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WV ECPBIS Project is a collaboration between:

Our Mission
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Agenda
• Behavior Equation
• Skill vs Will
• Informal Assessment of Problems to be Solved
• Pause and plan
• Preventing challenging behavior by building skills

Behavior Equation

• Skills >
Demands/Expectations/Stressors = 
Desired Behavior

• Skills <
Demands/Expectations/Stressors= 
Challenging behavior
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Ablon, J. S., & Pollastri, A. R. (2018). The school discipline fix: Changing behavior using 
the collaborative problem solving approach. W. W. Norton & Company.

Show me a challenging kid, 
and I will show you they 
have delays or differences 
in…

Attention and working memory skills

Emotion and self-regulation skills

Cognitive flexibility skills

Language and communication skills

Social thinking skills

(Ablon, J.Stuart. 2016…Research on Skill Deficits)
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Floodlight Attention

• Fuels rapid learning between 0-5

Flashlight Attention

• Starts to develop at 4-5 years old
• Necessary for most school tasks
• Requires regulation and effort
• Guided by sensory experience
• Sustained attention = ability to 

refocus over and over
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Sumpter, Tera. (2021) Seeds of Learning: 
Processing Model for Speech, Language, 
Literacy, and Executive Functioning. ELH 
Publishing, LLC

• Working memory: 

• hold, manipulate information
• Store in and retrieve from long-term 

memory

Verbal working memory: sounds, inner 
voice

Non-verbal working memory: symbols and 
pictures, mind movie, meaning and 
concepts, internal visual map of the world, 
hindsight and foresight, imagination

Building Skills to balance the equation

• Automatic vs. Intentional 
responses to stress

• Inhibition: the ability to interrupt 
current behavior, stop, plan and 
choose another behavior

• Plan ahead, set goals, initiate first 
steps

• Build through practice in 
situations that matter
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Make it automatic
• How do I start?
• How do I know I’m making 

progress?
• How do I know I’m finished?

Balancing the behavior equation

June 10, 2024West Virginia Behavior/Mental Health Technical Assistance Center at the Autism Training Center 11

• Improve the child's ability to meet our expectationsImprove
• Help the child build resilience and solve problems with long term solutions and 

decreasing adult supportsHelp
• Build thinking skillsBuild
• Strengthen relationships with adults and peers.Strengthen
• Reduce challenging behaviorReduce

Dead end thinking vs. Skills based reframe

Dead end thinking

• Lack of motivation
• Disrespectful
• Aggressive
• Needy/attention seeking
• Immature
• Selfish
• No family discipline
• Controlling

Skills based thinking

• Trouble getting started?
• Difficulty with impulse control?
• Difficulty regulating?
• Developmental delays or differences?
• Difficulty with perspective-taking?
• Still learning skills?
• Difficulty being flexible?
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What are we going to work on? What are we going to 
let go?

 Plan A: Insist on the adult solution 
(challenging behavior will increase, no skills 
are taught)

• Plan B --- (challenging behavior will 
decrease as skills increase)

• Empathize, clarify the child's concern
• Share adult concern
• Brainstorm the solution (solution kit)

• Plan C- Strategically drop the expectation 
(challenging behavior will decrease, no 
skills will be taught)

• Process will look different depending on 
the skill level of the child

14

Ablon, J. S. (2018). Changeable: how collaborative problem 
solving changes lives at home, at school, and at work.
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www.thinkkids.org
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Step one: 
• List Challenging behaviors

June 10, 2024West Virginia Behavior/Mental Health Technical Assistance Center at the Autism Training Center 
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Step 2: Determine your Problems to be solved
• What are the situations where the challenging 

behavior occurs?

• Ask yourself:
• Who is there?
• What time of day?
• What are the expectations?
• Where are we in the building?
• When is it happening?
• What is going on inside the child?
• What is going on outside the child?
• At what point does the child get 

dysregulated? (Walk yourself back to the most 
recent time the child was “calm”)
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Step 3: What skills are we asking children to use in our 
routines? What skills are they struggling with?
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The problem is:

• The child wanders, hides, or 
otherwise does not participate in 
clean-up time

Skills involved:

• Awareness of time (5-minute 
warning)

• A plan for what to do with 5 minutes
• How to get started
• Memory of what comes next on the 

schedule
• Ability to stop a preferred activity
• Flexibility to start a potentially non-

preferred activity
• Ability to imagine/remember what 

clean looks like
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The problem is:

• The child does not participate 
in back-and-forth interactions 
during play

Skills involved:

20

• Awareness a peer wants a turn

• Inhibiting the impulse to continue 
their turn

• Future thinking to imagine their next 
turn

• Delayed gratification: giving a turn 
might improve relationship with peer

• Flexibility to imagine that play can 
involve others

The problem is:

• The child does not sit on 
their spot at morning 
meeting

Skills involved:

21

• Ability to ignore competing sensory 
stimulation

• Ability to refocus attention when it 
wanders

• Ability to inhibit movement, 
speech, vocalizations, etc.

• Awareness of peers
• Language skills to understand 

verbal directions
• Working memory to hold info in 

mind and use it to participate
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Step 4: What strengths does the child have?
• What calms the child?

• What do they move towards?

• What do they move away from?

• Can they do part of a skill?

• Can they do a skill sometimes, but not 
always?

• Can they do the skill for a short period of 
time, but not as long as expected?

• What does their play look like?

• Are there medical or environmental factors 
contributing?

June 10, 2024West Virginia Behavior/Mental Health Technical Assistance Center at the Autism Training Center 22

Step 5: Make a plan to balance the behavior 
equation…
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Who can help?
• Counselor
• SLP, OT, BCBA, Psychologist
• Itinerant teachers
• Community in Schools
• Social Worker
• Caregivers
• Link
• WV BMHTAC
• WV Autism Training Center

• ATC Registration for Services Form | 
Dynamic Forms (ngwebsolutions.com)
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Strive to Be Curious, Not Furious
• Watch—Become a great observer of child 

behavior
• Pause and plan: use plans A, B and C 

strategically
• Wait—Give the child an opportunity to 

initiate
• Prompt when needed, but work to avoid 

prompt dependence
• Follow the Child’s Lead—Let them show 

you what they can do and what’s hard
• Praise the process not necessarily the 

outcome
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https://www.bu.edu/cdl/
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Resources • Ablon, J. S. (2018). Changeable: how collaborative 
problem solving changes lives at home, at school, and 
at work. New York, New York, TarcherPerigee, an imprint 
of Penquin Random House LLC.

• Ablon, J. S., & Pollastri, A. R. (2018). The school 
discipline fix: Changing behavior using the collaborative 
problem solving approach. W. W. Norton & Company.

• Barkley, R. A. (2012). Executive functions: What they 
are, how they work, and why they evolved. The Guilford 
Press.

• Stanier, Michael Bungay. (2016). The coaching habit : 
say less, ask more & change the way you lead forever / 
Michael Bungay Stanier . Toronto: Box of Crayons 
Press.

• Sumpter, Tera (2021). The Seeds of Learning: A 
Cognitive Processing Model for Speech, Language and 
Executive Functioning, ELH Publishing

https://thinkkids.org/books-resources/

www.challengingbehavior.org

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/gu
ide/a-guide-to-executive-function/
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Like us on Facebook @WVECPBIS
 

marshall.edu/bmhtac/ 
wvecpbis.org 
wvpbis.org/ 
challengingbehavior.org

Thank you!

• morriska@marshall.edu - Kate Morris
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