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TABLE 8.3      Classroom Strategies Targeted to Students’ Preferences

STRATEGY DESCRIPTION NOTE OF CAUTION
Token 
economy

Students are given a token for appropriate classroom 
behavior or good academic work. The tokens are exchanged 
periodically for toys or prizes that children can choose 
based on their own preferences (i.e., bouncy ball, stickers, 
pencil).

Managing this complex system of tokens 
and exchanges is very time consuming.

Contingency 
contract

Teachers write a contract for each student specifying 
goals for behaviors that will be reinforced and what 
reinforcement will be given based on student preferences. 
Students should be involved in setting the goals and 
determining the rewards (i.e., free time, computer time, 
phone privileges).

Teachers must be able to remember the 
goals and rewards specified for numerous 
students.

Group 
consequences

Reinforcement is based on the behavior or academic 
achievement of the class as a whole. The students may help 
choose the class reward (i.e., excess recess, pizza party).

Individual students who struggle in the 
subject area or who have behavioral 
difficulties can be singled out as holding 
back the whole class.

an intermittent schedule of reinforcement is more efficient because it does not require teach-
ers to “catch” every instance of positive behavior. In contrast, teachers do need to catch every 
instance of misbehavior if punishment is to be effective. Students who “get away” with a nega-
tive behavior learn that punishment can be avoided.

Use reinforcement more than punishment. Because it is difficult to use punishment on a 
continuous schedule, punishment is considered less effective than reinforcement. Also, pun-
ishment alone tends to teach a student only what not to do rather than encourage a more 
appropriate behavior (Alberto & Troutman, 2012). Given these limitations of punishment, psy-
chologists tend to agree that teachers should focus on using reinforcement to increase wanted 
behaviors and less on punishing unwanted behaviors (Cheyne & Walters, 1970; Maag, 2012). 
Historically, teachers were more likely to use disapproval (punishment) than approval (rein-
forcement) in the classroom. Many teachers may learn to use punishment. For example, the 
first time a teacher yells, students typically react with immediate silence and obedience; hence, 
the teacher experiences positive reinforcement for her yelling. Yet the students eventually adjust 
to the yelling, and the punishment becomes less effective. More recent studies have found that 
teachers use approval more often than disapproval. Although this signals an important shift in 
the behaviors of teachers, research also indicates that approval is used primarily for academic 
learning and rarely to increase appropriate social behavior. Teachers would also benefit from 
using reinforcement for appropriate classroom behavior to increase on-task time for academic 
learning (see Beaman & Wheldall, 2000, for a review of approval and disapproval).

Do not use certain punishments. Several types of punishment are considered ineffective. First 
we need to define what we mean by effective and ineffective punishment. If effective punish-
ment means simply getting the individual to stop engaging in some behavior, then most pun-
ishments work extremely well when given on a continuous schedule. However, most scholars 
think that effective punishment should not only stop the unwanted behavior but also lead to 
an understanding of why a behavior should not be used, enabling individuals to generalize to 
other, similar behaviors (Pfiffner & Barkley, 1998). In addition, effectiveness usually implies 
that the reasons for using the punishment outweigh its negative effects (Alberto & Troutman, 
2012). The following five types of punishment do not meet this requirement of effectiveness:

1.	 Physical punishment. Physical punishment typically is viewed as spanking, but it also 
includes washing someone’s mouth out with soap or making someone remain in a phys-
ically uncomfortable environment (e.g., extremely cold, extremely hot). One negative 


