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Transcript: Module 4 Lesson 3                                                                               

When Children Struggle 

Welcome to Framework and Formula for Writing Meaningful IEPs. 

This is module four, where we're talking about what to do when 

children struggle and, in particular, we're talking about what 

worries us. What worries us when we are either determining 

knowledgeability for early childhood special ed and/or when we 

go to write IEP goals or even as we go to think about 

implementation of that IEP. We're going to really dig into a worry 

that I have around learning trajectories. Before I begin on my list, 

it's important for you to really think about what's worrying you, 

because sometimes, when we hear what we call “shark music”, 

we make reactionary decisions versus responding in really 

thoughtful, problem solving, compassionate ways. Sometimes we 

worry so much about the future and readiness that we've lost 

sight of where a child is currently.  

For me, that's one of my biggest worries is that we've lost sight of 

what matters. We talked about in an earlier lesson, or if you 

haven't been there yet, you want to check out several of the 
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lessons in module three, where we really start to peel back what 

matters. For me, lately, we get into all these pressures and talk 

about getting kids ready, particularly ready for kindergarten, that 

we stop remembering what typical development looks like and 

what we should be expecting day in and day out. I thought it 

might be good to revisit some truths about child development. 

I'm going to talk about three pretty quickly. If you're interested in 

learning more, you'll want to check out one of the bonus 

resources from module four, lesson three, which is about 10 

things we should all be reminded about in terms of early 

development. That's where I go into 10 characteristics….go a little 

bit deeper if you will. But let's talk about the first three that really 

have to do with a worry that I have around learning trajectories. 

When we're thinking about what is IEP worthy, when we're 

thinking about does a child qualify, when we're thinking about 

somebody won't implement this with fidelity, sometimes those 

worries are grounded in that we have forgotten that, for the most 

part, development unfolds in this predictable and logical set of 

stages and sequences. We generally go from things that are really 

simple to things that are more complex. This is just what we 

should expect. We go from things that are more static to 

dynamic. We go from the center of our bodies outward in terms 

of development. We also go from the bottom up. Particularly as 
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you think about how the brain develops. Starting there in the 

brainstem and working our way up to the prefrontal cortex. 

We also think about being externally regulated, externally 

supported, externally held up, if you will, to internally being able 

to do things on our own, including being able to regulate. Then, 

hopefully, we go from the very eco-centric perspective to a 

world-centric perspective. These are predictable and logical 

stages and sequences that all humans move their way through.  

Another truth about early development is that it is highly variable. 

One child's development can look very different from another 

child's, even despite what we know about these predictable 

sequences. This very ability not only exists, but it increases. If a 

child is three years old or four years old or goodness, in the third 

grade or the fourth grade, the variability just keeps getting bigger 

or greater. We can all go about different paths but, in the end, we 

might all end up at the same place. But how we got there, when 

we got there, what supports we needed along the way, can look 

very different.  

That brings us to the third truth about early development. Again, 

remember, you can check out one of the bonus resources from 

module four, lesson three, to look at all 10 characteristics of early 

development that we should keep in mind, especially when we're  
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trying to figure out what's IEP worthy and how will people 

implement the IEP with fidelity. But the third characteristic of 

early development is that we actually have very little control over 

making development happen any faster. This idea of if I put it on 

the IEP, therefore, it will change the trajectory of how quickly a 

child will learn it is not true. We really can't control, often times, 

how quickly a child acquires something, when they put it into use, 

when they become more fluent, when they generalize it. All we 

can do is provide the learning opportunities, provide the right 

amount of support, and provide the practice, and then sometimes 

just allow maturation to take place.  

Even if children are in these highly responsive, high quality 

environments, they're safe, they're engaging, they're exposed to 

quality instruction, people embed learning opportunities around 

their IEP goals, they're really going to learn things at their own 

rate and speed. I don't like seeing IEP goals that will often try to 

predict human development by saying how much progress can 

be acquired within X number of months or by a certain date. It's 

just too hard to predict human development, even with a lot of 

the variables that we think are under our control or actually 

implemented, we still have very little control over making 

development happen, in particular…happen faster. 
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We've got these worries and this whole module has been talking 

about things about should the child really qualify or are they just 

struggling. Well, then we started thinking about, well, every 

child's a triangle, so I can have a child with really significant needs 

who may not qualify. And the opposite goes, in fact. I might 

qualify, but I don't have that many needs. So, we need to keep 

this complexity of early development and learning in mind. We 

can always return our zigzag. We can always remember the 

mantra of "Every child's a triangle". But what else can we do when 

children are struggling or development has stalled and we really 

need to find a solution?  

