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Ten Proactive Strategies for Teaching and 

Maintaining Positive Behavior 

 

Why Use Proactive Strategies? 

• They work with most of the students all of the time and all of the 

students most of the time. 

• They are simple to learn and easy to teach to others. 

• They are universal. You will find yourself using them in a variety of 

settings (your own kids, pets, significant other…) 

• They are supported by research. 

• They teach kids habits, strategies, and attitudes that they can carry 

with them throughout their lives. 

 

You know you are using proactive strategies when… 

…your students smile when they see you. 

…people tell you, “I don’t know what it is, but things just seem to go 

more smoothly when you’re around.” 

…you are proud of how kind, thoughtful, and polite your students are. 

…you find yourself making fewer and fewer behavioral corrections 

each day, and… 

…your kids are spending most of their time on the most important 

thing, learning. 

…parents express their gratitude for your work because they know 

that you truly care about their children. 

…the naughty kids are your favorite kids of all because you know how 

to help them. 

…you try to give your co-workers bonus points for being positive and 

not complaining during the staff meeting. 

…at home, you find yourself saying things like, ”Good job sitting and 

waiting quietly for your food, Muffin.”  

…when the clerk at the grocery store asks you how your day was, you 

reply without thinking, “It was great.” 

…you think teaching is fun.  
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Strategy 1: The 4:1 
 

The classrooms where kids succeed best all have one thing in common: the 

rate of reinforcement to correction is at least 4:1. That is, four positive 

communications are given for every behavioral correction. 

 

Ways to deliver positives: 

1. Begin every interaction on a positive note: 

▪ Greet kids in a positive way every time you see them. 

▪ Set a positive tone in every situation that you find 

yourself in by giving positives to all the kids in the 

immediate vicinity. 

▪ Be ready to greet kids when they arrive in the morning, 

and wish them well when they leave at the end of the day. 

▪ Communicate to kids that every day is a new day. Every 

moment is a new opportunity to make positive choices. 

 

2. Give Praise 

▪ General vs. Specific: 

• General Praise: “Good job.” 

• Specific Praise: “Good job standing still in the line.” 

▪ Ability vs. Effort 

• Ability: “I noticed that you are really good at 

math.” 

• Effort: “I noticed that you have been working hard 

in math, and your skills are really improving. 

▪ Be quiet or enthusiastic, serious or silly, creative or even 

a little boring, but most of all, be sincere. 

 

3. Make the most of every opportunity: 

▪ Transitions between activities are a great time to listen 

attentively and give encouragement. 

▪ Point out strengths, unique interests, and skills using the 

“I noticed” strategy. 
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4. Other strategies for delivering positives: 

▪ Pre-teach: “Yesterday in group, I noticed you worked hard 

on raising your hand before talking. Keep practicing today. I 

know you’ll do even better.” 

▪ Give a positive right before the student is about to be 

naughty: “Good job putting the ball away in the bin and not 

bouncing it on the floor.” 

▪ Give a positive during naughty behavior: “Thank-you for 

walking quietly in line and not hopping around.”  

▪ Train others: When someone asks, “How should I deal with 

this student?” My first response is always to give them 1-3 

strategies for delivering positive reinforcement. Don’t be 

shy about sharing 2-3 phrases or signs that you find 

effective.  

 

 

Challenges: 
This strategy is proven effective. Why don’t we use it more? 

 

Reason One: 

“I already think I’m being positive.” 

We all need to work on this more. Start tracking yourself. Work on 

increasing your rate of positives. If your rate is already at least 4:1, 

try for 8:1. If you are at 8:1, work on being more specific. If you are 

already good at being specific, practice targeting specific behaviors 

that you know your student needs to learn. 

 

Reason Two: 

“Everyone – including the kids – will think I’m just a pushover if I act too 

nice and the kids won’t listen.” 

If you use a high rate of positive reinforcement, and you are also 

confident, firm, and assertive with your students, people will notice 

that your strategies are working. They may not necessarily know why, 

but you will know. Other staff will notice that “things just seem to go 

more smoothly when you are around.” 
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Reason Three: 

“This child seems to need constant reminders and corrections to stay on 

task. It’s just not possible to give that many positives.” 

The solution to this is to decrease your rate of correction. Every time 

you find yourself wanting to correct the child, find a way to give a 

positive instead. If you can’t do that, give positives to children sitting 

nearby. 

 

Reason Four: 

“What if I accidentally reinforce the child for doing the wrong thing?” 

