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To Start – Behavior Principles and Tactics
• Scientific Laws

• Laws of science are statements that predict a range of natural phenomena (Oxford 
English Dictionary)

• They are often 
• Verifiable through math
• Do not change with the discovery of new phenomena
• Have broad ranges of applicability

• Applied Sciences
• The goal of applied sciences is to find real world applications, interventions, and 

general uses for various laws of science (given the appropriate discipline)
• Without the laws of science, there would be no applied sciences
• Without applied sciences, there would be no uses for the laws of science

• Scientific Laws govern our understanding as PRINCIPLES OF THE SCIENCE

• Applied Sciences look for ways to practically implement those principles as 
TACTICS



Principles in Behavior Analysis

• Some Principles of the Science of Behavior
• Reinforcement (positive and negative)
• Punishment (positive and negative)
• Shaping
• Extinction
• Matching Law
• Premack principle

• These are the rules that:
• Are verifiable through math
• Do not change with the discovery of new phenomena
• Have broad ranges of applicability

• Without these principles, there is no science of behavior



Tactics in Applied Behavior Analysis

• ABA tactics are the applications of those principles to:
• Find real world applications

• Useful interventions

• General uses 

• Without the “discovery” of various tactics, there is no purpose in 
having a science of behavior and the principles that go along with it

• There are over 300 behavior analytic tactics



How are Principles and Tactics Used

• When faced with a behavior analytic question, one should ALWAYS 
start with the PRINCIPLE needed to solve the problem

• Once a principle that is applicable to the given situation is identified, 
THEN one should select a tactic to apply the principle

• Example:
• We are trying to increase a behavior

• First we must identify the principle that relates to behavior increase –
Reinforcement

• Then we must select an appropriate tactic for the environment with which to 
implement reinforcement – e.g. Token Economy



Opening Take-Away

• Our conversation today will begin with the fundamental principle of 
behavior analysis – reinforcement

• And will continue with the primary tactic that we utilize in the 
classroom to apply reinforcement – the learn unit



Introduction to 
Reinforcement



What is a reinforcer?

• A reinforcer is any event that increases the strength of the behavior it 
follows

• The term reinforcer is NOT synonymous with
• Reward

• Incentive

• Bribe

• Individuals are NOT reinforced

• Behaviors are reinforced



What is reinforcement?

• Reinforcement is the procedure of increasing the strength of a 
behavior by following it with a reinforcer (any event that increases 
the strength of the behavior it follows)

• If a person’s behavior is followed by an event that is rewarding or 
pleasant, it increases the likelihood that the behavior will occur again 
under similar circumstances

• Reinforcement is the most powerful tool in strengthening or teaching 
new behavior

• Reinforcement is the ONLY way to directly impact behavior you want 
to continue to see (if it is seen, it is being reinforced)



Types of 
reinforcement

• Positive reinforcement

• Negative reinforcement

• Both positive and negative 
reinforcement increase the 
probability of a behavior 



Positive Reinforcement

• Occurs when a behavior is immediately followed by the presentation 
of a stimulus, and as a result, the behavior occurs more often in the 
future
• In this context, positive refers to the addition of a stimulus, not “GOOD”

• Example
A child participates in circle time and receives teacher attention.  In future 
circle times, the child’s participation increases

A child calls out in circle time and receives teacher attention (getting fussed at).  
In future circle times, the child’s calling out increases.



Negative Reinforcement
• Occurs when a stimulus is terminated or removed after a response, and as 

a result, the future probability of the behavior increases
• In this context, negative refers to the removal of a stimulus, not “BAD” – however, 

negative reinforcement typically involves the removal of an aversive stimulus

• Example
An alarm goes of to rouse us in the morning.  We reach over to turn it off and the 
noxious sound terminates.  In the future, we move quickly to turn off the alarm

A child is running around the classroom and we tell the child to stop.  The child stops 
running.  In the future, we tell the child to stop running very quickly

*Note that in this scenario, the TEACHER behavior is being maintained by negative 
reinforcement without regard to the impact of the teacher behavior of future student 
behavior (does the child stop running in the future)



