Why Are My Kids Weird?

a talk by Graham Mitchell

Good morning, everybody.  I'm Graham Mitchell.  I've been teaching computer science here at Leander High School for nearly thirteen years now.  And believe me, I've become somewhat of an expert on weird kids.  A few years ago now, it occurred to me that I could probably teach some social skills to some of my weirder kids, so I developed a presentation called “Mr. Mitchell's tips on not being creepy.”  I showed it to my students, and it was a big hit, surprisingly.  You wouldn't think that telling a bunch of teenagers “You're weird and possibly creepy,” would win you many points with them, but somehow I struck a chord with them.

Anyway, what I'm here to talk to you about today is a relatively narrow subject.  I aim to cover three main areas. First, why are these kids weird?  We'll look a little bit at the influence of society on kids like this, how their brains are wired, and the pros and cons of being a “weird kid” in today's world.  Secondly, I want to give you teachers some tips about how you can handle kids like this to give you a little relief in the classroom.  And finally, I'll make some suggestions about some of the things I try to teach kids like these when you get those opportunities to speak something into a child that you know they're going to hear.

I guess I should begin by defining what I mean when I call a kid “weird”.  Obviously a lot of kids are pretty strange, and that's a big part of what makes our jobs fun.  But the kids I've got the most experience with are those that 1) Are pretty good at school, or at least are capable of flashes of brilliance from time to time, and 2) Seem to have a severely underdeveloped sense what's okay and what's not.  They seem to have very little concept of what you just don't do.

<soapbox>

Before I go much further, there's something I'd like to nip in the bud.  I believe that many kids have inappropriate behavior because society and their parents have failed them.

A couple hundred years ago, both parents worked at home.  They lived on farms or in small villages, and everyone helped with the work.  Daughters grew up with their mothers and learned how to make clothes and cook.  Sons grew up with their fathers and learned how to plant corn or make horseshoes.  

Two hundred years ago, kids would have been raised by your parents at home, and would only have spent a few hours a day at school.  Their parents might have even taught them reading and writing, fractions and how to count money, and by age eleven they would already be doing real, meaningful work at home.  They would have time to play when the work was done.

Then, about 100 years ago, the Industrial Revolution came and fathers left the home, basically for the first time, to work in factories.  And in the last couple of generations, mothers left the home, too.  So where does that leave kids?  I think they're lost.  We've had over a generation of kids raised largely by their peers instead of by their parents and neighbors.

And don't get me started on what kids eat today.  It's not even food, most of the time....

</soapbox>

Anyway, back to my main subject.  I'm talking about weird kids.  Ones that, despite being brought up well by their parents, are still just a bit... “off”.  Imagine if you took a poll of the kids in your classroom and told them “I've got a deal for you.  If you drink this energy drink I've got here, you'll magically become popular.  You'll always know just what to wear to fit in, and your classmates won't call you weird ever again.  However, it'll cost you something: you'll have to study an extra 10-15 minutes for every test you take from now on.”  How many would take that bargain?  I'm talking about the kids that wouldn't even dream of making that trade, for whom being smart is far more important than fitting in.

Now see, I think I'm qualified to talk about these kinds of kids for two reasons.  First, I've been working with them all day, every day for over a decade now.  I don't know if you've spent much time in Fry's Electronics, but I've got a fair number of former students who work there.  But there's another reason that I really understand what's inside the kids of these kids: I used to be one.  Well, I “used to” be one; my coworkers might still say I'm a little weird.  I guess they use the word “eccentric” instead.  My students call me “cool”, which is irony if I've ever heard it.

So, let's talk for a minute about social norms.  Part of the reason weird kids don't care about fitting in is that, at some level, they understand that what's “cool” and what's “weird” are fairly arbitrary.  Starting probably in middle school, the kids create this fake little world that isn’t very much like the real world at all, with different rules.  In this fake little world, the clothes you wear, the music you listen to, the shows you watch, and how many friends you have (and whether they’re the right friends) are the way they keep score.

It's also important to note that these social rules aren't exactly written down, or internally consistent.  They are subtle, arbitrary, and temporary.

The grown-up world just doesn’t work like that, even though a lot of TV shows and music videos make it look like it does.  In the adult world, clothes, music, and friends really don’t affect your life hardly at all.  It’s your abilities and your maturity that affect your life so much more.

