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Behavior: Challenging Our Assumptions
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Difference does not necessitate behavior change...
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Whose behavior has to change first?
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It starts with our beliefs and assumptions...
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• If they are able to have "good days," this proves that their 
behavior on the "bad days" is within their control.

• If they can clearly articulate their thoughts and feelings most 
of the time, their challenging behavior is planned. They know 
what they are doing and are making a choice.

•There is nothing that motivates this individual.

•Sometimes, behaviors happen out of the blue and without 
reason.

Common traps...
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Unsafe or disruptive behavior:

● Serves a purpose

● Expresses an unmet need

● Is a form of communication

● Signals the need to teach

"Beneath every behavior, there is a feeling.
And beneath each feeling is a need.
And when we meet that need rather than 
focus on the behavior, we begin to deal 
with the cause, not the symptom."
(A. Warner)
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• If an individual cannot communicate, we ...

• If a student is struggling to read, we …

• If an individual does not know how to 
complete a task, we ...

• If a student is struggling to solve the math 
problem, we ...

• If a student does not behave, we...
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Defiant

Disrespectful

Manipulative

Intentional

Planned
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Autism is not a behavior disorder. 
But sometimes, unsafe behavior can co-occur with autism.
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Behavioral 
patterns

Sensory 
processing

Executive 
functioning

Implicit 
learning and 
generalization

Receptive and 
Expressive 
Communication

Social 
understanding 
and interaction

Emotional 
regulation

Are we looking at unsafe or disruptive behavior through the right lens(es)?
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She has limited ways to communicate her 
wants, needs and feelings.

She struggles to understand what we are 
communicating.
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He does not understand the social rules in 
this situation.

He experiences difficulty with perspective-
taking and anticipating what others might 
think and feel in the situation.

He is struggling to foresee the outcomes of 
different behaviors.
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This task is too challenging; this task is not 
at the individual's instructional level.

There is something about this activity that 
they do not understand.

They do not see “the light at the end of 
the tunnel” on this task.
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Giving the "power" back

Self-advocacy Internal locus 
of control
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• What do I know about their autism that may influence the 
behaviors we see?

• What can we observe in the immediate environment, 
interactions, and/or activities that occurs just before the 
behavior, that might trigger the behavior?

• What underlying factors and events might play a role in 
making them less resilient to certain triggers?

• What outcomes have strengthened these behaviors over 
time? How does this behavior meet the need?

Behavior is the outcome of circumstances:
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Adverse Childhood Experiences and Autism

(CDC)



Copyright © 2024

Protective Factors
Healthy 

attachment 
with caregivers

Stable and 
supportive 

home

Parental 
resilience

Social 
connections

Neurodiversity 
affirming 
supports
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What is the function of the function?

What is the why beneath the why?
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● Difference does not demand change

● It starts with our beliefs and 
assumptions

● Words matter and words have power

● Reframe and look through the right 
lense(s)

● Context matters
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ASNC's Webinars and Resources

• Meltdowns – What You 
Need to Know

• ABA – The Good, the Bad, & 
the Progress

• ABA in Schools –
Understanding the Issues
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• Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)

• Behavior consultation for caregivers and professionals

• Workshops and on-site coaching for professional groups

Contact us: clinical@autismsociety-nc.org

Clinical Services:
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