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 Parents and staff often are concerned about certain types of actions (or behaviors) displayed by 

children with complex disabilities.  We all pay close attention when our children scream or cry, hit 

themselves or someone else, run away, or play with their fingers and hands in an unusual manner.  For 

each of these children, we usually can identify some actions that we wish they did more of (play 

constructively, communicate with us and respond to our questions, help take care of personal needs, etc.) 

and those we wished they would do less often.  The main message of this handout is that how we try to 

reduce certain actions must be linked to how we try to increase other, competing, actions.  Furthermore, 

until certain skill acquisition issues are taken care of, no important improvements can be made in reducing 

the likelihood of certain problematic behaviors. 

 One important idea is that if we reduce or eliminate a problem behavior, the child must now do 

something else to replace that behavior.  Either we can help the child replace the problem with an 

appropriate behavior or the child will choose a replacement without our help.  If we want to be helpful, we 

must understand why the child was using the problem behavior in the first place.  Of course, given the 

communication limitations that these children have, this is not an easy task.  Therefore, I will suggest a way 

to simply this complicated situation. 

  

The "whys" of behavior: 

  

 1.  One reason children (and adults!) use certain actions is because of the payoff (the consequence) 

they gain by their behavior.  For example, I calmly may ask for a cookie and someone will, in turn, give me 

the cookie.  But I may be given a cookie when I point to the cookie, give you a picture of the cookie, or go 

near the cookie jar and stamp my feet and scream and tantrum.  Each of these actions looks different but 

each has the same outcome- I am given a cookie.  In addition to getting certain "things" (like cookies, 

other food, toys, books, etc.) I may also work to get your "attention."  How you give me your attention may 

vary- sometimes you may be calm and hug me but sometimes you may be yelling or scolding me.  In both 

cases, I have gained your attention.  So, many behaviors that are children engage in end up in their 

receiving something from us.  At times, children may get something from an activity that has nothing to do 

with us, as when they play with their fingers or rub a smooth surface or line things up in a particular 

pattern.  These are important outcomes for the children but may not directly involve other people. 

  



  

 

2.  A second major reason for doing something is to avoid or escape from something.  For example, if 

people in a room are too noisy, I could ask everyone to become quieter.  On the other hand, I may cry and 

hold my ears until everyone gets quiet or I am taken from the room, or I may hit you in the face so that 

suddenly you are quiet, or I may give you a picture that tells you I want to go leave the room.  Again, each 

action looks different but each action achieves the same result- things get quieter for me.  Other things I 

may wish to avoid are difficult tasks (like tying my shoes or using a fork), boring tasks (putting pegs into a 

board, washing dishes, etc.), complicated or novel situations (too many people or too much stimulation, 

new places or people or activities, etc.).  Everyone needs a way of saying "NO" or "stop" or "not now" or "I 

need a break" or "I need to leave" or "leave me alone."  Either a child will learn to send these messages in a 

calm and effective manner or he/she will learn to send the message in a more painful and dramatic fashion.  

Either way, the message will be sent. 

  

 3.  Sometimes children do things purely in reaction to the situation, without any hope of improving the 

situation.  For example, if someone gives me an injection, I will cry from the pain- but the pain remains and 

is not really helped by crying.  Sometimes, I may get frustrated by something that does not work and hit 

the thing or scream or have a tantrum- none of these reactions "helps" but I do them just the same.  (Think 

of waiting for a very long time for an elevator that usually comes quickly- how often have you started to hit 

the keys and curse a little- these don't make the elevator come more quickly, but we are reacting to the 

frustration).  Sometimes, children get ear infections or stomachaches or the like and cry or fuss or just act 

miserably from the discomfort or pain.  The real problem is that without a good way of telling us what 

hurts, we may not even be aware that something is wrong- except from the actions of the child.   

 Because these motivational factors are universal, all children must learn to 1) request the types of 

outcomes they like, 2) reject or avoid the types of outcomes they don't like, and 3) learn to calmly deal with 

frustrating situations (since we cannot perfectly protect our children from frustration).  Your child’s 

teaching team can help you identify the most effective way that your child can learn each of these types of 

messages.  In my experience, the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) is the most rapidly 

learned functional communication system and improves the chances of other forms of communication 

(including speech) being acquired. 
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Routines and meaningful activities in the home: 

 

