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APPLYING PRINCIPLES OF MUSIC 
THERAPY AND BEHAVIOR 

MODIFICATION  
TO REHEARSALS 

PROLOGUE:  WHAT DO PEOPLE WANT?  WHY NOT GIVE IT TO THEM (WIN/WIN)? 

WHAT IS MUSIC THERAPY? 

1. Historical perspective 
a. David and Saul  
b. Aristotle and Plato 
c. Dr. Benjamin Rush (1746-1813) 
d. VA hospitals following WWI and WWII  
e. (1944) Michigan State first to offer degree program; KU second 
f. American Music Therapy Assn (AMTA) 1998, over 5,000 music therapists 

in US and thirty other countries 

2. How is music therapy used today? (just a few examples) 
a. Autistic clients 
b. Aphasia (stroke or brain injury 
c. Biofeedback work with blood pressure, asthma, chronic pain 
d. Anxiety 
e. Thanatology  
f. Alzheimer’s and dementia patients 
g. “Music Therapy Assisted Childbirth” is a thing  
h. As a motivational adjunct to physical, speech, and occupational therapy 

3. E. Thayer Gaston quotes (from Gaston, Music in Therapy) 
a. The three principles of music therapy 

• The establishment or re-establishment of interpersonal 
relationships 

• The bringing about of self-esteem through self-actualization 



• The utilization of the unique potential of rhythm to energize and 
bring order  
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b. One remembers the feelings of worth, of competence, and of 
gratification that have followed mastery in performance.  The part one 
plays may be large or small, easy or difficult; music provides an ecstasy 
uniquely its own.  Music permits and encourages each person to 
participate dynamically in his own growth and change.   

c. The behavior of groups of people can often be controlled by the type of 
music used.  The music in supermarkets and elevators, music and yells or 
chants at athletic events, church music, dance music, etc., are 
examples… 

d. One of the most important functions of group music is to bring the 
individual into full membership in the group.  This is the basic purpose of 
singing in congregations, in service clubs, at sporting events, etc.  

e. The relationship of music and religion is strikingly widespread.  This is 
true because some of the purposes of religious services and music 
performance are similar.   

THERAPY IN GENERAL  (from Dr. James McConnell, U of Michigan) 

1. Psychological change (musical growth) almost always occurs in a supportive, 
warm, rewarding environment 

2. Most successful forms of treatment (rehearsal) can be seen as feedback 
mechanisms. 

3. There is no “magic cure” – nothing happens overnight. 
4. The attitudes of both the therapist (director) and the patient (ringer) are of 

critical importance. 
5. The best forms of therapy (rehearsal) seem to build on strengths rather than 

attacking weaknesses.   

QUESTION:  What would happen to our rehearsals if our main goal were to be the 
building and sustaining of healthy group and individual self-esteem through 
musical interaction?   

WHAT IS SELF-ESTEEM? 

Self-esteem has two components: 
1. Self-efficacy  
2. Self-respect  

From “The Antecedents of Self-Esteem” (Stanley Coopersmith): 
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FIVE CONDITIONS ASSOCIATED WITH HIGH SELF ESTEEM IN CHILDREN (RINGERS) 
1. The child (ringer) experiences total acceptance of thoughts, feelings and the 

value of his/her person 
2. The child (ringer) operates in a context of clearly defined and enforced limits 

that are fair, non-oppressive, and negotiable 
3. The child (ringer) experiences respect for his/her dignity as a human being  
4. High standards and high expectations of behavior and performance are 

expressed and maintained. 
5. The parents (director) themselves (him/herself) enjoy a high level of self 

esteem 

Solid self-esteem opens us up to learning; if we know we are absolutely accepted as 
we are, we are open to risk and learning new things 

1. When self-esteem is LOW… 
a. Negatives have more power over us than positives 
b. We are fearful of change 
c. We are noncommunicative 
d. We are insecure 
e. We are unwilling to take risks 

2. When self-esteem is HIGH… 
a. We remember the positives; life is in proportion 
b. We are ambitious, wishing to express our rich inner potential 
c. We are goal-oriented 
d. We are communicative 
e. We are willing to take risks 

3. Self-esteem is raised by effective praise 

(chart from Biehler and Snowman, Psychology Applied to Teaching) 

EFFECTIVE PRAISE     INEFFECTIVE PRAISE 

Is delivered contingently.     Is delivered randomly.   

