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Positive behaviour support – reinforcement 

Overview and rationale 

Positive relationships underpin all effective classroom management practices. This resource is the 

sixth component in a suite of resources collectively called Positive Behaviour Support – Effective 

Classroom Practice, which are available through the Universal Resources Hub. It provides 

classroom teachers with support to: 

• understand and describe reinforcement 

• explain different ways to provide reinforcement; and 

• develop and establish a menu of reinforcers. 

Reinforcement is one of the many effective classroom practices which research shows has the 

greatest positive impact on learning and behaviour. These proactive strategies assist teachers to 

increase the time available for instruction and decrease the amount of time spent responding to 

inappropriate or unwanted behaviour. 

Effective classroom management is critical to the provision of a safe and supportive learning 

environment and helps build positive relationships. Research has consistently demonstrated the 

relationship between effective classroom management and both academic achievement, and 

teacher and student wellbeing. 

Target audience and instructions for use 

Teachers across all school settings can use this resource to support all students P-12. 

When to use/ timeframes: Teachers can use this resource at any time in the year as a stand-

alone resource to support them to provide positive reinforcement or as part of the suite of effective 

classroom management resources. The first resource is about positive relationships, which 

underpins all resources in the suite. 

This resource will work most effectively when: 

• a whole-school framework for behaviour support and student learning and wellbeing is in place 

• schoolwide systems are in place for teaching, acknowledging, and responding to behaviours 

• data-based decision-making is in place to guide implementation 

https://resources.education.nsw.gov.au/home
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• classroom systems are linked to the schoolwide system of positive behaviour support 

• effective pedagogy, including differentiation, is in place in classrooms. 

Key components of effective classroom management 

The visual below depicts the components of effective classroom management demonstrated by 

research to reduce rates of inappropriate or unwanted behaviour and increase student 

engagement with learning. Each component can be broken down into a number of practices, which 

teachers can utilise to build a positive classroom environment and maximise instructional time. 

This resource focuses on reinforcement. Refer to the separate resources for more information 

about each of the other eight components. 

 

Reinforcement                             

Behaviour is predictable, functionable, and changeable. Providing students with reinforcement for 

expected behaviours is one of the most effective ways decrease unwanted behaviours and replace 

them with more appropriate alternatives.  

Reinforcement is any consequence that encourages any behaviour to repeat or increase in 

magnitude in the future. It consists of two components: 

• providing high quality reinforcement for the appropriate behaviours that we want to see; and 

• withholding reinforcement or providing low quality reinforcement for less desirable behaviours. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Behaviour is reinforced when we experience relief through being provided with something that we 

desire or having something removed that is contributing to the behaviour. This may include verbal 

praise, non-verbal acknowledgement, earning tokens, provision of tangible rewards, or 

opportunities to perform a task or participate in an activity. It can also include reducing volume 

levels in the classroom, providing a more achievable task, or removing an item with a particular 

texture or smell. 

Effective reinforcement is age appropriate, contextually fitting, and sincere. It should occur 

immediately, contingent on the desired behaviour. It should be applied frequently when students 

are learning a new skill, and gradually faded as students become proficient. Tangible and earned 

rewards should be delivered in conjunction with specific, descriptive feedback which alerts the 

student as to why the reward was earned. For example: 

‘You waited your turn – that showed respect, so that’s a point for your team.’ 

Knowledge of students is critical in selecting reinforcers. What one student finds reinforcing may 

not be reinforcing for another student, and what has worked with one class may not work with 

another. Teachers need to consider student interests and developmental levels. Younger primary 

students may enjoy public attention and small tangible rewards, while older students may prefer 

private acknowledgement or opportunities to earn privileges.  

It is a common assumption that older students do not need to be rewarded for appropriate 

behaviour, but we know that adolescents need high rates of positive feedback and respond well to 

appropriate reinforcement. It can be useful to compile a classroom reinforcement menu, with input 

from students, to provide variety and allow students to select their preferred reinforcer. 

Example reinforcement menu 

Primary Secondary 

• certificate 

• student of the week 

• teacher’s helper 

• playground monitor 

• feed class pet 

• lucky dip 

• sit in teacher’s chair for day 

• choose end of day game 

• free time 

• VIP pass for canteen 

• earn points for privileges 

• perform for class 

• listen to music 

• select YouTube clip to share 

• postcard home 

• student v teacher challenge 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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While reinforcement is a critical component of effective classroom management, it is important to 

remember the importance of first teaching the expected behaviours. Students cannot demonstrate 

behaviours that they do not know how to do. 

