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THE ESSAY AS A MEDIATION INSTRUMENT

IN THE SPECIAL CLASSROOM

Many techniques have been used to control or modify the behavior of school

children. -Verbal praise, special treats, token economies,,. and a variety of

puniphment procedures have been utilited with success. While immediate succes-.

ses have been evidenced, teachers have questionedthe long term effects of these

behavior modification techniques. The ideal technique would be simple, fast

working, lasting, and generalize acrosssettings: Although this ideal has not

been met, several approximations have received study.

Self-control procedures have been intensively investigated during, the past

several years (Watson and Tharp, 1972). Individuals have controlled their be'

havior using standard behavior modification procedures such as contingent

o
forcement, (the presentation of a reward) response cost (the remdval 9f reward),

and punishMent,!. (the presentation of a punisher). The most inportant aspect of

self-contrOl is that the individual specifies and controls his own.reinforcement

(Watson and Tharp, 1972). Self-control of reinforcement is at least as effec-

tive as externally managed reinforcement (Bandura°and Perloff, 1967). Other'

studies have suggested that self-reinforcement behavior m4S7 be more resistent

to extinction than,behaviors which are externally reinforced (Johnson, 1970;

Johnson and Martin, 1972Y. Self- evaluation prior to self-reinforcement has been

studied by Johnson and Martin (1972). They found that self-evaluation can become

a valuable secondary reinforcer when it is an immediate contingency.

. Blackwood, (1970, 1971) has studied covert verbal mediation of specific be-

haviors. He assumes that when a child is tempted to misbehave he thinksioef6rz,
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during-and after acting. When this happens, verbal thoughts mediate between

the temptation and the response or between the response and a delayed rein-

forcement. It is possible to change the waya child thinks during the tempta-

tion- response - reinforcement chain (Blackwood, 1972) . This change idcognitive

mediation (thinking) defines Blackwood's notion of SelfzIcontrol. The child.

learns to think about the. consequences of his acts and these thoughts. mediate

between temptation and response or response and reinforcement.

A mediation chain is established by environmental interactions. These in-

,tPractions teach the children to think, covertly, about the consequences of'

their behavior. Blackwood uses the following four queStiOn format to establish

the mediation chain (1970, 1977)-:-

1., What did you do that was wrong?

2. What unpleasant things'. happen when you do it?

3, What should you have done?

4. What nice things happen when you do what you should?

"Baackwood has also studied two ways of presenting the four questions. He

suggests that a direct questioning technique may-be best for useWith individual

. students or small gro00.s. The repetition Of the questionand,appropriate verbal

response procedure teaches the student to think or mediate, before acting. For

groups'of students'he suggests the use of written essays which answer the four ,

questions asa more time efficient technique.

The present study was an application of the techniques developed by. Black-

wood in a class of High School mildly retarded boys. Specifically, the effects

of mediatiOn essays on,assignment completion and inappropriate talking were -

studied.
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Methods

-Subjects

The subjects were five boys enrolled in a self-contained class for the

mildly retarded. The class was a.. part' of the school district special education

program. There were twelve boys enrolled in.the 'Program whose ages ranged from

I

sixteen to twenty.years. Academic deficiendies rangedfrom 6.8 through'10.0

years in reading and math. Baseline.data.collection initiated by the classroom-
,

teacher identified three students withhighlrequency talk out behaviors and

t;Clo stlidents who failed to complete assignNents*gularly. These five pupils

became the:subjects of the study.

Procedure

The experimental design"was establishedso that the classroom teacher could

carry out data collection during a normal instructional day. The estimated

amount of time involvedin implementing the program was 15 minutes /day. Two

general; types of behavior were identified by the'teacher; assignment completiOn

and talking out. Assignment 'completion' was:defined as having all problems in

an assigned-taSk completed when called for by the teacher,. usually fifteen

utes after school began the following day. The number of gnments due per

day ranged from one to four. Total difficulty or length was similar each day._

Percent. of assignment completion was computed by dividing the number of:assign-
,

c, :

menis completed by the.total number. of assignments due an4 multiplying by 100.

Three specific behaviors comprised talking out. These were: talking to

your neighbor, making noise:inclass, and talking to yourself. Talking to your

neighbor wasfined,as verbalitation'aimed at another student in the class and
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not directly related to, the task at hand. If the student had his math assign-
..

pent out, talk to other class megbert.hadto be- about the math assignment: -Talk

irtg.to yourself included reading out loud and other verbalizations which were

ibt directed at another class member. Making noise in Clast was defined as-any

vetbalization loud enough to be heatd by the teacher, but which was notunder-

standable speech. A tally of the occurrence of eackl of these behaviors was uain-

tallied by the classroom teacher. Behavior counts were made only during the first

hour-of academic work of the school day, roughly from 9:00 to 10:00 a.m. This

time was spent completing assignments, correcting the ones that were due, and in

remedial work aS individually needed by students.

