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 Reinforcement- a core behavioral principle and includes anything that a person does or says that 

increases the likelihood of a behavior or response happening again. In other words, when people 

are reinforced, they are more likely to repeat the same behavior or response. Reinforcement is 

essentially a reward for doing something well or correctly. For example, if a learner performs a 

skill (let’s say tying his/her shoe) and someone says “Great job, you are so grown up!” and the 

learner continues to work on tying the shoe, we can assume that the verbal praise was 

reinforcing/rewarding. 

 

 Task Analysis and Chaining- a teaching technique that consists of breaking a task down into small 

steps (i.e., task analysis) and then teaching each step until the learner can do the complete task. 

This technique is especially useful with skills that are physical or routine (e.g., self-care, work 

tasks). Chaining can be taught as either forward (i.e., start to finish) or backward (i.e., beginning 

at the last step of the task and then teaching the steps in reverse order). The decision to use 

forward or backward chaining depends on the type of task and characteristics of learners. 

A forward chain is like this: student is taught small step 1 until student can do this step 

satisfactorily, then student is taught small step 1 and 2 together in order until student can do 

these steps together in order satisfactorily, then student is taught small step 1, 2 and 3 together 

in order until student can do these steps together in order satisfactorily, then student is taught 

small step 1, 2, 3 and 4 together in order until student can do these steps together in order 

satisfactorily, and then this teaching method is repeated until the student can do all the steps 

together in order satisfactorily. 

A backward chain is like this (let’s assume the task is broken down into 10 small steps): student is 

taught small step 10 (the final step) until student can do this step satisfactorily, then student is 

taught small step 9 (the second to final step) and 10 (the final step) together in order (first step 9 

then step 10) until student can do these steps together in order satisfactorily, then student is 

taught small step 8 (the third to final step), 9 (the second to final step) and 10 (the final step) 

together in order (first step 8, then step 9, then step 10) until student can do these steps 

together in order satisfactorily, then student is taught small step 7 (the fourth to final step), 8 

(the third to final step), 9 (the second to final step) and 10 (the final step) together in order (first 

step 7, then step 8, then step 9, then step 10) until student can do these steps together in order 

satisfactorily, and then this teaching method is repeated until the student can do all the steps 

together in order satisfactorily. 
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 Shaping- involves the reinforcement (see item one on page one) of successive approximations of 

a desired/correct behavior or response until the student is able to perform the actual 

desired/correct behavior or response. Shaping is a strategy used naturally by parents of typically 

developing children. For example, when children first begin to use utensils to eat, parents praise 

them for utensil use, even when much of the food ends up on the child, the parent, or their 

surroundings (this is reinforcement of an approximation of the ultimate goal). Over time, parents 

praise the child only for actually getting the food to his or her mouth (this is reinforcement of the 

actual ultimate goal). Shaping is often used for promoting speech development. When children 

begin to speak, adults reinforce vocalizations and word approximations, and then encourage 

children to say the entire word correctly. For example, a child may say, “Nana.” The adult 

caregiver acknowledges and replies, “Nana. That’s right, say, Banana.” Shaping is especially useful 

with learners who give up easily or who have a long way to go from initial skill use to actual skill 

proficiency. 

In other words, shaping is the rewarding of, first, behaviors or responses that are a little bit 

correct; then, over time, the rewarding of behaviors or responses that are a bit more correct; and 

then, over time, the rewarding of behaviors or responses that are more and more correct until 

the actual correct behavior or response is performed by the student. 

 Independent Work Systems- promote independence by organizing tasks and activities in ways that 

are comprehensible to autistic students. Specifically, work systems are visually structured 

sequences that provide opportunities to practice previously taught skills, concepts, or activities. 

These systems clearly communicate 1) which activities to complete; 2) how many activities to 

complete; 3) how to know when the work is finished; and 4) what happens after the work is 

completed. All of the instructions the student needs are visually laid out, so the student can go 

through the sequence of steps in the work system without the need for the teacher to be 

attending to the student. 

 

 Visual Materials- autistic students tend to, but not always, learn better when taught or 

communicated to with visual materials (pictures, icons, videos, modeling performed by a live 

person, and etc.), as opposed to auditory, verbal, or lecture-style teaching or communication. 

