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The experiment studied the *relative effectiveness of tangible and social
rewards upon the performance of a simple discrimination learning task by culturally
disadvantaged children: Ako assessed were the effects of the sex of the subjects
(Ss) and the examiner. Ss .ere 144 five- and six-year old youngsters in a Georgia
Head Start program. No differential effects of the two types of rewards were found
nor was there a significant interaction of sex as a variable. Among the conclusions is
the statement that these results question *the -)pplicability of a 9eneral concept of
cultural disadvantage as a function of lower socioeconomic status.(NH)
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Previous work has indicated that a comprehensive assess-

as 2igler (1962) has indicated, if meaningful comparisons

are to be made.

Terrell, Durkin, and Wiesley (1959) found that lower

socioeconomic class children evidenced superior performance

on a discrimination learning task in a tangible as opposed to

an intangible reinforcement condition, while middle class chil-

dren did better when an intangible rather than a tangible rein-

forcer was employed. Similar results were obtained by Zigler

4nd de Labry (1962) for a concept-switching task. Using a sim-

ple performance task, however, Noonan and Barry (1967) found

1Paper presented at the meeting of the American Psycholo-

gical Association, San Francisco, September, 1968.
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2

that a non-retarded--middle-class
2
--group o:.7 $s performed sig-

,

nificantly longer under tangible than under social (intangi-

ble) reinfcrcenent conditions.

The present experiment sougEt to determine the relative

effectiveness of tangible and social rewards upon the perfor-

mance of a simple discrimination learning task by culturally

disadvantaged children. The effects of sex of S and sex of

E were also assessed.

Pethod

Subjects

The Ss were 144 five- and six-year old children enrolled

in Project Head Start in North Georgia. Half were males and

half were females. Only children who met the established cri-

teria for Head Start eligibility (Office of Economic Os;portu-

nity, 1965) were utilized in the experirent.

Procedure

The Ss were seisarated into twelve groups of twelve Ss each.

Four groups received tancible reward (candy), four received

social reward (e.g., "good"), and four served as no-reward

control groups. The four groups in each of the above revard

conditions represented combinations of male and fenale Ss with

male and female Es respectively. Group assignment with re-

spect to reward condition and sex of E was randomly determined.

All Ss received comparable experience with a marble-in-

the-hole gare apparatus with two holes, left and ri ht. They

2J.R. Noonan, personal communication, 1968.



were initially instructed to drop a marble into either ilole

each time it was returned to them. Following a 2-minutc

period during which an operant level was established for

each S, theekperimental groui)s received the approllriate

reward, tangible or social, each tire a marble was drop-:ed

into the hole which had been least preferred during the

operant period. After this second-6 minuteconditioning

period, reward vas terminated and the experimental Ss per-

formed for 3 minutes under extinction conditions. The con-

trol groups received no reward throughout the 11-minute ses-

sion.
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Results

The percentages of correct responses during the 2-mi-

nute operant period and the final 2 minutes of the condi-

tioning and extinction periods were computed. These data

were adjusted for the (minimal) operant differences between

groups by use of the differences bctween the operant means.

The resulting adjusted data were then subitted to an ana-

lysis of variance, summarized in Table 1.

The principal results of t:Le experiment arc illustrated

in Fig. 1. Inspection of Fig. 1 and Table 1 reveals a sig-

nificant interaction between reward and treatments indica-

ting: (a) that the introduction of both tangible and social

reward significantly facilitated performance on the learning

task and resistance to extinction as compared with the no-

reward control condition, and (b) that tangible and social

reward appeared to be equally effective. No significant main



effect of sex of S, nor any significant interaction of this

variable with any of the other experimental variables was

evidenced. However, while no significant interactions in-

volving sex of E were indicated, the Ss generally performed

significantly better when the E was female (x =50.34) rather

than male (x = 44.36).
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Discussion

The experimental findings indicate no differential ef-

fectiveness of the two types of rewards employed, social and

tangible, and hence are discrepant from the pre7ious results

cited. It must be noted that the earlier work involved the

performance or correctness type of social reward rather than

the person or praise type used in the present experiment,

but the literature indicates lack of support for the hypo-

thesis of an interaction between socioeconomic class and

type of social reward (Peterson, 1067). The different ex-

periments also used dissimilar criteria to determine socio-

economic class. Terrell et al (1959) used Harner's Index

of Status Characteristics, Zigler and de Labry (1962) used

the revised scale for rating occupation in I4arner's Index,

and the present study used the primarily economic criteria

of Project Head Start (Office of Economic Opportunity, 1965).

Different criteria for defining socioeconomic class may ob-

viously lead to different results, and the variables which

enter into such definitions must be isolated and systema-

tically explored.

The assumptions underlying established criteria for

assessing cultural disadvantage, such as those used by Pro-
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ject Head Start, cannot be accepted without investigation.

This is the second stud) by the authors which employed

the Head Start criteria and failed to find the expected

impairment of performance by lower class children. Strain,

Unikel, and Adams (in press) fcund a decrement in explora-

tory behavior for lower-class males but not for lower-class

females. Results such as these question the applicability

of a general concept of cultural disadvantage as a function

of lower socioeconomic status.

This experiment also employed a different learning'

task than those used by the previous investigators. Al-

though the specification of the exact dimensions upon

which the various tasks differ rerains a matter for fur-

ther analysis, the task employed in this study and the

aforementioned study by Noonan and Barry (1967) appears to

be simpler and less demanding than those used in the earlier

studies. It may be hypothesized thnt children become more

responsive to tangible revard as the degree of inconsistency

which exists between the task they are performing and their

level of capability increases. Assuming lower socioeconomic

class conditions lead to impairment when compared with mid-

dle-class conditions, a simple task would be more inconsistent

with the abilities of riddle-class Ss and a relatively com-

plex task would be more inconsistent for lower-class Ss.

Thus, the middle-class Ss of Noonan and Barry would have

been expected to respond to tangible reward on the relatively

simple task employed while those performing the more com-

plex tasks of Terrell et al (1959) and Zigler and de Labry
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(1962) would not, and the lower-class Ss in the latter two

experiments should have responded more to tangible reward

than those in this experirent which involved a simpler task.

The obtained results are in agreement with such expecta-

tions.

Certainly further research is necessary to clarify the

matters discussed here. The deternination of the specific

behaviors which are affected by lower socioeconomic status

remains elusive.
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Table 1

Analysis of Variance of Adjusted

Percentages of Correct Responses

Source df MS

Between Ss 143

Reward (A) 2 5892.32 6.66**

Sex of E (B) 1 3656.30 4.13*

Sex of S (C) 1 908.42 1.03

A X B 2 1178.38 1.33

A X C 2 125.67

B X C 1 292.00

AXBXC 2 323.13

Error 132 884.21

Within Ss 288

Treatments (D) 2 10632.63 31.40***

A X D 4 1663.06 4.91**

B X D 2 981.92 2.90

C X D 2 235.95

AXBXD 4 325.27

AXCXD 4 88.43

Bxcxn 2 78.99

AXBXCXD4 158.71

Error 264 338.66

*2. < .05

**2.< .01

***2. ,(.001
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Fig. 1. Adjusted mean percentages of

correct responses as a function of reward

and treatments.


