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ABSfBMf

Operant @©nditionimg theory views the maiBtenane© 
of all behavior as a fmnetion of reimforeement eemtim- 
geneieSo The difficulty of the '"disturbed child11 .is seen 
as a behavior problem rather tham as am emotional disorder* 

Several studies have beem dome im support of this 
theoryo Earlier studies tended to be designed to 
illustrate the principle$, but later ones have been oriented 
toward therapeutic goals# In the later experimentss 
parents and teachers9 rather than psychologists or psychi
atrists* have acted as controlling- agents* manipulating 
reinforcers in such a manner as to eliminate maladaptive 
behaviors in young children#

Using the theoretical framework of operant condi
tioning* the present study was designed to alter the • 
aggressive behavior of a pre-school boy# ' The experiment 
was carried on in the youngster9 s classroom*. using 
attention as the reinforcer* and assigning the therapeutic 
role to the experimenter and the regular teacher#

It was found that through systematic regulation of 
the reinforcer* aggression dropped t© a near ser© level# 
Some considerations in setting up such a study im the 
natural classroom setting are discussed* along with 
suggestions for further exploration0



CHAPTER I

INTROmOTIOM

The child, exhibiting unusual behavior patterns has 
been the concern of parentss teachers and society through
out human history. Such children have been variously 
classified from "strange" to "emotionally disturbed/" and 
just as variously treated. Whatever the label placed upon 
the child, he is so categorised partially, if not solely, 
because of the behavior patterns which he exhibits. He 
may do things that most children his age do not do, or he 
may fail to exhibit behaviors that seem to be typical for 
children of his age group. Frequently, the manner of 
classifying the child determines the way people in his 
environment react to him. If he is identified by the name 
"emotionally disturbed" the immediate reaction is for the 
parents, teachers or other people in his environment to 
feel completely inadequate to deal with the problem. If 
the parent is able to afford therapy, the child may be 
referred to a specialist in the field of psychotherapy or 
psychology, but the parent often continues to play a minor 
role in the treatment of the child.

Recently, experimenters have conducted some very 
encouraging studies with "disturbed” children in which the

1



traditional approach has been markedly altered. The 
experiments have utilized operant conditioning principles 
in an attempt to alter the behavior patterns of children. 
Although many of the children used in the studies had been 
previously categorized as autistic, schizophrenic, or 
brain damaged, the focus of the studies has been away from 
such classification. Rather, n . . . behavior that is 
harmful to the individual or departs widely from accepted 
social and ethical norms should be viewed not as some kind 
of disease but as a way— which the person has learned— of 
coping with environmental demands" (Bandura, 1967, p. 78).

Because of the emphasis on behavior, the treatment 
method differs from traditional therapy. According to an 
article by Hawkins, Peterson, Schweid, and Bijou (1966), 
the typical approach has been for the therapist to rely 
upon parental report of the problem rather than direct 
observation, to make no systematic observations of the 
child-parent interaction, and to give such general direc
tions to the parent that it is difficult for the parent to 
translate them into action. In contrast, studies which 
have utilized operant conditioning principles have made 
systematic recordings of the child’s behavior, frequently 
in his interaction with the parent. The objectionable
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behaviors have been carefully defined and a specific out
line for modification of these behaviors has been 
implemented.

Viewing the child’s problem as a behavioral 
disorder and identifying specific problem behaviors has 
the advantage of reducing the vastness of the difficulty 
in the mind of the parent or teacher who may deal with the 
child in his natural environment. Many of the operant 
conditioning experiments have placed the parent or teacher 
in the therapeutic role with a high degree of success.
Hhen one defines the therapist as the figure who reinforces 
the child for specific behaviors, the therapeutic role no 
longer needs to be confined to the highly trained psychol
ogist but is more reasonably assigned to those figures 
playing an important role in the child’s daily experiences.

Teachers and parents have little difficulty seeing 
themselves as figures affecting behavior change in the 
lives of children. Daily they attempt ” . . .  to mold the 
conduct and attitudes of . . . children into the accepted 
form" (Shostak, 1967$ p. 125)» The question remains as to 
what methods are desirable and effective in this process. 
"Children with a wide variety of behavior disorders have 
participated in » . . treatment [through operant eondi- 
tioningfproceduresj$ and in each case their maladaptive 
behavior was eliminated . . ." (Bandura, pp. 81-82).



Clearly the success of the method is encouragings but one 
must recognize the necessity of further study for the 
purpose of exploring both strengths and weaknesses of the 
approach under varying conditions.

