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ABSTRACT 

THE EFFECT OF AN INCREASE OF A MOTHER'S COMPLIMENTARY 

BEHAVIOR ON HER CHILD'S CRYING RATE AND 

IN-TASK SCHOOL BEHAVIOR 

by 

Mark Connot 

The purpose of the present study was to decrease 

an eight year old boy's disruptive crying rate in his 

home by ignoring his negative behavior and selectively 

complimenting his acceptable behavior. A check in the 

boy's classroom was made to determine if a generalization 

effect or transference of positive behavior from the 

home occurred. Crying behavior in the home was reduced 

significantly. There was no observed significant change 

in school behavior. 
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response will also weaJcen or extinguish that response 

(Reese, 1966). Various patterns of reinforcement are 

possible and effective. An experimenter or practitioner 

may ignore misbehavior and reward desirable behavior; 

he may reward desirable behavior and punish misbehavior; 

or he may ignore desirable behavior and punish misbehavior. 

Much of what is considered punishment of a child by 

society in general is, in effect, positively reinforcing 

to the child (Azrin & Holtz, 1966). Attention, even 

aversive, given indiscriminantly may actually maintain 

maladaptive behavior, although Bartz and Loy (1970) 

state that attention as a reinforcer is an important factor 

only when the subjects have been conditioned to enjoy 

human contacts and affection. 

The application of behavior modification to humans 

has been involved primarily in the dissolution of problem 

behavior. Operant behavior control is being applied 

methodically over a wide range of institutional settings 

(Ullman & Krasner, 1965). A.yllon and Azrin (1968) hi:lve 

applied the procedures and principles of behavior mod­

ification to an entire mental hospital. Lindsley (1960) 

adopted the free operant method, to study the behavior 

of institutionalized psychotics. In free operant con­

ditioning while the subject is free to emit a.ny behavior, 

the experimenter responds to or reinforces only a previously 
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selected and defined response. Lindsley's imaginative 

use of free operant methods has, by changing reinforcers, 

allowed him to study such different behaviors as altruism, 

homo- or hetero- se:~al interest and the effectiveness 

of various drugs on severe mental disturbances. 

The control of children's problem behavior has also 

been the subject of much behavior modification rese.Jrch. 

Ferster and Demyer (1965) reported success in controlling 

and enriching the behavioral range of individual autistic 

children in a laboratory setting. Cook and Adams (1966) 

using operant conditioning techniques were able to im­

pressively modify verbal behavior in speech deficient 

children. Hart, Allen, Harris, Buell, and Wolf (1964) 

successfully reduced the crying rate of two pre-school 

boys in a classroom situation. The youngsters were ignored 

when they cried, and received positive reinforcement in 

the form of approving attention when they behaved more 

appropriately. Crying as defined operantly, was signi­

ficantly reduced within c1 week. Zimmerman and Zimmerman 

(1962) altered the classroom behavior of two emotionally 

disturbed boys. Both youngsters were given positive 

reinforcement when desirable behavior was displayed. The 

bizarre or undesirable behavior was in each case exting­

uished after :::everal weeks of the program. 
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Madsen, Becker, and Thomas (1968) by varying system­

atically the behavior of teachers in a classroom were able 

to conclude that rules alone exerted little effect on 

classroom behavior. They felt that ignoring inappropriate 

behavior and showing approval for appropriate behavior 

\·:as very effective in achieving "better 11 classroom behavior, 

and that showing approval for appropriate behaviors is 

probably the key to effective classroom management. 

Thomas, Becker, and Armstrong (1968) produced and removed 

problem behavior in students by systematically v2rying 

teacher behaviors in an initially well behaved classroom. 

This was done to emphasize the importance of social rein­

forcement. The work of these resca.rchers suggests that 

specific procedures or definable classes of teacher 

behaviors are a factor in classroom management. 

Patterson, McNeal, Hawkins, and Phelps (1967) 

hypothesized that the experimenter or practitioner should 

focus his efforts upon altering the social environment 

in which the child lives rather than directly upon the 

deviant child. Within such a framework alterations in 

reinforcement schedules being used by the parents or the 

peer group would produce changes in the behavior of the 

child. Their data confirmed the above hypotheses. Nolan, 

Maltis, and Holliday (1970) while studying the long term 

effects of behavior modification found that after twelve 
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months the behavior changes initiated in their study 

were maintained and that those subjects who ended their 

conditioning with social reinforcement showed additional 

improvements while the subjects reinforced with tokens 

made no additional improvement. A study by Wahler, 

Winkel, Peterson, and Morrison (1965) indicated that a 

mother's social behavior may function as a powerful class 

of positive reinforcers for her child's deviant as well 

as his normal behavior. 

