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This study tests whether positive reinforcement

consisting of a positive word, eye contact, and a smile

would improve the self-concept of students. Sixty boys

and girls in two sixth-grade classes were given an adapta-

tion of Gordon's, How I See Myself scale. A baseline

consisting of positive reinforcements given by the teacher

to the students was taken. Then a positive reinforcement

schedule was instituted by the sixth-grade teacher. The

experimental group of thirty students received a mean of

24.78 positive reinforcements per class; the control group

received a mean of 1.1 positive reinforcements. The sub-

jects were again given the HISM scale, and no significant

score differences were found between the experimental

group and control group.
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THE EFFECTS OF POSITIVE REINFORCEMENT ON THE

SELF-CONCEPT OF CHILDREN IN A CLASSROOM

Most teachers would like their students to develop

good self-concepts. They realize that "self consistency"

is so necessary as to be the prime motivation of all be-

havior (Campbell, 1967; Lecky, 1945).

"Often when teachers are asked to accept
a changed outlook on their work it means that
they must add another task to the burdens they
already carry. But to adopt the self-concept
as a basic concept in education will not add to
a teacher's load in thelong run, for it will
make the job of teaching more meaningful and
rewarding." (Jersild, 1952).

The self-concept might be defined by the score on a

test (Poteet, 1973). Another observational definition

might be that a student with a good self-concept feels

that he can succeed in school and generally feels quite

happy, There are a number of determinants of the self-

concept (Thomas, 1973). While a parent-child relationship

is a very important determinant of self-concept, (Carlso,

1958; Mistry, 1960; Silver, 1958; Washburn, 1962; Wessman

& Ricks, 1966), an adequate self-concept is also influenced

by the school experience. Mistry (1960) indicated that the

school is second only to the home in determining an indi-

vidual's self acceptance and self rejection, Palfrey (1973)

has shown the effects of teacher expectation in producing
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a diminished self-concept in some children by predetermining

the child's image of himself, not only as a student but as

a person.

Havinghurst and MacDonald (1955) and Havinghurst et

al., (1946) conducted studies in the development of the

self-concept. Both studies indicate that the developmen-

tal trend begins with identification in early childhood

with a parental figure and ending in late adolescence with

an ideal self, who is usually an imaginary adult with a com-

posite of desirable qualitities. Strang (1957) argued that

though the adolescent perceptions appeared faulty, they were

real enough to the adolescent. She identifies four consti-

tuents of self: a) the basic self, the person he thinks he

is, b) the transitory self at the present time, c) the

social self, as others see him, and d) the ideal self he

hopes to be.

Fostering a positive self-concept should be an impor-

tant role in the classroom. Lunn (1970) and Thomas (1971)

indicated the importance of the classroom teacher and his

relationship with the individual child. Storey (1967)

found that when a school task is slowed down or speeded up

to accomodate able and less able children who are motivated,

the results are beneficial in terms of the self-concept.

Andrews (1966) pointed out that children of lower than aver-

age ability have more difficulty than others in gaining

feelings of achievement and developing favorable self-concepts,

while Reeder (1957) found that children achieve lower in terms
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of their potential if they already have a low or poor self-

-orcept. Coopersmith's (1967) findings were similar to

those of Reeder.

It seems evident that if a child develops a more posi-

tive self-concept he has a greater chance to achieve his

potential. Some methods have been used to foster a more

positive self-concept, In a study by Krop, et al., (1971),

tangible reinforcements were given to some emotionally dis-

turbed children contingent upon positive statements they

made about themselves. Positive statements increased and

self-concept improved. An important point here is the ef-

fect of vicarious reinforcement or modeling behavior. Vicar-

ious reinforcement is the strengthening of a behavior which

occurs as a function of observing another person being rein-

forced for that behavior (Carnine, et al., 1968; Altman &

Linton, 1971). In the classroom this can be one of the most

helpful tools a teacher has.

During the past few years, behavior modification tech-

niques have become important tools in classroom teaching.

