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The effectiveness of positive and negative

evaluative cokments for children's learning was assessed in a
two-choice discrisination task. Results indicate that negative
conmeats after incorrect responses greatly facilitated leatring while
positive comments after correct iesponses had little eftect. To
explain the findings, a naturalistic analysis of the use of
evaluative expressions in the classrooa is advaanced. It reveals that
positive evaluations were used frequently, indiscriminataly and often
independently of tane children's behavior. A distinctive feature of
the vork is its emphasis upon gains to b2 made from an integration of
traditional experimental methods with ethological analyses of
childrents bebavior. (Author)
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Recent studies of social reinfor.ement have questioned the often
assumed universal effectiveness of vveluative ccrments to change chiidren's
performence, A dstailed account ~f the conditions which determine the rein=-
forcing effectiveaess of these comments is needed to better understend the
phenomenon,

Today ve would like to present some of our research ¢n social rrinforce-
ment with a special emphasis on tle informatioral properties of the werbal
stimuli. Two studies will be discussed, The firsy is an experimental com-
parisci of the effects of praise end criticism oa ~hiléren's diecrimination
learning. The second study is a rather new Iinnovation in this srea; e
detailed, ethological analysis o. the naturalistic usege of socisl reinforce-
ert,

Our first study involved first end second grade children and had 2
objectlves, Firat, we wanted to assess the relative reinforcing effective~
ness of praise and eriticisr with these yovng children. 4 control grcup
receiving mfamiliar, novel words was the relerence for comparisons. Our
second objeccive “vas co manipulate the cue properties of the verbal events
by special instructs sl derinitions. We wanted to fiud osut whether the
specific contextual dafiniticn and use cowid enhance the reinforcing
ei’fectiveness of vertal stimuli. In separate groups, th: verbal comments
vere gafined as indicating either correct or incorrect responses. Thus,
tne oversll desipn had 3 types of verbal cutcomes, praise, criticism end
navel words; and 3 tyges of cue functions, positive, negative and undefined.

Tuis picture (illustraticn of a subject at the apparatus is not included)
shows the experimentel task and spparatus. The chlld is in froat of a
2-cholce push buttou panel. Upoca illumination of the white signal light
he may press either the righti or left button, both cf which terminuate
the signal light. One button was predesignated and the child's respoise on
thet button elicited tiie verbal event appropiviate tv his experimental condi-
tion. The performsnce measure we employed was the number of times the child
pressed the button yieldding the verbal event. This reflects the degree to
which the child perform:d to obtain or avoid the comments. Let's look at
the performance of the three mnmdefined groups,
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See Figure 1

o

In this histogram a mean gcore of 15 represents nmdiffernntial
respiiding to the buttons. Rotice that the undefined approval group wes only
slightly tetter than chance and the novel word group. Two novel words were
used; "Ahve", aPolysesian word, an? "Calat", a Pakistani word. Both vere
Judged to be semantically neutral by an independent gample of children.

It is atriking that the use of approval wes statistically no better than
nongense words in promoting leaming. In contrast, disapproval vas highly
effective in promoting leaming of the discrimination and was significantly
tetter than the "Ahwe" group (t=5.53 (ar,20), p < .001}, This moéest rein.
fcreing effectivaness of undefined pralie words is coricborated by stadles
of Caims {1967), Spence (1973}, humilton {1969) sad others.
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Our second cbjective was to manivulate the cue preperties of the verbal
events by defining them as indicating correct or incorrect performence. The
"definition" vas a brief sentence at the end of the instructims and repeated
after the 10th end 20th trials. For exemple, a child in the neutral word
negative cue fin.timn group would be told, "Whenever I say the word Ahwe, it
means that you have done the job wrong,"

- ——

See Figure 2
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Briefly we found that the instructicnal set enhanced the reinforcing
effectivenass of the verbal outcome regardless of the cue function. That
is, even when the cue fuinciion was ouposite to its original weaning,
learning cccurred. So even when "Go>d" signelled incorrect snd "Wrong'
signalled correct responses, almost £ll the childrea leamed the discrimin-
ation successfully, All the differences in this figure sre statistically
signifiran® with the exception of the positive cue functicn of "Good," It
is indred striking that the effectiveness of these comments proved so
suscentiible to contextual definitica.

