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THE CIPANI GET ME GAME:  

CLASSROOM EDITION 

 

Compliance to simple teacher instructions can often be lacking in young 

children. Getting children to follow basic directives given throughout the school day 

make the management of a class a much easier task. With many students, a simple 

delineation of what is expected may be sufficient to obtain compliance. However, 

other students may require a structured training program based on differential 

reinforcement and prompting to develop instruction-following behavior. If adherence 

to teacher directives and rules is lacking, it can often facilitate other more disruptive 

and oppositional behaviors over time. The first grade student who frequently refuses 

to put away his materials, or come in from recess can become the recalcitrant junior 

high student who is suspended for rude and profane comments to the science teacher.  

 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE GAME 

 

The Cipani Get Me Game: Classroom Edition, is a structured training format 

for developing young children’s basic compliance to teacher requests and instructions 

involving “Get” and “Wait”.  The objectives of the Get Me Game are: (a) increase the 
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child’s compliance to teacher directives and instructions involving “get”, and “wait” 

and (b) increase the child’s attention and subsequent compliance to multiple 

sequential instructions. The use of the Get Me Game within preschool and elementary 

special education settings may be helpful in developing a young child’s ability to 

follow teacher requests and instructions. It can also be used to build some basic 

comprehension skills in students who have more severe deficits in language, serving 

as a language game for teachers with students who have severe and moderate 

disabilities. This will be presented later in this chapter after the presentation of the 

Game as a compliance training program.  

 The teacher calls small groups of students to a learning station or a specific area 

in the classroom with a number of chairs close to each other. The teacher has a number 

of items at a table near the learning station. One student is instructed by the teacher to 

“stand up.” The other students in the group demonstrate the Wait behavior.  The 

teacher then gives the student the command to get one or two common familiar items 

from the table nearby and bring them to her at the front of the group. If the student 

brings the correct item, the group gets a point. The student and the rest of the group 

are asked to respond verbally to a question presented by the teacher, such as “What is 

this item called?” The student then sits down and engages in the wait behavior while 

another student is called upon to stand up, with the process repeated. The Game is 

played for a designated length of time with one group until that group earns a pre-

designated number of points. The Game then commences with the next group. Wait 

behavior is an important component of the Get Me Game and is developed prior to 
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the playing of the Get Me Game as well as being reinforced during the playing of the 

Game.  

 

GROUP TRAINING FORMAT 

 

 The Classroom Get Me Game can be played with 3-5 students per group. You 

can have multiple groups play the game in succession; e.g., Group 1 gets 6 minutes of 

Get Me Game practice, followed by Group 2, etc. Another arrangement is to conduct 

the Get Me Game with the different groups at different times, e.g., group 1 is at 10 

AM, group 2 is before lunch and group 3 is at 1:15 PM. The group playing the Get Me 

Game should sit at a special learning station to play this game, such as a large table for 

four to eight students to sit at. The teacher can also line up a row of chairs that are 

close together for the six students to sit on facing the teacher. The table with the items 

the students will retrieve should be nearby. 

In the beginning of the Game, the teacher can start with one student who is 

given a command to get one or several items on the adjacent table.  Once the group 

has demonstrated appropriate Game behavior over a several week period, it may be 

possible to have two students get items at the same time (obviously must be different 

items for each student). This format also allows the students to practice compliance 

with teacher requests, while there is some additional commotion in the general area. 
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After the students bring the items back and verbally respond to questions about what 

they did, two new students are requested to each get an item. 

The Game provides structured training in two sets of compliance situations: (a) 

getting something when requested to do so and (b) responding verbally when asked a 

question (e.g., “I got the pencil and red crayon”). The group program allows the 

teacher to provide structured training on compliance in a small group format, where 

reinforcement of compliance may be more feasible. If one student is less compliant 

than the other students in the group are, s/he may need isolated practice in a 1-1 

format. The teacher might consider pulling this student out of the group and 

providing practice on the Game in isolation. When the child is reliably complying 

with the requests in this 1-1 format, the teacher should consider a transition of this 

student back into the group. 