Buell, Stoddard, Harris, and Baer (1968) have used 

behavior modification techniques in changing motor skills 

of a pre-school child and found subsequent changes in 

social interaction with other children and a marked 

decrease in 11 babylike" behavior. Lapuc and Harmotz (1970) 

verbally conditioned several subjects and tested for 

subsequent generalization on post conditioning personality 

and behavioral measures. Their results demonstrate con­

ditioning and generalization to some of the personality 

measures used in the study, although behavioral ratings 

and a number of other personality measures showed no 

generalization effect. Although not a behavior modification 

study using the operant model Axline (1964) reported that 

changing a boy's behavior in play therapy radically changed 

his home and school behavior also. 
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In the present study a child was behaving disrup­

tively in the classroom and in his home. He was continually 

interrupting activities in school by making odd noises, 

interacting loudly with his peers, and by ignoring the 

teacher's directions until she would specifically reprimand 

him in a loud voice. He paid little attention to work 

in progress in the classroom. His parents reported that 

he cried and threw tantrums at home whenever he did not 

get his own way. One wee]<. of observation in the home 

and in school indicated to the observer that the boy was 

being ignored when positive instances of behavior occurred, 

and that a great deal of attention was tendered to him 

when he behaved in his typically disruptive manner. The 

boy's disruptive behaviors were being reinforced by the 

attention of the significant adults in his life, i.e., 

his teachers and parents. 

Studies by Hart, et al. (1964), Zimmerman and 

Zimmerman (1962), and Madsen, et al. (1968), suggest that 

when a subject's behavior is chiefly oriented towards 

getting attention, making attention contingent upon 

desirable behavior would effectively change his behavior. 

The reports of Patterson, et al. (1967), Nolan, et al. 

(1970), and Wahler, et al. (1965), gave ·weight to the idea 

that the present study might effectively involve modifi­

cation of the social environment of the subject. 
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With the above studies in mind the present experiment 

ims designed to change a boy's disruptive home behavior, 

crying, by changing his mother's typical response to 

that behavior. It was hoped that an improvement in the 

boy's home behavior might generalize to the school setting. 

The possibility of such a transfer effect is suggested 

by the work of Buell, et al. (1968), Lapuc and Harmotz, 

(1970), and Axline, (1964). 



Subject 

CHI,PTER II 

METHOD 

The subject was 2n eight ye;:,.r old boy who resided 

i::ri th his p;=,rents in Ellensburg, Washington, and 21.ttended 

Mount Stuart Elementary School. He had been referred 

to Central Washington State College School Psychology 

practium for evaluation. He was observed initially by 

the experimenter three evenings a \veek for two weeks in 

his home, and daily for one week in his classroom. At 

horn& he was often engaged in play of his own design. 

If he was interrupted or asked to do a task he invariably 

broke into a whining cry until he got his way. On one 

occasion he was sent upstairs to his room when he failed 

to meet his mother's demand. He sat at the head of the 

stairs and cried in an exaggerated manner, until in a 

very short time his mother relented and he was allowed 

to come downstairs. His mother reported to the experi­

menter that this behavior was typical, and so upsetting, 

that the family hesitated to undertake any outside 

activities. The atmosphere in the home appeared to be 

continually tense. The mother seemed unable to deal with 

the subject and reported feeling very frustrated during 

several of the observation periods. She described herself 
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as a perfectionist who got very irritable Hhen "things" 

·,;.;ere not just right. 

In school the subject was loud and aggressive, par­

ticipating in activities only if it suited him. He worked 

half-heartedly and seemed to lose interest soon after 

starting any of his lessons. His teacher reported that 

he was so disruptive at times it was difficult to main­

tain class control. The subject had no apparent physical 

disabilities. His diagnostic record indicated that he 

was of low normal intelligence at the time of testing. 

His teacher stated that he was not achieving at a normal 

rate even though he ,-,as attending the first grade for 

the second time. 

Setting 

One phase of the experiment took place in the sub­

ject's home, and the other phase was conducted in his first 

grade classroom. All home behavior recordings for the 

experiment were taken in the home by the subject's mother. 

