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“If the only tool you have is a 
hammer, you will see every 

problem as a nail." 

~Abraham Maslow~



Objectives

Participants in this session will:

 Increase their awareness that challenging 
behavior is a form of communication.

 Identify the role of the 
environment/context in understanding 
challenging behavior.

 Envision strategies to increase engagement, 
decrease challenging behavior, and impact 
community success for people with 
developmental disabilities. 



“Problem behavior 
continues to be the primary 

reason why individuals in our 
society are excluded from 
school, home, recreation, 
community, and work.”

~Rob Horner”



In the past…

 We thought the activities people engaged in
and the places where they lived, worked and
played didn't have much to do with their
behavior.

 Behavior plans relied almost entirely on
consequences like rewards and punishments.

 We required people with disabilities to "earn"
the right to go to regular schools, to have real
jobs and to live in their own homes. "Your
behaviors and skills have to improve first,
before you can do these things."



Things We've Learned…

 Environments have much to do with
behavioral, social and communication
development. What people are doing
and where and with whom they spend
time have a lot to do with their behavior.

 This is very important to recognize,
especially when we know that it is
behavior that causes individuals to lose
placements, experience injury and
punishment and have life-long
reputations.



Things We've Learned…

 Behavior is communication; it tells us
something. By "listening" to what the
behavior is saying, we can discover the
reason why the behavior is happening.

 Behaviors are strategies people use to get
their needs met. Part of our job is to figure
out which communicative behaviors will
"work" best for the person.



Positive Supports (aka PBS) are different than 
traditional behavior modification

focus on…
WHY? rather than WHAT?
SUPPORT rather than CHANGE
ENVIRONMENT rather than PERSON
PREVENT rather than REACT
BUILD rather than ELIMINATE
LIFE rather than BEHAVIOR



Goals of Positive Supports

Support people (with disabilities) to:

 Enjoy Life
 Be as independent as possible
 Live a “typical” life
Overcome “problem” behavior



What is the message? 

I don’t want to 
do this! 

(Escape)

I want 
attention!
(Attention)

I want this!  
(Tangible)

I want/don’t 
want this 

input! 
(Sensory)

 Difficult tasks
 Prolonged 

work 
 Social 

demands
 Be in this 

place!
 Be with this 

person!

 From 
parents 

 From 
teachers 

 From peers 
 From 

siblings
 From 

anyone 

 A toy 
 An object 
 A food or 

treat 
 An activity
 A privilege

 It feels, 
looks, 
sounds, 
tastes good 

 It calms me
 It freaks me 

out
 It’s a habit

Crimmins, 2009



 Behavior is a symptom – not the 
problem

 To understand the problem we need to 
understand all the things that lead to 
the behavior happening

 To resolve the problem (i.e., unmet 
need) we need address each of the 
things that lead to the behavior 
happening

Lohrmann, 2009

Challenging Behavior = Unmet Need



Not
WHAT?

But
WHY?

In other words, the PS focus is:



“Behavior support is the 
redesign of environments, 

not the redesign 
of individuals.”

“A behavior support plan 
describes what WE 
will do differently.”

~Rob Horner~



We should try to "smooth the fit"
between a person and his/her
environment by identifying "triggers" in
the environment that set the behavior
off and removing those "triggers" as
much as possible. (Prevention)

Reduce the need to communicate
through challenging behavior by
improving the situation

What will we do differently to help 
the person? 



Create an environment that 
supports engagement

1. Teach all individuals to communicate 

2. Promote positive peer interactions and supports. 

3. Have a consistent schedule that everyone 
understands

4. Make prevention a priority

• Identify and change the events that predict 
problem behavior

• Ask and listen to individuals and staff

Snell, 2009



Create an environment that 
supports engagement

5. Define, post, and teach behavioral 
expectations (rules)

6. Teach skills that are valued and used
7. Make being in the environment 

reinforcing
• Atmosphere is positive

• Success is frequent

• Choice-making is commonplace

Snell, 2009



Create an environment that 
supports engagement

 Remove a problem event
• Avoid giving difficult independent work
• Avoid repetitive tasks
• Avoid long delays

 Modify a problem event
• Shorten tasks
• Reduce number of items on a page
• Increase activity/instruction pace
• Change voice intonation
• Suggest rather than direct



Create an environment that 
supports engagement

 Intersperse difficult or unpleasant events with easy or 
pleasant events
• Easy with difficult
• Mastered with new
• Non-preferred with preferred

 Add events that promote desired behaviors
• Provide choice of materials, tasks, activities
• State clear expectations at start of activity

 Block or neutralize the impact of negative events
• Allow frequent breaks during difficult activities, or 

when person is tired or ill
• Reduce demands when individual is agitated or 

upset



We should focus on teaching
replacement behaviors and skills as an
alternative to challenging behavior,
instead of trying to ‘ get rid of ’
challenging behaviors.

 Teach the person replacement behavior
that serves the same function and is
easier.

How will we help people to better 
communicate their needs?



Teaching Replacement Behaviors

Replacement equips people to say what they want to say

Ask for a break Request 
attention 

Request 
preferred items 

Ask for a 
sensory item

Ask for help on 
hard tasks 

Take turns Request activity Keep busy 
while waiting 

Indicate “all 
done”

Share Negotiate Make coping 
statements 

Understand 
schedule

Keep a distance 
from others

Accept 
alternative item 

Learn to quiet 
or calm self  

Crimmins, 2009



REMEMBER: Make tasks functional!!!

ASK…..
 Will someone need to do this for them if they 

cannot do it for themselves?
 Will they need this skill often?
 Will learning this skill allow them to take part in 

age-appropriate activities or preferred leisure 
tasks? 

 Will it help them get something they want or 
get out of something they do not want?

 Can they get paid for doing it?



Are we helping people “get a life”?

Who is a part of the person’s life? 

What do people admire about the person? 
How is the person recognized for his/her 
individual gifts and talents?

 Are there opportunities for participation in a 
variety of activities? With a variety of people?

What is important to the person? Important 
for the person? 

 Are the activities the person engages in 
motivating and interesting to him/her? 



Are we helping people “get a life”?

How much choice does the person have 
throughout the day? In life?

Ways to keep the person healthy and 
safe?

Does the environment contribute to the 
person’s self-esteem?

What is working in his/her life? What is 
not working?

What needs to be maintained? Changed?



“You’ve got to have 
something to eat and a 

little love in your life 
before you can hold still 
for anybody’s sermon 
on how to behave.”

~Billie Holiday~



Questions?

Contact info:
Beth Bryant, PhD
Executive Director, Institute for Disability Studies (MS UCEDD)
The University of Southern Mississippi
118 College Dr. #5163, Hattiesburg, MS 39406-0001
601-266-5163
http://www.usm.edu/disability-studies
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