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ABSTRACT

Titile of Thesisc: The Relative Effects of General versus
Degcriptive Praice on a Card Sorting

Tagk
Robert Ryan 3cheer, Doctor of Phileosophy, 1976

Thesis directed by: Professor Donald K. Pumroy
Counseling & Personnel Lervices Dept,

It has freguently been postulated thatf descriptive

€3]

praise, which labels the behavior being praise¢”, is supe-
rior to general praise, which delivers an accolade with-

out specifying t!  behavior being prair 1. Research

=

investigating this postulate is meager. The purpose of

3

this study was to investigate whether in fact descriptive

b

iz superior to general praise,

W

prais

Fifty fifth- and sixth-grade students from the Lida

Lee Tall Center in Towson, Maryland were randomly selected
to serve as subjects. Twelve boys and eight girls were
randomly assigned to each of two praise conditions

{i.e, descriptive praise and general praise) and six boys

D

and Tour girls were randomly assigned to a control condi-
tion. Zubjects were seen individually and pretegsted to
ensure they could perform the experimental task,

The assigned task was to sort 108 cards by one of

ible sorting methods. The first 54 card sorts

U1
62}
fie
o

three po
served as a baseline to determine the preferred corting

method for each subject. During the final 54 card sorts,
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CHAFTER I

INTRODUCTION

For many years, parents and teachers have turned to
psychologists and other child guidance experts for sugges-
tions and advice concerning child management. Perhaps
the most frequently cited technique suggested by profes-
sionals is to praise the child more frequently following
the occurrence of a desirable behavior. The use of praise
is advocated by r ay professionals of diverse theoretical
orientations for modification of a great variety of behav-
iors. Even when other forms of 1 i1 orc nt are nployed
such as material reinforcers or privile s, parents and
1 achers are frequer Ly advised to accompany such rein-
forcers with praise. The extent to which some child experts
believe in the efficacy of praise is aptly demonstrated by
O'Leary and 0'Leary who write, "Only when praise is inef-
fective should more complicated and powerful procedures,
such as to} 1 reinforcement programs be employed" (1972,
p. 87).

There are a number of apparent advantages to using
praise as a reinforcer. First, the use of praise has been
repeatedly demonstrated to be highly effective as a rein-
forcer (0'Leary 1d O'Leary, 1972, p. 26). Second, the
use of praise is natural and uncomplicated for most people
(0'Leary and 0'Leary, 1972, p. 87). Another advantage of
using praise as a reinforcer is found in its economy.
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ANt

Contemporary Theories and "pir s Regardir Pr-‘se

Proponents of the use of praise generally cite two
reasons for advocating the technique. Coleman (1969)
summarizes both of these reasons. First, it is believed by
many that praise usually motivates people towards increased
effort. It ¢ rves as a reinforcer for the behavior imme-
d! tely preceding it. Second, praise tends to bring out
warm, positive feelings tow ~ds others. It bolsters our
self-esteem, sense of adequacy, and need for approval.
Coleman cautions that it is important to make a clear-cut
distinction between onest praise and insincere flattery
designed to ¢ it the ot r p son. Most people, accord-
ing to Coleman, sooner or later recogni: insincere 1 attery
for what it is and come to distrust and perhaps even dis-
like the person giving it.

Salk (1972) suggests that a relationship exists be-
tween the amount of praise a child has received for his
acc nmplishments and the child's motii tion to perform
expected and desirable behaviors. ©Salk believes that it is
important that parents convey to their children that their
behavior is meaningful to their parents. The use of praise
is an important way to demonstrate the parent's recognition
and genuine concern for their child's behavior. The child’'s
reward is found in the parents' acceptance of his capacity
to behai appropriately.

Cne need only observe a child'’s eager request to

"Watch me, Mommy," as he demonst) les ne new achievement






Children naturally possess this need as opposed to their
acquiring it through conditioning. Schenk-Danzinger (1969)

uggests that praise is instrumental in meeting man's needs

]

and governing his motives.

