
Autism Q&A:  Positive Behavior Support Plan
Positive behavior support is an all-encompassing system 
of behavior management. Behavior is supported through 
a structured plan that positively addresses the person’s 
behavior as well as his or her quality of life. Positive behav-
ior support is based in the principles of applied behavior 
analysis (ABA) and involve understanding factors that 
impact behavior including antecedents and consequences. 
Further, it is embedded in the values of person centered 
planning. 

Person centered values require intervention and support 
tailor-made to meet the needs and unique goals of the 
individual with movement towards community and social 
involvement and personal choice. The fundamental philoso-
phy of positive behavior support is that most behavior, chal-
lenging or adaptive, serves a specific function or purpose 
in the life of the person. This Autism Q and A will provide 
some basic information about developing positive behavior 
support plans.  Please see our website for additional fact 
sheets on this topic.
 

   	Question:  �What is a positive behavior support 
plan?	

       Answer	�
		  �A positive behavior support plan outlines the supports 

and strategies to be implemented for reducing problem 
behavior and to teach the person positive skills de-
signed to replace the behavior.  The plan is developed 
once the team has an understanding of the function 
of the interfering behavior. A positive behavior support 
plan provides sufficient detail so all team members 
have a clear understanding of what to do to prevent 
problem behavior from occurring, teach new skills, and 
how to respond when the behavior occurs.  

		  There are three 
			  parts of the plan:	 1.	� antecedent and setting event 

supports and strategies, 
											        2.	 teaching new behaviors, and 
											        3.	� increasing reinforcement for the 

new behavior while changing the 

team’s response to the problem 
behavior. All three parts are es-
sential to achieving true change 
in problem behavior. 

    Question:  � �What are the steps in developing a 
positive behavior support plan?

       Answer	�
��	� The positive behavior support process involves 

multiple steps that include activities that help 
determine the function of the behavior as well as 
development of a behavior support plan. 

	 These steps are:	 1.	� Determine an objective and 
clear definition of the interfering 
behavior. 

								       2.	� Determine the function of the 
behavior through data collection, 
information gathering, and 
development of a hypothesis 
that outlines the setting event, 
antecedent, consequence, and 
function for the problem behavior. 

								       3.	 Develop a positive behavior 
support plan that explicitly 
outlines what to do to proactively 
prevent the behavior and/or 
identify the skills to be taught to 
replace the behavior. 

								       4.	� Implement the plan across 
environments and with 
consistency.

								       5.	 Monitor and evaluate progress 
on the plan and development of 
new, positive skills through data 
collection and analysis. 
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   Question: �  �What are antecedent and setting  
event supports and strategies?

		  Answer	
		�  Antecedents are events that come before the behav-

ior that cause its occurrence.  There are two types 
of antecedents that may impact the presence of a 
problem behavior.  An antecedent is an event that oc-
curs right before the behavior and results in the quick 
activation of the behavior.  That is, problem behaviors 
follow them immediately. Taylor hits his teacher when 
presented with a math worksheet. Presentation of the 
worksheet in this case is the antecedent.  

		�  The other type of antecedent is called a setting event.  
Setting events result in the slow activation of the 
behavior. In other words, they set the stage for the 
behavior making it more likely to occur. Simone will 
sometimes cry during reading groups and will scream 
“computer” as she prefers this task. This is more likely 
to happen when she has had physical education in the 
morning. Going to P.E. is a setting event that results in 
Simone crying during reading. 

		�  As a component of a positive behavior support plan, 
the team can implement a number of strategies to 
alleviate the triggers that frequently result in problem 
behavior.  The best way to do this is to implement 
antecedent and setting event supports and strategies. 
The most logical way to eliminate a problem behavior 
is to eliminate the antecedents that lead to the oc-
currence of the problem behavior.  This requires the 
teacher or paraprofessional to prevent the problem 
behavior from occurring or mitigate the person’s need 
to engage in it. 