Observations and the recording of behaviors in the school 

were conducted by the e::,...-perimenter in the classroom. A 

stop watch with a sweep second hand was used as a time 

reference for the observations in the classroom. A 

golfer's wrist counter was used by the mother to count 

home behaviors. Observations in the classroom were marked 

on record sheets covering a 20 minute time period marked 

off in 10 second blocks. 
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Procedure 

Crying, with whining and/or sobs was decided upon 

as the subject's target behavior at home. As a parameter 

of the subject's school behavior the rate of in-task 

and out-of-task behavior was utilized as a measure of 

attentiveness. 

To obtain the amount of in-task and out-of-task 

behavior the experimenter sat in a chair to one side 

of the subject's desk where an unobstructed view of the 

work in progress and the subject's face was easily avail­

able. The experimenter watched the sweep second hand of 

a stop watch and every ten seconds looked at the sub­

ject and determined if he was in-tasl< or out-of-task 

then quickly marked the behavior in the appropriate block 

of the recording sheet. Baselines of the in-task and out­

of-task behavior in the subject's classroom were taken 

twice a day by the experimenter during two ten minute 

sessions, one occurring at 9:00 in the morning and the 

other at 1:00 in the afternoon. 

Baselines of crying behavior in the home were taken 

daily by the mother and marked each evening on a graph 

under the direction of the experimenter. She also 

marked on a chart, the number of times that she gave him 

positive attention in the form of compliments or physical 

uarmth. 
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Baselines of home behavior were taken for t·m weeks 

prior to the initiation of modification techniques. 

Baselines of school behavior were obtained for the ten 

days in school corresponding to the two week operant 

phase in the home. 

Recording continued during the conditioning or 

modification stage of the experiment. This period also 

consisted of two weeks in the home and the corresponding 

ten school days. 

The accuracy of in-task and out-of-task behavior 

observations was checked by an independent observer. 

During one observation period in the classroom a faculty 

member in psychology also took baselines on the subject's 

in-task and out-of-task behavior. The same type of 

equipment used by the experimenter was utilized by the 

observer, and the watches were synchronized before the 

observation period began. Baselines were also taken by 

the experimenter for six other boys in the classroom. 

The boys were picked at random and ,checked for in-task 

and out-of-task behavior in order to give some idea of 

the subject's behavior in relation to his peers. 

When the initial baselines were complete a plan 

was put into operation v1hereby reinforcement in the form 

of positive attention for desirable and acceptable actions 

would be forth-coming from the mother. A mean of the 
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mother's complimentary behavior to the subject during 

the baseline period was used as a starting point from 

which she selectively increased complimentary behavior 

for the subject's acceptable behavior. This took the 

form of an increase in positive recognition for the 

boy's correct actions of at least one compliment per day 

for fourteen days. This procedure ·was designed to in­

crease the mother's awareness of her son's acceptable 

behaviors. At the end of the two week conditioning period 

the mother was reinforcing the subject a total of 14 times 

above the average number of reinforcements she had given 

him during the baseline period. She was instructed to 

ignore the crying behavior as much as was possible during 

the conditioning period. 



CHAPTER III 

RESULTS 

Means and medians were established for operant and 

conditioning phases of the experiment from graphs of the 

daily occurrences of the target behaviors. Fisher's 

Exact Probability Test was used to determine the signi­

ficance of the difference between the two phases. 

Figure 1 illustrates the rate of complimentary 

behaviors for the operant and the conditioing phases 

of the experiment. The mean operant rate of 1.2 compli­

ments per day was increased during the conditioning phase 

of the experiment to 15 compliments or instances of 

positive recognition for acceptable behaviors in the home. 

A summarization of the statistical findings for the 

operant and conditioning phases of the study is presented 

in Table 1. Crying behavior decreased significantly 

during the conditioning phase of the study. In-task 

behavior did not increase significantly during the condi­

tioning phase. 

A check of the accuracy of the experimenter's obser­

vations of in-task and out-of-task behavior was made 

during h10 ten minute observation periods by the inde­

pendent observer. In-task behavior occurred at a rate 

of 70 ten second intervals per observation period according 

to the experimenter's ob.scrvations, and a totv.l of 69 ten 

second intervals during the same time period for the 
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independent observer. 

TABLE I 

MEANS AND MEDIANS OF OPERANT AND CONDITIONING 

PHASES OF BEHAVIORS AND SIGNIFICANCE 

LEVELS OF DIFFERENCES OBTAINED 

17 

Operant Phase Conditioning Phase 

Mean 

Crying behavior 7.64 

In-task behavior 68.9 

Median 

8 

68 

Mean 

3.64 

72.4 

Median 

3 

74 

Baselines on in-task and out-of-task behavior in the 

classroom were taken on six other boys chosen randomly 

p 

in the classroom to determine if theclassroom operant 

behavior of the subject ,-ms truly inappropriate as rel)Ort­

ed by the teacher. The mean number of in-task behaviors 

for the 6 randomly chosen class members was 41.5 ten 

second intervals out of a possible 60 ten second intervals. 

