


Abstract 

The purpose of the present study was to investigate 

the effects of the behavior modification technique of 

contracting with learning disabled students. The teacher 

and seven male students enrolled in a seventh grade class 

for the learning disabled developed a contract defining 

acceptable and disruptive classroom behaviors. A point 

system with rewards of free time for points earned was 

included in the contract. All seven students participated 

in the contract. 

Individual rates of behavior were recorded during 

three baseline and four treatment (contract) observations. 

During the contract period, increases in acceptable behav­

iors ranged from 46% to 94%, with a mean percentage of 

improvement of 75%. A decline in disruptive behaviors 

ranged from 36% to 100%, with a mean percentage of 74% 

decrease. The learning disabilities teacher reported that 

she noticed favorable changes in attitude as well as 

behavior during the contract period. She indicated that 

she felt the procedure was effective in reducing time 

spent for disciplinary ·reasons. 

The results of this study support the contention of 

other researchers that contracting is an effective behav­

ioral management system for children experiencing learning 

problems. Although a review of the literature revealed 

that little research has been done in the area of behavioral 



contracting, especially with exceptional students , there 

does appear to be some justification for a teacher to use 

the contract method to attempt to bring about changes in 

the behavior of children with learning difficulties. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION TO THE PROBLEM 

Educators are becoming more aware that children with 

mild or subtle learning handicaps which prevent them from 

achieving their acade~ic potential are often unnoticed or 

misunderstood by a great many professionals and parents. 

Ellington (1967) contends that the child with these learn­

ing handicaps is usually "average or above in intelligence, 

so he does not qualify for special education. At the same 

time, he cannot learn without special help to acquire the 

proper tools with which to learn. Usually, therefore, he 

is either ignored or accused of being lazy and uncoopera­

tive11 (p. 7). While this attitude has been prevalent for 

a long time, fortunately it is changing. Our knowledge 

concerning children with learning handicaps is increasing. 

Professionals now recognize that handicapped children may 

perform up to their capabilities if their disabilities 

are accurately identified. 

The National Advisory Committee on Handicapped 

Children (1968) has established a definition of the 

learning disabled child as one -who exhibits 

a disorder in one or more of the basic 
psychological proce~ses involved in_ 
understanding or using spoken or_writ­
ten languages. These may be ~an~fested 
in disorders of listentng, thinking, 
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talki ng, reading, wri t ing, s p e l li ng, 
pe r c~p t u a l h a nd icap s . . . They do 
no t inc lude l e arning probl ems whi c h 
are due prima rily to visual hearing 
or motor handi caps, to ment~l retar-' 
dation, emotional disturbances or to 
environmental disadvantage. (p. 4) 

Le rner (1976) stated that the Committee "has estimated that 

the hardcore cases of learning disabilities constitute 

approximately one to three percent of the school popula­

tion" (p. 11) . However, Lerner also pointed out that esti­

mates may vary from one to thirty percent of the school 

population depending on the criteria used to classify the 

learning disability. 

Characteristics of the Learning 
Disabled Child 

The characteristics used for identification of the 

learning disabled (L.D . ) child vary acc ording to different 

professionals. One of the more accepted symptoms of L.D. 

is hyperactivity. A hyperactive child is described as one 

who exerts an overabundance of energy, more than that 

which is required for the task. The child may appear to 
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be in constant motion, flitting from one object or activity 

to another. There may be other difficulties in motor 

development such as problems with fine motor or visual­

motor coordination which contribute to general clumsiness 

and interfere with learning and behav ior. 

The L.D. child may also be hindered by visual, audi-

to r y p e r c eptual and/or association problems. Letters and 

numbe r s a re frequently reversed in reading and writing , 



resulting in con f us ion for the chil d. The chi ld with an 

audi tory disab ility has diffi culty discr i mi nating similar 

sounds o r identi fy ing familiar sounds . Poor auditory per­

cept ion problems may lead to impaired speech development. 

The child may experie nce difficulty in distinguishing 

between up and down, right and left big and little or 
' ' 

similar concepts. Poor discrimination of time space 
' ' 

d i stance, or direction may compound learning problems. 
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Al though .. the .J.earning disabled child may have an 

average or above average IQ, · a discrepancy exists- between 

ability to achieve and actual performance. Learning may be 

hampered by disorders of the child's thinking and memory 

processes. The L.D. child may have trouble expressing his 

ideas; his thoughts are frequently disorganized. Sequence 

recall may prove to be difficult for him as well as recall­

ing directions. He may experience poor short-term or long­

term memory problems involving the perception of visual or 

auditory stimuli. According to Rudolph (1978), these 

"thinking and memory difficulties are compounded by his 

short attention span and inability to concentrate on tasks" 

(p. 1?4). The L.D. child is easily distracted from a 

stimulating activity for his age group. 