A number of authors have advocated the use of praise
for specific behaviors and situations. Bhuranachot (1972),
in advising teacl rs on how to deal with maladjusted chil-
dren in the classroom, suggests that praise be employed by
teachers to help these children feel more secure and less
neglected. Yokkaichi (1974) claims that through questioning
and praising, the teacher can facilitate interest in and
volition to tudy in retaz children. Pringle (1972)
states tt t violence and vandalism a1 among tt consequences
of failing to meet children's basic emotional needs. She
cites the need for praise and recognition as vital to the
chil 's development. Preventative measures would include
praising appropriate behavior. Chang (1972), in offering
suggestic s to parents on how to handle thei. children's
lying, states that ly. g is id integral factor in

childhood development. Parents are lvised to praise their

children for admitting wrong doings, making it clear to the

child that the praise is for the 11il1d's honesty, not the

wrong act.

Many proponents of praise suggest that the praise
expressions should describe tlI bel sior being commended.
0'Leary a 1 O'Leary (1972) express their preference for

descriptive praise in terms of efficiency. Offering sugges-

































havior was added, the results were inconsistent with some
children improving while others increased their disruptive
behavior. When descriptive praise was added to the other
two independent variables, the " 1cidence of inappropriate
behavior significantly fell. Perhaps as impressive as the
statistical results of this study are the comments of the
teachemw involved. One stated the following:
I was amazed at the difference the procedure made in
the atmosphere of the classroom and even my own per-
sonal feelings. I realized that in praising the
well-behaved children and ignoring the bad, I was

finding myself looking for the good in the children.
It was ind¢ 1 rewarding to see the good rather

than always criticizing . . . . I became convinced
that a positive approach to discipline was the an-

~. (p. 149).
An investigation of i : effects of tac” 'le cueir 1d

praise on the undesirable behaviors of moderately handi-
capped institutionalized adolescents is reported by Clements,
Tracy, and Arensdorf (1974). The tactile cues were deliv-
ered by the teacher separately and in combination with
p: 1ise for not engaging in the specified undesirable behav-
iors. The delivery of the cue alone diminished the frequency
of dis 1p- ve bel or but not s much as the co »rination of
both tactile cues and praise. The authors concluded that
both rewards served as effective reinforcers when adminis-
tered systematically.

Other studies reporting the successful use of praise
in modifying disruptive and deviant clast >om behaiy’ rs
include: Thomas, Nielsen, Kuypers, ! :ker (1968); Ward and

Baker (1968); Harris, Johnston, Kelly, and Wolf (1964); and
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Allen, Hart, Buell, Harris, and Wolf (1964).

Several researchers have reported the successful use
of praise in improving academic behaviors. The amount of
time spent studying in class of an eighth-grade girl was
modified by Broden, Hall, and Mitte (1971). Self-recording
of her own study behavior resulted in an increase in study
time. Withdrawl of self-recording resulted in a decrease
of study time. Study behavior again increased upon rein-
stating the self-recording. After teacher pr: " 3e for study
was instituted, the girl's study behavior increased and
self-recording was discontinued without significant losses
in study t. e.

Broden, Bruce, Mitcl L, o~ =, 141 (1970) em-
ployed an ABAB design in modifying the attending behavior
of two ¢ :ond-grade boys seated ¢ it desks. A com-
bination of praising attending behavior and ignoring disrup-
tive behavior resulted in a dramatic increase in the amount
of time both boys attended to thelr classwork. It is not
possible, however, to distinguish ! tween the effects of
the reini rcement and extinction proc 3dures in this study
for both contingencies were employed simultaneously.

Stillwell, Harris, : 4l ( 72) avestigated the
effects of feedback and feedback plus praise on the attend-
ing behavior of elementary school children. They found
that feedback on classwork provided by the teacher resulted
in an incr¢ 3e in atter ing behavior. When the 1 acher

added praise to the feedback, attendi - behavior remained
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achievers for meeting predetermined criteria in a study by
Copeland, Brown, and Hall (1974). The target behaviors
increased for both groups.

