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Abstract 

A substantial increase in the number of children being diagnosed with autism within the past 

decade has greatly expanded the need for qualified individuals to serve as therapists, teachers, 

and aides for these students. Leaders in corporate, community, and educational organizations are 

having a difficult time meeting the diverse training needs of students, parents, and staff. A 

servant-operant leadership approach provided a framework for the study. Using a quasi-

experimental design, this study evaluated the effects of a fluency-based procedure used to train 

emerging educational leaders on one component needed when using the verbal behavior 

approach to teach children with autism. This study included a multivariate analysis of variance 

(MANOVA) that compared treatments with and without fluency procedures and determined if 

fluency-based procedures improved skill acquisition, application, written retention, and oral 

retention. Thirty-nine graduate education students completed the study with slightly more than 

half of the group receiving fluency training from the researcher. Results of the study indicated 

that participants in the experimental group learned, applied, and retained information 

significantly better than the control group. Discussion on the importance of leaders evaluating 

training and education programs and a call for future research on fluency-based training 

procedures are presented. 
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1 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Autism 

Autism or Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) is a group of complex developmental 

disorders referred to as pervasive developmental disorders in the Diagnostic Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders (DSM)-IV. While the autism spectrum is very wide and includes individuals 

with both mild and severe symptoms, three core features are present in all individuals with 

autism. These include impairments in social abilities, delays or difficulties with communication, 

and repetitive or restricted interests (American Psychiatric Association, 2000). 

Autism was first identified in 1943 by Dr. Leo Kanner, a pediatric psychiatrist at Johns 

Hopkins Hospital. While it was originally a rare disorder with approximately 1 in 10,000 

individuals affected with autism in the 1980s, ASD is currently being diagnosed in 1 out of every 

110 children in the United States (Autism Society of America, 2011). This is an increase from 1 

in 500 a decade ago and 1 in 150 just three years ago (Kogan et al., 2009). ASD is now more 

common than childhood cancer, juvenile diabetes, and pediatric AIDS combined (Autism 

Speaks, 2011). In addition to the emotional and human toll of the disorder, the financial impact 

to schools and society in general is staggering with the United States spending an estimated 90 

billion dollars annually to care for and educate those affected (Autism Society of America, 

2011). 

Educational reform over the past decade, including the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 

Act of 2001 and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) of 2004, 

required educational leaders to adopt research-based practices and to ensure their staffs were 

trained in the correct delivery of proven methods and strategies. This remains very difficult to 

accomplish when addressing autism, however, since the needs of students with autism vary so 
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greatly yielding no single best and universally accepted treatment for all students with autism 

(Simpson, 2005). 

Training personnel to work with students with autism is an educational leadership issue 

in need of study. The surge in the diagnostic rate of autism has greatly expanded the demand for 

qualified individuals to serve as therapists, teachers, and aides for students with autism. 

According to a report by the National Research Council (NRC) published in 2001, there are no 

available data detailing the number of professionals or therapists who work with this population. 

It is also unknown as to how many personnel preparation training programs are available, which 

disciplines are involved in the training, or the number of people who receive autism-specific 

training annually (Scheuermann, Webber, Boutot, & Goodwin, 2003). 

Applied Behavior Analysis 

Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) has been established as the most empirically validated 

treatment for students with autism (National Autism Center, 2009). Cooper, Heron, and Heward 

(2007) defined ABA as "a scientific approach for discovering environmental variables that 

reliably influence socially significant behavior and for developing a technology of behavior 

change" (p. 3). In 1999, ABA was recommended by the U.S. Surgeon General to treat children 

with autism (Rosenwasser & Axelrod, 2001) based largely on the seminal work of the late Dr. 

Ivaar Lovaas, a behavioral psychologist at UCLA. 

In 1987, Lovaas published a study which included 59 young children with autism. 

Nineteen children made up the experimental group and received 40 hours of 1:1 behavioral 

intervention each week for two or more years. Dr. Lovaas showed that with intensive ABA 

programming during the formative years, almost half of the children with autism in the 

experimental group (9 out of 19) became indistinguishable from their peers by the time they 
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entered school (Lovaas, 1987). A follow-up study reported that the children in the experimental 

group continued to do well at the age of 13 (McEachin, Smith, & Lovaas, 1993). 

