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Independent Consultant &
Board Certified Behavior Analyst
Live in Omaha with my
husband and two boys.
Career has focused on
specializing in support for
children with autism and their
families.
Interests include parent
support and education,
embedding instruction, & use
of technology.

Johanna Higgins, PhD, BCBA
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PART I:
• Identify prevalence, potential
causes, and behaviors
associated with autism
PART II:
• Define ELEMENTS that will
help you support and
interact with young children
with autism
• Brainstorm an action plan to
incorporate ELEMENTS of
support into your own
practice
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Prevalence, causes and behaviors
associated with autism
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The # of diagnosed cases in the U.S.

(SafeMinds, 2021)
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SocialCommunication/
Interaction

AUTISM
SPECTRUM
DISORDER

Restricted
Repetitive
Behaviors

(APA, 2013)

(Berhard, 2022)
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(Silas, 2022)
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Awareness

Changes in special education criteria

Changes in diagnostic criteria

Availability of services and service providers

Improved diagnostics

Insurance coverage
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Points

Uses a few words

Responds to name
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Smiles

Makes eye contact

Has joint attention
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Limited imitation
Attachment to objects
Repetitive play

Odd speech/behaviors
Regression
Tantrums
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Source: C.A. Nelson (2000). Credit: Center on the Developing Child
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Early diagnosis and intervention
are critical for the best
outcomes in children with
autism.
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When a child is diagnosed with
autism the evaluation results

can guide intervention planning.

(Zwaigenbaum et al., 2015b)
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Prevalence in the US is now 1 in 44 children
A collection of simple strategies to support

Developmental differences in autism are not like
children that are simply delayed

children with autism and their families
Early diagnosis is better
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Foundation of applied behavior analysis or ABA
Where does it come from?

Naturalistic-developmental approaches that
integrating into already existing environment
Evidence-based practices meant to establish
rapport and relationship with child and team
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https://www.project-impact.org/publications/
https://ceecs.education.ufl.edu/work/publications/
http://d-scholarship.pitt.edu/21440/

29

Set up the
environment so
the child can
safely
EXPLORE and
assess
preferences

Increase
ENGAGEMENT
between you
and the child
using childdirected
strategies

ENHANCE the
quality and
quantity of
communication
between you
and other team
members

Identify ways
to EMBED a
flow of learning
opportunities in
daily activities
and routines
without
disruption

Determine
what the
environment
EXPECTS and
provide
support for
child to meet
expectations
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I’m using
ELEMENTS to focus
on EXPLORING to
learn more about this
child

31

32

Set up the environment for safe exploration

Take time to “just be near” the child and observe
what he does

Use already accessible toys to the extent possible

Introduce novel toys or activities when needed

Provide pairs and/or multiple items for the child to

Collect information on child’s exploration behaviors

explore freely
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Preference
assessment
Gather information from team members, including

Authentic assessment
through observation

caregivers
Conduct more formal assessment if needed to
identify child’s interests

35

Spend time near child
observing
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I’m ENGAGING with
these kids using
ELEMENTS
strategies

Begin to build a relationship with the child by
being present and engaging, but not intrusive
Be the bearer of the positive!

Use child-directed, evidence-based approaches,
targeting pivotal skills such as imitation
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Imitation lays the foundation for
social-communication development

Reciprocal
Imitation
Training
(Ingersoll)

Language

Play skills
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Imitation is a
pivotal skill

Joint
attention

Emotional
understanding

Expand
Add a little more
Describe
Tell child about play
Follow and imitate
Be where child is and do what he does

Emotional
sharing

Begin with foundation and build
42
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Expand

Describe

Add more info to child motor and vocal
behaviors
Simple words to describe play
No demands

Imitate

Imitate motor and vocal behaviors

Follow

Be close to the child
Face to face if possible

43

44

ELEMENTS focuses
on ENHANCING
COMMUNICATION

Improve
Set yourself up for success by recognizing that
communication is important but can be challenging
Drive initial conversations towards discuss of how
communication can/will occur
Make better

Add to

existing
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Determine communication methods and behaviors

Determine gap areas (issues priority to team

across team members

members that are not already communicated)

• How does each member communicate?

• Positive aspects of child’s day

• What is the frequency of communication?

• Progress

• What is the focus of communication

• Adaptive skills – toileting, eating, sleeping

• Do providers communicate with each other?

