
SHAPING

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?
Shaping is a procedure that builds a 
desired target behavior that is not in the 
student’s repertoire.  Shaping is 
especially useful when the target 
behavior is difficult to learn by 
prompting, traditional instruction, or 
imitation.  It is important to develop skills 
that need to be learned in small steps.

WHEN CAN IT BE USED?
Shaping is used when a student needs 
to engage in a target behavior that is 
not used.  Some behaviors are difficult to 
prompt, such as verbal behavior.  This 
procedure is effective for students that 
may take a lot of time to reach the final 
behavior because it allows the student 
to continually contact reinforcement.  

HOW TO IMPLEMENT

WHAT IS IT?
Shaping is a procedure used to reinforce successive 

approximations of a new (target) behavior in a person’s repertoire through differential 
reinforcement. Approximation means a behavior that resembles the target 
behavior. Successive approximations are steps toward the target behavior.  If a 
behavior never occurs, it is not in the person’s repertoire. Differential reinforcement is 
the process of giving reinforcement for performance of the target behavior while 
putting other responses on extinction. 

1. Define the target behavior: The target behavior will need to be clearly defined 
so everyone is working on the same goal and the expectations are clear for 
the student.

2. Create a task analysis for reaching the target behavior.  This is done by 
breaking it down the desired behavior into smaller steps that move the student 
successively closer to the target behavior.

3. Select the reinforcement.  Decide what type of reinforcement will be used, 
which current behavior will be reinforced, when it will be reinforced, and how it 
will be reinforced.

4. Determine any prompting that may need to happen to move to each new 
step of the approximations.

5. Collect data on the behavior.  Use data to make decisions to move to the next 
approximation or to take a step back if the student is not contacting 
reinforcement.



HOW TO IMPLEMENT, CONTINUED
Example:  Wearing a mask

1. Mask wearing is defined as placing the mask over the nose and mouth, then 
stretching a loop from each side of the mask over the corresponding ear to 
secure it to the face.

2. The approximations to be reinforced are:
a) Pick up the mask with one ear loop in each hand.
b) Pick up the mask and hold it over the nose and mouth.
c) Hold the mask over the nose and mouth with one hand, then grasp an 

ear loop with the other hand.
d) Hold the mask over the face, then place the ear loop over one ear.
e) Hold the mask over the nose and mouth then place the ear loop over 

one ear, switch hands, and place the other loop over the opposite ear.
f) Place the mask on the face, stretch the loops over the ears, and adjust 

the nose so it fits comfortably.
3. The reinforcer will be playing with a soccer ball in the classroom for longer 

periods of time, which will be transferred to playing outside when the terminal 
goal is mastered.  

4. Prompting will be used to help the student place the mask over the face and 
over the ears when those steps are implemented, and to adjust the mask to fit 
properly.  When these steps are complete, a shaping procedure for wearing the 
mask for longer periods of time will be implemented.

5. Data will be collected on completion of each step and when the student has 
three consecutive opportunities where the step is performed appropriately, the 
next approximation will be the new target.
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To view a short video, 
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