In summary, the results of the experimental study chow that (a) contex-
tually undefired praise is relatively ineffective in promoting lea.ning in
the experimental setting and (b’ that the cue properties of a social event
can be enhenced and even reverged by & contextusal definition.

Given these results, cur next step was to find out how praise and
criticism are used in evervdsy intercheiges. We declded to investigate the
use of social reinforeement in a normal classrocn routine by detailed obhser-
vatimal procedures. Swrprisingly, there is virtually no information on the
utility and fumctions of these events in non-experimental settings.

Ve used & time-sempling procedure whrere the experimenter observed each
class for 20-30 mfnutes but collected data from the last ten minutes ouly.
Two such observaticus were conducted in 12 primary grade classrooms. The
data were recorded and categorized according to behavioral sequences which
specified the initiation of the teacher-child interaction and the function
of the evaluative comment. Five separate functions of the comments are re-
presentad in these sequences and we have labelled ther organization, infor-
matioi, quulitative evaluation, query and perrission, Let me briefly define
each of wrese functions. Organizotion refers to verbal utterances by the
teacher which are not contingent upon any child's performance. They seem
like verbal placemarkers in the teacter's speech; things like, "0.K, every-
e take out your workbooks.” Informational uses imdicate that the child
has produced an nbjlectively correct or incorrect response. For exemple, an
informative comment would be used when a child snswers a specific questiom
correctly or incorrectly. Qualitative evaluations refer to situations where
the child is prais«d or criticized for relative performance and there is no
sinple odbjentively defined correct response. Query refers to situations
where the evaluation is used as a probe for understanding, for example, "All
right? 0.K.1?" Finelly,permissional coments either rrent or deny a child's
request. The reliability of the positive categories - as determined by 2
raters independently viewing videotsped classes - ranted from r=.71 to .£8.
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See Fipgure 3
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Tnis histogrsam shows the great disparity in occurrence of positive and
negative events, As you can see, positive evenis oczcurred much more fre-~
quently. This figure is bazed oun a total occurrence of 570 evaluative
expressions and the ratio of positive to negative comments was nearly T to 1,
Bvt not only did they occur uwore often, positive comments also served &
_greater variety of fun:tions than negative comments.

This illustration reveels that praise words fumctioned principally as
organizatimel utterances. This means that praise words were used nearly
0% of the time in 2 noncoatingent manner completely independent of the
children's beh vior, In contrast, the primary function of negative express-
ions was informwutional, Let me emphasize again that positive comments
occrred miore irequently, more diversely and with less ccntingsncy on
children's tehaviors than did negative comments. This is corroborsted by
a similay ethological analysis of 6 special education classrocms.
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See Figure 5

We were really quite surprised by the close correspondence of condivional
probabilities., The greater frequency and diversity of uses of positi-e
comoente does seem to be & reliable finding across different tyves of
teachers and classes.

Whet does all this mean for general notions of social reinforcement?
We beleve thnre is e strong relationship between a verbal event's history
of occurvence and its cffectiveness as a reinforcing stimuius. '[he etholog-
ical analysis gives us an insight into the different inforuutional properties
of positive and negative corments. It is certainly plausible theat the
frequent and diverse uses of praise way reduce its stimulus discriminebility.
It may i2duce both the children's attention to the approval events and the
relisbility of the signals as indicating correct perfirmance (Cair\s, 1970).
This interpretaticu is also suggested by Hill's (19458) proposal that evalu~
ative comments act as discriminative stimuli and secondsry reinforcers. It
is quite 1likely that the modast effects of praise in the experimental context
are largely due to the prcactive interference generated by the indiscriminate
prior occurrence of approval words, The informational differences between
rraise end criticism and their different capabilities to promote learmning
in the experimental context ere directly traceeble tc different informational
values in their day-~to-day use, Certeilnl)y, the fnformational properties are
not the only component Jf the verbal comments, but they have been given far
too little attention in theory aend research, Indeed, vhat is needed is a
deteiled analysis of the cue properties snd functions of gocial events in
dyadic and interactive contexts. We believe the ethologicel research method
offers the vehicle for such fine-grained analyses. It supplements the exper-
i:sental perspective, affords a greater variety of interactive behaviors to
investigate and generates lypotheses more immediately linked to the social
behaviors ve want to exrlain,