It is the purpose of this study to examine the 
effectiveness of operant conditioning techniques in an 
attempt to modify the behavior pattern of a four year old 
pre-school youngster. The hypothesis to be tested is: 
that through systematic control of effective reinforcers, 
specified objectionable behaviors in the child's repertoire 
may be brought to a near zero level.

During the course of this papers the designated 
terms will be used as follows: disturbed child--a child
exhibiting a disorder in his behavioral repertoires treat
ment or therapy--a systematic manipulation of reinforcement 
in an attempt to modify the child’s behaviors toward 
socially acceptable patterns; therapist or individual 
assuming therapeutic role— one who gives reinforcement in 
keeping with the experimental pattern of operant condi
tioning.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OP LITERATURE

A chronological examination of literature in which 
operant conditioning principles are applied to the behav- 
iorally disturbed child* reveals an increasing trend to 
manipulate variables experimentally with the purpose of 
altering the child's behavior toward socially acceptable 
patterns. One might refer to the approach as therapeutic* 
as Hawkins ejb al. (1966) have done. It can also be noted 
that there is a conscious effort being made to carry the 
laboratory results into the natural environment of the 
disturbed child.

However* many of the early studies tended to focus 
on the feasibility of explaining the distorted behavior 
patterns of children in terms of operant conditioning 
theory rather than making am attempt to improve the sub
ject's behavior. In an article by Perster (1961)* a 
convincing presentation was made exploring possible 
variables producing deficit behavior patterns in autistic 
children. Although there is brief reference to some 
experimentation done by the author with the autistic child* 
most of the article deals with the limited behavioral 
repertoire of the autistic child* in an attempt to show



how parental reinforcement patterns could very easily 
condition the child’s behavior,

A later study by Ferster and BeHyer (1962) is 
experimentally oriented. However$ there is no attempt to 
shape behavior which could be considered essential or 
desirable for social interaction. The three autistic 
children in the study were trained, through operant condi
tioning methods, to operate various vending machines 
which would offer food or reinforcement.
The major conclusion of the experiment was that the 
behavior of autistic children is deficient only in the 
rate at which new behaviors are acquired. In the explo
ration of the actual and possible behavioral repertoires 
of the three subjects, the authors felt that a basis had 
been laid for further experimentation in shaping 
appropriate social behavior. Their findings had demon
strated that it was possible to shape new behaviors in 
autistic children through the use of operant conditioning 
principles.

More groundwork was laid for the therapeutic 
application of operant conditioning principles to the 
’’emotionally disturbed,11 in a complex study by Lovaas, 
Freitag, Gold, Kassorla (1965)<> A nine year old schizo
phrenic child, exhibiting extensive self-destructive 
behavior, was studied to determine the nature of the



variables e©ntrolling the behavior. Although the study did 
reveal conditions under whieh self-destructive behavior 
could be reduced to a zero level$ the purpose of the study 
was not to eliminate the behavior, but rather to explore 
the controlling variables. Important findings of this 
study which have proved significant for further work are 
the demonstration that: social stimulation was an effec
tive reinforeer for self-destructive behavior, socially 
acceptable music behavior could be shaped through the use 
of operant conditioning methods, and this schizophrenic 
child was capable of sophisticated discriminative ability,
©me might note that this study is more closely related to 
the therapeutic approach in that there is an emphasis upon 
the child's undesirable behavior, an investigation of the 
variables controlling that behavior, and a utilization of 
the variables naturally present in the child's environment.

Another study by Lovaas, Freitag, Kinder, Rubenstein, 
Schaeffer and Simmons (n, d,), investigating the reinforce
ment properties of social stimuli, used four-year-old 
schizophrenic twins as subjects. In this study, a prelim
inary investigation revealed that the subjects did not 
respond to social stimulation, !2Sie purpose of the study 
was to investigate the conditions under which social 
stimulation could acquire sufficient reinforcing power to 
maintain newly learned behaviors, In the experimental
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program it was possible to eon<3.itiom the subjects to 
respond to social stimulation which# in turn, had the power 
to elicit new responses| however the conditions were so 
controlled that it is difficult to conceive of maintaining 
the behavior in the children’s natural environment„

In the therapeutically oriented studies a conscious 
attempt is made to manipulate variables in the experimental 
setting that can, with reasonable effort, be controlled in 
the natural setting« Such was the ease in a study by Wolf, 
lisley and Mees (196I4.) with a three-year-old autistic 
child. At the beginning of the experiment the child was 
hospitalized, but the experiment was designed to extend 
the experimental conditions into the home setting as soon 
as sufficient improvement was made to make home visits 
possible.