Fortunately, behavior management in schools is a little different than 

it was for Skinner and his boxes. If you want a child’s attention, the 

best way to do it is to give a positive. Now, the child is primed and 

ready to receive a neutral correction, if needed. 

 

 Reason Five: 

“He’s just standing there. I can’t figure out what to praise him for.” 

A staff member once asked this while a student was, at that very 

moment, standing quietly and appropriately in the lunch line. If you are 

struggling to see the positives, practice.  

 

Reason Six: 

“What if I interrupt her working and she gets distracted?” 

Just say, “Oops. Sorry I distracted you. Keep up the good work!” 
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Strategy 2: Public Praise vs. Private Reprimands 
 

Give praise publicly. Make sure others can hear and celebrate. 

 

 
 

Reprimands or correction should be given privately.  

Kids are less likely to comply if they feel embarrassed, angry, or 

resentful. Sometimes people use public reprimands as a way to make 

an example of a student and keep the others in line. This will work for 

some students, but will usually backfire with your naughtiest, most 

challenging kids. 

 

Giving Correction: 

Be Specific: 

Instead of “Stop your whining,” try, “I listen to kids who ask 

politely.” 

Be Neutral:  

Instead of “Lying is the worst thing you can do,” try, “In order 

for us to be able to trust each other, we need to tell the truth.” 

Be Positive: 

Instead of “Don’t yell,” try, “Please use an inside voice.” 

Save in-depth discussions for times when you are alone with the child, 

and you are both feeling calm. 

Ex.: I notice that sometimes you do things that your friends 

don’t like. I’d like you to be able to have fun with your 

friends. How can we work on being kind?”  

Let kids have the last word. 

Note: When assisting a child in a large classroom, you may need to 

modulate your praise so that the child doesn’t feel embarrassed or 

singled out. It can also be helpful to get in the habit of praising 

other students as a way to integrate yourself smoothly into the 

classroom. 
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Strategy 3: Proactive Listening 
 

It’s easy underestimate the value and importance of making a human 

connection by truly listening to kids. After all, the effects are not always 

immediately evident. By using the strategy of proactive listening, we can 

establish a strong relationship of trust with kids. This primes them to 

accept feedback from us at other times during the day, whether the 

feedback is positive or negative.  

 

1. Listen attentively: Model active listening skills 

 

2. Restate or reframe: “Let me see if I understand. You are telling me 

that you feel angry at your friend because she lied to you.” 

 

3. Encourage elaboration: “Tell me more about…” 

 

4. Be nonjudgmental: Put aside your personal feelings about the situation. 

 

5. Don’t try to fix it: “It sounds like you already have some good ideas 

about what to do next.” 

 

6. Just for a moment, put aside your own agenda and forget about the 

“teachable moment” 
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Strategy 4: Use Humor 

 
“Time’s fun when you’re having flies.” – Kermit the Frog 

 

As you go about your day, keep the following in mind: 

 

The two most common elements in the universe are hydrogen and 

stupidity. 

 

If at first you don’t succeed, skydiving is not for you. 

 

Always remember to pillage BEFORE you burn. 

 

The trouble with doing something right the first time is that nobody 

appreciates how difficult it was. 

 

It may be that your sole purpose in life is simply to serve as a warning 

to others. 

 

Clothes do make the man. Naked people have little or no influence on 

society. 

 

Vital papers will demonstrate their vitality by moving from where you 

left them to where you can’t find them. 

 

The Law of Probability Dispersal: Whatever it is that hits the fan, it 

will probably not be evenly distributed. 

 

Madness takes its toll. Please have exact change. 
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Proactive Strategy 5: Calm and Neutral Voice 

 
Kids respond to our tone of voice and body language. Sometimes adults use a 

loud, firm voice to assert their authority. It is not unusual for some 

students to interpret this as anger. In fact, recent studies seem to suggest 

that adolescents, in particular, tend to misinterpret and over-react to body 

language that adults would interpret as relatively neutral. 

 

When a student becomes escalated, your communication will be most 

effective if your tone of voice and body language remain neutral. Empathetic 

people naturally tend to try to synchronize their emotional state with 

others. So, when a student becomes loud and angry, we tend to be louder and 

more energetic in response. Instead, help the student to synchronize with 

you by remaining calm and neutral. 
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Proactive Strategy 6: Active Supervision 

 
Active supervision is an efficient, proactive method of supervising children 

in a variety of settings.  

 

The following are some examples of situations where active supervision 

should be used:  

☺ Assisting a teacher with an art lesson.  

☺ Supervising recess or cafeteria. 

☺ Transitioning students from one area to another. 

