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The Letter Game

Ms. Prindle is a third-grade teacher with a rather unruly class this year. They are very energetic and somewhat loud. It seems they have a difficult time staying focused on what they are supposed to be doing. Ms. Prindle decides that she will use an incentive program to help the children behave. She knows that they LOVE surprises, especially ones that involve special treats, activities, or privileges.

When she “catches” students being good, Ms. Prindle gives them a ticket. These tickets can be saved and used to purchase small items, such as candy, pencils, and stickers from “Prindle’s Store” on Friday afternoons. What Ms. Prindle will give tickets for varies from day to day, hour to hour. Sometimes she will hand tickets to all of the students who are quietly working on a task she has assigned. Sometimes she will hand tickets to students who turn in homework on time. Other times she will give tickets to students who have improved on a spelling test. 

The ticket program is a big hit with most of the students, who really like choosing things from the “store.” However, some students really don’t seem to care.

After a time, she asks the students to begin monitoring their own behavior. Every time a student notices him- or herself to be off-task, they are to make a tally mark on a card she has placed on their desks. At the end of the day, she collects the cards and gives tickets to those students who have fewer than five tally marks on their cards. However, after the first week, it becomes apparent that some children are not being honest. She knows some students are off-task many more times than they indicate on their cards.

Ms. Prindle devises another plan, which she implements alongside her ticket program. When the students enter her classroom Monday morning, they notice several dashes drawn on the blackboard. One of the dashes in the middle has a letter above it.  ___  ___  ___ ___ ___    ___  ___   ___ _h_ ___   ___  ___ ___ ___

“What’s that, Ms. Prindle,” they ask, excitedly.

“Children, this is an exciting new idea that I have. When I see that all of you are behaving appropriately and are on-task, I will fill in one of the blanks with a letter. When they are all filled in, you get to do whatever the message says.”

For the first day, the children try very hard to earn letters. They are fairly successful. At the end of the day, the message looks like this: L __ __ c __   __  __   t h __   p __ __ __. Many of the children try to guess what the surprise will be, but Ms. Prindle just smiles and shakes her head. She won’t tell them. At the end of three days, the message reads: L u __ c h   __ n   t h __   p a r __

“I know, I know,” shouts Zack, excitedly, “It’s lunch in the park. You guys, if we’re good, we’ll get to have lunch in the park. Come on, we can do this!”

The rest of the children get very excited. They try very hard to earn lunch in the park. On Friday morning, three students have an altercation at recess. The altercation results in torn clothing, skinned knees, and a bloody nose. 

“Well, class, I guess that’s it” says Ms. Prindle. “You have these three to thank for not earning lunch in the park. Let’s all thank them now. Thank you, Sean. Thank you, Jared. Thank you, Alek. You ruined it for everyone.”

The other students all give the boys dirty looks. The three boys look dejectedly down at their feet. Zack whispers to Sean, “You just wait until afternoon recess, Buddy, you are toast.” 
What are the issues in this case?

1. What are Ms. Prindle’s goals in using her behavior incentive plans?

2. What components of her plan are applications of operant conditioning?

3. What components of her plan involve applications of social cognitive theory?

4. How effective is each part of the plan in helping the children to behave appropriately?

5. How could Ms. Prindle have implemented the self-monitoring portion of her plan more effectively?

6. What problems do you see with the implementation of her group incentive plan?

