
35 Naturalistic ABA Protocols for 
Children with Autism
A complete step-by-step resource that blends play, communication, and real interaction to build 

essential skills in a natural, meaningful, and enjoyable way. This comprehensive guide draws from 

evidence-based approaches including Pivotal Response Treatment (PRT) and the Early Start Denver 

Model (ESDM) to help parents, caregivers, and therapists support children with autism in reaching 

their full potential.



Understanding Naturalistic ABA: A 
Modern Approach

Naturalistic Applied Behavior Analysis represents a 

significant evolution in autism intervention. Unlike 

traditional discrete trial training conducted at a table, 

naturalistic ABA embeds learning opportunities within 

everyday activities, play, and social interactions. This 

approach honors the child's interests, follows their lead, 

and creates meaningful learning moments that feel less like 

therapy and more like natural childhood experiences.

The foundation of naturalistic ABA rests on several key 

principles: child-initiated interactions, natural 

reinforcement, functional communication in real contexts, 

and the integration of learning across environments. 

Research consistently demonstrates that skills learned 

through naturalistic methods generalize more effectively to 

everyday situations and are maintained over longer 

periods. Children are more motivated, engaged, and joyful 

during naturalistic interventions, leading to better 

outcomes and stronger family relationships.



Core Principles of PRT and ESDM

Child Choice & Motivation

Following the child's lead and interests to 

maximize engagement and natural learning 

opportunities throughout daily routines.

Natural Reinforcement

Using logical consequences and naturally 

occurring rewards that directly relate to the 

child's actions and attempts.

Turn-Taking & Reciprocity

Building back-and-forth interactions that 

form the foundation for conversation and 

social connection.

Embedded Learning

Integrating skill-building seamlessly into play, 

routines, and authentic social contexts 

throughout the day.

These principles guide every protocol in this resource. By understanding and applying them 

consistently, you'll create rich learning environments where skills develop naturally and joyfully. The 

magic happens when instruction becomes invisible and learning feels like living.



How to Use This Guide
01

Read the Protocol

Familiarize yourself with the 

target skill, rationale, and 

materials needed before 

beginning implementation.

02

Prepare Your 
Environment

Gather materials and create a 

supportive setting that 

minimizes distractions while 

maximizing engagement 

opportunities.

03

Follow the Child's Lead

Observe what captures their 

attention and interest, then 

build learning opportunities 

around those natural 

preferences.

04

Implement with Flexibility

Use the step-by-step guidance while adapting to 

your child's responses, energy level, and 

developmental readiness.

05

Document & Adjust

Track progress, celebrate small wins, and modify 

your approach based on what's working for your 

unique child.



Creating the Right Mindset
Before diving into specific protocols, it's essential to establish the right mindset. Naturalistic ABA is not 

about controlling behavior or forcing compliance4it's about creating conditions where learning feels 

effortless and enjoyable. Your role shifts from instructor to facilitator, from director to collaborator. This 

requires patience, presence, and a genuine curiosity about your child's perspective.

Expect progress to be gradual and nonlinear. Some days will sparkle with breakthroughs, while others 

will feel challenging. Both are normal and valuable parts of the learning journey. Celebrate small steps: a 

longer gaze, a new sound, a spontaneous reach. These moments are the building blocks of bigger skills. 

Remember that your relationship with your child is the foundation of all learning. Prioritize connection 

over perfection, joy over rigid adherence to plans.

Self-compassion is equally important. You don't need to implement every protocol perfectly or work 

on multiple goals simultaneously. Start with one or two areas that feel most relevant to your family's 

current needs. Build confidence gradually. Seek support from professionals, other families, and trusted 

resources. You're not alone in this journey, and asking for help is a sign of strength, not weakness.



Protocol 1: Joint Attention Foundation

Target Skill

Establishing shared focus on objects, events, or 

activities between child and adult4the 

cornerstone of social communication.

Why It Matters

Joint attention predicts language development, 

social competence, and later academic success. 

It's the foundation for showing, pointing, and 

coordinating attention between people and 

objects.

Materials Needed

Highly preferred toys or objects

Bubble wands or wind-up toys

Books with simple, engaging pictures

Snacks in clear containers

Step-by-Step Implementation

Position yourself face-to-face with the child 

at their eye level, creating an intimate 

interaction space

1.

Hold a motivating object near your face to 

encourage eye contact

2.

Animate the object with exaggerated 

expressions and sounds

3.

Pause and wait for the child to look at you or 

the object

4.

Immediately respond with excitement and 

allow access

5.

