
	
 

 
 
 
 
 

Distress From Not Knowing Enough 
	

The Gradient of Knowing Program 
 
 
 
 

Kevin Plummer, Ph.D. 
School Clinical & Consulting Services 

 
2019 



	
 

Kevin	Plummer,	Ph.D.				School	Clinical	&	Consulting	Services	
	
 

Distress From Not Knowing Enough 
	

The Gradient of Knowing Program 
 

A Comprehension Guide 
 

Many children understand that learning something new can be a struggle at first. No 
one is born knowing everything they need to know and knowing how to do everything, 
so children expect to be shown and taught, and they expect to get a lot of support as 
they try to acquire skills and knowledge. They expect to stumble and to do poorly at 
first, but they want to try and they want to get better and they know that no one expects 
them to know what to do or how to do it. This seems like an obvious statement to make 
about the way children approach learning something new, but some children become 
extremely distressed if they're put in situations where they don't know something, and 
this is particularly problematic at school. 
 
Some children become distressed about learning something new because the new 
material causes them an abundance of frustration and they break down easily when 
frustrated (because the material is unfamiliar, because the material is difficult, because 
the work period is too long, because they feel it is unfair to expect them to do it, etc.). 
See https://kevinplummerphd.com/distress-tolerance-guide-to-materials/ 
for more information about programming for students with low distress tolerance.  
 
Other students (e.g., students with Autism Spectrum Disorder—ASD) are distressed 
because they have an unusual understanding of what "knowing" is and what it means to 
know something. They might claim that they don't know how to do something unless 
they can do it mistake free. When learning a list of sight words, for example, students 
might claim that they don't know the words unless the words flow quickly and easily. We 
know that "knowing" comes in stages of acquisition, and at the early stages there are a 
lot of wrong answers and it takes a lot of effort to figure things out. Some students, if 
they have to think too much about the words, claim they don't know the words at all, and 
they protest the task. 
 

 "I don't want to do this. I told you I don't know those words, so don't ask me what 
they are. It doesn't matter how hard I try, I don't know the words, so stop asking 
me."  

 
That same rigid "all or none" thinking can be applied to math facts and math operations 
and countless other areas of knowledge and skill that take repeated work and practice 
to gradually become more fluent.  
 
Learning for many students with ASD goes from none to all. They don't know 
something, up until they reach the point where they completely know it. They don't credit 
themselves with partially knowing something, knowing it if they only know it some of the 
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time or if they need a little help to get the answer, or if they need time to think about it. 
This lack of social understanding of the learning process leads to extreme impatience in 
situations where the student has to guess, where the student is uncertain and still has to 
try, where the student will only gradually develop a quicker, more certain recognition.  
 
Some children disengage from the learning process if they don't know the material. 
They might scream or protest as soon as they get a few math facts wrong ("I don't know 
this, why are you making me do it?"). Eventually they learn the words or learn the math 
facts or learn the operation and they're relieved to be doing something that they know 
how to do, but they forget how they started off not knowing and what it took to reach the 
point of knowing, so the next time they are in distress again over the new words or the 
new math facts. 
 
When children are overcome with distress from not knowing, we can lower their distress 
by teaching them to better tolerate the state of not knowing, which will enable them to 
put in the effort to eventually reach the point of greater fluency. Part of developing more 
tolerance for "not knowing" involves helping students become more aware of the 
process of gradually knowing. The Comprehension Guide, "Learning Something New" 
(at the end of this article) is used to show the progression of knowing, or the gradient of 
knowing (from not knowing very much yet, to knowing a little, to knowing a lot). Each 
stage of knowing has a different presentation (thoughts, feelings, and things the student 
might say) and a different routine for approaching work at that stage to move the work 
along to the next stage of knowing (from not knowing up to knowing it well).  
 
Students can become more aware of this process and more patient with themselves 
and the process if they can remember the routines that they use to bring something 
from not knowing to knowing.  
 

"This is something new," we tell the students (point to the gradient to show their 
level of knowledge), "so this is what you have to deal with and what you have to 
do if you want to know this better."  
 

Try to use some examples from their own experience.  
 
"These are sight words that you know very well. I'm going to put them here, at 
the end of the gradient of knowing. You feel proud and confident, it's easy for you 
to name those words without any help. Remember, they started way back here, 
at the beginning of the gradient, where you said the same thing, 'I'll never get it', 
and you wanted to give up. But you tried extra hard over and over again and you 
moved those words along." 
 

