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VCU-ACE - Strategies for Supporting Positive Behaviors in Students with ASD Online Course


The Hypothesis Statement:

The H. in D.A.S.H.

Slide:  Introduction

· It’s time to go over the H, or Hypothesis of the D.A.S.H. process

·  The following topics will be covered:

· What is meant by function of behavior? 

· What are the different functions of behavior? 

· How do I determine the function of behavior using the information from the D.A.S.H. process?

· What is a hypothesis statement?

· How do I write the hypothesis statement?

Now that we’ve examined the D, A, and S in D.A.S.H., it’s time to go over the H, or Hypothesis!  Everything that you’ve learned up to this point has prepared you for this last step in the D.A.S.H. process.  First, we discussed the fundamentals of behavior and interfering behavior. Then, we provided an overview of the Functional Behavior Assessment process and covered the process of clearly and concisely defining behavior.  We’ve gone over the ABC model and how to gauge the likelihood of interfering behavior by understanding the importance of setting events, antecedents, and consequences.  Then, we showed you how to ask about the behavior and how to see the behavior to uncover the where and when of interfering behavior.  

Finally, we must turn to the last step in the D.A.S.H. process and explore the function of behavior.  In this presentation we will be pulling all of our information together to develop a hypothesis statement which will tell us the what, when, where and why of the behavior. 

In this presentation we will cover the following topics:

· What is meant by function of behavior? 

· What are the different functions of behavior? 

· How do use information from the D.A.S.H. process to determine function?

· What is a hypothesis statement?

· How do I write the hypothesis statement?

Slide:  Behavior IS communication

· Behavior is communication
· Before we can implement supports, we have to know how to support the student with ASD  
· What is my student’s behavior communicating to me?
The why of behavior boils down to that cardinal rule for behavior.  We’ve said it multiple times throughout this course, and we may say it several more times:  behavior is communication!  A student’s behavior tells us something.  Remember Alyssa, Jack and Logan from the second presentation?  When Alyssa covered her ears and cried because of loud noises, she was telling staff, “This is too loud.”  Jack’s head banging behavior due to migraine was telling his staff, “This hurts me.”  When Logan escaped to the bathroom, he was telling everyone, “This is too hard.”  

Before we can implement any type of behavior supports, we have to know how to support the student with ASD.  The answer lies within what the behavior is communicating to us, or the function of behavior.  Once we understand the function, or purpose, of behavior, we are then more likely to provide an intervention that works.  If we do not fully understand why a behavior is occurring, then we will simply be guessing at what to do or use a cookie cutter approach.  Guessing wastes everyone’s time and cookie cutter approaches simply do not work when every student with ASD is unique.  When we take the time to investigate and analyze every student individually, we set both students and staff up for success!  

All the detective work you have completed will help lead you to a hypothesis statement about the function, or purpose, of your student’s behavior.  The D.A.S.H. process helps you answer the question, “What is my student’s behavior communicating to me?”

Slide:  Understanding the function




Before we can get to the hypothesis statement of the D.A.S.H. process, we must first explain a few fundamentals about the function of behavior.  Basically, the function of behavior can be boiled down to serving one of two purposes:  

-The student is either trying to obtain / get something OR 

-The student is trying to escape / avoid something.  

It’s that simple!

Slide:  Functions of behavior 








Now, the question becomes what is a student trying to obtain or avoid?  

Generally, we find that the function of the behavior boils down to a person 

-trying to obtain or get social attention, a tangible item or activity, or sensory input, or

-trying to avoid or escape social attention, a tangible item or activity, or sensory input.

The social attention can be provided by an adult or a peer. For example, a student with ASD might hit a peer in an effort to get him to play chase.  On the other hand, a student with ASD might look to the floor when a peer says ‘hi’ in order to avoid the interaction.

As for tangible items and activities, the examples can include a great many things. For instance, a student who cries while pointing to the computer is trying to get something, access to the computer.  However, a student who throws his paper on the floor might be trying to escape handwriting and is avoiding the task.

Finally, sensory stimulation also is wide ranging. Remember, our students with ASD may have atypical responses to sensory stimulation so they may have interfering behavior to get or avoid stimulation. For example, a student who chews on inedible items might be trying to get sensory stimulation. On the other hand, a student who runs out of a noisy cafeteria is trying to escape the auditory stimulation.  

