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INTRODUCTION
The adoption of behaviour modification techniques has been slow in 
Australia, particularly in secondary schools (Biggs and Telfer, 1987).  
Indeed, even in the United States, there are few published reports of 
successful behavioural interventions carried out in secondary schools 
compared with those dealing with the primary and special education sectors.
Among the reasons often cited (Warshaw, 1975; Ward, 1976; Bacon, 1989) to 
explain the reluctance of the secondary sector to apply behaviour 
modification principles with secondary students are the following:
•    secondary age students generally don't want to be rewarded for their 
school work or behaviour - they see themselves as 'above' these procedures 
and resent being treated in this way.
•    rewards are very difficult to identify in the secondary school given 
the older, more mature nature of these students - the only rewards we can 
offer them are either too expensive or against the law.
•    secondary students see teacher attention and praise as punishing 
rather than reinforcing and will avoid rather than seek out teacher 
approval.
•    students will resent their peers being singled out for specific 
reinforcement.
Further studies of Australian secondary students (Sharpe, 1985) and English 
students (Sharpe, Wheldall and M.............., 1987) showed that the first 
three of the above beliefs we
re at best, questionable, across the entire secondary age range.
Overall, students in both countries perceived rewards and praise as 
appropriate and desirable.  Similarly, both groups regarded rewards as 
being a more appropriate outcome for academic behaviour than for social 
behaviour.  The Australian students in particular showed a pronounced 
tendency to reject rewards for social behaviour.  Both cohorts revealed a 
strong preference to praise rather than no response to their behavour, with 
approach for private praise being particularly strong.
The study addressed the 4th of the above concerns, that of students 
objections to others being systematically reinforced in class.



Specifically, the study looks at student reactions to
•    classmates being reinforced for academic and social behaviours
•    the issue of whether the reinforcement scheme that is announced is 
less offensive than one which is introduced without announcement.
•    the relative acceptability of various types of reinforcers that might 
be used with a targetted student.
METHOD
The data was gathered from 610 secondary students.  The sample was obtained 
during 1990/91 by requesting student-teachers and teachers attending in-
service courses at Victoria College, Rusden Campus to ask students in their 
classes to complete a reward-preference questionnaire of six questions.
The 268 girls and 342 boys included students from each level in the 
secondary school, which allowed a comparison of responses acrosss school 
year levels, and gender.
The breakdown of subject numbers of each gender across the six secondary 
year levels is shown in Table 1.
Table 1
Year Level
     7    8    9    10   11   12
Male 50   35   24   49   88   22
Female    84   44   93   55   40   26
Total     134  79   117  104  128  48

Table 1:  Distribution of subjects by gender and year level
The questionnaire was designed to give information on the three main 
questions above.  These were
•    student reactions to others being reinforced for academic as apposed 
to appropriate non-academic classroom behaviour;
•    their level of concern over whether the individual reinforcement 
schemes were announced or not, and;
•    their acceptance of various types of reinforcers that might be offered 

to others. behaviouracrossopposedhat might be used with a targetA number 
ofhave been put forward.
These include the beliefs that:esent being treated in this way; thatoo 
expensive or against the law; and in particular,are; and that out for 
specific reinforcement - i.e., a reinforcement program ˇdesigned to help 
one student will create disatisfaction amongst his/her peers.Recenterrett 
questioned a number of these beliefs  These studies showed thatse as 
appropriate and desirable, with both groups regardingnon-
academicgoodforsupportHowever, the concern about potential peer unrest 
should one one their number be singled out for a systematic reinforcement 
program has attracted little or no empirical attention, although some 
authors, such as Walker & O'Shea (1980), argue that negative reactions by 
peers are inconsequential and can easily be extinguished.  Generally, 
however, practicing teachers and teacher-trainees are unconvinced by this 
ascertion and believe that an individualised contingency will bring about 
considerable discomfort and disruption amongst the targeted student's 
peers.  Is this a belief with any foundation?  This study aimed to address 



this concern by surveying a large group of secondary students on their 
reactions to individuals being singled out for systematic reinforcement.
investigatedof a concernsurreptitiouslydissatisfactiongood 
behaviourconductassgood conduct