 

INCREASING MOTIVATION: THE GAME BOARD 

 

 The Get Me Game develops compliance to teacher requests by (a) providing 

increased practice to comply with requests in a game format and (b) using a point 

system for compliance. Each time a student gets the requested item correctly (within a 

reasonable time period); the group gets a point. If the teacher sends two students at 

the same time, both must perform correctly in order for the group to get a point. When 

the group earns a pre-designated number of points within the training session, the 
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group earns a conditioned reinforcer, such as moving up one space on the Game 

Board maze below. Each group would have their own Game Board maze. When they 

hit the treasure box, one of the students from that group can select a piece of paper 

from the Treasure box with an activity reinforcer for everyone.    

 

EXAMPLES OF GET COMMANDS 

 

 The teacher should initially have all the students demonstrate the wait behavior. 

When everyone in the group is ready to begin playing the Get Me Game (by 

exhibiting the wait behavior), the teacher initiates the game by calling the student’s 

name, and requesting him or her to “Stand up.” It is important to use praise liberally 

for any act of compliance while playing the Get Me Game, e.g., praise the student for 

standing upon command. While the student is standing up, and not moving, issue the 

Get Me command. Some examples are delineated below: 

 

(1)  “Get the penny and the pencil and bring both of those items back to me.’ 

(2)  “Get the cup and the quarter.” 

(3)  “Get all the numbers (on index cards) on the table that are between 2-6 and 

place them in front of me 
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 The primary function of the Classroom edition of the Get Me Game is to develop 

compliance to teacher requests in a positive practice framework. Therefore, when 

beginning the Game, start with the students retrieving items they know, so that 

compliance is the only behavior being assessed. Once the Game is being played 

successful, it can be used to teach additional receptive and expressive language skills. 

Expressive language area can be retrieve by requiring the student (or all the students 

in the group) to identify what items the student obtained from the table. The teacher 

asks the student to get an item(s) and then to label that item. The scenario below 

illustrates how the teacher might deploy the Get Me Game with a group of 6 children 

in first grade (called the “surfer group”) to build both receptive and expressive 

prepositional skills as well as develop greater levels of compliance (T=teacher, 

S=student): 

 

T: John. Get me the coin that is behind the book. 

S: Gets coin behind book and brings to teacher 

T: Good, you brought me the coin behind the book. Ready Surfer group, what did John bring 

me? 

S (all): He brought you the coin that was behind the book. 

T: That is right. The group earns one point. Ready to try another one? Veronica please stand 

up. Place this coin inside the book and bring me the coin that is next to the pencil. 

S: Complies with request 

T: Veronica where did you put the coin I gave you? 

S: I put that coin inside the book. 
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T: Ready surfer group. Which coin did Veronica bring me? 

S (all): She brought you the coin that was next to the pen. 

T: Good, You all earned another point. Just 15 more points and you successfully complete the 

Get Me Game 

 

GENERALIZATION STRATEGIES 

 

 Once the students are progressing through the Get Me Game format using 

simple instructions to get items located on a table, the teacher can begin generalization 

training to instructions or commands that occur on an everyday basis in the 

classroom. In some cases, it may not be necessary to develop any additional 

behavioral plan, as the students readily generalize their skill to natural environments. 

In other circumstances, it may be necessary to provide a conditioned reinforcer.  

The transfer of compliant behavior to everyday requests and commands in the 

classroom can be facilitated by utilizing a point system. It might be wise to give these 

instructions or commands to an entire group at one time, followed by the same 

command to the next group, and so forth. For example, you might direct the Bears to 

hang up their coats and sweaters within the count of 30 in order to earn a point. When 

they comply with this request and sit in their seat, you give the same command to the 

Lions. You then proceed with the next group. This strategy has an additional benefit 

of controlling the number of children moving about at one time. The teacher might 
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consider cutting down on the number of children roaming around the classroom at 

one time as a general strategy for transition activities.  