All of these characteristics may contribute to the 

L.D. child's difficulty in academic and learning tasks. 

. may prove to be erratic from day His a cademic performance 
, 

to day and/or une ven from subject to subject. Thus, he 



xperiences poor achie vement in r eadi ng , spelling, writing, 

and pe rhaps mathemat ics (Rudolph, 1978). 

Many normal childre n experience one or more of the 

symptoms of L.D. in varying degrees at some period during 

the ir de velopment. The persistence, intensity, and cluster 

of symptoms should be considered carefully in attempting to 

determine if a child is learning disabled. 

Methods Used With the Learning 
Disabled Child 
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Most educators would agree -that a student's -classroom 

behavior directly or indirectly influences his academic per­

formance in the classroom. Inasmuch as many of the char­

acteristics of L.D. such as hyperactivity, short attention 

span, distractibility, and clumsiness are considered to be 

behavior problems interfering with learning in the classroom, 

these children are often labeled as disruptive, a behavioral 

disorder, or even incorrigible. Some have received the 

special educational assistance needed; however, a large 

number have failed, withdrawn, dropped out of school, or 

even have been institutionalized (Brutten , Richardson, & 

Mangel, . 1973). 

Forness and Esveldt (1975) observed 24 male students 

who were in the process of being referred for school learn-

ing or behavior problems. The subjects' behavior was com-

pared to that of normal male peers in the same academic 

that the experimental group dis­
gr oup. The results showed 

on-task behavior than their 
played significantly lower 



classmates . Al s o · · f · , a s1gn1 icant differ e nce was not e d i n 

the freque ncy of t eacher r esponses to their behavior , 

conf i rming that the deviant child often receives two or 

three times more teacher attention in the classroom than 

the normal child. A follow-up study one year later indi­

cated that such behavior subsequently led to special 

education needs. 
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According to Kurtz and Neisworth (1976), 11 Since the 

1960's behavior modification has dramatically influenced the 

direction and effectiveness of services for the handicapped 

children 11 (p. 212). These authors are especially intere·sted 

in self-management procedures and feel these techniques are 

quite pertinent for handicapped children. They stated that 

11 Self-management strategies represent pioneering efforts 

in a promising area of therapy. Th.ese emerging approaches 

have much to offer educators who are dedicated to helping 

handicapped children assume more responsibility for their 

own lives" (p. 216). 

Behavior modification is based on the principles 

of operant conditioning. According to Mikulas (1972), 

emphasis is placed on "the contingency between the 

person, s behavior or response and some event" (p • 87). 

that the use of reinforcement will The theory states 

f d ·red behaviors, while increase the frequencies O · esi 

th e use of punishment will decrease the possibility of 

d Advocates of behavior 
the r esponses being repeate · 



modification in education co ncent r ate on how to mani­

pulate t he e nvi r onment to induce the desire d behavior. 

Le rner (1976) stated that behavior modification 

tec hniques can be used successfully with the L~D. child 

in managing both the areas of behavior and learning 

patterns. "The techniques focus on the child'· s actual 

behavior rather than its underlying cause" (p. 340). The 

author emphasized that goals based on the individual needs 

of the child should be determined and stated in specific 

behavioral terms. She also pointed out that to implement 

this procedure, the behavior interfering with the learn~ 

ing process must be identified and observed systematically. 

Plans may then be formulated to manipulate the environment 

in order to bring about the desired change in behavior 

through a rewards system. 

A study conducted by Novy , Burnett, Powers, and 

Sulzer-Azaroff (1973) provided evidence that the attend­

ing-to-work behavior of one learning disabled child 

could be modified through the behavior modification 

techniques of token reinforcement. These authors 

regulated the rate of attending by presentation of 

reinforcement through tokens as a consequence of that 

response. 

Selected for study was in a L.D. class, The subject 

hl· s normal grade level and had a history 
f unctioning below 

f tl exhibiting distractibility and hypeiactivity, 
of r equen Y 

6 
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as obse rve d by his former teachers . During the baseline 

pe riod, bis attendin g behavior (doing what was r elated to 

tbe task) averaged 60 percent during three 30-minute obser­

vation periods. In the expe~imental phase of the study, the 

subject had to atterid to his work consistently for five 

minutes and was notified of earning a token by a light 

signal. In the reinforcement period, his attending behav­

ior increased to 88 percent during six 30-minute sessions. 

The subject was told that the experiment had ended and was 

unaware that he was observed for the following four days. 

