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What Do We Know About
Reinforcement?

A search of the academic literature for the 

term “reinforcement” returns over 40,000 
articles from the past 60 years! Collectively, this 
research has established reinforcement as an 

extremely effective means of behavioral change 
(Martin & Pear, 1996). It is a fundamental part 
of psychology with profound support for its 
effectiveness as a 
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instances of positive behaviors reflecting adher-
ence to school values or rules. These programs 
have been very successful at the individual, 

classroom, school, and even state level (Brad-

shaw, Mitchell, & Leaf, 2010).

Summary of research. It is beyond the 
scope of this brief to attempt to summarize the 
vast extent of research on the use of reinforce-

ment, much of which has been conducted in 

schools and educational environments and 
virtually, all of which supports the effectiveness 
of reinforcement in changing student behavior 
and improving school climates. That research 
has been conducted with individual students 

and groups of students. It has addressed 
students with differing levels of academic and 
behavioral needs, specifically including a variety 
of students with disabilities. It has also been 
conducted across student ages, student grade 
levels, and types of school environments. These 

studies have included a wide variety of types 

of reinforcement, as well as types of research 

design. The overwhelming conclusion is that 
reinforcement is effective if delivered in accord 
with well-known principles of Applied Behav-

ior Analysis. If more information is sought, the 
school psychologist or PBIS coach may be a 
good place to start.
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behavior change strategy – arguably equivalent 
to the support for the theory of gravity (Maag, 
2001). Similarly, reinforcement is likely the most 
critical principle of behavior and is an important 
component in most behavior change programs 
(Cooper et al., 2007). In many cases, the connec-

tions between behavior and reinforcement are 
not always obvious or apparent to the student 

whose behavior is being reinforced (Cooper et 
al., 2007).

Staff behavior. Adult behavior can also be 

explained through the principles of reinforce-

ment. Teachers and staff go to work each day 
because it is reinforcing – they receive financial 
rewards, social rewards, and personal rewards 

for doing so. Reinforcement should be consid-

ered a natural and powerful influence on all 
human behavior; as such, it is a valuable tool for 

student behavior change in schools.

Effectiveness in classrooms. A seminal 

study in the first issue of the Journal of Applied 
Behavior Analysis, a peer-reviewed journal that 
publishes articles related to the experimental 
analysis of behavior, reported that reinforce-

ment delivered through teacher attention 
increased study behaviors for six students (Hall, 

Lund, & Jackson, 1968). Specifically, teachers 
provided attention immediately following desir-
able study behaviors (e.g., sitting in one’s desk, 
eyes on paper, writing down assignments) and 
ignored undesirable behaviors (e.g., disruptions, 
dawdling). Study behaviors increased for the 
students, decreased when the positive attention 
was removed, and were reinstated once atten-

tion was delivered again. Thus, simple reinforce-

ment strategies that can be delivered in the 
classroom have been effectively documented for 
decades. This finding has been documented and 
expanded in a wide array of studies throughout 
the intervening years.  

School wide reinforcement. Reinforcement 

has also served as the foundation for the most 
successful school-wide behavior programs. 
These programs, such as Positive Behavior 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS; see the PBIS 
Strategy Brief), seek to improve all students’ 
behavior by establishing rules and reinforcing 


