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Supporting Children's Language 
and Preventing Challenging 

Behaviors at Home
Erin E. Barton, PhD, BCBA-D Justin Lane, PhD, BCBA-D

How does a child share wants 
& interests?

• Speech
• Eye Gaze
• Vocalization
• Guide Another Person
• Body Orientation
• Gesture
• Signs
• Facial Expression
• Low-Tech or High-Tech Output
• Challenging Behavior
• Multiple Modality 

Creating a Language Rich Environment
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Consider 
Establishing 

Routines

Plan Opportunities for Communication

 

WHAT DOES THIS LOOK LIKE?
1.     Be responsive to the child's communication and interests:
                 Promote engagement (e.g., provide interesting materials;
                 allow child to lead the activity; offer choices [blocks and 
                 baby dolls]) and turn taking (e.g., play with the same or similar materials).
2.      Once the child is engaged, create an opportunity for communication:

  Obtain the child’s attention (e.g., position self in the child's line of sight) and use an environmental      
  arrangement strategy (e.g., manage materials, such as withhold access to preferred item) to promote 

            interest. Note that the mode of communication can and will likely vary by child (e.g., speech, AAC, sign;  
            Ledford et al., 2019).

3.     As soon as the child communicates interest in the item or activity (e.g., reach, non-target word), immediately
show the child how to use the target word or phrase (e.g., model “drive car” if the goal is to teach the child
expanded forms of using an action + a noun to communicate).
4.     Wait up to 5 seconds for the child to imitate your model.
5.     If the child imitates your model, expand (e.g., “drive the car”) or recast the target word or phrase (that is, if
targeting speech and the child displays difficulties with articulation repeat the phrase “drive car”), provide the
item/action, and continue with the activity.
6.      If the child does not use the target word or phrase and is still interested, you can try steps 3 and 4 one more
time (see step 5 for how to respond) or you can go ahead and provide the item or activity and try again later
(return to playing with the child) – always end the teaching trial by reinforcing communication (provide
item/activity, continue responsive interactions).
7.     If the child loses interest, try again later (return to playing with the child).

PROMOTING NEW WORDS
AND PHRASES DURING PLAY 
Modeling to Teach

 

WHY USE MODELING?
Young children may require adult support to learn how to use new words or phrases during typical activities.
Teaching during play-based activities shows a child how to communicate about items or activities of interest and
increases the likelihood of the child adding the word or phrase to their lexicon (e.g., Lane & Brown, 2016; Kaiser &
Wright, 2013). Relatedly, teaching children a variety of words or phrases during play also increases the likelihood
the child will generalize expanded forms of communication across contexts (e.g., people, locations). Modeling is a
commonly recommended naturalistic teaching procedure that shows children how to use a new word or phrase
during play (Ledford, Lane, & Barton, 2019). Teaching opportunities should be (a) implemented during play, (b)
take only a few seconds of your and the child’s time, and (c) occur within positive adult-child interactions (taking
turns during play and conversation; reduced likelihood of challenging behavior) (e.g., Wolery & Hemmeter, 2011).
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WHAT DOES THIS LOOK LIKE?
 Identify transitions 

   within an activity (e.g., built block tower and 
1.

a.
             will add new toys to play),

  b.   across activities (e.g., finished with block tower and beginning a new activity), or 
       c.    a time during play when you need more information from the child (e.g., child is using
              watercolors to create a picture - want to know what they are doing/making).
      Or when you want to promote engagement (offer a choice)
2.   Manage materials (e.g., withhold access to preferred toys; use self as a gatekeeper) and ask an open-
ended question (What do you want to play with; Should we play with blocks or cars?) or provide a statement
(Tell me about your picture; Tell me what you want.).
3.    Wait for the child to respond (e.g., up to 5 seconds)
4.    If the child does not use the target word or phrase, show the child how to use the target word or
phrase (e.g., model “car on [track]”; if the goal is to teach the child expanded forms of using an object +
location [with referent] to communicate).
5.    Wait for the child to respond (e.g., up to 5 seconds)
6.    If the child is still interested, begin the activity or provide the item of interest and try again later
(return to playing with the child) – always end the teaching trial by reinforcing communication (provide
item/activity, continue responsive interactions).
7.    If the child loses interest, try again later (return to playing with the child).