         The best situation (or context) in which children can learn to communicate their needs is when they 

are familiar with the situation and your expectations.  I suggest developing clear routines within each area 

of the home and at fairly set times.  For example, during school days, there is a block of time after coming 

home from school.  Then there is dinner preparation time, dinner and clean up routines.  Then there is an 

after dinner block, followed by getting ready for bed and going to bed.  While it is not important to rigidly 

hold to an exact schedule of events, it is helpful for children to have you help them through organized and 

predictable activities.  Once children learn a routine by being repeatedly helped through the routine (first I 

sit at the table, then I get a bowl and a box of cereal, then the cereal is poured into the bowl, then milk 

goes in the bowl, then I pick up a spoon, and then I eat the cereal, etc.), then if the routine is interrupted- 

no one gave me a spoon- the child may now have a good reason to ask for something (the spoon) to 

complete this routine.  Getting the child to ask for the spoon before there is a learned routine is extremely 

difficult.  Imagine what your child would do with the cereal if he/she wasn’t accustomed to getting the 

spoon and eating the cereal with a spoon.   

            I encourage parents to have a set of toys or objects in each area of the house and to use those 

materials only in one area of the house.  You may also want to have a set of toys or materials in the kitchen 

(especially by the phone!) to have available at all times so your child may be doing something constructive 

while you attend to other tasks. 

  

Community routines and expectations: 

 

 I believe it is important to take young children into the community (shopping, etc.) and establish certain 

routines and expectations in that environment.  It is important to remember that if you want to teach your 

child how to behave in a store or McDonalds, you must be willing and able to expose your child to the 

environments and your expectations within those environments beginning with tiny increments.  You must 

be able to leave if your child does not act as you expect.  Therefore, when you teach your child how to 

behave in the supermarket you MUST not be there to shop- you must be there to teach!  On day #1, go in, 

walk immediately to the appropriate aisle, buy something your child likes to eat, quickly leave and let your 

child eat what you bought.  On day two, walk through two aisles before getting to the correct aisle, and 

buy something, pay for it, and immediately leave.  Gradually increase the amount of time you spend in the 

store and the amount of items you buy.  Until your child is able to tolerate a planned, organized trip of at 

least 30 minutes, do not plan on taking him/her on your “regular” grocery shopping trip.  Similarly, when 

you go to McDonalds, plan to go at a time when there typically are no lines so that you can get in and out 

quickly! 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright, 2010, by Pyramid Educational Consultants    May be reproduced 



Catch 'em being good!: 

 

 If a child screams or hits his/her head to get my attention, I must teach him/her another way to accomplish 

the same thing (getting my attention).  Whenever the child uses the new strategy I must remember to 

reward this new action!  If I am teaching a child to play quietly, I must remember to reward the child while 

he or she is playing quietly- I should avoid waiting until the child stops and runs away and gets scolded for 

leaving the play area.  (It is not easy to remember to reward a quiet child because that is when I get to rest!  

But it is essential.)  Have a list of the things your child likes.  Have some of them available at all times- in a 

bag or box or in your pockets!  Remind your child about what he/she could earn rather than remind the 

child about what he/she must do. 

 

Time-in and Time-out: 

 

 One simple strategy for when children misbehave is to have them sit in a chair (or some other designated 

area in a room) and essentially be bored for a few minutes (1 to 5 minutes at most) when they engage in 

the behavior.  However, this strategy, called time-out, only works if the child is motivated to get out of the 

chair and have a chance to earn all the good things available- the rewards for being in time-in!  If time-in 

is boring or inconsistent, then time-out cannot be effective because it could be as much fun as time-in.  

Therefore, before you try time-out you must make your child aware of all that is available for time-in! 

 More serious types of misbehavior may require you to react more strongly.  For example, if your child hits 

you, you might hold his or her arms briefly but firmly at his or her sides.  While you do this, it is important 

not to scold the child or stare at him/her.  Such a hold may be as brief as 5 to 10 seconds but helps 

children understand the limits to their actions.  Again, this works only if the child is confident that there are 

many rewards waiting for other actions. 

 

Consistency and Persistence: 

 

 Your children will learn what they are taught.  If they are dealt with in an inconsistent manner (the rules or 

their applications change from day to day, or person to person) then they will learn to ignore your rules 

and create their own.  When you begin a new rule or routine, expect that the child (as anyone else) will 

resist the change.  If you expect the resistance and are not surprised by it, you will be able to react calmly 

and persist in your efforts.  Plan ahead and review your plans and their outcomes with your spouse and 

with the staff.  The rewards for your child will be numerous and, in turn, the rewards for you will be 

infinite!!!! 
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