Module 1


Turning Challenges into Opportunities: 

Understanding the Function of Behaviors and Fostering Positive Change
Communication is a behavior and 
all behaviors communicate something to those who are able to hear
To a large extent, every individual responds to events in their life due to their learning history.  As we go through life, we each have experiences that cause us to respond to future situations in a specific way.  Some of the things we learn from our experiences may be very helpful.  For example, if we touch a hot stove and get burned, we don’t touch a hot stove again!  Other times, we may interpret our experience in such a way that we learn behaviors that are not so effective in getting what we want in life.  For example, if a child is banging his head on the floor and his mother comes running in and picks him up he may learn that the way to get mom’s attention is to bang his head on the floor!  Not only would this behavior be ineffective in a large number of settings, it can also be quite damaging to the child. 

When most people hear the word “behavior” they tend to give it a negative connotation.  What if, instead, we viewed all “behaviors” as just neutral events?  After all, behaviors are just events, either internal or external that can be counted or measured by either the individual themselves or others in their environment.  

Often, it is the “context” or situation in which the behavior occurs that determines whether an individual or others might judge a behavior to be a “positive behavior” or a “negative behavior”.   In fact, rather than considering the behavior itself as “positive” or “negative”, what if we just viewed it according to the effectiveness of the behavior in meeting a desired function or the behavior’s effects on the person’s ability to live a happy and successful life?  Then we could discuss the behaviors as neutral events that are effective or ineffective for a given context. Consider the following:

Behavior


Effective Context


Ineffective Context
Spitting


brushing teeth



sitting at lunch table

Hitting



boxing ring


 
when sitting in circle

Singing loudly


when singing in Chorus

in a restaurant

Flapping hands

pretending to be a bird

sitting in church

Biting



eating meat



snuggling with mom


Saying “What’s that?”

when you don’t know


when you want the object

 The goal in working with children is to teach them behaviors that will be effective in meeting their desired goals in life.  This can be done by examining the cause or function of their current behavior and teaching new behaviors that will be more effective in getting the same need met.  
Factors to consider in changing behaviors

1. Individual Differences within the child- Children with Autism often respond to the environment in atypical ways.  The way they perceive touch, sounds, sights and movements varies among children and the resulting behaviors may appear to be strange or difficult to understand for people with more “typical” central nervous systems.  Biomedical difference can also be present and may be affected by sleep patterns, diet and chemical imbalances.

2. Individual Differences among caregivers/parents/teachers-  All those working with the child have their own learning history and “perspectives” on how children should behave or how children should learn.  Individual adults are “bothered” more or less by the child’s behavior and this affects how they respond to the child.
3. Environmental Factors and Experiences of the Child (Learning History)- Children differ in what they have experienced in their life and how those in their environment have responded to their behaviors.  The behavior that a child is exhibiting in any given moment can demonstrate their learning history.
Classification/Functions of behaviors

1. Behaviors with a history of being reinforced by gaining access to attention or items (socially mediated positive reinforcement)- involves at least one other person

Ex: child pulls parent to fridge, parent opens fridge and child gets juice.  The child repeats the behavior the next time he wants juice.
2. Behaviors with a history of being reinforced by escaping demands placed by another person. (socially mediated negative reinforcement)- involves at least one other person

Ex: parent places child in bed, child cries and runs from room, parent rocks and sings to the child to calm him down.  The child cries the next time he is put to bed.
3. Behaviors with a history of being reinforced by the sensations they cause within the body (automatic positive reinforcement)- does not involve another person- self stimulating behaviors

Ex: Child taps a stick on the sidewalk. The sound is appealing to the child so he repeats the behavior more frequently.
4. Behaviors with a history of being reinforced by escaping an unpleasant sensation within the body.

Ex:  Child feels anxious. Child begins rocking. Feelings of anxiety decrease. The next time the child feels anxious, he rocks again
Steps to creating behavior change procedures

1. Create a team- It’s important for everyone working with the child to be on the “same page”.  It is rarely beneficial to attempt to assign blame for a child’s behavioral challenges so this should be avoided at all costs.  Assume that all those working with the child want the best for him.  Develop a clear consensus regarding what the team wants for the child and focus all actions out of that consensus.