Specifies particulars of accomplishment.  Is restricted to global, random 
positive 
       reactions.  



Is credible due to variety and spontaneity.  Is blandly uniform, suggesting 
minimal 
       specific attention.  

Rewards attainment of specific criteria.  Rewards mere participation. 
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Provides information to individuals about  Provides no information about 
individual 
their competency/value.      status. 

Orients individuals toward improvement of self. Orients individuals toward 
competition. 

Is given in recognition of exertion by the  Is given without regard to extra 
effort that 
individual.      was possibly required. 

How positively can you express a negative?  

When rehearsals become a therapeutic medium where self-esteem is enhanced, 
participation in music-making becomes irresistible. 

One goal stressed for music therapists is to fashion objectives and goals in a way 
that gives a GUARANTEED SUCCESS EXPERIENCE to the client.  How does this 
inform the way we structure rehearsals?    

IN SUMMARY:  For our purposes, music therapy is using music (handbell ringing in 
rehearsal and performance) as a tool for raising self-esteem (self-efficacy and self-
respect) to enhance learning and bonding through musical experiences (with a 
spiritual component). 

WHAT IS BEHAVIOR MODIFICATION? 

Synonyms:  operant conditioning, reinforcement theory 

BASIC TERMS 
1. Stimulus 
2. Response (either conditioned or unconditioned)  
3. Reinforcement  



REINFORCEMENT 
1. Occurs during or on completion of a desired behavior 
2. Increases the likelihood of that behavior occurring in the future 
3. Can be positive or negative (there is a difference between negative 

reinforcement & punishment)   
4. Must be appropriate to the subject 
5. Examples of negative reinforcements (something subject wants to avoid) 
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PUNISHMENT – What is the difference between negative reinforcement and 
punishment? 

1. Punishment is designed to STOP a behavior rather than encourage it to be 
repeated 

2. Punishment often happens long after behavior ends  
3. Electric fence with cattle – first experience with fence is punishment, then 

negative reinforcement through avoidance 

DOLPHINS do not respond to punishment OR negative reinforcement in training, 
only to positive reinforcement.  How would your rehearsals change if you had a 
choir of dolphins? 

Dr. Karen Pryor:  “Any creature (ringer) that you shape with positive reinforcers…
becomes playful, intelligent, curious and interested in you (the director).” 

MARKER SIGNAL…..something that indicates the exact moment a desired behavior 
occurred.   

EXAMPLES of successful positive reinforcement: 
1. Medicating the German shepherd.  
2. Young woman who married into lousy in-laws. 
3. People always love to call Annette.   
4. Reinforce YOURSELF with positive self-talk (being a model for ringers) 

WHAT IS SHAPING? 
 Taking a small tendency in the right direction and moving it, one small step at 
a time, toward an ultimate goal – related to “successive approximations”  

The Ten Laws of Shaping (Dr. Karen Pryor) 
1. Raise criteria (for reinforcement) in increments small enough that the subject 

always has a realistic chance for reinforcement.  
2. Train one aspect of a particular behavior at a time—don’t try to shape two 

criteria simultaneously.  
3. During shaping, but the current level of response onto a variable schedule of 

reinforcement before adding or raising criteria.  
4. When introducing introducing a new criterion or aspect of the behavioral skill, 

temporarily relax old criteria.   



5. Stay ahead of the subject—know the shaping steps/goals well enough that if 
subject makes sudden progress, you can go with it.   

6. Don’t change trainers in midstream.  
7. If one shaping procedure doesn’t elicit progress, find another.  
8. Don’t interrupt a training session for no reason; that will sometimes be 

interpreted as punishment.  
9. If behavior deteriorates, go back to a series of earlier steps with easily-earned 

reinforcers. 
10.End each session on a high note, or at least quit while you’re ahead.   
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One additional note:  shaping sessions must keep in mind subject’s attention span. 

LET’S PLAY A SHAPING GAME 

Shaping shortcuts: 
1. Targeting  
2. Modeling 
3. Mimicry 

UNTRAINING (correcting undesirable learned behaviors) 
8 methods:  They all work, but these are listed from least positive to most positive 
methods 
3 examples:  Faulty tennis swing.  Cat on kitchen table.  Ringing situations. 

