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WHAT’S UP WITH MY CHILD’S BEHAVIOR? 

A PARENT’S PRIMER ON FUNCTIONAL BEHAVIOR ANALYSES – PART 1 
 

Parenting is tough.  It is perhaps the toughest job in the world.  We give everything of ourselves for the well-being 

of our children.  If our child has special needs such as Autism, ADHD or some other neuro-behavioral condition, the 

degree of difficulty rises exponentially.   With these children, the answers aren’t necessarily in the standard 

parenting books.   

I don’t know about you guys, but I can’t tell you how many times friends and colleagues have either politely 

changed the subject or given me the dreaded “what the hell do you do this for?” look when I tell them about what 

my kids have done (hint:  I have a line item in my yearly budget for replacing toilets…I have to do that once or 

twice a year on average…).  The bottom line is if your kid has special needs, the usual avenues of family and friend 

support is often not helpful in getting advice to resolve behavior issues.  While they mean well, our family and 

friends often lack the knowledge and experience to give us sound support and advice for our unique 

circumstances.  In this article I want to help you to help yourselves.  You aren’t alone and you have the tools to 

deal with many of the situations your child will throw your way.   

What to do when your child is doing something you don’t understand?  Why is he drinking entire bottles of 

ketchup in the middle of the night (true story)?  Why is he writing his name in poop on the wall (also a true story)?  

Why on earth is he doing homework but not turning it in for a grade (seriously…another true story)?   

Step one: Take a deep breath.  

Step Two:  DON’T PANIC. 

Step three:  Ask yourself this question, ”Why?”  In counseling circles we ask “what is the function of the behavior”?  

(Yeah, we like to use 15 words where one will do…go figure  ).  The answer to this question is going to give you a 

lot of insight as to what is going on and help guide you in your efforts to deal with the situation.   

Entire books have been written on  how to do this and future report will deal with different aspects of this process.  

However, for right now, take a close look at the W’s.   

WHEN does the behavior occur? 

WHAT happens before, during and after the behavior? 

WHO does the behavior happen around? 

WHERE does the behavior tend to occur? 

Based on that analyses, see if it fits with the following common functions of behavior: 

To get something:  People do things to get things.  It might be a toy, it might me attention, it might be food, etc. 

To get something to stop:  People do things to get stuff to stop.  For example, I just told one of my kids to quiet 

down because they were distracting me while I wrote this article. 



 

 

To escape something:  Similar to the previous function.  If we don’t like the activity we are doing, we will do things 

to get away from it. 

It feels good:  We tend to do things that feel good.  Go figure. 

It’s a reflex:  We don’t have much choice with these behaviors (startle reflex for example). 

There are other behavior functions, but these categories cover most situations.  It’s important to figure out the 

function because missing this step can make your attempts to deal with the situation less effective at best and 

possibly make things worse.  For example, a child that runs away from you every time you want him to do chores is 

going to need one kind of intervention if you figure the function is escape (making him finish the task but giving a 

big reward for completing it) as opposed to if the function is attention (withdrawing attention except when the 

child is “on-task”). 

 I hope this information helps make your day to day challenges less challenging.  Please feel free to email 

me at erikyounglpc@verizon.net with any comments, questions or suggestions.  Next time we will talk about 

reinforcement.  Hang in there parents and remember, BREATH and DON’T PANIC!  You got this… 

Visit me at www.erikyoungtherapy.com to find out more about myself and to schedule an appointment. 
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REINFORCEMENT 

THE POWER OF REWARDS  

A PARENT’S PRIMER ON FUNCTIONAL BEHAVIOR ANALYSES – PART 2 

In the first report, we talked about how figuring out why someone is doing something is key to changing 

their behaviors.  We learned that most behaviors happen to get something, get away from or stop something, 

because they feel good or because they are automatic (a reflex for example).  In this article we will learn about 

reinforcement which combined with the answer from the question “what is the function of the behavior?” will 

allow us to change the behaviors. 

Case Example: 

So, imagine this scene…one that is played out in countless grocery store everyday around the world.  

Picture, if you will, one harried mother trying to get the grocery shopping for the house completed.  She is tired 

and in a rush to get home.  With her is her young son. In the checkout line, as Mom tries to load the groceries on 

the little conveyor belt, her child asks for a candy bar ( located conveniently at child eye level right there on the 

shelves in the checkout).  Mom, being a kind and benevolent Mom, says “No, we’re going home and having dinner.  