☺ Assisting a group of students who are completing independent 

activities. 

☺ Supervising a small group of students playing together in a 

kindergarten classroom. 

☺ Assisting students who are arriving in the classroom and completing 

morning routines. 

 

Traditional supervision:  

The adult stands or sits in the area that allows for the best view of most or 

all of the area. The adult intervenes when problems occur.  

 

The advantage of this method is that most, if not all, the kids to be 

supervised are within visual range.  

 

There are several disadvantages, however. First, in large areas such as 

playgrounds or cafeterias, there are often areas that the adult cannot see. 

This presents a safety risk. Second, the adult may be distracted by children 

who tend to cluster nearby, seeking attention. Finally, if a problem occurs, 

the adult is often too far away to respond quickly and effectively. 

 

Active supervision consists of two strategies: 

First, the adult circulates through the entire area to be supervised. 

The larger the area, the more the adult may need to move.  

 

Second, the adult interacts with as many students as possible in a 

friendly, positive way. The adult may use this time to: assist, praise, 

converse, coach, model, and even instruct. 
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Examples: 

 

Lines: When supervising a line, the adult walks alongside the line, 

rather than at the front. 

 

Small Groups: When assisting with a small group, the adult sits or 

stands as near as possible to the students. The adult may even be a 

participant in the lesson, acting as a model. 

 

Morning and Afternoon routines: The adult stands ready to help 

students with hanging up coats, making lunch choices, or putting away 

papers. If students are independent, then the adult uses the time to 

greet and interact with students in a friendly way. 

 

Art/Science: It is often helpful for an adult to stand near materials 

and assist students with sharing and distributing. 

 

Group Instruction: When one adult is teaching, the other adults 

should distribute themselves evenly among the other students, 

forming a triangle.  

 

Cafeteria / Recess: The adult moves throughout the whole area, 

interacting with as many students as possible in a positive way. The 

adult praises appropriate behaviors and intervenes early when 

problems occur. 

  

Active supervision cannot occur under the following situations: 

prepping for the next activity, correcting papers, conferring with 

another adult, or giving 1:1 instruction. 
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Proactive Strategy 7: Proximity 
 

Proximity is a strategy that is related to active supervision. If you are using 

active supervision, you will likely use proximity in a natural way. Proximity is 

the idea that, when students are having behavioral difficulties, it is often 

helpful to simply stand nearby. Sometimes no other intervention is needed, 

and students can continue with their learning activities with minimal 

interruption. Use your knowledge of your students to predict when and 

where problems might occur and be ready to use proximity to intervene early 

and quickly. 

 

Levels of Supervision 

 

Constant Arms’ Reach 

 

Visual In Area 

 

Out of Area 

 

Awareness with Confirmation 

Note: If you are assigned to supervise one particular student, it 

is important to be aware of what the supervision needs are for 

that student in each setting. If that student needs your full 

attention, then you may not be able to actively supervise other 

students. Other adults in the area need to know this so that they 

don’t assume that you are supervising other students. 

 

On the other hand, if your student does not need your full 

attention in particular setting, this is a great opportunity for you 

to use active supervision. This allows for greater independence 

for your particular student and gives support the class as a whole. 
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Proactive Strategy 8: Find the Teachable Moment 

 

It’s easy to assume that students come to us with a basic knowledge of how 

to behave across most environments. In today’s society, however, students 

come to us with a wide variety of experiences and behavioral skills. Our job 

as educators is to make the behavioral expectations clear and to teach our 

students how to behave in each setting. 

 

Think about the different settings in your school. What are the behavioral 

expectations in each setting? 

Classroom: 

Large Group Instruction 

Independent Seat Work 

Circle Time 

Small Group Instruction 

Free Time 

Cafeteria 

Playground 

Hallways 

Bathroom 

 

Every classroom has a number of routines that students must follow. What 

are the rules and expectations for each of these routines in the classroom 

where you are assigned? 

Arrival 

Bathroom 

Getting a drink 

Participating in group discussion 

Working independently 

Getting ready to go to lunch 

Lining up 

 

What skills does your student already have? What does your student need 

to learn next? 
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7 Strategies for finding the teachable moment: 

1. Pre-teach: “In one minute it will be time to line up. I want everyone to 

practice walking all the way from their desk to their place in line.” 

 

2. Review the rules: “Who can tell me the rules for playing with the balls 

at recess?” 

 

3. Give positive reinforcement for approximations: “Good job hanging up 

your coat. Don’t forget to sign in for lunch next.” 