Before this particular experiment was begun, 
behaviors were identified in the child’s repertoire which 
were to be modified, ©perant conditioning principles were 
applied to shape certain behaviors such as glasses wearing 
and verbal behavior, and to eliminate others including 
self-destructive and tantrum behavior, eating and bedtime 
problems. Food and social isolation were used as rein
forcers, both capable of easy manipulation in the home 
setting. At a point of sufficient improvement, the
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parents were instrueted in the experimental procedure and 
brought into the hospital setting in the experimental role* 
When the child was able to make home .visitss the parents 
continued with the proper experimental procedures, Even
tually the child returned to his home under the treatment 
of his parents o After six months $, a follow-up study was 
made which revealed that the conditioned behaviors were 
being maintained.

Hawkins ®t al« (1966)» in a similar study with a 
four-year-old disturbed youngster@ placed the parent in 
the experimental role from the outset of the study, and 
carried out the entire experiment in the child8s home.
The basic design of this study had much in common with the 
previous one by Wolf, His ley, and Mess (19%), The 
behaviors to be modified were identified at the outset of 
the experiment, with social isolation being used as the 
relmforcer, A follow-up investigation was made twenty- 
four days after the termination of the experimental 
sessionss which revealed the desired behavior to be 
continuing at a stable level.

Am early study by Williams (1959) used a similar 
approach with a child who had developed problem behaviors 
following a prolonged illness. The youngster had severe 
temper tantrums' at bedtime unless he was attended by an



ainlt mi til he fell asleep® fhromgh eons is tent mon- 
reinforeement of the tantram behavior, it was extinguished 
within a few weeks®

Another therapentieally oriented stmdj by Wetzel, 
Baker, Roney and Martin (1966) began treatment of an 
autistic © M M  in a laboratory, but quickly combined it 
with controlled home environment, using the parent as the 
•reinforcing agent® Experimental goals included shaping of 
social interaction and elimination of tantrum behavior® 
Social stimulation was withheld contingent upon tantrum 
behavior and given contingent upon appropriate interaction 
behavior® Although behavior was not recorded beyond the 
laboratory or home, this study reports an attempt to 
integrate the child into normal social situations beyond 
the limited environment of home and clinic®

Bijou (1961}.) reported successful results in clin
ical treatment of a child exhibiting over-demanding 
behavior® Again, the mother functioned as the therapist, 
withholding attention contingent upon undesirable behaviors 
and giving attention for desirable ones®

Several studies have been done with nursery school 
children exhibiting behavior disorders in which the 
teacher rather than the parent assumed the therapeutic 
role, but with the same intent of constructing the 
experimental design in such a manner that it is easily
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t© the natmral .@mvir©ament0 Regressed epawling was 

the problem dealt with in a study by Harriss Johnston9 
Kelley and Volf Cl9%)« The smbjeet in this experiment had 
exhibited, well established walking behavior before entranee 
into the nursery school j, but by the second week of school 
the teaehers estimated that 75% of her time at school was 
spent in off-feet behavior0 By giving adult attention for 
on-feet behavior and withholding it for crawling behavior^ 
the undesirable behavior soon @xtinguished0

Two boys who displayed a high degree of crying 
behavior were the subjects in a study by HaptP Allen*
Buell* Harris* and Volf Vhlle both children
appeared advanced in motor and social skills* they would 
have frequent ©rying outbursts with mild provocation^
When the teaehers syst©matieally ignored the crying 
behavior* while at the same time giving attention to more 
appropriate behaviors for handling hurt* the eryimg 
behavior was brought t© a near-sere level*

Teacher attention was also used as the reinforeer 
in an experiment by Allen* Hart* Buell* Harris* and Wolf 
(19%)» The purpose of the experiment was to increase 
peer interaction in a child who spent most of her school 
day in isolate play* The child was reinforced each time



she participated in a group activity. Within twenty“five 
days the majority of the child's time was spent with other 
children.

Shaping active motor play in a three-year-old who 
showed a complete lack of such behavior was the goal of an 
experiment by Johns ton9 Kelley Harris and Wolf (196%)« 
fhis study was also carried on in the nursery school setting 
with the teacher acting as the therapist. It was found, at 
the conclusion of the studya that the child was 
thirty per cent of his time in generalised 
ity in contrast to complete absence- of such behavior at the 
outset of the study, A follow-up recording of the child's 
behavior at the beginning of the following school year 
revealed that fifty to sixty percent of the child's time 
was spent in generalized climbing behavior,

The practical implications of the studies done in 
conjunction with significant figures in the child's 
environment are many, Parents and teachers who are able 
to examine the recorded results of their interactions with 
the child should be impressed with their power to influence 
the child's behavior in spite of the seeming insurmount
ability of the problem, A possible outcome might be to 
increase the parent's or teacher's confidence in his 
ability to deal with the child and his problems. Another 
practical result might be that once the parent or teacher



is trained in the experimental technique he will continue 
to utilize the method long after the experiment has been 
©©nclmdeds so that the new behavior pattern will be 
strengthened and stabilized in the child. Hopefully* 
there will also be a generalization of the conditioning 
techniques on the part of the admit figure in dealing with 
other behavior problems in the child. The present study 
has been designed with such practical goals in mind.