REMEMBER

• Both POSITIVE and NEGATIVE reinforcement INCREASE behavior



Activity 1

• Identify events as positive or negative reinforcement

• After the scenario is presented, respond with + or – for positive or 
negative reinforcement

• A mother tells her daughter that she doesn’t have to help with the 
dishes if she finishes her peas.  The child quickly consumes her peas 
(and does so in the future as well)

NEGATIVE



Child not eating 
peas.  Mother 

presents 
contingency of 

doing dishes/not 
doing dishes

Doing dishes is 
removed resulting 

in more “pea 
eating” in the 

future

CHILD EATS PEAS

Environment Behavior Contingency



Activity 1

• Identify events as positive or negative reinforcement

• After the scenario is presented, respond with + or – for positive or 
negative reinforcement

• Mindy cries.  Mike gives her something she wants and she stops 
crying.  In the future, Mindy’s crying increases

POSITIVE



?

Mindy receives 
something (to stop 
crying and stops) 
but cries in the 

future to receive 
more somethings

Mindy is crying

Environment Behavior Contingency



Activity 1

• Identify events as positive or negative reinforcement

• After the scenario is presented, respond with + or – for positive or 
negative reinforcement

• A teacher tells students that they will not have homework if they 
finish their reading assignment on time.  Readings are completed 
regularly in a timely manner

NEGATIVE



There is an 
assignment and 

homework

The homework is 
removed and 

assignments are 
done on time in 

the future

The assignment is 
done on time

Environment Behavior Contingency



Activity 1

• Identify events as positive or negative reinforcement

• After the scenario is presented, respond with + or – for positive or 
negative reinforcement

• A teacher provided praise and attention following Dawn’s hand-
raising in class.  As a result, the rate of Dawn raising her and in class 
began to increase

POSITIVE



In class with 
appropriate 

opportunities to 
raise one’s hand

Teacher provides 
praise and 

attention for 
raising her hand 
and Dawn raises 
her hand in the 

future

Dawn raises her 
hand

Environment Behavior Contingency



Rules of Reinforcement

1. You cannot tell whether any given event will be a reinforcer or any 
given reinforcer will serve as reinforcement for a behavior until you 
try it and observe it’s effect on the behavior.

2. What may be a reinforcer for one person many not be a reinforcer 
for another person.  

3. What may be a reinforcer for one person now, many not be a 
reinforcer for the same person later.

4. The closer in time the reinforcer exists to the behavior, the more 
likely it is that the behavior will be strengthened



Rules of Reinforcement

5. The last behavior that the individual exhibited prior to receiving 
reinforcement is the one that is likely to increase

6. Reinforcement must be contingent if it is to be effective

7. The person must be required to engage in the desired behavior in 
order to receive reinforcement*

8. If the person receives the reinforcer when he/she does not engage 
in the target behavior, reinforcement as a procedure won’t be 
effective



Rules of Reinforcement

9. The reinforcer must always be available for the person engaging in 
the behavior

10. When strengthening a new behavior, reinforce frequently

11. It is often necessary to provide reinforcement every time the 
behavior occurs in order to increase it’s strength

12. After it is established, the behavior can be maintained with less 
frequent reinforcement (variable schedules of reinforcement)



Types of Reinforcers

Primary - Unconditioned

• Have innately reinforcing 
qualities or no previous learning 
history is required
• Food

• Water

• Temperature

• Sleep

• bathroom

Secondary - Conditioned

• Require a history of pairing with 
other reinforcers to gain 
reinforcing properties
• Social praise

• Stickers

• Money

• Tokens

• Books

• Electronics



Classifying Reinforcers
Tangible – Things you can 
touch/consume

• Food

• Toys

• Comics

• Supplies

• Clothes

Activity Reinforcers
• Extra recess

• Listening to music

• Watching a show

• Homework pass

Social – Events that give approval, 
attention, recognition

• Smiles

• Winks

• High-fives

• Applause

• Thank-you

• *Good job

Token Reinforcers – Arbitrary stimuli that 
are traded in for ”back-up” reinforcers