Gradually increase the duration of shared 

attention

6.

Introduce pointing to request or comment 

on interesting items

7.

Pro Tip: Start with brief moments (2-3 seconds) and build gradually. Even a fleeting glance 

toward you and the object counts as success in the early stages.



Protocol 2: Requesting Through 
Gestures
Target Skill

Using gestures (reaching, pointing, pulling) to communicate wants and needs before or alongside 

verbal language.

Why It Matters

Gestural communication reduces frustration, builds self-efficacy, and serves as a bridge to verbal 

language. Many children with autism benefit from multimodal communication systems that honor their 

current abilities while expanding skills.

Implementation Steps

1
Create Opportunities

Place preferred items within sight but out of reach. Use clear containers for snacks. Keep 

favorite toys on high shelves.

2
Wait & Observe

Give the child 5-10 seconds to initiate communication. Notice any movement toward the 

item, gaze shifts, or vocalizations.

3
Prompt Gently

If needed, model the gesture (pointing, reaching, giving) while maintaining a playful, 

encouraging tone.

4
Respond Immediately

Honor every communication attempt with natural consequences4provide the item or 

access quickly and enthusiastically.



Protocol 3: Expanding Single Words to 
Phrases

Target Skill

Moving from single-word utterances to two- and 

three-word combinations that convey more complex 

meanings.

When to Use

This protocol is appropriate when a child consistently 

uses 10-20 single words functionally and 

spontaneously. Forcing phrase speech too early can 

be counterproductive, so honor the child's 

developmental readiness.

Core Strategy: Expansions

When the child says a single word, immediately 

expand it into a simple phrase that models the next 

linguistic step. If they say "ball," you respond with "big 

ball!" or "want ball?" This provides a natural model 

without demanding imitation, reducing pressure while 

increasing exposure to richer language.

Example Expansions

Child: "Cookie" ³ Adult: "Want cookie!"

Child: "Dog" ³ Adult: "Big dog!"

Child: "Go" ³ Adult: "Go outside!"

Child: "Mama" ³ Adult: "Mama here!"

Key Principles

Keep expansions short (2-3 words 

maximum)

Use natural intonation, not robotic 

speech

Don't require the child to repeat you

Provide the expansion and then honor 

their request



Protocol 4: Turn-Taking Games
Target Skill

Engaging in reciprocal back-and-forth interactions that form the foundation for conversation, play, 

and social relationships.

Implementation Guide

Begin with highly motivating activities that have clear roles for each participant. Rolling a ball back and 

forth is a classic starting point4simple, visual, and inherently rewarding. Stacking blocks with 

alternating turns, taking turns with a toy car on a ramp, or passing puzzle pieces all work beautifully. 

The key is to establish a predictable rhythm where the child anticipates their turn and understands 

that their action leads to your response.

Use exaggerated animations, sound effects, and facial expressions to make your turns entertaining and 

worth waiting for. This increases motivation to continue the exchange. If the child loses interest, switch 

activities immediately rather than pushing through4flexibility maintains engagement. Gradually 

increase the number of turns before providing a preferred outcome, building tolerance for extended 

interactions. Over time, introduce variations in the game to promote cognitive flexibility alongside 

turn-taking skills.

1

Establish Routine

Use consistent language like "My turn... your 

turn!"

2

Animate Your Turns

Make your actions exciting and worth 

watching

3

Wait Expectantly

Pause before the child's turn with anticipation

4

Celebrate Participation

Respond enthusiastically to every turn-taking 

attempt



Protocol 5: Imitation of Actions with 
Objects

Target Skill

Copying simple actions with toys and 

objects, demonstrating attention to others' 

behavior and the ability to learn through 

observation.

Developmental Importance

Imitation is a pivotal skill that accelerates 

learning across all domains. Children who 

can imitate acquire new skills faster, 

engage in more sophisticated play, and 

develop stronger social connections. It's 

also foundational for pretend play and later 

academic learning.

Step-by-Step Process

Choose motivating objects: Start with toys the child already enjoys4cause-and-effect toys, 

musical instruments, or simple vehicles work well.

1.

Get positioned: Sit facing the child or side-by-side where they can easily see your actions 

without strain.

2.

Perform a simple action: Bang a drum, push a car, stack two blocks. Use one clear action that's 

within the child's motor capabilities.

3.

Wait and observe: Give the child 5-10 seconds to imitate spontaneously. Many children will copy 

without prompting when the action is motivating.

4.

Provide gentle guidance: If needed, use light hand-over-hand assistance to help the child 

complete the action. Fade physical prompts quickly to encourage independence.

