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ABSTRACT

Zamudio, Jose A., The Indelible Power of the Intraverbal: Expanding the Intraverbal Repertoire

and Utilizing Conditioned Praise Words to Decrease Problem Behaviors of Typically

Developing Students in Schools. Master of Arts (MA), May, 2016, 35 pp., 1 table, 4 figures,
references, 67 titles.

This study tested a disciplinary strategy that aimed at teaching students positive behaviors
to decrease (or eliminate) problem behavior at school. In this study, data of five disruptive
students from a middle school in South Texas were analyzed to evaluate the outcomes of the
disciplinary strategy implemented by a disciplinary program facilitator at the campus. Students
were conditioned to be more receptive to particular praise words related to positive thinking, and
ten teachers at the campus were trained to deliver the conditioned praise words when the students
expressed positive behaviors that corresponded with the conditioned praise words. Positive
thinking celerated for all students with differential reinforcement. Moreover, the students
engaged in problem behaviors less, and positive behaviors increased after commencing treatment

with the conditioned praise words.
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DEDICATION

This study is dedicated primarily to all children of the world, in hopes that they may grow
with great love and respect for themselves and the people that surround them. This study is also
dedicated to all parents of the world, in hopes that they continuously discover effective ways to
teach and model great love and respect to their children with care and diligence. Additionally,
this study is dedicated to all teachers in hopes that a newer, more adaptive disciplinary strategy
may help improve classroom management and promote a more positive teacher-student

relationship.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem

Studies on crime rates and violence rates in schools demonstrate decreasing trends in the
past decade, but the prevalence rate of this issue is still alarmingly high with 55 students being
victimized out of every 1,000 students per year (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015).
The widely adopted disciplinary approach is a zero-tolerance, punitive approach that involves
student suspension for misconduct. Research on the zero-tolerance approach highlights a
significant limitation: violent and/or disruptive students do not learn desirable replacement
behaviors from this punitive disciplinary approach alone. Therefore, if students are expected to
learn to behave in the school setting, a different disciplinary approach that aims to teach
alternative replacement behaviors is necessary. As outlined in the following chapter, there is an
extensive and growing body of research that demonstrates the effectiveness of shaping behaviors
through praise. Praise is not necessarily perceived as appealing or rewarding by all people,
which complicates the use of praise for shaping behaviors. Further research in this area could

help diminish violence in schools significantly and improve school climates.



Statement of the Purpose
The purpose of this study is to analyze data of an applied behavior analytic disciplinary
approach facilitated by a psycho-educational facilitator at a middle school in South Texas. This
approach aimed to teach students desirable behaviors to replace disruptive and aggressive
behaviors in the school setting by delivering conditioned praise for good behavior. Increasing
students’ positive thinking was also a central focus of the study. Positive behavioral outcomes
are expected after a thorough analysis of the data acquired from the counseling agency that

implemented the disciplinary procedure.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Increased media coverage of dramatic school violence has recently drawn national
attention, arousing momentous focus on disciplinary strategies to maintain order and ensure
safety within school settings (Skiba & Peterson, 2000). Strikingly, student reports of
victimization have decreased from about 10% in 1995 to less than 5% in 2013 (National Center
for Education Statistics, 2015). Although in a state of decline, the current trend represents a total
crime victimization (i.e., theft and violence) rate of 55 victimizations per 1,000 students. During
the 2009-2010 school year, the National Center for Education Statistics reported that 1 out of
every 10,000 students possessed a firearm/explosive device, and 8 out of every 10,000 students
possessed a knife or sharp object on school grounds (2013). Additionally, being bullied at
school was reported by 22% of students ages 12-18, with greater prevalence in the middle school
population (1 out of every 4 students) compared to the high school population (1 out of every 5
students) (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). Regardless of declining trends,
problems of school disruption and violence remain a pervasive issue in our society and continue
to pose a threat to our younger generations. The question then becomes: What can be done to
prevent or further diminish the occurrences of violence in our schools?