CHAPTER III

METHOD

Subject

The subject was a four year ten month old boy 
attending Country Garden Pre-School in Tucson*, Arizona, 
Country Garden is a privately owned and operated nursery 
school and kindergarten for normal children. The subject 
was attending the school for the second year at the time 
of the study. During a discussion with the school's 
Director, his behavior was described as hyperactive and 
aggressive. His teachers, during the years he was three 
and four years old, had made attempts to modify his 
behavior, but neither teacher felt the child had made the 
progress necessary for satisfactory school adjustment.
The major concern expressed was the child’s inability to 
function in a group situation without a high degree of 
anti-social behavior.

Teacher-parent conferences had been held with the 
parents throughout the two-year period concerning the 
youngster’s adjustment problems, A week before the study 
was begun, the child had been observed by a social worker 
and referred to a child psychiatrist for observation and 
therapy,

34
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Procedure

f&@ initial stag© of the study consisted ©f obser
vation by the experimenter during three consecutive school 
weeks a Baring this period a running account of the 
subject’s behavior was tak@ns in an attempt to define 
those behaviors to be modified, and to determine an effec
tive reinforcero

It was noted that the subject exhibited cooperative 
as well as aggressive behaviors in his interactions with 
the other children, 1 He appeared highly imaginative in his 
play and was not avoided by the other children despite the 
fact that he frequently attacked them verbally and 
physically, especially when they did not follow his direc
tions.

Often the subject would demand teaeher-attention 
by asking her to examine his creations. He would also seek 
notice from his peers by showing them his work and 
soliciting their attention with the use of such phrases 
ass "Book, look what I did," or "Mine’s [a paintinĝ ] 
going to be pretty," Because the child’s behavior 
frequently appeared to be directed toward gaining adult or 
peer attention, it was decided that adult attention was 
acting as a reinforeer,



After discussing the preliminary observations with 
the child6 s teacher and specialists in the field of child 
development and psychologys it was decided that a two- 
minute "time-out" procedure would be used as a means of 
modifying the aggressive behaviors6 The time-out session 
consisted of removing the child from the activity in which 
he was involved and seating him on the fringe of the group 
for the specified period. The other children were 
discouraged from approaching him while he was seated.
There were few occasions when they came near Mm# but when 
they did they were directed to another activity and told 
that Sammy was sitting for a while,

A tentative plan was made to place the child out
side the classroom in the event that he used the time-out 
as an attention-getting device# threw a tantrum# or 
committed repeated aggressive acts in his sitting position. 
It was necessary to institute this plan only once. In 
anticipation of the children in the classroom taking 
advantage of the subject by goading him into a situation 
which would result in his being removed from the group# it 
was decided that any child who approached him aggressively 
would be given a two-minute "time-out" also,

Sammy8 s objectionable behaviors were classified 
into the general categories of verbal and physical 
aggression, Physical aggression was defined as s hitting#



17
pushings punching$ kicking, biting, slapping, spitting, 
attempting to injure by the use of an object (toy, tool, 
etc*), teasing by threatening to injure or mar another’s 
body, clothing or creation (e.g. throwing paint or water 
at another child), or forcefully taking possession of 
another’s property. Verbal aggression was defined ass 
derogatory name-calling, use of shock words such as 
’’poo-poo'1 etc., telling another child to 111 shut up,” - or 
ridiculing another’s possession or appearance.

After the pre-experimental observation session, 
observers made daily recordings of the child’s aggressive 
behaviors for a thirty-one day period. Separate record
ings were made for verbal and physical aggression in 
one-minute time blocks. When two or three aggressive acts 
(e.g., a bite and a pinch)occurred simultaneously or in 
rapid succession the behaviors were given only one check 
per unit of time.

During the first ten days of recording the observers 
worked in pairs, in order to allow for the computation of 
reliability ratings. On eleven of twenty-one days 
following the establishment of satisfactory reliability, a 
single member of the pair made the recordings« Since 
different pairs of observers recorded on successive days, 
the experimenter observed with each pair for a five day 
period in order to insure total reliability for. all



recordingss A detailed record of percentage of agreement 
between observer's recordings appears in Appendix Ac

Observations were made each day of the school week 
as soon as the child entered the classroom. On Mondays 
Wednesday and Friday of each weeks recordings were made 
from Sine to ten o'clock! on Tuesday and Thursday of each 
weeks from nine to eleven o'clock.

