
Reinforcing 

Good Behaviour 

in Children

Apply Principles of Applied 
Behaviour Analysis to 
Reward good behaviour, and
Reduce challenging behaviour.

Presented by Della Tam
Senior Behaviour Therapist

www.DellaTamBehaviourAnalyst.com



Every Behaviour has a Function

Behaviour (Bx):

Cry to get away from bath.

Function (Fcn):

Escape discomfort of water 

in nose.

Behaviour (Bx):

Stay in water to play toy.

Function (Fcn): 

Access water toy.
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More Behaviour. More Functions.

Bx: Do homework. 

Fcn: Get praise & 

recognized. 

Bx: Play games.

Fcn: Get sensory

stimulation.
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More Bx.  More Functions.

Bx: Fake sick.

Fcn: Avoid school.

Bx: Go to field trip 

Fcn: Enjoy friends and 

outdoor.
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Complex Bx with Multiple Functions

Bx: Play piano. 

Fcn: Audience attention. 

Sensory pleasure.  

Avoid social pressure.

Bx: Head banging

(or self-injurious Bx.)

Fcn: Tell frustration.

Want food. Sensory Stim.  

Remove outside noise.

Gain Attention.
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A-B-C Formula to treat behaviour:

Basics of Applied Behaviour Analysis
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Antecedent.  Behaviour. Consequence

Antecedent occasions 

the bx.

Example for A: 

Worksheet is distributed 

by teacher.

The person acts out a 

behaviour.

Example for B: The 

student cries or works.  

He will face the 

consequence his bx

brings about.

The consequence will increase or 

decrease the future occurrence 

of bx.  Example for C: Worksheet 

is removed as a consequence.  

The student will cry more the next 

time to remove the worksheet.  

Teacher praises the work, student 

will work faster next time.
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How to Make Formula ABC work ?

Parent 
changes 

Antecedent.

Child acts the 
Behaviour.

Parent delivers 
Consequence.
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Parent provides 

quiet and 

supportive 

environment for 

homework.

Child does her 

homework.  If she gets 

praised this time, she 

will do work again next 

time to get praise.

Parent praises child for 

good work.  The praise will 

control the child’s work bx

next time.

Parent mainly works here!
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Strategy #1 – Focus on 

Child’s Strength

 Briefly assess the child’s strength.

 Respect child’s talent, strength, and 

effort.

 Gradual introduction of complex tasks.

 Example in literacy training: Picture 

book → chapter book with picture → 

knowledge book with photos → teens 

novel → fiction

 For difficult tasks, entice the child with 

her favourite toy or activities first.

 Premature teaching of difficult task 
might bring about challenging 

behaviour.
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Strategy #2 – Simple Instruction.  

Prompt to Ensure Success.
 Provide instruction in short and simple terms.

 Prompt to occasion good behaviour.

 Examples of prompts:

 Physical: Hold his hands for printing.

 Gestural / Touch: Point or tap shoulders to go to 
bed at an agreed time.

 Verbal: Say consonant for child to read from 
vocabulary.

 Visual / Textual: Checklist, notes, written reminder, 
picture.

 Model: Demonstrate how to catch a baseball.

 Positional: Put the target item closer.
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Strategy #3 – Set Up 

Environment for Learning

 Make preferred items and activities part of daily life.

 Enrich immediate environment with engaging and 
sensory pleasing items and people.

 E.g. light music, calm reading corner, or a bigger 
cousin as homework buddy.

 For specific task, bring the child to the place of real 
performance.

 E.g. visit a theatre to prepare for concert. 

 Participate and be part of child’s learning 
environment.

 E.g. volunteer in ball games and school activities.
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Strategy #4 – Reward Immediately 

and Explicitly                                   
 Motivate the child with a big enough reward.

 The child will probably work for something he likes 

or desires.

 Provide the reward immediately contingent on a 

good behaviour done.

 Say your praise phrase explicitly.

 Sometimes the child only needs a loud and clear 

“Good Job” from parents.

 Pair up your reward with facial expression and 

gesture.

 When the child becomes more mature, reward 

could be just a smile, hi-five, hug, pat on shoulder, 

or a thumbs-up.

11

DellaTamBehaviourAnalyst.com



Strategy #5 – Feedback on what a 

child does, not who he is.
 Provide feedback to children about his work, not his person.

 Use encouraging positive words.

 Describe pragmatic ways to improve her work.

 Try sandwich method: 1. Praise the good elements.  2. Pick something for 
improvement.  3. Overall positive compliment.

 If you praise a child’s hard work, she will work hard in future.

 If you praise a child’s smartness, he will enjoy his smartness and might not 
work hard.
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Strategy #6 – Break down 

longer task into small steps.

 Break down a big task into small comfortable 

steps.

 Write down the steps and with graphics if 

necessary

 Parent can help or model some steps.

 Make sure the child finishes last step (with or 

without help). 

 Foster a sense of completion and satisfaction.

 Checklist is a good idea for school-aged kids.
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Strategy #7 – Set up Contract.  Use Rules.