In their examination of school violence, Peterson, Beekley, Speaker and Pietrzak (1996)
reported that 52% of teachers and administrators from rural schools believed that violence was

increasing throughout the middle and high school levels. Interestingly, the behaviors they



perceived to be increasing were not necessarily life-threatening behaviors, but “behaviors of
incivility” (e.g., interpersonal aggression, rumors, verbal threats of harm or intimidation, pushing
and shoving, etc.). In 1998, Heaviside, Rowand, Williams, and Farris revealed the relationship
between students’ behaviors of incivility and serious school violence, showing that schools with
a greater frequency of uncivil classroom disruptions report more crime than schools with less
frequent uncivil classroom disruptions. Therefore, intervention efforts to decrease the
“behaviors of incivility” or minor classroom disruptions may contribute to the prevention of
lethal school violence associated with high rates of incivility in the classroom.

Various research studies in psychology have yielded effective strategies for classroom
management, such as teaching behavioral expectations (Fairbanks, Sugai, Guardino, & Lathrop,
2007), maintaining a brisk pace of instruction (Carnine, 1976), greeting students at the door
(Allday & Pakurar, 2007), shaping behavior through praise (Kern & Clemens, 2007), and use of
positive consequences for managing student behavior (Gottfredson, Gottfredson, & Hybl, 1993;
Nelson & Rutherford, 1987). Unfortunately, punishing consequences appear to outpace the use
of positive reinforcement in school environments (Gable, Hendrickson, Young, Shores, &
Stowitschek, 1983; Shores, Gunter, & Jack, 1993). More and more, the typical consequence for
disruption and aggression in the classroom includes punishment and exclusion of the student
engaging in the challenging behavior (Skiba & Peterson, 1999). Further discouraging is the gap
between research and implementation in the area of school discipline and behavior (Gersten,
Vaughn, Deshler, & Schiller, 1997). According to various teacher reports, the underutilization of
effective behavioral strategies to decrease problem behavior in the classroom is likely due to
inadequate teacher training and teacher unpreparedness in classroom management (Barrett &

Davis, 1995; Pilarski, 1994). For example, studies have demonstrated that inexperienced



teachers increasingly adopt authoritarian (i.e., zero-tolerance, punitive, punishing, or excluding)
approaches and typically engage in power struggles with students who exhibit challenging
behaviors in the classroom (Emmer, 1994; Kearney, Plax, Sorenson, & Smith, 1988). Zero-
tolerance policies rely primarily on school exclusion (i.e., suspension and expulsion) as
punishment methods for both minor and severe problem behaviors to assert that those behaviors
are not tolerated (Skiba & Peterson, 1999). A thorough study by the National Center for
Education Statistics (1998), however, reported that schools that utilize zero-tolerance policies are
less safe than schools that implement fewer zero-tolerance practices. Moreover, studies on
negative or punishing consequences have consistently demonstrated that punishment alone
cannot teach new behavior (Skinner, 1953) and typically exacerbates undesirable side-effects,
including escape, counter-aggression, habituation, and reinforcement of punishing agents
(Axelrod & Apsche, 1983; MacMillan, Forness, & Trumball, 1973; Wood & Braaten, 1983).

Newer perspectives on school discipline cover a wide range of school-related issues. For
instance, social instruction approaches (Bodine, Crawford, & Schrumpf, 1994), and peer
mediation and conflict resolution approaches (Johnson & Johnson, 1996) facilitate the
establishment of a nonviolent school climate by teaching students alternative actions to
challenging behaviors. Another effective strategy involves increasing the use of positive
reinforcement by teachers (Meyer, Mitchell, Clementi, & Clement-Robertson, 1993). Data
collection systems are critical in evaluating progress in handling minor and severe behavioral
issues in schools (Skiba, Peterson, & Williams, 1997; Tobin, Sugai, & Colvin, 1996). Moreover,
school-wide discipline, individualized behavioral support plans, and functional assessments have
also shown to be effective in response to challenging behaviors by building consistency and

communication between teachers and administrators (Broussard & Northup, 1995; Colvin,



Kame’enui, & Sugai, 1993; Gottfredson, Gottfredson, & Hybl, 1993; Lewis & Sugai, 1996). In
addition, partnerships between parents and school communities fortify effective disciplinary
programs by increasing consistency of behavioral interventions across home and school settings,
thereby promoting the generalization and maintenance of students’ desirable behaviors (Barclay
& Boone, 1997; Chandler, Lubeck, & Fowler, 1992; Morrison, Olivos, Dominguez, Gomez, &
Lena, 1993).

