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ABSTRACT

; . 

I

In 1977, with the permission of the Administration of Coloured Affairs, 

the School of Social Work at the University of the Witwatersrand,initiated 

a student social work service in Coloured schools in the Johannesburg area. 

The writer, as part of this program, undertook the present study to explore 

some of the relevant literature on the socic-economically deprived ch.Id 

and his education, as it pertains to the Coloured child in South Africa; 

and thereafter to employ the preventive and rehabilitative approach of 

social group work, in conjunction with techniques of behaviour modification, 

to try to assist selected standard five pupils with their study behaviours, 

in the hopes of improving their classroom behaviour and academic performance 

in s c h o o l .

The interventive strategy employed by the writer revealed that within 

the group situation pupils were able to successfully modify behaviours 

inhibiting study, on application of a token economy. However, owing to 

environmental obstacles, such behaviour change was not transferred to the 

classroom situation. In addition, no statistically significant improvements 

in group members' academic performar.ee or self-esteem occurred as a result 

of the c,roup work program.

The writer concludes that in seeking to assist the deprived child 

become a self-determining adult, and to break the repetitive cycle of an 

impoverished community, education would seem the natural area of intervention 

to begin. However, intervention to improve the intelligence or academic 

performance of the deprived child is an exceedingly complex task, demanding 

knowledge and skills in areas such as the psychology of education, motivation, 

behaviour, genetics and systems theory. Efforts to bring about change in 

this area through purely environmental or behavioural approaches have proved 

ineffective in the past, and the present study is no exception to this.

Nevertheless, techniques of behaviour modification, and an understanding 

of processes of social influence in groups, might profitably be used by 

scnool teachers for classroom management purposes. In this respect, social 

workers might play a useful role in schools as 'behavioural consultants'. 

However, to ensure success in this role it is of importance to be accented 

as part of the school system by school personnel, and that a co-operative 

alliance be established with relevant teachers, who will be mediators in 

behavioural change programs.

- f ^ H rm n i r  w  i„i yr m  ■ ■ n,r
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CHAPTER 1

1.1 Motivation for the study

A broad schools program undertaken by the School of Social Work, 

University of the Witwatersrand, provided orientation and direction for 

this study. Permission from authorities in the Administration 

of Coloured Affairs to work with the participating schools in a service 

training program was a unique privilege. Every effort was made to 

work as a team with administrators and teachers.

The motivation for trying to assist pupils in a socioeconomically 

deprived environment with study behaviours is perhaps best illustrated 

in the following quotes:

Persons wt;o have developed superior intellectual and 

vocational capabilities enjoy a wide latitude of occupational 

choices; they are granted considerable freedom to regulate 

both their own activities and the behaviour of others; and 

they have the financial means of obtaining additional 

privileges that further increase their autonomy. By contrast 

the high school drop outs who lack sociovocationa1 proficien

cies are relegated to a subordinate status, in which not only 

is their welfare subject to arbitrary external controls, but 

they are irreversibly channelled into an economic and social 

' i f e that further restricts their opportunities to use the.ir 

potentialities and to affect their own life c i rcums tan--s. 

Eliminating such behavioural deficits can substantially 

increase the level of self-determination in diverse areas of 

social functioning. (Bandura, 1969, p.86)

... most often the disadvantaged child has a background of 

disorder, lack of logical thinking and a world determined 

more by emotion than thinking ... (in an increasingly 

technological environment he) ... cannot be permitted the 

luxury of failure (White, 1971. p . 186)

The average coloured child in South Africa grows up in a world of 

racial discrimination, poverty and unequal opportunities. As such 

his chances of success in school and later life are sharply circum

scribed at an early age. The writer was interested in trying to 

assist such pupils perform better in school.

To critics of the residual approach, and advocates of a more 

revolutionary social action based model of intervention, the writer 

quotes Fischer and Gochros (1975) who have asserted that it is often 

necessary though disagreeable to have to change behaviours to fit 

in with imperfect systems. 'Social workers operate in systems
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neither completely of their own making nor of their own choice; they 

mjst help people get the most out of life in an imperfect world.' 

(Fischer and Gochros, 1975, p . 182)

The innovative schools program was designed to enable university 

students to develop further skills in group work and casework with 

schools, and to bring a much needed support service into the school. 

Through his research the writer wanted to provide sane insights and 

a knowledge oase on the use of social group work in assisting deprived 

pupils perform more effectively in the school environment.

1.2 Aims of the study

The present study had three central aims. These were:

(a) to provide a modest survey of relevant literature pertaining to 

social group work intervention in schools in socioeconomically deprived 

commu n i t i e s ;

(b) to research the effectiveness of the preventive and rehabilitative 

model of social group work in conjunction with behaviour modification 

techniques, as a means of assisting deprived pupils with study behaviour',. 

