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The effects of covert operant reinforcement upon

remedial reading learning tasks were investigated. Forty junior high
school students were taught to imagine either neutral scenes
(control) or positive scenes (treatment) upon cue while reading. It
was hypothesized that positive covert reinforcement would enhance
performance on several measures of learning and task-related
behavior. The several research hypotheses were not supported by the
data, and problems of this study were discussed, as were implications
for future research. (Autihor)
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Abstract

This study investigated the effects of covert operant reinforcement
upon remedial reading learning tasks. Forty Junior high school students
were taught to imagine either neutral scenes (control) or positive scenes
(treatmeﬁgslupon cuelwh11e reading. It was hypothesized that positive
coverf reinforcement would enhance performance on several measures of
learning and task-related behavior. The several research hypotheses were

not supported by the data, and problems of this study are discussed, as

are implications for future research.



COVERT OPERANT REINFORCEMENT OF
REMEDIAL READING LEARNING TASKS!

Verne G. Schmickley
Eaton County Mental Health Center

Objectives

This study was designed to study the effects of covert operant
reinforcement (COR)} upon the performance of certain remedia] reading
learning tasks. dJunior h1gh'sch001 students received instruction in
imagining positive scenes, and then used these covert reinforcers to

influence their performance in a classroom situation.

Theoretical framework

Within recent years educators and psychologists have become in-

creasingly concerned with the re1at1onsh1p between the laws of learning

]Spec1a1 thanks go to Mrs. Lynn Yates for her {nvaluable assis-
~ tance in administering the study and in collecting the data. The exper-
tise in statistical analysis of Ms. Constance Ripstra 1s 11kewise
appreciated. Requests for reprints may be addressed to Verns G.
Schmickley, Eaton County Mental liealth Center. P. 0 Box 39, CharIotte,
Michigan 48813.
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and covert (non-behav1ora1) events. It would seem that some of the
staunchest behaviorists have come to view the person as more than just

| an amalgam of gross behavioral responses to external stimuli, Current

concern 1s focused upon how and to what extent may the 1an$ of learn1ng

| be app11ed to covert'events,‘1.e. cognitive and affective phenomena;

| The research and clinical literature 1nvthe,area is rich and
rapidly expanding, and a comprehens1ve survey and rev1ew»1s beyond’the
scope of this baper. The interested reader 1s directed to exoeilent re-'

{ views of the 11terature by Skinner (1953), Bandura (1969) Caute1a (1969).‘
Kanfer and Ph1111ps (1970), Mahoney (1970. 1972), Dunaher (1972). Eison
(1972) McCarde]] (1972), Thoreson (1972, 1973), and Johnson and Elson
(o). | e
| The theoret1ca1 bas1s of the present study is an extension of pre-
vious work by Honme and. by CauteIa domme (1965) assumed that covert re- -
sponses observe the same pr1nc1p1es as do overt behaviors.‘ CauteIa (1970) ” ~3'»'h

‘further postu]ated that covert events “have the potentia] to mod1fy overt k

k~behav1ors Pos1t1ve 1mag1na1 scenes have been used c]inica]l/ and in the : ‘»:hv[j“

‘"f:_ , 1aboratory by CauteIa (1970) to 1nvest1gate covert operant re1nforcement. :;ff;f;ki
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reading speed-accuracy, vocabulary skills, and reading comprehension; in-
creasedvvolume of classroom reading; improved performance on daily review
‘exerc1ses‘df vocabu1ahy'and comprehension; improved att1tudes toward fead-
ing and toward school in general; and a decrease in absenteeism,from

reading class.

Method

,Subjects

Participants in th1s,study were 40 junior high school students
“enrol1ed in a remedial reading class. The ex1st1ng‘nemed1al reading pro-

gram was federally funded (Title I) for students from 1ow soc1o-econem1¢

: backgrounds and with 1dent1f1ed def1c1ts in reading performance. E1ght

of the Ss were female, and 32 were mate Twenty-s1x Ss were seventh

s graders, 11 were. e1ghth graders, and 3 were in the n1nth grade. The age»'

i,of the students ranged from 11 ttvough 16 with1n each of the four daily;x7 e

; ,f:~,read1ng c1ass periods Ss were “andomly ass1gned 1nto the two treatment v

. conditions.
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level 3, 11 $s; level-4, 13 Ss; level 5, 7 Ss; level 6, 1 $; advanced
"1eve1. 8 Ss. |
A packet of “"bonus cards" was issued to each stUdent,'and Ss were
trained to imagine the scenes described on the bonus cards. tach dayifor