In this reversal phase, the subject's attending behavior 

dropped to 67 percent. 

Novy, et al. (1973) felt that the success established 

in the experimental phase of their study could be extended 

if the token system was intermittently reinstated or if the 

teacher used praise and other personal rewards frequently. 

In order for the L.D. child to function at his optimal 

level, the various behavior problems associated ·with the 

L.D. child must be reduced. From the results of this study, 

the authors concluded that similar behavior modification 

programs can be used to reduce other disruptive behaviors 

that are associated with the child labeled as "learning 

disabled." 

Another study by Broden, Hall, Dunlap, and Clark 

that a token reinforcement system backed with 
(1970) showed 

t . to appropriate behivior could 
systematic teacher atten ion 



be use d s uccess f ully to r e duce th e ex treme l y dis ruptive 

be havior of a junior hi·gh s chool · 
spe cial education c l ass . 

The s ubj e cts include d 13 seventh and eighth grade students 

in a special education class. All students were several 

years behind in at least one academic area and displayed 

other characteristics of a learning disabled child. 

During the baseline period, an observer recorded 

individual and group study levels. The mean rate of study 

behavior was 29 percent for this period. In the second 

period, during which the teacher gave attention only to 

studying behavior, the mean rate increased to 57 percent. 

In later sessions, the students were introduced to a token 

reinforcement system to obtain privileges by allowing the 

students to earn points for studying behavior. The mean 

class study rate rose to 83 percent on the first day of 

the reinforcement period and was maintained at a high level 

throughout this phase of the experiment. However, one 

student objected strongly to the point system and became 

highly disruptive. A modified version of isolation was 

used the following day, after which the student asked that 

he be allowed to return to the classroom and participate in 

the point system again. Upon returning to the classroom, 

disruptive behavior decreased, and his studying behavior 

increased dramatically. 

d intermittently for the one and Observations continue 

8 

· der of the school year during the a half months of the remain 



postcheck p er iod . Us i ng the t oken system accompani e d by 

s ystematic t e ache r attention , the postcheck me an study r at e 

of 90 per cent was maintained. During reversal periods of 

t he expe riment, in which reinforcement of appropriate 

behaviors was withdrawn, the mean study rate dropped to 

18 to 31 percent. When the point system was reinstated, 

dramatic returns to high study rates reoccurred. Broden, 

et al. (1970) emphasized that the effectiveness of a given 

procedure varied from pupil to pupil, therefore the rein­

forcement procedures were contingent upon pupil choices. 

Although the authors agreed that a point system may not ·be 

appropriate in many junior high school classrooms, it may 

be very valuable to teachers who have difficulty in main­

taining control over children with highly deviant and 

disruptive behavior. 

Contract Method 

A more formal means of behavior modification is the 

9 

contract method. Thomas and Ezell (1972) explained that the 

contract system was a "logical , self-directing approach to 

7) · h. h the person is forced to problem solving" (_p. 2 in w ic 

b h ]_·or The student assume responsibility for his own e av · 

the existence of and teacher (or counselor) first agree on 

d decide on the methods to be used to 
an area for conce rn an 

f ul f ill the contract. Of the contract are th~n The terms 

wr itten out and signed by both · 
It is now up to th~ s t udent 

and assume respons ibility 
to act on the written commitment 



for solving his own problems . Howeve r , t he authors feel 

that the teacher s hould ai d the student by acting as a 

resource person who provides assistance through regular 

confere nces and periodic checks with the student to help 

him evaluate his own progress. 

10 

Poppen and Thompson (1974) believed that the confer­

ence following the initiation of the contract shOuld begin 

with a report from the student concerning his progress. If 

the contract has not been kept, it should be discarded and 

a new one written up and signed if the student indicates 

he is still interested in working out his problem. The · 

authors emphasized that the teacher or counselor is most 

effective if judgements to the student are .avoided con­

cerning the incomplete homework. 

Advantages of the contract methOd as identified by 

Thomas and Ezell (1972) are: the provision of a written 

agreement stating the course of action decided upon , a 

motivational device which introduces time limits, allowing 

the subject to feel success by accomplishing steps toward 

h l. s •. . d the requirement that the person as sume solution; an 
Di sadvantages of the .b.li·ty for his own behavior. r e spons 1 1 . 

contract as see n by the authors inc lude: 
the necessity of 

subJ. ect to change his behavior and 
a strong desire by the 

the novelty of the contract may wear 
stick t o his con t ract; 



off with time; and no external r ewards 
or punishments can 

be impose d by th e teacher other than those stated in the 

contract. 

