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It was not an easy task to select one student out of many that could be of particular interest as a case study.  Ideally, I would enjoy the opportunities to learn more about each and every one of my students.  Perhaps, in the forthcoming years I can make this a priority as I become more adept at any and all other aspect that my career necessitates!

However, seeing that I had to choose one student I decided upon the inimitable Liam McCourt (not his real name).  


Liam is the definition of an active, nigh, hyperactive adolescent.  He, quite literally can not sit still.  My mother would have described him, and very accurately so, as having ants in his pants.  He spends more time out of his seat than in it, clearly.  He is disruptive and at times can be a danger to himself and others.  He thinks it charming and endearing to place himself in rather dangerous situations.  For example, I once asked his group to drop a tennis ball from a height of two meters while collecting data for a lab on Newtonian physics.  Liam performed this seemingly innocuous task in perilous fashion.  He, in the blink of an eye mind you, precariously placed a stepladder on top of a lunch table and was standing on the very apex of said stepladder; yes the top part of the ladder that clearly states: DO NOT STAND ON THIS PART OF THE LADDER, LIAM.  Liam, however thought nothing of putting his personal safety aside for the sake of pure science.  I, on the other hand was terrified that this diminutive ninth grader would tumble to his untimely demise and take my career along with it.  I, after being warned by a team of electricians working nearby, ran out to yet again save this young boys life.  Afterwards, he honestly did not seem to think that he really was in harms way.  It was just another impetuous moment for him where he was unable/unwilling to grasp the severity of the situation in which he had placed himself.


Furthermore, he has also climbed on every thing in the classroom: shelves, desks, upside down chairs, and any and all random objects.  He blew up a motor.  He swings pvc and lumber about with aplomb.  Et cetera.  Et cetera.


Academically, he is struggling both in the classical sense, and on paper.  He is indisputably a brilliant child.  His curiosity knows no bounds.  He takes everything apart.  Some things he even puts back together.  On a wind turbine project he was miles ahead of the class in understanding the concepts.  His design was haphazard and somewhat unstable but its conceptual foundations were nothing short of impressive.  He ripped apart alternators, generators, and various electrical devices to cobble together a wide variety of machinations.  He is clever beyond his years.


Liam's test taking practices, on the other hand, are nothing short of erratic and impulsive.  He races through and moderately formal and/or traditional type of worksheet or quiz as if finishing first is of utmost importance.  He scribbles random answers at breakneck speed, mostly illegible.  Units, significant figures, showing his work, etc. are all not considered.  He manically finishes so that he is free to get out of his seat and wreak havoc in the classroom, as if a set free from a long stint in solitary confinement!  He inevitably fails and we have to arrange a re-test, which he also invariably butchers.  Then I invite Liam to join me for lunch and we go through a sort of guided retake which is partially oral and partially written.  This forces Liam to slow down and focus on the problems and tackle them one by one.  Then his grade is redacted and the cycle repeats itself.


I have tried a wide variety of strategies with Liam.  I have talked with his other teachers, his parents, my supervisors, my colleagues, my classmates, his classmates, to anyone who would listen.  I talk with Liam often, almost daily, about his behavior.   I exchange emails with his parents regularly.  I have learned that he has been on medication for many years.  I let his parents know when I see changes in his behavior and they let me know if changes to his medications have been made.  


I also have tried a variety or responses to his behaviors and some have been less effective than others.  His grade has little or no effect.  Using his grade as a threat has little or no effect.  Giving him pep talks or reasoning with him have only a short term effect.  Telling him that his behavior may cost me my job had no measurable effect.  Even today, during STAR testing, Liam's behavior was disruptive and shocking.  Even after speaking with me, three of my colleagues, and our dean of students.  He was threatened with expulsion, detention, etc all to no avail.  Sitting through several hours of multiple choice questions in relative silence is just too much for Liam.  We eventually made a special arrangement for him tomorrow wherein he can leave the test room when he is finished.  He was much relieved to hear of this plan and I am curious to see how he performs tomorrow during his second day of STAR testing.


With respect to moral development theory I think, with respect to Piaget, Liam is clearly in the formal operational stage.  Liam clearly “the ability to think in an abstract manner, the ability to combine and classify items in a more sophisticated way, and the capacity for higher-order reasoning” (McLeod, 2010).   This formal operational stage corresponds to Piaget's third stage of moral relativity wherein children now have the capacity to see that their “actions are now evaluated more in terms of their intentions, which most people would see as a more sophisticated view of morality” (Failure, 2002). 

This is interesting because Liam can definitely think in an abstract fashion and I do heartily believe that his behavior is not intended to be disruptive.  His intentions are not malicious and therefore I think he does not dwell too much on their immediate consequences.  


   Attempting to classify Liam in Kohlberg's hierarchy of stages proves to be somewhat more problematic.  Moral stages one and two, in pre-conventional morality, claim that one's concept of right and wrong can be influenced by punishments and/or rewards.  Liam is not motivated by the reward of a good grade nor is he driven to success to stave off punishment.  Giving him consequences or ultimatums offer only fleeting  relief.   With respect to conventional  morality, level II stage three, Liam may not harbor malevolent attentions but he certainly does not go out of his way to behave by conforming to what is perceived as 'good behavior.'  If anything, he is acting out and seeking the approval of others by being disruptive and clownish.   Liam is not invested in maintaining any semblance of social order in the classroom.  He does not place great  emphasis “on obeying laws, respecting authority, and performing one's duties so that the social order is maintained” (Crain, W.C., 1985).  Kohlberg's rule number five seems the most accurate assessment of Liam's current stage of moral development.  He definitely views his world as one in which moral law supercedes legal law.  He recognizes that rules are made to be broken and, in his particular case, often.  Lastly, Kohlberg's sixth stage of moral development may be beyond Liam's scope at this juncture in his development, at least as evidenced by his behavior within the classroom.  I am uncertain as to whether he has the capacity or desire to develop moral judgements that consider universal human rights, democracy, dignity or other ethical principles that apply to all.


Liam often spends his lunch period in my classroom along with several other students.  It is a vague sort of study group but it is also a place for kids to go where they may feel more comfortable than in a collective dining situation.  We converse often about a wide variety of topics.  Recently, however, I had a more personal conversation with him and was almost taken aback with the brevity of his answers.  I expected him to divulge more of himself yet most of his responses were monosyllabic at best.  I asked him if he had any siblings, he just said “yes.”  I waited for him to expound, nothing.  I asked him if he had a brother or sister.  He replied “brother.”  Pause, silence.  Older or younger I queried.  “Older.”  I asked him if he always had trouble sitting still, “yup” he stated.  Asked whether he had plans or strategies for dealing with this he said simply “nope.”  I asked him about projects, his other schools, his other classes, other teachers, other classmates, learning styles, what could help him focus, etc.  But, it's not as if he was disinterested in the line of questioning, he just answered quickly and succinctly, very much like he answers questions on a quiz.  


Needless to print, Liam is a creative and interesting student.  He is brilliant, often frustratingly so.  He needs constant attention and supervision.  He may very well hurt himself by performing some rash unadvisable stunt.  He challenges me to be uber-patient even though this can be a tall order at times.  He already is somewhat of a local legend in the 9th grade wing and  I am excited to see him return to HTH next autumn.  I very much look forward witnessing his progress as he moves through the high school. I wonder if he will calm down or mature or grow or change.  
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