• Checks

• Stars

• Stickers

• Tallies

• Money



Schedules of Reinforcement

• Because reinforcement is always inherent in the environment and 
may need to be “delivered” by an individual, the provider of 
reinforcement must decide how often to provide reinforcement, how 
strong that reinforcement should be, and which behaviors should be 
reinforced

• This constitutes the schedule of reinforcement



Schedules of Reinforcement

• Continuous Schedule – Provides reinforcement for every occurrence 
of a behavior
• Advantageous for skill acquisition

• Not preferable for long-term usage

• Intermittent Schedule – Reinforcement is not provided after every 
occurrence of a behavior, but allows for reinforcement to be 
provided after ANY occurrence of a behavior
• Used to strengthen established behaviors

• Usually necessary to progress to natural reinforcers



Schedules of Reinforcement

• Ratio and Interval schedules
• Ratio refers to reinforcement being delivered based on a certain number of 

occurrences of the behavior

• Interval refers to reinforcement being delivered after an elapse of time 
before a response produces reinforcement

• Fixed and Variable Schedules
• Fixed refers to a set number of occurrences of the behavior or set amount of 

time the behavior occurs for prior to the behavior producing reinforcement

• Variable refers to an average number of occurrences of the behavior or 
amount of time the behavior occurs for prior to the behavior producing 
reinforcement



Schedules of 
Reinforcement

• Fixed Ratio (FR) schedules –
Reinforcement is delivered after a 
pre-identified number of responses

• Produce high rates of response

• The larger the ratio 
requirement, the higher the 
response rate

• The lower the ratio 
requirement, the harder to fade

• Produces reliable “pauses” and 
“bursts” in behavior



Schedules of 
Reinforcemen
t
• Variable Ratio (VR) schedules –

Reinforcement is delivered ON 
AVERAGE after a pre-identified 
number of responses

• A VR3 schedule might 
produce reinforcement after 
response 1, 4, 10, and 12 (12 
behaviors, 4 instances of 
reinforcement 12/4=3)

• Produce consistent steady 
rates of response

• Does not produce post-
reinforcement pause



Schedules of 
Reinforcemen
t
• Fixed Interval (FI) schedules –

Reinforcement is delivered for the 
first response after a pre-identified 
ELAPSE of time since the last 
response

• Produces some post-
reinforcement pause

• Rate of responding gradually 
accelerates toward the end of 
the interval

• Slow or moderate rate of 
response

• The longer the interval, the 
longer the pause



Schedules of 
Reinforcemen
t
• Variable Interval (VI) schedules –

Reinforcement is delivered ON 
AVERAGE after a pre-identified 
elapse of time since the last 
response

• Similar relationship to the 
FR/VR schedules

• More consistency in 
performance

• Few hesitations between 
responses 

• Any correct response has the 
potential to be reinforced

• Low motivation for RAPID 
responding



Examples

• A teacher delivers one token for each day homework is turned in and a 
chance for the big surprise box for 20 consecutive days of homework 
completion

• A teacher delivers 1 point for each correct response after the elapse of a 
10 minute interval

• A teacher drops a token in the token cups of their students for 
participation in peer tutoring in the following increments: 4 minutes, then 
6 minutes, then 2 minutes

A) FR1 for homework – what about surprise box?
B) FI10minutes
C) VI4minutes



Wrap-up on Reinforcement

• Behavioral principles (including reinforcement) are a statement 
regarding contingencies that we observe in the environment

• If it “isn’t working” it isn’t reinforcement

• If we see behavior, there is reinforcement – we are looking to find it!

• If there is not behavior (including academic) we are not reinforcing it 
and we must find the reinforcer!

• HOWEVER, reinforcement and the consequence in general are only 
part of the equation…



The Learn Unit 
Adapted from slides by Kathy Matthews, Ph.D.

