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Incentive systems   
 
Incentive systems:  A classroom incentive system is a systematic presentation of highly 
motivating consequences to develop desirable patterns of behavior   
 
The critical element of any incentive system is not the token, or tangible, but, rather, the 
social acknowledgement and interaction between the student and the school.”  (Lewis, 
Sugai, 1999, pg 10.) 
 
 
Why use them: 

• Improve morale and motivation  
• Increase the future likelihood of appropriate behavior.  
• Help kids to feel good about being in school. 
• Expectations are clearly defined  
• Attainable for all students  

 
 

Features: 
• Reinforcement should occur immediately after the behavior.  
• Start out strong.  
• What is reinforcing to one student may not be reinforcing to another.  
• Preferences can change over time.  
• Praise should be specific.  
• Match system with school wide expectations.  
• Decide on a disbursement method.   
• Create menu of options.  *See handout for list of free rewards. 
• Survey students to identify a pool of preferred trade in options.  
• Incorporate student self monitoring.  

 
Teacher concerns about using incentive systems: 
 
“I do not think we should bribe kids to act the right way” 

• True recognition systems should not be used as bribes! 
• Should be used to acknowledge appropriate behavior-comes after behavior, not 

before. 
• Students earn rewards with appropriate behavior - provide feedback regarding 

behavior.   
 
“I do not want to reward kids for doing what they are supposed to be doing” 
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• Understandable; however, a lot of kids are not consistently doing what they are 
supposed to be doing  

• What will it hurt?  It will only help to increase appropriate behaviors for all 
students 

• It creates a more positive environment - who does not like to get positive 
feedback  

• Increase time for teaching  
• Our job is to “shape” student behavior over time:  academically and socially 
• We are competing with negative social influences.  Why risk the chance that 

negative social behavior will be more reinforcing that positive social behavior?  
 
“Kids will never develop intrinsic motivation they will always have to get something to 
do the right thing.”  

• Not True.  We are all motivated by external reinforcement: 
o Getting a masters gets me a raise. 

Work hard to get promoted  
• All of our students (and us) are somewhere on the continuum of actualized moral 

development.  Affirmative feedback in concrete ways help to shape this 
development. 

 
How do we teach students to internalize behaviors? 
 

• Pair material rewards with social recognition. 
• Be sure to recognize describe the action/product not the character of the student. 
• Ask students what they did to deserve recognition.  Have them identify the 

behavior and self congratulate. 
• Encourage students and express belief in their ability to achieve.  Kids try to live 

up to the expectations of those people they admire and respect. 
• Prepare students for positive feedback.  Say “ I have something nice to tell you 

would you like to hear it?”  They start to change to reflective rather than 
automatic responding. 

 
 
 

 
 
 


