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Vanderbilt Kennedy Center (VKC)
● University Center for Excellence in 

Developmental Disabilities 
(UCEDD)

● Leadership Education in 
Neurodevelopmental and Related 
Disabilities (LEND)

● Intellectual and Developmental 
Disabilities Research Center 
(IDDRC)

● TRIAD, the autism institute at VKC



Our mission is to improve services for autistic individuals and their 
families while advancing knowledge and training.



https://vkclearning.org/



Today’s objectives
● Understand how autism may impact 

a child’s communication and 
behavior

● Understand why a young autistic 
child may engage in challenging 
behavior

● Share strategies and lots of 
resources to support these students



Traditional Medical Model Neurodiversity affirming paradigm

Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction Differences in perceptions, values, and 
approaches to social and communicative 
interaction

Restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities Preference for structure, order, and 
predictability. Differences in intensity and 
function of some sensory stimulation.

Deficits in nonverbal communication Differences in use of and understanding others’ 
use of nonspeaking communicative behaviors

Deficits in social–emotional reciprocity Differences in practices of expressing social–
emotional connection

Autism is a developmental disability that impacts social-communication skills and 
involves the presence of repetitive movements, actions, or language patterns.

Adapted from Mathur SK, Renz E, Tarbox J. Affirming Neurodiversity within Applied Behavior Analysis. Behav Anal 
Pract. 2024 Jan 25;17(2):471-485. doi: 10.1007/s40617-024-00907-3. PMID: 38966275; PMCID: PMC11219658.



In addition to these differences in social communication and interaction, many 
autistic students are delayed or may not develop spoken communication and so 
need support to develop safe symbolic ways to communicate wants, needs, and 
preferences. 



A student may become upset because they cannot open 
something they want, but do not have a way to ask for 
help. This may cause the student to become upset and 
engage in unsafe behaviors like throwing the item at a 
teacher.

A student may have learned the structure of their preschool day 
and thrive on the routine. When unexpected changes occur- like 
going to the gym vs. playground due to the heat, the student may 
not understand what is happening or why and fall to the ground 
and cry when the class heads away from the hallway to outside

A student may become upset when presented with a 
planned classroom activity that involves messy materials 
(e.g. shaving cream). This might cause the student to 
elope from the activity.

IRL



Resource for more information



What make a 
behavior 
challenging?

The child gets 
up from snack 
without eating

The student 
won’t stay on his 
mat during nap 

time

The student 
screams and falls 

to the ground 
when it’s time to 

come inside 

The student  
fusses loudly 

during music time

The student hits 
his head on the 
floor when his 

computer time is 
up

The student will 
only play in one 

center

The student 
hums while 
teacher is 

reading book 
during circle 

time

The student 
does not follow 

directions



Is it worth addressing these situations in the 
Early childhood  classroom?

Yes, if there is a 
PATTERN of 
behavior.





https://peaceigive.com/2021/12/07/kids-do-well-if-they-can/

He knows better

He is just pushing 
my buttons

He is just trying to 
get attention

He can’t just 
get away with 
that



Why might young autistic children engage in challenging behaviors?
• They are still learning to communicate effectively, 

safely, and symbolically and others don’t honor 
their current communicative modality

• They may be overwhelmed by their environment
• They may not understand what is expected of 

them
• They want something they can't access (outside in 

the rain, more cookies, attention)
• They don't want to do something they need to do 

(e.g. diaper change, get in car seat)
• They may need more support to engage and 

connect with others

* We always want to rule out any possible medical or 
physical reason for unsafe behaviors (e.g. ear infection, 

sore throat, poor sleep, GI issues)



How… we can support our autistic students?

Teaching and 
practicing more 

symbolic ways to 
communicate

Honoring a child’s 
communication at 
their current level 

whenever possible

Creating an 
environment that is 

understandable to the 
child

Helping children learn 
to self - regulate

Promote 
engagement



Teaching and practicing 
more symbolic ways to 

communicate



Work with a speech/ language pathologist to 
develop safe communication skills that can be 

reinforced across settings

If the child is engaging in unsafe and frequent challenging behaviors focusing 
on safe communication that matches the function of those behaviors should be 
a high priority goal.

Teach and model symbolic and multi- modal communication - focus on what 
child is trying to communicate through challenging behavior at first and practice 
at times the child is happy and relaxed.



Autism and Communication
UNDERSTANDING MY CHILD’S COMMUNICATION

STEP 1: WHAT IS COMMUNICATION?
Communication involves exchanging 
information between people. 

The ability to communicate is different from 
the ability to talk. 

COMMUNICATION

TALKING

What does it mean to communicate?
For communication to take place, there must 
be at least two people: a sender and a receiver. 
Communication is a process, or a series 
of steps, carried out to achieve a goal. The 
process of communication starts with a desire 
to communicate or a need to be met. 

Everyone communicates.
We all use many ways to communicate our 
wants/needs/feelings/thoughts to others. Your 
child may communicate differently than his 
or her siblings or peers, but he or she is still 
communicating in their own unique way. It is 
important to recognize how and why your child 
currently communicates so you can work with 
your child’s team to determine the best next 
step in their communication development.

https://vkc.vumc.org/assets/files/triad/ti
ps/Understanding_Child_Comm.pdf



MEET JAKE

Antecedent Behavior Consequence
Playing during gym 
time and on playground

Hits a peer and runs 
away

Peer gets upset
Teachers says “no”
Teacher tries time out

Some version of this sequence has occurred daily since 
winter break. WHY?