Behaviour specific feedback 

Teacher feedback is one method of reinforcement with strong empirical support. Yet studies have 

consistently shown that teachers provide more correction statements than statements which 

positively acknowledge behaviour. It has also been shown that higher rates of positive teacher 

feedback are associated with increased teacher and student wellbeing, more positive classroom 

environments and increased academic engagement.  

Behaviour specific feedback gives specific, positive verbal feedback indicating approval of social or 

academic behaviour. This is one of our most readily available forms of feedback. 

The recommended ratio of positives to correctives varies in the research, but a ratio of 4:1 is widely 

accepted as optimal. This does not mean that teachers should correct students after four praise 

statements, but rather that teachers should be aiming to provide more positive feedback than 

corrective statements over the course of a lesson or school day.  

Feedback should be specific, describe the behaviour that the teacher would like to see more of, 

and recognise effort and success. For example: 

‘You started work straight away.’ or ‘Everyone is on time.’ 

Reinforcement is not synonymous with praise. It is important that feedback sounds sincere and 

considers student preference for public or private acknowledgement. Praise can be a punisher for 

some students. General positive statements, such as ‘good job’ or ‘great’ do not have the same 

teaching effect because students may be unaware of what they are being acknowledged for. 

For more information on verbal and non-verbal acknowledgement, see Chapter 14 of the AERO 

Foundational classroom management resources handbook.  

Consistency 

A consistently applied system for teaching, modelling, reinforcing and responding to student 

behaviour supports staff and student wellbeing.   

Consistently teach, model, and reinforce school expectations. Individual teachers should first 

embed the school-wide expectations in their own classrooms. For example, if the school-wide 

expectations are to ‘be safe, respectful learners’, then these should be used in a classroom 

context.  When consistently applied, expectations can foster a safe, predictable learning 

environment within which students can thrive. A consistently applied school-wide system for 

teaching, modelling, reinforcing and responding to student behaviour benefits staff and student 

wellbeing. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://resources.education.nsw.gov.au/detail/IPR-LP240307120848
https://resources.education.nsw.gov.au/detail/IPR-LP240307120848


| 5 

© NSW Department of Education, Jan-25   

Consistently and fairly respond to disruptive or unproductive student behaviour. Teachers need to 

consistently respond to disruptive or unproductive behaviours. By having a clear system in place to 

address disruptive or unproductive behaviour, issues can be effectively addressed. 

Specific positive feedback. Specific positive feedback involves describing the behaviour, providing 

a reason or rationale for the behaviour is important and a positive consequence. 

Students need to be explicitly told which behaviours are in line with expectations and earn the 

teacher’s acknowledgement. General praise or commonly used phrases such as “good job,” 

though important for a pleasant classroom, are inadequate for building and sustaining desired 

behaviour.  

To be effective, positive feedback should specifically describe the observable behaviour language 

of classroom expectations. Teachers should describe exactly what they saw that they want the 

student to continue doing in the future. It should also include a rationale of why the behaviour is 

important. Providing a rationale helps students to learn the benefits of the expected behaviour. 

Reinforcement is an evidence-based practice for students with disability. For step-by-step 

instructions on how to plan, personalise, implement, monitor and evaluate reinforcement to support 

students with disability, see the Reinforcement teacher resource.  

Additional information 

While this resource provides an explanation and examples of reinforcement, it is important to 

remember that becoming an effective classroom teacher involves a thorough understanding of the 

principles of positive behaviour support. The aim of classroom management is for students to 

become self-managing, and to create a respectful learning environment where positive 

relationships are fostered, and individual learning is encouraged. 

Becoming an effective classroom teacher also takes self-reflection and deliberate practice. Self-

assessment and coaching have been shown to improve the implementation of effective classroom 

practices. Teachers are therefore encouraged to work with colleagues and your school leaders to 

develop and refine classroom management understanding and skills. 

