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in the future or performed more frequently in the future (Alberto & Troutman, 2006; Cooper, 

Heron, & Heward, 2007). The desirable consequence is called the reinforcer. Conversely, when 

a behavior is followed by an undesirable outcome, the behavior is less likely to be performed 

in the future. The undesirable outcome is called a punisher. These principles are at the core 

of operant conditioning, where a person’s behavior is modified by its antecedents and conse-

quences.  

Distinguishing reinforcement from rewards. Reinforcement is sometimes confused with 
rewards. Rewards are something given in recognition of services, efforts or achievements. How-

ever, rewards do not necessarily result in a change in behavior (if that is a goal) even though 
adults may view the rewards as desirable forms of recognition. Some rewards or recognition 
simply may not be sufficiently important to some students to motivate change. Nevertheless, 
providing a variety of rewards and recognition for students’ appropriate behavior or achieve-

ment is desirable, in most cases. However, if the goal is behavior change, reinforcers contingent 
upon the target behavior must be employed. That is, a reinforcer will only be given if the de-

sired behavior is employed.

Many types of rewards are not reinforcers, because they do not result in changed behavior, 
although all reinforcers are rewards because of an effort to recognize an achievement. These 

Reinforcement should be one of the first strategies
used to modify behavior. Reinforcement is an ex-

tremely powerful tool for schools; yet, it is often unde-

rutilized. The purpose of this strategy brief is to define 
and describe reinforcement in the context of schools, 

outline the research documenting its effects, and provide 
several examples of reinforcement strategies that have 
been used in schools. 

What is Reinforcement?

When a behavior is followed by a desirable conse-

quence, that behavior is more likely to be performed 
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two terms are sometimes confounded or used interchangeably, but 
both are usually desirable.

Reinforcement as part of ABC Analysis. Reinforcement comes from 

psychological research conducted by B.F. Skinner on the phenomenon 
known as operant conditioning. Essentially, “operant conditioning refers 
to the process determining and making use of the consequences of behavior to affect change 
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in behavior” (Cooper et al., 2007, p. 33). 

Therefore, reinforcement is aligned with the 
consequences portion in the three components 
of Antecedents, Behaviors, and Consequences 
(often abbreviated as “A-B-C analysis”; Cooper 
et al., 2007). 

Positive and negative reinforcement. 
Reinforcement can involve adding something 
desirable contingent upon a desirable behavior 
(e.g., praise, free time, or a toy), or can involve 

as listening to music, or using the computer or 
iPad. By providing these reinforcers contingent 
upon appropriate student behavior, teachers 

may provide more potent and salient motiva-

tion for students to learn academic concepts 
or adhere to behavior expectations (Alberto & 
Troutman, 2006). 

Tokens. Sometimes when it is not practical 
or feasible to deliver these reinforcers imme-

diately after the desirable behavior, a “token” 

is given to the student that can be used to “pur-
chase” other reinforcers at a later time. Thus 
tokens “stand in” for other reinforcers to be deliv-

ered in the future. Token systems need to clearly 

specify the way that later reinforcers will be made 

available, and how many tokens are needed to 

earn specified reinforcers. These systems have 
been widely used both at the classroom and 

school-wide levels.  

taking away something that was un-

desirable (reduced homework, getting 
out of assignment, cancelling a quiz, 
etc.). Taking away something undesir-
able is called negative reinforcement 
(Alberto & Troutman, 2006). Negative 
reinforcement increases behavior by 

taking away something undesirable 
that would otherwise occur. Note 
that, in these definitions, positive and 
negative are not judgmental terms; 
instead, they refer to adding (positive) 
or taking away (negative). 

Types of reinforcers. Positive rein-

forcers can be categorized as tangible, 
social, or activity reinforcers (Alberto 
& Troutman, 2006; Zirpoli, 2005). Tan-

gible reinforcement includes something physical 
the child can have, like a sticker, toy, magazine, 
or a snack. Examples of social reinforcement are 
praise or compliments from a parent, teacher, or 

peer, a smile, special attention, or acknowledg-

ment of desired behaviors. Activities can also 
be used as potential reinforcers; reading a story, 
being first in the lunch line, having free time to 
work on an activity the student chooses, such 


