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Two intermediate elementelt grade level learning dieabled students deficient
in reading skills paitioepated in a study to explore tile efficacy of utili-
ing a"tOken reinforcement program combined with behavioral contracting to
increase-the acquisition rate of sight, vocabulary. The results indicated
that the interventiowserved as a poweryul motivation procedure. One student
in ease& his acquisition/rate by 660 per cent over baseline while the other
atu ent increased his sight word acquisition rate 330 per ceP during the

same period. Discussion focused on developing stronger intern l validity
for thezcontingericy management procedure.

ABSTRACT
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%The Effect ore Token Reinforcement Program on the Sight Word
Acquisition )ate of Learning Disabled Students An a Rural School Program

Compvehension is the purpose of reading: Therefore, instructional methods

that focus on the acquisition of wor recognition.skills are designed tc( proL

vide students with the requisite tools to gain meaning from'yrint -(Learner,

1982). lord recognition is a necessary precondition for comprehension;, conse-
.

quently, if xhe student filerely vocalizes words from a passage without associated

meaning, the process of reading remains incomplete. Both' word 'recognition skills

and comprehension sells are needed to complete the reading process (Kirk, ,

Kliebhan, & Learner, 1,978). Typicall,,word recognition re&eiVesknore Bmplasis

in the beginning stages of reading instruction while comprehension receives'

t.more emphasis in thepore advanced stages of reading instruction (Bond & Tinker,

1973; Ekwall, 1976; Harris & Sipay, 1975).'

.

Although several psycholinguistic authorities (e.g., Goodman & Burke, 1980;
t

Smith, 1978) dispute the necessity of letter and word recognition in the proces,s
f

ofIlearning to read, word recognition instruction in remedial education of slow

and disabled students remains a salient factor in the ameliorationOf their

comprehension deficits (Hammil & Bartel, 1978; Hargip, 1982; SPache, 1972).

Once diagnostic procedures are accomplished for the purpoges of ascertaining
P

the student's reading instructional level, the student's method of decoding

unknown w o rds, and the parameters of the siudent's sight vocabulary, an

instructional strategy is designed and implemented to zemediate pinpointed

,deficiencies that inhibit the reading process. When a problem is diagnosed in

the area of sight vocabulary, instructioq in overlearning words in isolation

is undertaken as a prerequisite to learning to reCognize words in context

(Bryant, 1965; Cohen g Plaskon, 1980).

Overlearning, the process of learning beyond mastery, requires a large

expenditure of student and teacher time and effor drill and repetition

4
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(i.e., practice ). Motivation to acquire sight vocabulary under condilions

of o4erlearoing may be minimal for the disabled reader (Feldman, 1982).

Other conditions may alsogexist to inhibit the acquisition of a sight

word voc'abulary by remedial readers. Wyne and Stuck (1979) noted that minimal

academic skills* accomplishment Ay be in part caused by the minimal amount of

time such students are actively engaged in the directed learning tasks Results

from Bloom's (1974) study of the relationship between student time spent on

task and acadmic achievement suggested a positive relationship bttween t4e

two variables. Time on task increas6d achievement and inCreard achievement

lead to further'incrementd of4time on task behavior. Blaker and Feldman

(082) replicated this finding with primary gradf learning disabled chAdren.

It would appear that even with the most appropriate instructional method

geared toward the studellit's strAgest learning modality, the teacher May be

reduced to accepting less than the desired acquisition rate of sight word

vocabulary by the disabled reader. That is, an "optimal" reading instructional

ft--

strategy is a necessary but insufficient condition for the 'acquisition of a

sight vocabulary. Student motivation and focused attention to the over-
.

learning task comkned with prescriptive instruction form thT basiss for the

remediation of sight word deficiencies.

SinL there ii a paucity of research'relatedto the role of motivation

in the 'reading skil,ls acquisition process of slow and disabled learners (Kirk,

Kliebhan, & LeArler, 1978), the present study 'was needed to examine the effect',

Of reinforcement (i.e., rewards) on sight.word'aCquisitiOn4 The purpose of

this study was to investigate, pi an applied settin'g, the relationship between

-
sig,ht word acquisition rate and. a contingently administered token reinforcement

a

procedure emplovd on two elementary grade level learning diSabled Students.
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METHOD,
1

,Subj ects

Two students participated in thd investigation. One sivaent, "J"

was a nine year old male iri the t,hird grade. He was noted to have /direction-
. ,

ality and perceptual problems1(e.g., "saw? for"was", "god" for "doe, ee)c.).

Thefother student, "T", was an eleven year old male in the fourth grade.

."T" had repeated his third grade year. He.wa's observed to.have diffitulty

n auditory figure-ground discrimination.

Both boys were diagnoed as learning disabled students. Standardized ;

intelligence test scores rpvealed that both "T" and "J" had average intellectual

e ,0function with high verbal performance and low coding scores. Standardized

reading tests and achievement tests. confirmed'that both students we're approxi-

/mately two years belot grade level iry word recognition.
.o

ThLir regular classt7oOm teachers observed that the bays. word recognition

of high frequency words was extremely limite.d, and their reading comprehension

was remarkably low. Neither "T" nor "J" would attempt to utilize word attack

skills on unKnown sight, words during or reading. They would either skip

those words or make random guesses.