2. Describe the behavior the team decides to target in clear, concise, behavioral terms. Ex: instead of saying “tantrum”, describe what the child does during the tantrum- ex: throws body to the floor, swings arms, kicks legs and cries.  Use verbs or observable events.  Avoid projecting interpretations on the behavior.
3. Begin gathering data to describe the context in which the behavior typically occurs in order to determine the function.  Gather the facts. Attempt to remain objective/neutral.  Write down exactly what is happening right before the behavior occurs and what happens right after the behavior occurs.  Notice if the child ever exhibits the behavior when alone or only when others are present.  Notice the differences in the way that different people respond to the behavior and the effects of their responses on the behavior.  For some behaviors, it is helpful to also record the time of day or the length of the behavior.
4. Review the data collected to find patterns that will assist you in determining the probable function or classification of the behavior.  Knowing the child’s individual differences and typical sensory profile will also assist in determining the function of the behavior. 
5. Develop intervention procedures specific to the determined function of the behavior.

6. Be sure all those interacting with the child are clear on the intervention procedures and are implementing them consistently across settings.

7. Count the occurrences of the behaviors (duration and intensity can also be measured) to determine if the intervention is effective.
8. Reconvene the team to alter the plan or collect more information is the intervention is not successful.


[image: image1.emf]Interventions for Behaviors with a History of Being Reinforced by Escaping Demands Placed  by another Person  (Socially Mediated Negative Reinforcement)     1.   Don’t allow the child to escape the demand. (extinction) Provide as much prompting as  necessary to allow  the child to successfully complete the demand.   2.   Examine the teaching situation to avoid the child wanting to escape.     a.   Are the demands too difficult?  If so, perform a task analysis and teach an earlier step.     b.   Is the reinforcer strong enough to compete wi th the reinforcement of leaving the  demand?  If not, increase the frequency and intensity of reinforcement.   c.   Is the child interested in what you are teaching?  If not, pair the materials /event  with  reinforcement before placing any demands.   d.   What can be done  to make the teaching situation more motivating/interesting to the  child?     e.   Does the child have a history of success or failure with the learning task?  If the child  has a history or failure, provide full prompts to allow the child to be successful then  gra dually fade the prompts.   3.   Teach an acceptable replacement behavior that the child can use to tell you he’s had enough.   4.   Make sure the replacement behavior is reinforced consistently when first taught then gradually  decrease the frequency and intensity of rei nforcement.   5.   Make sure the replacement behavior chosen is one the child can produce easily with  prompting.   6.   Use a “promise procedure” to increase likelihood of compliance.  Show the child the reinforcer  before  placing the demand.  Never bring out a reinforce r after the child begins producing the  inappropriate behavior.  First/then statements or visual prompts and schedules can be used to  inform the child that the reinforcer will follow compliance with the task demand.         Example Replacement Behaviors   Words, s igns, gestures, pictures or voice output devices to communicate “I’m finished”, “done” , “no”     Example Situation   1.   The child is told  to  come to the table and work and he runs from the room.  Teacher retrieves  and leads him to the table and performs a few simp le tasks then prompts the child to sign  “finished” and allows him to leave the table.  Teacher examines the learning situation and  determines her reinforcer is not strong enough ,  the schedule of reinforcement is too lean ,  and  the task is too  difficult.  Te acher chooses an  alternative reinforcer and shows it to the child  before asking him to come to the table.  She prompts the child through the task, allowing him  to be successful and reinforces after every other  response.  The child remains at  the table and  completes the task.   2.   Child has a history of biting the child next to him while in circle time.  The team collected data  which determined that the biting was being reinforced by getting put in “time out” after biting.  (escape from circle time)  Teacher place s the child’s chair  close to the circle, puts an adult with  the child to keep him in his chair and lets the child hold a  reinforcing  item.  The child is required  to stay near the circle for just a couple of minutes, is reinforced for sitting then is allowe d to get  up.  The length of time in the chair is gradually increased and the proximity to circle is  gradually increased.    


Interventions for Behaviors with a History of Being Reinforced by Gaining Access to People or Things (Socially Mediated Positive Reinforcement)

1. Never allow the undesirable behavior to result in access to people or things again. (extinction)

2. Teach a replacement behavior that does allow the child access to people or things. 

3.  Provide as many prompts as necessary to allow the child to successfully produce the replacement behavior.  Fade the prompts as the child is able to produce the behavior independently. 

4.  Make sure the replacement behavior is one that the child can produce fairly easily with prompting.

5.  Make sure the replacement behavior is reinforced consistently.  At first the behavior should be reinforced every time it occurs.  Gradually fade the reinforcement schedule (frequency and intensity of reinforcement) to strengthen the new behavior.

6. If the old behavior occurs, ignore as much as possible.  Be sure the child is in a safe place if the behavior is violent and block all self-abusive behaviors while giving as little attention as possible.  

7. Set up multiple opportunities to practice the new behavior so the new behavior has a stronger learning history than the old behavior.