 

 Kinesthetic Teaching- autistic students tend to, but not always, learn better when taught or 

communicated to kinesthetically. Kinesthetically means “by doing”. Kinesthetic learners learn 

through experience, physical activity, demonstration, and, interestingly, teaching others. 

 

 Scheduling and Advance Notice- autistic students tend to, but not always, prefer structure, 

routine, and advance planning. Tools include visual calendars, daily schedules, visual sequences of 

activities, and advance notices (including countdowns and multiple reminders) of upcoming 

changes and transitions. 

 

 Choices- presenting a student with choices can be helpful to engage and motivate the student. 

Choices are considered learner-centered, in that the learner plays an active role in determining 

multiple aspects of the instructional interaction (e.g., choice of location, materials, persons 

involved, sequence of activities). 
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 Self-Management- a method by which learners are taught to monitor and take data on their own 

behavior and responses. This method is typically used with learners who are capable of reflecting 

on their actions. Learners can be taught to self-monitor a variety of things such as alertness 

(paying attention, staying on task), activity level, concentration, and problematic behaviors. Using 

visual tools, such as timers, tally sheets, electronic devices, clickers, tokens, and so on, are 

commonly useful for autistic students. Self-management should usually contain elements of 

reinforcement/reward so the student is motivated to self-manage. 

 

 Social Stories- interventions that describe social situations in some detail (highlighting relevant 

cues and offering examples of appropriate responding) and are aimed at helping the student 

adjust to changes in routine, adapt their own behavior based on the social and physical cues of a 

situation, or to teach specific social skills or behaviors. Social stories are individualized and 

typically are quite short, perhaps including pictures or other visual aids. Sentence types used in 

constructing social stories include descriptive, directive, perspective, affirmative, control, and 

cooperative. Refer to the work of Gray (2005) for specific instructions on creating effective social 

stories. 

 

 Stimulus Control and/or Environmental Modification- involves manipulating aspects of the 

environment that are known to impact a learner’s behavior. For instance, if a learner needs to 

access reading materials independently, then we place the materials in an obvious location and 

make sure that the learner has access to them. If we know that a learner is more likely to tantrum 

in classrooms with fluorescent lights, different lighting should be used. 

 

 Video Modeling- a teaching method that uses assistive technology (computers, digital cameras, 

etc.) as the core component of instruction. Video modeling is a growing evidence-based practice 

for teaching autistic individuals and others. Video modeling has been used to teach a wide range 

of behaviors, including social/emotional skills, adaptive behavior, life skills, academics, and play 

skills. Video modeling can be applied in several formats, but each involves the following basic 

components: (a) the individual being taught or other models are videotaped performing some 

targeted behavior, (b) the video recording is then played back to the learner, and (c) the learner is 

prompted or asked to perform the behavior. Variations of video modeling include self-modeling, 

point-of-view modeling, and video prompting. 

 

 Clear and Concrete Language- teachers should keep language simple, literal and concrete. Get 

your point across in as few words as possible. Typically, it’s far more effective to say “Pens down, 

close your journal and line up to go outside” than “It looks so nice outside. Let’s do our science 

lesson now. As soon as you’ve finished your writing, close your books and line up at the door. 

We’re going to study plants outdoors today”. And, generally, avoid figurative, metaphorical, and 

sarcastic language, as autistic students often, though not always, have difficulty understanding 

these types of expression. 

 

 Repeat instructions and check that the student understood. Reword instructions if the initial 

wording is not well understood by the student. 
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 Consider addressing the student individually. For example, the student may not realize that an 

instruction given to the whole class also includes him/her. Calling the student’s name and saying 

“I need you to listen to this as this is something for you to do” can be helpful. 

 

 Avoid Overstimulation- Minimize/remove distracters or provide access to an individual work area 

or booth, particularly when a task involves concentration. Colorful wall displays can be distracting 

for some students and some may find noise distracting. 

 

 Try to link work to a student’s particular interests. This will increase motivation and attention. 

 

 Computer/technology-based learning may be useful for autistic students. 

 

 

Questions regarding this document may be directed to the Sacramento Autistic Spectrum and Special 

Needs Alliance (SASSNA). SASSNA’s contact information is available on the website www.sassna.org. 

Comments and suggestions may also be directed to SASSNA. 
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