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LET’S GET PRACTICAL!

Practical Behavior Support Strategies for Family Homes

Nate Sheets, Behavior Consultant

www.OregonBehavior.com

You can find more formats of these slides at

www.oregonbehavior.com/swindells
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WHO IS NATE?

• Behavior consultant and owner of 
Oregon Behavior Consultation

• In developmental disability field 
since 2008

• Specializes in Fetal Alcohol Spectrum 
Disorders (FASDs)

• Experience with all developmental 
disabilities (e.g. Autism, intellectual 
disability) 

• Co-host of the “It’s a Brain Thing 
Podcast”

• www.OregonBehavior.com/itsabrainthing

• Youtube channel:

• www.youtube.com/OregonBehavior
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WHENEVER YOU 
SEE THIS IMAGE, 

IT MEANS WE HAVE 
A VIDEO ABOUT 

THE SUBJECT ON 
OUR CHANNEL!
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BEHAVIOR SUPPORT STRATEGIES

• Behavior support strategies help families prevent challenging behaviors

• Focusing on proactive steps

• We determine appropriate supports by: 

• Considering why behaviors happen

• Looking how supports can be applied in multiple areas

• Some behavior supports are included in a Positive Behavior Support 
Plan (PBSP)

WHY DO KIDS AND TEENS HAVE 
CHALLENGING BEHAVIORS?

Traditional Views vs. Lens Change
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RE-THINKING BEHAVIORS

Traditional

Acceptable behavior must be taught by 
punishing bad behaviors and reinforcing good 
behaviors

When a child or teenager refuses to do 
something, it’s because they want to be in 
control or get something

When children or teens have bad behaviors, 
it’s a reflection of their character and their 
parents’ abilities

LENS CHANGE

Can’t vs. Won’t

Behaviors are often the results of being expected to use 
cognitive skills the child or teen doesn’t have

Children and teens want to be successful, 
but they needs supports to do so in a 
society that misunderstands them

We address behaviors by making plans and being proactive, and 
by problem-solving when things don’t go according to plan
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Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach

Adjust
ExpectationsPlan 

Together

COGNITIVE 
SUPPORT

[kog-ni-tiv suh-pohrt]

1. Providing a support or 
intervention with a specific
cognitive skill in mind.

WHERE DOES COGNITIVE SUPPORT COME FROM?

• Collaborative Problem Solving 

• “The Explosive Child” (Ross Greene)

• Behaviors are the result of “lagging skills”

• Talking about behaviors (“Plan B”) allows us to identify the person’s concerns and solutions

• Neurobehavioral Model

• “Trying Differently Rather than Harder” (Diane Malbin)

• FASDs are the result of neurobiological brain changes caused by alcohol

• We need to adjust expectations and remember how FASDs impact the brain, and make 
sure our solutions work with a person’s cognitive skills set

• This applies beyond FASD to any child or teen with cognitive skill deficits



4/26/2018

6

JEALOUSY OR…?

Traditional “Surface Level” 
Interpretations

• Sees sibling get attention, and wants 
attention for herself

• Doesn’t like seeing other people be 
successful, and so she escalates due to 
jealousy 

Cognitive Skill Interpretations

• Compliments are “out of nowhere”, and she 
struggles to adjust to unexpected events 
(Planning & Adjusting)

• She misinterprets compliments toward her 
siblings as negative statements against her 
(Perception)

APPLYING A COGNITIVE SUPPORT

Interpretation

Planning when 
something is 
unexpected

Cognitive Support

Tell her ahead of time

Is it working?

Less escalated
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We will be 
applying the 
cognitive support 
process to 
behaviors supports.

Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach

Adjust
ExpectationsPlan 

Together

UNDERSTANDING
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Parents and professionals need to understand: 

• What makes behaviors more likely to 
happen?

• How do cognitive skill deficits lead to 
behaviors?

• What are the things we need to do to 
prevent and respond to behaviors?

Understanding and preventing behaviors is neither

QUICK.
orEASY
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WHAT INFLUENCES BEHAVIORS?

• Cognitive skill set

• Disability/Neurology

• FASD/autism/intellectual disability

• Mental health issues

• ADHD/anxiety/depression

• Medical issues

• Medication side-effects

• Pain/discomfort

• Sensory processing difficulties

• Fine & gross motor skill difficulties

• Relationships/loneliness

• Strengths and interests

• Family behaviors

• Supervision

• Eating/diet

• Sleep patterns

• Sexuality

Cognitive Skills must ALWAYS be considered!

UNDERSTANDING COGNITIVE SKILLS

When someone is expected to use a skill that they do not have access to, 
that often creates a challenging behavior

Our supports must take a person’s cognitive skills into account

• This is often why suggested strategies (e.g. visuals or routines) do not work!