It was hoped that through the use of group processes, such puoils would

be able to learn to modify behaviours inhibiting learning, and eventually 

their classroom behaviours. It was believed that if this occurred, 

improved academic performance of pupils would result;

(c) to provide a process analysis of the research group as a guideline 

foi future practice and research in the methods of social group work, 

and behaviour modification.

1.3 Setti nq

The study took place in Vocrwaarts Primary School, Western Township, 

which lies eight kilometres to the west of Central Johannesburg and is 

zoned for Coloured occupation only.

It covers an area of approximately 75,7 hectares, with

2.000 dwellings accommodating an o f f i c :ally estimated

12.000 people. Four-fifths of the area is characterised 

by small two- to three-roomed sub-stsnoard houses 

averaging I3m^ per room. Approximately one-fifth of

the people live in the row-houses and flats of the
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redeveloped part of the Township called Westbury ... 

the old area ... is notorious for its underdevelopment, 

alcoholism, insecurity, poverty, violence and sense of 

vacuity: it has every appearance of a slum. (Brindley, 

1576, p.7)

1.4 Research design

To achieve his aims the writer employed a research design that was both 

experimental and descriptive in nature.

In an effort to contribute towards the accumulation of "practice 

wisdom" called for by Tropp (1976), the writer maintained detailed 

records of all group sessions, allowing for an analysis of group 

process and group worker activities in the research group, in terms of 

sarri and Gal insky's (1974) conceptual framework of group development. 

Part II of this presentation, comprising Chapters 6 - 13 is devoted to 

this aspect of the study.

Secondly, in seeking to achieve the emperical standards of the 

Michigan School, as "practitioner researcher", the writer followed an 

experimental research paradigm in attempting to assess the effectiveness 

of his intervention. The results of the program in terms of behavioural 

change in the group and in the classroom, and changes in academic 

performance 3nd self-esteem of group members appear in Chapter 14 of the 

study.

1.5 Research hypothesis

The hypothesis of the present study was that intervention in the nature 

of social group work, coupled with behaviour modification, would enable 

pupils in a deprived environment to improve their study behaviours, and 

as a result, their academic performance in school.

1.6 Research Methodology

The writer employed the following sequential steps in carrying out his 

r e s e a r c h .

(a) A survey of relevant literature on such topics as the deprived



child, the Coloured population in South Africa, social group work and 

behaviour modification in schools, was carried out by the writer as a 

tuning in/preparatory step prior to social work intervention. Findings 

from this exercise are presented in Part I of this study (Chapters I,

2, 3, 4 and 5).

(b) After obtaining permission from the relevant authorities to carry 

out his research at Voorwaarts Primary School in Western Township, the 

writer selected eleven male pupils from two standard five classes for 

an experimental group which was to undergo a program of social group 

wor k  in conjunction with behaviour modification, to try and improve 

members' study behaviours. Boys not selected for the group acted as 

a control group, receiving no social work intervention. The process

of member selection for the experimental group is elucidated in Part II, 

Chapter 7 of the present study.

(c) Prior to social work intervention, all boys in the experimental 

and control groups were assessed in terms of self-esteem, academic 

performance and classroom behaviour. The instruments used for this 

purpose included the Coopersmith Self Esteem Inventory, the Devereaux 

Elementary School Behaviour Rating Scale and school records. The 

nature of these tests and measures is expanded on in section 5-5 of 

this chapter.

(d) The experimental group then underwent a social group work program 

of intervention planned to assist pupils with their study behaviours.

In addition to this the writer tried to use group work skills to assist 

members in their social interactions and relationships. The preventive 

and rehabilitative model of social group work was employed for purposes 

of this study. Forty-seven group sessions took place, members meeting 

with the writer twice a week over a period of approximately five months. 

A detailed process analysis of the research group is presented in Part

II of this study (Chapters 7 to 13)•

(e) Social group work intervention included the use of a token economy 

which was rompiled by the writer on the basis of observations of group 

members' study behaviours, and designed to imorove such efforts. The 

observational, baselining and application phases of the token economy 

are described in Part II of this document (Chapcers 8 to 11). Analyses 

of this application appear in Part II, Chapter 13, Part III, Chapter 14, 

and Part IV, Cnapter 15 of ‘ne study. Seventeen group sessions were 

used for purposes of the token economy. An observer was present in
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four of these (sessions 24, 26, 30 and 39), his task being to score 

group members' behaviour on the relevant schedules independently of 

the writer. A correlation of ,99 occurred between the writer's and 

the observer's scoring on the behavioural schedules (see appendix A).