Behavior modification can be defined as those procedures

that make systematic use of environmental contingencies to

alter a subject's response to stimuli (Ullman & Krasner,

1965). To this end, various methods of teacher attention

and praise are becoming increasingly popular in today's

classrooms.
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Most relevant studies have dealt with the control of

behavior problems and the acquisition of appropriate be-

haviors which facilitate learning with extensive changes

in the home or intensive therapy. Ignoring deviant be-

havior actually increases such behavior (Becker, et al.,

1967). Appropriate behaviors must be reinforced at the

same t ime that inappropriate behaviors are ignored in- order

to effect positive change. A series of studies carried

out in nursery schools (Harris, et al., 1964), special

education classes (Hall and Broden, 1967; Zimmerman and

Zimmerman, 1962) and regular public schools (Hall, et al.,

1968a; Hall, et al., 1968b; Thomas, et al., 1968) have

demonstrated that contingent teacher attention can be ef-

fective in increasing appropriate behaviors. In the study

by Zimmerman and Zimmerman (1962) the rate of productive

classroom work by two emotionally disturbed boys was in-

creased by teacher attention and praise used contingent

upon specified behaviors. Similar studies were conducted

by Levin and Simmons (1962) with similar results. A vari-

ety of other studies have used teacher attention and praise

as positive reinforcers, with significant increases in

creativity (Metz, 1961), achievement (Kent, 1957), intelli-

gence (Kennedy, et al., 1962) and work output (Dollins, et

al., 1960).

In a study by Becker (1967), contingencies or praise and

attention were used to reduce classroom behavior problems.
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Teachers were instructed to: 1) give students explicit in-

structions as to what was expected of them, 2) ignore as

far as possible, behaviors which interfered with the learning

process, and 3) give praise and attention to those behaviors

facilitating learning, telling the child what he is being

praised for. The usefulness of this technique has been fur-

thur demonstrated by Hall, et al., (1968), Madsen, et al.,

(1968), and Ward (1973).

While much has been done with behavior modification to

control classroom behaviors, little research has been done

attempting to measure the effects that positive reinforcement

has upon the self-concept of children in the classroom. Re-

cent studies suggest that a teacher can have a beneficial

effect on a child's mental health without benefit of a de-

tailed diagnosis. A teacher can help the pupil by concentra-

ting on him in a systematic and positive manner (Dollins, et

al., 1960), Kroth (1968) used the Q-sort technique of asses-

sing self-concept changes as a result of behavior modification

programming, Students sorted out statements into those that

describe them now and those that describe how they would like

to be. A difference in the two sets of statements would give

the teacher an indication of what appropriate contingencies

to arrange. At the-end of the of the behavior mod if icat ion pro-

gram the student sorts the statements again and the teacher

determines if the program has changed the self perception



of the student. Kroth found that a more positive self-

concept can be molded through such a program.

Recent studies (Bandura, Blanchard, & Ritter, 1969;

Lazarus, 1969; Murray & Jacobson, 1970; Welher & Pollio,

1968), unrelated to classroom behaviors, focused on atti-

tudinal effects of behavioral manipulations, and found

moderate changes in Ss attitudes toward themselves, toward

their behavior, and toward people associated with the rein-

forcement contingencies. Positive statements by the teacher

have been known to be an effective reinforcer. If the child-

ren in the classroom can learn to be happy and productive,

the teacher can consider herself successful in her role.

The purpose of this study is to determine the effect of

positive reinforcement in the form of teacher attention and/or

praise will have on the self-concept of elementary school

children. It was hypothesized that student receiving a high

rate of positive reinforcement would score significantly

higher on a self-concept scale than a group receiving minimal

positive reinforcement. It was also hypothesized that there

would be a significant within group change between the pretest

and the posttest scores for the experimental group.

Method

Thirty boys and girls, students in two different sixth

grade classes in a public elementary school, having the same

teacher, served as subjects. Each class met with the teacher
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for one hour a day. A science class served as the control

group and a math class served as the experimental group.

There had been no extremely disruptive behavior observed

in either class prior to being selected as subjects for the

experiment,

According to scores on the fifth grade Stanford Achieve-

ment Test, both classes were achieving at grade level, with

the lowest level of performance approximately 1.5 years below

grade level. All subjects came from families of middle socio-

economic status.