Slide: M.A.T.S.

· We must carefully consider the context of the situation in order to fully assess the function 
·  M.A.T.S.

Whether the student is using behavior to get or avoid an item or issue, we must carefully consider the context of the situation in order to fully assess the function.  As we work to determine the function we will use the acronym M.A.T.S. to help us remember the different functions a behavior can serve. The acronym is not only easy to remember but also represents the order in which you should assess the behavior to determine its function.

Slide:  The M in M.A.T.S.—Medical

· The M of M.A.T.S. = medical

· Good health is necessary for ALL students
· Illness and pain can and will impact behavior
· It is crucial to consider a student’s medical need as you examine the function of behavior
When supporting a student with ASD, and there is interfering behavior, the first thing we should think about is whether the problem behavior is due to a medical need. The M of M.A.T.S. stands for medical. 

Good health is necessary for all human beings and this is especially true for students.  In order to learn everything that is required in today’s classroom, a student must have a good night’s sleep, a good breakfast, and must be feeling healthy and well.  We might be able to manage through a single day without a good night’s sleep or even skip a breakfast and squeak through the day, but managing the school day while sick is almost impossible for any student, but is doubly true for the student with ASD.  When the student with ASD doesn’t feel well, behavior can and will be impacted.  Often the student with ASD is not able to effectively communicate pain or illness and we are left guessing when that student needs medical attention.  Even your student with ASD who possesses a wide vocabulary may lack the ability to express and locate pain or illness.    

Let’s revisit Jack.  As we’ve already discussed, Jack was diagnosed with migraines after his teacher observed him banging his head on the desk and turning off the lights.  After a few months, Jack also developed an unusual cough.  It almost sounded as if Jack were choking.  When the coughing happened, Jack received a great amount of attention and it might be easy to think the function of his behavior was gaining social attention. Many wondered if Jack were making himself cough and choke.  Jack’s teacher decided to do an FBA. When it came time to write the hypothesis statement, Jack’s teacher was reluctant to skip ahead to attention.  Because Jack already displayed a medical problem with migraines, his team decided to investigate any medical problems and his caregivers followed up with his pediatrician.  It later turned out that Jack had trouble swallowing and had an undiagnosed medical condition causing him considerable pain.  

Now, as you can see in Jack’s example, it is crucial to consider a student’s medical need as you examine the function of behavior.  As an educator, obviously you cannot attend to a student’s medical needs; however, you can communicate with the student’s caregivers about your interviews, your data, and your hypothesis regarding the behavior.   Also, remember that a student without any prior history of medical conditions can still have a medical problem that needs investigation.  This is why the first step in the M.A.T.S. process is medical, because it’s THAT important.

Slide:  The A in M.A.T.S.—Attention

· The A in M.A.T.S. = attention
· The student with ASD:
· May want attention but not know how to get it
· May seek attention by doing all the wrong things
· May also AVOID attention
The next factor in M.A.T.S. is Attention.  It might be easy to assume that your student with ASD doesn’t want attention; after all, doesn’t every student with ASD have social deficits?  

Actually, the student with ASD may want or need attention, but doesn’t know how to get that attention effectively. Therefore, this student will display interfering behavior in order to obtain or get social attention. Remember above when we mentioned the student with ASD who hit a peer to get him to play chase? It may not be the best strategy, but it is sometimes the only tool the student with ASD knows how to use in a social situation.  The student with ASD may seek attention by doing all the wrong things!  Keep in mind, when a person is seeking attention, they may want it for a myriad of reasons. One person may want to play while another may need some form of help or assistance. If you know someone who is using problem behavior to gain attention, you will also need to find out why they want attention. 

A student may also avoid attention.  Attention may simply be too confusing and too overwhelming for the student with ASD, therefore, he demonstrates behaviors to get out of social situations.   

Slide:  Examples of interfering behavior due to attention

· Remember Eric and Shane?  
· Eric was yawning, humming, hitting his pencil against his paper and pounding on the desk
· Let’s listen in to their discussion in this next video

Remember Eric and Shane?  Both students were using interfering behavior in the classroom but for different reasons.  Let’s look at Eric first.  Eric was yawning, humming, hitting his pencil against his paper and pounding on the desk.  After Eric’s team met, conducted interviews and observed his behavior in the classroom, Eric’s team began to hypothesize about the function of these behaviors.  Let’s listen in to their discussion in this next video.

