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Maximizing the Effectiveness of     
Reinforcement 

A variety of factors affect the successful 
outcomes associated with the use of positive 
reinforcement in schools.

formed in the future. This is called punishment, 

and more detail can be found in the Strategy 
Brief on this topic. While a reinforcer may be ef-
fective for a student initially, it may not be effec-

tive over time. Reinforcing value depends on the 
student’s reinforcement history (how often the 
student receives reinforcement), deprivation 
state (what the student wants but does not re-

ceive easily or frequently), consistency (whether 

reinforcers have been delivered consistently in 

the past), and age appropriateness (Alberto & 
Troutman, 2006). 

Effective reinforcers are often best identi-

fied on an individual basis (Pence, St. Peter, 
& Tetreault, 2012). Behavior will not change 
if the reward chosen is not reinforcing for the 
individual student (Alberto & Troutman, 2006). 

Giving students a choice between several 
rewards increases the likelihood that an effec-

tive reinforcer will be used, and thus leads to 
greater behavior change (Kern et al., 1998). This 
can be done by performing a reinforcement 
inventory, where the student is presented with 

several reinforcement alternatives and is asked 
to rank by preference his or her choices (e.g., a 
stimulus preference assessment, reinforcement 
inventories, reinforcement menus). Using direct 
preference assessments with students have 

been found to accurately predict reinforcer ef-

fectiveness across studies (Paramore & Higbee, 
2005). However, sometimes they are deter-
mined based on educated guesses based on 
age, knowledge of the student and preferences 
of similar students, and then tested for their ef-

fectiveness (Pence et al., 2012). 
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Clearly identifying the target behavior. If 
a target behavior is to be reinforced, it should 
be clearly defined, taught, and demonstrated. 
Without this important step, it is extremely 

difficult for students to correctly perform the 
desired behavior. It is not effective to pro-

vide reinforcement for undefined behaviors 
like “being good.” Instead, teachers and staff 
should identify for students the specific be-

havior they wish to increase or improve upon. 

Alberto & Troutman (2006) suggest using “if…
then…” statements so that a clear and explicit 
association is established between the behav-

ior and receiving the reinforcer

Identifying reinforcers for specific stu-

dents. Although potentially challenging, 
identifying effective reinforcers is critical for 
students, particularly those with emotional 
and behavioral disorders (Paramore & Hig-

bee, 2005). Something that is reinforcing for 
one individual is not necessarily reinforcing 
for another. For example, many students are 
motivated by public praise, but some students 
may find that sort of public attention undesir-
able. Publicly praising such a student would 
actually be a negative consequence, resulting 
in the behavior being less likely to be per-
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Timing of reinforcement. Reinforcement is 

most effective when it is delivered immediately 
following the performance of the desired be-

havior (Cooper et al., 2007). Reinforcement can 

still work if it is delayed, but its power will be 
diminished unless it is a particularly large reward 
(that is, small reinforcement should be delivered 

immediately, while larger reinforcement can be 
slightly delayed). Current researchers recom-

mend providing reinforcement within 60 seconds 
of the desirable behavior (Cooper et al., 2007). 

As mentioned earlier, tokens can be used when 
immediate reinforcement is not practicable. 

discord and divorce in couples for the last three 

decades. Dr. Gottman’s work with couples, as 
well as domestic violence, has led to the dis-

semination of the 5:1 “magic ratio” of positive 
to negative comments (Gottman, 1993). In 
other words, Gottman and his research team 
advocate that couples that provide one another 

with five positive comments to every one nega-

tive comment will last longer and experience 
more positive outcomes. Gottman’s research 
has shown that he was able to predict divorce 

in 700 newlywed couples by observing their 
positive to negative interaction ratios for only 15 
minutes. Ten years following the initial observa-

tions, the investigators predicted divorce rates 
with 94 percent accuracy (Gottman, Coan, 
Carrere, & Swanson, 1998). Further, “the magic 
ratio” has been generalized to many settings 
beyond couples’ therapy, including business 
management and schools. Although Gott-

man’s research does not specifically investigate 
teacher-student or student-student interactions, 
these findings have been incorporated through 
the PBIS framework and teachers are encour-
aged to offer more praise-related statements 
than corrective statements to students often 
using this 5 to 1 ratio (Rodriguez & Sprick, n.d.).

Generalization. It is unrealistic to assume 
that an outside reinforcer will be delivered 

consistently to maintain a particular behav-

ior throughout a student’s life. It is therefore 
important in many cases to gradually reduce the 
amount of reinforcement given and/or to use 
reinforcers that will be naturally provided by 

the student’s environment. Similarly, if possible, 
it is often a goal to transition from tangible 
reinforcers to social reinforcers. For example, 
it is appropriate to initially provide a prize for 

Building the transition to social reinforce-

ment. Tangible reinforcers, activity reinforcers, 
or tokens should be paired with the delivery of 

social reinforcers in order for students to as-

sociate their appropriate behavior with positive 
social consequences.

Consistency. Behavior will change more 
quickly if it is reinforced after each occurrence. 
Behavior change will have more longevity if it 
is reinforced after each occurrence initially, but 
then only reinforced a percentage of the time 
after the skill has been mastered (i.e., inter-
mittent reinforcement; Cooper et al., 2007). 
Behavior change will be most effective if the be-

havior is reinforced across settings; such as the 
classroom, home, or lunchroom. In all of these 
situations, delivering the reinforcement at the 
appropriate level of consistency is important.

Ratio of reinforcement to correction. 
Although the focus of this brief is related to 
reinforcement in schools, Dr. John Gottman has 
been using reinforcement principles to predict 
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performing a behavior, but over time the prize 
should gradually be replaced with a more natu-

ral reinforcement such as praise.