In the past 20 years since these early ABA studies were completed, an entire generation 

of children with autism has grown up with the support of ABA with hundreds of studies 

supporting the efficacy of behavioral programming for children with autism (Barbera, 2007; 

Horner, Carr, Strain, Todd, & Reed, 2002). Even though some children with autism who receive 

intensive early behavioral intervention during the pre-school years can enter kindergarten with 

little to no support or need for additional services, the majority of students with autism enter 

school with significant impairments, especially in the area of communication (Lovaas, 1987; 

Simpson, 2005). These communication deficits and other weaknesses require on-going 

evidence-based practices and specific research-based teaching strategies to enable students to 

reach their fullest potential (Simpson, 2005). 

The Verbal Behavior Approach 

The Verbal Behavior (VB) approach, sometimes referred to as Applied Verbal Behavior 

is a type of ABA programming that utilizes ABA research as well as empirical studies based on 

the use of B.F. Skinner's Analysis of Verbal Behavior (Skinner, 1957) to teach children with 

autism and other developmental disorders (Sundberg & Michael, 2001). While many school and 

therapy programs continue to utilize Lovaas type ABA, this began to change in 1998 with the 

publication of Teaching Language to Children with Autism or Other Developmental Disabilities 

(Sundberg & Partington, 1998). Many ABA programs for children with autism are now utilizing 

an ABA/VB approach. While some have suggested that educational programming based on 

Skinner's classifications of verbal behavior have tremendously positive curricular advantages 

(Sundberg & Michael, 2001; Weiss, 2001), there has been criticism (Carr & Firth, 2005; Love, 

Carr, Almason, & Petursdottir, 2009). This criticism surrounds the fact that the VB approach, 
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which has a number of procedural variations, has been disseminated as a complete package 

mostly via workshops, non-peer reviewed articles (Barbera, 2009a), conference presentations 

(Barbera, 2009b; Carbone, 2004; Miklos, Dipuglia, & Galbraith, 2010), and books (Barbera & 

Rasmussen, 2007; Schramm, 2011; Sundberg & Partington, 1998). 

Even though there is a modest amount of research supporting the components of the VB 

approach, without empirical validation of the VB package as a whole, Carr and Firth (2005) have 

suggested that the widespread dissemination of VB has occurred too prematurely. In a reply to 

Carr and Firth, Cautilli (2007), while agreeing on the need for treatment efficiency research on 

the VB approach, defended the use of ABA/VB programs stating that the "VB model rests on a 

considerable history of practice and research" (p. 20). The debate about whether more research 

should have preempted the wide usage of VB is a moot point; however, as the VB approach is 

currently being utilized, at least in part, in a large percentage of ABA programs for children with 

autism (Kates-McElrath & Axelrod, 2006; Love et.al, 2009). 

While there are many experimental studies on components of the VB Approach (Cautilli, 

2007; Prelock, Paul, & Alien, 2011; Reichow, Doehring, Cicchetti, & Volkmar, 2011; Sundberg 

& Michael, 2001), research is just beginning to emerge regarding the efficacy of full ABA/VB 

programs for students with autism in Pennsylvania public schools (Bondy, Esch, Esch, & 

Sundberg, 2010; Miklos et at, 2010). Part of the staff training within these schools involved in 

the Pennsylvania Verbal Behavior Project, has been an emphasis on developing competencies to 

ensure that each staff member can name verbal and non-verbal operants fluently at a rate of 20-

25 correct responses per minute (Barbera, 2009b; Miklos & Dipluglia, 2010). 

Without empirically validated training procedures for staff on all aspects of the VB 

Approach, many children may not have access to quality ABA/VB programming. Additionally, 

without standardized staff training on VB terms and procedures, validating the VB approach and 
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eventually comparing the VB approach with other types of ABA and non-ABA treatments will 

continue to be an insurmountable task. 

The Importance of Fluency 

Fluency is the "fluid combination of accuracy and speed" and can be equated with true 

mastery (Binder, 1990). Individuals who perform a skill quickly, accurately, and without 

hesitation are thought to be fluent performers (Fante, 2008; Binder, 1996; Kubina & Morrison, 

2000). Since the 1960s, many individuals have suggested that fluent performance leads to better 

retention, increased endurance, and better ability to transfer and apply knowledge (Binder, 1990, 

1996; Bucklin, Dickinson, & Brethhower, 2000; Kubina & Morrison, 2000). 

