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Let’s talk about behavior
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Principles of increasing behavior
Target behavior   Consequence
(if the behavior increases in the future,)

Consequence = Positive+ reinforcer

Exercise Weight loss
Target behavior          Consequence
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The more immediately the consequence is 
delivered after the target behavior, 

the more likely the 
behavior will increase in the future. 

(Weight loss doesn’t happen immediately after exercise; 
that is why weight loss cannot be a positive reinforcer for many people.)



Positive reinforcement in classroom

• Desirable student behavior 
 Come to every class meeting, on time
 Complete homework
 Study for quizzes and exams
 Take all quizzes and exams
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What could be positive reinforcers
for these behaviors?



My Math GPS (Elementary Algebra)
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My Math GPS (Elementary Algebra)

• Compared to control Elementary 
Algebra students, GPS students:

- were more than twice as likely to take the CUNY 
Elementary Algebra Final Exam (CEAFE),

- scored more than 10 points higher on the CEAFE, and

- were almost three times more likely to pass the course.
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What happens in GPS classroom?
A B C

(antecedent)                            (behavior)                          (consequence)
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“Before Quiz” 
assignment given

Complete 
“Before Quiz”

Take the quiz 
and feel good

Take the quiz 
and feel good

Complete 
“After Quiz”

Know how I did 
on quiz

“Before Quiz” 
assignment given

Complete 
“Before Quiz”

……..



Factors affecting reinforcement

• Immediacy of consequence (contiguity, 
timing)

• Contingency of consequence (consistency)
• Magnitude of consequence (amount)

• Response effort 
• Individual differences
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It’s your turn!

Audience members: 
Do you have any examples from your classes?

Target behavior  Consequence
to be increased        to be delivered
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Four types of operations
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Operation Consequence
Target Behavior 
in the Future (Goal)

Positive Reinforcement delivered (+) to be increased (↑)

Negative Reinforcement eliminated (‐) to be increased (↑)

Positive Punishment delivered (+) to be decreased (↓)

Negative Punishment eliminated (‐) to be decreased (↓)



Four types of operations
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Operation Consequence
Behavior 
(Goal) Example

Positive 
Reinforcement + ↑

Students do homework (B); you give extra points for 
their efforts (C) regardless of their performance; as a 
result, students are more likely to do their homework 

Negative 
Reinforcement ‐ ↑

Students individually work on exercises at the end of 
class meeting (B); They are allowed to go home (C) if 
their answers are all correct; as a result, students try to 
work hard and fast 

Positive 
Punishment + ↓

Students chat about their weekend plans (B) during 
your lecture; you yell at them (C); as a result, students 
do not chat during lectures 

Negative 
Punishment ‐ ↓

When a student texts (B); you come very close to the 
student's desk and silently stare at her/him (C); as a 
result, students do not text in class



How to decrease undesirable behavior

- Find incompatible behavior to increase
 e.g., what desirable behavior could be incompatible 

with texting?

- Antecedent control (i.e., prevention)
Use a syllabus to clearly lay out all the rules, 

instructions, warnings, and expectations so that 
students won’t have to learn by experiencing 
unpleasant consequences. 
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Takeaways
• Behavioral principles can be helpful in designing 

effective deliveries of course materials and feedback.
When trying to change students’ behavior, first identify 

specific target behaviors (to increase). 

 Then, make a list of consequences that may change 
(or become positive reinforcers for) the behaviors. 

Design preventive procedures as well.

• The effectiveness of one design may be course-
and/or student-specific. 
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CUNY Central Office of Academic Affairs
Associate Professor of Mathematics
Queensborough Community College
michael.guy@cuny.edu
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Accepted proposal
Accelerated programs for students needing remediation in mathematics and/or English 
have been increasing student success nationally. Even though the aggregated outcomes are 
positive, a close examination of data may reveal some variabilities among students and 
instructors. To reduce such variabilities and maximize the positive effects of accelerated 
programs, the authors recommend evidence‐based best teaching practices be embedded in 
the programs. In the presentation, several examples and resources for increasing student 
engagement and performance, supported by behavioral principles, are first introduced. For 
example, behavioral research has repeatedly shown that, to increase a target behavior, a 
desirable consequence (or positive reinforcer) should immediately follow the behavior.  One 
accelerated remedial course was designed to follow the principle of immediate positive 
reinforcers, in terms of the delivery of assessments (i.e., quizzes and exams) and feedback 
by the instructors. The pass rate for this course was significantly higher than a traditional 
remedial course without such pedagogical considerations. In the latter half of the session, 
the audience members share information and ideas regarding current and future teaching 
practices, based on the introduced principles. The presentation and discussion are relevant 
for a wide variety of subjects, levels, and disciplines; all conference attendees are 
welcomed to participate. 
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