8.  If the child is requesting something that he can have but not for the inappropriate behavior, make sure there is a time break between the old behavior and prompting the new behavior to avoid chaining the two behaviors together.

9. If the child is requesting something or someone that he just can’t have at the moment, ignore the behavior- leave the room if necessary.  Sometimes the presence of the parent or teacher can be a stimulus indicating the desire object or attention is still available and can escalate the behavior.

Example replacement behaviors to gain attention

words, signs, gestures,  pictures, voice output devices requesting attention such as “help”, “come here”, tapping on arm, taking hand.

Example replacement behaviors to gain access to objects or activities

Leading parent/caregiver to desired object

Object or picture exchange

Signs/gestures (pointing to desired item or signing the name of the object- make sure signs are specific)

Vocal approximations

Example situation
1. Child bangs head on fridge to get juice.  Parent blocks the head banging.   After he stops, the parent waits a few seconds then prompts him to sign “juice”.  Parent promptly gives the child a sip of juice.  The parent takes the juice back and practices signing to get the juice multiple times.


[image: image2.emf]Interventions for Behaviors with a History o f Being Reinforced by P leasant  Sensations in the Body (Automatic Positive Reinforcement)     1.   Determine what sense is being appealed to.  S ight?  Touch?  Sound?  Movement ?  Smell?   2.   Provide a stimulus that is acceptable t hat provides the same sensory  input.   Make this stimulus available only with people to pair people with the  reinforcement.   3.   Teach the child to request the new stimulus with words, signs, gestures or  pictures.   4.   If the child exhibits the old behavior, block or  give a demand for a  competing behavior (i.e. something he can’t do at the same time as the  self - stimulating be havior) but recognize the need  for sensory stimulation.   A few minutes after the behavior has ceased, prompt the child to request  the replacement  stimulus.   This will avoid having the old behavior become  a “request” for the replacement stimulus.   5.   Consult with OT to provide a sensory diet or sensory program to address  sensory needs.   6.   Explore dietary and biomedical and/or medical interventions if self - stimulatory behaviors appear to be increasing and it’s difficult to find  replacements or if the behaviors are so severe as to interfere with learning  or are self - abusive.     Example Replacement Stimuli   1.   Jumping  on a trampoline  or bouncing on a therapy ball  to  replace  bouncing in seat.   2.   P laying with ribbon sticks , pouring beans and rice, or blowing bubbles  to  replace  flapping hands in front of face   3.   P laying with squishy balls or toys to replace clapping hands together   4.   Playing with drums to replace tapping sticks  on the ground.     Example Situation   1.   Child is flapping his hands in front of his face while jumping up and down.   Mom goes over and asks him to fold his hands (competing behavior) and  reinforces him for doing so.  Then, mom gets out two ribbon sticks and  prom pts the child to request a stick with a vocal approximation.  Mom puts  on some music and the mom and child dance around  together  w ith their  ribbon sticks .    



[image: image3.emf]Interventions for Behaviors the have a History of being Reinforced by escape from  Physical Sensations that the Child finds Aversive     1.   Try to determine  what  it is  about the stimulus  that  is aversive to the chil d.   Sound?   Touch?  Smell?   Movement? Sight?   The  child’s individual sensory profile will help  determine which sensation (s)  the child might find aversive.   2.   Gradually desensitize the child to the stimulus by pairing it heavily with reinforcement and  introducing it for very short periods of time.  Stop befo re the child exhibits any negative  behavior.  Gradually increase the time period the stimulus is present and decrease the  secondary reinforcement.   3.   Provide a compensatory device to block the sensation if possible.  For example,  headphones to block out noise .   4.   Teach the child an appropriate way to request to leave the  aversive stimulus  with words,  signs, gestures or pictures.  Practice teaching this appropriate escape behavior and  reinforce it consistently  at first, gradually increasing the reinforcement sched ule to  strengthen the new behavior .   5.   If the old behavior occurs, wait  till  the child stops, wait a few seconds then prompt the  newly taught escape behavior.  Reduce the amount of time spent with the stimulus on the  next attempt to desensitize.   6.   Consult with  an occupational therapist for sensory intervention.   7.   Explore medical, diet and biomedical interventions if sensitivities appear to increase or  prohibit the child from functioning in his environment.   8.   Use a “promise procedure” to increase the likelihood the c hild will tolerate the aversive  condition.  Show the child the reinforcer before exposing him to the aversive stimulus.  The use of schedules, first/then boards or other visual prompts may assist the child in  tolerating the aversive situation if they can se e that a reinforcer will follow.     Example Situation   Child has a history of screaming, kicking and attempting to run out of the grocery store.  His  sensory profile indicates he finds bright florescent lights aversive.  Parents play with the child  with sungl asses and reinforce him wearing them during play.  Parents and child put on the  sunglasses and make a trip to the grocery store.  They walk in,  prompt the child to say “go”,  walk out and go to a highly reinforcing activity.  Multiple trips are made to the  store, gradually  increasing the amount of time the child spends in the store.  Lots of reinforcement is available  while in the store.    