Most conventional training programs, according to Binder and Bloom (1989) "actually 

prevent or retard fluency in one way or another" (p. 17). They suggest that fluency does not 

occur when trainers provide too little time for practice and/or require trainees to respond slowly 

or wait during question and answer segments. In addition, trainers often encourage participants 

to role play complex scenarios before simple steps in the scenario are fluent. This often causes 

the trainees to become frustrated and unable to retain the information or apply it to their jobs 

(Binder & Bloom, 1989). 

Despite thirty years of applied fluency programs with a variety of populations justifying 

the importance of fluency, most people continue to be unaware of its utility. This is best 

demonstrated by the continued use of accuracy-only measures, such as percentage correct to 

assess knowledge and skills. If two trainees both score 100% on a post-test, but one trainee 

completes the test in ten minutes and the other takes thirty minutes, it would be logical to 

consider the first student to have mastered the material to a greater extent. Without considering 

speed of performance, true mastery cannot be accurately assessed (Bucklin et al, 2000). 
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Leadership Implications 

This study has broad implications for leaders in corporate and community settings as well 

as in education since a critical role for all leaders is to ensure that effective and efficient training 

processes are in place for those they serve. Leadership has been studied for over a century with 

over 16,000 books written on the subject (Daniels & Daniels, 2007). Despite this intense 

interest, however, leadership remains a difficult subject to study partially because there remains 

no universal definitions of leadership or leader. Most definitions support the idea that leadership 

is a process that influences others (Yukl, 2006; Northhouse, 2007). 

Many leadership styles (e.g. behavioral approach, contingency theory, situational 

approach) describe and measure leadership abilities in two main areas. The first broad area or 

leadership skill is the relationship they have with followers and the second is the way they 

determine, delegate, train, and monitor tasks (Northhouse, 2007). Using the relationship—task 

paradigm, this study utilized two different leadership styles; servant and operant leadership, to 

provide a leadership framework in which to design an appropriate study. 

Teaching children in general and teaching children with special needs in particular can be 

framed through a servant leadership lens and has been tied to the concept of teacher as leader 

(Jackson & McDermott, 2009; Kerfoot, 2003; Williams, 2002). The scientific principles of 

applied behavior analysis, which are the basis for an operant leadership approach (Komaki, 

1998), were also used throughout the development of the procedure and during the study. In 

this study a servant leadership model provided a relationship-oriented framework. The operant 

leadership approach based on the scientific principles of ABA was added to describe the tasks 

involved for the leader and follower. This multi-framed servant-operant leadership paradigm 

utilized in this study may yield important insights for advancing leadership within corporate, 
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community, and educational organizations. These two leadership paradigms as well as the 

rationale for combining them will be discussed more fully in subsequent chapters. 

While this study focused on the effects of a fluency-based procedure on one component 

needed by adults utilizing a VB approach to teach children with autism, similar systematic 

analysis could be conducted with components of all types of training packages across many 

different fields. Leaders in educational systems, community agencies, and corporate 

environments are functioning in extremely competitive global climates (Daniels & Daniels, 

2007). Because of this, leaders in every field need to ensure that relationships are nurtured to 

prevent excessive turnover of followers and also to foster discretionary effort. This focus on 

relationships can be fostered by using servant leadership as a foundation. Leaders also need to 

be task-oriented and, with the use of an operant leadership paradigm, they may be able to 

develop the most effective and efficient training packages and procedures. Using servant-

operant leadership and the science of ABA, any skill can be broken down into component parts 

and taught using fluency-based training procedures. This dual leadership focus could be useful 

for all leaders in their stewardship of financial resources dedicated to training all humans across 

fields and within a variety of organizations. 