 

IMITATED TO RESPONSIVE COMMUNICATION 
Initially, young children learn new words and phrases by hearing (verbalizations) or seeing (e.g., manual
sign) another person model how to communicate and then imitating that model (Paul & Norbury, 2012).
Learning typically occurs during play-based activities with little to no structure introduced into the child's
play (Grisham-Brown & Hemmeter, 2017). In contrast, some young children may require supports to
learn how to transition from using imitated words or phrases to independently responding to others
during play. Thus, parents and practitioners must plan meaningful opportunities for a child to respond to
others (Ledford, Lane, & Barton, 2019). This is typically done using open-ended questions (non "yes" or
"no" questions) or statements requesting information from the child. This procedure is commonly
referred to as a "mand-model" procedure where the adult requests the child share and, if needed, the
adult provides a model for how to communicate (Ledford et al., 2019; Rogers-Warren & Warren, 1980).

USING OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS
AND STATEMENTS TO TEACH
Increasing Responding during Play

Grisham-Brown, J., & Hemmeter, M. L. (2017). Blended practices for teaching young children in inclusive settings (2nded.). Baltimore, MD: Brookes.
Ledford, J. R., Lane, J. D., & Barton, E. E. (2019). Methods for teaching in early education: Contexts for inclusive classrooms. New York, NY: Routledge.
Paul, R., & Norbury, C. F. (2012). Language disorders from infancy through adolescence: Listening, speaking, reading, writing, and communicating. St. Louis, MO: Elsevier.
Rogers-Warren, A., & Warren, S. F. (1980). Mands for verbalizations: Facilitating the display of  newly trained language in children. Behavior Modification, 4, 361 – 382.
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WHAT DOES THIS LOOK LIKE?
1.     Be responsive to the child's communication and interests:
             Promote engagement (e.g., allow child to lead the activity; offer 
             choices [trucks and painting]) and turn taking (e.g., play with the 
             same or similar materials).
2.      Once the child is engaged, create an opportunity for communication:
             Obtain the child’s attention (e.g., position self in the child's line of 
             sight) and use an environmental arrangement strategy 
             (e.g., manage materials, such as items in view but out of reach) 
             to promote interest. Note that the mode of communication can 
             and will likely vary by child (e.g., speech, AAC, sign).
3.     Wait up to 5 seconds for the child to initiate use of a target word or phrase (e.g., action + object + location [with
referent]; "put car on [track]").
4.     If the child initiates by using a target word or phrase during the time delay, expand (e.g., “put the car on the
track”) or recast the target word or phrase (if targeting speech and the child displays difficulties with articulation),
provide the item/action, and continue with the activity. 
5.     If the child does not provide the target word or phrase, show the child how to be correct by modeling the target
word or phrase (e.g., adult says “car on track”).
6.     Wait up to 5 seconds for the child to imitate your model.
7.     If the child imitates your model, expand or recast the target word or phrase, provide the item/action, and
continue with the activity.
8.      If the child does not use the target word or phrase and is still interested,  go ahead and provide the item or
activity and try again later (return to playing with the child) – always end the teaching trial by reinforcing
communication (provide item/activity, continue responsive interactions).
9.     If the child loses interest, try again later (return to playing with the child).