5.

Natural reinforcement: Allow the child to continue playing with the object in their preferred way 

after imitating. The play itself is the reward.

6.

Vary your actions: Once the child imitates reliably, introduce new actions with the same object to 

build flexibility.

7.



Protocol 6: Functional Play Skills
Target Skill

Using toys and objects according to their intended function4pushing cars, feeding dolls, building with 

blocks, brushing a doll's hair.

Why Functional Play Matters

Functional play demonstrates understanding of object use, supports cognitive development, and 

provides a foundation for symbolic thinking and pretend play. It also creates opportunities for social 

interaction with peers and adults, expanding the child's social world. Children who engage in functional 

play develop better problem-solving skills and show increased attention spans during play activities.

Dramatic Play

Cooking, feeding dolls, talking 

on toy phones, caring for 

stuffed animals

Construction Play

Building towers, roads, bridges, 

and structures with blocks or 

construction toys

Transportation Play

Driving cars on roads, flying 

planes, parking vehicles in 

garages

Implementation Tips

Model functional play alongside the child without demanding they follow your lead. Create 

opportunities by providing interesting toys and demonstrating their use during natural play. Narrate 

your actions: "I'm stirring the soup!" or "The car goes in the garage." Celebrate any attempt at functional 

use, even if it's brief or unconventional. Gradually introduce related actions to expand play repertoires.



Protocol 7: Commenting and Labeling
Target Skill

Using words or phrases to share information, draw attention to interesting things, or label objects4

communication that goes beyond requesting to include social sharing.

Building Beyond Requests

Many children with autism learn to request 

effectively but struggle with commenting4the 

purely social function of language. Commenting 

requires understanding that others have 

different perspectives and might be interested 

in what we notice. It's fundamentally social and 

forms the basis for later conversation skills.

Create opportunities by providing novel, 

interesting experiences: bubbles floating, a 

wind-up toy moving, a bird outside the window. 

Model comments enthusiastically: "Wow, 

bubbles!" or "Look, doggy!" Notice what captures 

the child's attention and put words to their 

interests. Wait after commenting to see if the 

child imitates or adds their own observation.

Notice Interesting 
Things

Point out novel or exciting 

elements in the 

environment to capture 

attention

Model Comments

Label what the child is 

looking at without requiring 

a response

Respond 
Enthusiastically

When child comments, 

react with excitement to 

reinforce social sharing



Protocol 8: Following Simple 
Instructions
Target Skill

Responding to one-step directions during natural activities and routines, demonstrating 

comprehension and compliance within meaningful contexts.

Naturalistic Approach to Instruction-Following

Traditional ABA often teaches instruction-following through repeated commands in contrived settings. 

Naturalistic approaches embed directions within enjoyable activities where following the instruction 

leads to something the child wants. "Put the block in" might be followed by knocking down an exciting 

tower. "Give me the car" might lead to an adult creating a fun crash scene. The instruction becomes 

part of the play flow rather than an interruption.

Implementation Strategy

Begin with instructions that are clearly in the child's interest to follow. During preferred activities, give 

simple directions that enable the fun to continue. Use consistent, simple language: "Push the button," 

"Open the door," "Give to me." Pair instructions with gestures to support comprehension. Wait 5-10 

seconds for the child to respond. If they don't, provide gentle guidance and immediately deliver the 

natural reward. Gradually increase the difficulty and decrease prompting as the skill develops.

1

Embed in Play

Instructions are part of fun 

activities

2

Use Clear Language

Simple, consistent words paired 

with gestures

3

Wait for Response

Give processing time before 

prompting

4

Natural Consequence

Following leads to desired 

outcome



Protocol 9: Social Referencing

Target Skill

Looking to trusted adults for 

information about how to respond to 

ambiguous or novel situations4a 

sophisticated social-emotional skill.

Why It Matters

Social referencing demonstrates 

awareness that others have useful 

information and perspectives. It's 

essential for safety, learning from 

others, and developing trust in 

relationships.

Creating Opportunities

Introduce novel or slightly surprising elements during play: a new toy that makes unexpected sounds, a 

jack-in-the-box, a battery-operated animal. When these moments occur, exaggerate your facial 

expression and emotional response4delight, surprise, or curiosity. Pause to give the child time to 

check your face for information. When they look at you, respond clearly: smile broadly if it's something 

positive, or show interest and encouragement. This feedback helps the child learn to read social cues 

and trust your guidance.