You don’t need a candy bar right now.”  Her son, being like most children of his age, doesn’t really like this state of 

affairs.  In response to the benevolent denial of sucrose refreshment, he starts wailing at the top of his lungs, 

“PLEEAAAASEE!! I WANNA CANDY I WANNA CANDY I WANNA CANDY!!!”  Other store patrons stare at the 

impending debacle…this is a familiar scene.  Mom feels embarrassed and more than a little ticked off.  She still has 

to get the groceries home, get them unpacked and start making dinner.  Dealing with a tantrum is the last thing 

she wants to do.  At first she tries to calmly explain to her child about dinner, the child screams louder.  Then she 

commands him to cease his tantrum.  That works about as well as can be expected (i.e. not at all).  Finally, Mom 

gives in a buys her little angel the candy bar, at which point he immediately ceases his caterwauling. 

Pop Quiz:  Can you name all the reinforcement that occurred in the above example?  What do you think 

will happen the next time Mom brings her son to the grocery store?  

WHAT IS REINFORCEMENT? 
 The technical definition of reinforcement is anything that occurs after a behavior that increases the 

chances of that behavior occurring again in the future.  Simply put, when your child does something (a behavior) 

and you do something immediately afterwards, if your child repeats the behavior again in the future…whatever 

you did was a reinforcer. 

 This idea is key to behavior change.  We want to provide rich and powerful reinforcement for the 

behaviors we wish to see (Start behaviors) and we want to avoid reinforcement for the behaviors we do not wish 

to see (Stop behaviors).  This interaction is at the heart of everything we wish to accomplish. 

IMPORTANT POINTS 

 Reinforcement only occurs if you see the behavior again.  You might feel you are rewarding your child, but 

if the reward does not result in increased frequency, intensity or other improvement in the 

behavior…then the reward is NOT reinforcing. 



 

 

 Reinforcement can be anything.  It doesn’t have to be a pleasant thing either.  For example, a person who 

likes fighting might enjoy when he is in a fight and find getting hit or yelled at reinforcing.   

 Reinforcement ALWAYS increases behaviors.  Anything that decreases the chances of seeing a behavior is 

called a punisher.   

 

The bottom line parents is, reward your kids when they do what you want them to do and they will do those things 

more.  If you simultaneously remove the rewards from the behaviors you want to see less of, you will see less of 

those behaviors. 

ISN’T THIS JUST BRIBERY? 
Short answer – Nope.   

While bribery is used to change behaviors there are some key differences between bribery and 

reinforcement.  Bribery is typically something (often money) given to someone in advance of behavior.  It  is always 

given to get that person to do something unethical or illegal.  Reinforcement always occurs AFTER a behavior, and 

we are not using it to get our children to do anything unethical or illegal (hopefully!). 

WHY SHOULD I BE REWARDING MY KID FOR DOING WHAT HE IS SUPPOSED TO DO?  

SHOULDN’T HE JUST DO IT? 
 In a perfect world, yes, your child would do what he/she is supposed to do and I would be out of a job  

However, I the real world, children are compelled by the “Drive Your Parents NUTS Accord” to not always follow 

directions.  If we, as parents, want to keep our sanity, it behooves us to use all the tools at our disposal to 

encourage, reward and ultimately to TEACH our children what to do and when to do it. 

TYPES OF REINFORCEMENT 
 POSITIVE – The most common type.  It is something that is added to the situation (money, candy, praise).  

Basically, if you give your child something because he did something good…that’s positive reinforcement.  

In the case example, the mother positively reinforced her child’s checkout line tantrum behavior by 

buying him the candy. 

 NEGATIVE – This NOT punishment (that decreases behaviors).  It is the removal of something.  In the case 

example, the child negatively reinforced Moms candy bar buying behavior by ceasing his tantrum when 

she gave in and bought the candy bar. 

CLASSES OF REINFORCERS 
 PRIMARY – These are typically those things that all people need.  Food, air, companionship, etc.  Often 

tied to basic survival.  These are good because most everybody will respond to them.  However, they 

suffer from the “too much of a good thing” effect – also known as satiety.  When you’ve had enough of 

something it loses its reinforcing qualities. 

 SECONDARY – These are learned reinforcers.  Typically paired in some way with primary reinforcement, 

these can be anything.  Money is perhaps one of the most prevalent secondary reinforcers in the world.  It 

always amazes me what people will do for colored bits of paper. 



 

 

OK, SMART GUY, WHAT DO I DO WITH ALL THIS INFORMATION? 
Follow these simple steps: 

1. Ask yourself; is this a start behavior or a stop behavior?  (Do you want to see this more or less?) 

2. Ask yourself, what is the function of the behavior? 

3. For stop behaviors, the answer to that question will tell you what you need to decrease or eliminate from 

the situation to make the behavior go away.  Do that. 

4. For start behaviors, the answer to the question will tell you what you need do to get the person to do that 

behavior more (or better). 

As with all things simple, there is a lot more to look at, but it all comes down to these four points ultimately.  We 

will discuss more about reinforcement and how to set it up and deliver it in future articles. 

WHAT’S THE BEST REINFORCER? 
The best reinforcer is the one that works in a given situation.  However, I do have a preference for a 

particular kind of reinforcement.  My preference is PRAISE.  I will cover praise in more detail in a future article.  