		�  Sometimes it might be possible to prevent the chal-
lenging behavior all together.  Typically, it may not be 
possible to entirely remove an antecedent to a prob-
lem behavior.  For example, Taylor’s teacher could 
decide to never give him a math worksheet again, thus 
removing the antecedent and eliminating the problem 
behavior. However, on occasion, she does need to 
give a worksheet for math practice. In the future, the 
worksheet could be altered so one problem is present-
ed at a time, reducing Taylor’s stress and changing his 
response. 

  Question: �  �What are examples of setting event and 
antecedent supports and strategies?

		  �Answer	�
		�  There are many ways antecedents and setting events 

can be altered to reduce or prevent the likelihood of 

problem behavior. Below are some examples of strate-
gies and supports.

		  1.	 �Minimize the impact of the antecedent by 
			   pairing it with a desired item, event, or 
			   activity.			 
			   Perhaps Taylor would not mind completing the 		

		�  worksheet if his teacher were playing music or of-
fered him a snack when it was presented or incor-
porated robots, his favorite toy, on the worksheets.

		 2.	 �Intersperse mastered work with work that pres-
ents more challenge to the student. 

			�   By interspersing mastered work with challenging 
work, students gain confidence and motivation mak-
ing the challenging work less frustrating. 

		  3.	 �Provide frequent breaks to minimize stress 
around problem situations.  

			�   This is an important antecedent strategy, particu-
larly for students whose problem behavior functions 
to avoid work. Perhaps Simone would benefit from 
a break prior to reading groups on days when there 
is P.E. in the morning. 

		  4.	� Offer more choices to the student across 
			   the day.
			�   This simple strategy makes a huge difference in 

the lives of students.  Offering choices of activities, 
tasks, materials, location to complete work and 
other similar choices frequently results in fewer 
problem behaviors. During math, Taylor has three 
tasks he has to complete: worksheet, Math Wiz 
computer game, and small group instruction. Taylor 
chooses the order in which he completes these 
tasks giving him control over when he does the 
worksheet. 

		  5.	� Increase predictability. 
			�   Many students with ASD have difficulty predicting 

their own daily schedule. By providing them with 
visual schedules, teams can increase the student’s 
tolerance of less desired activities. The student can 
see what activity is coming next, which allows the 
student to predict his/her daily schedule.  Picture 
schedules work best when the student can see that 
work is followed by a break or desired activity. 

 
	 Question:  � �How do I teach functional skills to 

replace the problem behavior?
		  Answer  �
�		�  Teaching functional skills to replace the problem 

behavior is the central behavior change strategy in a 



positive behavior support plan. The team can narrow 
the function of problem behavior into five major 
purposes:	 a.	 seeking attention from others, 

							       b.	� seeking something tangible, i.e., item, 
activity, or food, 

							       c.	� seeking sensory input from the action 
itself, 

							       d.	� avoiding a person, task, item, or 
environment, or 

							       e.	 demonstrating medical discomfort.  

		�  The direct replacement skill to be taught will vary 
depending on the function. Juan displays problem 
behavior to get attention from others and is taught the 
phrase, “play with me” while Simone is taught to say, 
“computer, please.”

		�  The new skill must result in the same outcome as the 
problem behavior and must be carefully considered. 
The new skill must be as efficient and as effective 
as the problem behavior! If the functional skill is not, 
why would the person ever use it? For example, if 
Morgan screams to get a break from a work task, then 
the teacher will want to teach her to ask for a break. 
Morgan is nonverbal, so the teacher will not want to 
require her to verbally ask for a break. Instead, she is 
taught to tap a card that reads “break”. This is easy for 
Morgan to do and is more effective than screaming. 

�		�  The team must actively teach the new skill. The plan 
should outline when, where, and how the skill will be 
taught. Often, teaching the skill will happen when the 
student has a need for this new behavior. For example, 
if Morgan begins to scream, her teacher can use this 
as an opportunity to teach her to ask for a break. 
Additionally, the team will want to identify times when 
they can create and structure situations to teach this 
new skill. Morgan may not engage in the problem 
behavior frequently enough to learn to ask for a break. 
Therefore, her team determines to present her with a 
work task multiple times a day and immediately prompt 
her to request a break. By the end of the day, Morgan 
has practiced this new skill many times.