The mean number of occurrences of the subject's in-task 

behavior during this baseline phase Has 31.7 ten second 

intervals per ten minute observations of a possible 

60 ten second intervals. These results are presented in 

Table 2. 



TABLE 2 

NUMBER OF TEN SECOND INTERVALS ON IN-Tl\.SK 

BEHL"\ VIOR FOR SIX TEN MINUTE 

OBSERVATIONS OF SUBJECT 

AND SIX RANDOV.iL Y 

CHOSEN PEERS 
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-----------------------------·--
Subject Peers 

Observation 1 34 44 

Observation 2 26 37 

Observation 3 41 41 

Observation 4 33 51 

Observation 5 31 32 

Observation 6 25 44 

Mean 31.7 41.5 



CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

The relevant evidence in the literature suggested 

that implementing the proposed decrease in the subject's 

crying rate in the home would be a relatively clear cut 

matter if a system of positive reinforcement for correct 

behaviors and an extinguishing process such as non­

attention, or a time-out room for unacceptable behaviors 

were utilized. Selective positive attention and selec­

tive non-attention were the behavior consequences decided 

upon for the conditioning process by the experimenter. 

There were several reasons for deciding upon these factors. 

One of the main objectives of the subject's referral 

to the experimenter by the school ·was to help the subject's 

parents create a more favorable home environment for 

family interaction. The experimenter decided that any 

possible positive interaction, i.e. recognition of good 

behavior, should be utilized. When the experimentr~r 

spoke to the mother about various methods she might try 

in the home to change her son's behavior, she showed 

much antipathy to the idea of a time-out room, and to a 

token revvard system. It tvas hypothesized that c1n increase 

of parental recognition of the subject's positive behav­

iors would increase the subject's repertoire o.f appro­

priate responses and therby replace his crying response 

_J 
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which was concurrently being extinguished by selective 

inattention from the parents. The results of the experi­

ment supported the above hypothses that selective positive 

attention for desirable behaviors and inattention for 

undesirable behaviors would reduce the undesirable be­

havior, in this case, crying. 

One of the difficulties encountered in the experi­

ment was the reliance on the mother for collecting data 

and administering the stimulus consequences. The only 

control that the experimenter maintained over this aspect 

of the study was the application of operant conditioning 

principles to the mother as a response to her actions. 

The experimenter kept in close contact with the mother, 

visiting the home at least once a day during the experiment 

to collect data and to administer positive reinforcement, 

i.e. enthusiasm, attention, praise, etc., for her correct 

actions. The e}.::perimenter felt that a. close rapport \72-.s 

established Hi th the subject• s mother and that she w~.s 

in fact very conscientious about her role in the condi­

tioning process. 

The subject's crying rate on weekends was higher 

than on weekdays. This seems to be a direct result of 

his being in the home in direct contact with the family 

for more hours on the weekend than during the Heek Hhen 

he was attending school. 
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Phase two of the experiment resulted as a consequence 

of scant evidence on generalization in the literature and 

a desire to find out if a change in a specific behavior 

would generalize to a specific behavior in a different 

social setting. The experiment was therefore designed 

to determine any change in the subject's classroom attent­

iveness concurrent with a change in his home behavior. 

Very little evidence was encountered in the literature 

to suggest that a change in home behavior would produce 

an immediate change in a specific school behavior. The 

results of the experiment showed no significant change in 

classroom attentiveness concurrent with a significant 

change in crying behavior at home. This tends to corrob­

orate the experimenter's understanding of the principles 

of operant conditioning in that any behavior to be changed 

predictably must be pinpointed and consequences or 

reinforcers must be designed specifically to deal ,·li th 

the pinpointed behaviors in question. This does not 

imply that a child's behavior patterns at home do not 

affect his behaviors at school. It does imply that 2ny 

individual maintains a. maze of complex behavior patterns, 

and changing one beh~vior or class of behaviors may or 

may not have a consequent effect on any other behavior 

or class of behaviors. 
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While the data indicated little improvement on in­

task behavior, the subject's teacher indicated verbally 

to the experimenter that she did notice a slight improve­

ment in the quality of his work. When questioned further 

she stated that this was a subjective judgement, that she 

had no evidence to prove her statement. Any improvement 

in the quality of his work could be the result of any 

of a number of factors if indeed it did occur. The teacher 

may have been paying more attention to the subject's work 

because of the experimenter's twice daily visits to the 

classroom or perhaps she felt slightly threatened or wanted 

to please the experimenter. His work might have improved 

as a result of natural growth, or possibly as a result 

of the material covered in the class. It is also possible 

that the quality of the subject's work improved as a result 

of the conditioning process in the home or the effect 

of the experimenter's presence in the classroom on the 

subject. Quality of work in school is an assessment 

factor that could possibly be included in any similar 

studies in the future. 