The classroom schedule was uniform throughout the 
study. From 950O-*9 °1$-S A,M, the children were in the class
room, During this period they moved freely about the rooms 
involving themselves in any one of a number of activities 
available. From 9i^-l©gO0 A,M, the group took a walk with 
the teacher. The period from 10s©0-1©sIS A,M, was spent 
on the playground. At 10sl*> A,M, the children entered a 
mmsie-story room where they had a snack and participated 
in a teacher-directed group activity. At approximately 
11:00 o'clock this period ended and the children returned 
to the playground.

Baseline recording covered a ten-day period (two 
school weeks). During this time the subject was viewed 
under regular classroom conditions. The teacher was 
instructed to plan the activities and handle the group as 
usual. While the experimenter observed the subject's 
behavior during this period, little interaction between 
the subject and the experimenter took place. One unplanned



variable was introdueed daring the fourth day of the base
line recording when the subject was put on dexedrine by 
the psychiatrist who was treating him. The drug was 
discontinued on the eight day of the recording. Although 
the study was not originally designed to examine the 
effects of drugs on the aggressive behavior of the subject, 
the data have been included in graphic form along with the 
other recordings as it presents some results, worthy of 
discussion.

The First Experimental Period began on the eleventh 
day of observation and extended through the eighteenth day. 
During this time, the experimenter remained in close 
proximity to the subject, giving him positive reinforce
ment for co-operative behaviors, and removing him from the 
group for aggressive behaviors. Positive reinforcement 
consisted of various social stimuli such as smiling, 
verbalising approval, commenting about a co-operative 
project being engaged in by the subject, and physical con
tact, The teacher was also emeourgged to give praise and 
attention for co-operative actions. At times the experi
menter might draw the teacher8s attention to the subject 
by saying, t,!id you notice how Sammy helped Mike?” or 
making some similar comment.

During the Reversal Stage, which lasted for three 
days, there was a return to baseline conditions. The



eh'ilS8 s behaviors were recorded, the teacher was Instraeted 
to react as she had previously, am& the experimenter did 
met ms® the time-omt procedure with the smhjeeto Eh© 
Reversal Stage could have been lengthened In the interest 
©f somnd ■ researsh, hmt the experimenter decided to discon- 
tinm® this phase omt of courtesy to the teacher0

Experimental conditions were reinstated on the 
twenty-second day and continued through the thirty-first 
day when recording ceased, During the final stage of the 
experiment, the experimental role was gradually delegated 
to the teacherOn the first two days of this period, the 
experimenter manipulated the time-out procedure, but 
thereafter the experimenter and the teacher alternated 
roles, The teacher took sole responsibility for manipu
lating the time-out variable on the last two days of the 
recording, while the experimenter remained in the class
room, interacting with the children, and giving intermittent 
reinforcement to the subject for desirable behavior,

Although no further recordings were made after the 
thirty-first day, the experimenter continued to visit the 
classroom for the remainder of the school week; then 
visited intermittently for the next week. At this time 
the experimenter did not institute the time-out procedure 
but gave positive reinforcement contingent upon desirable 
behaviors.



ei&PTER IV

11STJLTS M B  BISGUSSION 

Findings

Baring the Baseline Periods the subject averaged 
14# 3 physical and 4,1 verbal aggressive behaviors for the 
first hoar of recording, ©n the dpys when the observers 
recorded the second hour,' the baseline average was? 1© 
physical and 2 verbal aggressive behaviors.

She averages during the First Experimental Stage 
dropped to 4<>i> physical and 0$ verbal aggressive acts the 
first hour and 4 physical and <,7$ verbal acts for the 
second hour, There was a rise to 15= 3 physical and 2,33 
verbal aggressive behaviors daring the Reversal Stage for 
the period from 9 s©0 A,M, to 10:00 A«M«» but in the period 
from 10:00 A,M, to 11:00 A,M, physical and verbal aggres
sive behaviors each averaged one.

In the Final Experimental Stage the averages for 
the first hour were 2,5 physical and ,4 verbal aggressive 
behaviors. For the second hour of this stage, there was 
.an average of 1,25 physical aggressive behaviors and no 
verbal aggressive behaviors.

