
BEHAVIOR & CHALLENGING
BEHAVIORS



KEY OBJECTIVES
Learn why behavior is communication

Explore common reasons challenging behaviors occur

Understand how dysregulation impacts behavior

Identify patterns and triggers

Practice preventive and supportive response strategies

Learn how to build long-term skills instead of reacting to
behaviors



UNDERSTANDING BEHAVIOR AS
COMMUNICATION

Behavior is a form of communication. For children with autism,
behaviors often reflect unmet needs, difficulty with regulation,
sensory overload, communication barriers, or challenges with
transitions and expectations. Behaviors are not random,
intentional misbehavior, or a lack of motivation.

How to apply this: 

Parents should shift from asking “How do I stop this behavior?”
to asking “What is my child communicating?” This change in
perspective allows parents to address underlying needs rather
than focusing solely on the outward behavior.



COMMON REASONS CHALLENGING
BEHAVIOR OCCURS

Difficulty understanding
expectations

Challenging behaviors typically emerge when a child’s
neurological capacity does not match environmental demands.
Common contributing factors include:

How to apply this knowledge: 

Fatigue, hunger, or illness Limited ability to communicate Sensory overload or deprivation Unpredictable transitions or
change

Parents can begin identifying patterns by observing when behaviors occur, where they
occur, and what demands are present. Patterns provide essential information for
prevention and support.



THE REGULATION BEHAVIOR
RELATIONSHIP

Regulation refers to the ability to
maintain an organized emotional and
physiological state. When a child is
dysregulated, the brain prioritizes

survival and sensory processing rather
than learning or compliance. Parents should recognize that teaching, reasoning, or correcting behavior is

ineffective during dysregulation. The primary goal during challenging moments is
to help the child return to a regulated state before addressing behavior

expectations.

How to apply this knowledge: 



IDENTIFYING TRIGGERS
AND PATTERNS

Triggers are events or conditions that increase the likelihood of dysregulation and
challenging behavior. Triggers may be sensory (noise, lights), cognitive (too many
instructions), emotional (frustration), or environmental (unexpected changes).

How to apply this knowledge: 

Parents can track behavior patterns by noting:
What happened immediately before the behavior
The environment and demands present
The child’s physical state (tired, hungry, overstimulated)

This information supports proactive planning rather than reactive discipline.



PREVENTIVE STRATEGIES TO
REDUCE CHALLENGING BEHAVIOR

Prevention is the most effective behavior support strategy.
Preventive supports reduce stress and increase predictability,
making regulation more accessible.

How to apply this knowledge: 

Parents can reduce challenging behaviors by:
Using visual schedules and clear routines
Providing advance notice before transitions
Adjusting task difficulty to match ability
Offering sensory supports proactively

These strategies address the root causes of behavior rather than
reacting after escalation occurs.



RESPONDING DURING
BEHAVIOR ESCALATION
During escalation, the child’s nervous system is
overwhelmed. The goal at this stage is safety and
co-regulation, not discipline or instruction.

How to apply this knowledge:

Reduce verbal input and simplify language
Maintain a calm, predictable presence
Remove unnecessary demands
Ensure physical and emotional safety

Remaining calm communicates safety and supports
nervous system recovery.



SUPPORTING RECOVERY
AFTER THE BEHAVIOR

Once the child has returned to a regulated state, learning
and reflection become possible. This phase is often
overlooked but is essential for skill development.

Reassure the child that they are safe and supported
Briefly review what happened using simple language
Teach or practice alternative skills such as asking for help, or 

       taking a break

Teaching occurs after regulation, not during distress.

How to apply this knowledge: 



STRATEGIES THAT ARE OFTEN
INEFFECTIVE

Some commonly used strategies may reduce behavior
temporarily but increase stress long-term. These include:

How to apply this: 

Parents should prioritize teaching and support over
control. Long-term behavior change occurs when
children are given tools to communicate, regulate, and
understand expectations.

Punishment without skill-building
Expecting compliance during dysregulation
Ignoring sensory or communication needs



BUILDING LONG TERM BEHAVIOR
SKILLS 

Behavior support focuses on teaching skills rather than
eliminating behaviors. Skills may include communication
strategies, emotional regulation tools, and coping mechanisms
for transitions.

How to apply this knowledge: 

Skill-building leads to sustainable behavior change.

Identify replacement skills Practice skills during calm
moments

Reinforce attempts, not just
success



KEY TAKEAWAYS
Behavior communicates unmet needs or stress.

Regulation must be addressed before behavior
correction.

Preventive strategies reduce escalation.

Calm, supportive responses promote recovery.

Teaching skills leads to long-term behavior
improvement.