The experimenter's presence in the classroom is a 

factor that might be controlled in the future studies. 

This might be accomplished by means of a one way vision 

screen, or by data collection by a teacher aide or 

professional colleague. The e:~erimenter•s presence in 
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the classroom did not outwardly seem to disturb the 

subject or any of the other students after the first day 

or two. They seemed to go on about their business, 

seldom even registering a glance e~ccept t1hen the 

experimenter entered or exited. None of the children 

ever made a direct attempt at g,dning the experimente1:' s 

attention. The teacher stated that by the end of the 

initial observation week she observed no difference in 

the subject's or other class members behaviors as a result 

of the experimenter entering the classroom. 

One gratifying aspect of this experiment was the 

mother's reported change in her perception of the sub­

ject. Previously she had reported that she lost her 

patience easily with the subject and was very critical 

and negative. An example of this behavior occurred upon 

the first observation period in the home. The mother 

corrected the subject's actions twice, told him what 

he had done wrong, and then demanded that he do a menial 

task for her. The subject refused; and she lost her 

temper. The subject ended up crying and not doing the 

requested task. The mother displayed her severe irri­

tation to the subject and the rest of the family. It 

seemed evident that the subject and his mother had become 

involved in a self defeating cycle; the subject's crying 
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irritated her, and her irritation resulted in his crying. 

Reducing the subject's crying rate became a matter of 

changing his mother's typical behavior in his presence. 

When the subject's crying rate declined the mother report­

ed finding it easier to be patient, and also easier to 

reinforce his positive actions. She recognized that 

the change in the subject's behavior was c:t result of the 

change in her ovm actions, and she no longer blamed him 

for causing family altercations. She stated that she 

felt "a little more competent a.s a mother". The mother, 

however, voiced some concern a.bout her ability to continue 

the use of the principles she had been applying. Thi:.:; 

probably reflected the dependence she felt on the e::­

perimenter who, unfortunatel::, '."as unable to ini ti2..te 

a fade out procedure decigncd to increase the mother's 

independence. 

The experiment would probably have been improved 

if a control phase and a reconditioning phase had been 

included in the study. The reason these am::,ectc were 

not included was the lack of sufficient time. The i·mek 

after the conditioning phase ended, summer vacation 

began and the family started on an extended holiday. 

Also three weeks after the conditioning phase ended 

the experimenter moved to a different part of the state 

to attend to new responsibilities. The results of phase 
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two might have been different if the experiment had 

been initiated at the beginning of the school year with 

a follow-up evaluation at the end of the school year. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY 

The purpose of this study was to decrease the rate 

of an eight year old boy's disruptive crying behavior 

in his home. The principles of operant conditioning 

were employed for this purpose. Operant rates were ob­

tained and a conditioning phase was instituted and com­

pleted. 

The boy's disruptive crying behavior was reduced 

significantly by focusing on the consequences of his 

crying. During the conditioning phase of the experiment 

his parents ignored his negative behavior and selectively 

complimented his acceptable behaviors. 

A check in the boy's public school classroom was 

made to determine if a generalization effect or trans­

ference of positive behavior from the home uould occur. 

A system of in-task behavior was decided upon as 2 criterion 

of generalization. Frequencies of in-t.::i.sk behavior Here 

recorded in the classroom during the operant and condi­

tioning phases in the home. There uas no observed signi­

ficant change in school behavior. 

The results of this study support the principles 

of operant conditioning. By changing the consequences 

of disruptive behavior and be rewarding acceptable behavior 

the disruptive behavior in question wa.s reduced signifi­

cantly. 
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The lack of change in classroom attentiveness con­

current with significant change in disruptive home be­

haviors also lends weight to operant theory. Behavior to 

be changed predictably should be pinpointed and consequences 

or reinforcers should be designed specifically to deal 

with those pinpointed behaviors. 
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