In Unlock Behavior Unleash Profits, Braksick (2000) eloquently summarized the need 

for leaders in every industry to understand ABA: 

There is a science to human behavior that leaders need to learn and apply consistently 

everywhere. Leaders need to evaluate strategies, processes, and behaviors—their own 

and those of their customers, their employees, and their work cultures—by using the 

science of human behavior, (p. xvi) 
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Purpose of Study and Research Question 

The purpose of this study was to examine the issue of fluency as it relates to training 

adults on one component needed to teach students with autism when utilizing B.F. Skinner's 

Analysis of Verbal Behavior (Barbera, 2009b; Miklos & Dipluglia, 2010). The research question 

being explored in this study is: Do emerging educational leaders learn, apply, and retain more 

autism verbal behavior information when they receive fluency-based training versus training 

without an emphasis on fluency? 

Fluency building, a technique which has been shown in past studies (Binder, 1996; 

Binder & Watkins, 1990; Bucklin et al., 2000) to improve long-term retention and application of 

skills, was the independent variable. There were four dependent variables: post treatment 

knowledge, application rates, written retention and oral retention of verbal behavior information. 

Emerging educational leaders were selected to serve as participants for three main 

reasons. The first reason for utilizing this population was that it was hypothesized that two 

homogeneous groups could be formed by seeking volunteers from four classes of graduate 

education students at Alvernia University. The sample was therefore convenient and accessible 

to the researcher for use in a quasi-experimental design study. 

Second, since this training procedure was developed to teach new staff to work with 

students with autism, graduate students could simulate new staff. It was expected that these 

graduate students would not have the background knowledge on the specific topic of naming the 

verbal operants. These participants would therefore be similar to novice teachers, related service 

providers or paraprofessionals who were taught in the past or could be taught in the future with 

this method. 

Lastly, and most importantly, it was determined that emerging educational leaders might 

be in a unique position after the study to potentially lead others within schools and teach them 
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about the importance of ABA, VB, and fluency. Since leadership is defined as "a process 

whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal" (Northouse, 

2007, p. 3), these current and/or future educational leaders could promote systematic changes to 

autism training within their respective schools as servant leaders. 

Methodology Overview 

Since participants were taught the experimental or control group material within one of 

their existing classes, randomizing individual participants to the control or experimental groups 

was not feasible. Instead of randomizing individuals, this quasi-experimental study randomized 

whole classes to either the experimental or control group. According to Gall, Gall, and Borg 

(2010), a quasi-experimental design can be used when randomization of individual participants is 

not possible or convenient. Quasi-experimental designs can yield powerful results especially if 

care is taken to assure that groups are as equivalent as possible. 

There is very limited quantitative or qualitative research on fluency-based training 

procedures. This study will therefore contribute to the literature in several ways. Since there 

appears to be no studies examining the effects of fluency-based procedures on emerging 

educational leaders or adults working with children with autism, this study will be the first 

exploration with this focus. Additionally, this study will add to the literature on college students 

since there are only three other known studies (Bucklin et at, 2000; Fante, 2008; Orlander, 

Collins, McArthur, Watts, & McDade, 1986), which analyzed the effects of fluency-based 

training procedures with groups of college students utilizing quasi-experimental designs. 

Finally, this study will begin to explore the potential benefit of emerging educational leaders 

learning about ABA, VB, and fluency. 

Before proceeding, it is important to provide definitions for some key terms that will be 

used in this study. 
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Application; One of the benefits of fluency. The ability to apply 

previously learned information or skills to a different 

situation or with different materials (Binder, 1996). 

Applied Behavior Analysis: The science of changing socially significant behavior 

(Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 2007). 

Component Skill: Skills that are a part of a more complex skill. E.g. Drawing 

straight lines down is a component skill of writing letters 

(Johnson & Layng, 1992). 

Composite Skill: Skills made up of two or more simple or component skills 

E.g., addition mad minute completion is a composite skill 

involving component skills of 1:1 correspondence, number 

identification and writing numbers (Johnson & Layng, 

1992). 

Emerging Educational 

Leaders: Educators who have informal power and influence over others and 

are developing leadership knowledge and abilities to acquire more 

legitimate power (Bowditch & Buono, 1997; Hogan, Curphy, & 

Hogan, 1994). 

Endurance: One of the benefits of fluency. The ability to maintain 

attention during a task over extended periods without 

distraction or fatigue (Binder, 1996). 



11 

Fluency: Accuracy plus speed. Results in application, endurance, 

and retention (Binder, 1996). 

Imitation Skills: Copying the motor movements of another person. This is a non

verbal operant since the action does not involve verbal behavior. 

