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Understanding Reinforcement

Why reinforcement matters

Children learn through their everyday interactions with adults and their environment.
What happens after a child’s behaviour helps shape what they do next.
Reinforcement is one way you can:

e Support learning and development

e Encourage positive social interactions

e Increase participation, engagement, and communication

e Build confidence and a sense of belonging

What is reinforcement?

Reinforcement is a response that increases the likelihood a behaviour will happen again.
A simple way to think about it:

e If a behaviour happens more often, it may be reinforced

e Reinforcement can be intentional or unintentional

Reinforcement looks different for every child

Children value different things based on their age and developmental stage,
communication skills, sensory preferences, and past experiences.

Example of reinforcing activities For children:

e Adult attention (smiles, eye contact, words)
e Physical closeness (when welcomed)

e Access to preferred toys or activities

e Beingincluded, helped, or noticed

Reinforcement Drives Behaviour

If a disruptive behaviour causes a child to:
e Getsomething they want
e Avoid something they don’t want
...that behaviour will increase.
To reduce challenging behaviour, we ensure that challenging behaviour does NOT
produce reinforcement.
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Stay Consistent

e Children learn patterns quickly. If challenging behaviour leads to reinforcement
sometimes, it may increase even more.

e Consistency helps the behaviour decrease faster and prevents confusion.

e Predictable responses help children understand expectations.

Keep the Child Safe and Supported

While we avoid reinforcing challenging behaviour, we still:
e Stay calm
e Maintain safety
e Keep instructions clear and brief
e Reinforce even tiny moments of calm or cooperation
We are reducing the reinforcement - not reducing care or connection.

Putting It All Together

Do more of this:

e Praise and reward positive behaviour often

e Reinforce the smallest approximations

e Teach replacement behaviours proactively

e Provide reinforcement before frustration hits

Do less of this:

¢ Responding emotionally to challenging behaviour

e Giving attention, escape, or items after challenging behaviour
e Waiting until behaviour “blows up” before providing support
e Reinforcing only perfect behaviour

Quick Reference Guide

Positive behaviour - Reinforce immediately and specifically
Challenging behaviour - Do NOT reinforce
Stay consistent, calm, and predictable

Need more support? If these strategies aren’t enough, contact the Instructor Therapist assigned to
your program.