 

PROMOTING INITIATIONS

WAITING FOR INDEPENDENT
COMMUNICATION
Using Time Delay to Teach

Lane, J. D., & Brown, J. A. (2016). Promoting communication development in young children with or at-risk for disabilities. In B. Reichow, B. A. Boyd, E. E.
Barton, & S. L. Odom (Eds.), Handbook of early childhood special education (pp. 199-224). Switzerland: Springer International Publishing.
Lane, J. D., Lieberman-Betz, R., & Gast, D. L. (2016). An analysis of naturalistic interventions for increasing spontaneous expressive language in children with
autism spectrum disorder. The Journal of Special Education, 50, 49-61.
Kaiser , A. P., & Hampton , L. H. ( 2017 ). Enhanced milieu teaching . In R. J. McCauley , M. E. Fey , & R. B. Gillam (Eds.), Treatment of language disorders in
children (2nd ed.) (pp. 87 – 119 ). Baltimore, MD : Brookes .
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One of the goals when teaching early social communication is for a child to initiate wants and interests during play
and, over time, use varied and more complex communication with parents, siblings, and others. When introducing
new words and phrases (1) modeling and (2) open-ended questions and statements can be used to introduce and
teach a child when and how to use those new words and phrases in context - the next step is promoting initiations
(Kaiser & Hampton, 2017). The process for doing this is commonly referred to as time delay where the adult obtains
the child's attention, arranges materials or activities, waits for an independent response (up to 5 seconds), and, if
needed, provides extra support (Lane & Brown, 2016; Lane, Lieberman-Betz, & Gast, 2016). 
 
Many of the initial steps are the same or similar to those in the modeling handout and those in the open-ended
questions and statements handout. Each of these three procedures can be used to promote and build on a child's
interests and provide varied levels of support to promote new words and phrases. 

Justin D. Lane, Ph.D., BCBA-D, University of Kentucky 3/18/20

Maria's mother, Julia, has a wind-up toy car.
Julia shows Maria how the toy car works and
Maria begins to laugh and point at the car
(sharing attention on the toy; Maria is engaged
in the activity). Since Maria is unable to wind
the toy on her own, Julia uses this as an
opportunity to teach Maria to request using
the word "drive" in a sentence, such as "drive
the car" or "drive down road." Julia gives the
car to Maria and waits for her to indicate in
any way that she needs help - this creates an
opportunity for teaching. Using the word
"drive" is new for Maria, so Julia is going to
use the modeling procedure. Julia will do this
until Maria consistently imitates the word.

 

HOW WOULD THIS WORK?

COMBINING PROCEDURES
DURING PLAY
Imitation, Responding to Others, 
& Initiating Communication
Justin D. Lane, Ph.D., BCBA-D, University of Kentucky 3/18/20

Imitating

As young children, we learned a variety new words and phrases - some words we
learned early on in our lives, like eat, and some we learned later, like broccoli when it
was presented at dinner. Regardless, we do not learn all new words at once. We learn
by hearing (speech) or seeing (gesture) others communicate and then imitating them.
We also begin using new words in response to others (such as when asked a question)
and eventually learn to use the same words on our own to share wants and interests.
When promoting early social communication we should plan to teach a child to use
new words and phrases in a vareity of ways. Initially, most of our teaching will likely be
focused on imitation but as a child begins to reliably imitate communicative behaviors,
we begin expecting more (such as a word and a gesture). All of this occurs throughout
the day, especially during play-based and interactive activities. 
The following scenario highlights how you can set up opportunities to use modeling, open-
ended questions and statements, and time delay to teach during a single session.

Additional information and resources
Handouts and related documents:
• https://sites.google.com/view/building-blocks-for-learning/home or 

tinyurl.com/earlybuildingblocks 
For quick tips and information:
• instagram.com/laneresearchlab

State behavior
expectations

positively. For
example, say "use

walking feet" instead
of "no running."

Prevent Strategy
Setting Clear Behavior Expectations

Choose 3-5 appropriate behaviors your child can engage in without support.

Create a visual for
each expected

behavior. Post them
around your home
and refer to them

often. 

Review the
expectations daily

and provide examples
and non-examples of

the expected
behaviors.

Model and
practice the

expectations with
your child using

consistent
language.

Provide positive
descriptive feedback
often to increase the

likelihood of that
behavior in the

future.

For more information about this prevent strategy, click here.

Point to visual and
say, "remember, we

use walking feet
inside to stay safe."