   Question: �  �How do I reinforce the new behavior  
and put the old behavior on extinction?

		  �Answer	�
		�  Problem behavior occurs because it has worked for 

the person! To reduce the effectiveness of the behavior 
and increase the use of a new replacement behavior, 

the reinforcement must be changed. The team must 
remove the reinforcing value of the problem behavior 
and increase the reinforcement applied to the new 
behavior.  Because Morgan’s problem behavior was 
reinforced by avoiding work tasks, her new behavior 
should also result in avoiding work tasks. In other 
words, when Morgan taps her “break” card, she should 
get a reprieve from work, just like she did when she 
screamed. In this case, there is no need to purchase 
expensive trinkets or set up different reinforcement 
alternatives, her team can give the same outcome 
sought through the problem behavior. 

		�  As noted above, the team must provide enough op-
portunities for the person to encounter reinforcement 
provided by exhibiting the new behavior. If students 
only receive reinforcement one or two times a day, this 
may not result in learning!  As the person is learning 
this new skill, it is likely that he will continue to exhibit 
the problem behavior. Remember, this behavior is very 
engrained and has been reinforced so it will take time 
for it to go away and be replaced. 

		�  The team must be prepared for the behavior and 
know exactly how to respond when it occurs. Often, 
when the behavior occurs, the team will use this as 
a teachable moment as noted above and prompt the 
new behavior. However, the other part of this strategy 
is to put the old behavior on extinction. Remove all 
reinforcement from the old behavior and ensure the 
person does not receive the same thing that he would 
get from the new behavior. For example, when Mor-
gan screams, her teacher ignores the screaming and 
calmly prompts her to point to the “break” card. When 
she does so successfully, she is given a break.

 

   Question:  �How do I make sure the plan is    
working?	

       Answer	�
		�  The team must ensure that the positive behavior sup-

port plan is effective. A system to evaluate the plan 
must be developed and implement.   This involved 
collecting and analyzing data.  Data help determine 
whether the person is developing new, positive skills 
and is reducing the use of the problem behavior. Data 
can be collected on different measures and can take 
many different forms. Data is frequently collected on 
the use of the new replacement skill. For example, 
Morgan’s teacher collects data on the number of times 
she asks for a break. However, the team may also take 



data on the occurrence of the problem behavior. Simul-
taneously, Morgan’s teacher takes data on the number 
of screams that occur each day.  

		�  Common types of data include frequency, or the 
number of times a behavior occurs; the duration, or 
the length of time the behavior occurs, or the latency. 
Latency is the amount of time it takes for the person to 
engage in the new behavior. Latency is helpful when a 
student is moving towards independence and prompts 
are being faded. For Morgan, once she is requesting 
a break when her teacher points to the break card, her 
teacher changes the data collection methodology to 
latency to work towards minimizing the amount of time 
between the gesture prompt and Morgan’s request. 

		�  Team members analyze the data frequently to make 
sure the plan is effective, and the person is being sup-
ported. If positive behaviors are not being learned, the 
team will want to make changes to the plan. At the end 
of the week, Morgan’s teacher graphs both behaviors 
to ensure the number of times Morgan requested a 
break goes up, while the number of screams goes 
down.

 

	 Summary

		�  A positive behavior support plan outlines the 
supports and strategies to be implemented by team 
members to reduce the occurrence of problem 
behavior through positive and proactive means. A 
positive behavior support plan is developed once 
the team has an understanding of the function of 
the interfering behavior. Otherwise, there might be a 
mismatch between the function of the behavior and 
the function of the new skill. There are three parts of 
the plan: 1) antecedent and setting event supports 
and strategies, 2) teaching new behaviors, and 3) 

increasing reinforcement for the new behavior while 
changing the team’s response to the problem behavior. 
The combination of the three plan elements result in 
teaching the person functional behaviors that will assist 
them in their future success.  These are the critical 
elements that result in long term behavior change. 
With this combination of plan elements, positive 
behavior support plans can result in the acquisition of 
functional skills and sustainable behavior change.
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