11 

Thompson and Poppen (1972) went one step further in 

designing a behavior contract by awarding points for 

acceptable behavior and subtracting points for unaccept­

able behavior. To allow the students to participate in 

deciding how the points will be awarded and what rewards the 

points will earn in benefits encourages more involvement of 

the student -and thus- a- greater- likelihood ·- that the contract 

will be successful. The authors suggested that the contract 

method may be used effectively in group settings also. 

While each student is able to concentrate on changing only 

his own behavior to meet success, there is also a support­

ive bond of shared common problems and concerns found in 

the group. 

Barlow (1974) compared students who were taught by the 

contract method to students taught in the traditional class-

He found t hat the contract students were able room setting. 

to become more involved in their learning experiences and 

seemed to exhibit a greater personal pride in their achieve­

ments. Barlow concluded that both teaching styles were well 

but Con tract learning was dependent on the will­organized, 
t responsibility for learning 

ingness of the student to accep 

t th.at task. and to make a commitment 0 
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Taylo r (l971) s urveye d students who had expe r ienced 

the learn i ng contract to determ1·ne th · · e1r reaction to the 
te aching method. He f d oun no statistical difference between 

groups taught by the traditional method when compared to 

those taught by the grade contracts on measures of validity 

of the course examination, understanding of the objectives 

of the course, or the quality of the standards for the 

course. However, the majority of the students who experi­

enced grade contracts did feel that it was a fairer system 

of assigning grades than the traditional method. 

A study by Arwood, Williams, and Long (1974) examlned 

the effects of behavioral contracts on improving student 

behavior as well as academic progress. Contracting in­

volves mutual planning between teachers and students as to 

each party's responsibilities and obligations. These 

authors questioned whether a mutual agreement was necessary 

to produce the desired academic and social behaviors or 

whether a proclamation stating the expectations of the 

student would be just as effective. Their research in­

volved 28 ninth grade students in the same English class. 

1 "dered to be an average group of students The c ass was cons1 

with no chronic behavioral problems. Four students con-

t disruptors were selected as targets. sidered to be the wors 

Each target was observe 
d twice for four minutes during the 

50-minute class period. 
Observation of targets was system­

t ained observers. 
at i cally varied by ten r 

The dependent 
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variable was appropriate behavior ; that is, th e student 

doi ng a task- r elevant b ehavior consistent with the class ­

room learni ng ac tivity or an appropriate social interaction 

that was permitted by the teacher. Inappropriate behavior 

in c lude d four classes of d1·srupt1·ve b h · e avior by the targets 

or engaging in a non-lesson activity. The study consisted 

of eight phases. During the baseline period, the frequency 

of student and teacher behavior during regular classroom 

procedures was established. The teacher conducted class 

according to her usual routine, with the only exception 

being the addition of a weekly exam to compare academic · 

achievement across all phases. The second phase involved 

the implementation of the behavior proclamation in which 

the teacher developed the plan and presented it to the 

class. The proclamation was withdrawn and baseline was re­

established in the third phase. During the fourth phase, 

students were given the opportunity to help develop a class­

management program through a mutual agreement behavior con­

tract. The final four phases were a repetition of the first 

four to help establish more consistent results of the 

various treatments. 

Arwood, et al. (1974) concluded that the use of both 

proclamation and mutual agreement contract systems did 
the 

rate of appropriate behavior. During 
l ead to an increased 

the four target subjects demonstrated 
t he b as e line period, 

appropriate behavior, with an 
an average of 70 percent 
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i ncrease to 76 Pe r cent dur i ng the proc lamation phases and 

89 percent during th e t 1 • 
mu ua agreement contracting phases. 

In t h e second mutual agreement contracting phase the 

ave rage rate rose to 96 percent appropriate behavior . 

Furthermore, mutual agreement contracting produced higher 

levels of appropriate behavior than did the proclamation 

method. Thus , involving the students in planning a manage­

ment system will enhance the students' commitment to parti­

cipate in the -program according to this study. Mutual 

agreement contracting also produced higher levels of 

academic progress than the proclamation method, reinforcing 

the idea that a cooperative contract establishes a stronger 

commitment to perform well, both academically and socially. 

Williams and Anandam (1973) conducted a study to 

determine the effects of behavior contracting on grades. 