A noteworthy applied behavior analytic method used to reduce problem behaviors in the
classroom is the Good Behavior Game (Barrish, Saunders, & Wolf, 1969). This game involved
setting behavioral expectations for all students (e.g., remaining seated at all times, raising hands
before speaking, taking turns during discussion, etc.) in order to decrease disruptive behaviors in
the classroom. Compliance to game rules resulted in privileges for the winning team(s), which
involved wearing victory badges, being first in line for lunch, participating in a 30-minute free
time at the end of the day during which special projects were worked on, and a weekly
opportunity to attend recess 4 minutes early. By pairing these known reinforcers with desirable
behaviors, the game significantly and reliably modified the students’ challenging behaviors.
Above and beyond modifying challenging behaviors, a longitudinal study of the Good Behavior
Game that followed up on students ages 19-21 found significantly lower rates of suicidal
ideation, delinquency and incarceration for violent crimes, substance abuse, and antisocial
personality disorder (Kellam et al., 2011). Clearly, applied behavior analytic interventions have
the potential to make long-lasting effects on students’ behaviors that generalize across
environments.

This study analyzes data from a disciplinary program that combines all of the necessary

features for disciplinary intervention using an applied behavior analytic framework to decrease



problematic behaviors in the classroom. The analysis will focus on intraverbal behavior, defined
as a verbal response that does not have point-to-point correspondence with the verbal stimuli that
evoke it (Skinner, 1957). For instance, the intraverbal responses nice hair, creative, helpful,
smart, and funny have a beginning, middle, and end that do not match the beginning, middle, and
end of the verbal stimulus you have one minute to identify all of your positive qualities (Cooper,
Heron, & Heward, 2007).

This investigation will focus primarily on intraverbal responses relating particularly to
the students’ positive thinking about personal qualities, as outlined by Calkin’s (2005) procedure.
Positive thinking is a latent dimension that is correlated with three cognitive variables: (1)
optimism, (2) self-esteem, and (3) life satisfaction (Caprara, Delle Fratte, & Steca, 2002). The
positive thinking analyzed in this study only focuses on the self-esteem variable by measuring
intraverbal frequencies of positive personal qualities. After baseline measures, these intraverbal
responses were differentially reinforced with primary reinforcers (e.g., pretzels, m&m’s, skittles,
etc.) in an effort to expand the students’ intraverbal repertoires and increase their rates of
responding (Calkin, 2005; Fahmie, Iwata, & Jann, 2015; Williams, 1994). The intraverbals in
this study serve dual functions: (1) to measure rates of positive thinking about personal qualities,
and (2) to reinforce desirable behaviors as the conditioned praise words are delivered by the
teachers during school hours. Compared to stimulus-stimulus pairing, response-stimulus pairing
of praise words with primary reinforcers has shown to be the more effective procedure for
conditioning praise words as reinforcers (Dozier, Iwata, Thomason-Sassi, Worsdell, & Wilson,
2012). Therefore, the primary reinforcers were delivered immediately after the students produce

the intraverbals in writing and read them out loud.



Praise is defined as an expression of approval or admiration (Brophy, 1981) and is widely
cited for its highly reinforcing effects. Praise improves the acquisition and maintenance of
desirable behavior across many areas, such as academic work (McLaughlin, 1982), employee
performance (Brown, Willis, & Reid, 1981), social interaction (Barton, 1981), verbal behavior
(Sigafoos, Doss, & Reichle, 1989), and leisure activities (DiCarlo & Reid, 2004). Some studies
suggest, however, that some individuals find social interaction to be aversive (Hagopian, Wilson,
& Wilder, 2001; Taylor & Carr, 1992), while other individuals can also be generally
unresponsive to the reinforcing effects of praise and social stimuli (Ebner, 1965; Lovaas et al.,
1966). For this reason, it is essential that conditioning of praise words take place. In this study,
conditioned praise words (e.g., good listener, smart thinking, excellent participation, honest
feedback, very helpful, etc.) were delivered by the teachers contingent upon the students’
desirable behavior as a consequence intervention effort to reinforce positive behaviors in the
classroom environment.