This skill is particularly valuable during transitions or new experiences. When entering unfamiliar 

environments, children who socially reference their caregivers show less anxiety and greater 

willingness to explore. Practice during low-stakes moments so the skill is available when genuinely 

needed. Never use exaggerated negative reactions that might create unnecessary fear4focus on 

positive or neutral-curious expressions that encourage exploration while maintaining connection.

Introduce Novel 
Element

Add something new or 

surprising to capture 

attention and create 

ambiguity

Exaggerate Expression

Use clear facial expressions 

and vocal tone to provide 

social information

Wait for Check-In

Pause to allow the child 

time to look at your face for 

guidance



Protocol 10: Choice-Making
Target Skill

Indicating preferences between two or more options through pointing, reaching, vocalizing, or verbal 

identification4a fundamental self-determination skill.

The Power of Choice

Choice-making isn't just a communication skill; it's about autonomy, self-awareness, and relationship 

quality. When children have opportunities to make choices, they're more engaged, less likely to show 

challenging behavior, and more motivated to communicate. Choices communicate respect for the 

child's preferences and personhood. They also provide natural opportunities to learn that 

communication leads to desired outcomes4a powerful lesson for emerging communicators.

Implementation Framework

Start by offering choices between two highly preferred items or activities. Hold them at equal 

distances from the child, at chest height, and wait expectantly. Some children will reach or look toward 

their preference immediately. Others need more time to process the options. Wait at least 10 seconds 

before prompting. If the child doesn't indicate a choice, gently prompt by bringing options closer one 

at a time while asking "Do you want this one?" Honor any indication of preference, even if it's subtle4a 

gaze hold, a small reach, a change in body orientation.

Gradually introduce choices throughout the day: which shirt to wear, which book to read, which snack 

to eat, where to play. Include some choices between equally non-preferred options (which chore to do 

first) to build tolerance for less-than-ideal situations. This prepares children for real-world scenarios 

where perfect options aren't always available. Document preferences over time to truly understand 

your child's evolving interests and motivations.



Protocol 11: Waiting and Delayed 
Gratification
Target Skill

Tolerating brief delays between requesting and receiving, building self-regulation and patience within 

supportive contexts.

Start Extremely Brief

Initial delays of 1-2 seconds with highly 

preferred items to establish the concept

Provide Clear Cues

Visual timers, counting, or simple phrases like 

"Almost ready!" signal when waiting will end

Gradually Extend Time

Increase delays by small increments (2 

seconds to 3 seconds to 5 seconds) as 

tolerance builds

Honor the Wait

Always deliver the promised item or activity 

when the wait ends4reliability builds trust

Why Waiting Matters

The ability to wait is essential for group settings, social situations, and reducing frustration in daily life. 

Children who can tolerate brief delays show fewer challenging behaviors and greater flexibility. 

However, this skill must be built gradually with support. Asking a child to wait too long, too soon, or 

without clear cues about when waiting will end can increase anxiety and damage trust. The goal is to 

stretch capacity gently while maintaining the child's sense of security.



Protocol 12: Responding to Name

Target Skill

Consistently orienting toward the speaker when name 

is called4a foundational social-communication skill 

that enables instruction, conversation, and safety.

Why Name Response Is Pivotal

Responding to one's name opens the door for 

countless learning opportunities. It allows adults to 

direct attention, initiate teaching moments, and 

ensure safety. Children who respond to their names 

are more accessible to social interaction and 

instruction. This seemingly simple skill predicts later 

language development and social engagement.

Building the Skill Naturally

Rather than drilling name response in isolation, embed 

opportunities throughout preferred activities. Call the 

child's name right before something exciting happens: 

blowing bubbles, releasing a toy car down a ramp, or 

opening a favorite snack. The natural reinforcement of 

the exciting event strengthens the response. Use an 

animated, engaging tone rather than a flat or 

demanding voice. Pair the name with something 

motivating until the response becomes automatic.

Important Note: If a child consistently doesn't respond to their name, consider reducing how 

often you say it without reinforcement. Hearing their name repeatedly with no meaningful 

outcome can actually decrease responsiveness through habituation.



Protocol 13: Transitions Between 
Activities
Target Skill

Moving smoothly from one activity to another with minimal distress, demonstrating flexibility and 

understanding of routines.

Why Transitions Are Challenging

Many children with autism find transitions difficult because they disrupt predictability, require shifting 

attention, and may involve leaving preferred activities. Transitions activate uncertainty and can trigger 

anxiety or resistance. However, with proper support, children can learn to navigate transitions 

successfully, reducing family stress and increasing participation in varied activities.

