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Behavior Strategies for Schooling at Home 
Based on Principles of Applied Behavior Analysis and related research 

 
Tips for parents working with your children 
1. Set up a reinforcement system that works for your family.  

 Point system for the full week:  Points are earned for completing work, reading, doing 
chores, helping siblings and avoiding conflict. Points are cashed in for privileges/rewards. 
(See below) 

 Point system for short intervals: daily, hourly, by work block  

 First/then system: Once child completes one task he/she earns a reward. 

 Task list:  once child completes task list items, he/she earns a reward. 

 Time schedule:  once child works for set time interval (minutes/hours), child earns reward 
2. Use High-probability sequence for behavior momentum.  Start with easier items the child is 

likely to do.   

 For older students it may be completing easier work first (lower level math problems, 
reading short/easy passage), logging URLS for websites, making an outline and then 
filling in the outline before revising into paragraphs. 

3. Mix easy and hard items on assigned tasks. Scan the page and circle questions or problems 
your child knows best. Underline harder problems and put a star next to medium effort 
problems. For every 1-2 difficult items have the child do 2-3 easy or medium items. 

4. Mix easy and hard assignments. Have child start with a preferred task then do 1-2 non-
preferred/less preferred tasks. Go back to easy tasks and continue that pattern. 

5. Vary the length of time the child has to work. For students that have trouble getting started, 
you may see better results if you sometimes have the child work for 2-3 minutes and other times 
work for 10, 15, or 30 minutes. You may have better results if you do not tell the child how long 
he/she is working for but instead surprise them by stopping early.   

 Variation 1- Have the child roll dice to determine how many minutes he or she has to 
work. 

 Variation 2- Have the child choose if they want a long or short work session. Match their 
reward with their effort. For example, tell the child he/she can work for 5 minutes then 
do a puzzle for 2 minutes or work for 30 minutes and have free play for 30 minutes.  

6. Set a timer for sessions. Some children respond better knowing how long he/she has to work, 
or knowing there are consistent work intervals.  In this case, set 15-30 minute work sessions and 
use a timer to let the child know how he/she is progressing. 

 Variation 1- stop the timer if your student is off-task. 
7. Work station- Have a designated workspace for your child. This area should be comfortable but 

not too distracting. A chair and table/desk is best so that your child is sitting upright with 
his/her feet on the floor. This may help cue the child that it is work time and help with 
fidgeting.  

8. Have materials ready and water or a snack nearby so your child does not need to get up and 
move around a lot.  

9. Have a schedule. Keeping a daily schedule and routine may reduce protest and arguing 
behaviors. You can create a visual schedule for the entire day or for chunks of the day. 

 Variation 1-Your child may respond better to making his or her own schedule. You can 
decide which subjects your child needs to work on in the morning versus the afternoon 
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but let your child order the assignments for each subject or you may allow your child to 
structure his or her whole day.  

10. Teach problem solving strategies.  

 Teach your child to skip problems or worksheets he or she cannot do without help. 

 Teach your child to use picture clues or sounding out strategies for reading or spelling. 

 Have your child make a pile of items that he/she cannot complete that you can review 
with them when you are available.   

(It may be helpful to designate time in the schedule to sit with your child so he/she knows 
that you will be available and when you will not be available.) 

 
Reward ideas 
* It is always best to use many different rewards and to match rewards to effort. Some children need 
frequent rewards while others can wait all day or multiple days for rewards.  
1. Prizes- if you have toys or other prizes you have been saving, USE THEM NOW!! 
2. Special games/activities- Parent vs. kid competition, Building a model, special family 

game/movie night, “two truths and a lie” 
3. Privileges- staying up late, picking dessert, picking what’s for dinner, extra outdoor time, food 

pass ( I am skipping peas tonight), extra screen time, picking the family movie 
4. Praise/social reinforcers- tell your child how proud you are of them, be SHOCKED by how 

well they work and how much they know, create a secret handshake/high-5/dance 
5. Token systems- earning sticks, marbles or any small item in a jar to cash in later for a reward.  

For older students, “behavior bucks,” or tickets can be cashed in for a larger reward.  A point 
chart would work the same way.  

6. Larger rewards earned towards might include new video game, gift card to favorite store or 
game site, Wawa/Dunkin, etc., sneakers, clothes…  

7. Chart the progress- find a way to chart days (half days, hours, etc.) of success.  Celebrate 
successes! 

 
FINAL THOUGHTS: 
1. When desired behaviors occur, reinforce your child according to whichever reward system you 

chose.  Let your child know what he/she is doing well. 
2. For argumentative comments and behaviors, give a simple redirection and rule reminder, then 

ignore the disruptive behavior. (i.e. “This math page need to get done in order to earn what 
you’re working for.”) 

 Know that your child may intensify his efforts to get your attention (at first when you begin 
to ignore, therefore, do not give up too easily with this intervention 

 Find other ways to give your child attention and praise for correct behaviors 
3. Avoid power struggles, but do not allow your child to escape the demand 

 Keep responses brief and to the point, and avoid lecturing or talking at length 

 Use a calm and neutral tone 

 State the expectation, then walk away 

 Do not engage in an argument with your child; pick your battles 
4. Modify assignment if it makes sense to do so (e.g. the assignment appears to be particularly 

difficult for the child, the child perceives the problem to be too challenging, the child is reaching 
a level of fatigue, etc.) 

 