It was hypothesized that intraverbal rates of responding would increase with differential
reinforcement for all students. Furthermore, it was expected that the acquired intraverbal rates of
responding would be maintained throughout the program. Ultimately, it was hypothesized that
the students would decrease in problem behavior during treatment conditions when teachers
delivered conditioned praise words for desirable behavior, and increase in problem behavior

during conditions when teachers were asked to withhold praise delivery.



CHAPTER III

METHODOLOGY AND RESULTS

Participants and Setting

The counselors from a middle school in South Texas assigned all of the students used in
this study. The students were selected based on recent engagement in misconduct. Types of
misconduct ranged from self-injurious behavior, operationally defined as cutting on the wrists
and thighs or fresh wounds observed on the wrists and thighs, to physical aggression,
operationally defined as punching, pushing, kicking, and hitting another person or throwing
objects, and verbal aggression, operationally defined as verbal threats of harm, punitive/negative
comments towards others, yelling at others, or use of profanity. This procedure consists of one
group of 5 students and 10 confederate teachers. All students received the same treatment,
which involved differentially reinforcing intraverbal responses regarding positive thinking, and
reversal treatment conditions where conditioned praise was delivered then withheld. For the
purpose of anonymity, students were assigned numbers 1-5 and teachers were assigned numbers

1-10.



Procedure and Design

The Natural Environment Teaching (NET) sessions were conducted biweekly for both
groups. The program lasted 8 weeks, totaling out tol6 NET sessions (50 minutes each).
Sundberg and Partington (1998) state that NET is based on several evidence-based frameworks,
including incidental teaching (Hart & Risley, 1975), milieu language training (Hart & Rogers-
Warren, 1978), and the Natural Language Paradigm (Keogel, O’Dell, & Keogel, 1987).
Essentially, NET requires that the learning environment be arranged in a manner that builds the
rate of verbal behavior acquisition. Direction of the activities during NET is balanced between
the adult facilitator and the student to improve overall verbal behavior acquisition.

NET sessions were conducted around a psycho-educational program titled Controlling
Ourselves, developed by Anderson (2001). The facilitator of the program coached four core
areas, including positive communication skills, emotional intelligence skills, stress management
skills, and anger management skills. This program covered key character-building skills that
served as prompts for target intraverbals pertaining to positive thinking and positive personal
qualities (e.g., assertive communication, active listening, honest feedback, empathy, etc.).

At the beginning of the program, each student was interviewed individually and asked a
variety of questions, regarding history of misconduct, likes and dislikes, preferred edibles,
diagnoses, medications, and allergies (all medical information was confirmed with the students’
parents and the school nurse). Student responses for preferred edibles ranged from Takis
(“Fuego”-flavored chips) to M&M’s with peanuts, and Skittles.

Prior to the treatment conditions, parents were asked to refrain from providing the
preferred edibles at home or any other environment. This deprivation of preferred edibles at

home and other environments is otherwise known as an establishing operation (EO). EO’s are
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manipulations of the environment used to increase the motivating operation (MO) for the desired
consequence of target responses (Michael, 1982, 1993). In this case, the EO—depriving the
students of their preferred edibles in non-school environments—was used to increase the
students’ MO for reinforcement with preferred edibles contingent upon rates of intraverbal
responding. This treatment followed an AB design element, where A comprised of three
sessions of baseline measures, and B comprised of seven to eight sessions of differential
reinforcement for increased intraverbal rates of responding. During the B condition, students
were prompted to write key intraverbals when they were not spontaneously written down within
the 1-minute timeframe to ensure the conditioning opportunity of the praise word.

