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UNDERSTAND THE CHARACTERISTICS of AUTISM 
 

 

Iceberg Model 
The tip of the iceberg represents the observable behaviors such as outbursts, tantrums, or violent 
behavior.  Below the water line represents possible motivation that may be driving the behavior. 
 
 

 
 

Behaviors of Autism 
 
 

 
 
 

Social Relatedness 
Joint attention and Reciprocity 

 
Communication 
Expressive deficits 

Problems with intent as well as means 
Receptive deficits 

Problems with meaning and processing 
 

Sensory Processing 
Integration and modulation of inputs 

 
Difficulty with Change and Behavior Patterns 

Limited interests, repetitive behavior, rigidity 
 

Cognitive Style 
Problems with organization & sequencing and planning 

Problems with attention & relevance 
Problems with abstraction & generalization 
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Identify the Escalation Cycle 
 

What the STUDENT does… 
 

What the ADULT does… 

STAGE I 
Identify beginning stage behavior (self-
talking, isolating, breathing deeply, etc.) 

Employ the de-escalation strategy 
(Continuous and frequent reinforcement 
for moments of de-escalation) 

STAGE II 
Identify second stage behaviors 
(moderately disruptive, paces, talking 
loudly, cries.)  

Provide stimulus change procedures.  
Subtle re-direction. 

STAGE III Identify third stage behaviors 
(flailing, screaming, aggressions, self 
injury)  
 

Provide firm and structured 
intervention.  Give specific instructions on 
what needs to be done…you need to.... 

STAGE IV Final Stage requires 
procedures 
 
 

Identify the hands-on procedures 
needed.   

 
Directions:  List all behaviors in hierarchical order, from mild to severe.  Determine stage 1, 
2, 3 and 4 student’s behaviors and effective adult responses that will de-escalate 
behaviors to a lower stage. 
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Decreasing Unwanted Behavior 
• Decrease opportunities to engage in unwanted behavior (brainstorm with 

school and parents) 
• Teach a replacement behavior that fulfills the same need 
• Use Precision Requests 

 
In the left hand column, you must have a rich schedule of positive reinforcement in place.  In the right hand 
column, you must determine a hierarchy of reductive consequences.  It could be losing recess time, staying 
after class, TV time, whatever is important to the child. Set it up so that you are taking something away in 
increments.  For example: 1 minute of recess, 2 minutes of recess, 5 minutes of recess, 10 minutes of recess, 
and finally, the entire recess.  The middle column is your script.   
 
Rich 
Schedule of 
R+ (use beep 
tape) 
 
Hug 
Wink 
Smile 
Smarty 
Token 
Time  
Praise 
Other 
 

1.  “Please” request…Wait 5-10 seconds. 
“Sam, please put your hands on your knees.” 

←compliance                     non-compliance↓ 
________________________________ 

2.  “You need” request… Wait 5-10 seconds. 
“Sam, you need to put your hands on your knees.” 
←compliance                    non-compliance↓ 

_________________________________ 
3.  Reductive consequence…  → 
“Sam, that’s not following directions.  You owe me....” 
     _________________________________ 
4.  Begin again with “please” request. 

Reductive 
Techniques 
(P2 or R-) 

 
1. 
 
2. 
 
3. 
 
4. 
 
5. 
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When Behaviors Get Serious 

Consult with parents and the behavior expert in your district 

Determine the function of behavior 

Analyze the escalation cycle 

Follow a behavior plan 

Teach a replacement behavior 

Have a reasonable bottom line 
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Five Powerful Strategies 
 
Visual Supports–  
 

Driver/Aide and Route Schedules – including anticipated changes 
 

Daily and Weekly Schedules – including changes, reinforcements 
 

Transition Schedules – home/bus/school 
 
Bus Rules 

 
Task completion skill cards – steps required to complete the task 
including how to know when the task is finished. 

 
Social Stories – Stories written in the first person to increase students’ 
understanding of problematic situations.  Begin with the child’s 
understanding, develop the story by describing what is happening and 
why, how people feel and think.  See Appendix for Examples 
 
 Scripting - suggests ways for student (and adult) to respond. 
 
 Structure - increased understanding of situations and what is 
expected. 
 
Cognitive Picture Rehearsal – Cartoon drawings or pictures on cards 
combined with positive reinforcement principles.  Always include the 
antecedent, the targeted desired behavior, and a positive reinforcer.  
See Appendix for Examples 
 
Choice Board – Depicts available choices of behavior, reinforcement, 
activity 
 
 
Power Cards – Connects desired responses with student’s interest.  See 
Appendix for Example 

 