We want students to understand themselves as learners so they can tolerate the 
frustrations of the learning process. This is why we have to create memories of their 
success with task persistence, giving them hope and encouragement when they think 
and feel discouraged and defeated. 
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Just as we do with the other comprehension guides, we communicate with a familiar 
visual support (increasing predictability and familiarity) to help students recognize the 
situation they're in and the routine they should use to remedy their situation. The visual 
and the script and the routine are the same so the student can more automatically 
access memories of the last time they were in that same situation and how they 
managed it. 
 

"Look"—pointing to the visual—"this is where you are and this is where you want 
to be, so look at what you should do to move things along and make this easier 
for yourself." 
 

Students should be offered support from the strategies in the Distress Tolerance 
Program while they are struggling at the early stages of the gradient. Eventually we 
expect students to internalize the gradient and more easily engage in the learning 
process, remembering with pride how they mastered so many things that seemed 
impossible to them at first.  
 
Soon after students better understand the "gradual acquisition" of the learning process 
and they have some successful examples from their own experience, they can move 
on from the Comprehension Guide and use the Gradient of Knowing visual support 
tool. This device (also at the end of this article) is a simplification of the Comprehension 
Guide and it provides ample blank space along the continuum of the gradient to place 
items that are in the process of gradual acquisition. Perhaps the student is starting a 
new number "fact family." It should be placed at the beginning of the gradient while the 
student is working on it. Meanwhile, more familiar fact families can be placed at other 
stages, as a reminder for the student about prior progress. With effort, repeated 
practice, and more instruction (which is what happens at that early stage), students can 
move the fact family along the continuum, thereby reinforcing themselves for their 
efforts. Meanwhile, other fact families just need some routine practice to increase their 
fluency (typical for that stage of the gradient) and these fact families might be moved 
along toward "easy and automatic". 
 
The Gradient of Knowing visual support tool is a gradient. While there are three 
categories along the continuum, the intention is to move in small steps along the 
gradient, rather than staying in one category until the student meets the criteria to jump 
to the next. Eventually the use of the visual is faded and teachers can just use the 
language of the program to create the optimal student mindset. 
 

"No worries. This is something that you know a little, so it's supposed to feel like 
hard work, but with a lot of practice it will get easier. Remember, you get extra 
credits for doing things that are hard, and you can always take a break if you 
need it. And don't forget, you're at the stage of 'Knowing it a little,' so let me help 
you if you need it. That's what you're supposed to do when you're at that stage." 
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This is something new that I'm 
learning, so I'm totally confused,  and 
feeling so frustrated and discouraged  
 

What I might be thinking and feeling 

Something is new. 
Just beginning to learn it. 
Trying for the first time. 

	

This is too hard for me. 
I'll never understand it. 
I give up, I'm not doing it.	

	

Be very patient and listen closely to directions.  
Watch closely what the teacher shows you. 
Try extra hard, keep trying, and accept help.  
Remember, you're just starting to learn it. 
	

What I might say 

	

What to do 

	

I don't know very much yet 

I know a little bit 

	

What I might be thinking and feeling 
	I'm starting to understand. 

I feel a little hopeful. 
I feel a little confident. 
I need help but I can do more 
on my own. 

	
What I might say 
	This is pretty hard, I need help. 

I should get a lot of credit for 
working  so hard. 
I might need a break. 	

I know a lot 
	

What to do 
	Try to do more on your own. 

Keep trying hard, practice. 
Encourage yourself, you're getting it. 
Ask for help and take a break if you need it. 

	

What I might be thinking and feeling 
	I feel proud. This is easy for me now. 

I feel confident. I'm ready to learn more. 

	
What I might say 
	 I know what I'm doing. 

This is easy now. 

What	to	do	
	

Show others what you know. 
Work on your own, without much help. 
Use what you know. 
Remember how you didn't know, at first, but 
then you worked hard and now it's easy. 	
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 I don't know very much yet 

Something is new. 
Just beginning to learn it. 
Trying for the first time. 

	

I know a little bit 

	

I know a lot 
	

	

Try Hard 

Keep Practicing 

Use What You Know 

How Much Do You Know Right Now? 