Provide Advance Warning

Use timers, countdowns, or verbal warnings 

("Two more times down the slide, then 

lunch") to prepare the child mentally for 

upcoming changes.

Use Visual Supports

Visual schedules, "first-then" boards, or 

transition objects (bringing a toy to the next 

activity) provide concrete cues about 

what's happening next.

Maintain Predictable Routines

Consistent sequences (snack, then outside 

play, then story time) reduce uncertainty 

and help children anticipate what comes 

next.

Make Next Activity Appealing

Frame transitions positively by highlighting 

what's exciting about the upcoming activity 

rather than just ending the current one.



Protocol 14: Imitation of Sounds and 
Words
Target Skill

Copying vocal sounds, sound effects, and simple words during play and social interaction4a critical 

precursor to spontaneous speech.

From Sounds to Words

Vocal imitation develops in stages, beginning 

with sound play, moving to environmental 

sounds (animal noises, vehicle sounds), 

progressing to simple words, and eventually 

reaching conversational speech. Meeting the 

child at their current level and making vocal play 

fun and pressure-free accelerates this 

development. Never force imitation4model 

frequently, celebrate attempts, and trust the 

process.

Implementation Strategies

During sensory social routines (tickling, swinging, bouncing), pair consistent sounds with the action: 

"Wheee!" during swinging, "Boom!" when jumping, "Pop!" with bubbles. These action-sound pairings are 

easier to imitate than isolated words because they're emotionally charged and physically connected 

to enjoyable sensations. Use animal sounds with toy animals, vehicle sounds with toy cars, or 

environmental sounds during walks ("splash!" in puddles). Make your sounds exaggerated, animated, 

and fun.

When the child makes any sound, even accidentally, imitate them immediately. This demonstrates that 

their sounds have power to affect others4a crucial lesson. Create sound games where you take turns 

making silly noises. If the child approximates your sound, even loosely, celebrate enthusiastically and 

continue the activity. Prioritize sounds that are within the child's motor capability and occur in 

motivating contexts. Avoid table-based drill of isolated sounds disconnected from meaningful 

activities.



Protocol 15: Requesting Help
Target Skill

Communicating need for assistance through gestures, signs, pictures, or words4a powerful self-

advocacy and problem-solving skill.

Creating Natural Opportunities

The best way to teach help-requesting is to create situations where assistance is genuinely needed: 

containers that are difficult to open, toys that require batteries, activities that need adult participation 

(swinging, spinning). When the child struggles, wait briefly to see if they naturally seek help. Many 

children will look at you, bring the item to you, or vocalize. Respond immediately to these 

communication attempts by providing help while modeling the word "help" or using a help gesture.

If the child doesn't initiate after 5-10 seconds of struggle, model the help-request: say "help!" while 

using an open-hand gesture. Then immediately provide assistance. The goal is to build the association 

between the communication and the support received. Over time, increase your expectation4wait 

longer before modeling, provide partial help that requires another request to finish, or fade your 

prompt to encourage more independence in requesting.

1 Engineered difficulty

Create situations requiring assistance: 

tight lids, broken toys needing adult repair, 

activities requiring two people

2 Wait and observe

Give the child time to recognize they need 

help and initiate communication on their 

own

3 Model the request

If needed, demonstrate saying "help" or 

using a help sign, then immediately assist

4 Respond consistently

Always provide help when requested to 

reinforce that communication leads to 

support



Protocol 16: Sharing and Taking Turns 
with Objects
Target Skill

Passing objects back and forth with others and allowing brief access to preferred items4foundation 

for peer play and social reciprocity.

Building Generosity

Sharing is cognitively and emotionally 

complex: it requires understanding others' 

desires, tolerating brief loss of access, and 

trusting that items will be returned. For 

children with autism, who often prefer 

predictability and control, sharing can feel 

threatening. The key is to build the skill 

gradually through successful experiences 

where sharing leads to positive outcomes

4more fun, continued engagement, social 

praise, and reliable return of items.

Implementation Steps

Start with less-preferred items: Initial practice with objects the child likes but isn't intensely 

attached to reduces emotional stakes.

1.

Very brief exchanges: Take the item for just 1-2 seconds before immediately returning it. Success 

builds willingness.

2.

Create need for two people: Use activities that inherently require trading: rolling a ball, passing 

puzzle pieces, taking turns with a stamp or sticker.

3.

Narrate sharing language: "My turn... your turn!" or "Thank you for sharing!" gives verbal structure 

to the social exchange.

4.

Ensure return: Always give back as promised. Reliability builds trust that sharing doesn't mean 

permanent loss.