Subjects both the private and public sectors and from

Rewarding Others Questionnaire (ROQ), and is included as appendix A.  It 
was administered in some cases to individual students and to groups in 
others depending on the surveying teacher.
Typically, administration of the questionnaire took less than ten minutes 
and pupils appeared to experience no difficulties.
RESULTS
The results from the 610 students to ROQ were tablulated for each of the 
six questions and all presented in tables 2 to 5 and figures 1 to 5.  
Obviously these results present expressed attitudes to the questionnaire 
and may not reflect actual behaviours.
Table 2 shows that 68 percent of sampled students both male and female 
consider a reward system for another students academic behaviour is fair 
and that this percentage is relatively consistent across year levels and 
gender, with the possible exception of the year 10 cohorts who were less 
likely to view it in this light.
     

     Table 2.
     Percentage of students responding affirmatively to the notion that it 
is fair
     to reward leass able classmates in order to help that student do more 
work
     in class
     OverallBoys72  60   75   63   70   68   6873 70   67   55   65   85   
6873 66   68   59   69   77   68Year Level
Year LevelGirlsAverage
Table 3 summarizes the responses to the parallel question relating to 
rewarding good conduct and shows that students generally regard this less 
favourably.   Overall, only 43% Œˇˇœˇˇ
respondents agree that it is fair to reward others for good conduct, with 
the girls being particularly against such behaviour (39%).  Again the 
responses were relatively consistent across the level with the year 9 
cohort being least convnced of the merits of rewarding others' good 
conuct.3Percentage of students responding affirmatevely to the question it 
it is faYear LevelGirlsAverage      ir to reward the good
     conduct of poorly behaved classmates in order to help them beccome 
better behaved.

     good 
A comparison of the students' reactions to the fairness of rewards for 
academic as opposed to good conduct behaviour is presented in Figure 1.



Figure 1A comparison of the percentage of students across year levels who 
identified rewards as 
     for others academic and good-conduct behaviour.

This figure highlights the clear distinction that the students make between 
academic behaviour and good conduct as a acceptable target for rewards.  
Moreover, the 25% difference in acceptance is comparatively consistent 
across year levels.

     ach of the six questions and aretables 2 to 5 and figures 1 to 4'     
to reward les                                Averagei-that                                
Average- fair'nData on whether students were concerned about teachers 
introducing reward schemes surreptitiously, that is without any 
announcement of the program to the class, is presented in tables 4 and 5.
Table 4

ˇKents responding that they would not be concerned to discover that a 
classmate
     was being rewarded for improved academic behaviour.
344950    34950     4433 36258238334203642438
5Percentage of students responding that they would not be concerned to 
discover that a classmate was
     being rewarded for being better behaved.
23717393273325181929512528271834382929
A 
comparisonˇ
of these tables reveals less concern for academically targetted rewards 
than for those directed towards good conduct, a result consistent with the 
data summarized in Figure 1.  Also, girls were generally less happy with 
this non-announced reward scheme than were the boys.  However, the overall 
level of approval for non-announced, surreptitiously introduced schemes is 
considerably lower than for programs that are openly announced by the 
teacher beforehand, as can be seen in Figure 2.es

Figure 2.
     A comparison of the percentage of students across year levels who 
though announced reward
     schemes for academic behaviour were fair as opposed to those who 
though non-announced reward 
     schemes for academic behaviour were fair.

The difference between approval for announced as opposed to non-announced 
reward schemes for academic behaviour in Figure 2, is also evident when 
good conduct is the behaviour in question.
Analyses of Tables 2 and 4 show this difference although it is by no means 



as great as for academic behaviour, a probable consequence for the 
comparative unpopularity of rewarding good conduct, per se.

ed student, including home based reinforcement.6asstudents

teacher 

ttt is the behaviour in question.  
Student's reactions to various types of rewards that might be offered to 
classmates are summarized in Figure 3 below.

3A comparison of the percentage of students across the year levels who 
regarded extra marks,
     free time, lollies and home-based rewards as unfair.
It appears that the availability of extra privileges such as free time or 
small consumerables such as lollies are regarded as unfair by about 50% of 
the students overall with extra marks being seen as unfair by the majority 
of students, particularly at the year 12 level.  Alternatively, home based 
rewards are not viewed as unfair by the majority of students.
The last finding is verified by the data presented in Table 6, which 
summarizes students reactions to the question of fairness of home-based 
rewards for improved school work.
6
     Percentage of students responding that they would not be concerned to 
discover that a
     classmate was being rewarded at home for improved school work. 

