
Precision Teaching in Perspective:
An lnterview with Ogden R. Lindbley

Dr. lindsley, we've heard a great deal about
precision teaching, but we would like some
answers to some questions, like where did
precision teaching come from?

"First let me emphasize that precision teaching
came about because of children in special edu-
carion classrooms. lf it had nol been for these
children communicating their needs to their
teachers and the teachers sharing ideas wilh us,
we could not have developed precision teaching
as beautifully.rnd quickly as we did.,,

ls precision teaching different from or the
same as behavior modification?

I Precision teaching is a new technique in special educatiort. Ogden R. l:,:,,,.-
ley shaped and deoeloped the ideo in response to the needs of exceptiortrti c1...'.-

dren as reported to him by the teachers ot' these special children. In this i:e.-
aiew, conducted by Dr. Duncan, Dr. Lindsley described the origins ot' precisic,-.
teaching, the difference between behaoior modification and precision tenchr:;
and the present and t'uture implications of precision teaching t'or special and rea-
ular education, Ogden R. Lindsley is Professor ot' Education at the Llniaelsli,.r c-
Ksnsas. He toas associated with the Kttnsas Center for Mental Retardatiort ,ti....

Huntan Deaelopntent tmd is noro at the School of Education, Lawrence, Krlris,;_..

tl First, Iet rne emphasize that precision teaching came about because of chrl-
dren in special education classrooms. If it had not been for these students com-
municating their needs to their teachers and the teachers sharing ideas with us,
we could not have developed precision teaching as beautifully and quickly as

we did.
In 1965, here at the University of Kansas, we decided to see if collecting dailr'

frequency records of students' performance would be useful to classroom teach-
ers. This idea of recording frequency of performance came from learning research.
Dr. B. F. Skinner was the person who developed frequency to measure behavior,
But Skinner's work was based on laboratory research, and we wanted to see if re-
cording daily frequency would be of any help in monitoring insrruction and
evaluating curriculum and teaching in special and regular classes.

So in 1965 r.r,e started having teachers record students' performances. Our
first problem was that it was too much work for most teachers to record 2/ 3, ot +
different daily frequencies on each child, especiaily if they had rz to 3o
students.

Then about 1958 many of our creative teachers began to involve the students
in recording. We found that this was the answer to our economic and time prob-
lems-having the students record their own behavior. Now our kindergarten
and first grade children are recording and charting their daily classroom per-
formances on Standard Behavior Charts. These records of performance are turn-
ing out to be very useful in curriculum design, behavior change, and handling
discipline problems.

The thing they have in common is that the first people to use both originall.v
were trained in the same academic discipline-operant conditioning. This was
developed by Fred Skinner at Harvard and Fred Keiler at Columbia and some
of their associates and stucients.

The thing that makes them different is that behavior modification stesses the
change procedures that were originally used in laboratory operant conditioning.
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Why is it important to chart daily frequencies
of classroom behaviors? Don't children
improve anyway?

possible and involved the child in selecting his materials, you would probably
soon find the best curriculum for him. If you try three each day and separately
record his improvement on each, within z to 3 weeks (or in an exrreme case, 4
weeks), both the child and teacher can see which of the curricula he shows the
most improvement on and which one he should stay with to gain most educa-
tionally. Once you pick the best one, then choose a new curriculum as ,,insur-

ance." You may find that it is even better. In this way every child can be working
on different curriculum materials at a different acceleration, and we can have
a constant record for the child and teacher that shows with which set of ma-
terials the student improved the most for that month.

Another built-in advantage is that precision teaching gives an ever ready, on-
going report system to the parents. In addition, if teachers share with parents
the techniques which succeed in the classroom, parents may be more willing to
share home techniques with teachers.

There are hundreds of ways of improving a child's behavior; every child is
unique and different. The problem is not to discover a new universal teaching
method. I don't think one will ever be discovered. The problem is to use the ex-
cellent teaching methods we aiready have with the children that they will work
best with.

We discovered in our original work that to benefit from Skinner,s greatesr
discovery (the use of frequency as a measure of behavior), frequencies had to
be recorded in the classroom. Then we found that we had to make a standard
chart, because without guidance and structure daily charting was jusr too com-
plicated and consumed too much time for most teachers. Most teachers and stu-
dents made charts as unique as their personalities. When we tried to share those
charts in inservice training meetings, we spent all of our time trying to figure
out each others' chc rts.