When it's time to clean
up, show your child the
visual and clean up one

toy. Describe what
you're doing.  Then say,
"it's your turn to clean

up."

You're keeping
your body calm
while you play.

I'm proud of you.

Examples:
Keep your body calm;

Use listening ears; 
 Clean up your space

Scroll down
for more

resources!

For more information on providing frequent positive attention, click here.

Prevent Strategy
Provide Frequent Positive Attention

Positive attention
prevents or decreases

the likelihood that
challenging behavior

will occur.

Provide frequent positive
attention throughout the
day that is not dependent

on your child doing
anything.

Make sure positive
attention, such as

hugging or playing with
your child,  is a regular

part of your child's day.

Provide extra positive
attention before and

during times that are 
 difficult for your child

before challenging
behavior occurs.

"Let's play
hide and seek

together!"

"Super big hug
for brushing
your teeth!"

Click here for
strategies to use

when playing 
with your 

child.

If bath time 
is difficult, provide

extra positive
attention prior 
to and during 

bath time.

Pair positive descriptive
feedback with other things,

like hugs or high-fives, to
increase the likelihood of
your child engaging in the

desired behavior again. 

"I would love
to read that

book to you!!"

For more information on providing transition warnings, click here.

Prevent Strategy

Provide Transition Warnings
Provide a warning before removing

a preferred item or transitioning
to a new activity. This warning

should prepare the child for the
transition, not enforce it.

Help your child complete
the transition, while

keeping him/her safe, using
prompting if needed.

Provide positive descriptive
feedback when your child

begins to engage in the
transition independently.

Providing consistent positive
attention when your child engages

in appropriate behavior during
transitions reduces the likelihood

that they will engage in challenging
behavior during this time.

"In one minute we will be all
done with blocks and it will

be time for snack."

"You cleaned up the
blocks all by yourself!

Nice work!"

For a list of
transition

warnings you
can use, click

here.

Say, "one more turn and then
 it's time to clean up" before it's
time to clean up instead of after

your child refused to clean up.

https://sites.google.com/view/building-blocks-for-learning/home
https://sites.google.com/view/building-blocks-for-learning/home
http://instagram.com/laneresearchlab
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For more information on using this new response strategy, see the expanded
document by clicking here.

New Response Strategy

Provide a Verbal Reminder
Identify a more appropriate

behavior you want your
child to engage in instead of

challenging behavior.

If they begin to use
challenging behavior,

positively remind your
child what they can do

instead. 

Avoid providing negative
attention to your child,

such as telling them "no"
or "stop" if they don't use

the new skill.

When your child begins to
engage in the appropriate
behavior, provide positive
descriptive feedback and

comply with their request.

Instead of hitting
when your child
wants a toy, you

may want them to
ask for a turn.

"I see you want more
food. You can tell me,

'more, please' and I will
give you more."

"You asked for a
turn with the car!
Sure, you can have

it. Way to go!"

"Remember, you
can say 'all done'
and we can stop."

Playing with a responsive adult provides a context in which children can have positive
and meaningful interactions with the environment. Playing with your child  supports

your child's learning and development in many ways! 
See below for some tips for ways to play with your child:

Playing with Your Child

Say what they say,
do what they do...

Describe what they're
doing ...

Add new language and 
 play ideas ...

Copy your child's words and
actions to let him/her know you

are there and responsive. 

Say what your child is doing
while he/she is playing using

language your child would use.

Once you've established a
play routine, add new

language or play actions to
keep your child interested.

If your child says "car,"
you can point to the car

and say, "car."
If your child
bounces the
ball, you can

bounce the ball.

If your child is
tapping on a drum,

you can say,
"tapping the drum!"

You can do this about
every 15 seconds.

If your child
says, "car", you
can say, "it's a

fast car!"
If your child is
holding a baby,

you can hold the
baby and model

feeding it.

For more information about playing with your child,
click here.

Physically assisting
your child to

complete the task . 

When you need your
child to wash their

hands, place your hands
over their hands and

physically guide them
through the steps.

Gently use your
hand to guide your
child to complete

the task.