The teacher was a twenty-five year old female with a

degree in Elementary Education, having had four years of

previous teaching experience in the public schools.

Procedure

The class selected to serve as the control group met

for one hour each morning. The class which served as the

experimental group met one hour each afternoon in the same

classroom. For both classes the desks were arranged in three

groups with one student facing another. (See Figure 3). Each

student in each class had an assigned seat, The teacher's

desk was at the rear of the room and rarely used. There

were two large entrances into the classroom. It was well

lit and ventilated but there were no windows.

An adaptation of the How I See yself (HISM) scale

(Gordon, 1966) was administered to each student in each
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class at the beginning of the last quarter of the school
year, (Page 15). The higher the score earned by a person
on the HISM Scale, the more positive his self-concept.

Following this test administration by the classroom teacher,
each class was informed that there would be an observer in

the class for the next several weeks. This was done for the
purpose of advising students to ignore the observer and re-
move an threatening situation that the students may feel,

Following the administration of the HISM scale a fre-
quency count of positive reinforcements given to each class
during the one hour period was collected for one week, pro-
viding a baseline. The observer recorded all data during the
baseline and subsequent phases,

Positive reinforcement consisted of eye-contact, a
smile, a positive word such as "good," "terrific," "nice,"
and the statement of the appropriate behavior, such as, "It's
nice to see you in your seat and doing your work." A confer-
ence was held with the teacher to determine appropriate

classroom behaviors, Appropriate behaviors were defined as
sitting in the seat and working, asking questions, and not
yelling in class. The research period covered a span of
five weeks, Baseline of positive reinforcement was taken for
both the experimental and control groups during the first week,
For the next four weeks a positive reinforcement schedule was
instituted following the period of positive reinforcement. The
HISM scale was again administered to each group,
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When positive reinforcement was initiated with the

experimental group, the teacher was instructed to increase

her use of positive reinforcement contingent upon appropri-

ate classroom behaviors, Thb teacher was instructed to

maintain her base rate and "teach as usual" to the control

group. (See Figures 1 and 2)

Results

An analysis of variance was employed to analyze the

difference between pretest and posttest scores of the experi-

mental group and the pretest and posttest scores of the control

group on the HISM scale. The statistical analysis was processed

on the IBM 360, Model 50 computer at North Texas State Univer-

sity. The formula for the analysis of variance was reported

in Winner (1962). Results are shown in Tables I and II, re-

spectively. The results reflect no significant difference

in either group,

TABLE I

SU MARY OF ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR EXPERIMENTAL GROUP

Source of Variation Ss df VE F P

Between Subjects 528,07 1 528.07 2.17 .15

Within Subjects 14114.27 58 243,35
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TABLE II

SUMMARY OF ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR CONTROL GROUP

Source of Variation SS df VE F P

Between Subjects 70.42 1 70.42 .27 .62

Within Subjects 16543.23 58 258.23

An analysis of covariance was conducted to determine if

there was a significant difference between the two groups

using the posttest as the criterion and pretest as the co-

variant. The formula for the analysis of covariance was

taken from Winer (1962).

TABLE III

ANALYSIS OF COVARIANCE

Source of Variation SS df MS F P

Total 3427.40 58

Within Subjects 3241,12 57 56.87

Difference 186.28 1 186.28 3.28 .08

As shown in Figures 1 and 2, during baseline, both

groups received approximately the same amount of positive

reinforcement, After initiation of the positive reinforcement
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phase, the experimental group received a higher rate of

positive reinforcement.

Discussion

The hypothesis that an experimental group receiving a

high rate of positive reinforcement would score significantly

higher on a self-concept scale (HISM) than a control group

receiving negligible positive reinforcement, was not con-

firmed. The hypothesis that there would be a significant

within group change between the pretest and posttest scores

for the experimental group was also not confirmed.