three weeks each S read at least one story from his Reader's D1gest."0n¢e

pek page he was cued (red star) to pick up a bonus card and totimag1ne for
| a moment the scene described, and then to continue reading. At thé énd’of
the story S was cued (pinkkdot) to comp'.ete one vocabulary or one ¢ompre- '
hensfon exercise. He then comb1ntnd a dai]y sel f-report card by;nottng'
the number of pages he had read and his score on the review exercise.

- Following the comp]etion of this Iearning task, S cou]d choose e1ther to _;

read addi tional stories in the Reader s Digest, or to hand 1n the mater1als .

. for the study and to engage in other c1assroom 1earn1ng act1v1t1es.

The compIete 1nstruct10ns given to the students are as fol1ows. 

FIRST DAY msmucnous
Beginn1ng today. and cont1nu1ng for the next few weeks, yoy w111

be using some new techniques which should make learning to read

~_more fun for you. Since this is new to you, please follow the :
o directions: carefu]ly. The d1rect10ns will be given to you every— :
~jsday for a wh11e.; If you have any questions. be sure to ask. :

; F1 rsyt; k




u,,kk:;Ig}work.A (The answers are. given in the Tea r's
~°:3?.Readﬁr s ngest,)m F1na11y. mark your score 1n the ‘blank on

s'chm1¢k1ey

Nhen you've f1n1shed that. come and pick up your packet of
bonus cards.’ Just for fun today, take out the bonus cards
kand read what the top card says. The bonus card asks you to
imagine something. Let's try . . . . Close your eyes very

tightly ... . And picture in your mind what the card says
“to imagine . . . Do you see any colors? . . ., What shapes
do you see? . . . Do you smell anything? . . . Can you

touch 1t? . . . What sounds do you hear? . . . Just let

your mind wander for a moment as you imagine what the card
asks you to . . . That's good . . . Now-open your eyes, and
look around a bit . . . .

DAILY INSTRUCTIONS
After above (first day) procedure is briefly reviewed . . .

Today I'd 11ke you to read at Ieast one stony 1n your
Reader's Digest. Each time you come to a STAR in your
story, pick up the top bonus card. Then spend a moment
imagining what 1t says on the card. After you've f1nished
~imagining place the bonus card on the bottom of the pile.
Continue to read the story until you come to the next STAR.
~ Then pick up the next bonus card and 1magine what it asks

you to. Conx1nue 1n this way unt11 you ve read the who1e ;
story . .. , e o

' when you ve f1n1shed reading the story. p]ease comp]ete the
exercise at the end of the story which 1s marked with a PINK

~ DOT. ‘And PLEASE do ONLY that exercise at the end of the
story which is. ‘marked with the PINK DOT. When you've fin-
‘{shed the exercise, see how well you did. by correcting your =
er's Editions of the o

please mark k
, ted at



k *>f1mages 1nc1uded'
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'REMEMBER: WHEN YOU READ THE BONUS CARD, PICTURE IN YOUR MIND
AS CLEARLY AS YOU CAN WHAT IT ASKS YOU TO IMAGINE.

Treatment conditions

- %

Each day all Ss readtfrom their Reader's Digest Reading_skilis

Butlder, and corrected and reported their datly performance.‘ The syste-
~ matic difference between the two treatment conditions was the type of rein-
forcement administered. Reinforcers cons1sted of scenes descr1bed on the

"bonus cards" Ss were cued to read In an attempt to m1n1m1ze sat1at1on

to the reinforcers. each S was prov1ded a prev1ous]y unseen packet of bonus o

| cards at the beg1nn1ng of each week. there were four different packets of
“five bonus cards for each treatment cond1t1on. , A

Neutral Imag;ﬁCovert Re1nforcement (Contro] Gro;pl Upon cue‘Ss

1mag1ned neutral .valance scenes descr1bed on the bonus. cards. The scenes —
were generated by Es, and consisted of 1mages which were thought to be '

kne1ther re1nforc1ng nor pun1sh1ng to junior h19h school studencs Thes

;‘_"Imag1ne. c.a big grey rock“ “a man walking down the :
- street", . ."a pfece of chalk". . ."a rusty nafl", , ."an e
- electric fan". . ."a white Tashirt". . ."a dandelfon". R
s penc11fsharpener" . «"the sound of a train in the dis-
. ."an empty blackboard' hn"an fce cube". . .Ma
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Positive Image Covert Reinforcement (Treatment Gkoup). Upon cue