Design

The experimental design consisted of four phases; baseline, treatment 1, re-

versal, and treatment 2.

Baseline phase.. Assignment completion baseline lasted eighteen days and talk--
a

outs were tallied for eight days. During this phase of the study, behavior

counts were obtained and computed as stated above., NO behavior change was at-

temptei during Collection of baseline data.

Treatment Phase 1. This phase lasted twelve days. During the first seven days

odcmances of the inappropriate behaviors were handled as follows: The first

two occurrancesOf the behavior, 1;i. each student:were:treated verbally; the fours

basic questions were asked'and the student was prompted to give appropriate an-
. ,

twers. Each subtequent occutrancgresulted tTesentation of an essay,. Theme

essay was placed on the student's desk with instructions on.hcm the. student was

The Student was instructed to copy an essay thelixst.three times he was
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given. one. Blackwood used a'secondstep that ,involved paraphrasing the written

essay. This paraphrasing activity proved to be too difficult for the students

. and was omitted from the study. All essays were copied by the student when they

were received. All essay copies were due at 9:00-on the morning of the follow-

ing.day. During t1)&remaining five days of this phase, the above procedure re-

-mained in effect. The students were required to remain after school-to-copy all

essays received that day. Transportation difficulties resulted in this proce-
,

dure being carried out for only two dais with two students.

Reversal Phase. This phase of the studyllasted five days'on2y due to the .lack

of further time in the school year. During this phase, no essays were given.

Behaviors were counted as uSual, but conditions were returned to those in force

during the baseline phase. Students were told at the beginning of this phase

that no more essays would be given.

Treatment Phase 2. At the beginning of the five days during which this phase

was in-effect, students were told that essays would again be given for each oc-

curance of the target behavior. Conditions were the sagas in treatment phase,

1. All essays were copied in school and were due the next morning.

The essays given were written specifically for one of the four target be-

haviors. They_were limited to one page or less. 'All were type written and were

composed to answer the four basic questions used by Blackwood, Examples of the.

four essays can be found in the appendix.

Results

Reliability

Due to conflicting schedules bet*een the experimenter and-the reliability.

observers, reliability data was collected only once during the study % At this
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time, interobserver reliability exceeded the 90% level. Due to low frequency

of the behaviors under study, reliability' data was collected,as a comparison

of occbrances of talk out behaviors each ten minutes. Percent of.agreement

was computed by dividing the number of agreements for each ten minute period by

the metal number of. agreements plus disagreements; and multiplying by 100,

Since the. dependent. measure.for-assignient completion was defined as attempting

all problems Assigned, no reliability ProcedureSeemedto be necessary.

-Statistical Procedures

The Shewart Technique, a_time series,procedure (Gottiran, 1974, Litzen-.

berger, 1977), was used to define significant change in student behavior. This

design dombTheS.the benefitS7of single subject design with those of statistical

proceduies sd that-a level of significant change can be identified for each

student.

Talk oufbehavior. Significant change at the .05 level was accomplished for

..

all three students. The graphic diSplay of these data for students A, B, and

b appears in figures 1, 2, aid- 3. Goals' established by the Shewart Technique are

identified by the, dotted horizontal line on the graphs. Four days below the

line defines significance for student A., TUo'days proved.significantnfor student
.

Band student C needed to remain below. the goal for six consecutive days for

significant change to, be identified.

rt Figure 1, 2, and 3 About_Rere

Assignment completion
6

behaviors. Results were mixed for thisnspect.of the study.

Student D showed significant increase in, percent of assignment completion by ex-

deeding the required level for 'four conSecutive:71*f'The results for student E
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Insert Figures 4 & 5 About Ebre

Mean4standard deviation, -and range. -Figure 6-i.eports the mean, standard devia-

tion, and range for each phase of the study for each student. The means fur sub-
__ -----_ _ _

jects A, B, and C were below the .05 level' established. -Means for students D
.

,
,

12

and E did of meet the goals set in either case although significance ;gas ached
1----. .

by studen D. The standard deviation was included)ta-show the de-
- ...,.

crease in variability from baseline -to interventiort.-tA The decrease in range also

pointS to more consistent performance by target students.
7

Insert Figure 6 About Here

.Discussion

The changes identified by the esign and'Statistical procedures were also

deemed educationally, significant by-the classroom teacher. He felt that the

technique prOdmed a quieter,classrocm and found the procedures fOr issuing

essays easy, positive in nature. and time efficiefit.

TheAncreaseddonsistaney.of student performance supports the usefulness
.

.

