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A smart person learns 
from his own mistakes, 

but a wise person learns 
from the mistakes of 

others 
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Getting Started in a School  
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Donõt Compromise 
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Is this skill REALLY important for this 

learner?  
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Does it REALLY help you measure 

progress?  

Claraõs Story 
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What do adults have to help the child do that 

they would not have to help a typically 

developing child of the same age do?  
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What do adults have to avoid doing with the 

child that they would not have to avoid doing 

with a typically developing child of the same 

age?  

Objectives must include the 

performance, conditions, and criteria  
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Donõt use fake criteria 

Examples of òFakeó Objectives 

The student will learn to brush his teeth with 

moderate prompting and 75% accuracy.  

 

Given verbal and physical prompting, the 

student will put his shoes on 80% of the time.  
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Why Focus on Functional Skills?  

Functional skills and Activities of Daily 
Living (ADLs) are critical foundations 
for a variety of life outcomes. These 
skills are related to participation in 
school, social opportunities, 
community participation, housing, and 
employment.  

Activities of Daily Living (ADLs)  
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There is a high rate of failure to teach 

functional skills to children with autism  

Evidence for the High Rate of Failure  

Green, Gilchrist, Burton, and Cox (2000) found:  

50% of the children with  Aspergerõs Syndrome were not independent in 

basic self care like tooth brushing  
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Schools are focused on academics and there 

is often little time scheduled for other skills.  

Throw away the traditional schedule  
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There are often fundamental 

misunderstandings about what it takes to be 

successful 
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Can the person learn from rules?  
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If the child can learn from rules, classroom 

based instruction can be very useful  

Functional Skills Classroom Instruction 
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Contingency Shaped Behavior 

The Basic Teaching Procedures 

Basics of Teaching Functional Skills 

(1) Prompting- Help the person engage in the behavior  

(2) Fading- Systematically remove the prompts over time  

(3) Reinforcement- Provide reinforcement contingent on improvements  

(4) Chaining- Combine the specific behaviors into useful functional skills  

(5) Schedules- In some situations, schedules can greatly facilitate the 

development of functional skills  

(6) Rules- In some situations, learning basic rules will greatly facilitate the 

development of functional skills  
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Prompting  

Prompting is something that you 

do to make it more likely the 

individual will engage in the 

behavior of interest.  

Verbal Prompts 
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Gestural Prompts 

Modeling Prompts 
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Video Models 

Physical Prompts 
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Should you work on imitation first?  

u If the child doesnõt have imitation skills, many things will be very difficult to 

teach. It will require extensive molding of the movement with physical 

prompts to be successful. If the child could simply imitate the action, the task 

could be learned at a much faster rate.  

u In some cases, imitation can be acquired quickly. In these cases it is usually 

helpful to work on this skill before many commonly taught functional skills.  

u If it appears that imitation will take a long time to develop, it is probably 

worth starting to teach functional skills while imitation skills are developed.  

 

Picture Prompts 
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Picture-Object Matching is a Critical 

Skill for Using Pictures as Prompts 
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Fading 

Prompting is great to get the 
behavior started. But it is really 
only useful if those prompts can 
be removed over time. Fading is 
the process by which those 
prompts can be removed.  
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Which Type of Fading Strategy to Use?  

Research does not clearly suggest which fading strategy is best under all 

circumstances. But there are some logical reasons for choosing one over another.  

Most-to-Least Prompting 

u This prompting procedure is most likely to prevent errors during instruction. 

Therefore it is often recommended for learners who engage in problem 

behavior contingent on making errors.  
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Least-to-Most Procedures 

u This procedures minimizes the need for physical prompts. Therefore it can be 

very helpful for learners who are resistant to physical prompts.  

u This procedure gives the learner more of an opportunity to try things first. So 

it is helpful for skills that require thinking or creative behavior (e.g., problem 

solving, social situations).  

Graduated Guidance 

u This procedure is often helpful for learners without strong imitation skills 

where physically molding the movement is likely to be needed.  
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Time Delay 

u This procedure is often very helpful when the end result of the task is highly 

reinforcing. The faster you do the task, the faster you can access the 

reinforcer.  
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Flexible Prompt Fading 

u Several studies have shown that combinations of different prompt fading 

methods and allowing the instructor to use judgement when fading prompts 

can be highly effective. One example of these combinations is flexible prompt 

fading.  

Soluaga, Leaf, Taubman, McEachin, and Leaf (2008) ð A Comparison of flexible 

prompt fading and time delay for 5 children with autism. Research in Autism 

Spectrum Disorders, 2, 753-765.  

Described in more detail in:  

A Work in Progress  

EDS: Ron Leaf and John McEachin 

Reinforcement  
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Poor Reinforcement- Most Common 

Reason for Failure 
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Most behaviors are not performed in 

isolation  

u Very rarely is a behavior performed in isolation. Most functional skills are 

performed in a sequence or a òbehavior chain.ó  

What is a behavior chain?   

Adapted from Cooper, Heron, and Heward (2007) 

 

A behavior chain involves performing a series of discrete responses that must be 

performed in a specific order.  

 

Each behavior in the chain serves as the cue for the next response and the 

reinforcer for the previous response. The first response in the chain and the last 

response in the chain only serve one purpose.  
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How do you teach a behavior chain?  

u Break the skill down into a series of teachable steps called a task analysis.   

Behavior Chain Vs. Task Analysis- Whatõs 

the difference?  

u Behavior Chain- Is a technical term that implies that each step is a 

discriminative stimulus for the next step and a conditioned reinforcer for the 

previous step.  