Slide:  Eric: Get attention

“Okay and, finally we have heard that when Mrs. Smith is working at the board Eric was making noises thumping on his desk and then she goes over and responds to him, he asks to use the restroom and she lets him go. SO if we look at all this stuff together now what kind of patterns are we seeing?”

“In looking back at what I’ve said, you know it seems like he makes noises more often when I’m not looking at him. And that’s what Mr. Jones sees in the library too.”

“Why would he only make noises when people aren’t looking at him? I mean, I know that they can hear him regardless of whether they can see him, so that doesn’t make sense.”

“Well, maybe it does make sense. If he wants the teachers to look at him. In fact, if you look at the times that he did raise his hand and talk in an appropriate voice is when he had the attention of teacher and peers and the outcome of noise making has always been immediate attention.”

“That really does hold true across all our examples.  Can anyone think of an example where he was making noises when he already had your attention?”

“Well, I can’t say it’s never happened but in general it seems to happen only when I’m not looking at him.”

“I don’t know. If he’s a kid with decent social skills, plenty of peer friendships, and does well in school, why would he crave attention so much?”

“Well, if you look at the form it’s not just simple attention. He gets questions answered, requests granted, and even help with his work.”

“I agree, he makes noises to get attention, although it’s the same for all kids in PE just because that is the way my class is run.” 

“Then it sounds to me that what we are saying is that Eric makes noises whenever he is not getting attention from other people. And that when he makes noises he gets that attention from other people to meet his needs. So, the function of his behavior is to get adult attention. Does that sound like a reasonable statement as to the function of Eric’s behavior to all of you? (Everyone agrees with yes or head nods).  Okay, then I’m going to note that on the form and I think we are ready to move on for intervention.” 

Slide:  Shane: Avoid attention

· Now let’s take a second to look at how a student might be using behavior to AVOID attention
· Shane is our high school student having trouble in his math class, especially when called upon
· Shane’s other teachers noted that Shane does not like any attention drawn to him

·  Let’s listen in to an interview of a team member in this next video

Now that we’ve seen how a student might use behavior to get attention, let’s take a second to look at how a student might be using behavior to avoid attention.  Let’s come back to Shane now.  Shane is our high school student having trouble in his math class, especially when called upon.  However, in Shane’s math class, his former teacher called upon him all the time and a great amount of attention was drawn to him throughout the class.  This led to an escalation of behavior. Shane’s team then conducted interviews.  Shane’s other teachers noted that Shane does not like any attention drawn to him. Let’s listen in to an interview of a team member in this next video.

Slide: Shane

“I’ve seen Shane outright ignore the math teacher’s questions in class and become hostile when pressed on the issue so that the teacher generally backs off. Since I’ve been teaching that math class I haven’t asked him to do much. But he has done everything I have asked. Even with his last math teacher I noticed that he paid attention when someone was demonstrating a problem but he became oppositional when the teacher asked him to participate orally. From my observations I think his math skills are a tad below the rest of the class.” 

Slide:  The T in M.A.T.S.—Tangible

· The T in M.A.T.S. = tangible
· Tangible is something you can touch and can be just about anything
· Primary and secondary deficits impact a student’s ability to ask for tangible items or activities. 
· A student with ASD may be using behavior to say:
· I want that!
· I don’t want that!
Let’s move on to the next part of M.A.T.S. and discuss the T, or tangible.  Tangible is something you can touch and can be just about anything!  This can include activities, toys, computers, food, drinks, books, assignments, and more.  Often the student with ASD is trying to get access to a tangible item from their restrictive interests.  When most of us want something, we generally ask for that item, or in the case of a small child, he or she might lead you to the item and point to it.  However, in a student with ASD, the primary and secondary deficits impact the student’s ability to do this effectively and appropriately.  In the classroom, a student with ASD may be using interfering behavior to tell you, “I want that!”  However, your student with ASD may also be telling you, “I don’t want that!” when they are trying to avoid a tangible or an activity. 