However, here is why I like praise as a reinforcer, just about everybody responds to praise.  The more you praise 

someone, the more they like you.  The more they like you, they more they will respond to you.  Praise is free.  It 

takes up no space.  People rarely get tired of it.  It pairs well with every other kind of reinforcer (thus making the 

praise and the other reinforcer more effective).   

So, in your experiments with reinforcement, try adding a little praise to your efforts and see how it 

enhances things. 

I hope this information helps make your day to day challenges less challenging.  Please feel free to email 

me at erikyounglpc@verizon.net with any comments, questions or suggestions.  Let me know about creative ways 

you have found to reinforce you children (or anyone else for that matter).  Hang in there parents and remember, 

BREATH and DON’T PANIC!  You got this… 

Visit me at www.erikyoungtherapy.com to find out more about myself and to schedule an appointment. 
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CONNECT WITH YOU CHILD USING THIS SIMPLE 

TECHNIQUE: PRAISE! 
In today’s article, I want to talk more about my favorite reinforcer: PRAISE.   

PRAISE IS SPECIAL! 
 It’s FREE! 

 It’s abundant.   

 It’s easy to store. 

 Everybody likes it. 

 Like chocolate or bacon….it goes with everything! 

 

The bottom line is that you cannot praise your kids enough.  In fact, the more you praise them, the more you will 

see those “start” behaviors!     

GUIDELINES TO PRAISING EFFECTIVELY 
Here are some tips to make your praise better: 

 Make sure you have the child’s attention…use their name.  If the child doesn’t know you are talking to 

him, then your praise is nothing more than wasted breath.  This is particularly important when dealing 

with children on the spectrum who may not even know you are there even though you are standing right 

next to them.  Do whatever you need to do to become a part of their world before you deliver your praise 

statement. 

 Tell the child what they did.  They might not be aware of what it was that they did that was so great.  

Maybe a lot of things are happening at once.  In any case, saying what you are praising helps tie your 

praise with the behavior you want to see again. 

 Be enthusiastic!  If you deliver your praise statement in a low monotone voice, If you come off as being 

sarcastic,  if you give any hint to the child that you aren’t being sincere…the child will know it.  Seriously, 

CHEER for your child.  Get excited about what they did.  Hell, be a little silly.  Sell the sizzle and your child 

will respond more. 

 Praise IMMEDIATELY! Deliver that praise as soon as the behavior occurs.  The longer you wait to praise (or 

deliver any reinforcement for that matter), the less likely it is for the child to connect your praise to the 

behavior you want to see again.  Even worse, the longer you wait, the more likely your child is going to do 

a “stop” behavior.  It would be a shame to deliver a praise statement that gets tied to and reinforces a 

stop behavior…so don’t do that. 

 Flip the script occasionally.  It’s easy to get into a rut and basically deliver your praise in the same way 

with the same basic wording all the time.  So, change things up often. Here’s a link to “100 ways to praise 

a child” http://www.speechtherapygames.com/Freebies/waystopraiseachild.pdf 

 “Thank you” is no praise.  I know this seems backwards…giving thanks is common courtesy.  However, if 

thank you is in your praise statement, also add another praise statement with it.  The idea is that by 

http://www.speechtherapygames.com/Freebies/waystopraiseachild.pdf


 

 

saying thank you, you are hinting that the child did you a favor rather than the child did something he/she 

should do all the time.  It’s a little thing, but no point in undermining yourself if you don’t have to. 

Here is an example of an effective praise statement: 

Delivered immediately after child puts away a toy he was playing with.   

(Enthusiastically) Good Job Zak! You put away the toy.  I’m so very proud of you! 

 

So, now that we know how to praise effectively, get out there and pass it on!  Remember parents…Don’t 

Panic, Breathe, You got this.  

Please comment and tell me about ways praise has worked for you.  Questions are also welcomed.  I can be 

reached at erikyounglpc@veion.net 

Find out more about me and schedule a complimentary session at www.erikyoungtherapy.com 

Copyright 2012 Erik Young, M.Ed., LPC 
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FINAL THOUGHTS 
With the information in the first three parts of this report, you have all the tools to get your child to do more of 

what you want him to do and less of what you don’t want him to do. 

Step 1:  Identify a start behavior and a stop behavior. 

Step 2:  Come up with a plan that reinforces the start behavior and removes reinforcement from the stop behavior. 

Step 3:  Work the plan. 

Step 4:  Adjust the plan as necessary to keep things moving in the right direction.   

 

I hope you found this information helpful.  If you want help creating your reinforcement plan or would like more 

direct support, then please don’t hesitate.  Go to www.erikyoungtherapy.com  or email me at 

erikyounglpc@verizon.net to schedule a free consultation today! 
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