.

the 'essay mediation technique in .the reduction'ot talk out behavior. The de-

,

crease in variability of performance as indicated by decreases in standard de

of

-iation and range for each of these three. students underscores its effective

ness. These decreases were not obtained with the two students whose goal was to

increase their level of assignment completion_ 'Although student D achieved a Sig-

nificant increase in perdentof assignments. completed, the variability on. this

measure actually increased. The,variability:of perforMance for student E re-

9
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maimed unchanged Fran baseline to the one treatment phase In which he partici-
.

( - ..

--
pated.

. The data.lbr.students,A, B, and d-C during reversal-seems to indicate.another

a
c of mediation training. Blackwood.'s stated goal for-mediation.

training-was the development of self-control (Blackwood, 1970, 1971). The main-

tenance of-reduced levels of talk out behavior throughout-the reversal phase,of

the stuffy ;would seem to support this contention. A longer reversal phase would

be. necessary itl order7to be able to take any..positive statements about self-

control: The longer reversal phase could also be used to establioh-the.dpra-
..

bility of the treatment effect.

The performance.of student D did show a significant increase in percent

dftotal assignments completed-. The subject Shpwed'a delayed change of be-.
. .

.

havior4hich held the mean'percentage down for .treatment phase I. After having

to copy several'essays,the student stated that he felt completing assignments

aseasier-than'copying the long essay about: assignment completion, Atthat

ppint his performance iirproved markedly.

As can be seen-on-the graph of the data for student D, he completed all his

ssignments forfour consecutive days,,meetind requirements for significance.

Then, he dropped to 67% followed by four more days of one hundred pertent assign-

ment completion". The 67% performance was a result of confusion concerning the

assignment. By the procedural definition of assignment completion, this aSsign-

ment had to be considered incomplete. It was the-intent of the subject to Camp -

lete the assignment, however. This confusion was the faUlt of-the teacher. It

interrupted a_series of nine days of 100% performance by-the subjectConsistent

performance between thereversal phase and treatment phase 2, for student D, can
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also. be noted from the graph of his per.formance. This 'co4siitanay may indicate

the achievement of serf-control by the subject. Con4usive-proof of this point

would require' a longer and better designed reversalphase.

The results for student E shOw that the, mediation technique.had no signifi-.

cant effect. In fact, a study of the means on the chart- show that the treatment

. seetS to indicate a_depressiOn of the percentage of assignnient completion. The

facts associated with thiS case fu.ther support the negative influence of the be-

havior modifimtion technique.studied. Student E fgund the essay technique

ektremely aversive'.- Corarents made to the teacher and to other students support

-this. In fact, the student found the tightened contingencies so aversive he

stopped attending schogl on a regular baLls.__

Changes Fran Blackwood's' (1971) technique were unda:taken in this study.

o
Most involve simplification of the procedural requirements. Thesa changes were

.

made- because of the differences- between the student popUlations. The sub-

jects the,presentg study- were mildly retarded high school boys, a sample that

differs in several ways from a 'normal' population.

The results of this study must.be apProached with care, due to the limita-

tions mentioned above.-It-is felt by the experimenter, however, that- this-mod-

ification of Black cods" (1971) essay mediation technique is an effective and

time conserving method to change behaviors of secondary students hispecial ed-

Ucation clhssroorng. Further research in this area is encouraged. -It is felt

that tbe -outcome- of such work Would provide data to broaden the down effective-

- ness of the mediation technique.
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ASSIGNMENT COMPLET-ION

This essay has been given to you because you dldnot turn in a

'complete assignment on time. Your assignment was not done when it

was called for' hyAhe teaCher. There were at least two -answers not

done.on time.. This is enough to cause the whole assignment to

not done.

. When you do not turn in a complete -assignment on time, many`bad

` things happen. Most of 411,.you lose a lot of points for this.

Your teacher takeS away fifty points- for each page that has two br

more answers not done.' Your teacher also gets angry and is:hard to

get'along'with when you dn not turfs in an Assignment. This Makes,

you and all the people in class unhappy. Your classmates get mad

at you for making_the teacher mad at them. When you do not do your

'work, you are also wasting ".the time of yourself, your teacher, and

. your parents. Your parents work to get the money-to pay for Schools.

''It is all a wa4te when your work is not done. You are, not using-
.

your chance .t

. You should have done-all of your assignment and had.itlaldy to

.turn in when it was due, yoU should do each and every question and

do them, the best you can. Not only do yoU have to do all .the answers,

ybu have to have them all done on time. All assignments.are due at

nine o'clock in the morning. If you do; all_of each assignment, and

have them' all dowe'by nine o'clock in' the, morning of the day they

are dUel.you will be-doing exactly what youhave to

If.yOu do what you are'sUpposed to do; nice things will happen to

q
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You will not lose any points tter yet, Ion will get points

when your absignments Are all the way done'on tame. These pdintS
00

_

will add up' faSt and then 576u can buy privileges with them.. You can
,. .

have more,freetime,-use the small room, and havp other good things
.