5.

Gradually extend duration: As tolerance builds, increase how long you keep the item before 

returning it.

6.

Introduce peer sharing: Once established with adults, begin facilitating brief sharing exchanges 

with siblings or peers.

7.



Protocol 17: Answering Simple 
Questions
Target Skill

Responding to basic questions (What's that? Who? Where?) with appropriate words, signs, or gestures 

during natural interactions.

Moving Beyond Labeling to Questions

Question-answering requires more sophisticated processing than simple labeling. The child must 

attend to the question word, retrieve relevant information, and formulate a response. Different 

question types emerge at different stages: "What" questions (what's that?) tend to develop first, 

followed by "Where" (where's the ball?), "Who" (who's that?), and later "Why" and "When" questions. 

Match your questions to the child's developmental level to ensure success.

01

Embed in Shared 
Activities

Ask questions about things 

you're both looking at or doing 

together

02

Start with Easy Questions

Begin with questions where the 

answer is obvious or recently 

mentioned

03

Wait for Response

Give 5-10 seconds of 

processing time before 

prompting or modeling

04

Provide Model if Needed

Give the answer casually, then repeat the 

question

05

Celebrate Any Attempt

Respond enthusiastically to approximations and 

full answers alike

Avoid rapid-fire questioning that feels like a test. Instead, integrate questions naturally into play and 

daily routines. "What's the cow say?" while playing with farm animals. "Where's your nose?" during silly 

songs. "Who's here?" when someone arrives. Make questions a bridge to continued engagement rather 

than an end in themselves.



Protocol 18: Independent Play Skills
Target Skill

Engaging with toys and activities independently for increasing durations4essential for self-

entertainment and caregiver respite.

Why Independent Play Matters

While social play is crucial, the ability to play 

independently provides children with self-

sufficiency, reduces constant demand on 

caregivers, and supports cognitive development 

through self-directed exploration. It also creates 

space for children to practice skills at their own 

pace and follow their interests deeply. Building 

independent play requires careful scaffolding4

too much pressure creates resistance, while too 

much adult involvement creates dependency.

Scaffolding Strategy

Begin by playing alongside the child with parallel activities4you play with blocks while they play with 

cars. Your presence provides security while modeling independent engagement. Gradually reduce 

your animation and interaction while remaining nearby. Introduce activities with clear sequences or 

completion points (puzzles, simple crafts, cause-and-effect toys) that provide natural reinforcement 

through task completion. Set up the environment for success with accessible, organized materials and 

minimized distractions.

Start with very brief periods (2-3 minutes) and use visual timers to show when your focused playtime 

will resume. Gradually extend duration as the child's tolerance grows. Rotate toys regularly to maintain 

novelty and interest. Provide immediate attention and engagement when the independent play period 

ends to reinforce that independence leads to valued social time. Never use independent play as 

punishment4it should feel like an opportunity, not isolation.



Protocol 19: Emotional Regulation 
Support
Target Skill

Managing emotional intensity and recovering from dysregulation with caregiver support4foundation 

for all other learning and social success.

Understanding Regulation Challenges

Many children with autism experience heightened sensitivity to sensory input, difficulty reading 

internal emotional states, challenges with transitions and uncertainty, and limited capacity for 

emotional language. These factors make regulation particularly challenging. Rather than expecting 

children to "calm down" independently, provide explicit support and teach regulatory strategies 

explicitly. Co-regulation4lending your calm nervous system to support the child's regulation4is both 

respectful and effective.

Prevention Strategies

Maintain predictable 

routines and schedules

Provide advance 

warnings before 

transitions

Honor sensory 

preferences and needs

Ensure adequate sleep, 

nutrition, and physical 

activity

Reduce demands during 

vulnerable times

In-the-Moment 
Support

Stay calm and regulated 

yourself4your state 

affects theirs

Reduce demands and 

provide space if needed

Offer sensory supports: 

deep pressure, quiet 

space, preferred items

Use minimal language

4"I'm here" rather than 

lengthy explanations

Validate feelings: "That 

was frustrating" without 

trying to fix immediately

Teaching Strategies

Label emotions during 

calm moments in books 

or play

Create visual emotion 

charts with coping 

strategies

Practice deep breathing, 

counting, or movement 

breaks

Identify child's unique 

calming activities and 

preferences

Celebrate successful 

regulation with specific 

praise



Protocol 20: Requesting Information
Target Skill

Asking questions to gain information or clarification4"What's that?" "Where?" "Why?"4demonstrating 

curiosity and understanding that others have knowledge to share.