(Barbera & Rasmussen, 2007). 

Intensive Teaching (IT): This refers to fast-paced VB instruction usually done at a table 

which involves mixing of verbal and non-verbal operants 

incorporating errorless teaching and error correction procedures 

throughout (Barbera & Rasmussen, 2007). 

Operant: A behavior defined in terms of its antecedent and consequences. 

Four elementary verbal operants defined by B.F. Skinner 

in 1957 make up what traditional linguists label "expressive 

language." These four verbal operants are the mand, tact, echoic 

and intraverbal. The behavior in each of these operants is verbal. 

Non-verbal operants do not involve speech or other verbal 

behavior on the part of the listener. Matching, receptive and 

imitation skills are considered non-verbal operants (Barbera & 

Rasmussen, 2007). 

Precision Teaching: A learning monitoring system or teaching technology with 

a focus on using frequent measurement of speed and 

accuracy of individual performance to guide instruction 

(Binder, 1996). 
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Receptive Skills: The ability to understand language and follow directions without a 

visual prompt. Because there is no verbal behavior required of the 

listener, this is referred to as a non-verbal operant (Barbera & 

Rasmussen, 2007). 

Retention: The ability to remember information or engage in behavior 

after a period without practice (Binder, 1996). 

Verbal Behavior; Any communication involving a listener including speaking, 

signing, exchanging pictures, pointing, writing, etc. (Barbera & 

Rasmussen, 2007). 

Summary 

In Chapter One, the challenges surrounding the rise in the diagnosis of autism and the 

issues surrounding training in the field of autism were described. Applied Behavior Analysis 

(ABA), Verbal Behavior (VB), as well as a brief discussion of fluency were presented. An 

overview was also given to support the multi-framed servant-operant leadership paradigm used 

in the development and implementation of the study. The purpose of the study, research 

questions, methodology, and the rationale for utilizing emerging educational leaders as the 

participants were also briefly described. Finally, key terms were defined. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter the topic of leadership and how it relates to training will be explored. 

First, the concept of teachers as leaders will be presented followed by selected research on 

servant and operant leadership models. In addition, a review of pertinent literature on the topics 

of training and the empirical support of fluency in both the corporate and education fields will be 

presented. 

Teachers as Leaders 

A leader is someone that has influence over at least one follower (Northouse, 2007). 

Teachers teach and therefore influence their students every day. They may also influence the 

parents of their students as well as their own colleagues, the principal, and other administrators 

within the school setting. Kerfoot (2003) suggested that if you cannot teach, you cannot lead. 

Furthermore, any organization is simply a collection of people who are making things happen. A 

leader is responsible for teaching his or her followers more efficient ways of performing tasks 

and supporting the personal growth of his or her followers at the same time. Those who think 

broadly about leadership may view all teachers as leaders. Kerfoot (2003) stated: 

Everyone throughout the organization is expected to teach each other and learn from each 

other. A major part of this concept is that the leader is teacher. Teaching is not a top-

down phenomenon. Teaching occurs everywhere in the organization....We can teach and 

learn from each other no matter where we are positioned on the organizational chart. 

(p. 385) 

tlambright and Franco (2008) in describing their teacher leadership Master's degree 

program stated, "Teacher leadership is the cornerstone for both effective building leadership and 

classroom teaching" (p. 267). They also suggested that principals should support the "teacher as 

leader" paradigm shift and embrace teacher leaders who should be a part of team decision 
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making. This is especially true in the field of special education where the principal and other 

administrators are not as familiar with the most appropriate instructional processes (Bays & 

Crockett, 2007). 

While many think only of principals or district administrators as educational leaders, 

some view teachers as school leaders who can have wide impact. Teacher leadership is "the 

process by which teachers, individually or collectively, influence their colleagues, principals, and 

other members of school communities to improve teaching and learning practices with the aim of 

increased student learning and achievement" (York-Barr 8c Duke, 2004, p. 288). In agreement 

with this view of leadership, Hopkins and Higham (2007) suggested that sustainable change 

within education systems must be led by those "close to the school" (p. 48) such as principals 

and veteran teachers. While the literature lacks research on how instructional leadership for 

special education occurs in school settings (Billingsley, 2007), determining the most efficient 

methods of instruction delivery and training teachers on these techniques has serious 

implications for both teachers and students (Bays & Crockett, 2007). 