So, it's hard to fault a kid for trying to opt out of that game.  I can tell you, trying to be popular no matter the cost will destroy you. But clearly not all of these kids are just making a conscious choice to opt out of the popularity game.  What about the kids that don't seem to fit in no matter what they try?

So let's digress a bit and talk about autism.  I should preface by saying that other than the one psych. class required for my teaching certificate, I am not trained in psychology nor in special education.  However, I read more than most people, and I've tried to cite my sources as much as possible.  So take this section with a grain of salt, I guess.  That said, here's what the DSM-IV has to say about autism:


[show definition from DSM-IV]

Now, Asperger's Syndrome is similar.  I tend to think of it as a more high-functioning form of autism.


[show DSM-IV for Asperger's]

In particular, I'd like to focus on the impairment in nonverbal behaviors, and the lack of “social reciprocity.”  

Dr. Simon Baron-Cohen is a professor of developmental psychopathology at the University of Cambridge and a fellow at Trinity College, Cambridge.  He's also the director of the Autism Research Centre at the University of Cambridge.  I first read about his “EQ SQ” theory of autism in a 2003 Newsweek cover story called “Girls, Boys and Autism”.1

The Spark Notes version of the theory is that, on average, girls develop faster at empathy -- the intelligence of understanding people -- and boys develop faster at systemizing – the intelligence of understanding things. And autistic children, on average, are worse at empathy and better at systemizing than even boys.  Systemizers are extraordinarily good at getting the details right.

I'm sure that many of you have been trained with “Capturing Kids' Hearts”.  You may have heard statistics on nonverbal communication: what we receive is based 7% on the words used, 38% on intonation, and 55% on nonverbal communication.[2]

Now, imagine that you are a kid with Asperger's Syndrome, who “has marked impairments in the use of multiple nonverbal behaviors such as eye-to-eye gaze, facial expression, body postures, and gestures to regulate social interaction.”  And let's say that you live in a society where many social norms are never written down and are typically conveyed via nonverbal means.

The funny thing is that children born with over 90% hearing loss, but who can still see gestures and facial expressions might have an easier time fitting in.  And, what's worse, unlike most deaf children, a mildly Asperger's child may not even realize until puberty that they're not picking up the social cues that others take for granted.

So, what's going on here?  Briefly I'd like to touch on mirror neurons, which fire when a person performs a goal-directed action and while he or she observes the same action performed by others.[3]  According to imaging research at UCLA, children with autism have virtually no activity in a key part of the brain's mirror neuron system while imitating and observing emotions.[4]

Okay, so that completes the scientific part of this talk, and I get to move into advice from my own experience.  Now, I’m a better scientist than I am professional advice-giver, so if you were taking things with a grain of salt before, you should probably get your shaker ready again.  That said, here are some tips for dealing with this type of student in the classroom.

I should admit to you that this advice is the sort of thing that would have helped me out when I was a student in school, so this advice being helpful is sort-of contingent on the assumption that your students are like I was.  Which is to say, I’m sort of assuming that I’m not a unique snowflake.  Anyway, enough caveats.

DEALING WITH WEIRDOS IN THE CLASSROOM

Always lead with empathy.  Just because they're not empathetic doesn't mean you can't be.

Use words and facts, especially when disciplining.  Don’t just make rules; give a reason for every rule.

Don't be afraid to be a bit direct.  Most people apply tact to things before they say them, whereas many “geeks” don’t.  Rather, they apply tact to everything they hear.  So if you’re soften something too much before you say it, they’ll soften it again and end up not hearing much of anything at all.

Try to explain why certain things are worth learning.  If I thought something was busy work, I usually wouldn’t do it.  And it took me a long time to learn that although I could pass a test on just my recall, the things I don’t remember today are the times I skipped the homework.

Be precise when you can.  Sometimes students get so caught up in the details that they lose the big picture, and I’ve been distracted enough by minor errors in the presentation that I have lost focus, in the past.

HOW TO HELP THEM

Acknowledge that many social rules are arbitrary, but remind them they can't choose not to play.

Remind them that it’s okay to be introverted.  You can’t always avoid the company of others, but you don’t have to prefer it.  Extroverts are recharged by being around others, whereas introverts, even if they enjoy the spotlight, are drained by company, and recharge by being quiet/alone.  Remember that public life is dominated by extroverts.

Try to explain social rules to them in ways that make sense.