The treatment for conditioned praise delivery by the teachers followed a reversal
ABABA design element, where A comprised of baseline measures and B comprised of 2
alternating weeks of conditioned praise delivery by the teachers. All teachers were trained on
conditioned praise delivery and provided with lists of the conditioned praise words (Appendix
A). Routine spot-checks were conducted to ensure the consistency of conditioned praise delivery
by the teachers. Teachers were also trained to contrive situations that fit the context of each
student’s learning environment. For example, all teachers were instructed to intentionally drop
an item in front of students to elicit helpful behavior. If the helpful behavior did not occur
spontaneously, then teachers were instructed to verbally prompt the students to hand them the

dropped items to establish the opportunity for praise delivery (e.g., Thank you! You are very

helpful!).
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Response Measurement

During the last few minutes of the NET sessions, after verbal prompting of positive
qualities was complete, students were asked to write down all of their positive qualities in 1
minute. This was done to derive the rate of intraverbal responding as a measure of positive
thinking, following Calkin’s (2005) procedure. A clock on the classroom wall was used to time
the students’ responses. All responses were collected at the end of the minute.

Problem behaviors were measured using a frequency scatterplot (Appendix B). Weekly
meetings were held after school every Monday for all 10 teachers where completed scatterplots
were turned in to the facilitator and new scatterplots were administered to the teachers for the
following week. During treatment conditions, the scatterplots were also used to measure the
frequency of conditioned praise word delivery, which dually served as a frequency measure of
positive replacement behaviors (e.g., if the student was helpful on a particular day of the week,
the teacher wrote helpful as the conditioned praise word that was delivered to the student on that

day for the corresponding class period).
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Results

Figure 1.  Celeration of Intraverbals Related to Positive Thinking
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The first set of graphs shown above demonstrates the trends of intraverbal celeration rates
related to positive thinking. The baseline condition contains the first three measures where
intraverbal rates related to positive thinking were not differentially reinforced with preferred
edibles. Notably, all students demonstrated celerating trends at baseline, except for Student 3
who displayed a decelerating trend at baseline. During the conditioning phase where differential
reinforcement (DR) with preferred edibles was implemented, all students exhibited varied,
celerating trends. Every student ended the treatment phase with maintained rates of positive
thinking above baseline measures.

The next set of graphs (below) illustrates the frequencies of problem behaviors as
reported by the teachers. The graphs also elucidate the frequencies of alternative replacement
(i.e., positive or desirable) behaviors as reported by the teachers. All students engaged in
targeted problem behaviors at baseline. Student 1, Student 2, Student 3, and Student 5 all had
similar targeted problem behaviors (i.e., physical aggression and verbal aggression). Student 1
demonstrated a decreasing trend of verbal aggression during baseline; Student 2 demonstrated a
decreasing trend of verbal aggression and an increasing trend of physical aggression at baseline;
Student 3 demonstrated a stable trend of physical aggression during baseline; and Student 5
demonstrated an unstable, varying trend of verbal aggression at baseline. The targeted problem
behaviors for Student 4 included self-injurious behavior (SIB) and verbal aggression. Student 4
was reported to have had 9 incidents of SIB in the first week of baseline. Engagement in SIB
rapidly decreased to zero reported incidents for the remainder of the study. Student 4 also
demonstrated a decreasing trend of verbal aggression during baseline.

Traditionally, trend lines across data points are erased between alternating treatment

conditions in graphical representations of the data; however, the trend lines were maintained, in
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this case, due to overlap of single weekly data points. The trend lines here serve as a visual aid
that allow for the inspection and analysis of overlapping data points. Week 4 and Week 6
included the B treatment condition where teachers were instructed to deliver conditioned praise
words to reinforce good behavior in the classroom. Week 5 and Week 7 included the A
condition where teachers were instructed to withhold praise delivery. All students received
varying amounts of praise during these conditions. Student 3 was the only student who did not
receive conditioned praise words during Week 4, based on teacher reports. Visual inspection of
the data reveals decreasing trends of problem behaviors across all subjects. Only one reported
incident of verbal aggression occurred with Student 5 on Week 7. Visual inspection of the data
additionally reveals stable frequencies of alternative replacement behaviors for Student 1 (Week
4 =35, Week 6 =5), Student 2 (Week 4 =4, Week 6 =4), and Student 4 (Week 4 =2, Week 6 =
2), and increasing frequencies for Student 3 (Week 4 =0, Week 6 = 2) and Student 5 (Week 4 =
3, Week 6 = 6).