e e ' e A T TR~ e ¢ o

b
References
Csirms, R, B, Informational properties of verbal and nonverbal evints.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 1967, 5, 353-357.

Cedms, R, B, Meaning and attention as determinants of social reinforcer
effectiveness, rhild Development, 1970, Ll, 1067-1082.

Hamilton, M, L. Reward and punishment in child discrimination learning.
Developmental Psychology, 1969, 1, 735-738,

Hill, W, F, Sources of evaluative reinforcemert. Psychological Bulietin,
1968, 62, 132-146.

Spence, J. T, Verbal reinforcement conbinations and concept-identification
learning: The role of noareinforcement. Jourmal of Experimental

PS!C]’!O].O&!. .1970. ‘351 321.3291




I T

o

N UL e D R N AN et i st o o

— e

T TENOTA
sdnoan swWOIING POUTISDPW]

——.Uzog: .—% u

ud00D

I : [

sowmey)

ot

St

(07

se

ot

JUSAT TEQIOA ou3 FUIPTOTX
gesuodsay Jo Jo@mm) ued




2 THMOId

JWOIINY TEGISA 243 JO SUOTIOWI o0

WwONOYHN,, ’ . WIMEY 4009,
AaTyessy POUTISPU}] OATITSOI ATYEBAN POUTISPUN SATATSOJ SATIE3S)N ©DOUTISPUL SATTSOd
- . ﬂ et e 0
S
S —

2
quaAg TeGIdA Oou3 Juyplatx
gosuodsay JO JXIMUNY WEdK

i
-

—_ —_ ] |-k - = = Ad ek e =d L
B d

aowa )

52




l_...M -
————

MIHTARETARR RS

[ ]
.
(e

|
o
L ]

| S N S |
* 8 %

'3 2 o™
. . .

20UANI0 JO A3ITIqEROLY

Negative

Positive

Evaluative Comments

FIGURE 3



1 I

SUSMIO) SATISNTEAT 9Y3 JO sUOIOMW4

BATIBAIN = ~ _
wwims= (777

— BT
ZERZ I~

\. \ )

% ﬁ 7 i

o \\ 1
7

-

2OUINDIIQ JO

£4111q9qoxd TVWOFSIPWOD




g

£3TTTqBA0I3 TTBIBAD

sosEBTH TeIvedg Q

895887 ud.nswomn
T 00° 6r* oL* 00* (poo8 ou
¢ daxxoouy ‘zood
cn® T0* o’ €£6° 00" §,38Q3 ‘dwoxa ..w.ov
aarIRBon
£0" L (‘M Le ge" 6" (>0 ‘aurs
q 39311 *pocd *°3°a)
20°* o ge* gz’ .mmm. AATITECG
UVOLSSTUISI Lxanpy WOTIBUTBAY TBUWOTFBWAOI T TRUOTIRZTWIX0
AATIBITBOY
(woT3ovaS3UT PTIUP~I3UTHsE JO X300 £Q PIUTUIII3D £8B) FURAF TBGIIA
TUOTFBNTBAS JO UOTIOULG 3o AL
SWOOISSBTY XUTNISI PR WOTIBONDa TeIoads IOF
SUOTSSaIdXa SATLBUTRAD SATIBIOU PUB 9ATFTSod JO 90USIINOOO JO £aT3TTIqReRxd TRWOTIIPWO)H
¢ MWNOIL o f

10



