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grasping fourth-grade concepts. He will need more time at this level.” 
Interventions listed include only “afterschool academy offered but T did 
not attend” and “Ms. M’s class for reading.” Ms. M is a third-grade 
teacher. T does not meet school discipline standards as evidenced by 
behaviors such as leaving the classroom, wearing a hat in school con-
stantly, not completing work, and roughhousing. However, he is rarely 
held accountable for these inappropriate behaviors. Most adults are hesi-
tant to discipline T because everyone “feels so sorry for him.”

Ms. D and I have been focusing on spelling for T and have been keep-
ing consistent data in this area. Coaching Ms. D was challenging; I soon 
discovered that I needed to narrow our instructional focus to one area to 
ensure small early victories. The data are as follows as measured by 
weekly spelling tests:

Week Score

1 25

2 5

3 0

4 0

5 0

6 10

7 0

8 0

9 0

10 23

11 20

12 10

13 30

14 50

15 0

16 50

17 45

18 45

*19 Case study begins 50
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Week Score

20 70

21  50 (100 on retest!)

22 70

23 70

24 100

T, like most students, learns best when there is a clear objective. He 
enjoys adult attention and seems to learn better in a small-group setting. T 
has lots of energy that is best utilized in shorter lessons with lots of partici-
pation. T also likes to respond with art.

T is cheerful and has a pleasant disposition. He is easy to encourage 
and responds extremely well to praise. As mentioned, T gains the affection 
of adults quickly. He expresses himself well through art. He earned a pass-
ing score in math in quarter 3, the first all year. He attends school on time 
and daily.

Behavior that has led me to infer that T has low confidence as a learner 
is that he hesitant to participate in class and rarely does. He does not 
attempt most assignments and is often out of the classroom. He depends 
on Ms. D to assist him with most work. (I know this is her responsibility to 
address.) T leaves the classroom frequently and often mutters that he “can’t 
do it.” He does not complete home assignments and did not attend the 
offered afterschool intervention because “it won’t make no difference.”

I do need to clarify, though, that T’s own behaviors led me to believe 
that he has low confidence as a learner. They have been overshadowed by 
adult statements, particularly Ms. D’s, that he is unable to achieve. 
Although masked by pity for T, Ms. D did not expect T to learn. These 
beliefs shaped her actions. As a principal, I want to coach teachers to rec-
ognize the power of expectations, rather than coach the students myself. 
This case study morphed into a study of Ms. D rather than T!

Experiment 1: Attribution Retraining

T often eats lunch with Ms. D. I lunched with them one day, mentioning to 
Ms. D that I would facilitate a discussion about effort and expectation.  
I asked Ms. D to explain to T what behaviors she saw from him. She men-
tioned, “It seems like you don’t try.” T responded, quite honestly, that he 
doesn’t. Ms. D seemed surprised that he stated this so bluntly. She asked 
him why and he responded that it was because he didn’t care. Ms. D 
seemed unsure how to respond. I told T that I care and that Ms. D cares 
too. He smiled at this. Ms. D eventually told T that she thought he didn’t 
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