
An overcorrection procedure was found to be
effective in reducing the inappropriate stereo-
typed behavior of retarded persons by 95 per-
cent when combined with a reinforcement pro-
cedure. The reinforcement alone had reduced
the behavior by about two-thirds. (The SCI® and
SSC!® indicate that this paper has been cited
in over 120 publications, making it this journal’s
most-cited paper.]
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The widespread attention received by this
study is probably because it was the first din-
icaHy effective method of eliminating the be-
havioral stereotypy, also known as seif-stimu-
latory behavior,of retarded or autistic persons.
Asecond reason is that the study used a novel
method, since known as overcorrection and
currently widely used as a general psycholog-
ical procedure.

I was employed at the time as the director
of a research program at a State of Illinois hos-
pital for retarded and mentally disordered pa-
tients and had developed a method for toilet
training retarded adults.1 One component of
the training was “cleanliness training,” a re-
quirement that the trainees shower and clean
up extensively after they soiled themselves.
Since this cleaning up seemed so effective, I
tried to conceptualize it into more general
terms that might suggest general applicability.
I formulated a principle of “restitution”: de-
terrence for negative behaviors could be
achieved by requiring the person to correct
the disruption resulting from the action. This
principle was tested on the aggressive behav-
iors of mental-hospital patients and found to
he effective, to my delight.2 The disruptive

patients were required to clean up, fix the
damage they did, and reassure any victims of
their aggression. A new psychological principle
seemed to have been formulated for dealing
with perhaps any negative behavior that
caused physical or social disruption.

But, how could this principle be applied to
inappropriate behaviors that caused no phys-
ical or social disruption and therefore could
not be corrected? A limiting case seemed to
be the self.stimulatory behavior of retarded,
autistic patients since by definition their ac-
tions affected Only themselves, consisting of
repetitive movements of their head, hands,
torso, and so on. The answer I arrived at was
the “Positive Practice” principle, which states
that deterrence will result by requiring the

priate response whenever an inappropriate re-
sponse is made. For self-stimulation, this for-
mulation suggested that upon a self-stimula-
tory response, the trainee he required to en-
gage in the correct or appropriate use of that
same part of the body. The present study eval-
uated this; it worked, thereby establishing
overcorrection/positive practice as a general
treatment procedure as well as providing the
first procedurefor eliminating self-stimulatory
behavior. The procedures are now in use for
many different problems.3

The specific moment when the new proce-
dure was used was when one trainee, in the
toilet-training study noted above,’ seemed to
soil himself deliberately and provocatively in
front of the nursing station even after he had
been taught to toilet properly. We had tried
several of the deterrent procedures available
at that time—time-out, extinction, reinforce-
ment of competing behaviors—all to no avail.
I remember instructing Richard M.Foxx, who
was my research assistant and coauthor, in
desperation, “Well if nothing works, at least
have him clean up.” The surprise was that the
soiling accidents then decreased. From that in-
cident was born the overcorrection principle
and the effective treatment of self-stimulation.
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