RATIOS OF INTERACTIONS (Sprick, Garrison, & Howard, 1998)

One of the most difficult behavior management strategies to implement is also one of the most essential.  This strategy involves interacting with students more frequently when they are acting acceptably than when they are not.  The recommended ratio of interactions is 3:1, that is, three times more interactions when a student is acting in an acceptable manner.

The designation of an interaction as positive or negative is not based on the teacher’s behavior.  Instead it is based on the student’s behavior at the time of the interaction.  For example, if a student were off task and the teacher said, “Alice, you need to get back to work or you will not be able to finish your assignment,” it would be considered a negative interaction (even if it were done in a pleasant voice and with the best of intentions.  The reason this is a negative interaction is that the student was engaged in an undesirable behavior (i.e., off task) at the time attention was paid to her.

As teachers, prompting primarily drives us.  When we see misbehavior we are prompted to action – to correct misbehavior; when we see acceptable behavior we are prompted to action as well, to search for others who are misbehaving.  

If you feel that your ratio of interactions with your students has fallen below the 3:1 target, you may want to try the following:

· Each time you have a negative interaction with a student, tell yourself that you owe that student three positive interactions.

· Identify specific times during the day that you will give students positive feedback on some aspect of their individual behavior or class performance.  

· Schedule individual conference times with students to compliment them on their behavior or academic performance.

· Make a point to scan the room periodically searching for reinforceable behaviors that you can acknowledge to students.

· Identify particular events during the day (e.g., a student getting a drink of water) that will prompt you to observe the class and identify a reinforceable behavior.

· Place visual cues (e.g. florescent dots) around the room.  When one catches you attention use it as a cue to search for an acceptable behavior to acknowledge.

· Make a point to reduce the amount of attention (both time and intensity) a student receives for misbehavior and to increase the amount of attention (time and intensity) the student receives when not engaged in misbehavior.

· Engage in frequent non-contingent positive interactions with students.