For example, Leo loves learning science facts, so much so, that when the class transitions to writing he becomes very emotional.   During writing, Leo was running to the back of the room and looking through the science book instead of doing his writing activity. He was demonstrating interfering behaviors to obtain access to something desired – science facts!

When we think about escape from activities in the student with ASD, it’s often because the student finds the activity too hard or too unpleasant.  He or she simply doesn’t have the ability to ‘tough it out’ until the activity is over and may not understand how to use language to say, “I need help.”  Let’s think about Logan for a minute.  Logan was biting erasers off pencils and spending too much time in the bathroom during Algebra.  After interviewing Logan’s key staff members, the team learns that Logan only does this behavior in Algebra during independent work.  Logan’s team then analyzes the data and hypothesizes that the function of his behavior may be to avoid independent math work because it is too hard.

Slide:  The S in M.A.T.S.—Sensory

· The S in M.A.T.S. = sensory
· Students with ASD:
· Use sensory input to regulate and maintain an appropriate level of stimulation
· May perceive sensory input as painful
· Assessing sensory issues is difficult but necessary!
Finally, let’s examine the sensory, or S, component of M.A.T.S.  As we discussed previously, a student with ASD struggles with sensory input and may be craving various kinds of sensory input or avoiding it.  


Students with ASD often use sensory input as a method of maintaining an appropriate level of stimulation.  There are many needs that can arise throughout the day in terms of gaining access to sensory stimulation. Let’s look at some examples: Joey has the tendency to chew on crayons, therefore, it may be determined that Joey is using this chewing behavior to gain access to sensory stimulation in his jaw, the same sensory input that is achieved by chewing gum.  Samantha loves to spin so will often get up in class and spin in circles. Megan likes to give big hugs because she craves deep pressure throughout her day.  Emmerson drags his finger down the wall as he walks in order to maintain his awareness of his body in space. 

Now, let’s look at some of the reasons why a student might avoid sensory stimulation.  For the student with ASD, sensory input can be perceived as painful.  Remember when Alyssa held her hands over her ears because of the bell ringing?  Alyssa was saying, “This is too loud,” but she was ALSO saying, “This is painful.”  

Remember Piper who frequently gets up from her desk and runs to the door of her classroom?  When Piper’s teacher goes to examine the function of her behavior, it will be necessary to consider whether she is getting up because of an attempt to obtain or avoid sensory input. Perhaps she is trying to get access to a vestibular need for movement.  Perhaps she is avoiding a noise or smell in the environment. 

Sometimes it is difficult to assess if behaviors are sensory related but it is important aspect to remember when assessing behavior.  Often, the school Occupational Therapist can provide you with more information about a student’s need for sensory stimulation.   

Slide: Apply It!

· Go to the question titled Functions of Behavior
· Access to a tangible item or activity

· Escape from a tangible item or activity

· Access to social attention

· Escape from social attention

· Access to sensory stimulation

· Escape from sensory stimulation 

Please get your participant handbook for Module 1. Now, go to the question titled: Functions of Behavior. 

Pause the presentation to take a few minutes and think about students with ASD with whom you work.

List an interfering behavior you have seen demonstrated that fits each of the following functions:  

1. Access to a tangible item or activity

2. Escape from a tangible item or activity

3. Access to social attention

4. Escape from social attention

5. Access to sensory stimulation

6. Escape from sensory stimulation

Slide:  Writing the hypothesis statement
· Use information from D.A.S.H. to write hypothesis statement
· Put together the WHAT, WHEN, WHERE and WHY of the behavior
· When (an antecedent) occurs, the student will engage in (interfering behavior) in order to pay-off / consequence, therefore, the function of the behavior is obtain / avoid  

Now that you understand more about the functions of behavior, it’s time to put that information to work!  Understanding the function of a student’s behavior is what leads us to write the hypothesis statement and all of the previous steps in the D.A.S.H. support this final step.  The hypothesis of function is based on all the information provided in the Functional Behavior Assessment.  As part of our assessment, we gathered the perspectives of key people including staff members, caregivers, and when possible, the student as well and we observed the student’s behavior in context. 