• This is why therapy is frequently ineffective!

• This is why punishments and rewards are often ineffective!

The more you learn about the skills, the easier the process gets

The Oregon Behavior Consultation Cognitive Tasks & Skills List can be a 
starting point for assessing and learning about skills
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MAJOR 
AREAS OF 
BEHAVIOR 
SUPPORT

Routines

Visuals

Communication

Relationships

Sensory

ROUTINES & SCHEDULES

• Most people with developmental disabilities do well with 
routine and predictability 

• Routines can be in place for part of the day, or for the 
whole day

• Schedules are “stricter” than routines, and can be used for 
part of the day or the whole day

• Both routines and schedules benefit from being visualized
• Some routines/schedules are memorized by the person, 

but what about the people supporting them? 
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ROUTINES & SCHEDULES

Pick a partner or group, and answer the following 
questions:

1) Has anyone suggested a routine to you in the past? 
Did you implement it?

2) What are the challenges of putting a child or 
teenager on a routine?

3) What are the challenges of keeping them on a 
routine?

Understanding

ROUTINES & SCHEDULES

Routines provide cognitive supports for skills such as:

1) Planning (EF)

2) Organizing (EF)

3) Memory

4) Transitioning (EF) 

This helps reduce anxiety or frustration. 

Understanding
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WHAT IS THE EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING SYSTEM?

• The “hub” of cognitive skills

•Helps to connect past experience 
with current situations

•Brings in information from various 
parts of the brain

•Houses its own set of skills

THE BATTLE IN THE BRAIN

• Executive Functioning evolved after the more “primitive” 
areas of the brain

• It allows us to consciously control our actions by stopping
or regulating what other parts of the brain want us to 
do

• Our brain literally battles with itself in various situations:

• Impulse control

• Emotional regulation

• Ignoring Distractions
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EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING FUEL

• Executive Functioning “fuel” and skills are a limited 

resource
• Setting events use Executive Functioning fuel.

• The more that is being used, the less will be available 

later

• Fuel can be replenished during sleep and by eating 

something with glucose in it 

• If someone no longer has Executive Functioning fuel, 

what will happen?

(Based on a concept called “Spoon Theory” and “Your Brain at Work” by David Rock)

FUEL AND BEHAVIORS

Things to keep in mind:
• How has the day gone? 

• Are my expectations unreasonable? 

• How many skills are being required 

right now?

Lack of fuel or skills leads to:
• Frustration

• Agitation/escalation

• Overstimulation

• Anxiety
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ROUTINES & SCHEDULES

By having predictability and routine 
in place, we preserve executive 
functioning fuel. 

This allows the person to save their 
energy for unpredictable or 
complex situations. 

Understanding

ROUTINES & SCHEDULES

Does your child ever show signs of low “fuel”? 

Understanding
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ROUTINES & SCHEDULES

Implementing a Routine/Schedule
Start small and go from there!

Make “micro-routines”, or focus on part of an overall 
routine

Where do they most need routine?

Where can they be succeed more easily?

How do/will other children or multiple caregivers influence 
the routine? 

Can we plan ahead for it? 

Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach

Adjust
ExpectationsPlan 

Together

ROUTINES & SCHEDULES

Implementing a Routine/Schedule

Visualize the routine!

Keep the environment quiet during transitions

Do new routines with the person for the first several days

Have the person help you make and visualize the routine, 
if possible

Practice the routine with them, if helpful

Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach

Adjust
ExpectationsPlan 

Together
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ROUTINES & SCHEDULES

Lack-of or change-of routine leads to anxiety, confusion, frustration, or 
overstimulation. This is because the child or teen may not have the 
cognitive skills to compensate. 

Punishing a behavior that is the direct result of a cognitive skill deficit 
won’t work to change the behavior, and it isn’t fair—it is a symptom of 
a brain-based, physical disability. 

How often are children/teens/adults with disabilities punished for 
responses to situations that are out of their control?

VISUALS

• Everyone benefits from using visuals in their 
lives—not just people with developmental 
disabilities

• Not all visuals involve printing and laminating
• But that allows for more individualization

• Visuals can include: 
• Phone or tablet apps
• Physical cues or signals
• Household objects
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VISUALS

Pick a partner or group, and answer the following 
questions:

1) What are some of the visuals you have had 
success with?

2) What are visuals that have not worked?

3) What are hurdles to making/using visuals?

Understanding

VISUALS

Visuals provide cognitive supports for skills such as:

Every. Single. One.

Visuals can provide proactive and ongoing support 
for every single cognitive skill!

Understanding



4/26/2018

18

BEFORE MAKING A VISUAL

• Clearly think about the purpose of the visual. 