During thii'study,'both students were enrolled in a learning disabilities

program primaray to improve their reading skills. 'They attended the program

for a half an hour'a.day, fiVe days a week.

(
Setting and Appardtus

r

This study was conducted in a learning disabilities resource classroom
7

in a public elementary school. The schoof was located wiihin a rural communit4,
5

_in the southwest part of the.country:

rA standard digital watch calibrated to the second was utilized to me,sure

,the length of the sight word Instructional period during the ehtire conduct of
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the study.

Other apparatus employed.during,the baseline.phase included reinforcement

,stickers andstars, individu4 gight word 'goal sheets, and worO flash! .cards,

compiled from the Dol,ch Basic Word Listsc

During the intervention phase individual student ieinforcement preference

surveys, mav.rial reinforcement menus, and behavior cTntracts were employed

". along with word flash cards coulpiled from the Dolch Basic Word Lists. The

'

students received their rwards on a daily basis following evaldation of

'new sight words learned., s#

Target and Behavioral Measures

For the purposes of this investigation, the target behavior, word re-

cognition,, was defined ag the corect pronounciatibn,of any new word from

the Dolch Basic Word List on the first trieve'IT-the first sessen following

an instruction and teacher-directed practice session: 'In thig manner ,'

acqtisition of a new sight word would require the.student to correctly

pronounce the new word approximately 24 hours following instruction.

Word recognit4.on behavioral da5,e were collected by measuring the time

interval required for instruction and teacher-directed practice and counting

the number of4new words correctly identified. Dividing the frequency count

of new words'learned by the instructional session interval produced the sight
A

word acquisition rate. The instruction and teacher-directed practice time

was recorded to the nearest minute. 'Independent student practice time with

the,sight word flash cards in the resource room was not subjected to measure-
. 4

ment and therefore that timeinterval was dxcluded from the cOmputation for

sight word acquiaition rate.
0

Entry-level sight word recognition behavior was determined for each of.

the two students prior tO the initiation of this. investigation. On thelbolch-
,
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Basic Word Lists for grades one through three, "T" met the 100 per cent

criterion (i,e., correct pronounciatlon on five -consecutive trials) on 70

of 130 words (54%).. "J" aket the 100 per Centicriterion on 42 of.91 words

(46%) on the Dolch Basic Word Lists for-primer and grade one.

Procedure

Baseline was comprised of seven intervals for "T" and eight intervals

-

for."J". Each interval length consisted of sight word instruction and

teacher-directed practice. The teacher timed therlength of the presentation

and directed sight word drill during each half hour session in the resource-
.

room.

.tiokers, stars, and teacher praise were utilized with both students

A

during the baseline phase. It was explIned to each student that five

unknown sight words mould be selected by the teacher and pprinted on'an

individual goalshet. Once.the student correctly recognized a sight word

to the predetermined criterion, sight word acquisition rate would then be

calculated and a star placed beside pe newly acquired word on his goal sheet.

When the sti:tdent was able to iden4fy the entite set of five words, a

sticker would be affixed to his goal sheet.. Verbal praise was paired with

each of these practices. Goal sheets Were taken home f011owing word set
0

acquisition for positive parental feedbaCk.
N.

Instruction consisted of word configuration exercises, word in sentence

Context exacises, and word.flash card reproduction procedures (i.e., say

t.he word, trace the Mord, write the Mord). biraftedrictice employed all

t

of thee procedures excluding the configuratinn extr8Ises. Previously .

identified words were mixed witrunknown sight words during the practice

interval for the purposes of overlearning.
\..

Prior to the commencement of instruction, sight words presented\ in the



last session were retntroduced for evaluation purposes. All five words in

4 4
the set had to be recognized afore the next.set of words was introduced to

the student.

,Followin the'last session of baseline, a6reinfokcement survey was

orally admini tered to each student. The teacher recorded their reward

preferences. From these surveys, the teacher designed a single reinforcementt

menu that encompassed both,students' preferences. A preliminary explanation

of the material rewards menu was made to each student, Both "T" and "J"

expresed,satisfaction with the mend items and their value level (i.e.,

the cost of the reward). At this time sight word recognition behavior

contracts mere drawn up, present d, and exPlain4d to each student. Both "T

and "J" understood that they and t
.

teacher were bound by the terms presen

in their contracts. With-the_contractsthe intervention phase began the

following school day.

111
In the intervention p1!ra$e4nstruetion and teacher-directed practice

a
were Wontinued along with,verbal praise while goal sheets, stars, and sticke

were eliminated. Followlng 'sight word evaluation at the beginning of the
I. ..

1 session "T" and "J" weie praised for their new word acquisitions arid then

material reinforcement was "purchased." from their reward menv. Data colleCt n
,

procedures on sight word acquisition rate remained constant over the eight

intervals of the interventiop phase.
, -

RESULTS

Baseline

Over the baseline phase, "T" learned eight sight words ig 147 minutes

of instruction. In seven evaluations, he learned from zerd to two words.

while instructional time for hcquisition ianged from eight/minutes to 43

minutes (R.= 18 minutes/word). Acquisition rate during baseline anged f
,

-



zero words per minute to .13 words per mtpute (X = .05 wor s / minute.).

