

Jot down techniques you notice and share ideas 
at the end.at the end.



Hannah, I want to think a little bit more about this safe (take out picture). Do you
remember what kinds of things you store in your safe really well?
(Hannah looks at the pictures she glued into her safe when we talked about her 
strengths) Stories…and songs?
Yes!
Stuff about animals?
Yes! You are able to remember all of those things because they have been stuck in 
your mind’s safe. Now, here’s a different question. Can you think of anything that it’s 
hard to stick in your safe?
(Hannah looks down and starts playing with her hands)
It’s OK. Everyone has things that are hard to remember for them. You know what I can
never get to stay in my safe? People’s names! I can meet the same person 20 times 
and I still can’t remember their name. It’s really embarrassing for me! You’re Mary, and I still can’t remember their name. It’s really embarrassing for me! You’re Mary, 

right?!
(She looks up and smiles) I can remember people’s names.
You’re so lucky! That’s another thing that you have in your safe! (I write down 
“Hannah,” hand her the paper, she glues it down and sticks it in her safe). Tell me
about letters and their sounds – were those easy to put in your safe?
(She shakes her head “No.”)
I know. That’s something for you that was really hard to get in that safe even though 
you worked hard at getting those sounds to stay in there. And now that the sounds are 
finally in your memory safe, now I’m asking you to put those sounds together in new
ways, right? Remember the blends we started working on? Do you remember any of
them?
(She shakes her head yes, but says nothing)



This morning we were practicing /bl/ right? You would remember it…and then you 
would forget it. What does it feel like when that happens?
Really really annoying. 
Can you think of a strategy that you’ve been taught to help you with all of these 
sounds?
Tapping.(she rolls her eyes) 
Yeah, tapping. You don’t like tapping, do you?!
(She smiles sheepishly)
Tell me what’s so bad about tapping.
It’s hard.
I know it’s hard. But let me tell you something cool I know about tapping out sounds. 
See this card with the /bl/ blend? Tapping out those sounds is like putting a little 
extra glue on them. Now it doesn’t happen immediately, but each time you tap, extra glue on them. Now it doesn’t happen immediately, but each time you tap, 
you’re putting more and more glue on those sounds (Modeling – I tap, put a dab of 
glue on), until, finally, they stick in your safe. So tapping helps sounds to stick better
and faster .
Really?
I swear. When you tap, the tap actually goes right up your arm (I point to the route) 
and into your brain to put that little bit of glue on each time.
(She smiles).
So, what do you think? Can we tap out our blends tomorrow?
OK.

What are some techniques you noticed?



Ending the Conversation

You want Hannah to know that you both are 
a team. How will you do that?



Ross Greene’s Lost at School

Two major tenets: 
1) Challenging behavior in kids is best understood a s 

the byproduct of lagging cognitive skills - rather 
than as attention-seeking, manipulative, limit-
testing, or a sign of poor motivation.testing, or a sign of poor motivation.

2) These challenges are best addressed by teaching 
children the skills they lack (just as you would wi th 
any other developmental delay) and helping them 
solve the problems that reliably and predictably 
precipitate their challenging episodes.



Philosophy of kids:

Kids do well if Kids do well if 
they can.



Collaborative Problem-Solving

Key Idea 1: Change

“Time and time again, research (and practical experience) have shown 
that the most reliable factor leading people to change – by far – is the 
relationship they have with the person helping them change.”

Reflect
Think about developing a “helping” relationship with a child. What 

qualities would you look for in someone you hoped could help you?



Key Idea 2: Helping

“…helping is messy. Helping is a working alliance, a two-way 
collaborative process, and a two-person team effort. Helping is not 
something that teachers do to kids; rather it is a process that 
teachers and kids work through together.”

ReflectReflect
Are we “helping” our kids? What implications does this 
statement have as we think about talking to kids about their
learning?



Key Idea 3: Priorities and  Expectations

“It would be impossible to teach, parent, or help kids without having 
expectations. But since you can’t fix everything at once, it makes 
sense to eliminate some low-priority expectations and focus on the 
higher-priority expectations and problems that remain.”

“An unrealistic expectation is a challenging behavior waiting to 
happen.”happen.”

Reflect
Can you make connections between these statements and 
your own experiences either as an educator or a parent?



Three Steps of CPS

Step 1: Empathy

Goal: 
• “to (gather information 

and) achieve the best 

Make a neutral observation about  a
challenge the child is having.
“Hannah, I’ve noticed that you get
pretty mad when I point out
something that you have gottenand) achieve the best 

possible understanding of 
a kid’s concern or 
perspective related to a 
given problem.”

incorrect. Can you tell me what’s
going on when that happens?”
Reassure her that you are there to
collaborate.
“I just want to understand.”
“I want to work together to solve this
problem.”



The Empathy Step:

• What do you like about this?
• What questions do you have?



Step 2: Define the Problem

Goal:
• For both child and adult to 

“bring their concern about a 
problem or unmet expectation 
into consideration.”

“So I understand that you feel the
other kids think you’re not smart,
and when I point out errors, that
makes you embarrassed. I never
want to embarrass you. The thing
is that making mistakes is an

“The child needs to become 
convinced that you’re just as 
invested in making sure his 
concerns get addressed as 
you are in making sure that 
yours gets addressed.” 

Ross Greene, Lost at School

important part of learning and it’s
my job to help all of my students
know that mistakes aren’t bad and
that we actually really grow when
we learn from our mistakes.”



Defining the Problem:

Is this our current practice? 
How is it similar? How does it differ?



Step 3: Invitation

Goals:
• Restate concerns
• Invite child in to solve the 

problem collaboratively

“I wonder if there’s a way
that I can point out mistakes
without making you feel
embarrassed. Do you have
any ideas for how we might

problem collaboratively

Solutions should be 
“realistic and mutually 
satisfactory.”

any ideas for how we might
do that?”



Imagine children’s various reactions to this 
invitation. What might they be?

How do you think Hannah will react?How do you think Hannah will react?



Ticket to Leave

What’s your “take away” from this afternoon’s What’s your “take away” from this afternoon’s 
conversation? What have you learned that is 

most relevant to you?