They chose as their subjects two classes of seventh graders 

from a disadvantaged metropolitan area. The grades attained 

by students under contract were compared with the grades 

attained by students not under the contract. The contract 

1 Specl.fi·c definitions of both academic and contained high y 

for Whl.ch the students were awarded points. social behaviors 

earnl· ng daily points and receiving a grade In addition to 

On .these points , the contract students were each day based 

also given an examination each Friday. 

for the contract to be effective, certain 
In o rder 

behaviors were required. desi rable t e a cher 
These behaviors 



included maintaining r ecords h on t e students ' pr ogress, 

posting the points ga i ne d or lost on a wall chart, givi ng 

daily assig nments, and pr ·ct · ov1 1ng available free time 

a c tivitie s. The stud t ens were requested to evaluate how 

we ll th e teachers carri ed out their part of the contract. 

15 

Williams, et al. (1973) showed that behavior contract­

ing did si gnificantly incre ase grades of students in a dis­

advantage d setting, whereas the grades of a similar control 

group not under a contract decreased slightly. -The authors 

felt that this study also suggests that some teachers are 

more successful than others in using the contract system. 

The contract students perceived the teachers as demonstra­

ting varying degrees of consistency and fairness as revealed 

in their teacher evaluations. The authors suggested that 

the students would be less inclined to demonstrate appro­

priate behavior if they learned that they cannot depend on 

teache rs to fulfill their part of the contract, especially 

in areas of accurately recording their behaviors and pro­

viding appropriate consequences for those behaviors. 

Research by Gudgeon (1977) also reported that the 

contract method appears to be effective in producing lower 

The rate s of b ehavior problems in a fifth-gra de classroom. 

method provided the students 
author fe lt that the contract 

self-control rather than a 
in her study with a means for 

rel i ance on 

satisfactory 

h d which prove d more 
t eache r ~controlled met o s , 

11 s the teacher. to t h e students as we a 
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Thompson, Prat e r d p 

, a n oppen (1974 ) conducte d a s tudy 

using a teacher - student be hav1· 0 r contract 
to dete rm i ne i t s 

effect i ve nes s in e s tablishing mot 1· t· va ion among students 

experi encing reading difficulties. The subjects selected 

f or t he study were 71 students from grades two to five 

as s i gne d to special reading classes. Some of the character­

isti cs used to describe the students are similar to those 

of a learning disabled child : hyperactive, behavior 

problem, and underachiever. Their behavior was observed 

for five days -during ·- the total- class -period. Duri-ng - this 

baseline period, data were collected on the number of 

occurrences in nine areas of expected class behavior. 

The contract used in the study provided for 30 minutes 

of free time upon earning a total of 100 points for com­

pleting individualized assignments. Free time could be 

spent as the students chose. Students were allowed to 

select the teacher-offered activities or bring their own 

activity to school. Penalties stated that the students 

could not bother other students who were working or the 

r emainde r of free time would be forfeited and 200 points 

would be required for the next free-time period. 

During the s econd five-day observation period con-

of t he fourth week of the experi­duc t e d at the beginning 

S
ignificant decrease of 88 percent in the 

me nt, there was a 
. and a 95 percent incr ease in 

are a of dis rupt ive behav i or 

t Similar ; esult s wer e 
d · 1 assignmen s. the compl e tio n o f a i Y 
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f ound in th e decreased rate of tardiness to class and the 

increased number of corrected daily assignments. · Sixteen 

weeks afte r the initiation of the· contracts, a third five-

day observation period was held. Continued progress in all 

" four of the above areas was again obtained. 

Thompson, et al. (1974) attributed the success of the 

contract plan to the opportunity for the student to experi­

ence daily success, the recognition of individual achieve­

ments, and the acceptance of responsibility and account­

ability for personal behavior. The opportunity for students 

to make their own choices and decisions was also perceived 

by the authors as an important motivational factor in the 

contract plan. The authors felt that the contract plan 

also assisted the teacher in establishing a positive 

atmosphere in the classroom. 

The studies reviewed have indicated that behavior 

modification, especially the contract method, has been 

th dl·sruptive behavior of students effective in changing e 

in the regular classroom. Inasmuch as many of the behavior 

C hild are similar to the disruptive symptoms of the L.D. 

l·n a regular classroom, the purpose behavior of students 

Was to determine the effect of the 
of the present study 

of contracting with learn­
behavior modification technique 

ing disabled students. 



CHAPTER II 

METHODOLOGY 

Subj ects 

Subjects participating in the present study were 

members of a seventh grade class for the learning disabled 

in the Clarksville-Montgomery County School System. All 

seven of the students in this class were boys ranging in 

age from 12 to 14 years. The class was described by the 

teacher as being active, with a few students often display­

ing chronic behavior problems that generally influenced the 

other students to be disruptive. The teacher had had pre­

vious teaching experience; however, this was .her first year 

of teaching classes for the learning disabled. She volun­

teered to participate in the study because of her desire 

to establish efficient procedures for managing the behavior 

problems exhibited in her third period L.D. class. 

