
REINFORCEMENT SCHEDULES 

Reinforcement is a consequence in which a stimulus is 

added or removed to the environment that increases or 

maintains the future probability of the preceding be-

haviour. An example of reinforcement could be when a 

person goes to the cupboard when they are hungry and 

they get a snack from the cupboard. The snack will act 

as a reinforcer if in future when the person is hungry 

they go to the cupboard. Another example may be 

when a child is talking in class, because they find the 

task difficult and then the teacher sends them to time-

out. The time-out may act as a reinforcer if the child 

begins to talk in class more frequently in future. See the 

table below for these two examples explained in the 

three-term contingency. Reinforcement is typically de-

livered on a various schedules, which means that be-

haviours can get reinforced every time or some of the 

time. In this article, each schedule will be discussed in 

turn.  

Table 1: Examples of Reinforcement in the three-term 

contingency  

Reinforcement may delivered based on the amount of 

time that passes. Reinforcement may be delivered for 

the first response following a fixed duration of time 

(Fixed Interval; FI) or the first response after an aver-

age duration of time (Variable Interval; VI). With a VI 

schedule, responses will made constantly and consist-

ently across  time (see figure 1 below). Alternatively, 

reinforcement may delivered based on the number 

responses. This may be a fixed number of responses 

receive reinforcement (Fixed Ratio; FR), or an average 

number of responses receive reinforcement (Variable 

Ratio; VR).  

Figure 1: Graphs show the typical trend of responding 

under each schedule, FI top left, VI top right, FR bottom 

left, VR bottom right. (Fictional data) 

With fixed schedules there is a post reinforcement 

pause. This can be observed in the  graphs (See figure 

1). For a FR the responding occurs in a step wise fash-

ion, with longer pauses before responding increases, 

and for a FI a scalloped pattern is observed, in which a 

shorter pause with responding gradually increasing. 

The Variable schedules show a steady and consistent 

responding pattern.  The VR schedule shows a steeper 

pattern of responding, which means that responding 

occurs consistently and at a faster rate. This schedule is 

well known for producing higher rates of responding, 

which is associated with slot machines and gambling. 

Machines pay out on an average number of responses 

(plays), which is a VR schedule. This produces a higher 

rate of responding; the person keeps playing to receive 

reinforcement (pay out). This is why gambling can be 

addictive for some people, due to the reinforcement 
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TERMINOLOGY 

This month we will discuss group contingencies. 

Independent Group Contingency: A contingency rule is 

given to a large group but only the members of the 

group that meet the criteria receive the reward. A Inde-

pendent Group Contingency is used by a teacher whom 

sets homework for the class and promises a sticker to 

those who complete the homework by Friday.  

Dependent Group Contingency: This is also known as 

the hero procedure as the performance of one member 

(or a small group) will result in a reward for the entire 

group. An example of this could be a goalkeeper during 

a penalty shoot-out, or if a schools sports team wins a 

trophy, the entire school may receive recognition when 

only the team has performed.  

Interdependent Group Contingency: This depends on 

every member of the group meeting the criteria before 

the reward is deliv-

ered. This could be 

a promise of a 

break from work  

when the whole 

class has finished a 

task. 

schedule. This is why this reinforcement schedule is 

typically adopted in teaching in Applied Behaviour 

Analysis (ABA). Many targets are taught on a FR1 initial-

ly, which means every response is reinforced and then 

this would be systematically faded to a VR to maintain 

these mastered skills.  

The VR schedule is very powerful, and behaviours that 

contact this type of reinforcement are less resistant to 

extinction. Franks and Lattal (1976) found that behav-

iours that were on a VR schedule, that were then 

placed on extinction (reinforcement withheld), recov-

ered quicker when a VR is reinstated. If the previous 

schedule was an alternative schedule, responding re-

mained on a lower rate following extinction. Although 

Skinner and Morse (1958) found that reinforcement on 

FI, FR or other schedules that produce low levels of re-

sponding could be maintained for an undetermined 

amount of time.  

It is important to consider reinforcement schedules 

into consideration when developing and reviewing in-

terventions. This could help you ensure effective teach-

ing and maintenance of responding. If a child stops re-

sponding then you may need to review the reinforce-

ment schedule, and ask yourself how frequently is the 

behaviour contacting reinforcement? It could be that 

the schedule has become too thin (not frequent 

enough) or that it is too heavy, and the learner is satiat-

ed. You can speak to you programme consultant, a 

BCBA or BCaBA regarding reinforcement. Cooper, J. O., 

Heron, T. E., & Heward, W. L. (2007). Applied Behav-

iour Analysis (2nd ed.) New Jersey: Pearson Education, 

Inc.  

Franks, G. J., & Lattal, K. A. (1976). Antecedent rein-

forcement schedule training and operant response re-

instatement in rats, Animal Learning and Behavior, 4

(4), 374-378. 

