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This study investigated the relationship between on-task behavior and the academic
performance of three low achieving and disruptive children in an elementary school
special-education class. A number of researchers have postulated that the direct elim-
ination of off-task or disruptive behavior is a necessary prior requirement when in-
creases in academic performance are sought in special-education classtooms composed
of low achievers with below-average socioeconomic environments. The present research
program investigated this issue and measured the incidence of on-task behavior and its
relationship to changes in the performance of a variety of academic tasks brought about
by the opportunity to engage in daily free-time activities. Three children from a class of
eight “educably mentally handicapped” students were chosen as target subjects, as their
repertoires seemed to be especially defective. These children were observed by the first
author for 90-minute sessions three days a week, and data regarding on-task behavior
were obtained by the use of an interval recording technique. In conjunction with the
teacher, the first author also monitored the academic performance of the children in six
structured activities—answer completion from boardwork instructions, task completion
from handout assignments, comprehension of reading assignments and vocabulary recog-
nition, accuracy of direction-following to audiotaped instructions, quality of copied
handwriting, and the matching of appropriate phonetic sounds to pictured objects and
situations. Following baseline sessions during which both on-task and academic per-
formance was measured, several experimental sessions were conducted during which
free-time was given noncontingently. During these sessions, no reliable changes in stu-
dent performance were observed. Subsequently, the teacher and experimenters defined
a specified percentage of correct completion of each of the six categories of skill per-
formance as necessary for the achievement of the free-time reinforcer, during each ex-
perimental session. As a result, both the academic productivity and the on-task measures
of behavior were observed to increase, even though reinforcement was not directly con-
tingent upon on-task behavior. The subsequent reinstitution of noncontingent free-time
was followed by lower rates of both output and on-task behavior. The final reintroduc-
tion of contingent free-time for academic productivity again produced substantial in-
creases in both work accomplished correctly @nd on-task behavior. Corresponding in-
creases in productivity were noted for most nontarget children as well. While the present
investigation has shown a high correspondence between productivity and on-task behav-
ior, we must keep in mind that on-task behavior can be defined in many different ways.
It remains possible that differences in the degree of correlation between outcome mea-
sures and the topography of “work” activity may relate to the degree to which the spe-
cific on-task behaviors measured are actually required for the outcome behavior. The
failure of many researchers to identify a direct relationship between “appearances” and
output may be inherently a measurement problem.
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