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because it doesn’t occur. Shaping involves reinforcing small steps that move toward the 
behavior until the entire behavior is displayed (Skinner, 1953, 1954).

Teachers can use shaping for both academic learning and classroom behavior. For 
a child who struggles with learning to read, teachers can shape behavior by first praising 
the student for attempts to sound out a difficult or unfamiliar word, then for each time 
the child correctly sounds out words, then for increased reading fluency, and finally for 
answering comprehension questions. In middle school or high school classrooms, class 
participation can be shaped by reinforcing any effort at participation by students, such 
as making eye contact, raising their hand, or providing an answer, even if it is incorrect 
(Hodge & Nelson, 1991).

Reinforcing incompatible behaviors: In this strategy, teachers use reinforcement to 
increase the appropriate behavior (e.g., working on the assignment) while decreasing the 
behavior it is incompatible with (e.g., passing notes). While this strategy is effective for a 
number of behaviors, it must be used correctly, with consistent and frequent reinforcement 
of the appropriate behavior, so students do not return to the original, inappropriate behavior 
(Alberto & Troutman, 2012).

Praise-and-ignore: Like the strategy of reinforcing incompatible behaviors, the praise-
and-ignore strategy suggests that teachers ignore inappropriate behaviors displayed by an 
individual while praising the appropriate behaviors of others. For example, the teacher may 
ignore a student who blurts out the answer to a question while praising the other students 
for raising their hands and being patient. Several early studies found this technique to be 
very effective for increasing appropriate behaviors (Becker, Madsen, Arnold, & Thomas, 
1967; Madsen, Becker, & Thomas, 1968). Remember, however, that certain students may 
consider public praise a positive reinforcement, while others may consider it a positive pun-
ishment. In addition, some behaviors cannot be ignored, such as physically harming others 
or destroying property. Ignoring such behaviors would be unsafe and unethical.

Positive practice: In using positive practice, the teacher has a student perform the 
right or appropriate behavior (Kazdin, 2001). Students may write words they misspelled to 
practice the correct way to spell them. Teachers also can have students who run down the 

Premack Principle. Reinforcement can include preferred activities such as listening to music or 
talking with friends.
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