If the entire group complies, everyone gets points. A set number of earned 

points would translate to moving one space on the game board. For example, earning 

five points on a given day would result in moving up one space. If a given group 

earned ten points, they would move up two spaces on the game board. Each team 

could use their own game board maze.   

In the beginning of generalization training, it might be advisable to set up a 

specific time for generalization training (e.g. 9:00-9:10 Tuesdays and Thursdays). 

Setting up a specific time will facilitate the occurrence of student compliance during 

everyday teacher requests and directives commands.  

A good time to practice this class-wide activity is right before a preferred 

activity, e.g., recess or lunch. Contingent upon all groups completing the requirements 

successfully, the class would then go to the next activity, possibly ahead of schedule. 

An example using a hypothetical teacher better illustrates the use of access to a 

preferred activity as the natural consequence for following directions. 

 

Mrs. Smith decides to have the class practice putting up their work materials upon a 

single command to put up everything. She calls on the class to put up their materials by the 

count of 20. Any group who completes the request within the count of 20 will be allowed to line 

up to go out to recess immediately. If a group fails to meet the deadline they have to practice 

following this instruction twice more correctly, first by taking out their books and then upon 



Ennio Cipani, Ph.D. for use with text Functional behavioral assessment, diagnosis, and treatment with 

author’s permission 

command placing them back in the desk. They repeat this again if completed correctly. After 

several days of implementation, all the students are putting away their materials upon 

command within a count of 20.  

 

After a few sessions, the teacher can probably discontinue the scheduled 

training sessions. I do suggest that you continue using the point system for child 

compliance to your everyday requests and commands. If compliance to your 

commands decreases over a one-week period, then it might be necessary to re-

institute the scheduled training procedure prior to a preferred event. 

 

Steps to remember. The following steps are a brief synopsis of the Get Me 

game group format. 

 

 during scheduled practice times, give commands to each group allowing 

them time to perform activity 

 consider breaking up your class into groups for all transition activities and 

having only one group moving about at a time 

 points are awarded only if the entire group performs the requested behavior 

within the time limit specified 

 try to schedule separate practice times for commands that you want to 

develop greater compliance to, apart from when such commands are given in 

the natural course of daily activities 

 interfering behaviors such as horseplay, joking, talking should result in the 
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group not being awarded the point for compliance (even if they finished 

within the time limit) 

 

Generalization training. The following commands can be used for 

generalization training. The commands given below would be preceded by the word 

“Get.” 

 

 your backpack and return to your seat 

 your coat and return to your seat 

 your lunch box and return to your seat 

 

 your ___ book and place it on your desk 

 your pencil and place it on your desk 

 your notebook and place it on your desk 

 

 These commands would be preceded buy the word, “Put.” 

 

 your backpack and return to your seat 

 your coat and return to your seat 

 your lunch/snack in your cubby and return to your seat 

 

DEVELOPING WAIT BEHAVIOR 
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   Given that the Classroom Get Me Game is conducted with small groups, it is 

important to develop appropriate waiting behaviors on the part of the students who 

are not being currently asked to get an item. These students should be waiting for 

their turn without engaging in disruptive behavior. The wait behavior involves 

placing one’s hands on the table in front of yourself or on your lap (if no table is 

present) and not engaging in any vocal or non-vocal disruptive or interfering 

behaviors. Additionally, the child should be face-forward.  

Prior to playing the Get Me Game, you may need to develop this wait behavior 

to a reasonable level, so that each child is capable of performing this behavior up to a 

designated period of time. Begin training this skill with small amounts of “wait” time 

for all the students to demonstrate, e.g., ten seconds (a ten count) of waiting behavior. 