• Challenging behaviors

• Are there missing areas that are not communicated?
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Determine communication methods and behaviors

Communicate! Consider beginning small and

across team members

identifying one person to communicate better with

• How does each member communicate?

• Identify the best method to communicate for both of

• What is the frequency of communication?

you and how frequently you may communicate

• What is the focus of communication

• Share that you are interested in communicating better

• Do providers communicate with each other?

(to learn!)

• Are there missing areas that are not communicated?
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Identify a method of storing
documents and communication
between you and providers
Assess progress in communication over time with

Highlight areas of growth in documents
and communication to use in progress
reports

the team
• Are the chosen methods and frequency helpful?
• Are there ways the communication could be better?
• When you meet, make a regular agenda item discussing

Reinforce your providers for
communicating with you (“thank
you”)

communication
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"If everyone is moving forward together,
then success takes care of itself."
Henry Ford
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ELEMENTS focuses
on EMBEDDED
LEARNING

To make something an

Individualized, multiple, brief teaching

integral part of

interactions

Functioning as part of a

Integrated within daily routines, activities, and

larger device rather than

transitions

as an independent unit

Relates to the context of what the child is already
doing
(Merriam-webster, 2022)
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Learning
most likely to
occur when
child is
interested
and engaged

Embedded Learning
Opportunities
ELOs use applied behavior analysis (ABA), the

Expand

application of th science of learning

Describe

Follow and imitate

Antecedent

Behavior

Consequences

Begin with foundation and build
(DEC/…
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Learning
most likely to
occur when
child is
interested
and engaged

Embedded Learning
Opportunities
ELOs use applied behavior analysis (ABA), the

Expand

application of the science of learning

Describe
Antecedent

Follow and imitate

Behavior

Reinforcers

Begin with foundation and build
(Early Childhood Technical Assistance Center, 2022)
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Learning
most likely to
occur when
child is
interested
and engaged

Provides new
behavior to model
Expands to new item

Describes items and
movements

Multiple
opportunities
to see
behavior
leads to
spontaneous
imitation

Models new behavior again
Provides new behavior to model
Expands to new item

Describes items and movements

Follows lead and imitates
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Follows lead and imitates
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Spontaneous skill development
is important, but more difficult
to teach so it is often forgotten
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Determine rules for
the environment

Follow directions

Keep schedule consistent - daily activities and
routines

Be nice to others

Use simple words - to describe what is occurring

Hands to self

(e.g., play with friends, time for bathroom)

Tell the truth

Structure the environment – keep child’s items and

activities in similar places
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Give clear directions - clean up vs. do you want
to clean up

“Come inside
then you can
take a bath”

Prepare - for change/transition
Use the “Premack principle” - first \ then
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Distribute your attention towards what you want
to see and ignore what you don’t want to see
Determine several times per day when you are
distributing your attention using these ELEMENTS:

Set up the environment for
you and the child to learn
about one another

Use strategies to increase
interest in toys and one
another
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Action Plan
Element

EXPLORE

Set up the
environment so
the child can
safely
EXPLORE and
assess
preferences
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Increase
ENGAGEMENT
between you
and the child
using childdirected
strategies

ENHANCE the
quality and
quantity of
communication
between you
and other team
members

Identify ways
to EMBED a
flow of learning
opportunities in
daily activities
and routines
without
disruption

Strategy

Set up environment in
the classroom for child
to explore for pe while
teacher observes

When to Implement

15 minutes at beginning
of the day, 20 minutes
during naptime

Determine
what the
environment
EXPECTS and
provide
support for
child to meet
expectations
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Board Certified Behavior Analyst
DSM update tweaks criteria for autism, intellectual disability. Disability Scoop. (2022, March 24). Retrieved May 25, 2022, from
https://www.disabilityscoop.com/2022/03/24/dsm-update-tweaks-criteria-autism-intellectualdisability/29770/#:~:text=The%20fifth%20edition%20required%20an,social%20interaction%2C%20and%20in%20developing%2C

1 in 44 American children has autism, CDC reports. The Defender. (2021, December 3). Retrieved May 25, 2022, from
https://childrenshealthdefense.org/defender/american-children-autism-cdc-prevalence-estimates/
Embedded instruction practices. Early Childhood Technical Assistance Center (2017). Retrieved May 26, 2022 from
https://ectacenter.org/~pdfs/decrp/PG_Ins_EmbeddedInstr_prac_print_2017.pdf

Contact me!
johannaphiggins@gmail.com
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