A longer period of positive reinforcement might provide

significant gains in self-concept scores, Several variables

might have intervened to limit the self-concept gains. First,

no effort was made to train the teacher in behavioral methods

of classroom control, other than a short discussion of the

student behaviors to reinforce, perhaps making consistency

difficult to maintain. There is also the possibility that

the experimental group might have become satiated with posi-

tive statements. Secondly, the subjects were with the teacher

for one hour a day and thus came in contact with a number of

other teachers who would also influence, negatively or posi-

tively, each subject's estimate of self-concept. Also, had

it been possible to continue the positive reinforcement

schedule, a significant difference in self-concept measures

between the experimental and control groups might have been

noted. The self -concept is developed throughout life
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beginning in early childhood and, although amenable to

change, is a result of a vast amount of principle learning

experiences. For this reason, modification of the self-

concept is slow to occur.

This study has attempted to evaluate the use of posi-

tive reinforcement to improve the self-concept of elementary

school children in a regular classroom setting. Teacher

attention and praise is one mode of positive reinforcement.

Other procedures such as token reinforcement, verbal rein-

forcement, or a combination of the two can be used as positive

reinforcers in a variety of situations. Turnage (1973) at-

tempted to improve the self-concept of black students in a

regular classroom using a token economy. Krop, et al.,

(1971) employed the use of covert reinforcement and token

reinforcement to improve the self-concept of emot ionally

disturbed children. Uhler (1970) used verbal reinforcement

and token reinforcement to strengthen the self -concpt of

mental retardates. Research has not proven conclusively

whether or not one procedure is more successful than another.

A conclusion can perhaps be drawn, that different procedures

can be used in varying situations.
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How I See

Adaptation of

Myself, Elementary Form

1. I get mad easily and
explode.

2. I don't stay with things
and finish them.

3. I'm not much good in
drawing.

4. I don't like to work on
committees, projects.

5. I wish I were smaller,
(taller).

6. 1 worry a lot.

7. I wish I could do some-
thing with my hair.

8. Teachers don't like me.

9. I haven't much energy.

10. I don't play games very
well.

11. I wish I were heavier,
lighter.

12, The girls don't like me,
leave me out.

13. I'm not much good at
speaking before a group.

14. 1 wish I were prettier
(good-looking)

15. I'm not much good at music.

16. I don't get along with
teachers.

17. 1 don't like teachers.
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Nothing gets me too
mad.

I stay with some-
thing till I finish.

I'm very good at
drawing.

I like to work with
others.

I'm just the right
height.

I don't worry much.

My hair is nice-
looking.

Teachers like me.

I've lots of energy.

I play games very
well.

I'm just the right
weight.

The girls like me a
lot, choose me.

I'm very good at
speaking before a
group.

My face is pretty
(good-looking)

I'm very good at music.

I get along well with
teachers.

I like teachers very
much.
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18. 1 don't feel at ease,
comfortable inside.

19. I don't like to try new
things.

20. I have trouble control-
ling my feelings.

21. I don't do well in school.

22. I don't want the boys to
like me.

23. 1 don't like the way I look.

24. 1 don't want the girls to
like me.

25. 1 get sick a lot.

26. 1 don't dance well.

27. I don't write well.

28. 1 don't like to work alone.

29. 1 don't know how to plan
my time.

30. I'm not much good at
making things with my
hands,

31. 1 wish I could do some-
thing with my skin.

32. School isn't interesting
to me.

33. 1 don't do arithmetic well.

34. I'm not as smart as the
others.

35. The boys don't like me,
leave me out.

36. My clothes are not as
I'd like.
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I feel very at ease,
comfortable inside.

I like to try new
things.

I can handle my
feelings.

I do well in schoolwork.

I want the boys to
like me.

I like the way I look.

I want the girls to
like me.

I'm very healthy.

I'm a very good
dancer.

I write well.

I like to work alone.

I use my time well.

I'm very good at
making things with my
hands.

My skin is nice-looking.

School is very interesting,

I'm real good in arith.
metic.

I'm smarter than most
of the others.

The boys like me a lot,
choose me.

My clothes are nice.



I don't like school.

I wish I were built
like the others.

I don't read well.

I don't learn new things
easily.
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I like school,

I'm happy with the
way I am built.

I read very well.

I learn new things
easily.

37.

38.
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