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Glossary 
 

 
 

 Reinforcement – When a behavior is followed by a 
consequence that will therefore increase that 
behavior occurring in the future 

 

 Maintenance – When a behavior continues to occur 
because it is reinforced sometimes, and not others. 

 

 Extinction – When a behavior that has been 
reinforced in the past, is no longer reinforced and 
therefore decreases in the future. 

 

 Token Economy – When tokens are received for 
good behavior that can then be exchanged for a 
preferred reinforcer, such as a toy, more play time, 
money, etc. 
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Positive Behavior Intervention and Supports 
(PBIS) 

 

 

PBIS includes behavior change strategies that involve 
focusing on procedures that teach, strengthen, and support 
desired student behavior rather than punish undesired 
behavior.  This concept is currently being used in some 
schools and has demonstrated that the use of the strategies 
that promote positive behavior across the entire school 
environment has dramatically decreased the school’s 
disciplinary referrals. For this concept to be effective, 
educators and professionals have to be aware of providing 
these supports to the entire range of student behavior within 
the school (Kerr & Nelson, 2010). 
 

 
 

What does PBIS have to do with Variable Reinforcement? 
 

PBIS uses a variety of highly effective strategies that not only attempts to 
decrease students’ problem behavior, but replace that problem behavior with 

an appropriate, desired behavior.  Using these strategies at home with your 
child will not only benefit you and your family, at home, but also give your 

child a better all around quality of life.   
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PBIS is based on a 3-tier intervention process… 
 

 
 

Tier 1: Universal Intervention

Tier 2: Secondary 
Intervention

Tier 3: 
Individualized 
Intervention

To reach the entire range of student behavior, PBIS is based on a multi-
tiered intervention process where the following tier is a more intensive 
intervention designed for students who failed to succeed with the 
previous, less intensive tier intervention.  Tier one is designed to be 
implemented school wide, and hopes to prevent students from falling 
into risk.  Tier two consists of interventions for students whom tier one 
interventions were not effective for or for students who pose a greater 
risk for failing.  Tier three is highly intensive and individualized for 
students whom tier two was not effective and students who have 
serious problems.  This model allows for educators to better pinpoint 
those individuals who really need individual attention and support to be 
successful academically and behaviorally in school.   
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What is Reinforcement? 

 This means is that your child is doing a behavior 
and that behavior is followed by a consequence that 
results in your child doing that behavior again in the 
future 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Chances are, when your child throws a temper tantrum, 

you give them what they want so they will stop!  This is 
reinforcing their bad behavior. BUT by learning helpful 
tips, you can start to reinforce GOOD behavior to replace 
the BAD behavior! 

Remember those ever 
too familiar trips to the 

grocery store when 
your child throws a 
temper tantrum for 
that candy bar they 

want? 

Reinforcement         Bad Behavior 
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What is Variable Reinforcement? 

 

Let’s take this one step further. Perhaps the consequence that 
follows your child’s behavior doesn’t occur every time the 
behavior occurs – this is called an “intermittent reinforcement 
schedule” or a “variable reinforcement schedules”.  If we go 
back to the grocery store, suppose you don’t give in and give 
your child the candy bar this time, but you did last week when 
the temper tantrum exploded. This is how the behavior is 
maintained.   
 
Another great example of variable reinforcement is a slot 
machine-people continue to put money into a slot machine 
because occasionally, they will hit jackpot.  As a parent, it is 
important to notice when and how often you are responding to 
your child’s problem behavior.  After teaching your child how to 
respond appropriately, you can then use a variable 
reinforcement schedule to maintain appropriate behavior 
rather than unwanted, problem behavior! 
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Case Study 

 
Stacy is a working mother, married, with two children. David, Stacy’s 5-

year-old son, was diagnosed with ADHD and has a habit of screaming when 
he wants attention.  David will scream at home when he wants the 
attention of his parents, at school when he wants his teacher’s attention, 
and scream at daycare when he wants the child care worker’s attention.  
Every time David screams, the shrieking is so intolerable; that everyone 
gives him his or her full attention just so he will stop 
screaming. Stacy Is embarrassed to take him anywhere 
because often times, if she is not by his side when the 
screaming starts, people begin to stare because David 
is so disruptive.  A friend suggested to Stacy that she 
start ignoring David’s screaming so he learns that he 
cannot get his way whenever he wants to scream.  
Stacy tried this method for a few weeks, but often 
times it was too difficult to stick to, and David’s 
father, as well as his teacher, was not too 
happy about letting David disrupt others.  
What should Stacy do? 

Solution… 
For an intervention to work, the screaming behavior needs to be receiving 
consistent consequences.  Stacy will need to talk to all the people in David’s life 
who will experience David’s screaming behavior.  For the behavior to decrease, 
everyone will have to completely ignore David’s screaming behavior.  It is 
important to note that this behavior will get worse before it get’s better, so be 
prepared.  It will also be important for everyone to praise David when he is 
using appropriate behavior.  Therefore, David will learn that he receives praise 
when he is using appropriate behavior, and receives nothing when he screams.  
This is a way to “catch David being good”, before he has a chance to be bad. 

Your child could be 
receiving variable 

reinforcement 
from: a parent, 

teacher, babysitter, 
afterschool child-

care, etc. 
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Possible Interventions 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Reinforcement Bad Behavior 

Reinforcement Good Behavior 

Praise-and-Ignore Approach 
When using the praise-and-ignore approach, it is important to remember that 
your child will try hard and harder with their bad behavior to get what they want, 
before they learn that you are not going to give in. In short, the bad behavior will 
get worse before it gets better so be prepared, and stand strong! Remember, that 
when you give in just that ONE time, your child is receiving variable 
reinforcement for their bad behavior, which is exactly what we are trying to 
avoid!  To be sure that consistency is being maintained, you’ll have inform all 
those who will experience the child’s bad behavior, how to ignore the behavior. 
When a behavior has been reinforced in the past, and is then ignored, the 
behavior will stop occurring, and therefore has been put on extinction.  By giving 
frequent praise to your child for “being good”, your child will eventually make the 
connection that they are noticed and praised when they are being good, and 
ignored when they are, being bad (Kerr & Nelson, 2010).    
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Frequently Asked Questions 

 
 

 I’m afraid my babysitter isn’t being consistent with my child’s behavior when 
I am not around. What should I do? 

Consider providing your babysitter with specific notes on how to ignore 
specific behavior and how to reinforce appropriate behavior.  Encourage 
your babysitter to talk to you about difficulties she may be encountering 
with this process. 
 

 My mother in law doesn’t seem to understand this process. She says that she 
never raised her children that way and they turned out fine. What should I 
tell her? 

Gently explain how sending your child mixed messages from different 
people in their life is only making their negative behavior worse. To teach 
your child appropriate behavior, everyone must be consistent in how they 
react to the behavior.   
 

 My child’s teachers seem to have different rules for bad behavior than we 
have at home. What should I do? 

Make an appointment with your child’s teachers and explain to them the 
importance of consistency across all settings in your child’s life.  Be specific 
about how you are ignoring negative behavior, and praising appropriate 
behavior.  Be sure to discuss specific plans as to what negative behavior 
your child is engaging in at school, and how the teachers can react to it.  
Having open lines of communication with your child’s teacher will only 
make this process easier on everyone. 
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