Figure 2.  Frequencies of Problem and Alternative Replacement Behaviors
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The following bar graph demonstrates the teachers’ rates of reporting the students’
problem behaviors per week. The confederate teachers were numbered 1-10. Out of the 10
teachers, 50% of them reported problem behaviors across the 7 weeks of behavior monitoring.
Highest to lowest ordered ranking is as follows: Teacher 7 reported problem behaviors 1.36
times per week, Teacher 2 reported problem behaviors 0.43 times per week, Teacher 1 reported
problem behaviors 0.14 times per week, Teacher 6 reported problem behaviors 0.1 times per
week, and Teacher 3 reported problem behaviors 0.07 times per week. Teachers 8, 9, and 10 did
not report any problem behaviors.

Figure 3. Teachers’ Weekly Rate of Reporting Problem Behaviors
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The next bar graph illustrates the teachers’ rates of praise delivery per week that they
were instructed to deliver praise as part of the positive behavioral support condition. Out of the
10 teachers, only 50% of them delivered any praise during the two weeks of treatment
conditions. Highest to lowest ordered ranking is as follows: Teacher 1 delivered praise 5 times
per week, Teacher 5 delivered praise 3.5 times per week, Teacher 4 delivered praise 2 times per
week, Teacher 2 delivered praise 1.5 times per week, and Teacher 3 delivered praise 0.5 times
per week. Teachers 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10 did not deliver any praise for good behavior.

Figure 4. Teachers’ Weekly Rate of Praise Delivery
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The following table summarizes the teachers’ report rates for problem behaviors and
praise delivery rates. The table additionally reveals the students that were assigned to each
corresponding teacher.

Table 1. Teacher Data Summary and Student Assignment

Teacher Teacher Teacher Teacher Teacher Teacher Teacher Teacher Teacher Teacher
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Student Subjects Assigned to Teacher 1 5 1,3 4 2,5 2,3,5 2,3 3,4 1,4 1
Rate of Reporting Problem Behavior 0.14 0.43 0.07 0 0 0.1 1.36 0 0 0
Rate of Praise Delivery 5 1.5 0.5 2 35 0 0 0 0 0
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CHAPTER IV

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Discussion

Based on visual inspection of the data in Figure 1, increasing trends above baseline
measures support the hypothesis that celeration occurs with differential reinforcement of
intraverbals related to positive thinking. In other words, reinforcing the number of intraverbal
responses with an equivalent number of preferred edibles resulted in increased rates of
responding for all students. Students 1, 2, 4, and 5 all demonstrated increasing baseline trends,
while Student 3 demonstrated a decreasing baseline trend. Differential reinforcement with
preferred edibles, combined with an establishing operation for deprivation of preferred edibles at
home settings, resulted in increased rates of responding above baseline measures for all students,
regardless of baseline trends. Moreover, increased rates of responding were maintained above
baseline measures, thereby supporting the expectation of maintained increased rates of
responding. A continuous schedule of reinforcement was used to strengthen the students’
intraverbal behaviors. Perhaps, more refined increases and maintenance of intraverbal response
rates may have been established with a subsequent thinning of the differential reinforcement
schedule. Future research in this area may reveal improved rates of responding.

Figure 2 elucidates the students’ behavioral frequencies as reported by the teachers. The
reversal treatment conditions represent an intermittent schedule of reinforcement, which is a

reinforcement schedule that is typically used to maintain established behaviors (Cooper, Heron,

19



& Heward, 2007). Visual analysis of the data supports the hypothesis that problem
behaviors decreased and maintained during praise delivery conditions.

Student 1 displayed a stable trend at baseline with an average of about one physical
aggression per week. During the reversal conditions, no incidents of problem behaviors were
reported and alternative replacement (i.e., desirable) behaviors increased to an average of five
positive behaviors per week of praise delivery. These favorable trends may be due to the high
rate of praise delivery by Teacher 1 (5 praise words per week), as Student 1 was the only student
assigned to this teacher (refer to Table 1).

