
We cannot solve our problems with the same 
thinking we used when we created them.

Albert Einstein



Which is more valuable?



Behavior Basics: Understanding the ABC’s of Behavior

STEP 1 (and 2 and 3): Choose your guiding principles for 

how you want to address challenging behaviors!



My Guiding Principles
❏ The first step in problem solving is letting go of assumptions.
❏ Be curious, not controlling.
❏ Everyone deserves their dignity, even when they aren’t acting very 

dignified.



How to find the WHY?  It’s as easy as ABC….

We learn the WHY when we collect a little data!  These are the ABC’s of 
behavior.  

Antecedent: What was going on right before the behavior? 

Behavior:  Defined OPERATIONALLY versus emotionally or mentalistically. 

Consequence: What is the response from the environment (attention from 
others, escape from others, access to activities or materials, experiencing 
discomfort or reducing discomfort)?  



Antecedents: Setting, Demands, Triggers
What is the context for the behavior?  

~Time of day

~Activity: Reading, writing, passive, active, large or fine motor requirement, social requirement

~Size of the group: small, whole group, 1:1

~Structured or unstructured

~Specific people

~What are the behavioral and performance expectations of that environment?

  



Antecedent Information helps us to:
PREDICT:  If we keep some notes/data, we can sometimes see a pattern in the antecedents that can 
help us. If the behavior always occurs during the transition off the computer, for example, then we 
pretty much know it will happen again next time. This is great information!  It gives us a chance to try 
an intervention. Or we might even avoid the behavior by altering the activity/expectations entirely. 
(Sometimes this is best place to start--at the beginning)

PLAN:  We come up with a plan to try out--maybe it works, maybe it doesn’t, but we have to try 
something DIFFERENT, and get information at the same time. Deciding on possible CHOICES for you 
child is a great way to plan. 

PRIME:  This is your opportunity to talk to your student prior to the activity and plan together what to 
try to help avoid the repeated challenging behavior.

And hopefully PREVENT repeating the same situation every time the same ANTECEDENTS are 
present. 

  



Behaviors: Do THIS instead!
“Replacement behaviors” are meant to help a person accomplish the same 
goal or outcome (what we will refer to as “consequence”) as the original 
challenging behavior. 

Ideally it works as easily as the original behavior.

Resist the urge to pick the behavior that is the final outcome--we need a 
transition behavior(s). We call this APPROXIMATION. 

Use Collaborative and Proactive Solutions (Ross Greene, Lives in the Balance 
and Dr. Greene's approach) to select and then teach new skills 

https://www.livesinthebalance.org/
https://www.livesinthebalance.org/


Consequences: What ACTUALLY happens after 
Not what you think—not necessarily an adult-contrived response to the behavior (although it could 
be)—we are talking here about WHATEVER happens right after the behavior. 

It’s important to understand what is “achieved” through the behavior in order to work with the child 
to teach a better way to get it or, in the case of avoidance, the skills needed to do or manage the 
thing that is being avoided. 

To GET:  attention, access, sensory experience 

To ESCAPE OR AVOID:  demands, activities, people, discomfort

“Carrots and sticks” may work for individuals who have the skills but are choosing not to do the 
behavior you want. But it’s more than likely there is a SKILL DEFICIT. You can offer me a million 
dollars to slam dunk a basketball--I still can’t do it.



If a child doesn’t know how to read, we teach.
If a child doesn’t know how to swim, we teach.
If a child doesn’t know how to multiply, we teach.

If a child doesn’t know how to behave, we...punish?



“Your explanation guides your intervention”
~Ross Greene, Author of “The Explosive Child” and “Lost at School”

“Restated, your explanation for a kid's is challenging behavior has major 
implications for how you'll try to help. If you believe a kid is challenging 
because of lagging skills and unsolved problems, then rewarding and 
punishing may not be the ideal approach. Solving those problems and 
teaching those skills would make perfect sense.”



