
Basic Behavioral Principles

Basic behavioral principles can explain much of how children 
with and without autism spectrum disorders (ASDs) learn.
Typically behavior occurs in response to emotions, events, or
other stimuli. This is how desired behaviors like words are
learned. It is also how undesired behaviors like temper
tantrums are learned. Factors that are related to learning 
or exhibiting behaviors include

l Communication of wants (to get something)
ll Positive example: Saying, “Mama,” and mother smiles 

and responds
ll Negative example: Having a tantrum until Grandma gives 

a cookie before dinner

l Escape or avoidance of demands
ll Positive example: Saying, “No thank you,” and being able 

to refuse lima beans
ll Negative example: Having a tantrum and avoiding toy 

pickup 

l Habits
ll Positive example: Reinforcement of toilet-training schedule
ll Negative example: Fingernail biting

l Desire for attention
ll Positive example: Smiling and having adult smile back
ll Negative example: Having a temper tantrum when parent 

is on the phone

l Self-stimulation or to regulate state
ll Positive example: Infant sucking thumb to settle to sleep
ll Negative example: Older child chewing clothing when 

anxious

l Neurologically driven
ll Positive example: Normal sleep-wake cycle
ll Negative example: Vocal tics of Tourette syndrome

l Neurobehaviorally driven
ll Positive example: Vigilant attention to the teacher
ll Negative example: Motor hyperactivity

Behavioral Approaches

Most behaviors may be increased or decreased by consistent 
behavioral approaches. 

l Reinforcement (reward) for desired behaviors increases the 
likelihood events will occur.
ll Social reinforcement for the behaviors you want to see is 

the basis of the major educational approaches to teaching 
children with autism.

ll Social reinforcement for communication is how typically 
developing children learn language.

ll Positive reinforcement may take longer to change behavior 
than the other approaches. It is critical, however, to teach 
desired actions to substitute functionally for the undesired 
actions.

ll Reinforcement can range from smiles, to praise, to edible 
treats, to earning privileges that can also range from free 
time, to computer time, to the opportunity to engage in a 
self-stimulating behavior. A variation on this is the star or 
sticker chart where a child earns a token or symbol for 
desired behaviors that can be traded at a future time for 
a reinforcer.

ll Reinforcement varies from child to child. 

l Negative reinforcement (withholding reinforcers the child 
sees as desirable) may decrease the likelihood a behavior will 
occur.
ll Time-out is the most common example of this. Time-out 

only works if time in is reinforcing. Teaching desired 
behaviors is a critical partner to this type of approach.

ll Time-out for younger children needs to be immediate and 
proportional to their level of understanding. Thirty seconds 
to 1 minute per year of mental age is adequate.

ll The caregiver needs to make certain the child is safe while 
in time-out but cannot talk to the child or otherwise 
inadvertently reinforce the behaviors.

ll Labeling the behavior (eg, “NO hitting.”) prior to time-out 
is important so the child understands what the time-out 
is for.

ll After the time is up, the adult should remind the child of 
the behavior and immediately direct the child to a more 
appropriate response that can result in reinforcement 
(eg, “No hitting, we play with our brother.”).
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l Punishment (occurrence of an event the child sees as 
undesirable when a behavior occurs) may decrease the 
likelihood a behavior will occur.
ll Corporal punishment may teach a child to use aggression 

with anger.
ll Punishment ranges from writing 100 times, “I will not 

chew gum in class,” to speeding tickets.

Making the Punishment Fit the Crime

l Functional behavioral analysis (FBA)
ll Attempts to determine the environmental and social 

reasons why behaviors do and do not occur.
ll Allows for choosing the appropriate intervention. For 

example, tantrums that occur because the child wants to 
avoid a task might be inadvertently reinforced by a 
time-out that allows the child to do just that!

ll School can be asked to do an FBA and generate a functional 
behavioral plan for behaviors that affect education.

l Antecedent (what happened before), behavior (what 
happened), and consequence (what happened after) 
(ABC) data
ll Help family and professionals identify why behaviors occur.
ll Prevention and positive behavioral approaches are the goal.
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