Understanding and Treating Non-Compliance

Adapted from a paper by Kim Ray, Ph.D. Psychologist


What is non-compliance?
Non-compliance is the failure to behave as requested by others and/or as expected by general or local standards of social conduct. Non-compliance ranges from "passive inaction" to behavior that is "contrary to a-request. For example: A teacher asks a student to put away a game

Passive inaction would be when the student remains seated, pretends he did not hear the request or is unreasonably slow to respond. Non-compliance that is contrary to a request may involve, for example, the student jumping up, yelling at the teacher or walking away.

Non-Compliance is learned behavior 
Although non-compliance is a common symptom of a serious mental disorder such as Oppositional Defiant Disorder, non-compliance itself does not necessarily indicate psychopathology. It indicates that a person's learning history is comprised of primarily positive consequences for being disobedient. The goal, therefore, of compliance training, is to teach a student to be compliant. In viewing non-compliance as learned behavior, following are examples of how non-compliance is learned and maintained:

1.  Inadequate reinforcement for compliance (obedience goes unnoticed)
2.  Reinforcement for non-compliance (attention, avoids the task).
3.  Ambiguous or overly complex requests (inconsistent, unclear directives from tasks,
     inconsistencies in implementation of the consequences).
4. Excessive repetition of commands or requests without compliance and reinforcement for compliance many requests made, the student does not consistently comply, therefore little opportunity for teachers to reinforce student for compliance).
5.  There is a mismatch between the person's skills and the response requirement of the request; (expecting the student to be able to follow complex commands; expecting the student to remember your request over time).

Treatment of non-compliance involves 
The fundamental components of compliance training are, the proper presentation of requests and adequate reinforcement for compliance.
(1) Proper presentation of requests involves:
     A. Obtaining student's attention (eye contact, they are not paying attention to
           something else)
     B.  Stating requests in clear, unambiguous manner, with a level of complexity that
            matches the cognitive abilities of the student
      C. State requests in "do" form, not "don't" form.
      D. Name the reinforcer that will be available upon compliance (John, if you-, then I

will allow you to ___.)

      

(2) Adequate reinforcement for compliance involves:
      A. During the acquisition phase, provide frequent opportunities for compliance, and 
            reinforce continually (praise, tangibles, privileges). Use a reinforcement ratio of 

at least 10:1.
      B.  During the maintenance phase, start to fade-out tangibles first, then gradually fade 
            praise to a consistent but less frequent rate.

When non-compliance is maintained by attention 
When a student is being disobedient because he is acquiring much attention from teachers and peers, then the method of treatment for this type of non-compliance is extinction. Extinction involves controlling the amount of attention the student receives for non-compliance and providing a large amount of attention when the student is compliant. One way to control attention is to "wait-out" the student until he makes even- a small move towards complying and then praising his efforts. A second way to control attention is to give the student a brief time-out (from reinforcement). Time-out should isolate the student and therefore decrease his access to attention.

When non-compliance persists because it provides the student access to reinforcing activities 
An example of this would be the young student who is disobedient in the classroom in order to be placed in a time-out area outside the classroom, thus allowing him to avoid school work, and enjoy talking to people in the hall. If you have identified that being in time-out is reinforcing to the student because he gets a break from school work, then use a "break" as a reinforcer. Make access to a "break" contingent upon being obedient in the classroom.

When non-compliance persists because it is a learned way to avoid/escape something
(1) Utilize the behavioral momentum technique (Give 3-5 high probability request, 1 low 
probability request, 3-5 high probability requests, 1 low probability request, and so on. Reinforce compliance to the requests.)
(2) Gradually increase the requirements for reinforcement (the student is required to sit in chair for longer and longer periods of time in order to receive reinforcement). 
(3) Prevent escape by using physical guidance.
(4) Decrease the aversiveness of the request/task by strongly rewarding compliance.

Important Reminders about compliance training
Make requests in "do" form, not "don't" form.
Compliance is learned in very small, broken down steps.
Have realistic expectations, it is a skill to be learned.
Be consistent across teachers, situations, and time of day.
Behavioral momentum is the best way to train compliance. It is sometimes the only effective technique than can be used with severely non-compliant
students.