The participants in this study were enrolled in graduate education courses and were 

selected as potential participants based on their status as emerging educational leaders. 

Emergent means to "come into existence" or "come into view" ("Emergent," 2005) and it is a 

term used to indicate something is new or developing. Emergent leadership has also been 

described as "leaderlike" (Hogan et al., 1994) and having informal power and influence over the 

social network of the group (Bowditch & Buono, 1997). Borba (2009) supported the idea that 

teachers often become administrative leaders and suggests that the best way to prepare to become 

an extraordinary educational leader is to become a stellar teacher. This is recommended since 

an administrator without knowledge of best practices will be unable to effectively monitor, 

coach, and evaluate teachers. In Teaching as Leadership, Farr (2010) detailed common patterns 
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of the most effective teachers: "We see highly effective teachers embody the same principles 

employed by successful leaders in any challenging context" (p. 4). 

Servant Leadership 

There is literature suggesting that teachers often emerge as servant leaders (Kerfoot, 

2003; Williams, 2002). According to Bass (2008), servant leadership emerged in the late 1970s 

and was formulated by Robert Greenleaf, based on his experiences as a corporate executive. In 

Servant Leadership: A Journey into the Nature of Legitimate Power & Greatness, Greenleaf 

(2002) credited the book The Journey to the East (Hesse, 1956), for giving him the idea of 

servant leadership. Leo, the servant in The Journey to the East, was never seen except when he 

was needed. He was described as unassuming. In the end, it was discovered that Leo was 

actually the leader of the Order. This book, and specifically the character Leo, eventually led to 

Greenleaf s interpretation that great leaders are servants first and to his coining of the term 

"servant leadership." 

The closest definition Greenleaf (2002) provided is that the servant leader is servant first 

and leader second. He suggested that if leaders successfully use a servant leadership approach, 

followers should become "healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, and more likely themselves 

to become servants" (p. 62). Greenleaf (2002) stated his thesis: "Caring for persons, the more 

able and the less able serving each other, is the rock upon which a good society is built" (p. 62). 

He believed that this caring has historically been person to person but that caring now should be 

seen within institutions. "Servant leadership represents a significant departure from hierarchical 

systems of leadership often employed in educational and social service programs" (Tate, 2003, p. 

33). The focus of the servant leader is to improve the skills of others so that everyone can 

continuously grow and learn. Many people who subscribe to the servant leadership model 

believe that caring and nurturing work environments lead to better outcomes, more successful 
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retention efforts, better consumer and employee satisfaction, and ultimately increased profits 

(Tate, 2003; Taylor, Martin, Hutchinson, & Jinks, 2007). 

Greenleaf (2002) suggested that leaders within all institutions must seek out innovation 

and be open to change in order for change to occur. This is because, as Greenleaf (2002) pointed 

out, we live in an age against innovation where most institutions are "seriously hobbled with 

rigid, obsolete, and retrogressive patterns" (p. 241). Greenleaf (2002) admitted that the paradigm 

shift to improve society has some barriers. These include the fact that past efforts for system and 

societal improvements have been largely coercive and that a hierarchy with a single leader model 

is deeply entrenched within our society. 

Teacher as Servant Leader 

Kerfoot (2003) stated, "The leader as learner and the leader as teacher are very basic to the 

role of any leader but often overlooked" (p. 387). If a person is a servant leader, he or she is not 

controlling. Instead leaders create the infrastructure where everyone teaches and learns (Kerfoot, 

2003; Williams, 2002). Herman and Marlowe (2005) suggested that teachers need to be servant 

leaders especially when working with students with special needs. They need to shift from a 

typical classroom hierarchy where authority and obedience is stressed to that of a community 

where leaders stress helping others by re-examining their greater role in improving human 

conditions. 