Scott, Burton, and Yarrow (1967) successfully employed
teacher praise to increase peer interaction in children.
Peer interaction was also increased by Evers and Schwarz
(1973) who used filmed modeling and teacher praise. Mod-
eling was inferred to successfully modify isolate behavior.
The modeling plus praise condition was not significantly
different from modeling only. No attempt was made to iso-
late the effects of praise only.

sevel 1 stuc’ :s have reported that praise was not ef-
fective in modifying ¢! isroom 1 ric 3. No gig Ticant
differences were found between praise and control groups
in the Dollins, Angelino, and Mech (1960) study of the ef-
fects of teacher praise upon 75 elementary school children's
performance on the California Test of Personality.

Sinatra (1973) studies the effects of praise on the
reading behavior of small ¢ oups of potential ~inguage dis-
ability first-graders and ound t 1t praise used alone did
not appear to be a successful daily motivator. The author
reports that praise appeared to have i 1ediate supportive
valu but the children did not appear to desire subsequent
pralise.

Hardy (1975) did not find praise effective with a high
school class which was praised for voluntary I 1d-raising,

verbal responses, and study habits.
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General Praise versus Descriptive Praise, Only thres

studies comparing the differential effects of general

praise and descriptive pralce have been located. Two of
the studles found descriptive praise +to be superior to gen-~

eral praise. The third study found no difference between
Lhe two forms of praise.

Goetz {1972) studie the effects of both deseriptive
and general praise on creativity with three pre-schoolers,

nting was analyzed in terms of the num-

[
g
3
]
o
o
i‘J »
<
Q
@
=

asil pa
ver of different geometric forms exhibited. The subjects
received elther general or descriptive praise for creative
painting., For 211 three subjects, ¢ scriptive pr:’ se was
found to be significantly more effective in increasing a
variety of different forms.

The relative effectiveness of both forms of praise with
lower-class and middle-class children was investigated by
Berrhardt and Forehand (1975). Following two brief obser-
vation period designed to assesg differences in the fre-
quency with which lower-class and middle-class mothers
employed general and descriptive praise, each mother played
a marble dro} ing game with her child. Half of the mothers
in each group were given general praise expressions and
half were given descriptive praise expressions which they
were to r ke contingent upon thelr child dropping marbles

through a specific hole. The results indic that des-~

criptive prais 1¢ clgnificantly superior to general

v

praise in producing the desired response.
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Zahler (1975) assigned 60 fourth-grade students to
one of three treament conditions (descriptive praise, ger
eral praise, and control). The subjects performed a sim-
ple motor task of crossing out circles. Subjects in the
two praise conditions received the appropriate form of
praise on a VI schedule of 75 seconds. No significant
differences among the three groups emerged in the statisti-
cal analysis, but the author 1 orts that tt¢ ¢l "~dren who
received praise indicated that they liked the praise they
received and wished their teacher would praise them when
they do good work.
E A

The preceding literature review indicates that praise
frequently s¢ res as a reinforcer. This has been demon-
strated primarily through research employing praise in the
classroom and through research comparing praise with mate-
r . reinforcers and reproof.

llany researchers and thec ists 1 <e distinction
between two categories of praise expressions: general praise
and descriptive praise. ong those who indicate a prefer-
ence, the vast majority indicate the belief that descriptive
forms of praise are superior to the general forms. There is
little em rically derived evidence to support or
refute this position. Only three studies comparing the

~

differential effects of these two forms ¢ " prais have been
located. In two 1dies (Goetz, 723 Bernhardt & Forehand,

1975) descriptive praise was found to be superior to gen-
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¢ L praise., No differential effects among the two praise
forms and a control group were evidenced in the third study
{(Zahler, 1975).