Procedure 

All seven students in the L.D. class were involved in 

individualized academic programs to mee~ their specific 

H the teacher indicated that these learning needs. owever, 

students enjoyed class projects or group assignments; there­

ft db the teacher and 
fore, a contract plan was thus dra e y 

ted to the students as a class 
the author to be presen 

project. 

18 
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The teache r se l ected 12 areas of pr oblem behavior s he 

felt i nterfe r e d with class r oom 1 • 
earning for possible i nclu-

sion in t he contract. Th · 
e present r esearcher observed the 

s even s t ude nt s for thiee one~hour class periods in order to 

Obt a in baseline data. A d f recor o the number of occurrences 

in all 12 areas of behavior was kept for each student. The 

teache r was asked to conduct class according to .her . usual 

routine in order to obtain the frequency of the designated 

student behaviors under regular classroom conditions. 

At the end of the baseline period, the students were 

informed they would be able to participate in planning the 

management of their classroom. They were asked to select 

specific behaviors they considered as appropriate class­

room behavior or disruptive to the class setting. A brief 

class discussion led to a variety of responses which were 

listed on the board. 

A contract combining the students 1 and teacher's 

suggestions was drafted and presented to the class on the 

first day of the following week. The contract consisted of 

awarded for appropriate behav­eight behaviors with points 

ior e ach day. nAcceptable" behaviors considered to be 

for ef ficient classroom study were : necessary 
sitting in 

desk when the 
to class, bringing bell rings, bringing paper 

Permission to talk by raising hand, 
pe nci l t o class , getting 

• . 
11Disrupt i ve 11 

room quietly without running. 
and l eaving the 

class study were define d as : 
behaviors wh i ch interfei ed with 



pr venting others from worki ng g tt · 
, e ing up from desk with-

out permission, and name-ca11 1· ng · 
1 inc ass . The contract 

plan was organized so each student could earn eight points 

per class period. Thirty minutes of free time could be 

earned when a student accumulated a total of 80 points. 

Free time could be spent as the student chose. Students 

20 

with special interests were encouraged to bring projects 

from home or check out various activities from the library 

for use during this free time. Many games were also avail­

able in the classroom. The contract provided one free-time 

rule to discourage students from bothering those who were 

working. If the rule was broken, the students forfeited 

the reamining free time for that day and would be required 

to earn 160 points for his next free-time period (see 

Appendix A) . 

A record sheet to record total points earned each day 

was kept for each student. If the student was engaging in 

h teacher would signal the student disruptive behavior, t e 

t indicate the loss of one point. A by raising one finger o 

daily and weekly total was charted by each student and 

turned in to the teacher at the end of each day. It was 

student who lost his later agreed by the class that any 

·this points for that week. r ecord sheet would have to forfe1 

also recorded the number of 
As a daily check the teacher 

t her own sheet. 
Or l ost by each studen on points earned 

continued for eight weeks. 
The treatment period 

Four 



on - hour obse rvations we re ma de by 
two gradu at e students 

majoring in psychology from Austin Pe ay Stat e Univers i ty . 

Five o f t he s tudents immediat e ly agr eed to the t e rms 

of the contract and signe d it. The teacher signed each 

stude nt ' s contract Which obligated both partie s to abide 

by its te rms . The contract became effective that class 

period. The two r emaining students were not ready to sign 

the commitment ahd asked if they could think about it for 

a while. These two students -were friends and the- teacher 

had identified them as often being the instigators of 

21 

disruptive behavior in class. Both students rejected the 

contract the following day. Their behavior grew increas­

ingly more disruptive after their rejection of the contract. 

The teacher was encouraged to ignore their behavior as much 

as possible. Upon observing their classmates enjoying 

their earned free time three weeks later, the two students 

were individually approached for the second time to parti-

cipate in the contract plan. 

signe d a copy of the contract. 

Each student agreed and 



CHAPTER III 

RESULTS 

A comparison of baseline and t reatment-period data 

indicates that all seven subJ·ects showed·. ( a) improvement 

in acceptable behaviors and, (b) a decrease in disruptive 

behaviors during the contract period. A graph comparing 

the number of acceptable and disruptive behaviors during 

the baseline period wi th---the i -ncidents of these behaviors 

recorded during the treatment (contract) period was 

plotted for each subject. These graphs are found in 

Appendix B. Two subjects entered the contract agreement 

later than their classmates. Even though they were not 

under contract, _their behavior was observed and recorded 

as extended baseline data for this period. Two subjects 

(6 and 7) returned to the regular classroom before the 

treatment period ended, hence only six data points are 

shown on their respective graphs. 