1.1.3" learned 15 sight words in 189 minutes of instrUctiOn direr the 4seline

tc * ,

period. In eight evaluations, he learnei-from one to three words while

inscructional time for acguisition ranged from ten4Aputes to 40.minutes,

a = 13 minutes/word). Acquisition rateduring baseline ranged from %03

words per minute to .15 words per minute (X =,.09. words/minute).

Intervention
01.

By the conclusion of the intervention phase, "T" learned 46 sight Worda

0

in 141 midutes of instruction. In e ight evaluations, he learned from five

to seven words while instructional time required for /recognition ranged from

two minute) to five minutes (X'= 3 minutes/word). ight word acquisition rate

during intervention ranged from .20.words per. mi te to .50 words per minute

(X = .33 words/minute), Figure I:presents T's/a ght word acquisition rate

,
4 .

aqtass baseMne and 4teention. /
/

/

"J" learned 23 sight words n 100 minutes of'instruction over the -..

,

interventiOn period. In eight evaluationa, he waafteble to recognize trom two

to fiVe words while instructional time for acquisition ranged from three

4
*,

quarters of a minute to eight and one half minutes (X = 4 minutes/word).

Actibisition rate duxing the intervention phase ranged from .12_words per minute

0+
to .75 -words per minute (X = .39 worda/minute). Figure 2 presents Jls

.sight word,acqunition rate soros's haseline and intervention:

Insert' Figure 1 Aboutjlere

Insert 'Figure 2 About Here

4 DISCUSSION

The purppse of this studY was to investigate in a resouráe roo0 environi-

414\ ment, the effects of a coht ngently administered reinforcement pr.cedure an

theisight wox4 acquisition rate of two learnin& digabled eleme ary school

10



atudents. As- the data in Figu es 1 and 2 indicate, both students dramatically c,.

changed their sight wo'td ac isition rates. While "T" learned eight words

147 ...instructional minu es at an acquisition tate of:05 words per minute

during baseline, he lea d 46 words in 141 minutes at a rate of .33 words per

minute during irrterv tion. The sight word rate differential across baseline

8
and interyention we 460 per cent. 4

"J",learned ight more words during intervention over his baseline

total ir 89 le s minutes of instructional time. His sight word rate differential

\-1
across basel e and Antervention was 330 per cent.

SinCe the teacher's prescriptive,methodology remained constant across

baseline and treatment conditions, the systematic introduction of the con-

tingeh yemanagement procedureseappear to be a plausible causal agent in

effe ting enormos acquisition rate change. Student motivation was influenced

by/thz impact of preference surveys, reWard menu, behavior contracts', and the

aterial rewards system.

FUtue.research fn the role of motivation in the reading process'of

slow and. disabled learners should be.directed, toward establishing a stronger

case for a cabse-effect relationship between the reinforcement program and

sight wqa.acquisition rate. Stronger internal validity could be demonstrated

.by the utilization of either a multielement design, i.e., ABCB.C: (Cooper, 1981),

a almultaneous treatffient design, i.e. AB/CB, (Blackham & Silberman, 1981),,AB/CB

. or a multiple baseline design across students, i.e., extended baafine for ,

tecond-studentetc., (Cooper, 1981). Any of these investigative formats

would further,delineate the potentcy Of the treatment procedure.

-
Providing a longer investigative period than the 15-16 days in the

%

present study would'have allowed the potency of the verbal praise component

to.be established as the more natural reinforcer on an intermittent,delivery

,



schedule. An extended study could'provide the time essary fOr slowlyt '

fading the material rewards program while attempting' o maintain an acceptablee

sight word acqui'sition'rate.

4

Ve.
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Table One

T'.s Sight Word Acquisition R&te
Over, 15 School Days: Raw Data'Compilation

Day Words Learned Time (Minutes) Rate Per Minute

1

3

4

5

6

'7

Total 7

1

2

43

10

1

2

, 0

1

8

4 _)
.02

.10

. 13

47 .04

8 .00

12 .08

8 147 .05

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

Total 8

5

6

5

5

6

6

6

25 .20

24 .25

" 20

19

12

16

.25

. 26

. 50

.44

13

12 .50

46 141 .33

Per Cent Change Over Baseline: 660%
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Table Two

J's Sight Word Acquisition Rate
Over 16 School Days: Raw Data Compilationt

Day Words Lear ed Time (Minutes) Rate ee Minute

. 1

i ...

2

3

4

4
5

6 4

7

8

' Total 8

9

10

11

12

13

14

16

,Total 8

3

2

2

1

2

'1

-

k

35

17

40

12

15

4a

3 20

10

15 189

30

2 10.

2 17

3 9

2 9

4

2 8

5 13

23 100

g09

.

. .12

.05

.08 A

.13

.03'

.15

le .13

.20

.12

.33

.22

.75

.25

.39
c /

.33

Per Cent Change Over Baseline: 330%
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