Student 2 demonstrated a decreasing trend of verbal aggression and an increasing trend of
physical aggression at baseline with one incident of each behavior. Problem behaviors and
alternative replacement behaviors competed for attention during the praise delivery condition on
Week 4 with four incidents of alternative replacements, three incidents of verbal aggression, and
three incidents of physical aggression. On Week 5, physical aggression decreased to one
reported incident and all other behaviors decreased to zero. When the praise delivery condition
was reintroduced on Week 6, Student 2 reportedly engaged in four alternative replacement
behaviors and zero problem behaviors. The desired trends for Student 2 may be due to the praise
delivery rate by Teacher 5. Out of the three teachers that Student 2 was assigned to, Teacher 5
was the only teacher to deliver praise to Student 2 for good behavior at a rate of 3.5 praise words
per week.

Student 3 displayed a stable trend of physical aggression at baseline, with an average of
about two incidents per week. During the praise delivery condition of Week 4, Student 3
engaged in ten reported incidents of physical aggression. Observational notes from Teacher 7

state examples of physical aggression such as “pulling hair” and “pushing other students in
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class.” Alternative replacement behaviors were not reported and/or praised for Student 3 on
Week 4. One incident of verbal aggression was reported on Week 5, and two alternative
replacement behaviors were reported on Week 6 when praise delivery was reintroduced. Student
3 reportedly engaged in the least amount of alternative replacement behaviors. This may be due
to a lack of positive behavioral support as denoted by Table 1. Out of the four teachers that
Student 3 was assigned to, only Teacher 3 engaged in praise delivery at a rate of 0.5 praise words
per week.

Student 4 was a slightly different case that required immediate intervention. Teacher and
facilitator reports state that the student was observed to have had nine lacerations on the forearms
during the first week of baseline. Upon further investigation, it was discovered that the student
had acquired a blade from a peer. Teacher and facilitator reports state the student reported
feeling depressed due to a recent parental divorce. Ethical guidelines were followed to prevent
any further incidents of SIB regardless of the baseline requirement for three data points to
determine behavioral trends. The parents and teachers of Student 4 were immediately informed
and instructed to be hyper-vigilant for sharp objects and lacerations on the skin, and to response
block any SIB. After this immediate intervention, simultaneously coupled with increased rates
of positive thinking, SIB immediately decreased and remained at zero reported incidents for the
remainder of the study. Student 4 also demonstrated a decreasing trend of verbal aggression
during baseline with an average of about one per week. All problem behaviors ceased during the
reversal conditions, and Student 4 engaged in two alternative replacement behaviors during both
weeks of praise delivery. This low level of engagement in alternative replacement behaviors

may be due to limited praise delivery by the teachers. Of the three teachers that Student 4 was
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assigned to, only Teacher 4 provided this student with praise at a rate of two praise words per
week.

The graph for Student 5 demonstrated an unstable trend of verbal aggression at baseline
with an average of one verbal aggression per week. During both praise delivery conditions,
Student 5 engaged in alternative replacement behaviors three and six times, respectively. All
problem behaviors ceased during the reversal conditions, with the exception of one verbal
aggression reported on Week 7 during the withheld praise condition. This datum supports the
hypothesis that problem behaviors were expected to rise during the withheld praise conditions;
however, this phenomenon did not occur for Students 1, 2, 3, and 4. Therefore, that hypothesis
is not sufficiently supported by the data. This may be due to a differing function of verbal
aggression across students. A future study that analyzes each problem behavior by its function
may help predict expected trends with greater accuracy during reversal conditions.