When teachers made their own charts it took as long as z8 or 3o minutes for
a teacher to make her chart clear to the other 2tl or jo teachers. The Standard
Behavior Chart increases communication at least 10 times, since it onlv takes
2 to I rninLrtes to share a project.

AIso since equal percent gains get equal distance on the standard chart, you
can project the future course of behavior by drawing a suaight line through the
middle of the daily frequencies you've charted. The direction of this line shows
whether the frequency of perforrnance is increasing;, decreasing, or remaining
the same.

The six cycle design of the chart provides an adequate range of behavior. Be-

Sprins . 1971 116



ILL uarplrqf lEUorldalxf SNIHfvll

Surqcear uorsnard ]ELIr aq Plnor lI 'sa8ln PuE 's8ur1aal 'srqSnoqr rauul asaql Jo

>1cerl dae>1 ol a^Er{ e,{t lEr{] sanbruqral a^Illsues 
^\a} 

aql }o auo aq '{eru Surrreq3

2,{epot a^teq no.{ plp slq8noqr ^{3o1ora ^(ueu .rto11 2a}euorssedtuor ]aa} no^'{ op

fep e saurr] ^,{uetu .tLo11 'uotsseduroc pue 'e.to1 ',{o[ 's8trrloal flerxue 'slq8noql

sser)ns a{II srol^Er.leq tauLlt Surlreqc uaeg a^Er{ e.ra ^(puaraS 'aldoad Jo rol^Bq

-aq fiflo aql prorar or padola,tap sE^{ roIAELIaq ;o .{ruanbal} aql Surrnseeyq

'3ururee1 lenpl^lpLri pue tunln

-)rJJn) rrtueu,{p Sutztutrxeur ro1 sruerSord rsaq aLIl tlll.&\ sluaPn]s ;o aruetu;opad

eql Suuolluoru ro, sanbruqoal tseq aql Io ]Er{l aq Ppol't Surppart P}I}neaq V
'werSord runln)urnf, paroller ulolsnf, u.eto sILI uo 3urryo.tt 'p1lqr qrea 1o qr-alo;3

pue luauralordur aq] Jolluolu ol sanbruq:ar Surtpear uotsnard asn PUE sluoor

-ssep uado ;o sadrft lueraJJIP pue enbrun [l.l3ir{ asaq] a{Bl ol aq PIno^\ EarE JJo

-,{ed e og 'aldoad Suoue sPuarl leraua8 pue sar}rrelltuls [1uo dn ryrd uet u8rcap

liq iPrqA sauo arE sarroer{} pue seapl uroorssElr 1!\au asaLll roJ Pesn sPoqlau

uorlenlBla aqt 'ra.ta,tro11 'looqls uad6 qsrrrrg aql PuP 'illqrarutunS IlaN'la8eld

Io tno Sururor asoLlt are seePl PuB sPuarl Surureal Sutltrxa Pue luaIJIIa lsoLu

aqr '1urqr I pue 'lltuEu.(p tsotu eL[] aral[,^ uralqord TEIIWIs E a^Eq a'n ''nou lq8rg
'sdnor8 ro1 alerrdordde [1uo spoLllaru Sursn ara.n'r slellPl^lPul 3ur.{pn1s asoLIl PUV
'sa)ueraJJ1p IEnPI^IPul dpnrs oi auo alerrdordde lsotu eql oslE sE'\\ 'IoI^ELIaq Io
s.u.e1 leraua8 ssesse ot padola.tap peq rauuqs q)ILI,e\ Poqlerl eql leql sE,lt r1)reas

-a, surureal upurnq ur s,oS6r aql uI sn par.J ,"r, 
Hr,lr"i#;::r:l;#r:r1i",

-LIrEel uolsl)ard ;o ruarudola,tap aql ur sa8elue.tpe rsaSSIq aqr Jo auo ''(1qec1o:4