PAGE  
15
T.Vail,MS,CCC/SLP          Let’s Talk Speech & Language Services Inc.

_1246349498.doc
Interventions for Behaviors with a History of Being Reinforced by Pleasant Sensations in the Body (Automatic Positive Reinforcement)

1. Determine what sense is being appealed to. Sight?  Touch?  Sound? Movement? Smell?

2. Provide a stimulus that is acceptable that provides the same sensory input.  Make this stimulus available only with people to pair people with the reinforcement.

3. Teach the child to request the new stimulus with words, signs, gestures or pictures.


4. If the child exhibits the old behavior, block or give a demand for a competing behavior (i.e. something he can’t do at the same time as the self-stimulating behavior) but recognize the need for sensory stimulation.  A few minutes after the behavior has ceased, prompt the child to request the replacement stimulus.  This will avoid having the old behavior become a “request” for the replacement stimulus.

5. Consult with OT to provide a sensory diet or sensory program to address sensory needs.


6. Explore dietary and biomedical and/or medical interventions if self-stimulatory behaviors appear to be increasing and it’s difficult to find replacements or if the behaviors are so severe as to interfere with learning or are self-abusive.


Example Replacement Stimuli

1. Jumping on a trampoline or bouncing on a therapy ball to replace bouncing in seat.


2. Playing with ribbon sticks, pouring beans and rice, or blowing bubbles to replace flapping hands in front of face

3. Playing with squishy balls or toys to replace clapping hands together


4. Playing with drums to replace tapping sticks on the ground.


Example Situation


1. Child is flapping his hands in front of his face while jumping up and down.  Mom goes over and asks him to fold his hands (competing behavior) and reinforces him for doing so.  Then, mom gets out two ribbon sticks and prompts the child to request a stick with a vocal approximation.  Mom puts on some music and the mom and child dance around together with their ribbon sticks.




[image: image1.emf]Interventions for Behaviors the have a History of being Reinforced by escape from  Physical Sensations that the Child finds Aversive     1.   Try to determine  what  it is  about the stimulus  that  is aversive to the chil d.   Sound?   Touch?  Smell?   Movement? Sight?   The  child’s individual sensory profile will help  determine which sensation (s)  the child might find aversive.   2.   Gradually desensitize the child to the stimulus by pairing it heavily with reinforcement and  introducing it for very short periods of time.  Stop befo re the child exhibits any negative  behavior.  Gradually increase the time period the stimulus is present and decrease the  secondary reinforcement.   3.   Provide a compensatory device to block the sensation if possible.  For example,  headphones to block out noise .   4.   Teach the child an appropriate way to request to leave the  aversive stimulus  with words,  signs, gestures or pictures.  Practice teaching this appropriate escape behavior and  reinforce it consistently  at first, gradually increasing the reinforcement sched ule to  strengthen the new behavior .   5.   If the old behavior occurs, wait  till  the child stops, wait a few seconds then prompt the  newly taught escape behavior.  Reduce the amount of time spent with the stimulus on the  next attempt to desensitize.   6.   Consult with  an occupational therapist for sensory intervention.   7.   Explore medical, diet and biomedical interventions if sensitivities appear to increase or  prohibit the child from functioning in his environment.   8.   Use a “promise procedure” to increase the likelihood the c hild will tolerate the aversive  condition.  Show the child the reinforcer before exposing him to the aversive stimulus.  The use of schedules, first/then boards or other visual prompts may assist the child in  tolerating the aversive situation if they can se e that a reinforcer will follow.     Example Situation   Child has a history of screaming, kicking and attempting to run out of the grocery store.  His  sensory profile indicates he finds bright florescent lights aversive.  Parents play with the child  with sungl asses and reinforce him wearing them during play.  Parents and child put on the  sunglasses and make a trip to the grocery store.  They walk in,  prompt the child to say “go”,  walk out and go to a highly reinforcing activity.  Multiple trips are made to the  store, gradually  increasing the amount of time the child spends in the store.  Lots of reinforcement is available  while in the store.       T.Vail,MS,CCC/SLP 3/04  
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Interventions for Behaviors with a History of Being Reinforced by Escaping Demands Placed by another Person (Socially Mediated Negative Reinforcement)

1. Don’t allow the child to escape the demand. (extinction) Provide as much prompting as necessary to allow the child to successfully complete the demand.