According to Figures 3 and 4, only seven out of ten teachers contributed overall to the
data. Teachers 1, 2 and 3 engaged in praise delivery when instructed to do so and
simultaneously reported problem behaviors. Teachers 4 and 5 only delivered praise when
instructed, but did not report any problem behaviors. Teachers 6 and 7 reported problem
behaviors, but did not engage in praise delivery. Teachers 8, 9 and 10 did not report any
problem behaviors, nor did they deliver praise during the treatment conditions. As part of the
weekly spot-checks used to ensure the consistency of praise delivery, teachers were instructed to
contrive situations with the students in a manner that would optimize praise delivery for
desirable behavioral outcomes. For example, teachers were prompted to deliberately, yet
naturally, drop items in front of the students and ask them to offer their help in picking up the

items, to which the teachers would deliver the conditioned praise: Thank you for being so
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helpful. Another example, particularly for Student 4, involved working on facial expressions of
happiness in the student’s dance course, and delivering praise for happy expressions, such as:
Wow! Everyone look at how happy [Student 4] looks! That’s the happy expression you need to
have when you dance. Teacher 8 was instructed to contrive the dance course to deliver praise for
happy facial expressions to Student 4, but Teacher 8 never delivered any praise during the praise
delivery conditions. Regardless of prompting the teachers during weekly meetings to contrive
situations that would elicit good behavior for praise delivery, only 50% of the teachers complied
with instructions at varied rates. Teacher 1 had a praise delivery rate of 5 praise words per week.
Arguably, this high rate of praise delivery for Teacher 1 may have occurred because Teacher 1
only had one assigned student. Teachers 2, 4, and 10, however, also had only one student
assigned to them with praise delivery rates of 1.5, 2, and 0, respectively. This suggests that
teacher noncompliance with the facilitator’s instructions is the likely cause of the students’
overall low level of engagement in alternative replacement behaviors. Perhaps a mandatory
training on behavioral principles that emphasizes environmental manipulations to teach students
alternative replacement behaviors would provide teachers with the skill set and understanding
required to help students engage in more desirable behaviors at schools (Kern & Clemens, 2007,

Sprick, Borgmeier, & Nolet, 2002).
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Conclusion

The emergence of positive psychology has called for multi-demonsional initiatives that
focus on improving the quality of life and well-being of all people (Diener & Seligman, 2004).
Positive thinking is a highly researched subject in positive psychology that has demonstrated a
positive influence on subjective well-being (Caprara & Steca, 2005), prevents stress-related loss
of meaning/self-esteem (Boyraz & Lightsey, 2012), and reduces frequency of worry in people
with Generalized Anxiety Disorder (Eagleson, Hayes, Matthews, Perman, & Hirsch, 2016). This
study contributes to the literature on positive thinking by providing a viable method for
expansion and celeration in positive thinking related to personal qualities. The single subject
data reveal that the treatment was capable of expanding the intraverbal repertoires and rates
related to positive thinking for all students. All increased rates of positive thinking were also
maintained throughout the treatment. Moreover, student engagement in problem behaviors
decreased throughout the course of the treatment, while engagement in more desirable classroom
behavior increased.

Teacher noncompliance may be due to lack of proper training in behavioral principles
and effectiveness of shaping behaviors through praise. Teacher noncompliance may also
function for escape of the additional classroom tasks involved in the study, such as praise
delivery and reporting of targeted behaviors. A future study that requires the facilitator to make
in-class observations of the praise delivery may help prevent the teacher’s escape of treatment
compliance, as evidenced by research on escape extinction (McKerchar & Abby, 2012). Itis
recommended for consistency of practice and post-treatment effectiveness that teachers be
properly trained on teaching new behaviors to students, whether it is through praise or any other

evidence-based method.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Good listener!
Good note-taker!
Smart thinking!
Very helpful!
Very funny!
Happy!

Creative!

Fun!

Great focus!
Respectful!
Hard worker!
Very fast!

Very strong!
Great self-control!

Very kind!

APPENDIX A

CONDITIONED PRAISE WORDS
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Date(s):

APPENDIX B

SCATTERPLOT

Behavior(s) of Concern:

Observer:

Provide a tally mark for each observed instance of the behavior.

Setting
or Class

Time(s)

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Total
Times
Observed

lst

Observation Notes
(e.g., specific circumstances under which the behavior occurred, particular antecedents that

triggered the behavior, particular consequences of the behavior, times/conditions during which
the behavior does not occur, patterns observed, etc.)
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