If all the students demonstrate this wait behavior for three consecutive opportunities, 

then increase the amount of time they exhibit wait behavior. When you are able to get 

them to exhibit wait behavior for up to one to two consecutive minutes (depending on 

their grade level and the number of students in a group), they are then ready to play 

the Classroom Get Me Game. A suggested sequence of progressive time goals is 

delineated below, with a time criterion for all students to achieve specified as either a 

count procedure or via an oven timer as a mechanism: 

 

 Phase A: Count to 10 

 Phase B: Count to 20 

 Phase C; Oven timer for 30 seconds 
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 Phase D: Oven timer for 1 minute 

 Phase E. Oven timer for 2 minutes 

 

 In Phase A, if you reach 10 and all students in the group have exhibited 

continuous wait behavior, that opportunity was successful and you would proceed 

with another attempt after a short 5-10 second period where they could take their 

hands off the wait position. The teacher would provide a quick intermediate activity 

such as Simple Simon Says. Once all the students are capable of performing the wait 

behavior for a count of 10, proceed to Phase B, and so forth. 

If any break in wait behavior occurs from any student during the timing, either 

by removing his/her hands from the wait position, not facing forward, or engaging in 

a vocal or non-vocal disruptive behavior, stop the timing procedure. You would then 

indicate the infraction and tell the group that you will begin the count/timer again 

from zero. When the group reaches Phase E they are then ready to play the Get Me 

Game (which would represent the ability to wait for a maximum period of time before 

being called on to get an item). It might also be feasible to conduct this wait training 

across an entire class, depending on how large a class you have, and the level of 

impulsiveness currently displayed by students in the class. 

 

POTENTIAL TOPICS FOR THE GET ME GAME 
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 The teacher directives and content should be designed to be within the capability 

of the students in the beginning phase of the Game, to focus solely on student 

compliance to directives. The first objective of the Cipani Get Me Game is for the 

teacher to have effective and efficient control over instruction following behavior in 

small groups. Once compliance is fairly well developed, you can begin to look at this 

format as an instructional method that is capable of teaching a host of language skills. 

 

 Getting common objects: Teacher places several common objects on a 

table and presents the student with the directive to get a particular item. 

 Getting pictures of common objects: Teacher places photos or pictures of 

several common objects on a table and presents the student with the 

directive to get a particular item. 

 Getting colors: Teacher places several colored blocks on a table and 

presents the student with the directive to get a particular color, e.g., “get 

me the red block.” Good, what color is this?” 

 Getting Shapes: Teacher places a different shape on each index card or a 

set of different colored construction papers. 

 Alphabet letters: have the alphabet letters on separate index cards (use 

ones you are sure the group knows), student gets selected alphabet letter 

(s) requested by the teacher 

 Prepositions-: Place several objects in a prepositional relation to other 

objects, e.g., a marble on a red paper, in front of the red paper, and one 

behind the red paper. The teacher directs the student to gets the item(s) 

designated by its relation to the red paper, “Get the marble on top of the 

red paper.” Students verbally identify the prepositional relation when 
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asked, e.g., “Where was this marble- This marble was on top of the red 

paper”.  

 Numbers or words printed on an index card (make sure they are known 

by all students during compliance training phase) 

 

Here is an example of using the Game for classification skills, such as types of 

plants, vehicles or animals. 

 

T:  John. Get me the picture of a plant 

S: Gets picture of a plant  

T: Good, you brought me the picture of a flower, which is a plant. This is not a picture of an 

animal or a vehicle.. Ready Surfer group, what did John bring me? 

S (all): He brought you the picture of a flower, which is a plant.  

T: That’s right. The group earns one point. Ready to try another one? Veronica please stand 

up. Get me the picture of a vehicle. 

S: Complies with request and gets a picture of a bicycle. 

T: Veronica, great job, you brought me a picture of a bicycle, which is a vehicle.  

Ready Surfer group, what did Veronica bring me? 

S (all): She brought you the picture of a bike which is a vehicle.  