• What do you want it to do?

• Which cognitive skills will the visual support?

• Think about the costs to the person when they use the visual.

• Which cognitive skills are demanded to use the visual? 

• Will using the visual cause stress or require Emotional Regulation?

Thinking Ahead

USING VISUALS

Create the visual with the person, if possible. 

Don’t assume visuals are intuitive—practice using 
the visual with the person several times. 

Don’t expect compliance with visual systems 
during escalation or overstimulation.

Avoid verbal conversation and distractions when 
using visuals. 

Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach

Adjust
ExpectationsPlan 

Together
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IF A VISUAL IS UNSUCCESSFUL

Talk about it! 

Give the person time to think about why the 
visual was unsuccessful. 

Practice more!

Think about any unsupported cognitive skill 
demands in the situation

Make adjustments with the person and practice 
any changes!

Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach

Adjust
ExpectationsPlan 

Together

EXAMPLES OF VISUALS
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OBC RIVER VISUAL

• Helps everyone understand that there are brain 
barriers, not intentional misbehaviors

• Helps the person think about and visualize specific
obstacles

• Helps the person think about and visualize specific
supports

• Helps caregivers lead into proactive conversations 
and plans with the person

You can find out more about how to use this visual by 
listening to episode #7 of the “It’s a Brain Thing!” 
podcast. www.oregonbehavior.com/itsabrainthing

OBC RIVER VISUAL

PURPOSE
What do you want the visual 
to do?
Which cognitive skills will 
the visual support?

COSTS
Which cognitive skills are 
demanded to use the visual? 
Will using the visual cause 
stress or require Emotional 
Regulation?

Helps a person visualize brain barriers as 
physical, practical issues that we can 
address 

The visual demands attention, abstract 
thought, generalization, and 
communication. 

It supports working memory, problem-
solving, processing, attention, organization, 
expressive communication, receptive 
communication, abstract thinking, 
forecasting.

This visual requires a person who is willing 
to sit and talk about their challenges. It 
would not work well with someone who is 
actively oppositional. It can be broken up 
into short conversations. 
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PURPOSE
What do you want the visual to 
do?
Which cognitive skills will the 
visual support?

COSTS
Which cognitive skills are 
demanded to use the visual? 
Will using the visual cause stress 
or require Emotional 
Regulation?

PURPOSE
What do you want the visual to 
do?
Which cognitive skills will the 
visual support?

COSTS
Which cognitive skills are 
demanded to use the visual? 
Will using the visual cause stress 
or require Emotional 
Regulation?
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COMMUNICATION

• Most people with developmental disabilities struggle in at least one area of 
communication

• Communication difficulties are a huge source of misunderstanding and frustration

• Communication needs are not always obvious to others from the outside

• We can’t address behaviors with a person unless we are supporting their communication

COMMUNICATION

Communication uses multiple parts of the brain, 
including executive functioning, processing, and 
memory. It incorporates language and other, non-
verbal cues.

Communication supports are much more than 
alternative systems like picture boards or talking apps. 
Communication must be supported at all times of the 
day.

We struggle to support communication because we fail 
to be mindful of communication needs in everyday life.

Understanding
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COMMUNICATION

Talk slowly/slow down the conversation

Use simple language

Give time to process or think about what 
to say—the more time the better!

Repeat what you said exactly the way you 
said it first
• Re-phrase only after repeating yourself 

once

Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach

Adjust
ExpectationsPlan 

Together

COMMUNICATION

Don’t interrupt them. (You probably do more than you 
think!

Use visuals!

Avoid abstract questions—be specific 
“What happened at school today?” vs. “What happened 
during Mrs. Smith’s class today?”

Explore alternative communication methods

Explore alternative ways to communicate while upset

Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach

Adjust
ExpectationsPlan 

Together
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RELATIONSHIPS

People with developmental disabilities were separated from society for generations. 
While institutions have shut down, the separation from society did not. 

Barriers to relationships include: 
• Stereotypes about people with developmental disabilities
• Challenging behaviors

• Misunderstandings
• Displacement 
• Changes in caregivers/staff

• Wary of special needs (e.g. wheelchair, sensory-related behaviors)
• Lack of “social skills”

• Don’t get a chance to practice (due to all of the reasons above)
• Trauma or mental health (e.g. Reactive Attachment Disorder) 

Understanding

RELATIONSHIPS

Humans are social animals. When we are unable to have or maintain 
relationships, our quality of life goes down. This can lead to increases 
challenging behaviors.

People with disabilities often want to be social, but they lack the skills or 
opportunities to do so independently. 

Pick a partner or group, and answer the following questions:

1) How does your child do at making and keeping friends? 

