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are verbal reminders that accompany a cue. The first few times the kindergarten teacher turns 
off the lights, he or she also says, “Please quietly sit down in your seats.” Prompts may be par-
ticularly effective in teaching students with special needs. For example, studies have found that 
prompts can be used effectively to teach children with autism how to initiate conversations 
during play activities as well as stay on task during learning activities (Oliver & Brady, 2014; 
Seaver & Bouret, 2014; Shabani et al., 2002).

The consequence (C) of the behavior can either increase or decrease the behavior in the 
future. Reinforcement is a consequence of a behavior that increases the future occurrence of 
that behavior. When a teacher praises a student for participating in class and the student con-
siders the praise good, he or she is likely to participate again—in order to receive more praise. 
Punishment is a consequence of a behavior that decreases the future occurrence of that behav-
ior. Most children, after participating in class, would consider being laughed at and humil-
iated by their teacher and peers a bad thing, making them less interested in participating in 
the future—to avoid such consequences. It is important to remember that the definitions of 
reinforcement and punishment are based on the outcome (increase or decrease in behavior) 
and not the intent of the consequence (DeLeon, Bullock, & Catania, 2013). For example, a 
teacher might offer social time for completing homework, assuming that social time will be a 
reward or increase the likelihood of completing homework. However, if a child does not have 
many friends or is socially uncomfortable, the child may view this consequence as “bad” and 
it may decrease his or her likelihood of completing homework. For this child, social time is a 
punishment, not a reinforcement.

Reinforcement and punishment can occur by adding (+) something desirable or by taking 
away (–) something undesirable, as shown in Figure 8.2.

FIGURE 8.2      Examples of Reinforcement and Punishment.
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