How can we understand this behavior?
• They are still learning to communicate effectively, safely, and 

symbolically and others don’t honor their current communicative 
modality

• They may be overwhelmed by their environment
• They may not understand what is expected of them
• They want something they can't access (outside in the 

rain, more cookies, attention)
• They don't want to do something they need to do (e.g. diaper 

change, get in car seat)
• They may need more support to engage and connect with others



After understanding we can Teach a “safer way”
Antecedent Behavior Consequence
Availability of a “chase” 
picture card

Jake approaches to hit Mom redirects to the 
picture card

Mom redirects to the 
picture card

Jake gives mom the 
picture for “chase”

Mom chases Jake

With consistent practice, Jake learned to initiate a game of 
chase by exchanging a picture and was soon able to 
generalize the skill to school.



Meet Charlie • They are still learning to 
communicate effectively, safely, and 
symbolically and others don’t honor 
their current communicative behavior

• They may be overwhelmed by 
their environment

• They may not understand what is 
expected of them

• They want something they can't 
access (outside in the 
rain, more cookies, attention)

• They don't want to do something they 
need to do (e.g. diaper change, get in 
car seat)

• They may need more support to 
engage and connect with others

Antecedent Behavior Consequence

Center time-
Charlie 
always picks 
blocks/ care-
peer 
approach to 
join in

Pushes peers 
away/ down

Peer goes to 
a different 
center

HOW CAN WE 
UNDERSTAND 

THIS ’BEHAVIOR’?



NOW WHAT?
Step 1: Teach Charlie to effectively, safely, and symbolically communicate ‘move’ at a time that he is 

regulated

Frequently adults want the child to stop engaging in the 
challenging behavior AND to stop wanting what they are 

trying to achieve through that behavior. It’s almost 
impossible to address both at once.  First step almost 

always must be teaching and honoring the safe 
communication and THEN helping the child cope with 

situations in which the communication cannot be 
honored.



Charlie’s plan step 2: 
coping with adversity (a.k.a. letting peers play next to him)

Step 1: safe 
symbolic protest 
that is honored

Step 2: calmly 
allow brief 
moments of play 
with peers

Step 3: gradually increase 
time of play with peers or 
maybe reduce number of 
protests honored



Old view: But then I am 
reinforcing challenging 
behavior!

New view: I am teaching 
the child to safely self 
advocate and THEN will 
teach them to cope with 
adversity.

Honoring a child’s 
communication at 
their current level 

whenever possible
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 Use for longer 
sequences of 
activities (i.e. 
bedtime, toileting, 
morning routine) 

 Shows progression 
and what comes next 

 Child should 
manipulate pictures 
when steps are 
complete 

Clarify the expectations.   
Don’t expect your child to immediately understand-we have to teach them what the visuals mean! 

 
 

 

 

 

      
  

 

 
 
 
 
          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

      
 
 
     

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

 

 

First-Then Board 

Visual Schedule 

Choice Board 

Visual Timer 

 Use to show your child what is available and for them 
to communicate what they want 

 Start with two choices at a time and gradually add as 
your child is ready 

 Can use actual objects instead of pictures 
 Child can point to choice or remove the picture/item 

and hand it to you 

 

 

 Use for one step work-reward tasks 
 First “work” then FUN! 
 The “then” must happen immediately after the 

“first” is complete, even if it requires a little help  
  

Not Available or Stop Sign 

Visual Supports 

 Use to help your child understand how long 
something will last 

 Use for both preferred and non-preferred tasks 
(i.e. how much longer I get to play outside, 
how long I have to keep sitting at the table, 
etc.) 

 Use to signify when certain things 
are not a choice right now (i.e. 
going outside or watching TV) 

 Make sure to provide alternate 
choices for what they can do 
instead! 

https://vkc.vumc.org/assets/files/resources/visualsupports.pdf

Creating an environment 
that is understandable to 

the student



What needed clarification for the child/ student?



Q R  C O D

Helping children 
learn to self 

regulate



Self regulation and communication: how to communicate what you need 
to be to cope with adversity

I 
need



Engagement

Challenging 
Behavior

Teaching young children to engage with 
others and their environment is the 
foundation for teaching any other skills 
and can reduce many challenging 
behaviors

Promote 
engagement



Increased engagement with others and the 
environment is a preventative strategy that can 

reduce a student's need to engage in 
challenging behaviors

This is a great area to include parents!



- Get face to face
- Join in without 

demands (e.g. 
questions, directions)

- Imitate
- Be fun
- Make activity more 

fun with you then 
without you

https://triad.vkclearning.org/en-us/My-
Courses/LrnrTab1597/myplan/LrnrCtrl1597/myplan/LrnrKC1597/true/FID1597/d250fd84-ac9a-4f32-af4c-57fe240b6b02

Strategies to build engagement



irl

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ec7x_AWW71Q&t=
2s

CSEFEL - Module 3a, Video 1: Challenging Behaviors



Turn and talk How would you understand this behavior?
What would you try to support the student 
if this is a pattern of behavior?

• They are still learning to communicate effectively, 
safely, and symbolically and others don’t honor 
their current communicative modality

• They may be overwhelmed by their environment

• They may not understand what is expected of 
them

• They want something they can't access (outside in 
the rain, more cookies)

• They don't want to do something they need to do 
(e.g. diaper change, get in car seat)

• They may need more support to engage and 
connect with others

Teaching and practicing 
more symbolic ways to 

communicate

Honoring a child’s 
communication at their 
current level whenever 

possible

Creating an 
environment that is 

understandable to the 
child

Helping children learn to 
self - regulate

Promote 
engagement



Additional Resources

vkc.vumc.org/vkc/triad/fam/

vkclearning.org



CREDITS: This presentation template was 
created by Slidesgo, including icons by 
Flaticon, infographics & images by Freepik

Discussion and 
questions
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http://bit.ly/2Tynxth
http://bit.ly/2TyoMsr
http://bit.ly/2TtBDfr