The purpose of the present study was to investigate
the relative effects of general praise and descriptive
praise with fifth- and sixth-grade children on a card sort-
ing task.

To explore the outcome of this study, the following
hypotheses were studied.

Hypothesis I That both the general praise and descrij

tive praise groups would change their behavior from their
| 11 1 1 ace to a sign” "icantly greater degree than
the control group.

tematl - -7 _I1 That descriptive praise would prove to
be significantly superior to general praise.

H—~%thes*~- III That male subjects and female subjects
would not significantly differ in their response to either

general praise or descriptive pra: .



CHAPTER II

[E1HOD

The study was carried out at the Lida Lee Tall Learn-

inz and Pesource Center on the campuc of Towson State Col-

D

lege in Towzon, WMarylarnd, The Lida Lee Tall Center ig
primarily a research facility at the College fucusing on
ma jor problems of education. The Center has classes for

children from  ndergarten through the sixth-grade.

st jects
The Cer r's student population is drawn from Baltimore
City and its surrounding ¢ mmunities "~ represents children

from diverse socio-economic backgrounds.

O

Thirty males and twenty females were randomly selected
from the fifth~ and sixth-grades to serve as subjects for
the study. Twelve males and eight females were randomly
assigned to e: 1 of two tre tment conditions. 5ix males
and four females were randomly assigned to the control con~

iition.

(o8

The treatment of sub, :ts v 3 in accordance with the
ethical ctandards of the American Psychological Ascociation
and the Lida Lee Tall Center.

Procedure

All subjects were seen individually by the experimenter
for approximately twenty minutes. The subjects were
brought to the experi :r al room and were seated at a table
which was placed against a blank wall., The experimenter

25
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528 behind and to the left of the subject. Thic arrangement
allowed for minimal visual distraction for the subject and
zliminated face to face contact between the subject and
experimenter which might have contaminated the siudy.

The experimenter gave the instructions to the subject
and answered questions which were relevant to their need to
understand the task. Questions that would reauire explana-
tions that would contaminate the study were not anzwered,
however. In such cases, subjects were told that their ques-

tion would be answered at a later point at the completion

o

of the study.

» triale “y ensure that each subjeet under-

stood and could perform the experimental task, each subject

practiced trials on a task very similar to the experimental

vl

task. The practice trials served a dual purpose; they
irized the subjects with the procedures and they

served as a screening device.,
On the table directly in front of the subject were

placed three 3" x 5" stimulus cards. The task for the sub-
ject was to sort sorting cards into three piles under the
stimulus cards., The cards could be sorted by one of three

methods: color, shape of the design, or number of figures

orn the card. A sorted card shared at least one of the three
stimulus dimensions with the stimulus card it was to be
placed under. For example, and card with the star design(s)

1 $ ; \ (

rY
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During the practice triale, the zubjects were told by
which method to cort the cards. The ezperimenter then hand-
@ cards, one al w time, to the subject at a three second
intecval, Cards were given te the subject until he or she
correctly sorted six consecutive cardoc. Appropriate feed-

baclk and instructions were given to the zubject until the

33

subject understood the ting procedure. Lach subject

68

or
pract. :d zll three of the sorting methods in order to en-

cure they were aware of and could perform all three sort-

,.¢
—
-

™

g
—
=
4
—
i~
oy
O
o
o
N

The order in which the subjects practiced the
sorting methods was determined randomly for each of the

sub jects.

Lr--rimental trialg, After 2 subject demonstrated
competence on the practice trials, the experimental trials

began. Three stimulus cards were also used during the
experimental triale.

The task for each subject was to sort each of 108 sort-
ing cards 1 three piles under the stimulus cards. Again,
the cards could be sorted according to either color, chape,
or tt  rumber of figures on the card. The specific colors,
rumbers, and shapes, however, differed from the practice
trial stimulus carde.