Teach them that it is okay to think what they want, but it is not always okay to say what they want.  Did you know that the word “tact” doesn’t come from the same root as “tacit” or “taciturn”?  It doesn’t have anything to do with silence.  In truth, it comes from the same root as “tactile”, and it basically means not being clumsy with your words.

Teach them that raw ability without hard work never makes a significant impact in this world.  Often, brilliant kids coast by on their natural ability.  Teach them the importance of working hard.  Encourage them to never stop getting an education if things are still easy for them.

There’s a curious connection between perfectionism and procrastination.  Sometimes those who are capable of excellent work are paralyzed by that ability, because doing things extremely well is hard.  If we start working on something early, our perfectionism will drive us to exhaust ourselves making sure everything is just so.  If, however, we wait until the last minute to begin, then we literally don’t have time to make sure everything is perfect.  Instead of saying, “It’s not perfect because I couldn’t do it,” we can say, “I did the best I could in the time I had.”

Sometimes, paradoxically, you might have to help certain students lower the bar for themselves and remind them that some things just aren’t worth doing your best.  You may have heard the phrase “The good is the enemy of the best.”  That’s a good quote.  However, you may not know that the quote was originally the other way around.  Voltaire said “The perfect is the enemy of the good.”  Sometimes we are so tyrannized by wanting to get things exactly right that we do nothing at all.

So, that’s all I’ve got for you.  Remember that 90% of what I’ve said in this talk can be downloaded from dontbecreepy.com.  Thank you for your time and attention.
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Appendix A

Definitions from the DSM-IV

Autism

A. A total of six (or more) items from (1), (2), and (3), with at least two from (1), and one each from (2) and (3).

1. Qualitative impairment in social interaction, as manifested by at least two of the following:

a. marked impairment in the use of multiple nonverbal behaviors such as eye-to-eye gaze, facial expression, body postures, and gestures, to regulate social interaction.

b. failure to develop peer relationships appropriate to developmental level.

c. a lack of spontaneous seeking to share enjoyment, interests or achievements with other people e.g.: by a lack of showing, bringing or pointing out objects of interest. 

d. lack of social or emotional reciprocity.

2. Qualitative impairments in communication as manifested by at least one of the following:

a. delay in, or total lack of, the development of spoken language not accompanied by an attempt to compensate through alternative modes of communication such as gesture or mime. 

b. in individuals with adequate speech, marked impairment in the ability to initiate or sustain a conversation with others.

c. lack of varied, spontaneous, make-believe play or social imitative play appropriate to developmental level.

3. Restricted, repetitive and stereotyped patterns of behaviour, interests and activities, as manifested by at least one of the following:

a. encompassing preoccupation with one or more stereotyped and restricted patterns of interest that is abnormal either in intensity or focus.

b. apparently inflexible adherence to specific nonfunctional routines or rituals.

c. stereotyped and repetitive motor mannerisms e.g.: hand or finger flapping or twisting, or complex whole-body movements. 

d. persistent preoccupation with parts of objects.

B. Delays or abnormal functioning in at least one of the following areas, with onset prior to age 3 years: 

1. social interaction

2. language as used in social communication 

3. symbolic or imaginative play.

C. The disturbance is not better accounted for by Rett's Disorder or Childhood Disintegrative Disorder.

Asperger's Syndrome

A. Qualitative impairment in social interaction, as manifested by at least two of the following:

1. marked impairments in the use of multiple nonverbal behaviors such as eye-to-eye gaze, facial expression, body postures, and gestures to regulate social interaction 

2. failure to develop peer relationships appropriate to developmental level 

3. a lack of spontaneous seeking to share enjoyment, interests, or achievements with other people (e.g. by a lack of showing, bringing, or pointing out objects of interest to other people) 

4. lack of social or emotional reciprocity

B. Restricted repetitive and stereotyped patterns of behavior, interests, and activities, as manifested by at least one of the following:

1. encompassing preoccupation with one or more stereotyped and restricted patterns of interest that is abnormal either in intensity or focus 

2. apparently inflexible adherence to specific, nonfunctional routines or rituals 

3. stereotyped and repetitive motor mannerisms (e.g., hand or finger flapping or twisting, or complex whole-body movements) 

4. persistent preoccupation with parts of objects 

C. The disturbance causes clinically significant impairments in social, occupational, or other important areas of functioning
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