One of the things I encourage teams to do is look for patterns. As 

I mentioned in an earlier lesson, looking for patterns is like playing 

the board game, Clue. It's where you aim to predict, in the game 

anyway, who committed the crime, the location the crime was 

committed, and the weapon that was used. In a very similar way, 

teachers, teams, and families, can use this same approach to 

think about analyzing their assessment data in order to figure out 

what's going on. Where does a child demonstrate a skill? Who do 

they demonstrate it with? How do they demonstrate it? We're 

really trying to determine the patterns or the predictable 

reoccurring themes that will occur at the same time, under the 

same condition, and in the same ways. If we can decipher these 
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patterns, this information can help us determine why a child is 

struggling or why their performance is stalled. This also allows us 

to really think about is something IEP worthy.  

There's lots and lots of different patterns and in the flip learning 

resource for module four, and across several of the lessons, I've 

referred to a chapter in The Blended Practices for Teaching Young 

Children in Inclusive Settings, second edition1. In that chapter, 

there is a table 3.3 that'll unpack a few of these patterns even 

more deeply than what I'm going to say next. Patterns of quality 

has emerged in different ways across this course. This quality is 

really that too much, too little, too fast, too slow, too loud, too 

soft. It's whenever we use that T-O-O. It might not be a new skill 

or a concurrent skill or anything like that or a different place along 

the learning trajectory, but it's really about this pattern of quality 

of the performance. 

There's also patterns of latency in terms of how quickly a child 

does or does not respond. Patterns of assistance. This is where 

I've allowed the child to have support, I've allowed time to pass 

and they've gotten older, and yet they still rely upon lots of 

assistance from the environment, from peers, from adults, in 

order to perform something that we would expect that someone 

that's not a novice learner to be doing.  
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There's also patterns of behavior interfering. These behaviors that 

interfere don't have to always be the ones that are in your face. 

They don't always have to be the kicking, the screaming, the 

running, the biting. But these can also be things that are just plain 

old barriers. They could be things around anxiety, confusion, a 

little bit related to latency, but needing a really long time to 

process information. It could be just the child's body responding 

to the stressors that they are exposed in their life, and so it's not 

even something that they have conscious control over. It's just 

their body's response to early childhood stressors. This behavior 

interfered is really not about challenging behaviors or children 

acting out, it's the barriers that are repeatedly coming up that are 

keeping a child from learning or progressing in the way we 

expect. They struggle. Their developmental learning becomes 

stalled. 

We can even look at patterns of unexpected performance, 

meaning, does a child have splinter skills? Will they do it in some 

places but not in other places? Are they really strong with certain 

things but really weak in places that I would have expected to 

come along with those things that are strong? This unexpected 

performance is when the child does something unexpected, if 

you will, in terms of that predictable learning sequence or that 

learning trajectory.  
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When we look at these patterns overall, it's our third way to really 

look at why children may be struggling. We can do the zigzag. We 

can think through different outcomes for the same child in the 

same activity. So, the what's your what. We can also, thirdly, look 

at patterns, which allows us to go deeper into what we're worried 

about. In particular, it lets us look at these learning trajectories 

where there's a predictable sequence, a predictable way in which 

we expect something, and then we can compare what a child is 

doing to that expectation to dig deeper or peel back and 

understand what might really be IEP worthy is the quality, how 

quickly or how long it takes a child to respond, their level of 

assistance, removing the barrier to allowing them to move 

forward, and then, lastly, trying to figure out why a child has 

splinter skills, why they have some sort of unexpected 

performance. When we can figure that out, that's when we found 

the magic and we can adjust those things that worry us and may 

cause us to either make a child eligible who really isn't and/or try 

to adjust IEP goals that aren't really IEP worthy. 
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