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Token Economies:

A Plan for Implementation

Introduction

Imagine a group of students that are entirely out of control, a classroom of children that do not care about their work, or individual students that have a history of failure. How do you change these types of behavior in a positive way? One method of behavior modification that can work in these situations is a system called a token economy. 

A Token Economy

One form of classroom management is the use of a token economy or as Sternberg and Williams (2002) wrote, “a token reinforcement system in which students earn tokens – points, stars, or other tangible items – for good behavior or classroom achievement.” (pp. 415-416). The tokens are then used to gain another reward at a later time. Token economies are a form of behavior modification that emphasize the positive actions in the classroom and lead to increased appropriate behavior (McDaniel, 1987).

Token economies can be and are often used in both the regular and special education classroom. They can be used to target three different types of behavior. The first type of behavior targeted is positive behavior that occurs some of the time because of teacher interaction. Examples of this type of behavior include hand raising or classroom participation. The second type of behavior often targeted is inappropriate behavior that needs to be decreased, such as disruptive or distracting behaviors. The third type of behavior targeted by token economies is positive behavior that occurs most of the time without teacher assistance, but needs maintenance. These behaviors are maintained through the use of token reinforcement systems (Myles, Moran, Ormsbee, & Downing, 1992).

Planning a Token Economy

The implementation of a token economy system requires a great deal of planning and preparation. To fully establish this type of system, a teacher should have a formalized plan for the entire program. According to Myles et al. (1992) the first step in planning a token economy is to create a list of targeted behaviors. This list should include all behaviors that are to be changed. The list then needs to be prioritized according to the urgency of the behavior needs. Myles et al. (1992) stated, “A target behavior should be observable (Can I tell when it does or doesn’t occur), countable (How many times does it occur?), and measurable (How often does it occur? How long does it last?)” (p. 164).  

The second stage in planning the behavior system is choosing the reinforcers (rewards). The reinforcers that work the best are not the same for every class or every child. Allowing the students to identify what they would choose as reinforcers gives them a sense of ownership and makes the reinforcers more meaningful (McDaniel, 1987). Younger students may find stickers, small toys, or candy rewarding. Older students may wish for extra credit, free time, or special privileges (Boniecki & Moore, 2003; Sternberg & Williams, 2002). One way to encourage student involvement in the reinforcer selection is to have students complete a reinforcer inventory. This process asks students to identify their preferred activities and tangible rewards (Myles et al., 1992).

After the reinforcers have been identified, it is time to choose what the tokens will be. A token can be any type of material, such as stickers, poker chips, tickets, or even Monopoly money. Myles et al. (1992) suggested, “Tokens should be inexpensive and easy to mange because teachers may disseminate over 100 per day” (p. 165). In addition Charles (1992) reminded teachers that tokens need to be awarded fairly and consistently. Therefore it is essential that the teacher have an adequate supply of them. Charles (1992) also suggested that teachers choose something unique to discourage counterfeiting tokens.

The next stage in planning the token economy is to determine how the tokens will be distributed. Is this a class token economy, whereby the entire class needs to be reaching the targeted behavior in order to attain a marble in the jar, or is this an individual economy whereby every child earns their own token? Sometimes it is possible to combine both systems in the same classroom (McDaniel, 1987). When working with individual rewards, it is necessary to determine who can get the reward. If the desired behavior is to increase class participation, does every child that raises his/her hand get rewarded, or is only the correct answer rewarded? These questions should be answered in advance and explained in detail to the students (Boniecki & Moore, 2003). 

Once it has been decided when the students will receive their tokens, the teacher must determine the method by which to distribute the tokens. Being that the purpose of the token economy is to enhance the educational setting for the students, the distribution of tokens should not interfere with the instruction. Tokens are usually distributed immediately following the targeted behavior to help encourage behavior modification. The token provides immediate positive reinforcement (McDaniel, 1987; Myles et al., 1992).

Redemption of the tokens is the final stage in planning the token economy. Redemption is the stage at which students turn their tokens into a reward (Myles et al., 1992). How will the students be rewarded for the tokens they earn? According to Charles (1992) there are several ways to set up redemption. Some examples of methods of redemption include auctions, lotteries, and shopping. During an auction students bid on available, tangible rewards of their choosing (Charles, 1992). If the teacher chooses to use a lottery system for redemption, then every token earns a lottery ticket, where that ticket is then put into a weekly or semiweekly drawing. The more tokens a student has, the greater the chance of winning the lottery (Myles et al., 1992). If the teacher implements shopping, the students are able to choose the rewards of their liking. Each reward costs a set number of tokens and the students are aware of the costs ahead of time. The students can choose to buy small rewards or save their tokens to get a larger more meaningful reward later (McDaniel, 1987). Depending on the age of the students and their needs, redemption may take place more or less frequently (Charles, 1992; Myles et al., 1992.) The basis of the redemption stage is to reward the student in a meaningful way for repeatedly attaining the targeted behavior. Charles, (1992) said, “In actual practice, teachers find that the tokens often become sufficiently rewarding in themselves. Students have no desire to cash them in, preferring simply to amass and possess the tokens” (p. 41).

Implementation of Token Economies

Implementation of the token economy becomes a relatively simple process if the steps outlined are thoroughly completed. When implementing this process in the classroom, it is essential that students are informed, as well as, understand the process, the targeted behaviors, and the rewards. It is often beneficial to create a classroom manual that explains each component of the system and then review and discuss the manual with the students. Role playing and modeling are also great ways to ensure student understanding of the system. Without student understanding of the process, token economies are harder to implement successfully (Myles et al., 1992). When acquainting students with the new behavior management system, use tokens frequently and aggressively, and in the beginning allow students to redeem their tokens more often. Students need to feel successful in order to be successful (Sternberg & Williams, 2002).

Inflation Stage of Token Economies

Once the token economy is implemented successfully, it will be necessary to establish a means for students to begin rewarding themselves. According to Myles et al. (1992) this phase is called inflation. The emphasis will gradually switch from tangible rewards during redemption to more social or activity-centered rewards. The tokens become less frequently distributed and redemption occurs less often. This scaling down allows for the system to become more manageable and helps the students find the intrinsic rewards that occur from behaving properly (Myles et al., 1992; Sternberg & Williams 2002).

Boniecki and Moore (2003) found that “Once the instructor removed the token economy, both directed and nondirected participation fell back to baseline levels, but not below them. This result suggests that the token economy did not reduce students’ intrinsic motivation to participate” (pp. 225-226). This shows that the token economy needs to continue periodically in order to maintain the target behaviors. It should not be eliminated, but the frequency of its use should be diminished.

Conclusion

Token economies are used to decrease unwanted behavior or increase positive behavior through positive reinforcement. McDaniel (1987) referred to a token economy as a contingency management system in which  “Rewards or reinforcers are contingent upon the students’ demonstrating a specific behavior”

(p. 391). The implementation of token economies is beneficial to the improvement of classroom behavior, as well as, having a positive effect on increasing student attendance, enthusiasm, and preparation for class (Boniecki and Moore 2003). Boniecki and Moore (2003) stated, “Students have commented that they enjoy the procedure because it makes class more exciting and interactive” (p. 226). This type of behavior management system provides students with a means to evaluate their own actions. As McDaniel (1987) says, “Token economies are ways by which students can see their progress toward some longer range goal that is contingent upon the accumulation of successive approximations toward the goal. Tokens mark the small steps and reward them” (p. 391).
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