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Principles of Behavior 
 

The principles of behavior are used to understand a child’s behavior through a 

process called Applied Behavior 

Analysis or ABA.  ABA works to 

completely understand a behavior by 

looking at the action or skill and 

everything that happens before, 

during, and after the action. Using all 

this information, children’s behaviors 

can be predicted.  
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Glossary 
Antecedent 
 What happens right before the action.  
  
Behavior 
 An action or skill preformed by the child. 
             
Consequences 
 What happens right after the action or what the child gets for his/her 
 action. 
  
Consistency 
 Giving the same response for the behavior every single time and in the 
 same way for everyone. 
 
Modeling 
 Showing your child how you want her to act, by acting that way yourself. 
 
Principle 
 A defined rule or belief.  
 
Punishment 
 The action of an adult used to decrease the child’s behavior. 
 
Reinforcement 
 The way that others react to the child’s behavior – can be positive or   
    negative. 
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Rule One: Consequences Control Behavior 
       

 
What It Means             The way a child behaves is caused by what he gets in 
return.  
 

What It Might Look Like             Domenic asks his mother for a bowl of ice cream. 

She tells him no, explaining that it will ruin his dinner. Domenic begins to throw a 

temper tantrum – crying and kicking his feet against the floor. To get Domenic to 

stop screaming she gives him a bowl of ice cream.  

 

How It Works            Most behaviors work in two ways: to get something or have 
something taken away. In Domenic’s case it was to get a bowl of ice cream. But 
what if you gave your child broccoli for dinner and told her she needed to eat it. 
She begins to cry and put her head on the table so you excuse her from the table 
even though she never ate the broccoli. That behavior worked to have something 
taken away – the broccoli. When trying to understand your child’s behavior it’s 
important to look at the function  of the behavior or what your child is trying to 
make happen with his actions. 
 

How It Can Be Used           While it is certainly easier said than done, the way to 

get Domenic’s behavior to stop is to stop giving him what he wants. If Domenic’s 

mom does not reward Domenic’s tantrum by giving him a bowl of ice cream, 

eventually he will learn that tantrums don’t get him what he wants. A word of 

caution here: behaviors can get worse before they get better. So be realistic 

about what you can tolerate, and make sure everyone is on board with trying to 

change the behavior. If Dad eventually decides to give in even though Mom says 

not to, then the behavior will never change. 
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Rule Two: Behavior Is Strengthened By Reinforcement 
 
 

What It Means          Rewarding behaviors helps make sure it will happen again. 

 

What It Might Look Like    Riley’s mom has been trying to get her to pick up 

her toys.  Every night before bed, if Riley picks up her toys she gets to put a sticker 

on a chart on the refrigerator.  Riley’s mom tells her that when she gets five 

stickers, she will get to pick out a special toy at the toy store.  Riley really wants a 

new Barbie, so she makes sure to pick up all her toys. 

 

How It Works        Riley will keep picking up her toys because she wants to get 

stickers. Stickers are Riley’s daily reward but she knows if she keeps doing a good 

job she will get a bigger reward. 

 

How It Can Be Used               Rewards don’t always have to be toys, they can be as 

simple as saying ‘good job’ or giving a child a high five. When a behavior happens 

that you like, such as picking up toys or using good manners, it’s important to 

draw attention to it and make the child understand that he or she did something 

good.  
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Rule Three: Behavior Is Weakened By Withholding 

Consequences 
 

What It Means     Taking things away can change behavior 

 

What It Might Look Like                      During dinner time, Daniel plays with his 

food. He makes mountains out mashed potatoes, and acts out scenes using little 

carrot people. When he does this, Daniel has his whole family’s attention. Some 

people find it funny like his brothers, but his Mom and his Dad yell at him to stop 

playing with his food.  

 

How It Works   Think back to principle one – what does Daniel get by 

acting this way? He gets his families attention.  The attention is the consequence. 

In order to change the behavior, the consequence must be taken away.  

 

How It Can Be Used        If we wanted to change Daniel’s behavior, we 
would encourage his entire family to ignore Daniel when he begins playing with 
his food, and encourage his Mom and Dad instead to praise Daniels brothers for 
sitting nicely at the table and eating the right way.  
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Rule Four: Behavior Is Weakened By Punishment 
 

 

 

What It Means             Giving the child an immediate consequence or taking away 

a later reward will decrease behavior. 

 

What It Might Look Like           Lily calls her sister a name.  Lily’s mom immediately 

tells Lily that she does not like the way Lily talk to her sister, and then she tells Lily 

that later that night she will lose thirty minutes of TV time. 

 

How It Works           Being given the immediate punishment of being scolded, and 
having TV time taken away, teaches Lily not to call her sister names.  
 
How It Can Be Used            Verbal reprimands are immediate negative reactions. 
Behavior also will decrease by taking away something positive that the child 
wants later.   
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Rule Five: Consequences Must Be Consistent and 

Immediate 

 

 

What It Means              If you want behavior to change, the consequence must be 

given right after the behavior and it must always be the same. 