T: Good, You all earned another point. Just 10 more points and you successfully complete the 

Game 

  

INFANT MEMORY? A THEORY GONE BAD 
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Below is a real life case of mine (Cipani) involving a child with severe tantrum 

and violent behavior. I used the Get Me Game in the home and it proved to be quite 

successful in changing his rate of compliance. The basic mechanism was the same as 

described above, except the Game was played with only one child and not a class of 

students. I present the case from the initial referral to the time when I terminated my 

involvement. 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

 When Dorian1 was almost four months old, his half sister died from suspected 

physical abuse.  Dorian was removed immediately from the house and it was 

assumed (and reported) that Dorian had probably witnesses the death of his half 

sister.  After about a two-month seclusion stay in a protective home, he went to live 

with his future adoptive parents at the age of five months.  These parents had one 

other adoptive child in their home (who was challenged by a severe developmental 

disability). 

 The adoptive parents reported significant behavior problems with Dorian right 

from the start.  At the age of 17 months, Dorian was referred for an evaluation at a 

local hospital.  His severe behavioral responses included hitting, scratching, pulling 

hair, all reportedly without provocation.  During the evaluation, the pediatrician 

                                                           

1
 Not his real name 
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noted that he was uncooperative and had frequent outbursts.  He was easily 

frustrated and reacted with mood swings to the pediatrician’s attempts to interact 

with him.  The pediatrician’s conclusions were that the demonstration of these 

behaviors was consistent with cocaine-exposed infants.   

 However, in the eyes and minds of some professionals and the adoptive parents, 

there was another plausible explanation for Dorian’s behavior.  These people 

contended that such behaviors could also be attributable to the traumatic event he 

witnessed at the age of four months.  His mood swings were hypothesized to be the 

result of internal conflicts, with his behavior seen as his acting out of the witnessed 

trauma. Concerning his mood problems and aggressive behavior, there appeared to be 

no end in sight.  His adoptive mother was seeing a counselor to handle the stress she 

was experiencing in raising Dorian.  

 With Dorian still acting in a seemingly uncontrollable manner, his adoptive 

parents probably continued to feel that maybe such behaviors were the result of the 

trauma and took him for a psychological evaluation.  Hopefully, this evaluation 

would provide an answer to their burning question – is Dorian displaying behavior as 

a result of the trauma he witnessed?  At the time of this evaluation, Dorian was three 

years old.  Dorian was reported to still be loud and impulsive and frequently engaged 

in severe temper tantrums with aggressive behavior.  Any break in a routine would be 

cause for a severe reaction from Dorian.  The parents reported that they were simply 

“surviving.” The professionals involved in the case were at a loss as to how to proceed 
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in this case. Many of them contended that they needed to determine if Dorian’s 

behavior was the result of his witnessing the death of his sister at four months of age.  

 A break came with a visit to another pediatrician subsequent to the psychological 

evaluation.  This pediatrician, addressing the possibility of a diagnosis of attention 

deficit disorder, placed Dorian on Ritalin.  At this point Dorian showed an 

improvement noticeable to the parents.  Then his adoptive parents reported that he 

began a strange pattern of “cycling.” Two weeks of markedly improved responses 

were interspersed with one week or so of behavioral reactions characteristic of the 

“old Dorian.”  He was diagnosed subsequent to this turnaround with Attention 

Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) by a neuropsychologist with her 

recommendation to consult a specialist in behavior analysis. 

 

INITIAL ASSESSMENT 

 

 I was contacted and was provided information from the above reports prior to 

the first home visit.  The social worker who referred the case to me wanted to be with 

me on the first visit to see how the family and Dorian in particular responded to my 

suggestions.  He heard that I used this “behavior analysis” with children and wanted 

to see how I would manage an explosive four-year-old like Dorian. Here is an 

example of how explosive he could be with the mildest of demands. His adoptive 

mother might say, “Dorian go wash your hands.”  Dorian would reply, “I hate to 
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wash my hands,” in a vindictive sort of manner.  This scenario probably produced a 

great reaction from the parent. In the back of his mother’s mind, she probably believed 

that this rage (over seemingly nothing) was the result of his fragile emotional state. 