,

to do. Alsb,

.

you will make the.teacher happy. 'Tills 'Will make .'you

and d-your classmates happy because, the teacher will be easier to

- -

get -along with. You will have a better time with your classmates

and will all be better ,triends.because.everybody is happier.' :SOU'
, .

will alSo learn more and make,good use of your school time. This-

will heip you get along better when you are out cof school.
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This essarhas been given to you because you were talking to

your neighbor when yOu were not supposed to, do so. You were talk-

ing to, your. neighbor about somethingithat'did not have anything to
.00

do-with the'%ssignment you were. Working on at the time you talked.

The talking 'you were doihg was out. loud so that you could be heard.

-Many 'bad things happen when you` do this Yot get in trouble,
. ,

With the teacher./: He tellg you VOt to do it in-a_loud voice and he

takes away boints. You ,also disturb yourfriend and he---eanpot

'get his work done. You distrub yourself, too. This Means you do

ndt.'get your work dOne.-and you lose more points. This all costs .'

a waste of time and money for you, for your friends in your class,
( .

for your teacher and fok you/~ parents who have"td-work and pay for

our ,schbois.

What you shouldhave done is talk to your neighbor du4ng break

time or ask the teacher to angwer'your questions about the assign-

mentyott are working. on No other questions neecito.be asked until

break time. You should talk only when you really have to during

study time This talking should be thine only to the teacher.

; If you ddTstop talking,to your neighbor and ask the teacher all -

your questions that should be: asked, you will find that the teacher
6 ;

williPe much happier and easier to get along with. You will get

points for being'quiet, for working and for getting your assign-

ments done on dime. All of your work will be done ontirhp as you
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will find that you have plenty of time to do it all. You, your
,

-friends, and your parents will, all be haPpier and easier to get-

talong with, too. You will have more time .to visit as you-will have

time and,will be able to buy more freetime privileges.

O

CA b

)
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TALKING TO YOURSELF

This essay has been given to you because you were talking to
e

yourself outloud, when you were, supposed to be working..without

noise. Yoll were_ sayingwords, but not to .any one person in the

class. The talking may not hive been real loud, but it could be

'heard by everyone in the class. You were distrubing others in

the class.

Many bad things happen when you do this: You get in trouble

with the. teadher. He tell ydli' to be quiet in a loud voice and

takes away points tor,being noisy. You distrub your classmates,

too. This means they do not get their Work done sometimes and they

get in trouble, too. They lose points. Then they get mad at

you }because . they' feel you are the one that did it to them.. It

costs everyone, you, the teacher, your friends and your parents

time and money because of.yasted time and learning.

What you should have done is''not.talk to yourself or talk so

_ low that nobody can hear you. Reading out Ioud may-help you. If

it does, you should to It; but do it An a low voice so that you

will' not. bother others. Work that does not need reading ,is best

done without talking of any kind.

If-you stop talking to yourself and bOthering others in the

class, nice things will happen. You will find that the teacher is

happier and easier to get along with. You-will get points for

lbeingquiet. Your friends will not be bothered and they will get
.

29,
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-along with.you much better. The whole class, and you, Will have

more points to, spend on privileges such as freetime or pop. This

:will mean that you all will have more time for yourselves and.

will be happier about' school.

-
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This essay hps been given to you because you were making noises

during a quiet. study. time. These noised were'llot words. They

were sounds that do not make sense to others. You mighthave'been
.

studying, but you were making noises,loud enough for the rest Of

theclass to hear. These noises were distrubing others in the
0

class.

Many bad things happen when you do this; You get in trouble

° with the teacher. He tells you to.be quiet in a loud voice and

takes away points for being.noisy. You Ilisturb your classmates,
......

too. This means they ,do not get their= work done sometimes and

they get trouble. They lose points. It costs everyone, you,

the teacher4 your friends and your- parents time and money when you

make noises in class.

What you should do is not make noises_while you are supposed

to be studying. You must think about what you are doing so that

you keep quiet-. Quiet. means that you do not make any noises A.ur-

"ing study time. ,So -, in order to keep the rules, you must'remember

to listen. to yourdelf in order to be sure'. you are not making

noises that might.disfurb your claSsmates.
-

If you stop making mbiSes *and :bothering_ others in.the class,

nice things will happen. You will find'that'the teacher is hap-

pier.and easier to get along with. You will get pOints'for being

quiet. Your friends will not be bothered'a d they will get along
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with you better. The whole class and you_will 'have more points ,to

SJ spend as.you will be better behaved. You will then be able to

buy,more privilegesi'such as freetime or pop., Thig will make

everyone much happier.

e.