ˇQAs Table 6 shows, over two-thirds of the students at each year level, 
with the exception of the Year 7 students, saw no problem with students 
being rewarded at home for improved school work.  The level of acceptance 
for this procedure is very similar to that for announced in class rewards 
for academic behaviour as is illustrated in Figure 4.

Figure 4
     A comparison of the percentage across year levels of students who 
identified academically
     targetted rewards and home-base records as fair.dwardse for improved 
school work.  Thisthat are announced, inforcement 
inforcinforceinforcinforcementsinforcementreinforcementinforcersinforcement
inforcementinforcinginforcersinforced

DISCUSSION and CONCLUSIONS
The results of this survey show clearly, if this sample is typical, that 
secondary school students do not inevitably react negatively to the 
prospect of classmates being singled out for special reinforcement.  
Rather, the likelihood of acceptance of such a procedure is determined by a 
number of factors.



Firstly, the nature of the targetted behaviour appears important.  Students 
were considerably more favourably disposed to reinforcement systems for 
academic behaviour, such as getting worksheets correctly completed (mean = 
68% approval) than they were to reinforcement for good conduct (mean = 43% 
approval).  This result was consistent across all year levels (Figure 1) 
and across gender (Tables 2 & 3), and supports the findings of Sharpe 
(1985) and Sharpe, Wheldall and Merrett (1987), that secondary students 
distinguish between academic and good-conduct behaviour and regard the 
former as an appropriate target for reinforcement systems when they 
themselves are the student in question.  It also adds to this knowledge by 
showing that they believe that reinforcement is much more appropriate when 
targetting the improved academic behaviour of others than when directed at 
others'  improved conduct.
A second finding relates to the issue of disclosure versus non-disclosure 
of such a reinforcement system.  It is probably tempting for teachers to 
consider introducing an individually targetted reinforcement system 
surreptitiously in order to avoid an anticipated student backlash.  As can 
be seen from Figure 2, students across the sample were considerably less 
likely to respond that an unannounced reinforcement system for academic 
behaviour was as fair as an announced reinforcement for academic responses.  
It appears therefore, that teachers who do not announce to the whole class 
a reinforcement program for individual students, run the risk of a 
considerably stronger backlash from the class as a whole, then they might 
have expected had the program been announced beforehand.
A third consideration addressed in this study was that of student 
perceptions of the acceptability or otherwise of different types of 
reinforcers when those reinforcers are destined for other students.  
Although the importance of the reinforcer acceptability to the student 
concerned is well documented (Bacon, 1989; Sharpe 1985), the issue of 
acceptability of a potential reinforcer for others in the classroom is also 
very important.  Figure 3 shows that the level of student acceptance of a 
peer being reinforced is likely to be contingent on the type of reinforcer 
offered.  Extra Marks were viewed very unfavourably, particularly at Year 
12, whilst free-time and cmonsumables such as lollies enjoyed moderate 
levels of acceptance.  On the other hand, home-based reinforcers were very 
acceptable to all year levels and were just as likely to be regarded as 
fair as were academically targetted reinforcers that were announced 
beforehand (Figure 4).  The high degree of acceptance of home-based 
reinforcers evident in this sample is consistent with the outcomes of the 
Sharpe (1985) and Sharpe, Wheldall and Merrett 91987) studies and supports 
the move towards home-based reinforcement programs proposed by authors such 
as Sulzer-................... and Mayer (1991).  
Overall, the results of this study question the assertion that students 
will generally react negatively if one of their number is singled out for a 
reinforcement program.  However, teachers who feel the need to adopt a 
reinforcement contingency for individual students will, on the basis of 
this data, be well advised to target academic rather than good-conduct 
behaviour, announce the introduction of the scheme rather than introduce it 
in the hope that no-one will notice, and utilize home-based reinforcers 



wherever possible.  Consequently, the survey data indicates that teachers 
with one or two unproductive students can confidently initiate 
individualized programs for these specific students rather than introduce a 
program for the whole group which is expensive in terms of time and 
resources and unnecessary for the majority of the students.
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