When you want your
child to go to the

bathroom, place your
hand on his/her back
and guide them to the

bathroom.

Show your child how to
do what you are asking
them to do. Models can
be verabl or physical. 

When you want yor child
to ask for help, say "you
can say 'help.'" When you
want your child to put a

toy away, you can put
another toy away

yourself. 

Pointing in the
direction of where you
want your child to go

or what you want
them to do. 

When you want your
child to put on their

shirt, you can point to
their shirt. 

Prompting can be used to support many prevent, teach, or new response
strategies.  Click here for more strategies.

What is a prompt?

Gesture Model Gentle Guidance Full Physical

Prompts are instructions, gestures, demonstrations, touches, or other things we can do to increase the likelihood that children will respond
correctly. Prompting helps children complete tasks that might otherwise be too difficult, or contain multiple or complex steps. Supporting children

using prompts (and providing positive descriptive feedback) helps them learn to complete tasks independently.

Click here for more information about how to help your child 
when challenging behavior occurs. 

New Response Strategy

Provide Help Once Your Child is Calm
During challenging
behavior, provide

minimal attention.
Avoid using
reprimands.

Ensure your child is
safe by blocking

harmful behavior.
Clear nearby objects

that might be
harmful. 

Once calm, provide
positive descriptive
feedback about your

child being calm.

Use the least amount
of prompting needed

to help your child
complete the task. 

Provide positive
descriptive feedback

when your child
completes the

activity/routine.

"Wow! You put on
your pajamas!

That was
awesome!"

"You took deep breaths
to calm down. I am

proud of you for
calming your body."

When you're
blockng behavior,
avoid speaking to
or looking at your
child to minimize

attention.

When removing
nearby objects, do
so as quietly and

quickly as possible
to avoid escalating

your child's
behavior.

Reprimands
are a form of

attention.

Remember something
you love about your

child.

Take 3 deep breaths.

Label your child's feelings
and acknowledge them as

important
What might your child

have been feeling?

By remaining calm when your child is engaged in challenging behavior, you will
provide the safety and support your child needs. This also allows you to model

positive ways of dealing with big emotions. 

 Count to 10 slowly.

What was your child's
behavior communicating?

How do you want to respond if
this behavior happens again?

REFLECT

Reassure your child and
show affection.

STAY CALM Repeat a positive affirmation
(ex: 'I have patience").

STAY CALM
CONNECT
REFLECT

Supporting a child with challenging behavior can be emotionally draining. Remember to take care of yourself. Go for a
walk, play your favorite music, or connect with a friend.

CONNECT

Look for opportunities to
celebrate your child's behavior.

More resources available for supporting your child with challenging behavior are available here: https://lab.vanderbilt.edu/barton-lab/fbsapp/

During challenging times it can be hard to stop and take care of yourself. You may feel like
you are juggling so much but could still be doing more to help those around you. Take a step

back and breathe. The best way to be there for the ones you care about is to first reach
inward and be there for yourself. When you are effectively taking care of yourself, you are

better able to care for others. Self-care can help you be the calm and steady pilot in the
middle of unpredictable turbulence.

Give someone a compliment. When someone
compliments you, accept it 

unconditionally! 

Move your body. Go for a walk or try some
yoga or workout videos on Youtube.

Do some spring cleaning. Take this time to
organize something you've been meaning
to get to, but could never spare the time. 

Taking Care of Yourself

There are times when we are better at self-care than others. Always be mindful of
how you are feeling. Be forgiving with yourself and know you are doing your best

and that is enough.

Go outside and get some fresh air.

Let some natural light into
your home by opening the

curtains or windows.

Make time for yourself to do something you love, like
reading a book or painting.

Schedule time for
self-care each

day, even if just
for a couple of

minutes!

Include meditation into
your daily routine. Allow

yourself to take some time
to breathe and be present

in your own space.

Try to be consistent with
your sleep schedule to keep

some type of routine.

Connect with friends and
family using video chat

services like FaceTime and
Skype.