 

What It Might Look Like                 Let’s say we want Sammy to stop hitting. When 

he hits in school, the teacher places him in time out. Mom and Dad agree to 

provide the same consequence at home. When Sammy hits his brother because 

he wants a toy, he is placed in time out. One day at the park, another child pushes 

Sammy on the playground. Sammy hits him. Dad sees all of this happen but feels 

that since the other child pushed Sammy it was okay for Sammy to hit and thus 

Sammy is not punished. 

 

How It Works                  Sammy is unable to understand why he is allowed to hit 

sometimes but other times he gets in trouble.  Sammy’s hitting behavior will 

continue because the consequences are not the same every time.   

 

How It Can Be Used                 What happens after the behavior, must be the same 

every time, in every place, for everyone.  
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Rule Six: Behavior Is Influenced Through Modeling 
  

 

What It Means   Your child learns by watching you. Children look to their 

parents to learn how to act, how to talk, how to play, and how to interact with 

their world. Showing your child good behavior will help them learn it! 
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     FAQ 
 

 

 

 

 

Q: How can learning these rules help me as a parent? 

  

 A: Learning the rules of behavior will help you understand why your child 

 behaves a certain way. Understanding the behavior will allow you to figure 

 out how to change it. These rules will give you new ways to think about 

 behaviors and create more effective ways of dealing with them.  

 

 

 

Q: When can I start using the rules  with my child? 

 

 A: Immediately! Try to look at your child’s behavior as if you were an 

 outsider. This will help keep any personal opinions out of the way.  

 

 

 

Q: There are so many rules. Where do I start? 

 

 A: Start with the first rule. Behavior is based on what the child gets. First, 

 figure out what happens right after your child acts a certain way. From 

 there you can begin to use the other principles.  
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Discussion Questions 
 

 

* What behaviors can you work to change with your child? 

 

* What are some easy behaviors to begin with?  

 

* What are other more challenging behaviors? 

 

* How can you apply the rules of behavior in your own  home? 

 

* What are you child’s strengths? 

 

* What does your child find rewarding? 

 

* Who in your house can help you change behavior? 
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appropriate settings to use them are discussed. The authors also explain modeling, 

reinforcement, and extinction. Due to their research backgrounds, these techniques are 

explained mostly in regards to communication interventions. However, this article provides 

a nice and easy to understand overview of the principles of behavior and the techniques used 

in behavior plans. A strong and thorough knowledge of this information will be important 

for practitioners’ to have in order to educate parents. When educating families, professionals 

should manipulate their deep understanding of this material and present it to parents in an 
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Park, J. H., Alber-Morgan, S. R., & Fleming, C. (2011). Collaborating with parents to implement 

behavioral interventions for children with challenging behaviors. TEACHING Exceptional 

Children, 43(3), 22-30.  

 Ju Hee Park is an Assistant Professor in the Special Education Department at Wheelock 

College. Co-authors Sheila Alber-Morgan and Courtney Fleming are from The Ohio State 

University Special Education Department, where Alber-Morgan is an Associate Professor 



P a g e  | 16 

 

© 2011, Meghan Swick, The University of Pittsburgh 

 

and Fleming is a doctoral student. The article, using research and case vignettes, discusses 

how practitioners can effectively collaborate with parents to implement behavioral 

interventions. The article states that understanding a family’s strengths and weaknesses is 

the first step in building rapport with a family. Parents’ strengths can be used to address 

behavior, while identifying challenges will help the practitioner avoid using interventions 

that could exaggerate the problem.The second step, is educate parents on the behavioral 

approach. Practitioners should discuss the reasons why the behavioral approach is 

appropriate for their child. Explaining challenging behavior from the behavioral perspective 

helps parents understand what specific factors may be contributing to the behavior. By 

examining behavior in this way, parents gain important insight on how to change those 

behaviors. Parents should be taught key behavior concepts to help them understand the 

procedures, particularly the three-term contingency. Parents must also understand how these 

principles work for their own behavior in response to their child. Providing information will 

help parents to apply effective behavior procedures. Parent observations using the 

behavioral approach is essential in providing information for how to change the behavior 

and maximize the effectiveness of interventions. Using this applicable information, 

practitioners can avoid trial-and-error in implementing behavior plans. Training parents 

should involve teaching parents to identify and record behavior, how to properly respond to 

the behavior, modeling interventions, providing guided practice and feedback, and 

encouraging skill sharing among family members. This article is important in providing 

evidence-based reasons for educating parents on the principles of behavior management. It 

also provides excellent tips and guidelines for working effectively with families in order to 

create and maintain the most effective and helpful behavior programs. This article reinforces 

that when parents and professionals collaborate using the same approach and sharing 

information, outcomes improve for children.   

 