The Power of Questions

Question-asking represents 

sophisticated social-cognitive 

understanding: recognizing one's own 

knowledge gaps, believing others can 

provide information, and having the 

communication skills to bridge that 

gap. It's also the foundation for 

lifelong learning. Children who ask 

questions actively construct 

understanding rather than passively 

receiving information.

Teaching Question-Asking

Create information gaps: show interesting objects in opaque bags, partially hide exciting toys, or 

introduce novel items without explanation. Model curiosity by asking questions yourself: "What's in 

here? Let's see!" When the child shows interest, prompt the question: "Say 'what is it?'" Then 

immediately answer enthusiastically and reveal the item. The natural reinforcement of satisfying 

curiosity strengthens question-asking. Gradually fade prompts as the skill emerges.

During book reading, pause before turning pages and prompt "What happens next?" When going to 

new places, encourage "Where are we going?" Celebrate questions enthusiastically even if you've just 

explained4the act of asking is what matters. Over time, children learn that questions are powerful 

tools for learning and that their curiosity is valued.



Protocol 21: Greetings and Farewells
Target Skill

Initiating or responding to hellos, goodbyes, waves, and other social rituals that mark beginnings and 

endings of interactions.

Why Social Rituals Matter

Greetings and farewells are gateway skills to social connection. They signal social awareness, 

acknowledge others' presence, and provide structured entry points into interactions4especially 

valuable for children who find open-ended social situations overwhelming. These rituals are also highly 

functional: they're expected in virtually all social contexts and their absence is noticed, potentially 

affecting how children are perceived and included.

Model Consistently

Greet the child warmly every morning and 

say goodbye each evening. Greet visitors, 

wave to neighbors, say goodbye to places. Create Routines

Establish predictable greeting sequences: 

arrive home, open door, say "Hi everyone!", 

put away shoes. Consistency builds the 

habit.
Provide Prompts

Gently remind: "What do we say when 

someone arrives?" Wait briefly, then model 

if needed: "We say hello!" Accept All Forms

Waves, high-fives, head nods, or quiet "hi" 

all count. Don't insist on specific forms4

communication mode doesn't matter.Natural Reinforcement

When child greets others, those people 

naturally respond positively, providing 

inherent social reinforcement.



Protocol 22: Sustained Attention to 
Activities
Target Skill

Maintaining focus on developmentally appropriate activities for increasing durations4foundation for 

learning, play, and later academic success.

Building Attention Span

Attention is not a fixed trait but a skill that develops 

through practice in supportive contexts. Many 

children with autism have strong sustained attention 

to preferred interests but difficulty maintaining 

attention to less preferred tasks or in stimulating 

environments. The goal is to gradually expand 

attention capacity while respecting individual 

differences and honoring the child's interests as entry 

points.

Implementation Approach

Always begin with highly motivating activities4topics 

or materials the child already enjoys. Success builds 

confidence and demonstrates that focused attention 

feels good. Set up the environment to minimize 

distractions: quiet space, organized materials, fewer 

competing stimuli. Start with very brief expectations 

(30 seconds to 1 minute) and gradually extend as the 

child experiences success.

Use clear beginnings and endings: "We're doing puzzles now" and "Puzzle time is done." Visual timers 

help children understand duration expectations. Provide frequent positive reinforcement during the 

activity4not just at completion. "I see you matching colors!" Intersperse brief movement breaks 

between focused activities. Gradually introduce less preferred but important activities, always 

balancing with preferred ones. Never force attention beyond the child's current capacity4this creates 

negative associations and resistance.



Protocol 23: Pretend Play Foundations
Target Skill

Using objects symbolically and acting out simple scenarios4"feeding" a doll, "driving" a toy car, or 

pretending to talk on a toy phone.

Developmental Significance

Pretend play represents a major cognitive milestone: the ability to hold mental representations, 

engage in symbolic thinking, and move beyond concrete, here-and-now reality. It supports language 

development, perspective-taking, flexibility, and social skills. While some children with autism naturally 

engage in pretend play, others benefit from explicit teaching and scaffolding. The goal is never to force 

imagination but to open doors to this rich form of play.

Self-Directed Actions

Pretending to feed self, drink from empty cup, 

or sleep4acting on oneself

Actions on Objects

Feeding a doll, putting teddy to bed, washing 

a toy car4acting on others

Object Substitution

Using a block as a phone, a box as a car4

letting one thing represent another

Role Play

Taking on roles (doctor, teacher, parent) and 

acting out simple scenarios

Model pretend actions during play without requiring imitation. Provide props and materials that 

suggest possibilities: toy kitchen items, dolls and baby care accessories, doctor kits, dress-up clothes. 