2) Which cognitive skill deficits make sustaining relationships difficult?

3) What are the hurdles to providing opportunities for social interaction? 

Understanding
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SOCIAL PROCESSING & SKILLS

Social skills allow us to interact and 
communicate with others. 

Just like everything else we’ve talked 
about, in order to learn social skills, we 
must consider the cognitive skills involved 

Processing comes BEFORE skills—and 
that’s where non-neurotypical people 
may struggle

SOCIAL SKILLS ARE NOT “NATURAL”!

Neurotypical people learn social skills by:

• Picking up on non-verbal cues

• Watching parent during TV

• Observing behaviors and imitating

• Sometimes being taught directly

50
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SOCIAL SKILLS ARE NOT “NATURAL”!

Non-neurotypical people:
• May not process social cues at all

• May not pick up on social cues in the 
moment

• Benefit from being taught directly

51

Before teaching someone “social 
skills”, it is important to consider 
whether or not the skill is actually 
necessary, or just “neurotypical”. 
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Example of Skill
Necessary or 
Neurotypical?

Giving eye contact

Sharing toys

Not stimming in public

Engaging in small talk

Neurotypical

Neurotypical

Neurotypical

Neurotypical

THE GOAL IS NOT 
FOR KIDS TO 

“ACT NEUROTYPICAL”

54
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RELATIONSHIP

Consider which cognitive skill struggles make 
social interactions difficult

Set up specific interactions to make planning 
easier

Find out what is happening during social 
situations (e.g. youth group) so you can plan 
ahead

Set up breaks proactively to step aside and 
check in

Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach

Adjust
ExpectationsPlan 

Together

RELATIONSHIP

Wait until well after interactions have ended to 
problem-solve or talk about what happened

Use positive/negative social interactions in media 
as a frame of reference

Find out what is happening during social situations 
(e.g. youth group) so you can plan ahead

It’s OK to be dysmature. Help the person find 
peers who have the same interests

Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach

Adjust
ExpectationsPlan 

Together
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What You See* What It Means What to Do
Someone steps back during a 
conversation

They need more space Lean back, take another small step 
away, do not step forward

Someone takes a deep 
breath/looks up (in frustration) 
during a conversation

They are bored and want to talk 
about something else; they are 
getting frustrated and may need a 
break from you for a few minutes

Take a few seconds to think about 
something else to talk about; ask the 
person a question about themselves; 
ask them what they want to talk 
about; be quiet for a while

Peers don’t answer an 
invitation to play directly. 

They may not want to spend time 
with you in that moment, but they 
don’t want to hurt your feelings.

Ask them if they have something they 
want to do; try asking them again 
later

People are not laughing at your 
jokes/looking awkward*

They do not find your jokes funny, 
but they don’t want to tell you 
because it is considered rude; they 
are getting irritated by your jokes

Stop making jokes; change the 
subject; be quiet for 5 minutes; take a 
break

* Physically demonstrate! Don’t just talk about it!

SENSORY

Our brain takes in thousands of sensory inputs per 
second. It then processes them, ignoring most and 
prioritizing others. 

When the brain does not ignore enough or prioritize 
correctly, it leads to overstimulation.

Overstimulation is not obvious as it is happening. 
• Increase in stimming
• Anxiety, irritation, frustration
• Meltdowns

Understanding
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SENSORY SUPPORTS

Explore and develop a list of sensory preferences. 

Everyone is different, but could include: 
• Deep pressure
• Massage
• Weighted blanket
• Swinging
• Running
• Spinning
• Water toys
• Stimming

Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach

Adjust
ExpectationsPlan 

Together

SENSORY SUPPORTS

Don’t wait for overstimulation—put sensory 
activities into the routine!

Provide a sensory activity before stressful 
activities or increased expectation

Provide extra sensory support during 
overstimulating activities. Avoid the activity, if 
needed.

Teach the person about what overstimulation is, if 
possible. 

Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach

Adjust
ExpectationsPlan 

Together
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SENSORY

Understanding

Pick a partner or group, and answer the following questions:

1) Does your child engage in stimming behaviors? What are there 
sensory preferences?

2) What are your sensory preferences? 

3) What are your child’s sensory aversions? Yours?

REVIEW

• People with developmental disabilities can 
make significant progress if they are given 
supports that make sense

• The more we understand the brain-based 
reasons for behaviors, the greater chance we 
will think ahead. 

• When a support doesn’t work, we should ask, 
“What cognitive skill do I need to support right 
now?” 

Understanding Think
Ahead

Change 
Approach

Adjust
Expectations

Plan 
Together
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www.youtube.com/OregonBehavior www.facebook.com/BeTheBrain

OregonBehavior.com—join our mailing list!