For a more detailed representation of the daily 
pattern of the' subject8s aggressive activities see Figure



1 and Figure 2= It should b@ noted that while the 
aggressive behaviors were plotted during the period im 
whi@h the subjectt was being given d@x@drines this period 
was not included in the computation of the baseline 
averageo The average aggressive acts for the period when 
the subject was ©m drugs were's 11,2$ physical and 6 
verbal aggressive behaviors in the first hour, and; ©=$ 
physical and 20$ verbal aggressive behaviors for the 
second hour,

Biscussien of

The results appear to support the hypothesis that 
through systematic control of an effective reinforcer, 
undesirable behaviors ©an be brought to a near zero level. 
It also'appears that admit attention served as a crucial 
variable im the modification of aggressive behavior,

The effectiveness of peer and adult social stimu=* 
latlem is demonstrated im the Reversal Stag© when no 
"time-out" was given contimgent upon undesirable behaviors. 
The average number of aggressive behaviors for the first 
hour rose to 1$,3 physical and 2,33 verbal; 10,© and 1,83 
respectively above the average of the First Experimental 
Stage, The fact that the subject's behavior during the 
second hour of the Reversal Stage does not show a similar 
trend in physical aggression is somewhat perplexing. This
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particular finding is not in keeping with the other stagess 
when the averages for the first and second hours increased 
and decreased in a parallel pattern* The finding may he 
explained by the fact that on the second hour recording of 
the Eeversal Stage the experimenter inadvertently intro
duced a variable that appeared to act as a strong positive 
reinforcement for behaviors ineompatable with physical 
aggression* As has been noted, the period from 10:00 to 
11:00 A*M* consisted largely of a teacher directed 
activity* During the Reversal Stage the experimenter 
brought an accordian to the classroom and used it with the 
children* The novelty of this stimulus appeared to attract 
all the children, including the subject* The accordian 
was used as a means of leading the children in various 
musical activities which, because they required the 
subject's attention, left little time or opportunity for 
physical or verbal aggression* In order to establish the 
validity of this hypothesis further investigation would be 
necessary*

It may also be noted that In each stage of the 
experiment the subject's average aggression is lower for 
the second than it is for the first hour# The drop may be 
partially explained by the subject's lack of freedom to 
direct his own behavior during the second hour*



The mature of the teacher-led activity frequently 
required the subject6s attention and was not designed to 
stimulate a high degree of interaction between the 
children* If the children were listening to a story9. they 
were usually inactive physically* Even though they were 
not engaged in quiet activities during the entire second 
hourp a larger portion of the time was spent more quietly 
than in the first hour of the morning* Again, further 
investigation would have to fee conducted to support this 
assumption*

It should also fee noted that while there was an 
increase in average verbal aggressive behavior from the 
First Experimental Stage to the Reversal Stage, the 
average verbal aggression of the Reversal Stage (2*33 for 
the first hour; 1 for the second hour) never returned to 
the baseline averages of 4*1 for the first hour and 2 for 
the second hour* One might attempt to explain this fact 
in terms of the subject's previous reinforcement history* 
If, in the past he had been weakly reinforced, or had 
received withdrawal of positive reinforcement for verbal 
aggression, the behavior would be likely to extinguish 
more readily* That is, fey adding the influence of the 
First Experimental Stage to an already weakening hierarchy 
of verbal aggressive behavior, the response was almost 
completely extinguished after eleven days of
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neaa-reinfereemenfc« 90berefoi?e, one womM not expect the 
behavior to be reinstated to baseline level within the 
three day period of the Reversal Stage„ Am alternative 
explanation might be that after the first Experimental 
Stage the smbjeet became more skillful in- concealing his 
verbal aggression. By whispering* or merely lowering his 
voice* the subject's verbalization might go undetected by 
the experimenter or observer, While me systematic record
ing was made of such covert behavior it was casually noted 
that the subject would sometimes whisper to a playmate» 
and a volley of giggles would follow.

The rate of physical aggression during the first 
day of the Reversal Stage remained near the average of the 
First Experimental Stage, However* there was a sharp rise 
during the first hour on the second and third days (see 
Figure 1), A similar pattern may be noted when the subject 
was taken off drags. Although quite different variables 
were introduced* .'in an attempt to control the subject's 
behavior* the removal of each variable produced a high 
recurrence of physical aggression.