The percentage of improvement in acceptable behavior 

t 2) t 94~ (Subject 4), with a mean ranged from 46% (Subjec o 0 

f 75~ Disruptive behavior percentage of improvement o 0 • 

2 ) to lOO% (Subject 6), with a mean 
decreased 36% (Subject 

decrease of 74%. 
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CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of t he presen t study was to invest i gate 

th e effects of the behavior modi f ication techniq ue o f 

contrac t ing with lear · ct· ning isabled s t udents. From the 

resu lts ob tained (s e e Appendix B), the - contract method 

seems t o be an effective procedure for increasing accept-

abl e beha viors and decreasing di·srupti· ve b h e aviors for the 

learning disabled students studied . 

The results of the present study are in agreement 

with tho se of Thompson, Prater, an d Poppen (1974) who found 

that a teacher-student behavior contract was effective in 

mot i vati ng students experiencing reading difficulties. 

These authors suggested that the contract plan was success­

ful because of the opportunities it provided f or the 

stude nt to achieve measures of daily success, the reco gni­

tion for these achievements, and the responsibility to be 

account ab le for p e rsonal behavior . In the present study, 

the l earning disability teacher made similar references to 

the students' reactions concerning the contract plan . Each 

stude nt was responsible for reco rdi ng his performance 

according to the contract. 
His record sheet was later 

the teacher's own record card. 
checked wit h 

The teacher 

demons trated great accuracy and 
reported that the stud ents 
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honesty in their record keeping . s 
he also not e d that the 

students appeared to be more eager to complete their work 
without being asked ad th , n ey apparently were quite 

pleased with their daily accomplishments. 

In developing the criteria for the contract student 
' 

involvement appeared to be a positive factor in establishing 

a commitment to perform well. This concurs with the find­

ings of Arwood, Williams, and Long (1974) which suggested 

that involving the students in the planning of a management 

system produced higher levels of appropriate behavior than 

a proclamation method. These authors reported that mutual 

planning between the teacher and students increased students' 

participation as well as strengthening their commitment to 

perform well. 

The teacher stated that she was comfortable using the 

contract method and indicated that the contract method was 

an effective time saver for her. Much of the time she had 

previously spent in disciplining the class could now be 

directed toward learning activities. She noted that free 

h . h helped motivate the students time was an envied reward w 1c 

to earn their contract points. 

Another encouraging finding of the present study con­

transferred to regular 
cerned the two students who were 

. both their academic work 
classrooms due to improvement in 

and behavior. 
•t teacher consulted 

The learning disabil1 Y 

her about their adjustment 
with their new classroom teac 



to t he large r cl asses. 
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The classroom teache r r eported that 
bot h st ude nts often ignored th 

0 er talkative students in the 

class a nd were very eager to complete their work. The 

teacher praised both students 
as setting 11 good-behavior 11 

examples for the r emainder of the class. 

A pe riod of reversal-to-baseline conditions would 

have been beneficial in determining the lasting behavioral 

effects of the contract plan. However, the treatment period 

concluded as the end of the school year drew near. The 

learning disability teacher had indicated that the last 

weeks of school involved the students in a great deal of 

reviewing and testing. Since class time was very limited 

at this point in the school year and allowed little time 

for extra activities, she requested that the study be 

terminated as each student earned his last free time in 

the eight-week period. Inasmuch as teacher involvement 

is equally important to the success of the contract, her 

suggestion was accepted. 

th t Could l·mprove the accuracy of the Another factor a 

Would be an assessment to determine the present findings 

agreement of the two observers' ratings. Having an obser-

the recordings of the two observ~ vation session to compare 

would be beneficial in deter­ers for the same behavior 

the reported observations. 

of the present study, the 
mining the consistency of 

Des ite the limitations 
p t and Poppen f Thompson, Pra er, 

findings do support those 0 



26 

(1974) and Williams an d Anandam (1973) a nd , in accord wi t h 

these studies , suggest t hat the contract method i s an 

effective behavior management system with children experi­

e ncing learning proble ms. Although a review of the litera­

tu r e revealed a paucity of research in the area of behavior 

contr ac ting, e specially with exceptional students, there 

do es a ppe ar to be some justification for a teacher to use 

the contract method to attempt to bring about changes in 

the behavior of children with learning difficulties. 
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APPENDIX A 

Presentation of the Contract 

A contract incorporating the teacher's and students' 

suggestions was presented to the class to initiate the 

treatment period. The contract form and student's record 

sheet were explained orally by the author in the following 

manner: 

I combined many of your responses with 
your teacher's suggestions to make up a 
class contract for appropriate behavior 
in the classroom; · Here - is~ copy of the 
contract which includes eight behaviors 
both you and your teacher agreed are 
appropriate for classroom learning. The 
contract states the behavior you must per­
form to earn a point. Since there are 
eight behaviors, you can earn eight points 
during one class period . When you have a 
total of 80 points, you have earned 30 
minutes of free time to spend in any 
activity of your choice. You and your 
teacher will both keep a record of the 
points you have earned. During your free 
time you may choose to bring a g~e from 
home or select an activity from either 
the library or classroom. 