The experimental irials were divided into iwo periodg:
a2 baseline period and a treatment period.

Bageline p-~iod. The first 54 gorting cards were used

to collect baseline data for each subject. There were no

contingencies in effect during this period. The purpose of
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yieided a record of each individual response by the subject.

The subjects' number, condition, baseline (preferred)
method, and the method reinforced were also recorded on the
Data Sheet as indicated.

Responses that recieved reinforcement were so indicated
on the Data Sheet by circling the response number as on
responses #3 and #6.

Dependent Variables

Two dependent measures were employed in the study.
The number of nonpreferred sorts (i.e. cards sorted that
did not match the preferred sorting method established

it oielir ) or of the dependent variables. The
54 responses of the treatment pe iod we : divided into six
eg 1l sized blocks yilelc 1g six measures of the dependent
var able for each subject.

The second dependent variable was the number of cards
sorted according to the =2thod the subject was reinforced
for during the sorting of the final 54 cards. Again,
equal sized blocks yielded six dependent measures for each
subject. Data for this : ndent variable were collected
on the two praise condit ons only.

Sto+istic L Analyses P~~zedures

The nonpreferred sorts were analyzed as a three cell
repeated measures design with repetitions on the trial
dimension. Five sets of orthogonal polynomial coefficients
were pgenerated. A set of five trend contrasts (linear

through quintic) for each subject was created by multiply-
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ing the corresponding coefficients by the subject's scores.

v

2
1%}

{

A multivariate analysis of variance was performed on these
trend contrasts by the Univac 1106 computer using the MANOVA
program. Univariate analyses for linear through quintic
trends were also performed using the MANOVA program. Con-
trasts amongst the groups were carried out to compare the
trends of the three treatment groups. The interested reader
is referred to McCall and Appelbaum (1973) for a more de-
tailed explanation of the m tivariate analysis of variance
of repeated measurement designs using the MANOVA program.
1ta on the second dependent variable were analyzed
as a 2 x 2 re ¢ 3 meas ‘es design with repetition on the
trial dimension. Again, multivari and ivariate a1 1l-
yses were carr: 1 out on the five t1 1d contrasts genc ited

for eac subject,
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The descriptive praise condition did signhificantly differ
from the contrcl condition. Univariate tests revealed
significant linear and quadratic trends. These results are
zhown in Table 4, The descriptive praise condition also
differed from the general praise condition as seen in Table
5. The linear and quadratic trends were both highly signi-
ficant.

Results of Analyses on Re*>*srced Sorting

Data were also collected and analyzed on the number of
cards sorted by the reinforced method for the two praise
conditions. The means and standard deviations for the two
p? ise conditior are shown in Table = A graphic represen-
* :ion of the performance of tI two grou in
Figure 2. The means for the descriptive praise group are
consistently higher than those for the general praise group.
The general praise group does not show any consistent trend
towards improve :nt in their performance across trials.

The descriptive praise group, however, consistently improved
its performance across the first five blocks where it peaked
and remained fc the sixth block of trials. The raw data
for these two groups are presented in Appendix C.

A one~cell multivariate analysis of variance was
carried out on the trial mear resulting in an F of .827
which was nonsignificant (p. .133, 5,35 d4f).

The 2 x 2 cell analys 5 1 » carried out with the
results presented in Table 7. The multivariate test for the

treatment effect 1 icated that it was highly significant.
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Univariate analyses on linear through quintic trends indi-
cated that the linear trend was highly significant while
all other levels proved nonsignificant.

