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Behavior Contracts
The behavior contract is a simple positive-reinforcement intervention that is widely used by
teachers to change student behavior. The behavior contract spells out in detail the expectations of
student and teacher (and sometimes parents) in carrying out the intervention plan, making it a
useful planning document. Also, because the student usually has input into the conditions that are
established within the contract for earning rewards, the student is more likely to be motivated to
abide by the terms of the behavior contract than if those terms had been imposed by someone
else.
Steps in Implementing This Intervention
The teacher decides which specific behaviors to select for the behavior contract. When possible,
teachers should define behavior targets for the contract in the form of positive, pro-academic or
pro-social behaviors. For example, an instructor may be concerned that a student frequently calls
out answers during lecture periods without first getting permission from the teacher to speak. For
the contract, the teacher's concern that the student talks out may be restated positively as "The
student will participate in class lecture and discussion, raising his hand and being recognized by
the teacher before offering an answer or comment." In many instances, the student can take part in
selecting positive goals to increase the child's involvement in, and motivation toward, the
behavioral contract.
The teacher meets with the student to draw up a behavior contract. (If appropriate, other school
staff members and perhaps the student's parent(s) are invited to participate as well.) The teacher
next meets with the student to draw up a behavior contract. The contract should include:
•

a listing of student behaviors that are to be reduced or increased. As stated above, the
student's behavioral goals should usually be stated in positive, goal-oriented terms. Also,
behavioral definitions should be described in sufficient detail to prevent disagreement about
student compliance. The teacher should also select target behaviors that are easy to observe
and verify. For instance completion of class assignments is a behavioral goal that can be
readily evaluated. If the teacher selects the goal that a child "will not steal pens from other
students", though, this goal will be very difficult to observe and confirm.

•

a statement or section that explains the minimum conditions under which the student will earn
a point, sticker, or other token for showing appropriate behaviors. For example, a contract may
state that "Johnny will add a point to his Good Behavior Chart each time he arrives at school
on time and hands in his completed homework assignment to the teacher."

•

the conditions under which the student will be able to redeem collected stickers, points, or
other tokens to redeem for specific rewards. A contract may state, for instance, that "When
Johnny has earned 5 points on his Good Behavior Chart, he may select a friend, choose a
game from the play-materials shelf, and spend 10 minutes during free time at the end of the
day playing the game."
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•

bonus and penalty clauses (optional). Although not required, bonus and penalty clauses can
provide extra incentives for the student to follow the contract. A bonus clause usually offers the
student some type of additional 'pay-off' for consistently reaching behavioral targets. A penalty
clause may prescribe a penalty for serious problem behaviors; e.g., the student disrupts the
class or endanger the safety of self or of others.

•

areas for signature. The behavior contract should include spaces for both teacher and student
signatures, as a sign that both parties agree to adhere to their responsibilities in the contract.
Additionally, the instructor may want to include signature blocks for other staff members (e.g.,
a school administrator) and/or the student's parent(s).

Hints for Using Behavior Contracts
Behavior contracts can be useful when the student has behavioral problems in school locations
other than the classroom (e.g., art room, cafeteria). Once a behavior contract has proven effective
in the classroom, the instructor can meet with the student to extend the terms of the contract
across multiple settings. Adults in these other school locations would then be responsible for rating
the student's behaviors during the time that the student is with them.
For example, a goal may be stated in the contract that a student "will participate in class activities,
raising his hand, and being recognized by the classroom or specials teacher before offering an
answer or comment." Art, gym, or library instructors would then rate the student's behaviors in
these out-of-class settings and share these ratings with the classroom teacher.
Troubleshooting: How to Deal With Common Problems in Using Behavior Contracts
Q: What do I do if I find that the behavior contract fails to work?
There may be several possible explanations why a behavior contract is ineffective:
Students may not be invested in abiding by the terms of the contract because they did not have a
significant role in its creation. If this is the case, students should be consulted and their input
should be incorporated into a revised contract.
The rewards that can be earned through the contract may not sufficiently motivate students to
cause them to change their behavior. The teacher should review the list of rewards with students,
note those rewards that students indicate they would find most appealing, and revise the reward
list to include choices selected by the students.
Points and rewards may not be awarded frequently enough to motivate the student. Each person
reacts in his or her own way to reward systems such as behavior contracts; some must have
rewards delivered at a frequent rate in order for those rewards to have power sufficient to shape
these students' behavior. The instructor can try altering the contract to increase the rate at which
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points and rewards are given to see if these changes increase student motivation to follow the
behavior contract. (NOTE: Once the behavior contract proves effective, the teacher can gradually
cut back the rate of rewards to a level that is more easily managed.)
Q: How do I respond if the student starts to argue with me about the terms of the contract?
It is not unusual--especially when a behavior contract is first introduced--for the teacher and
student to have honest disagreements about the interpretation of its terms. If this occurs, the
teacher will probably want to have a conference with the student to clarify the contract's language
and meaning. Occasionally, though, students may continue to argue with the instructor about
alleged unfairness in how the teacher enforces the contract--even after the teacher has attempted
to clarify the contract's terms. If the student becomes overly antagonistic, the teacher may simply
decide to suspend the contract because it is not improving the student's behavior. Or the instructor
may instead add a behavioral goal or penalty clause to the contract that the student will not argue
with the teacher about the terms or enforcement of the contract.
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Effective Dates: From 10/20/2019 to 12/20/2019
Mrs. Jones, the teacher, will give Ricky a sticker to put on his 'Classroom Hero' chart each time he does
one of the following:
•
•
•

turns in completed homework assignment on time
turns in morning seatwork assignments on time and completed
works quietly through the morning seatwork period (from 9:30 to 10:00 a.m.) without needing to
be approached or redirected by the teacher for being off-task or distracting others

When Ricky has collected 12 stickers from Mrs. Jones, he may choose one of the following rewards:
•
•
•

10 minutes of free time at the end of the day in the classroom
10 minutes of extra playground time (with Mr. Jenkins' class)
choice of a prize from the 'Surprise Prize Box'

Bonus: If Ricky has a perfect week (5 days, Monday through Friday) by earning all 3 possible
stickers each day, he will be able to draw one additional prize from the 'Surprise Prize Box'.
Penalty: If Ricky has to be approached by the teacher more than 5 times during a morning period
because he is showing distracting behavior, he will lose a chance to earn a 'Classroom Hero'
sticker the following day.
The student, Ricky, helped to create this agreement. He understands and agrees to the terms of this
behavior contract.
Student Signature: ___________________________________
The teacher, Mrs. Jones, agrees to carry out her part of this agreement. Ricky will receive stickers when
be fulfills his daily behavioral goals of completing homework and classwork, and will also be allowed to
collect his reward when he has earned enough stickers for it. The teacher will also be sure that Ricky
gets his bonus prize if he earns it..
Teacher Signature: ___________________________________
The parent(s) of Ricky agree to check over his homework assignments each evening to make sure that
he completes them. They will also ask Ricky daily about his work completion and behavior at school. The
parent(s) will provide Ricky with daily encouragement to achieve his behavior contract goals. In addition,
the parent(s) will sign Ricky's 'Classroom Hero' chart each time that he brings it home with 12 stickers.
Parent Signature: ___________________________________

