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POSITIVE SOCIAL REINFORCEMENT IN THE NURSERY SCHOOL PEER
GROUF.
BY- CHARLESWORTH, ROSALIND HARTUP, WILLARD W.
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RELATIONS; SOCIAL INFLUENCES, REACTIVE BEHAVIOK,
*OBSERVATION, SKINNER

FOR 5 WEEKS, 2 OBSERVERS MADE DAILY VISITS TO A
LABORATORY FRESCHOOL TO COLLECT INFORMATION ON THE AMOUNT AND
KINDS OF POSITIVE SOCIAL REINFORCEMENT CHILCREN GIVE TO EACH
OTHER IN NURSERY SCHOOL. SEWENTY CHILDREN (AGED 3 YEARS 4
MONTHS TO 4 YEARS 9 MONTHS!? WERE GROUFED INTO 2 OLBER ANC 2
YOUNGER CLASSES. EACH CHILD WAS OBSERVED IN RANCOM ORCER FOR
3-MINUTE FERIODS AT 12 DIFFERENT TIMES. OBSERVATIONS WERE"
RECORDED IN PRESET FROTOCOLS CODED IN 4 CATEGORIES ACCORDING
70 KINDS OF REINFORCEMENT, (1) GIVING FOSITIVE ATTENTION AND
AFPFROVAL, (2) GIVING AFFECTION ANC FERSONAL ACCEPTANCE, (3)
SUBMISSION, AND (4) TOKEN GIVING. ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE OF THE
DATA SHOWED THAT 4-YEAR-OLDS HAD A SIGNIFICANTLY HIGHER RATE
OF FOSITIVE SOCIAL REINFORCEMENT IN A WIDER DISTRIBUTION THAN
DID 3-YEAR-OLDS. REINFORCEMENT OVERTURES OCCURRED MOST
FREQUENTLY DURING 3UCH DRAMATIC PLAY ACTIVITIES AS PLAYING
HOUSE OR FLAYING WITH BLOCKS, TRUCKS, AND PUFPETS, SUFFORT
GIVEN RELATED FOSITIVELY TO THE AMOUNT RECEIVED AND USUALLY
SUSTAINED ONGOING BEHAVIOR. INVESTIGATORS CONCLUDED- THAT
THERE IS A MARKED INCREASE IN A CHILD'S USE OF GENERALIZED
SOC1AL REINFORCERS DURING PRESCHOOL YEARS AND THAT A VWIDE
VARIETY OF FOSITIVE RESFONSES ARE USED. THIS ARTICLE IS
PUBLISHED IN "CHILD DEVELOFMENT," VOLUME 38, NUMBER 4,
DECEMBER, 1967. (MS)
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An oi.scrsational method was devised for obtaining normative information
ow the cuount and kinds of positive social reinforcement dispensed by pre-
«nool-age children to each other in nursery school. Data were collected in
w presciool classes. It was found that children in the older groups rein-
forced icir peers at a significantly higher rate than those in the younger
groups and that the amount of reinforcement given was positively related to
the amount received. Reinforcement was dispensed in a higher proportion
when a child was engeged in dramatic play activity than when he was en-
seged <n other pursuits (such as art, music, or table games). About half the
“vinforcements were given in response to overtures from the reciyients and
iulf spontancously. The consequence of reinforcement was, in largest pro-

jrortion, the continuation of the recipient’'s activity at the time of reinforce-
ment,

Numerous attempts are currently being made to study patterns of
young chiildren’s social behavior within the conceptual framework of rein-
forcemerit theory. Only a few studies (Floyd, 1964; Hartup, 1964; Patter-
son, DBricker, & Greene, 1964), however, have dealt particularly with
preschool-age peers as agents of reinforcement. The results of the Patterson
o al. (1964) study strongly support the utility of applying reinforcement

Thc authors wish to acknowledge the assistance of Elizabeth Konen, Nancy
{ann, und Marilyn Rausch in carrying out this study. They also extend thanks
w the staff of the University of Minnesota Laboratory Preschool for their co-
aperaticn, and to Sandra Cohen and James Bryan for their Lelpful reviews of : 1
aa earlier manuscript. This project was carried out while the first author was :
supported by NICHD grant No. T1-HD-105-01. Author Charlesworth’s ad- '
dress: Jones School, 401 North Division, Ann Arbor, Michigan 48104.
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- CHILD DEVELOPMENT

developmental changes are apparent. The ultimate value of the present
observational method will depend on the predictive value of the informa-
tion obtained. As is reported eclsewhere (Hartup & Coates, 1967; artup,
Glazer, & Chazlesworth, 1967), the present measures of classroom behavior
have been found to be predictive of behavior in two other situations.
Consequently, further work utilizing this approach to the study of peer
reinforcement scems warranted.
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