Ss imagined positive-valance scenes descr1bed on the bonus cards. 'These

scenes, geherated by Es, were thought to consist of 1mages'p1§asurable‘to
Junior high school students. The 1mages,1ncluded:k

"Imagine . . . you have just won a free day at Disney World"

. « J"you are one inch tall and none of the teachers can

find you'. . ."you're the star of your favurite TV show"

. « J"you are the only one 1n the world who can read the

secret formulas in a magic book". . ."you have all of
Superman's'powers and can do anything you wish". . .OR

"you're dancing with the grooviest guy in-the school". . .

'you have jJust won $100 to buy anything you want". . ."you

have just been elected the ‘coolest kid' in the school®

. + "you can fly and you're look1ng down on-the earth

betow". . ."you are eating the biggest ice ¢ream sundae

ever made {and you're not even getting “ulll)". . ."you

have Just been chosen cheerleader of the school" OR "you

“fly your helicopter to a mountain top and rescue the best

1ooking girl 1in the school". . ."you have Jjust won the

football game with a 90 yard touchdown run, and the crowd

~1s cheering and screaming your name". . ."you can talk to

the animals and they can talk to you". . ."you found a

magic bottle, and the genie inside will grant you any three

wishes you want". . ."the prettiest girl 1n school {s drown-

~1ng, ‘and you manage to pull her out, and the pr1nc1pal gives : I
‘you a special medal" OR "you have been chosen 'prom queen‘ T I

at the high school, . .Mt 1s & sunny summer. morningand
‘you can do anything you want»tOday" ,;,."the ?ost popular

~ person in $¢hool stops you in the hal] and
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 Measures

Number of days absent: It was pned1cted that treatment Ss would

{enjoy 1mag1n1ng the pos1t1ve scenes, and would be abeent from c1ass less
'often than control Ss. | |

Attitude sore: A ten {tem semantic d1fferent1al scale was con-

structed to measure Ss' attitudes toward school 1n genera., and tow;rd
,read1ng and the1r read1ng program in part1cular. It was hypothes1zed thaw
| treatment Ss would score more pos1t1ve1y on an att1tude postﬂtest.

: ‘Tota1 nunber of words read; i | ,:It was hypothes1zed that“
’ ~treatment S$s would be

_.e.a_n_nm of words read per. day:  reinforced : ’onread1n9.

| Tota1 number of stories read. _ *',;'vo1ume than thefr con-
| ~trol counterparts.u,‘ '

. Mean number of stor1es read per day.~ L

, Mean g rcentage scores on re rev1ew exerc1 | It was'pned1cted that' S

: ,_treatment Ss would be re1nforced for read1ng the text of their Reader s

" } 1ges§. and that this wou]d 1ncrease the1r comprehension and vocabu]ary

o ;scores on the review exerc1ses.9:e_,.fa

and would read a greater ;;f‘°°



'{ff7t1on between §;' class per1ods and,treatment cond1t1ons. and the d

Agm,s;is,of' date

c R

, A multivar1ate ana\ysts of cover1ance des1gn was used to test | f;Z;;["°
- etreatment effects. i |

| ovariatg s were S§ ass1gned read1ng 1eve1 1n the eadeg s D1ges ) ;,x

D dent variables were s's number of days absent during the

| three~week per1od. his att1tuJe score, the total number of words reported*;ﬁ» 1
read. mean number of words read per day present. total nun-ber of stoNes,

read. maan number of stor1es read per day present. mean da11y percentage,.

score on gader's Digest review exerc1ses. and post—scores on the Gates—;el‘nfifi

MecG1n1t1e subtests.

o Besdlts‘
Analys1s of the data 1nd1ceted no stattsttcelly sign1f1cant dif—?}ffﬁ}

| 1-;feferences between treatment cond1t1ons. There was a s1gn1f1cant 1nterace:3;ﬂf“

per1ods accountedeor muc»'










‘:'may have 1nterfered with the 1earn1ng task 1nvolved; that 1s COR may