One may also note that while there was a drop in 
physical aggressive behaviors during the period the subject 
was placed on drags* the average for the first hour was 
only 3,05 below that of the baseline average for the same 
period of time. The second hour's average for physical



aggressive behavior dmrimg the Bmg Phase was 1.&below the 
baseline average for that same time period. The change 
does not appear too great. Figure 1 shows the slight 
alteration most clearly. The verbal aggression curve shows 
a definite drop in the first hour of recording (see Fig, 1) 
during the period the subject was being given drugs$ in 
spite of the fact that the verbal aggression average was 
higher for the Drug than for the Baseline Period,

Many of the subject's behaviors are not recorded on 
the graphss although they may be considered significant.
It was noted, without systematic recording, that while the 
subject was on drugs he appeared rather tired and listless. 
He yawned repeatedly during the course of the morning, and 
said he was tired, and tended to limit himself to fewer and 
more dedentary activities. The subject cried only twice 
during the entire study. One of these occasions was on the 
last day he was given dexedrine, Another child took a rope 
from him, after a short tug of war3 at that point the 
subject burst into tears and came running to the teacher. 
From these observations one might postulate that the drugs 
were controlling the activity level rather than the 
aggressive behaviors of the subject.
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@@neral Biseussion

After having read a study where classroom problem 
behaviors were ameliorated through use of operant condi
tioning principless a frequent teacher response Is: i1Whjs>

1 do that all the timeI” In discussing an experiment 
designed to extinguish isolate behavior in a nursery 
school childs the authors state: “Guidance measures such
as ’encourage him to play with other children0 are familiar 
to every parent and teacherM (Alien^ et al*„ 196^9 P- $l8)o 
However, the general principle does not offer direction to 
help the teacher precisely discriminate “occasions for • 
giving and for withholding adult attention « » „” (Allen 
et ale s 1964, p= 018) =, As has been supported repeatedly, 
the reinforcement pattern has a decided effect on the 
child’s behavior* Operant conditioning techniques would 
seem to provide a method for systematic evaluation of 
teacher reinforcement as it relates to the behavioral 
pattern of the child*

Ehen one is aware of the reinforcement potential 
held by significant figures in the child’s environment, 
proper treatment of a problem behavior becomes a matter of 
manipulating reinforeers in a manner that will produce the 
desired results* $h@ classroom teacher faces certain 
problems in carrying out such a plan, which, while soluble, 
should be considered*



It is necessary in instituting a conditioning 
study# to provide reinforcement in keeping with the experi
mental design. Someone must act as the reinforcing agent. 
When two or more teachers share the responsibility for a 
classroom# one could he assigned the role of dispensing 
the reinforcero A teacher working alone could not give 
the constant attention demanded by such a project. How
ever# it might be possible to place the child's parent in 
the experimental role. As was noted in Chapter II# parents 
have frequently been placed in the therapeutic role with 
apparent success. Such a plan might provide the advantage 
of the parent's generalising the experimental method into 
the home situation. If the parent continued to utilise 
the technique outside of the classroom# the learning 
process would be facilitated.

Another advantage to be noted in involving a young 
child's parents in a therapeutic program is that most 
parents of pre-school children possess strong reinforcing 
value for their children. The author felt# as she func
tioned in the experimental role# that her attention# while 
effective# was not nearly as reinforcing as the teacher's. 
As the experiment progressed and the relationship with the 
child developed# the experimenter felt that her attention 
took on a greater reinforcing potential. These are# of
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courses subjective judgments but may have some value in 
interpreting the findings and suggesting application of 
the findings.

The suggestion that the parent serve as a class- 
room-therapist assumes several conditions which are not 
frequently fulfilled simultaneously. Both the parent and 
teacher must be concerned enough about the child’s behavior 
patterns to try and do something about them. The parent 
and teacher must be willing and able to devote a large 
portion of time to the work. Such a plan would require the 
parent to b® in the classroom with the child for the 
duration of the experiment and to give extra time in work
ing out the design with the teacher. The assumption is 
also made that the parent and teacher will be able to work 
co-operatively.

Recording procedures must also be considered. The 
experimenter found that through careful definition of 
terms, limiting the behaviors to be recorded, and use of 
the- time-sampling method, observer reliability was quickly 
established. The necessity of making systematic recordings 
is pointed out in an article by Harris, S/blf, and Baer 
(196%.), The authors report a ease in which nursery school 
teachers were attempting to eliminate the pinching, behavior 
of a youngster by shaping what they felt would be an 
incompatible behavior, When the child started to pinch
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the teachers would tell him to pat rather than pimeh his 
vletim, ®he teachers were asked to evaluate the progress 
of the experiments they said that the child's behavior had 
improved. However, when their informal judgments were 
checked against recorded data, it was found that while the 
child's patting behavior was increasing, his pinching 
behavior had remained unchanged.

In a study of operant crying by Hart, Allen, Buell, 
Harris, and Wolf (19%) the teacher recorded each crying 
episode by means of a pocket counter thus eliminating the 
need for observers, The device was easily concealed and 
readily manipulated by the teacher controlling the rein- 
forcers, In an experiment necessitating recording of 
multiple behaviors such a technique would be inadequate,

After a satisfactory program has been worked out 
for providing observers and an experimenter, there are 
more factors to be considered. In the opinion of the 
author, a teacher who has made a decision to alter a 
child's behavior has the responsibility of observing the 
side-effects this behavioral change appears to manifest in 
the child.