In "Fearless Leading," Jackson and McDermott (2009) described that the root word for 

administrator is minister. Using the root word, they explain, takes the power out of the leader 

and replaces it with service. They state, "Schools need ministers—people who look out for the 

common good, are devoted to the school, and have the moral influence to improve conditions for 

learning and teaching" (p. 36). 
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Beazley and Beggs (2002) believed that the servant leadership model is consistent with 

other leadership theories such as systems thinking and the learning organization. In a 

dissertation using servant leadership as a framework combined with the principles of ABA, 

Kenneally (2007), a teacher and a Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA), analyzed her own 

leadership behavior as she created programs to meet the needs of children with autism and their 

families. Kenneally (2007) stated, "My goals as a teacher and a leader are the same as I attempt 

to create better lives for those I serve" (p. 1). 

Kenneally (2007) suggested that BCBA's who work with students with severe disabilities 

such as autism are adept at assessing problems, devising a plan which includes breaking skills 

down, teaching, and evaluating both short and long-term gains of the students. She admitted, 

however, that BCBA's, herself included, often have difficulty using those same ABA principles 

while they are serving in leadership positions. This is due to the fact that leadership activities 

often involve the need to work with employees, create programs, and run organizations 

effectively. Kenneally (2007) suggested that the principles of operant conditioning can and 

should be used to assist leaders as they operationalize other leadership theories such as servant 

leadership. 

An Operant Leadership Approach 

B. F. Skinner (1968) suggested that one of the reasons teachers or trainers fail is because 

the process of learning and teaching is not analyzed. Without this analysis, teaching cannot be 

improved. In Leadership From an Operant Perspective, Komaki (1998) is a behavior analyst 

who has spent decades researching the use of ABA principles to impact businesses. She 

proposed one should consider studying leadership from an operant perspective instead of 

studying the characteristics of leaders or the behavioral styles they use. Bass (2008) referred to 

this leadership paradigm as "contingent reinforcement leadership" (p. 366) and suggested that 
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this model was grounded in the universal and proven theory of operant conditioning (Komaki, 

1998). Despite the support of Bass and the model outlined by Komaki in 1998 with 18 studies 

to support it, operant leadership is a largely unknown theory within the leadership literature. 

Before proceeding, a review of operant conditioning and operant leadership is necessary. 

In The Behavior of Organisms published in 1938, Skinner described the experimental 

branch of behavior analysis and outlined his research with rats and pigeons in the 1930s. This 

work with animals led to Skinner's discovery that behavior was often influenced by 

consequences which followed the behavior. For example, if a rat pushed a bar and food was 

delivered, the rate of pushing the bar would increase if the rat was hungry and if pellets of food 

continued to be delivered with bar pushing. Skinner (1938) coined the term "operant" to 

describe behaviors that were influenced not only by antecedents that came before the behavior 

but also behavior was to a greater extent related to the consequences that followed behavior. 

This stimulus-response-stimulus, later described as antecedent-behavior-consequence, was 

termed a three-term contingency and became the foundation of operant conditioning which is 

important in the study of all behavior and learning (Cooper et al, 2007). 

In 1953, Skinner pointed out that the study of behavior is very complex since it is an on

going and fluid process. Since behavior is constantly changing, it cannot be held constant for 

any period of time. Skinner (1953) also suggested that the study of human behavior outside of 

the laboratory was particularly challenging not only due to behaviors being in motion but also 

because environmental variables were difficult to control (Skinner, 1953). 

Applied behavior analysis (ABA) can be traced back to 1968 with the publication of the 

first issue of the Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis as well as the publication of the classic 

article "Some Current Dimensions in Applied Behavior Analysis" (Baer, Wolf, & Risley, 1968), 

which described the discipline of ABA (Cooper et al., 2007). While behavioral science or ABA 
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is younger than other sciences such as physics and chemistry, the laws of behavior are always 

operating. Without knowledge of ABA, leaders in every field are at a disadvantage when 

managing behavior and implementing change within organizations (Braksick, 2000). 

For both the behavior of the leader and the follower, leadership involves behaviors which 

can be changed and improved. ABA is a "scientific approach for discovering environmental 

variables that reliably influence socially significant behavior and for developing a technology of 

behavior change that takes practical advantage of those discoveries" (Cooper et al., 2007, p. 3). 

In short, it is the science of studying and improving human behavior (Cooper et al., 2007). 

Organizational behavior management is a branch of ABA that addresses the behavior of people 

within organizations (Mawhinney, 2005). As Daniels and Daniels (2006) summarized, 

"Business is behavior. Without behavior, no organizational accomplishments are achieved" (p. 

