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Challenging Behaviour

Behaviour is a response to stimuli from the environment.  For Autistic people lack of predictability can induce fear, anxiety, stress or more extreme methods of trying to assert control.  Possible causes of stress for the autistic child, therefore include.

· Confusion due to lack of predictability

· Not understanding what to do next (sequences)

· Inability to communicate a fear, boredom

· Inappropriate attempt at social interaction

· An attempt to interrupt an obsession/routine

· Hypersensitive reaction

· Lack of alternative behaviour in repertoire

Changing behaviour

Some behaviours are not harmful: even though they may be irritating to us, they may be important to the person.  When thinking about whether you need to help change the behaviour consider if:

· It prevents the person doing anything else

· It is offensive to others

· It causes damage or danger

· It interferes with other people; it causes distress to the person with autism

If you consider that change is necessary:

· Record how often the behaviour occurs (frequency and duration)

· What causes it to start (its trigger)

· What is the value of it for the person (its function)

Changing behaviour might include looking at:

· Motivators – remember that autistic children are not motivated by social approval so you will need to understand what pushes them

· Rewards – again, a smile or ‘good boy’ will not often be effective – be imaginative!

· Sanctions – what we see as punishment may not be punishing for the autism child.  He may not be able to link what he has done ‘wrong’ to your action.  Avoid sanctions where possible and focus on encouraging positive changes through rewards.

· Reinforcement –should be given immediately after the behaviour occurs, so that the child can make a link, be given frequently, be linked to a verbal explanation of the behaviour, and be linked to the child’s level of understanding and motivation.

· Direct teaching of alternative behaviours eg through role-play and helping to predict consequences.

· Diffusing anxiety by re-directing attention or offering a displacement activity (eg something which cannot be done at the same time).

· Remove trigger completely or gradually and re-introduce in less threatening ways or at a different time.  Warn the child when it is about to be presented.

· Relaxation techniques linked to an acknowledgment of anxiety build up (I’m tense so I need…).

· Re challenging obsessions – gradual reductions (limit number of times he can ask a question, restrict an activity to a time or place, reduce the number of items he can collect.

Challenging behaviour

There is a significant learned component in most forms of challenging behaviour and what has been learned may be ‘unlearned’.

· The form that the challenging behaviour takes will be shaped to a considerable degree by learning, by the influence of the whole environment and by the child’s other skills.  Controlling and shaping all these influences is difficult, but some degree of influence is usually possible.

Challenging behaviour almost always mean something 

The child may have a very definite purpose in mind when he/she engages in challenging behaviour.  Alternatively, the behaviour may be saying something about his/her reactions and emotional state.

· Past experience may have taught the child that he can have the desired result if he/she behaves in a particular way.

· The child may not be trying to consciously communicate his feelings but reacting to particular emotions triggered by something in the environment.

· Sometimes the challenging behaviour has become a strong habit.  The child may have been excited or frightened by an experience.  This reaction then gets hooked on some feature of the environment or routine and is then triggered because of the association. 

Understanding the behaviour helps to change it

If we know what features of the environment the child is reacting to and why it is creating the difficulty, we may be able to do something about it.  If we know what pay off the child is trying to achieve then we may be able to teach a better way of reaching his goal.  It may be possible to tempt the child to behave differently so that he brings about a different, bigger or more acceptable pay off.

The Behavioural Approach to challenging behaviour

John Clements and Eva Zarkowska describe one variant of this overall approach, which they term the STAR model.  Each letter of the acronym reminds us of the key elements that we need to focus on when trying to make sense of and change behaviour.

· The setting in which the behaviour occurs

· The triggers or events that seem to set the problem off

· The action – what the child actually does

· The results of the behaviour – the effects it has and what it seems to achieve for the child.

Careful thought and observation focused on each of these elements can help to identify factors and influences that may be able to be changed or controlled to bring about an improvement in behaviour.

Making sense to the behaviour

1. Decide where to start.  List the problem behaviour that concerns you.  Wherever possible use doing words such as ‘splitting, ‘kicking’ etc.  for each problem ask the following questions.

· Is it a danger to the child?

· Does it interfere with the child’s ability to learn?

· Does it restrict the child’s access to important experiences?  How much stress does it cause and for whom?

· How frequent is it, how intense and how long does it last?

Keep a record of the behaviour for a couple of weeks in order to give you a baseline.

2. Pinpoint the settings.  When, where and with whom the problem occurs.  

· The levels of noise, crowding, heat etc

· Who else is nearby, doing what

· How structured and predicable the situation is

What the child should be doing in that situation.

· What the expectations are and how clear are they?  Are they reasonable and realistic?

· Does the child understand the expectations and has the child the skills to cope with the expectations or not?

· What is the physical and emotional state of the child?

The situations where the problem does not occur may give valuable clues about he setting and triggers and how they may be avoided.

3. Looking for triggers.   You may need to look very closely to spot the trigger and your child will not always respond to it.  Think about the following questions.


· Does someone make a particular demand?
· Does something make a particular demand?
· Is the trigger something the child suddenly notices or pays particular attention to (even though nothing in the situation seems to have changeD)?
· Could the trigger be something that does not happen when your child expects it to? 
· Are there times when the particular trigger does not have its usual effect?
4. Results – what happens next? Think about the events that follow a

child’s actions or behaviour.  Severe challenging behaviour often sets of a whole chain of events, with lots of things happening at once.  Does the child seem to be interested in or be rewarded by a particular result or consequence that follows his actions?  Keep these possibilities in mind:

· The child could merely be interested in making something happen (regardless of what the something is!)

· The behaviour may create some physical or sensory results.

· The reactions of other people – immediately after the behaviour, or some time later may be rewarding to the child.

· Something might stop happening after the behaviour – such as people reducing their demands.

5. Meaning.   Ask yourself the following questions

· Could the behaviour be telling you something about the child’s feeling or experience of a particular situation – is the behaviour as a way of escaping from a situation or of expressing these feelings?

· Is the behaviour a way of getting what he/she wants or needs – some object or activity, stimulation or excitement, social contact or attention?

6. Prevention.  Prevention is usually significantly easier than dealing with a problem once it has actually occurred or become established.

· Is it possible to avoid some of the settings and triggers? if these seem to involve demands and expectations, erase them or gradually reintroduce them a step at a time?

· Can the setting or triggers be altered? Will higher levels of structure help?  Do expectations need to be clearer or more explicit?  Will advanced warnings and reminders of incentives help?

· What can you learn from the setting where the problem does not occur?

7. New skills and behaviours.  Think about what you want your child to do rather than not do.  

· What do you want him to be doing at times when he is currently behaving in a difficult way?

· What skills might help him to cope better with problem situations?

· How could he get the same or better pay offs, but in a more acceptable and constructive way.

8. Changing the results.  The following questions provide a starting point.

· How do we encourage the behaviour that we want to replace the problem behaviour?

· How can we make sure that the replacement behaviour receives the same or better results for the same or less effort?

· What rewards or pay-offs are we able to offer and do these compare to the ones that the behaviour is earning for the child at the moment?

· Can we find a way to stop the behaviour resulting in the pay-off so that the motivation to behave in that way is reduced?

· Can we impose any cost so as to discourage the problem behaviour?

