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Setting Good (Behavioral) Defaults 

Scripts and Schemata 
How does (classroom) behavior work? 

• Scripts and Schemata (singular: schema) are cognitive structures, formed and refined through our interactions 
with our environment, which mediate our interactions with the world. 

• Choice architecture is a process of designing deliberately to encourage personally and socially desirable 
behaviors without limiting overall choice. 

Why do we use scripts and schemata? Because they make life easier 
Or rather, because we have limited processing power and they usually work 

Schemata 

Think about a child learning about the world. That child learns to create categories, populates those categories as s/he 
learns new information, then makes decisions based on this mental map. 

 

These are schemata—our brains’ way of processing inputs from our environment so we can 1) form expectations about 
the world, and 2) use those expectations to act quickly and in ways that do not require excessive cognitive load. 

Scripts 

Scripts are schemata for social interactions. People collect templates to navigate the social world. They take on roles like 
student, worker, parent, etc. And they act according to the expectations set by these scripts. For example, a script for an 
online discussion assignment might look like this: 

 

To change behavior, we have to 1) disrupt scripts that are not useful, and 2) replace them with scripts that set 
expectations appropriate to the classroom experience we are trying to create. Our goal should be good scripts. 

Choice Architecture 

Think about the layout of a supermarket. Supermarkets are designed to activate scripts that allow consumers to make 
high-value choices, quickly, with a low cognitive load. Designers make decisions about the preferred direction of traffic, 
the items presented at eye level, the contents of bargain bins, etc. that frame consumers’ choices without limiting them. 

Choice architecture is a productive mindset for online courses. To create a classroom experience that encourages 
beneficial behaviors, design deliberately to allow students to make better choices, quickly, without too much thought. 

If you want to change behavior, design deliberately to change the script! 

Category Expectation Behavior 

Read discussion 
prompt 

Post at 
deadline 

Choose a post 
for comment 

Comment 
at deadline 

Never look at 
discussion forum again 
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