Multivariate tests for the sex effect and the inte:
action of the sex effect and the treatment effect indicated

these effects were nonsignificant.



lMeans 1d Standard Deviations for Cards Sorted by

1

Nonpreferred Mei od
Blocks

rmntp 1 i 11z v v VI =

m «10 « 30 .10 .00 .10 . 012

N « 30 L6 .30 .00 » 30 . 32
General

M +60 65 .65 +85 .95 1,00 .78

SD 35 1 59 1.76 2.23 2,21 2.08 1.88
Descriptive

M 1.25 2.40 3.95 L,10 5,10 4,25 3.51

SD 2,22 2.58 3.30 2,73 2.90 2.47 2.96
by

il : 1.28 1.86 1.98 244 2,12 1.74

SD 1. 2.15 2.91 2.83 3.18 2.69 2.65
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lMean Number of Cards

Figure

Mean Number of Cards Sorted by Nonpreferred Method
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concect with the findings of Guetz (1972) and Bernhardt and
forenand {1975). The descriptive praise group congistently
corted more cards by the reinforced method than did the pen-
cral pralse group. There was a2 lineay trend for the deg-
criptive pralse condition demonstrat ing learning over
rizls. UThis group peaked at the Fifth block of trials and
maintained their level of performance on the sixth block.

Une explanation of why the descriptive praise group
pecformed significantly better than did the general praice
; ip concerns the incentive value of the two forms of
praise. Both forms deliver an accolade to the cubject.
The general praise expressions deliver the accolade alone,
The descriptive praise beg 1 with the came expression used
with the gerieral praise group but elaborated with a lsbeling

of the behavior being praised. It is possible that the

}._44
C-

longer pr

LD

se expressions used in the descriptive praise

condition had greater incentive value for the subjects.

The subjeects received more attention due to the longer time
required to administe e praise. Further, the elaborated

portion of the descriptive statement contained so  add:
tional praise in the form of the experimenter expressing
that he wag pleased with the subject's performance or fthat
the subject was doing a fine job.

The tenability of this argument, however, may be

e

5%

o

\‘D

oned. . it is true that the descriptive praice

Iy
1

croup performed better than the :neral pralse group because

the longer praise xpressions increased the incentive - lue,
























effects and Iinformative effects are basically inseparable,
reneral pralse and feedback may be heavily weighted with
incentive value and informative value respectively. Des-
criptive praise appears to contain the attributes of both
general praise and feedback. It is therefore suggested

that descriptive praise be included as a third independent

variable in research in this area.
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Data Sheet






APPENDIX B

raw Data on Nonpreferred Sorting



kzw Data on Honpreferred ~orting for
Control Condition

Blocks
sub jects I IT I1T Iv \ VI Total
I le
Ly 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
L2 0 0 0 1 0 2
b5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
7 0 0 1 0 0 0 1
: 0 1 0 0 0 0 1
22 1 0 0 0 0 1
Fe 1 2
1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
28 0 0] 0 0 0 0 0
17 0 0 0 0 0 0
c 0 1 0 0 1 2



Total

VI

corting for

Ferred
Condition
v

on Honprele

feneral Pralse
Blocks

I1I

IT

e nee

75 oy o
eyl

14
11

subjecte
Male

N

38
16

le

b3
29
Lo
50
L8
L&
L
23
37
33

Fe

27

LT






APPENDIX ©

Raw Data on Sorting by Reinforced Method



Bew Datn oo Dorting by Reinioreed Method
Tor General Pralse Condition

Blocks
Subjecte I IT Iry Iv v VI Total
Wais
14 4 3 I 2 b 2 19
11 1 5 3 3 2 19
9 1 2 L 5 5 2 19
15 3 3 1 3 L b 18
3 5 2 2 5 2 17
29 2 3 2 b b 1 17
ho b 2 L 2 3 b 19
-1 5 1 5 2 b 1 18
50 6 0 b L 2 18
L Iy 2 2 1 4 5 18
> 4 1 1 z 5 17
b 5 5 1 1 2 18
1 le
2% 2 4 2 b 2 18
25 5 b 0 & 9 9 33
., 3 3 4 2 i 18
33 4 3 3 1 2 18
8 3 5 3 b 2 1 1°
5 2 2 3 3 3 b 17
6 2 by 6 6 9 7 gL
31 b 3 3 18
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