Skinner, B. F., and Morse, W. H., (1958). Sustained per-

formance during very long experimental sessions, Jour-

nal of Experimental Analysis, 235-244. 

EVENTS 

South East Association of Behaviour Analysis (SEABA) 

are holding a workshop on Precision Teaching. This is 

perfect for Behaviour Analysts and professionals and is 

held on the 23rd February, in Brighton. It costs £80, so 

if you’re keen to learn more about the Standard cele-

bration chart, then this is perfect for you! 

Dr. Vincent Carbone is visiting London! On the 8th and 

9th of March he will be speaking about “Skinner’s 

Analysis of verbal behavior in ABA  treatment pro-

grams for children with Autism”.  This will be at the 

Hilton Hotel, in London Gatwick. This costs £225 to 

attend, although if you pay before the 1st of January 

you get the early bird price of £200. To find out more 

and book your place go to his website.  

You can study in the comfort of you home with Florida 

Institute of Technology (FIT). They have a wide range 

of courses (costs vary) to help you develop you under-

standing of the principles of Behaviour Analysis. Con-

tinuing Education (CE) Units available on many courses. 
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Next month we’re looking at teaching reading so be 

sure to subscribe so you receive the next exciting edi-

tion.  

Please contact me via email with feedback or to sub-

scribe (simply include ‘SUBSCRIBE’ in the subject or 

message) to busyanalyticalbee@gmail.com and please 

check out the Facebook, Twitter and Pinterest Page, 

and website.  

NATURAL ENVIRONMENT TEACHING (NET) IDEA 

This months NET is ‘Guess Who’. This is a popular game 

that involves guessing a character of the other player 

by asking questions about their features. You can buy 

the board games in most toy shops or larger supermar-

kets, alternatively you can find it on amazon.co.uk. This 

game encourages the players to ask questions to nar-

row down the characters until they are left with the 

other players character. These questions a typically “Do 

they wear glasses?”, “Do they have blonde hair”, or 

“Are they a man or woman?”. It’s important your client 

has a variety of receptive, tact and intraverbal targets 

around body and clothes in their repertoire. This game 

will help them develop important social skills including 

asking questions (SBSP 12M), responding to mands for 

information (SBSP 13M), and turn taking (SBSP 14c).  

Preceding skills reference to the VB-MAPP Assessment tool: 

 Sundberg, M. L. (2008) Verbal Behavior Milestones Assessment and 

Placement Program: The VB-MAPP. Concord, CA: AVB Press.   

*SBSP: Social Behavior and Social Play. 

STUDY TIPS 

If you are studying for Masters or Doctorate degree, or 

the BCaBA or BCBA exam, then consider joining the UK 

Society of Behaviour Analysis (UK-SBA). There is a Stu-

dent membership, (for people attending courses at 

Universities) will allows you to attend the events and 

workshops at a reduced price and to access the mem-

bers-only pages on the website. There is also other 

memberships available. The UK-SBA provides a forum 

for professionals within the field of Applied Behaviour 

Analysis (ABA) in the UK, so it is beneficial to be affiliat-

ed with the UK-SBA.  

PRODUCTS 

This months wish list contains a variety of toys and ac-

tivities that can help visual performance tasks. From 

puzzles, to blocks and picture building activities. All 

these will help your client develop their visual perfor-

mance skills.  

PEOPLE WHO INSPIRE US 

Ivan Pavlov is responsible for ‘Respondent conditioning 

paradigm’ and is famous for his study with dogs. Pavlov 

was born on the 26th September 1849 in Russia. He 

attending university at St. Petersburg in 1870 to study 

natural sciences courses within the Physics and Mathe-

matics department. He won award for his research pro-

ject on the physiology of the nerves in the pancreas. He 

completed his course with an outstanding record in 

1875. He continued his studies by proceeding to the 

Academy of Medical Surgery and became an assistant 

to his former teacher. When his former teacher left, 

Pavlov also left the department. After some time he 

became a laboratory assistant to Professor Ustimovich 

at the Veterinary Institute and studied the circulatory 

system for his dissertation. He was invited to work in a 

physiological laboratory by a famous clinician in 1878, 

and a year later he graduated from the Medical Military 

Academy. In 1883 Pavlov presented his doctorates the-

sis. Following his doctorate, Pavlov moved to Germany 

and studied in Leipzig in Heidenhain laboratories. After 

looking for a position at different universities, Pavlov 

was offered a position at the Institute of Experimental 

Medicine. This is where he conducted his famous re-

search into salvation of dogs, which is now widely 

known as Respondent conditioning. This theory in-

volves a Neutral Stimulus becoming paired with a Con-

ditioned Stimulus and producing a Unconditioned Re-

sponse. Due to support from the Soviet Union and Len-

in,  Pavlov was able to continue his research, due to 

funding he received.  However it is noted that Pavlov 

was very vocal about his disapproval of  Soviet Com-

munism. Pavlov died in 27 February 1936, in Leningrad.  
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