For example, in eliminating Sammy's aggressive 
behavior it was anticipated that his peers might conse
quently attempt to dominate or molest him. To protect the 
subject from such assaults the decision was made to use the
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teetenicpie designed for Sammy with those children who 
treated him aggressively®

An attempt was also made to reinforce those 
behaviors in the subject's repertoire which were self- 
assertive yet mot aggressive® He was reinforced mot only 
for the times that he co-operated with others by following 
another child8 s suggestions, but also when he contributed 
ideas or directed a group project in socially acceptable 
ways®

Happily$ those experiments designed to extinguish 
problem behaviors in children have not reported unfortunate 
concomitant results® This may be because no effort has 
been made to notice the unfavorable outcomes® When 
mmpredieted results have been reported, they have been 
positive rather than negative® In the study by Johnston 
et al® (1966), when gross motor skills were shaped, the 
author reported a similar increase in peer interaction 
skills® Hart ejfc al® (1961}.) noted that the subjects in their 
study spent longer periods of time in play situations and 
displayed deeper involvement after the objectionable 
crying behavior had been extinguished® The author of the 
present study also observed that, as the subject’s 
aggressive behaviors were brought under control, certain 
other nervous habits began to disappear® Ho systematic 
observation was made of this occurrence, but it was the
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opinion of the teacher and the experimenter that during 
the Final Experimental Stage9 the subject rarely engaged 
in staeh If»stimulatory behaviors as hitting himself9 
masturbating,. picking at skin eruptions, fidget ting in his 
seat o All of these behaviors appeared in the preliminary 
recordings and were mentioned by the teacher during the 
pre-experimental planning session*

While no cause and effect relationship can be 
established from the limited information gathered, the 
above- findings suggest that a whole set of behaviors within 
a child*e repertoire may be related in such a way that the 
elimination of one may result in the extinction of others, 
or that the shaping of ©me may result in the formation of 
others* If this is true, the most expedient solution to a 
complex behavior problem would be to identify a key 
behavior, and eliminate it, the result being that other 
undesirable patterns would extinguish also* fhe means by 
which the crucial behavior is to be identified Is a 
question for further research*

Suggestions for Further Study

A question which has been raised by the. present 
study iss what is the comparative effectiveness of drugs 
and operant conditioning techniques in treating behavioral 
problems? One might investigate the extinction rate, the



l©mg term stabilizing ©f behavior, and. the aeeompamying 
behavioral ehaages ©£ each pethed.#

Another 'interesting problem would, be t© 
the ©omparative reinforcing power of a relative stranger 
and. a signifleant person in the child"s environment„ The 
eonelmsien would be valuable in determining the figure who 
eould serve as the most effective reimforoer* The 
suggestion of placing the parent in the experimental role 
in the classroom setting might also prove interesting for 
further study.

One problem an experimenter faces in carrying ©mb 
a classroom study is defining the experimental situation.
In order to.gain a better understanding of the complex 
variables involved, a recording of the child's activity 
might be made along with the specific behavior under study. 
That is, along with a recording of aggression behaviors, 
notations might be made which would indicate where the 
child was, and what he was doing at any given moment.

The basic concept behind operant theory is that an 
individual's behavior is determined by the reinforcement 
the behavior produces. Thus, if admit attention is 
reinforcing for a child, he will be likely to engage in 
behavior that will help him to acquire the relnforcer. 
Viewed in this manner, the reaction of figures in the 
child's environment becomes very important. Hot only is •



th@ child8s behavior shaped fej reinforeing figuresp hmt the 
©hild9 s behaviorj ,  im 'tura,- shapes the behaviors of those 
inters©ti®g with him« A study designed to r@©ord the 
child9 s behaviors as well as behaviors dire©ted toward him 
would give a.©leaner view of the complex behavioral 
ehanges involved0



APPENDIX A

PERGENTA&E ©P AGREEMENT BETWEEN OBSERVERS

©is servers

Merchant 
and lykman
liehardsen 
and Post
Merohamt 
and Bwams
Bvans . 
and Swart
Pomeroy 
and Baeker
Merchant9 
lykmam and 
Swart

Physieal. 
Aggression

Verbal

Post and 
Swart
M@r©hamts 
Evans and 
Swart

Baoker and 
Swart
Evans 
and Swart

Mareh 6 

Marsh 7 

Marsh 8 

Marsh 1© 

Marsh 9 

Marsh 13

Marsh IJ4.

Marsh' 1$

Marsh 16

Marsh 17
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