 

4. Give correction: “I noticed that some people are shouting out the 

answers. It’s important to raise your hand so that everyone can have a 

turn.” 

 

5. Coach: “You look like you want to play that game. Why don’t you say to 

Mary, ‘Can I play too?’” 

 

6. Intervene in conflicts by suggesting a strategy:  

i. “I notice that kids are arguing over who goes first. What’s a 

fair way to decide?” 

 

ii. “If you don’t like the way they are playing that game, you can 

try to talk it over or choose a different game.” 

 

7. Never stop giving frequent, positive feedback when you see kids doing 

the right thing. 
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Proactive Strategy 9: Offer Choices 
 

Teach kids to control their behavior and environment in a positive, 

appropriate way by offering them choices. 

 

Activity: “You may choose to start with activity A or activity B.” 

 

Time: “You can go to bed now, or in five minutes.” 

 

Location: “You can work at your desk or at the round table.” 

 

Choices teach kids: 

To make decisions 

To monitor their internal states 

To monitor their environment 

To plan and schedule 

To be flexible 

 

Note: Choices should always be acceptable to you. Never offer a 

choice that you are not willing to honor! 

 

 

Proactive Strategy 10: Review Plans Regularly 
 

If your student has a behavior plan, keep a copy handy and review it 

frequently.  

 

Be aware of any IEP goals that may be your responsibility. 

 

Talk with your supervisor frequently about your student’s progress, give 

input, and assist with changes. 
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Cheat Sheet 

 
Proactive Strategies 
 
1. 4:1 ratio of reinforcement to correction. 
2. Public praise / private reprimands 
3. Proactive listening 
4. Use humor 
5. Calm and neutral voice 
6. Active Supervision 
7. Proximity 
8. Find the teachable moment 
9. Offer choices (activity, time, location) 

10. Review plans regularly.  

 

 

A Simple Point Card 
 

Directions:  

Fill in the time periods or activities along the top. 

Write the three target behaviors in the numbered boxes on the left. 

Fill in the happy face when the student demonstrates that behavior 

consistently during each time period or activity. 

Do something fun when the student reaches his or her goal. (i.e. 10 out 

of 15 happy faces earned.) 

 

 

      

1. 

☺ ☺ ☺ ☺ ☺ 

2. 

☺ ☺ ☺ ☺ ☺ 

3. 

☺ ☺ ☺ ☺ ☺ 
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Consequence Strategies 
 

Often, when a student is having difficulty, the team comes to me and asks 

for help developing better consequences. After reviewing the program, I 

usually find that the consequences strategies are appropriate. So, what 

next? 

 

Definition: Most consequences are a form of punishment. Punishment, by 

definition is intended to decrease or eliminate a particular behavior. 

  

The advantages of consequence strategies are: 

▪ They are usually easy and quick to administer. 

▪ They don’t require pre-planning and can be delivered after a 

behavior occurs. 

▪ Appropriate consequences allow us to experience moderate stress 

which in turn helps motivate us toward positive behavioral change. 

 

The disadvantages are: 

▪ Consequence strategies alone are not sufficient to teach students 

how to behave appropriately. 

▪ Students who have experienced severe or even abusive punishment 

will usually not respond well to the types of punishments we can 

deliver within schools.  

▪ Having to administer frequent consequences, only to have the child 

misbehave again, is demoralizing for both adult and child. 

 

What consequences can do: 

▪ Clarify boundaries. 

▪ Teach kids about the relative severity of different types of 

behaviors. i.e. Interpersonal aggression vs. talking out  

▪ Encourage most kids to make the right choice most of the time. 

▪ Establish a school culture in which kids and parents feel safe and 

protected. 
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What consequences cannot do: 

Teach appropriate behaviors. 

Increase the rate of positive behaviors. 

Serve as a deterrent to kids who find making the wrong choice more 

reinforcing than the right choice. 

Teach kids life-long habits – once the consequences are not in place, 

kids will often revert to their old behaviors. 

Establish an environment that is positive and nurturing. 

 

The best consequences: 

• Established as part of the classroom or school-wide system of 

behavior support. 

 

• Are delivered as soon as possible after the behavior occurs. 

 

• Are natural, logical, and fair. 

 

• Provide an opportunity for positive behavior teaching. 

 

• Allow students to experience natural and appropriate feelings 

of sadness, disappointment, or remorse, but not shame, guilt, or 

depression. 

 

• Don’t result in punishing the adult more than the child. 

 

• Can be completed by the end of the school day. 

 

• Result in improved behavior. 
  

 

 

 

 