This served to confirm the utility of the behavioural scoring schedules 

as objective tools for purposes of the research study.

(f) Bearing in mind that the school is a social system, and that 

pupils operate as part of this system, the writer attempted to extend 

his intervention to include teachers. This involved efforts to 

educate teachers on alternative methods of classroom control to positive 

punishment, ard to employ a token economy in this regard with respect

to experimental group members. The worker's efforts in this area ran 

both concurrently with the group, and after its termination. Process 

analyses, and evaluations of these extra group interventions are 

presented in Part II, Chapter 12, Part III, Chapter 14, and Part IV, 

Chapter 15 of this study.

(g) After social work intervention members of both experimental and 

control groups were re-tested on their self-esteem, classroom behaviours 

and academic performance. The same tests and measures used prior to 

the program were employed. Results were then compared and statistically 

analysed, and details of these are presented in Part 111, Chapter 14.

1.7 Research tools

The writer employed the following tests and measures with the experimental 

and control groups both prior to and after social group work intervention, 

to assess effectiveness of the program:

(a) The Coppersmith Self-Esteem Inventory

This scale measures evaluative attitudes towards the self in academic, 

family, personal and social areas of experience. The Self-Esteem 

Institute (1974 and 1975) reports the inventory to have been widely used 

and to be a reliable and valid measure of self-esteem in children.

Form A of the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory (utilised in this 

study) contains 58 items which have to be scored as 'like me' or 'unlike 

me' by the subject completing it. Eight of these comprise a lie scale, 

the remaining fifty, the self-esteem scale. The total number of correct 

responses on the self-esteem scale is tiu 11 i plied by two so that the
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maximum score is '00. (Appendix B)

(b) The Devereaux Elementary School Behaviour Rating Scale

The experience and knowledge of teachers, educational and research 

psychologists was combined to produce this scale which is designed to 

provide a reliable means of measuring behaviours interfering with 

academic achievement. The scale has proved a useful means of identifying 

and measuring maladaptive classroom behaviours, of recording changes in 

such behaviour, of communication of specific maladjustments in a child 

bet /een professional helping or teaching personnel, and of obtaining 

research data. It does not measure 'personality', but provides a 

profile of eleven dimensions of overt problem behaviour. The scale is 

completed by a teacher in respect of individual pupils, based on his 

personal experience of such individuals in the classroom setting.

The teacher is required to rate pupils in terms of each of the 

criteria on the scale, using the 'average' child as his guideline for 

judginq behaviour. While the concept of an 'average child' has been 

criticised, Spivack and Swift (1967) state that teachers do work with 

sorr.t; . : mind when assessing a child's functioning, and that it

is this standard which should be used to evaluate whether a behaviour 

is excessive or extreme. The writer concurs, being of the opinion that 

a teacher's perception is the framework of 'reality' within which any 

pupil has to work. As such,an understanding of the teacher's perception 

of a pupil is as important as any other bbjective' measure of that 

scholar's bcnaviour.

On the basis of scores a behavioural profile may be completed in 

respect of the pupil assessed, indicating particular problem areas in 

his classroom functioning. This profile contains a 'normative data' 

area in respect of each item on the profile, within which 68 percent of 

children tend to be scored. (-1 S.D. to +1 S.O.). Scores outside 

this area are indicative of an abnormally high amount of a particular 

behaviour. The Devereaux Elementary School Behaviour Rating Scale 

(DESB) measures forty-seven behaviours, defining eleven behaviour 

factors and three additional items. The beh?/iour factors, and DESB 

items they contain are listed below.

Bihaviour Factor

Relevant I terns

on the DESB

1. Classroom disturbance II, 12, 13, 30

2. Impatience 1, 36, 44, 47

3. Disrespect/defiance 5. 7, 9, 16
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Behaviour Factor Reievan. I terns

on the DESB

4. Ex ternal blame 2, 25, 34, 38

5. Achievement anxiety 22, 23, 31, 33

6. External reliance 24, 29, 32, 42,

7.
Comprehension 10, 35, 37

8. 1nattent i ve/wi thdrawn 18, 20, 28, 43

9. Irrelevant responsiveness 14, 15, 17, 26

10. Creative initiative 3, 4, 6, 21

11. Need for closeness to teacher 8, 19, 39, 45

Non--factor additional items 27, 40. 41

Certain clusters of abnormal scores are associated with specific 

problems in the classroom.

Underachievers tend to score abnormally on factors 8, 2 and 7.