METHOD 1:  Get rid of subject 
A. Quit tennis 
B. Get rid of cat 
C. Invite ringer to find another place in the church to share her gifts 

METHOD 2:  Punishment (humanity’s favorite—e.g., spanking, torture, incarceration) 
A. Curse at yourself every time you screw up or get a really abusive tennis coach 
B. Strike cat, chase out of kitchen 
C. Say a punishing thing to ringer 

METHOD 3:  Negative reinforcement  
A. When tennis coach sees a bad swing coming, says “ah-ah-ah” or “NOT”  
B. Put cellophane or masking tape sticky side up on table—cats avoid that feeling 
C. Tap ringer on shoulder or make ringer count out loud to improve rhythm 

METHOD 4: Extinction  
A. Ignore faulty tennis swing and work on other stuff; then try swing again 
B. Ignore cat on table (not very effective)  



C. Ignore ringers’ negative remarks or other behaviors that are meant to get a rise 
out of you  

METHOD 5:  Train an incompatible behavior  
A. Learn a totally different swing to replace the old one 
B. Train cat to sit on kitchen stool with petting and food reward 
C. For many people, just making music/being at rehearsal improves [because it is 

incompatible with] bad behavior/mood 
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METHOD 6:  Put unwanted behavior on cue.  Then never again give the cue. 
A. Tell yourself to hit the ball wrong—learn to do it on purpose.  Then stop telling 

yourself to do that. 
B. Train cat to jump on table only on specific command.  Then never give that 

command. 
C. There’s always that ringer who ALWAYS has a question – sometimes this is just 

an AGM (attention-getting mechanism).  Start asking “Are there any questions?”  
Let her/him get accustomed to that, then stop asking and launch right into the 
music. 

METHOD 7:  Shape the absence of the behavior  
A. Ignore bad swings (do not self-criticize), praise yourself for good ones 
B. Reward cat for increasingly longer periods it stays off the table (but if possible, 

keep kitchen closed off when you’re not home) 
C. Reinforce only positive remarks/valid questions from ringers; use responses like 

“That’s a great question…” or “I like that solution…” 

METHOD 8:  Change the motivation 
A. Stop concentrating on winning tennis games and start playing for fun 
B. Why do cats jump on tables?  Because they like to be on high places.  Find 

something higher than the table but still jump-able (stool, cabinet) and 
reinforce cat using it 

C. [You have to figure out what the motivation is]  If a children’s bell group can’t 
get focused, they may be telling you they need a game or a meditation or if 
they are using AGMs, maybe start with attention by letting them do show-and-
tell with something from home 

OTHER USEFUL METHODS OF BEHAVIOR MODIFICATION/SHAPING 

1. BEHAVIOR CHAIN  
Back-chaining:  teaching a behavior chain backwards 
a. Helping to make a cake 
b. Rehearsing backwards 

2. SUCCESSIVE APPROXIMATION 
a. Teaching a pigeon to bowl 



b. Appreciating small, incremental improvements  
3. LIMITED HOLD 

a. Getting those dolphins to jump at the same time 
b. Reducing wasted rehearsal time  

4. STIMULUS FADE AND TRANSFER 
a. Clever Hans  
b. Conducting – go from bigger motions to smaller motions, can even transfer 

to pinky or facial expression 

Applying Principles p. 8 

5. LATENT LEARNING 
a. Stopping on a positive note 
b. Plan rehearsal so this inevitably happens (SUCCESS EXPERIENCE) 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

1. Avoid stopping at a negative by using predetermined sections to rehearse; 
sometimes, stop at a positive 

2. Assume the best; affirm knowledge of an error instead of pointing it out 
3. When a negative needs to be expressed, address the section or bell position 
4. When a positive can be addressed, use the person’s name 
5. Structure rehearsals so that what you begin with shapes on-time arrival 

behavior, and what you end with is a guaranteed success experience 
6. Evaluate what happened honestly, then next time 

a. Do less of what didn’t work 
b. Do more of what did work 

7. Make rehearsal a place where people leave feeling better about themselves 
than they did when they arrived 

RESOURCES 

Don’t Shoot the Dog! [Karen Pryor] 

Music in Therapy [ed. E. Thayer Gaston] 

Full Esteem Ahead [Diane Loomans] 

The Six Pillars of Self-Esteem [Nathaniel Branden] 

Learned Optimism [Martin Seligman] 

Psychology Applied to Teaching [Biehler and Snowman] 



The Antecedents of Self-Esteem [Stanley Coopersmith] 

Walden Two [B.F. Skinner] 

Brave New World [Aldous Huxley]