Consider set up a 
simple parent-
child contract.

As simple as: 
1. Child do A.

2. Parent gives B.

Stick to contract: 
“Say what you 

mean.
Do what you say.”

More effective 
when written and 

signed.

Use contract to 
promote 

independence.

Try written rule 
(with graphics) as 

an alternative 
teaching tool.
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Strategy #8 – Catch your child on 

good bx and praise.

 Remember.  Remember.  Remember to praise good 
behaviour.

 Establish yourself as a rewarder, not a punisher.

 For long established good bx, praise once and a while to 
maintain it.

 Be watchful for good bx even though it’s subtle or a habit.

 Don’t take it for granted that a good bx will stay forever.

 Shape a good behaviour to the next level.

 Example: Praise for free-hand drawing and hold the praise for 
colouring.

 Deliver reward immediately or save tokens for a bigger reward 
later.
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Strategy #9 – Do Not Reward a 

Tantrum.

 At the onset of a tantrum, quickly determine the function.

 Make sure everyone is safe and the environment is free of hazard.

 Do not talk about the tantrum or challenging bx.

 Scolding can be a reinforcer for future tantrum.

 Maintain a calm face with neutral facial expression.

 Parent helps child describe his needs when tantrum quiets down.   

 Teach child to communicate wants in other appropriate ways.
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Strategy #10 – Punish very sparsely and 

only if necessary.
 Control the reward.  Expand child’s task tolerance gradually 

with less extrinsic reward, more praise, and more intrinsic 

reward.

 Only punish with a clear purpose and let the child know the 

key problem.

 Forms of punishment: A firm “NO”, reprimand, time-out, or 

loss of privilege.

 Teach correction along side with punishment.

 Example: Child breaks toys. He has to pick up the mess and 

clean the floor.

 Child can get desensitized to a punisher and render the 

person (or item) ineffective to deter a tantrum in future.

 Stay calm.  Improper punishment could lead to other 

psychological distress.
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Behaviour Red Flags for

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
 Based on DSM-5 diagnostic criteria, diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) will 

at least meet these 2 major criteria.

 Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across multiple 
contexts.

 Restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities (to be discussed 
on next page).

 For Social Communication Deficits:

 Deficits in social-emotional reciprocity. E.g. failure of normal back-and-forth 
conversation, & failure to initiate or respond to social interactions.

 Deficits in nonverbal communicative behaviors. E.g. abnormalities in eye contact 
and body language, deficits in understanding and use of gestures, or a total lack 
of facial expressions.

 Deficits in developing, maintaining, and understanding relationships. E.g. 
difficulties in sharing imaginative play or in making friends, or absence of interest in 
peers.
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Watch for these ASD symptoms too. 
 For restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities:

 Stereotyped or repetitive motor movements, use of objects, or speech (e.g., simple 
motor stereotypies, lining up toys or flipping objects, echolalia, idiosyncratic 
phrases).

 Insistence on sameness, inflexible adherence to routines, or ritualized patterns or 
verbal nonverbal behavior (e.g., extreme distress at small changes, difficulties with 
transitions, rigid thinking patterns, greeting rituals, need to take same route or eat 
same food every day).

 Highly restricted, fixated interests that are abnormal in intensity or focus (e.g, strong 
attachment to or preoccupation with unusual objects, excessively circumscribed or 
perseverative interest).

 Hyper- or hyporeactivity to sensory input or unusual interests in sensory aspects of 
the environment (e.g., apparent indifference to pain/temperature, adverse 
response to specific sounds or textures, excessive smelling or touching of objects, 
visual fascination with lights or movement).

Source: https://www.autismspeaks.org/what-autism/diagnosis/dsm-5-diagnostic-criteria
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Other Bx Disorders.

 Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD)

 Conduct Disorder (CD)

 Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)

 Inattentive type

 Hyperactive-impulsive type

 Combined hyperactive-impulsive and inattentive type

 Medical doctors, psychologists, and psychiatrists can diagnose 
some or all of these bx disorders.

Source: https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/healthyliving/behavioural-disorders-in-children

https://www.healthline.com/health/parenting/behavioral-disorders-in-children#1

20

DellaTamBehaviourAnalyst.com

https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/healthyliving/behavioural-disorders-in-children
https://www.healthline.com/health/parenting/behavioral-disorders-in-children#1


Seeking Professional Advice Early21

 ASD is a neurobiological disorder.

 Research has shown that a child with ASD will probably not outgrow these 
symptoms (as against some misconceptions).

 If you are in doubt, talk with your child’s teacher.

 Obtain a referral from your family doctor for a psychologist’s assessment.

 Ontario Autism Program by Ministry of Children and Youth Services 
provides a variety of support,  resources, and funding for families affected 
by ASD. http://www.children.gov.on.ca/htdocs/English/specialneeds/autism/ontario-
autism-program.aspx#

 For York Region, go to www.York.ca search for Early Intervention Service.

 Always offer a replacement bx to curb a tantrum.

 “Don’t say Don’t.  Do say Do.”

 Happy Parenting! ☺
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