Poor learners may show one of two profiles, scoring abnormally 

on factors 6, 8 and 7. or factors 1, 2, 4 and 9. In the latter 

case if scores on factor 3 (disraspect/defiance) are also elevated 

the pupil probably presents a serious management problem.

Achievement anxiety is often related to abnormal scores on factor 6. 

(Spivack and Swift, 1967)

In the present study the writer used these scoring patterns to 

evaluate pupils' behaviour in the classroom both before and after group 

work intervention. He then compared these scores to evaluate the 

effectiveness of the program in modifying pupils' behaviour and perfor

mance in the rlassroom. Pertinent results are presented in Table 9. 

p.228.

(c) Academic performance

Marks obtained by pupils in experimental and control groups both prior 

to group work intervention (first term test results) and after it (final 

term test results) were compared ‘o evaluate whether any change had 

occurred as a result of the program. These results are presented in 

"ab le 10, p.229 and Table 11, p.230.

d) Behavioural schedules and record;

For purposes of applying the token economy, the writer compiled 

behavioural schedules to record individual's study behaviours. During 

the base i !na and token economy phases of the program, each pupil's 

behaviours during study periods were observed an^, recorded on these
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schedu'es. Individual and group scores were then computed for reward 

purposes. In addition both individual and group achievement graphs 

were compiled on the basis of the schedules, to evaluate any changes in 

behaviour occurring in the group as a result of the token economy. All 

relevant graphs appear in Part III, Chapter 14 of the study. The process 

of compilation and application of the behavioural schedules is described 

in Part II, Chapters 8 to 13.

I.8 Limitations in research design, methodology and measurement

1. The tests used by the writer, namely the Coopersmith Self-Esteem 

Inventory and the Devereaux Elementary School Behaviour Rating Scale are 

not standardised for the Coloured people in South Africa.

2. The writer experienced difficulties in computing his results in that 

there was no known highest possible achievement for each individual on 

the token economy, in the *:ime provided and relative to the number in 

the group in any session. Taking the number variable into account, the 

writer devised a means of standardising individual and group results on 

the token economy which is open to criticism. However this appeared to 

be the only viable method available at the present time.

3. The writer was not an experienced practitioner in the school setting 

wnere some lowledge of teaching methpd and the psychology of education 

are proposed to be essential for maximally effective practice.

4. Intelligence and personality factors were not sufficiently considered 

in the selection of members in group formation, in view of points made

by Eysenck (1975) which are enlarged on in the Conclusions chapter of 

this study (ChaDter 15).

5. The writer identified several faults with the behavioural schedule 

used in the token economy, as the study progressed. He thought it 

better to apply it inflexibly for the purposes of standardising measure

ment in the program. thus once he had identified faults in the schedule 

it was not possible to adjust it as this would have changed the whole 

impact of the token economy from session to sess.on. Thus for instance 

the writer became aware that for arriving on time a pupil received one 

point, while for studying for twenty minutes he also only received one 

point. At the same time a pupil received a point for every correct 

answer he made during quiz time and for every round of questions for 

which he sat quietly. If applied flexibly more points might have been
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awarded for prompt arrivals to foster punctuality, and in the writer's 

opinion moro should have been awarded for twenty minutes of study.

As it stood, for wanted behaviours in the study period arid buzz group 

period, each pupil could only earn eight points (one sweet), the bulk 

of points being earned during quiz time. The writer did not consider 

this to be an equitable balance of points, and if the program had not 

required standardisation for research purposes the writer would have 

adjusted the schedule and token economy accordingly.

Owing to time factors and practical considerations the writer did 

not deem it appropriate to apply the classical ABAB research design, 

where reinforcement is withdrawn to assess stabilisation in behaviour 

change before reapplying it to further modification where necessary.

Kazdin (1973) has criticised reinforcement programs such as the 

one used in this study, as usually involving a number of treatment 

variables where it is not possible to determine the amount of effect 

that is attributable to any one of those variables. In a review of 

his article Wolf (in Kazdin, 1973) differentiates between basic- 

theoretical research where the goal is to conduct a demonstration experiment 

that will support a principle, and applied research where the goal is 

to find ways of modifying specific behaviours. In the latter approach 

mu 11i-va r i a b 1e 'packages' are usually used to assess whether the whole 

program has any effect rather than specific variables on specific 

behaviours. If the program is effective, specific variables' roles 

can be refined in later research, but frequently these have little 

major significance for practice or theory. It is only in the laboratory 

that the luxury of reasonably pure variables exists, and Wolf states 

that even this may be illusionary.

Thus while the token economy used in tfie present study may be 

subject to criticism on such grounds, the fact that it was applied in 

a field research situation and the demand? of standardisation fr.r 

measurement purposes, placed limits on its flexible and specific uses.
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