2. Examine the teaching situation to avoid the child wanting to escape.  


a. Are the demands too difficult?  If so, perform a task analysis and teach an earlier step.  


b. Is the reinforcer strong enough to compete with the reinforcement of leaving the demand?  If not, increase the frequency and intensity of reinforcement.


c. Is the child interested in what you are teaching?  If not, pair the materials/event with reinforcement before placing any demands.


d. What can be done to make the teaching situation more motivating/interesting to the child?  


e. Does the child have a history of success or failure with the learning task?  If the child has a history or failure, provide full prompts to allow the child to be successful then gradually fade the prompts.


3. Teach an acceptable replacement behavior that the child can use to tell you he’s had enough.


4. Make sure the replacement behavior is reinforced consistently when first taught then gradually decrease the frequency and intensity of reinforcement.


5. Make sure the replacement behavior chosen is one the child can produce easily with prompting.


6. Use a “promise procedure” to increase likelihood of compliance.  Show the child the reinforcer before placing the demand.  Never bring out a reinforcer after the child begins producing the inappropriate behavior.  First/then statements or visual prompts and schedules can be used to inform the child that the reinforcer will follow compliance with the task demand.


Example Replacement Behaviors


Words, signs, gestures, pictures or voice output devices to communicate “I’m finished”, “done”, “no”

Example Situation


1. The child is told to come to the table and work and he runs from the room.  Teacher retrieves and leads him to the table and performs a few simple tasks then prompts the child to sign “finished” and allows him to leave the table.  Teacher examines the learning situation and determines her reinforcer is not strong enough, the schedule of reinforcement is too lean, and the task is too difficult.  Teacher chooses an alternative reinforcer and shows it to the child before asking him to come to the table.  She prompts the child through the task, allowing him to be successful and reinforces after every other response.  The child remains at the table and completes the task.


2. Child has a history of biting the child next to him while in circle time.  The team collected data which determined that the biting was being reinforced by getting put in “time out” after biting. (escape from circle time)  Teacher places the child’s chair close to the circle, puts an adult with the child to keep him in his chair and lets the child hold a reinforcing item.  The child is required to stay near the circle for just a couple of minutes, is reinforced for sitting then is allowed to get up.  The length of time in the chair is gradually increased and the proximity to circle is gradually increased.
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Interventions for Behaviors the have a History of being Reinforced by escape from Physical Sensations that the Child finds Aversive

1. Try to determine what it is about the stimulus that is aversive to the child.  Sound?  Touch? Smell?  Movement? Sight?  The child’s individual sensory profile will help determine which sensation(s) the child might find aversive.

2. Gradually desensitize the child to the stimulus by pairing it heavily with reinforcement and introducing it for very short periods of time.  Stop before the child exhibits any negative behavior.  Gradually increase the time period the stimulus is present and decrease the secondary reinforcement.


3. Provide a compensatory device to block the sensation if possible.  For example, headphones to block out noise.


4. Teach the child an appropriate way to request to leave the aversive stimulus with words, signs, gestures or pictures.  Practice teaching this appropriate escape behavior and reinforce it consistently at first, gradually increasing the reinforcement schedule to strengthen the new behavior.


5. If the old behavior occurs, wait till the child stops, wait a few seconds then prompt the newly taught escape behavior.  Reduce the amount of time spent with the stimulus on the next attempt to desensitize.


6. Consult with an occupational therapist for sensory intervention.

7. Explore medical, diet and biomedical interventions if sensitivities appear to increase or prohibit the child from functioning in his environment.

8. Use a “promise procedure” to increase the likelihood the child will tolerate the aversive condition.  Show the child the reinforcer before exposing him to the aversive stimulus. The use of schedules, first/then boards or other visual prompts may assist the child in tolerating the aversive situation if they can see that a reinforcer will follow.


Example Situation


Child has a history of screaming, kicking and attempting to run out of the grocery store.  His sensory profile indicates he finds bright florescent lights aversive.  Parents play with the child with sunglasses and reinforce him wearing them during play.  Parents and child put on the sunglasses and make a trip to the grocery store.  They walk in, prompt the child to say “go”, walk out and go to a highly reinforcing activity.  Multiple trips are made to the store, gradually increasing the amount of time the child spends in the store.  Lots of reinforcement is available while in the store.