Behavior Issues Often Indicate a SKill Deficit

Academic skill deficit:  If the academic demand is more than student can 
handle, behaviors can occur to help student escape/avoid the task or get gain 
your attention for help on it. Sometimes, it’s not just about whether the 
student can or can’t do it, it’s about whether HE THINKS  he can do it.

Social skill deficits: How to make/keep friends, work in groups, be a member 
of the class.  Break it down into the smaller steps required.

Executive Functioning deficits: Executive Functioning develops differently in 
different brains.  It controls: Inhibition, Shift, Gaining Emotional Control, 
Initiation, Working Memory, Monitoring, Planning/organizing, Organizing 
Materials



Be ready to TEACH!
● What are the discrete steps required to perform the 

skill?
● Does your child know the steps? Do you?
● Write them out. Decide which ones are mastered and 

which ones need work. 
● Teach the steps that need work. 



How to Regroup with Subtraction

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/FreeDownload/Subtraction-with-Regrouping-Step-by-St
ep-Book-1659323



How to Clean Your Room 
1) Clear off the bed of everything
2) Make the bed
3) Put all the clothes on the bed 
4) Gather everything that stays in the room and put it away
5) Gather garbage and throw away
6) Separate those clothes on the bed



How to Have a Playdate
1. During recess, ask your friend if they want to have a playdate.
2. If they say yes, tell your parents. They will set it up.
3. With your parents, decide on some choices for things to do during your 

playdate.
4. When your friend arrives at your house, show your friend your 

house/kitchen.
5. Have a snack together.
6. Choose an activity together. If your friend doesn’t like it, choose 

something else.
7. Stay with your friend! (Even if you don’t feel like it!)



Collaborative and Proactive Solutions
Developed by Ross Greene, livesinthebalance.org

Kids do well if they can.

Doing well is preferable. 

Challenging kids are challenging when the demands or expectations being 
placed on them outstrip their skills to deal with it adaptively. 

Of course, that’s when everyone looks bad: when they are lacking the skills to 
look good.

http://www.livesinthebalance.org/


Collaborative and Proactive Solutions continued
Plan A: “Because I said so” (unilateral problem solving)

Plan B: Collaborative and Proactive Solutions

Plan C: Drop the problem completely 

Plan B is comprised of three basic ingredients. 

The first ingredient – called the Empathy step – involves gathering information 
from the child so as to achieve the clearest understanding of his or her 
concern or perspective on a given unsolved problem. 





Collaborative and Proactive Solutions continued
The second ingredient (called the Define Adult Concerns step) involves 
entering into consideration the adult concern or perspective on the same 
unsolved problem. 





Collaborative and Proactive Solutions continued
The third ingredient (called the Invitation step) involves having the adult and 
kid brainstorm solutions so as to arrive at a plan of action that is both realistic 
and mutually satisfactory





Remember! When there is a “behavior problem”:
● Problems are solved with creative thinking and by trying a variety of 

approaches. 
● There is probably a specific skill your child will need you to teach them. 

Teaching requires breaking skills down into smaller steps, even (perhaps 
especially) if the skill is cleaning your room! 

● Data is the best tool for deciding if what you’re doing is working, or not. 
Write down your solution and observations about how it worked.

● Be prepared! Your behavior is going to have to change as well!





Recommended Websites
http://www.pbisworld.com/  This website has a list of challenging behaviors 
and numerous links to ideas and websites to help inspire solutions.

http://www.livesinthebalance.org/  Ross Greene, PhD, author of The Explosive 
Child and Lost at School, hosts a website with amazing resources for 
Collaborative and Proactive Solutions

https://www.socialthinking.com/ Michelle Garcia Winner, SLP, developed 
Social Thinking strategies to support individuals who struggle with how to 
interact with other people, and the world at large.

http://www.pbisworld.com/
http://www.livesinthebalance.org/
https://www.socialthinking.com/