His fragile state must be the result of his recalling the circumstances of his half sister’s 

death. There was plenty of encouragement from professionals for her to draw such a 

conclusion about the cause of this type of reaction. Further, if this rage was due to his 

re-experiencing the trauma of that past event, how could one carry forth with a hand-

washing request and possibly risk a full melt down of this four-year-old? 

 I formed a different view of his reaction to parental requests. I felt that my 

approach should be based on purely an analysis of his behavior’s function in the social 

context. Engaging in such extreme reactions was functional in terminating the task 

request and his need to comply. Dorian would act out when asked to do something he 

did not want to do. I viewed this as just an operant behavior shaped over months of 

parental reaction that enabled such a behavior.  With the parents taking his enhanced 

oppositional response to their requests as a sign of psychological stress and emotional 

trauma, such a behavior would become very functional in terminating such 

unpleasantries for Dorian.  Guided by a misguided explanation for his behavior, the 

adoptive parents unwittingly exacerbated such verbally and physically aggressive 

behavior. Their misguided reaction to his defiance (i.e., backing off), is teaching him 

that he is in charge. Dorian sensed that to remain in charge (when it suited him), he 

would have to be boisterous and vindictive!   
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FIRST VISIT 

 

 I arrived on time at the home of the adoptive parents.  The social worker was 

already waiting there for me.  The adoptive mother met me and we went into the 

living room.  I met Dorian while sitting on the couch and that transpired without 

event.  The adoptive parents explained that during his cycles, there was no way to get 

through to him. I inquired as to what phase of the cycle he was currently in (I noted to 

myself there did not appear to be an outrageous demon sitting in the living room playing with 

his toys so I wondered).  The mother indicated that he was heading into his bad cycle 

and that she was not sure how he would respond to me.  Therefore, with a deep 

breath, I began to assess Dorian’s level and severity of noncompliance directly. 

 I used the “Cipani Get Me Game,” to assess Dorian’s compliance to adult 

instructions. Very often children will respond to this unique format since I am 

providing lots of attention for compliance (as well as goodies at the end).  Children 

who do not respond to the Get Me Game in this initial assessment are indicative of 

cases where compliance is going to require a lot more systematic intervention effort. 

On the other hand, children who do respond to my requests reveal that compliance 

can come under control if the parents change their manner of handling compliance 

situations.  If Dorian responds to this format, it would appear that the trauma theory 

holds less water than a bottle with holes in the bottom. The parental reaction would 

seem to explain such violent episodes. 
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 I explained to both the mother and the social worker what I was going to do and 

enlisted her help in obtaining some familiar common items. I explained the format of 

the Get Me Game to them. They both understood and consented to this procedure.  

Now the moment of truth comes. Could I get Dorian to comply over five or six consecutive 

requests? 

 I called Dorian to come to me and to the surprise of the onlookers, there was no 

objection on his part.  I was prepared to use additional incentives and some mild 

prodding to get him to comply if need be.  I began by praising him for coming to me 

in such a prompt fashion and then introduced the Get Me Game. I then faced him and 

said, “Get me the comb from the table.”  He proceeded to the table, deliberately 

picked up the comb and brought it back to me.  I said “Wonderful! What is that 

called?” He replied “a comb” in a soft voice.  I vigorously clapped my hands in 

approval, as if he had just given the correct answer in the final round of the TV show, 

“Who wants to be a millionaire”.  The onlookers joined in applause and Dorian must 

have felt as though he was standing on the Olympic medal platform being awarded 

the gold medal.  I dropped a penny in the jar and then proceeded with the remaining 

five commands.  Dorian enthusiastically complied with each one, thus ending the 

game.  At this time, I instructed his mother to give him a special treat.  They both 

proceeded to the kitchen area for his reward. 

 Upon their return, the faces of the mother and the social worker told the story.  I 

could see they were elated at Dorian’s compliance to my requests, since they were 
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apparently readied for the opposite.  I could tell they felt hope that things could be 

different.  As Julius Caesar (or some other famous Roman) would say in this 

circumstance, Carpe Diem, (Seize the day)!” 