'arnlnJ aq] roJ ^,(Salerls E las e,{1' os 'lsaq PIr{r q)Iq-^a petllJ lerurol urnln)Irrn)

q)rqm eulLuratep ot .(e.tt auuos PaPaau aM 'sluaPnls Suorue saruera1JIP anbnrn

alPuELI ol ,(e.tl auos PaPeau ,(lareradsap uollP)nPa arnln, lelll pazruSocar aiv)' z96t

Punorv 'aul Pa{se a,req nod uorlsanb luelrodrut lsoru atll ,(lqeqord tI^ tttlt
'sluapnls Jo rol^Bqag aqr Sur8ueqr 1o

s.{e.u, .nau uo a)IAPe ueq} raqter '^tlou4 .(pearp -(arp salnpacord Surqrear aqr

Jo straJra ,(pup aqr Surtenle.La pue Surredruor 1o de.ta. e sI lsotu Paeu sraq)eal

]Brlrvt ]Btll reap .(ran s,tl '.{\aIA 1o rurod )IuIaPe)E Jo le)Ilaroaql E ruorl asIA

-pe lq8rru a^^ ]Bql satnparord ltraurqsrund -ro 'premar 'luaruarroluta: '(ueur ueql

a,r.rsuadxa ssal pue 'alll)e#e arotu 'un1 erolu aJa,&\ sarnparord a8ueql Paluelul
-plrq) pue -raq)Be] ]Eql rEalr sE.\\ lI 'ueLI) o1 ,^ oLI PaurEal srer{lEal aluo

'rreq) eLil Jo ernteu eql .(q

peseiq tou are arnseaur ol pua] plnom sroll)eat srol^BLleq ;o sad.{r arll let{} sarns

-uI uet{) PrePLIEls aql Jo arueal sIt{J'Pauet{l aq uel elnulur rad satutl ooo't

se dpuanbar1 se rnJJo rlJltl.l{ esoql sE lla.t,r se ,(ep E e)uo rnJlo LI)ItlA4. sroIAEt{

laraq uo,r1 saoE

3u1qrea1 uolslra.rd >1u1q1 noA op aJaq6



"lt is essential lor crealive people to be allowed
to make mistakes. Most creative people I have
known are different from all the people around
them, Ior they don't know when to quit. For
them every failure is a success/ because they then
know how not to Iail that way again."

will ultimately provide man with the most good and the most help by being
applied to his inner behaviors. It is one of the few ways ro chart and change
inner behaviors.

Thus, some future strategies include using precision teaching to monitor sru-
dents in open dynamic classrooms and letting them chart their own social inter-
action and self-concepts.

Another use would be to accelerare the ability of students in our regular
classrooms who are getting 90 to 1oo percent correct every day and are nowhere
close to their educational potential. With precision teaching charts we can show
that some students have been in school 4 years, received straight A's, and
are bored to tears. They have never shown any acceleration or improvement
on their charts, which means the school has taught them nothing. They have
simply performed at the top oi their class. Those students should be put on a

curriculum which could allow them to make a high frequency of errors. This
may sound strange because we as teachers are generally pleased when our stu-
dents make few errors. The errors, however, would show that a student is chal-
lenged and working towards improvement. In addition, a special curriculum
could be selected for a child gifted in math but in nothing else. Then he could
stay in his regular school activities, but he could be working on college math
because his charts showed that was the only math that was challenging to him.

We can use these charts on daiiy classroom performance and improvement to
design curriculum packages. fach child could possibly have ro curricular choices.
They all could be recorded on the standard charts. No students would ever be

reading the same material each week; they would change to the curriculum a1-

ternative that they showed the most improvement on.

One problem will have to be solved to make this process work. We will
have to learn to trtat errors as learning opportunities, as a beautiful man named
Caleb Gattegno does. We wanr to constantly increase the difficulty of the ma-
terial so that errors are present and can be used not as social stigmata but as op-
portunities to lesrn. The whole idea is to challenge the myth that children have
to be right most of the time, since this idea slows down the learning process
terribly. By taking the onus from errors we may find that children dare more
and try more.

It is essential for creative people to be allowed to make mistakes. Most creative
people I have known are different from all the people around them, for they
don't know when to quit. For them every failure is a success, because they
then know how not to fail that way again.

Yes. There's a lot of confusion about precision teaching. People thirr.k i1" ,
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ls there anything else you would like to add?
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