 

u Task Analysis- A complex skill is broken down into a series of teachable steps.  
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Example of a Task Analysis 

Tie Shoes 

(1) Pick up both laces between thumb and pointer fingers  

(2) Cross both laces and make and X 

(3) Make a loop 

(4) Pull other lace around the loop  

(5) Push through with pointer finger  

(6) Grasp both loops between thumb and pointer fingers  

(7) Pull through 

 

Different Chaining Procedures 

u Forward Chaining- The learner only receives instructions at the start of the 

task analysis. As each part is mastered, more steps are added.  

u Backward Chaining- Initially the learner only receives instructions in the last 

step in the task analysis. When that is mastered more steps are added from 

the back of the behavior chain.  

u Total Task Training- The learner receives instruction on every step of the task 

analysis every session.  
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Research on chaining does not show any 

procedure to be consistently more effective 

in all situations.  

Deciding on a Chaining Procedure 

u Although research doesnõt clearly show one chaining procedure to be more 

effective than others, there are some logical reasons to choose one or 

another under different circumstances.  



7/21/2017 

37 

Total Task Chaining 

u Probably best for relatively simple tasks  

u Can already perform the tasks in the chain, but needs to learn the order  

u Has a strong imitative repertoire  

Forward Chaining 

u For long and complex tasks  

u For learners with more severe disabilities  
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Backward Chaining 

u For long and complex tasks  

u For learners with more severe disabilities  

u If the end of the task is highly reinforcing to the learner  



7/21/2017 

39 

What could possibly go wrong? 

 

(1) You prompt the learner to engage in a response  

(2) Over successive trials the natural stimuli start to acquire control over the 

response 

(3) The control is transferred from the prompt to the natural stimuli.  

(4) You put all the behaviors that you taught together into a behavior chain.  

(5) Provide reinforcement for success  

Sure it might be time consuming and require patience. But it is so simple. What 

could possibly go wrong? 
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Shaping Game 

(1) There is only 1 person teaching and 1 person learning.  

(2) The learner goes out of the room, while the rest of the group decides on the 

task. No embarrassing tasks allowed.  

(3) No one is allowed to talk during the session.  

(4) The teacher can teach only by providing reinforcement (clapping) as the 

learner makes closer approximations to the target.  

(5) Everyone in the room claps when the learner is successful.  
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Shaping Game Lessons 

u Although it is done rarely, shaping can work in the absence of any prompting, 

fading, chaining, error correction, or punishment procedures. Usually other 

procedures are added, but it is not always essential.  

u The differential reinforcement of successive approximations is what produces 

improvement.  

 

Key Point!  

It is very common for prompting, fading, and reinforcement 

to be unsuccessful in practice. To use shaping the teacher 

must reinforce successive approximations towards the 

terminal behavior. This is the key to improvement.  
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What if the task changes?  

Consider Using Activity Schedules 

u Involves giving the child supplemental stimuli in pictures, words, or on an 

electronic device like an IPAD  

u It has the limitation that the child can become dependent on the 

supplemental stimuli. But donõt you use a calendar?  

u Can be extremely helpful when:  

   the tasks are long and complicated  

   if the order the tasks change  

   if different tasks need to be performed at different times  

   if the tasks change frequently  
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Time and Money 

Specific Skills at Different Ages  



7/21/2017 

44 

Common Skills for Young Children 

Toilet Training  
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Nothing frustrates parents and teachers 

more than toilet training  

The secret reason that toilet training is so 

difficult for so many families and teachers:  
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They donõt follow the instructions!  

Why donõt people read the instructions 

carefully?  
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Toilet Training Instructions  

u A lot of research has gone into toilet training. The procedures are very 

effective if used properly. The problem is that people tend to underestimate 

the difficulty of the task. Many of the manuals have hundreds of pages of 

instructions on how to do it. It is about as interesting as it sounds!  

u Realize that toilet training will be a project. It can often be done very 

quickly - even as short as a couple of days- but you will NOT have a normal life 

during that time.  
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How do you pick up your pants? 

Behavior analysts often fail to give parents 

adequate warning as to the difficulties they 

will face during toilet training.  
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Individual Needs 

u The same toilet training procedure is not appropriate for all individuals .  

u Individuals who are severely disabled or older will likely need more intense 

procedures.  

u Some individuals who have a lot of problem behavior around toileting will 

need that problem treated first.  

u Sometimes for young children it is appropriate to partially train.  

 

 

 

 

Boys- Sit or Stand? 
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Common mistake:  

Not mastering wiping at a young age  

Using Public Restrooms 
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Suggested Book- Toilet Training Success 

What to do when accidents happen?  
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Ritualistic Problems with Bowel Training  

Trip Training vs. Intensive Toilet Training  

u Trip Training - Teach the child to use the toilet independently when the adult 

reminds the child to go to the toilet  

u Intensive Toilet Training - Teach the complete toileting routine including self -

initiating for the toilet  
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Trip Training  

Advantages 

u Does not require disruption of the 

childõs regular schedule 

u Much easier for parents and 

teachers to implement  

u Typically developing children often 

do not self -initiate initially  

Disadvantages 

u Child does not learn to self -initiate 

and will have to learn that at 

another time  

u Typically takes much longer than 

intensive training  

Intensive Training 

Advantages 

u Often much faster than trip 

training  

u Child learns to self initiate as part 

of the program  

u It is likely that some people with 

severe impairments may not be 

able to learn with other methods  

Disadvantages 

u It is usually necessary to 

temporarily discontinue other 

programming during the training  

u It can be very stressful / emotional 

for parents and teacher  

u Requires staff / parents to 

dedicate a lot of time to sitting in 

the bathroom. Sometimes several 

days up to 10-days.  
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Where will you do the training?  

Can you dramatically alter the schedule?  
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Can a staff person 

really spend all day 

alone in the 

bathroom?  

Feeding is a critical skill area  
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Problems with Eating Very Limited Foods 

Health Implications  