 Smelling victory in the air, I knew I had to go the next step.  Now that Dorian 

complied with my requests, I now had to demonstrate to the mother that she could get 

the same results, if she followed the protocol of the game.  I was counting on the fact 

that Dorian’s recent success with the Get Me Game would carry some momentum to 

his mother.  However, I needed to insure that she would follow some critical parts of 

the ringmaster repertoire to be successful. I worked with her on the procedures of the 

Get Me Game.  

 We asked Dorian to come back to the living room, only this time his mother 

would be the ringmaster.  I gave the mother the pennies for the jar. This provided an 

immediate cue to Dorian that his mother now holds the “goodies.”  She asked him to 

go get the toothbrush (from the coffee table). He complied, and the “crowd” broke out 

into thunderous applause.  The game went off successfully, with my reminding the 

mother to get his attention before issuing the request. 

 With this performance, the mother seemed to be in seventh heaven.  Having her 

son follow through with requests so effortlessly, without arguing and flying into a 

rage, was probably unimaginable to her. Before everyone became too elated with the 

progress and claimed that we had solved the mystery, it was necessary for me to 

explain with just happened.  While the results were encouraging, I indicated that the 
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real work was now in front of us.  The parents would be given assignments they 

needed to conduct on subsequent days for progress to generalize to daily aspects of 

parent-child interactions.  

 

PREMACK SAVES THE DAY! 

 

 I mentioned that Dorian’s motivation for playing the Get Me Game might not be 

as high in subsequent days as what we just witnessed.  My insistence was that his 

parents teach him that the Get Me Game is now part of his daily routine. The mother 

reported to me that he religiously watched cartoons at 9:00 a.m. each morning without 

failure (before he went to preschool).  Given that information, we set up the Game 

right before cartoon time at 9 o’clock.  If he cooperated and played the game in a 

timely manner, then there would be no break in his daily ritual of cartoon watching.  

However, if he did not cooperate, and failed to finish the Get Me Game, he would not 

get cartoons until he completed the requirements of the Game.  The longer he refused 

and remained obstinate, the more cartoon time he missed. With the completion of the 

Game his mother would turn on the TV set saying to him enthusiastically, “Job well 

done-cartoon time is now in session!” 

 I instructed mom to play the game with him in this manner with the number of 

pennies to be earned equaling the time equivalent to 2-3 minutes.  He should be told 

ahead of time how many pennies he needs to earn in order to win the Game.  She 
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must be prepared for his unwillingness to play the game at some point in the next 

couple of days or so and to follow through with the plan-no cartoons until you have 

finished the Get Me Game. 

 The first week ran without a hitch and so the length of the Get Me Game was 

then set to run between 5-7 minutes.  In the second week, he only objected once to the 

Get Me Game.  However, on this day of objection, he probably learned that there was 

a new sheriff in town, one that does not fall apart with demands and whining.  On 

that day, he did not get cartoons until 11:00 a.m., with mom holding out until he 

cooperated.  Since that day he had not objected to playing the Get Me Game with 

mom.  Nice lesson learned by both! 

 Because of the success of this compliance game, we increased the time allotted to 

this program.  I was convinced that we could handle compliance problems at school 

by providing additional training at home on compliance to table task activities.  To 

accomplish this, I recruited a local volunteer junior college student, Betty, to run 

additional structured training sessions with him in the afternoons.  These sessions 

were designed to increase his facility with more sophisticated language concepts, 

concentration and attention span.  I felt that utilizing a one to one teaching format 

would develop Dorian’s deficit skills in concentration and attention to task.  The 

Game also changed from a requirement of earning a designated number of pennies to 

working for a specified length of time.  Each session, the college student set an oven 

timer between 5-8 minutes.  If Dorian worked during that period, he then got to play.  
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Play was contingent on completing his work, according to the timer.  Dorian learned 

to respond to task demands until the timer went off (he became clock trained!) 