Our hypothesis statement will put together the WHAT, WHEN, WHERE, and WHY of the behavior. In essence, the hypothesis statement should look like this:

When (an antecedent) occurs, the student will engage in (interfering behavior) in order to pay-off / consequence, therefore, the function of the behavior is obtain / avoid.  

All you need to do now is take the information you have gained throughout the entire FBA process, combine it with what you now know about the fundamentals of behavior, primary and secondary deficits of ASD, and the functions of behavior and fill in the blanks!  By using this sentence, you will create a great hypothesis statement!

Slide:  Think About It!

· Turn to the question titled Making a Hypothesis Statement

· Eric hums, yawns, hits his pencil against his paper, and pounds on his desk

· Use the information to write the hypothesis statement
It is time for your next Think About It! activity. Please find your participant handbook and turn to the question titled Making a Hypothesis Statement.

Now that you have the information to write a hypothesis statement, let’s practice with Eric.  We’ve discussed Eric’s disruptive behavior throughout the entire D.A.S.H. process. Let’s review the information we’ve been provided thus far:

1.)  Eric is disruptive in class.

2.) Eric hums, yawns, hits his pencil against his paper, and pounds on his desk.

3.) During observation, it is determined that when the teacher works with another student (antecedent), Eric hums (behavior).  The teacher then attends to Eric and answers his questions (consequence).  When the teacher moves about the class (antecedent), Eric yawns (behavior), hits his pencil against his paper (behavior).  The teacher attends to Eric helps him with the task (consequence).  When the teacher is working at the board (antecedent), Eric then pounds on his desk (behavior).  Then, the teacher attends to Eric and then grants his request (consequence).

4.) Use the information to write the hypothesis statement.
Slide:  Thoughts!

· During independent work times in the classroom and when the teacher is not attending directly to Eric, he engages in noisemaking which may include humming, yawning, hitting his pencil on paper and/or pounding his desk to obtain access to the teacher’s attention 
The hypothesis statement should be:

During independent work times in the classroom and when the teacher is not attending directly to Eric, he engages in noisemaking which may include humming, yawning, hitting his pencil on paper and/or pounding his desk to obtain access to the teacher’s attention. 
Slide:  Apply It!

· Find the Apply It! activity titled Hypothesis Statement

· It’s time to take all that information and create a hypothesis statement  
· Summarize each step of the D.A.S.H. process that you have completed
· Write the hypothesis statement
It’s time for your next Apply It! activity.  Please get your Participant Handbook for Module 1. Find the Apply it! activity titled Hypothesis Statement. In the beginning of this course, you were asked to identify 2-3 students with ASD with whom you work who demonstrate interfering behavior.  As you’ve gone through this course, you were asked to repeatedly come back to one of these students in order to determine whether the behavior was interfering, whether a practical or intensive FBA was more appropriate and then applied the steps of the D.A.S.H.  

Now it’s time to take all that information and create a hypothesis statement!  Briefly pause the presentation and complete the following steps:

· Identify the student that you’ve tracked throughout this course.

· Summarize each step of the D.A.S.H. process that you have completed for this student’s behavior. This should include:

· Define

· Ask

· See

· Now, consider all the information from each step and write the hypothesis statement using the standard sentence found earlier in this presentation.

Slide:  Summary

· Function = What is my student with ASD trying to communicate?  
· Determine function of behavior by:
· Defining the behavior
· Interviewing key people
· Observing and measuring the behavior 
· Every student with ASD is unique, thus every behavior will be unique
· FBA = best assessment to individually examine function of behavior  
Now that we’ve gone through every step in the D.A.S.H., we’ve been able to answer the question of “What is my student with ASD trying to communicate?”  By defining the behavior, interviewing key people, and observing and measuring the behavior, we are able to hypothesize what the function of the interfering behavior is!  Remember, the function of behavior boils down to two things:  either the student is trying to get or avoid something!  That something might be a medical need, attention, a tangible, or sensory related.  Finally, the last thing you should remember is that every student with ASD is unique, thus every behavior will be unique.  The FBA process is the best assessment tool to individually examine the function of any interfering behavior.

Slide: Reference

Information for this presentation was taken from Practical Functional Behavioral Assessment Training Manual for School Based Personnel written by Sheldon Loman, Ph.D. and Christopher Borgneier, Ph.D. at Portland State University.
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