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New York Center for Infants and Toddlers, Inc.

For over 20 years, NYCIT has provided therapeutic and educational 
services for young children with special needs and their families. We offer 
services in homes, community locations, and our specialized school-
based settings. Backed by research, in partnership with UCLA, 
conducted within our own Early Intervention program, we’ve improved 
outcomes in the development of language, social communication, and 
play skills for young children diagnosed with Autism. 



WHY DOES 
CHALLENGING 
BEHAVIOR 
HAPPEN?

Understanding Challenging 
Behavior in Children with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder:



Basic Principles of Behavior 
(Bambara & Kern, 2005)

– Challenging behavior often arises from difficulties in 
relating, communicating, or thinking flexibly

– These behaviors are often used as a form of 
communication.
• It is effective & efficient!

ll behavior serves a FUNCTION (there is always a 
reason for it!)

–No behavior is random!



Behavior = Communication!



What is my 
child trying 
to tell me?

When challenging behavior happens,
ask yourself…



In order to figure out HOW to 
address a challenging behavior, you 
need to find out…

What is the FUNCTION
of the behavior?

Behavior is functional!



Why is this 
behavior 

happening?

When challenging behavior happens,
ALSO ask yourself…



Behavior is Communicative and Functional

The next time you see a child engaging 
in a challenging behavior, ASK 

yourself:

What is the child trying to tell me?
Why is this behavior happening?

ESCAPE/AVOID 
THE TASK?

TO GET SOMEONE’S 
ATTENTION?

TO ACCESS/AVOID SENSORY 
STIMULATION?

ACCESS TO PREFERRED 
ACTIVITY/ITEM?

Hmmm...



Let’s be a behavior detective!



“What is this child trying to tell 
me?”
“Why is this behavior happening?”

Ask yourself…

“I don’t 
want 
to!!!”

Escape/Avoidance 

of a task



Ask yourself…

“Pay 
attention 
to ME!!”

Attention

“What is this child trying to tell 
me?”
“Why is this behavior happening?”



Ask yourself…

“I want it 
NOW!!!”

Acess to 

Item/Activity

“What is this child trying to tell 
me?”
“Why is this behavior happening?”



Ask yourself…

“This 
makes me 

feel good!!”

Sensory

“What is this child trying to tell 
me?”
“Why is this behavior happening?”

T
h
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Ask yourself…

“Ouch! I’m 
in pain!!”

Medical

“What is this child trying to tell 
me?”
“Why is this behavior happening?”



• “Pay attention to me!!” ATTENTION
• “I want it now!” TANGIBLE/ACTIVITY
• “I don’t want to!!” ESCAPE/AVOIDANCE
• “This makes me feel good!!” SENSORY
• “Ouch! I’m in pain!!” MEDICAL

“What is this child trying to tell me 
AND 
Why is this behavior happening?”



1. To get attention
2. Access to items/activities
3. Avoid/Escape demands or situations
4. Sensory stimulation
5. Medical issues/Pain

5 “functions” of behavior



A way to remember…

• Medical
• Escape/Avoidance
• Attention
• Tangible/Activity
• Sensory

Pay attention: sometimes it can be a 
COMBINATION of factors!!

+



When we know the 
FUNCTION we can 
better treat the

behavior!



FORMULA FOR TREATMENT

1. What is the child trying to 
COMMUNICATE ?

2. What is the FUNCTION?

3. CREATE A STRATEGY TO 
MATCH THE FUNCTION!



1. How will you PREVENT it?
2. How will you TEACH a 

replacement behavior?
3. How will you RESPOND?

STRATEGY





RESOURCES
Facebook Groups:
• "The 7 Steps to Successful Parenting"
• "Parenting with Science"

Books:
• "Overcoming Autism: Finding the Answers, 

Strategies and Hope That Can Transform a 
Child's Life" by Lynn Kern Koegel (2014)
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