Talk to a therapist online.
There are many providers
helping people online via

telehealth appointments, or
just talking online. 

Be kind and gentle with yourself. It's ok if things look
different than you thought they would. 

Take some time to unplug each day. Put your
work away, step away from the screens, and do

something to get you moving.

Practice gratitude. Even in challenging times, there is
something to be thankful for. Find the little things in

your life that bring you joy. 

When you're feeling
overwhelmed try
focusing on your

breathing. 
Slowly breathe in
and hold it. Slowly

breathe out.

Do school work in short segments of time.
Set a timer (ex: 5-15 min). When the timer
goes off  take a 30 min break to move your
body. This is a great time for a dance party!
If possible, have a separate "work space" to
help your child know when it is time to work.
Set small goals for your child (ex: work for
15 min, complete a worksheet).  Offer them a
reward when they reach it (ex: play break, a
snack, positive descriptive feedback).
Use a first-then visual to help your child
know when work time will be to help prevent
challenging behavior.
Provide a transition warning (ex: in 2 min we
will be done watching TV and it will be time
for some work) to let your child know when
work will begin.

As a caregiver, you are being asked to take on a new role for your child - teacher.  While
you may have support from your child's teacher and school, suddenly taking on the
responsibility of teaching your child at home can be overwhelming. Be gentle with

yourself. You are doing the best you can! Below are some tips to consider along the way.

Focus on your relationship with your child
by spending time together.  

Consider setting up a
time for your chlid to
talk with one of their

friends on the phone or
a video chat.

Provide your child with choices (ex: do you
want to work on letters or numbers right
now).
Use a first-then visual. This will help your
child know that after they do some work,
they can do something they enjoy.
Provide positive descriptive feedback when
your child begins to work.
If working is causing stress and conflict,
take a break and try again later.

Reach out to your child's teacher for work
that better matches your child's current
skills.
Be prepared for challenging behavior by
providing frequent breaks and positive
descriptive feedback when your child is
working.

When your child doesn't want to complete work:

 
When the work is too hard or too easy for your
child:

Distance Learning During a Pandemic:

Try not to stress too much about the
academic time lost, it will be made up. 

 
Instead, focus on making sure you and
your child feel safe and secure during
these times.  Reach out for assistance.
There are people who want to help you.

Above all, remind yourself you and your child are doing the best you can given these
challenging times. It is important to take care of yourself in order to best take care of

those you love. 

HOME CAN STILL BE HOME
FOCUS ON YOUR RELATIONSHIP

Try new things you've been wanting to try as a
family, like a game night. Now is a great time

to start new traditions together!

HELPFUL HINTS: 
COMPLETING SCHOOL WORK

PROBLEM SOLVING:
WHEN THINGS ARE DIFFICULT

Focus on Families

Try not to worry if you don't get lots of extra
quality family time! Each day will be different.

Providing quality attention to your chld will
contribute greatly to their social and

emotional skills.
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For more information: 

https://lab.vanderbilt.edu/barton-lab/

For more information: 

https://www.instagram.com/bartonlab/

For more information: 

https://www.facebook.com/theBartonLab/

We’re giving away 3 FREE copies of
Prevent Teach Reinforce              

for Families!

Three attendees will be selected at random                              
and emailed after the webinar. 

Giveaway

Special Discount

SAVE 20%*
at brookespublishing.com

Use code 
COFFEETALK

*Expires 6/30/20. Not to be combined with any other discounts or offers. Consumer orders only, please. 
Excludes BOL training, pre-discounted bundles, and online products such as ASQ Online and AEPSinteractive

Coffee Chats

Looking for more professional 
development opportunities?

bit.ly/BrookesCoffeeChats

New presentations added weekly!

https://lab.vanderbilt.edu/barton-lab/
https://www.instagram.com/bartonlab/
https://www.facebook.com/theBartonLab/
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COVID-19 Resources

• Recommended reading
• Downloadable resources
• Professional development 

webinars

bit.ly/COVID-Brookes-EC

QUESTIONS?