There are two rules included i~ the con­
tract The first states that if ~ou lose 

. d sheet then you forfeit all Your recor , t t r 
. that sheet ands ar ove . 

yo~r po~nt!a~~s it clear that it is your 
This rue_ . turn in your record 
responsibility to b at the end of 
sheet to Mrs. Castle erry 
each class period. 

. cerns free time. When 
The second rule conf time it is impor-. your ree , . 

1 you are using 't bother anyone in_c ass 
tant that you don_ If you intentionally 
who is still working: then you will lose 
disturb someone workin~;~e time for that 
the remainder of your 
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da? and will be requi r e d t o earn 160 
points for your next free t i me per iod. 

At the bottom o f t he contract is a 
Plac~ f or you and Mrs. Castl eberry 
t o s i gn your name. By signing your 
name , that me ans you agree to the 
te rms of the contract that I have 
just explained. When Mrs. Castleberry 
signs her name , that says she agrees 
to .the .contract and will allow you to 
have your 30 minutes of earned free 
time. 

The other sheet I have given you is 
your record sheet. There is a column 
for each day of the week. If you per­
form the behavior that--is -stated -on­
this sheet, you will earn a point for 
that behavior that day. It will be 
your responsibility to mark a point 
in the box for the correct day. If 
Mrs. Castleberry notices that you are 
not exhibiting a specific behavior 
listed on the contract, she will sig­
nal this to you by raising one finger 
to indicate the loss of one point. 
It is your job to mark an X in the 
appropriate box for that day. Mrs. 
Castleberry will also have a car~ 
to keep a daily record of the points 
each of you have lost. Before you 
turn in your sheet at the end of the 

. d you should add and record per10, ·th 
your day's total along wi your 
running point total. 
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Class Contract 

Class Behavior 

1. Sitting in desk when bell rings 

2. Bring paper to class 

3. Bring pencil to class 

4. Do not prevent others from working 

5. Do not get out of desk without raising hand 

6. Get permission to talk by raising hand 

7. Do not use name calling in class 

8. Leave the room quietly without running 

A. 

B. 

C. 

D. 

80 points= 30 minutes free time 

If I lose my card, then I lose all 
my points and must start over. 

During my free time, I will not bother 
anyone who is working at their seat. 
If this rule is broken, I lose the rest 
of my free time and I must earn 160 
points for the next free time period. 

Student's Signature 

Teacher's Signature 

Points 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 
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1. 

2 . 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8 . 

Da ily Point Totals 

Be havior 

Sitting in desk when 
be ll rings 

Bring paper to clas s 

Bring pencil to 
class 

Do not prevent others 
from working 

Do not get out of 
desk without rais-
ing hand 

Ge t permission to talk 
by raising hand 

Do not use name calling 
in class 

Leave the room quietly 
without running 

Daily Sum 

Tota l from las t week 

TOTAL 

's DAILY POINT TOTALS 

Mon. Tues. Wed. Thurs. Fri. 
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APPENDIX B 

Figures 
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Figure 1. Number of Acceptable Behaviors (AB) and 

Disruptive Behaviors (DB) During Base­

line and Treatment Periods: Subj e ct 1. 
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Figure 2. Number of Acceptable Behaviors (AB) and 

Disruptive Behaviors (DB) During Base­

line and Treatment Periods: Subject 2. 
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Figure 3. Number of Acceptable Behaviors (AB) and 

Disruptive Behaviors (DB) During Base­

line and Treatment Periods: Subject 3. 
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Figure 4. Number of Acceptable Behaviors (AB) and 

Disruptive Behaviors (DB) During Base­

line and Treatment Periods: Subject 4. 
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Figure 5. Number of Acceptable Behaviors (AB) and 

Disruptive Behaviors (DB) During Base­

line and Treatment Periods: Subject 5. 
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Figure 6. Number of Acceptable Behaviors (AB) and 

Disruptive Behaviors (DB) During Base­

line and Treatment Periods: Subject 6. 
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Figure 7. Number of Acceptable Behaviors CAB) and 

Disruptive Behaviors (_DB) During Base­

line and Treatment Periods; Subject 7. 
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