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Know the developmental level of the individual. To use consequences effectively, teachers 
should understand what typically is considered good and bad by students in a particular devel-
opmental period. Stickers and smiley faces may be desired consequences for early childhood 
and elementary students, but they will not be as effective for influencing the behavior of middle 
school and high school students, who may instead desire free time to talk with friends.

Know the individual’s likes and dislikes. To provide reinforcement and punishment, teachers 
must know what individual students consider to be positive and negative. One student may 
love chocolate and another may not, so chocolate might work great as positive reinforcement 
for one student’s behavior but not another’s. Individuals choose different reinforcements due 
to preference and are more likely to increase their behavior for a highly preferred reinforcement 
than for other reinforcements (Damon, Riley-Tillman, & Fiorello, 2008; DeLeon et al., 2013). 
Teachers must find out what is preferred by the students in their classrooms. Some examples of 
specific classroom strategies based on student preferences are described in Table 8.3.

Understand the function of attention. Just as students have individual preferences for tangible 
rewards, attention given to students can be a powerful consequence, as either reinforcement or 
punishment (Maag, 2001). For example, a teacher who repeatedly asks a student to sit down 
and be quiet may actually be increasing the behavior by providing the student with attention 
for the misbehavior—positive reinforcement. Peers can also reinforce inappropriate behaviors 
by providing attention, such as looking and laughing at disruptive behaviors (Flood, Wilder, 
Flood, & Masuda, 2002). In contrast, a teacher who repeatedly praises a student publicly for 
appropriate behavior may be decreasing the likelihood of that behavior because the student does 
not want the attention—positive punishment. By increasing or decreasing the amount of atten-
tion given, the teacher can alter problem behavior in the classroom (McComas, Thompson, &  
Johnson, 2003). Teachers must assess whether the attention they give to problem behavior 
is increasing or decreasing that behavior for each individual student and alter the amount of 
teacher and peer attention accordingly.

Know when and how often to provide consequences. As we discussed earlier, behavior and 
consequence must occur close together in time. The sticker given to a preschooler one day 
after the child has sat quietly for a story is no longer associated with the child’s behavior the 
day before due to the elapsed time. Also, remember that scheduling how often to provide a 
consequence differs for reinforcement and punishment. Intermittent reinforcement can be as 
effective as continuous reinforcement in children and adolescents (Freeland & Noell, 1999; 
Milo, Mace, & Nevin, 2010). Although teachers can use either schedule with similar results, 

TABLE 8.2      Guiding Principles for Using Consequences Effectively

GUIDING PRINCIPLES TIPS
Know the developmental 
level of the individual.

Younger children may like pencils, candy, and stickers. Older children and adolescents may 
prefer time to socialize with friends or listen to music.

Know the individual’s 
likes and dislikes.

Although we assume most young children will like candy and stickers, some won’t. Know 
what is considered desirable by particular students.

Understand the function 
of attention.

Some students will want the teacher’s attention (praise and criticism alike), whereas other 
children may not want attention or may want only positive attention, such as praise.

Know when and 
how often to provide 
consequences.

Reinforcement can be given on an intermittent schedule without needing to catch every 
appropriate behavior. Punishment must be given on a continuous schedule by catching every 
infraction.

Use reinforcement more 
than punishment.

Because reinforcement is more efficient on an intermittent schedule, reinforcement should be 
used often and punishment sparingly.

Do not use certain 
punishments.

Physical or psychological punishment, extra homework, withdrawal of recess, and out-of-
school suspensions all are ineffective punishments.