CABAS Senior Behavior Analyst, Assistant Research Scientist 



The Learn Unit 

• Basic unit of pedagogy 

• Relationship between student and teacher responses that contribute 
to learning new operants

Interlocking 3-term contingency

Antecedent-behavior-consequence  



The Learn Unit

How we measure our instruction and learning

4-7 times more learning occurs when learn units are 
present versus absent or incomplete (Albers & Greer, 1991; 
Ingham & Greer, 1992)

Involves the interaction between a teacher and student

In the AIL model, learn units 
occur at a mean of 
approximately 8 times per 
minute

Delivered by teachers and 
students (peer tutors)



The Learn Unit
Learn units are potential operants embedded in instructional presentations that include:

•The need to know (context and establishing operations), 

•The student attending to the relevant antecedent stimulus (target SD), 

•An opportunity to respond (the student does the behaving not the teacher!), 

•Correct responses are typically followed immediately by reinforcing consequences if the responses are 
correct,

•Incorrect responses are typically followed by corrections - the student has an opportunity to emit the 
correct response in the presence of the target antecedent.

•When learning occurs learn units are present

•Single biggest predictor of student achievement and progress



The Learn Unit



The Learn Unit



Four major uses of the learn unit in a science 
of pedagogy 
• Directly measures the student’s behavior and learning outcomes 

• Determine effective versus ineffective teaching 

• Teacher training tool

• Provides information that allows for strategic problem solving when it 
comes to learning difficulties 



The Learn Unit as a Procedure

• Antecedent-Consequence Relation

• Motivation

• Environment

• Student’s Instructional History

• Student’s Physical History

• It is only when all of these components are taken into account that 
we can begin to look at “little” data in meaningful ways



Antecedent

• Clarity is key

• You are part of the antecedent

• Your words are key to ensuring the student learns

• Varying language versus static language (touch vs. point vs. where is 
the)



Behavior

• Anything is a behavior

• All behaviors have antecedents (sometimes it is not seen)

• Our goal is to INCREASE behaviors, not decrease behaviors

• Behavior is communication and communication is behavior



Consequence

• Anything that follows a behavior

• Both reinforcers and punishers are consequences
• Not doing anything is a consequence and depending on the function may 

serve as either a reinforcer or a punisher (planned ignoring)



The Learn Unit

• The learn unit itself is defined as multiple, interlocking three-term 
contingencies in which teacher behavior and student behavior 
effect and are effected by each other

Antecedent Behavior Consequence

Behavior Behavior

Student

Teacher Consequence/ 
Antecedent



The Learn Unit

• In this way, the behavior of the teacher and the 
behavior of the student are continuously interlocked

• Because of this interaction, we not only look to the 
behavior of the student for instructional help, but also 
the behavior of the teacher

Student

Teacher

Antecedent Behavior

Consequence/ 
Antecedent

Behavior Behavior

Consequence/ 
Antecedent

Behavior

BehaviorConsequence/ 
Antecedent

Consequence

Student

Teacher

Antecedent “Hello”

Consequence/ 
Antecedent

“Say ‘Hello’” “Good work”

Consequence/ 
Antecedent

Consequence/ 
Antecedent

“Wave”

ConsequenceWait for next 
antecedent



The Learn Unit

• It is extremely important to understand the role of the teacher in the 
learn unit

• While it is the behavior of the student that we measure, in the 
absence of the teacher either:
• There are no antecedents for the student to respond to or,

• Behavior emitted by the student can’t be appropriately reinforced

• Without the behavior of the teacher (including decision making), 
student behavior is inconsequential*



The Learn Unit in Context

• However, the A-B-C of the learn unit does not in exist by itself.

• There are many other factors that must be considered

Phylogenetic Makeup

Ontogenetic Makeup

Setting Events

Motivating Cond.

Learn Unit



Types of Learn Units

• Depending on the student, material, curriculum, and other factors, 
different types of learn units can be presented
• Direct learn units

• Fluency learn units

• Observational learn units

• Instructional demonstration learn units

• Many of these you experienced today and we will be reviewing all of 
these in more detail tomorrow



Wrap-up

• Over the course of the next two weeks we will be discussing many 
more thoughts and ideas, almost all of which will be rooted in or tied 
to POSITIVE REINFORCEMENT and THE LEARN UNIT

• We need to start thinking about all learning, instruction, behavior, 
classroom management and education in general in these terms

• We VERY MUCH ENCOURAGE questions regarding things you have 
experienced, heard, read, or need clarification on regarding these 
concepts