 The additional exercises went extremely well.  As Betty progressively increased 

(in very small increments) the amount of time Dorian would be involved in 

instruction, he became more adept at attending and concentrating.  There were very 

few instances of noncompliance and oppositional behavior with this routine, and such 

instances were simply waited out.  When he was ready to work the timer was reset for 

an additional amount over what was already owed.  

 Towards the end of the semester, Dorian was working consistently with Betty 

between 20 and 30 minutes at a span before a break, during one-hour sessions (two to 

three mini-sessions were held).  As a result of such training, he developed many new 

academic and pre-academic skills.  He acquired skill with numbers, some reading, 

listening to stories, prepositional use and other such skills requiring increased 

attention capabilities.  His attention and concentration had improved significantly to 

the point where I felt he would not be impaired in a classroom (remember this is a 

child diagnosed with ADHD).  There were now few complaints regarding lack of 

attention from his preschool teachers.  Further, he was much better prepared to 

handle the future requirements of public school.   

 The Get Me Game was proceeding nicely, and Dorian was becoming more 

compliant to mom’s requests outside the Game.  This was probably a function of the 

positive rapport now established between mom and child during requests.  However, 
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there were still some situations where his mother was having difficulty getting Dorian 

to comply.  To deal with overall compliance to requests, I decided to teach his mother 

a  parental behavioral repertoire for compliance situations.  

 Dorian’s foster mother mentioned three specific activities that she was having 

difficulty with: (1) putting his toys up when he was finished playing, (2) taking a bath 

and (3) taking the dog for a walk with her husband.  The parental compliance 

repertoire was prescribed for all three activities.  For taking a bath, the major problem 

with that activity was getting him into the bathtub.  Once in the bathtub, his 

uncooperative manner generally disappeared.  Getting him into the tub was divided 

into the following sub steps: (1) getting to the bathroom from wherever upon 

command, (2) getting undressed, and (3) getting into the bathtub and sitting down.  

These three sub-steps all involved simple verbal directives with follow through by 

mother after the directive. For each directive, the mother would follow through on the 

steps delineated above including enthusiastic praise for complying with each of the 

three commands in the bathtub sequence.  With this plan, Dorian became a child who 

took baths like everyone else. 

 Putting toys away was also targeted.  During the mother’s initial compliant, she 

showed me how his toys were all over the floor in his room.  I remarked to myself that 

there were a lot of toys to pick up.  To make it easier with this chore, I suggested to 

Mom that she adopt a “three’s the limit” policy.  This policy stipulates the following: 

only three toys are allowed down at one time.  If you desire a new toy, one of the three 



Ennio Cipani, Ph.D. for use with text Functional behavioral assessment, diagnosis, and treatment with 

author’s permission 

toys already out must be put away before a new toy will be retrieved for Dorian to 

play with. 

 Following that policy change, the same parental compliance repertoire technique 

would be deployed with the scenario involving putting away the toys.  The mother 

would be in close proximity when she wanted him to put away the toys.  She would 

get his attention by calling his name.  When he made eye contact, she gave him the 

command to put the toys back in specified places, shadow him while he performed 

that response and then praise him for compliance. 

 

CASE SUMMARY: WHAT DID WE LEARN? 

 

 Dorian’s behavior improved greatly during the intervention period, which was 

approximately 3 months.  Treatment that directly focused on the presenting 

behavioral problems proved to be an effective manner to help Dorian.  What seemed 

to be counter-therapeutic in this case was the much-debated contention that Dorian’s 

possible memory of his sibling being murdered produced lasting trauma that was the 

cause for his opposition and rage.   Explaining the behavior via hypothesized psychic 

trauma produced an unfortunate by-product: parents who would acquiesce to his 

tirades, composed of demanding and aggressive behaviors. While mental health 

professionals debated the existence of psychic trauma, Dorian was causing 

considerable real life trauma in his home environment. In contrast, identifying the 
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function of his extreme non-compliance led to behavioral interventions that made 

compliance situations more suitable for Dorian and his family. 

 

 