27). 

Komaki (1998) suggested that the use of operant conditioning and in particular the effects 

of positive reinforcement, can answer important leadership questions. The use of operant 

conditioning can guide leaders in effective measures to motivate subordinates, implement change 

processes, and ensure that work is produced in effective and efficient ways. According to 

Skinner (1968) all humans, including teachers, students, and educational leaders are subject to 

the contingencies of reinforcement. 

Thousands of experiments support the "potency of consequences in motivating and, in 

particular, maintaining performance. In experiment after experiment, when consequences have 

been rearranged to be frequent and contingent on performance, dramatic improvements have 

resulted" (Komaki, 1998, p. 13). Braksick (2007) added: 
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Employees seek opportunities to work with leaders who are positive and encouraging. 

This creates a cumulative effect for both types of leaders: positive leaders become more 

effective because they get more support, and negative leaders grow less effective because 

their people are less productive and do not give discretionary effort, (p. 80) 

Komaki (1998) suggested leaders should monitor work samples by going to the place 

where the work is being done and collecting information about performance. These leaders who 

make visits can actually see the work, engage with the subordinates, assist with trouble shooting 

any process deficiencies, and give immediate feedback on a regular basis. Monitoring, Komaki 

(1998) believed, is one of the key functions of leadership: Effective leaders "are those who 

monitor and then, based on the information they obtain from monitoring take action" (p. 21). 

Monitoring also causes the leader and follower to discuss performance and this reciprocal 

interaction tends to influence the behavior of both (Daniels & Daniels, 2006). 

Closely related to monitoring is the skill of pinpointing described by Daniels and 

Daniels (2006). Next to the use of positive reinforcement, these authors suggest that 

pinpointing is the single most important skill needed for leaders or anyone else who is attempting 

to change behavior. Pinpointing is the process of breaking down goals into component behaviors 

which can be precisely defined, objectively measured, and reinforced. A pinpoint needs to be 

precise enough to allow two independent observers to accurately measure the behavior and be 

reliable in their agreement. Defining employees as "lazy" or "having a bad attitude" are 

subjective terms that are not pinpoint behaviors and therefore cannot be reliably measured 

(Daniels & Daniels, 2006). They state, "When solving performance problems, people should 

think in terms of measurable, observable behavior rather than vague non-pinpointed 

interpretations of performance" (p. 116). Without the ability to objectively define desirable 
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behaviors, monitor, and pinpoint, it is unlikely that leaders will be able to effectively use positive 

reinforcement at the right times and frequency to increase behavior. 

Effective leadership using the science of behavior includes monitoring and on-going 

feedback and produces discretionary effort of followers, which is defined as the "extra level of 

performance we exert when we want to do something, as opposed to when we have to do 

something" (Braksick, 2007, p. 6). Coercive leadership has the opposite effect in that followers 

perform out of fear (Murray, 2000). Working under a coercive model leads to performance that 

meets only the minimum requirements and does not "propel an organization to greatness" 

(Braksick, 2007, p. 7). Poor leadership causes followers to perform unsatisfactorily so the leader 

eventually exits and/or the organization collapses (Braksick, 2007). "Follower behavior, not 

leader behavior, defines leadership" (Daniels & Daniels, 2007, p. 5). Therefore, to determine if a 

leader is effective, tone should examine the behavior of the followers. 

Blending Servant and Operant Leadership 

In Measure of a Leader, Daniels and Daniels (2007) stated, "Effective leaders must first 

learn what matters to their followers A leader who is out of touch with the needs and goals of 

the individuals in the group has no appeal and no way to mobilize the group's efforts toward 

some common objectives" (p. 22). This demonstrates servant leadership and the leader needing 

to be a servant first. In The Journey to the East (Hesse, 1956), Leo, like most servants, was very 

aware of the needs of the members of a group and this may have been the critical key to his role 

as leader. 

Servant Leadership that is blended with an operant leadership approach creates visions 

that inspire sacrifice. Effective leaders also work hard to make sure these sacrifices are noticed 

and appreciated through the use of positive reinforcement. Because of the power of positive 

reinforcement, leaders who use the principles of ABA get even more discretionary effort and 