Alignment and identified need 

System priorities and/or needs 

This resource aligns with: 

• the identified needs in three key areas of practice, support, and ongoing improvement 

• Student Behaviour policy 

• Our Plan for NSW Public Education’s direction and priorities of strengthening student wellbeing 

and development and advancing equitable outcomes, opportunities and experiences. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://resources.education.nsw.gov.au/detail/IPR-LD230602163745
https://education.nsw.gov.au/student-wellbeing/attendance-behaviour-and-engagement/behaviour-professional-learning/understanding-behaviour-elearning1
https://education.nsw.gov.au/student-wellbeing/attendance-behaviour-and-engagement/behaviour-professional-learning/understanding-behaviour-elearning1
https://education.nsw.gov.au/policy-library/policies/pd-2006-0316
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Feducation.nsw.gov.au%2Fabout-us%2Fstrategies-and-reports%2Fplan-for-nsw-public-education&data=05%7C01%7CLeah.Penney%40det.nsw.edu.au%7C9b7b4ab41de04def0ea308dbd8f21351%7C05a0e69a418a47c19c259387261bf991%7C0%7C0%7C638342306444335325%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=BBxlx8QOoRZImbLmHiqw0sKrReRzv%2FdKIBLNxRT48mc%3D&reserved=0
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School Excellence Framework 

• Learning: Wellbeing – Caring for students; Behaviour 

• Teaching: Effective classroom practice – Classroom management  

Relevant frameworks 

• Disability Standards for Education 2005   

• Australian Professional Standards for Teachers  

o Standard 1, particularly 1.2 and 1.6  

o Standard 3, particularly 3.3, 3.4, and 3.5 

o Standard 4, particularly 4.1, 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4   

o Standard 6, particularly 6.2, 6.3 and 6.4. 

• NSW Wellbeing Framework for schools – behaviour, discipline and character education. 

Existing resources 

• Behaviour Support Toolkit 

• Behaviour Professional eLearning: 

o Classroom management fundamentals 

o Understanding behaviour support planning 

o Understanding behaviour 

o De-escalation of student behaviour 

o Restorative practice  

o Introduction to Positive Behaviour for Learning (PBL) 

o PBL Tier 1 School-wide support 

o PBL Tier 1 Classroom support. 

• Australian Education Research Organisation (AERO) - Foundational classroom management 

resources handbook 

• Inclusive Practice hub: Reinforcement – Implementing evidence-based teaching practices for 

students with disability 

• CESE Classroom Management: Creating and maintaining positive learning environments 

• CESE Classroom Management: Maintaining positive learning environments 

• CESE What works best 2020  

Consultation 

Materials adapted with permission from the Guide to Effective Classroom Management 

(Queensland Department of Education). 

Reviewed by: Behaviour Services, Behaviour and Student Participation 

Last updated: January 2025 

Feedback: to provide feedback please complete this feedback form 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/strategies-and-reports/school-excellence-and-accountability/school-excellence
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/strategies-and-reports/school-excellence-and-accountability/school-excellence
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/disability-learning-and-support/personalised-support-for-learning/disability-standards-for-education
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/professional-learning/teacher-quality-and-accreditation/teaching-standards
https://education.nsw.gov.au/student-wellbeing/whole-school-approach/wellbeing-framework-for-schools
https://education.nsw.gov.au/schooling/school-community/attendance-behaviour-and-engagement/behaviour-support-toolkit
https://education.nsw.gov.au/schooling/school-community/attendance-behaviour-and-engagement/behaviour-support-toolkit
https://education.nsw.gov.au/student-wellbeing/attendance-behaviour-and-engagement/behaviour-professional-learning
https://resources.education.nsw.gov.au/detail/IPR-LP240307120848
https://resources.education.nsw.gov.au/detail/IPR-LP240307120848
https://education.nsw.gov.au/campaigns/inclusive-practice-hub
https://resources.education.nsw.gov.au/detail/IPR-LD230602163745
https://resources.education.nsw.gov.au/detail/IPR-LD230602163745
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/educational-data/cese/publications/practical-guides-for-educators-/best-practices-creating-a-positive-learning-environment
https://education.nsw.gov.au/about-us/educational-data/cese/publications/literature-reviews/classroom-management
https://education.nsw.gov.au/content/dam/main-education/about-us/educational-data/cese/wwb-what-works-best-2020-update.pdf
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=muagBYpBwUecJZOHJhv5kWLYZZrvATpAvZn8ouDlsMNUN1RBNkpGSk4zVEZLUE1JSDAySVdFSUMzRiQlQCN0PWcu
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Evidence base 

Research has consistently demonstrated: 

• the importance of effective classroom management as a component of effective teaching 

• the relationship between effective classroom management and teacher self-efficacy and 

wellbeing  

• the positive outcomes associated with a small number of specific classroom management 

practices.  
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