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Lesson Plan: The Superpower of Positive
Reinforcement

Materials Needed:

¢ A "subject" to train (a family pet like a dog or cat is ideal, but a younger sibling or even a
willing parent works too! If no one is available, a favorite stuffed animal can be used for
practice.)

A small cup of "rewards" (tiny dog/cat treats, small pieces of cheese, or for a human subject,
something like M&Ms, raisins, or goldfish crackers)

A "clicker" (a pen that makes a distinct click, or you can just make a clicking sound with your
tongue)

A "target stick" (a chopstick, a pen with the cap on, or even just your finger)

A notebook and pencil for your "field notes"

Part 1: The Big Question (5 minutes)

Have you ever wondered how animal trainers teach a dolphin to jump through a hoop or a dog to
fetch the newspaper? It seems like magic, but it's actually science! They use a powerful tool to shape
behavior. Today, you're going to become a behavior scientist and learn to use this tool yourself.

In your notebook, jot down a few ideas: How do you think people encourage good behavior in
pets or even in other people?

Part 2: The Core Idea - Positive Reinforcement (10 minutes)

The "superpower" we're talking about is called Positive Reinforcement. It's a simple but very
effective idea:

Positive Reinforcement: When you add something good immediately after a behavior,
that behavior is more likely to happen again.

¢ Positive = You are adding something.
¢ Reinforcement = You are strengthening or encouraging a behavior.

Example: If your dog sits, and you immediately give it a tasty treat, you are adding a treat to
reinforce the "sitting" behavior. The dog will be more likely to sit next time you ask.

This works for people, too! When you finish your chores and get screen time, the screen time is a
positive reinforcer for doing your chores.

Today, we'll use a clicker. The clicker is a special tool that helps us mark the exact moment the
correct behavior happens. It acts as a bridge, telling your subject, "YES! That's what you did to earn
the reward that's coming right now!"

Part 3: The Main Event - The Target Training Game (20-25
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minutes)

Your mission is to teach your subject to touch the end of your target stick with their nose (or finger).
We will do this in small steps, a process called "shaping."

Step 1: "Charge" the Clicker (2 minutes)
Your subject needs to learn that "click" means "reward."

Click your clicker (or make your click sound).

IMMEDIATELY give your subject one treat.

Wait a few seconds. Repeat.

Do this 10-15 times until you see your subject look at you expectantly for a treat as soon as
they hear the click. The click now has meaning!
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Step 2: Introduce the Target (5 minutes)
Now, let's get them interested in the target stick.

Hold the target stick out near your subject.

The very second they look at it or even sniff in its direction, CLICK and give a treat.

If they don't look, move it slightly to get their attention.

Repeat this until they are consistently looking at the stick when you present it. You are
reinforcing their curiosity!
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Step 3: Shape the "Touch" (10 minutes)

This is where you become a real trainer. You will only reward behaviors that get closer and closer to
the final goal.

1. Hold the target stick out, a few inches from your subject's nose.

2. This time, wait for them to do more than just look. Wait for them to lean toward it or move
their head toward it. The moment they do, CLICK and treat.

3. Once they are reliably leaning in, it's time to ask for more. Now, only CLICK and treat if they
actually touch it with their nose or finger. Be patient!

4. When they make the first touch, give them lots of praise and maybe an extra treat! This is a
"jackpot."

5. Practice this until they reliably touch the stick every time you present it.

Congratulations, you are officially a behavioral trainer! You have successfully shaped a new
behavior using positive reinforcement.

Part 4: Let's Talk About It - Field Notes & Reflection (10
minutes)

Think like a scientist and reflect on your experiment. In your notebook, answer these questions:

¢ What was the most challenging part of the training? Why do you think it was difficult?

e Describe the "Aha!" moment when your subject seemed to understand the game. How did
their behavior change?

¢ How is positive reinforcement different from punishment (e.qg., yelling "No!")? Which do you
think works better for teaching something new? Why?

¢ List two examples of positive reinforcement you've noticed in your own life this week. (e.q.,
getting praised for cleaning your room, a friend laughing at your joke).
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Part 5: Level Up! - Creative Extension (Optional)

Ready for a bigger challenge? Choose one of these activities:

¢ Design a Behavior Plan: Think of one positive habit you'd like to encourage in yourself (like
reading for 20 minutes a day) or a family member (like a sibling putting their shoes away).
Write a one-page plan that uses only positive reinforcement. What will the reward be? How will
you track it? Be creative!

e Teach a Chain: Now that your subject can touch a target, can you use the target to teach
them something else? For example, can you use the target to get them to turn in a circle, or
walk to a specific spot in the room? This is called a "behavior chain."

¢ Research a Pro: Do a little research on a famous behaviorist named B.F. Skinner. What were
his main ideas about operant conditioning? (Make sure to use kid-friendly sources!).
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