
Category: Behavioural

Grade Level: All grades – elementary to high school

1. What is the purpose of using Behavioural Contracting?

Behavioural contracting, also called contingency contracts, are used to control behaviour and increase accountability of the client (or the student), and they have also been used to strengthen interpersonal relationships between teachers and students, teachers and parents, and parents and children.  It is a method that relies on direct input from both parties involved in the design of the program, with the goal of improving behaviour.
2. With whom can it be used?

Behavioural contracts can be written between two or more parties, such as teachers, students, and parents.  They can be used at both the elementary and high school levels with delinquent youths, pre-delinquent youths, typical students, and those with mild disabilities, generally behavioural in nature.

3. What teaching procedures should be used with Behavioural Contracting?

An effective behavioural contract will be a written and signed agreement made between two parties in order to clarify the responsibilities of the student and teacher, describe the student’s behaviour, decide what needs to be changed and suggest a plan for that change.

Prior to writing the contract, the following questions should be answered and then

incorporated into the contract:

1. what are the problem behaviours and how often do they occur?

2. what are the typical consequences of the behaviour?

3. what are the strong reinforcers for the child?

4. what might be used as punishers?

In order for contracts to be effective, they must include statements about:

* a contract goal

* why it is being developed

* the specific behaviours to be performed in order to receive rewards or punishments

* the reinforcers or punishers that will be used

* the time dimensions

* who will monitor the behaviour, and

* how often and with whom the contract will be evaluated

For elementary students not all of these statements are required, but the contract must be clear and the student should always be involved in the way in which a contract is made.  For this group of students, “If... Then…” approaches seem to work best.

An important consideration is that the behaviours to be improved upon, should be highly observable and recordable, or else the contracting approach will be ineffective.  Contracts should be revised as the student becomes familiar with the expectations and procedure, but in the beginning stages of implementation, it is important to select behaviours that have a high probability of success.  

The most important component of any behavioural contract is the reinforcement or reward level.  There is a behaviour contract hierarchy which should be followed for optimal success and later fading.

1. tangible reinforcement – for example toys, candy, or free time privileges which are consumable by the student.

2. social, token and activity reinforcement – involves the use of tokens, where students receive immediate reinforcement for desired behaviour which can then be traded for tangibles later

3. curtailment of activity – is the removal of desired activity when an undesirable behaviour is present (e.g. formal time out procedures)

4. activity reinforcement – preferred activities are given as reward for desired behaviour

5. social reinforcement – for example smiles, playing chase games, giving positive comments to a child, etc.

As contracts become more complex and have higher expectations for the students, the expectations become closer to those of the rest of the class; therefore students can then follow the rules of the class and the contracts can be faded out completely.  It is important to note that like any behaviour management program, behavioural contracts need to be faded slowly in order to sustain improved classroom behaviour.

4. In what types of settings should Behavioural Contracting be used?

This method of behaviour management can be used in educational settings with individual students, or with whole class 

settings.  It can also be used in the home by parents with their children.  

5. To what extent has research shown Behavioural Contracting to be useful?

It has been suggested that the contract system produces more positive than negative effects.  Research has also shown that when clients have input in designing the program, the performance of the participants is better in terms of acceptance of a behaviour management program, and an increase in levels of compliance.  Some studies have suggested that this method is not as effective with young, developmentally delayed students, or with some anti-social students because of the lack of understanding or acceptance of contingency reinforcement.
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