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EFFECTS OF TEACHER-DIRECTED VERSUS
STUDENT-DIRECTED INSTRUCTION ON

SELF-MANAGEMENT OF YOUNG CHILDREN WITH DISABILITIES

DEIRDRE K. MITHAUG AND DENNIS E. MITHAUG

TEACHERS COLLEGE, COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

In this study, students worked independently by setting goals, selecting assignments, and
recording and evaluating their results after receiving one of two different types of self-
management training. During teacher-directed training, the teacher set goals, assigned
work, and recorded and evaluated results for students. During student-directed training,
students performed those tasks themselves. The results indicated that students engaged
in the self-management behaviors more frequently during independent work following
student-directed instruction than following teacher-directed instruction.

DESCRIPTORS: teacher- versus student-directed instruction, self-management

Instructing students to set goals, self-
monitor, self-evaluate and self-reinforce has
improved behavior and academic perfor-
mance in a wide range of treatment and ed-
ucational situations. Several studies have
shown that these improvements also are
maintained and generalized. For example,
Stevenson and Fantuzzo (1984, 1986) re-
ported that when the four self-management
behaviors were included in the same instruc-
tional intervention, improvements in aca-
demic performance generalized across behav-
ior, subjects, settings, and time. One reason
for these robust effects may be that the train-
ing and independent performance situations
were similar in that both were student di-
rected. During training and performance sit-
uations, for example, students chose the goal
they expected to meet and then wrote it
down independently. Students also decided
when to record a behavior and then recorded
it independently. During self-evaluation,
they decided whether a behavior met a stan-
dard and then recorded their evaluation in-
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dependently, and during self-reinforcement,
students determined whether their behavior
met a standard and then selected reinforcers
independently. The current study evaluated
the importance of the student-directed com-
ponent of self-management training by de-
termining whether independent goal setting,
self-monitoring, and self-evaluation were
higher after student-directed instruction
than after teacher-directed instruction.

METHOD

Participants and Setting

Alice, a 5-year-old girl, and Bob, a 6-year-
old boy, had been diagnosed with autism
spectrum disorders. Carter, a 6-year-old boy,
had been diagnosed with attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder, and Edward, a 6-year-
old boy, had been diagnosed with emotional
disturbance. They were enrolled in a school
for young children with severe learning and
behavior problems. Alice and Bob could
identify a few words and count to five; Cart-
er and Edward could read and count at a
kindergarten level. At the time of the study,
none of the students worked independently
during unsupervised periods.



134 DEIRDRE K. MITHAUG and DENNIS E. MITHAUG

Materials and Response Measurement

Materials included a self-record card and
five color-coded folders, each with two
worksheets in math, reading, science, social
studies, and writing. On the four-column
self-record card, students circled pictures of
subject areas to work in the ‘‘Subjects to
Work’’ column, wrote the number of work-
sheets to be completed in the ‘‘What I Will
Do’’ column, and recorded the number
completed in the ‘‘What I Did’’ column.
When the number in the ‘‘What I Will Do’’
column matched the number in the ‘‘What
I Did’’ column for the circled subject, stu-
dents circled a ‘‘Yes’’ in the ‘‘Completed As-
signments’’ column. A correct self-manage-
ment response was scored by a teacher assis-
tant when (a) the number of completed
worksheets recorded in the ‘‘What I Did’’
column matched the number assigned in the
‘‘What I Will Do’’ column, (b) the number
of assignments in the ‘‘What I Did’’ column
matched the number completed, and (c) the
‘‘Yes’’ or ‘‘No’’ circled in the ‘‘Completed As-
signments’’ column was consistent with the
numbers recorded in the previous columns.
Therefore, a ‘‘Yes’’ was correct when there
was a 0 for number completed and a 0 for
the number assigned, and a ‘‘No’’ was cor-
rect when there was a 1 for the number
completed but a 0 for the number assigned.
A total of five correct responses were possible
for each session, given that there were five
subject assignments per card and one card
used per session. A second teacher assistant
independently recorded the number of cor-
rect responses during 50% of sessions. Per-
centage agreement was calculated by divid-
ing the number of agreements for each cor-
rect response on the self-record card by the
number of agreements plus disagreements
and multiplying to 100%. The average
agreement was 98% across training and in-
dependent work sessions.

Procedure
Teacher- or student-directed instructional

sessions were conducted daily each morning
in the classroom, and independent work ses-
sions were conducted in the same location 2
hr later. The type of instruction (i.e., teach-
er- vs. student-directed instruction) was the
independent variable. The self-management
behavior that occurred during the subse-
quent independent work session was the de-
pendent variable. During teacher-directed
instruction, the teacher demonstrated the
self-management skills to the student by set-
ting goals, assigning work, and recording
and evaluating results on the self-record card
for the student. During student-directed in-
struction, the teacher prompted the student
to set goals, assign work, and record and
evaluate results on the card. In both condi-
tions, students selected an item from the
prize box for each correct ‘‘Yes’’ response cir-
cled on the card. Prize items included pen-
cils, posters, stickers, buttons, stamps, book-
marks, and mazes. During baseline, students
received no instructions, feedback, or rein-
forcers. During independent work sessions,
students worked alone and did not receive
any prompts, feedback, or reinforcers. The
folders containing the self-record card and
worksheets were available during all instruc-
tional and independent work sessions. To
control for possible preference effects, each
student’s folder contained only two sheets
per subject for a total of 10 sheets per ses-
sion. A multiple baseline and reversal design
was used to compare the effects of student-
and teacher-directed instruction on self-
management behavior during independent
work sessions. The order of instruction was
counterbalanced across participants.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The number of correct self-management

responses during independent work was
higher following student-directed instruction
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Figure 1. Number of correct self-management responses during independent work following student-di-
rected instruction and teacher-directed instruction for all participants.

than following teacher-directed instruction
for all students (see Figure 1). This finding
suggests that students are more likely to ex-
hibit independent self-management in non-
training situations when teachers use a stu-
dent-directed approach to self-management
training. One possible explanation for this
outcome was the degree of similarity be-
tween student-directed instruction and in-
dependent work. In both conditions, stu-
dents were required to choose a goal and a

behavior to monitor and evaluate and then
to respond to those choices independently.

Another possible explanation is that self-
management responses were more reinforc-
ing under student-directed instruction than
under teacher-directed instruction because
students had more opportunities to make
choices under student-directed instruction.
Choice opportunities alone have been found
to increase responding in some situations
(Fisher, Thompson, Piazza, Crosland, & Got-
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jen, 1997). It is unlikely, however, that the
findings were due to greater access to rein-
forcers or preferred work assignments under
student-directed instruction because the
number of reinforcers earned and assign-
ments completed were similar under the two
conditions.

Assignment completion rates during in-
dependent work also were compared across
the two training conditions, but the results
were inconclusive, perhaps because the stu-
dents were limited to two assignments per
subject. Another limitation of the study is
that self-management behavior was not
maintained when instruction was discontin-
ued in the final baseline phase. The sequence
of instructional conditions also may have in-
fluenced self-management behavior during
independent work. Research on these effects

is needed to evaluate further the results of
this study.
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