I. Brief Overview
A. Keeping Affect and Mood Problems in Broad Perspective

Affect and related problems are often key factors interfering with school learning and
performance. As a result, considerable attention has been given to interventions to address such
problems. A large number of students are unhappy and emotionally upset; only a small percent
are clinically depressed. Individuals suffering from true internal pathology represent a relatively
small segment of the population. A caring society tries to provide the best services for such
individuals; doing so includes taking great care not to misdiagnose others whose "symptoms"
may be similar, but are caused by factors other than internal pathology. Such misdiagnoses lead
to policies and practices that exhaust available resources in ineffective ways. A better
understanding of how the environment might cause problems and how focusing on changing the
environment might prevent problems is essential.

Toward a Broad Framework

A broad framework offers a useful starting place for classifying behavioral, emotional, and
learning problems in ways that avoid over-diagnosing internal pathology. Such problems can be
differentiated along a continuum that separates those caused by internal factors, environmental
variables, or a combination of both.

Problems caused by the environment are placed at one end of the continuum (referred to as Type
I problems). At the other end are problems caused primarily by pathology within the person
(Type III problems). In the middle are problems stemming from a relatively equal contribution
of environ-mental and person sources (Type II problems).

Diagnostic labels meant to identify extremely dysfunctional problems caused by pathological
conditions within a person are reserved for individuals who fit the Type III category.

At the other end of the continuum are individuals with problems arising from factors outside the
person (i.e., Type I problems). Many people grow up in impoverished and hostile environmental
circumstances. Such conditions should be considered first in hypothesizing what initially
caused the individual's behavioral, emotional, and learning problems. (After environmental
causes are ruled out, hypotheses about internal pathology become more viable.)

To provide a reference point in the middle of the continuum, a Type II category is used. This
group consists of persons who do not function well in situations where their individual
differences and minor vulnerabilities are poorly accommodated or are responded to hostilely.
The problems of an individual in this group are a relatively equal product of person
characteristics and failure of the environment to accommodate that individual.




There are, of course, variations along the continuum that do not precisely fit a category. That is,
at each point between the extreme ends, environment-person transactions are the cause, but the
degree to which each contributes to the problem varies. Toward the environment end of the
continuum, environmental factors play a bigger role (represented as E<--->p). Toward the other
end, person variables account for more of the problem (thus e<--->P).

Clearly, a simple continuum cannot do justice to the complexities associated with labeling and
differentiating psychopathology and psychosocial problems. However, the above conceptual
scheme shows the value of starting with a broad model of cause. In particular, it helps counter
the tendency to jump prematurely to the conclusion that a problem is caused by deficiencies or
pathology within the individual and thus can help combat the trend toward blaming the victim
(Ryan, 1971). It also helps highlight the notion that improving the way the environment
accommodates individual differences may be a sufficient intervention strategy.
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