Narrate your pretend actions: "I'm cooking dinner! Stir, stir, stir." Invite the child into the play without 

pressure: "Would you like to taste my soup?" Celebrate any pretend actions enthusiastically. Gradually 

introduce new themes and more complex scenarios as interest develops.



Protocol 24: Following Multi-Step 
Directions
Target Skill

Completing sequences of 2-3 related instructions4"Get your shoes and bring them here" or "Wash 

hands, then come to the table."

Scaffolding Complex 
Instructions

Multi-step directions require working memory, 

sequencing ability, and sustained attention. 

They're cognitively demanding, especially for 

children with auditory processing challenges or 

working memory limitations. Build this skill 

gradually, starting with two steps that are 

closely related and routinely paired. "Get your 

coat and come here" links naturally because 

both support the goal of leaving. Separate, 

unrelated steps (get your coat and put away the 

blocks) are much harder.

Implementation Strategy

Begin with two-step sequences embedded in daily routines: bedtime (brush teeth, get pajamas), 

snack time (wash hands, sit at table), departure (shoes on, get backpack). Use consistent language 

and sequence order so patterns become predictable. Provide visual supports: sequence cards 

showing each step or checklists the child can mark off. This offloads memory demands and provides 

external support for sequencing.

If the child struggles, break the sequence down: give the first step, wait for completion and provide 

praise, then give the second step. Gradually increase the expectation by giving both steps together. 

Add a third step only after two-step sequences are solid. Never exceed the child's current capacity4

this leads to frustration and learned helplessness. Success builds confidence to tackle increasingly 

complex directions.



Protocol 25: Peer Interaction Initiation
Target Skill

Approaching peers, offering toys, suggesting play activities, or otherwise initiating social engagement 

with children their own age.

The Challenge of Peer Interaction

Peer relationships are qualitatively different from adult-child interactions. Peers are less predictable, 

less accommodating, and less skilled at scaffolding interactions. They move quickly, have their own 

agendas, and may not respond with the patience adults naturally provide. For children with autism, 

these factors make peer interaction particularly challenging yet critically important for social 

development, belonging, and quality of life. Peer skills must be taught explicitly and practiced in 

supportive contexts.

1
Parallel Play Proximity

Start by simply being near peers during preferred activities4physical proximity without 

interaction demands

2
Adult-Facilitated Offers

With adult support, practice offering toys or materials to peers during structured 

activities

3
Scripted Initiations

Teach simple, effective phrases: "Want to play?" "Can I have a turn?" "Look at this!"

4
Structured Group Activities

Games with clear rules and roles (red light/green light, simple ball games) provide 

scaffolding for peer interaction

5
Gradual Independence

Fade adult facilitation as the child gains confidence and peers become more familiar and 

responsive



Protocol 26: Emotion Recognition and 
Labeling
Target Skill

Identifying basic emotions in oneself and others4happy, sad, angry, scared4through facial 

expressions, body language, and context.

Why Emotion Recognition 
Matters

Understanding emotions is foundational for 

empathy, social problem-solving, conflict 

resolution, and self-awareness. Children 

who can identify emotions in others 

respond more appropriately in social 

situations and experience fewer 

misunderstandings. Recognizing their own 

emotions supports self-regulation and 

effective communication of needs.

Teaching Approach

Begin with very clear, exaggerated emotions in contexts the child understands. Use books, photos, 

videos, or real-life situations with obvious emotional content. "Look, the boy is crying. He's sad 

because his ice cream fell." Point out your own emotions in the moment: "I'm happy we're playing 

together!" or "I'm frustrated this toy isn't working." This real-time narration builds the connection 

between internal states, expressions, and labels.

Practice identifying emotions in photos or drawings before expecting recognition in complex real-

world situations. Start with happy and sad4the most distinct and universal expressions. Add angry 

and scared later. Play emotion charades or make silly faces together. Create opportunities to match 

emotions to stories: "The girl got a puppy. How does she feel?" Use consistent language and visual 

supports like emotion charts or feeling wheels. Always validate the child's emotional experiences 

without dismissing or minimizing them.



Protocol 27: Sharing Attention to Books
Target Skill

Engaging in shared book reading4looking at pictures, listening to stories, pointing to images, and 

eventually commenting or answering questions about the content.

The Power of Shared Reading

Book sharing is a rich naturalistic teaching context that supports language development, attention 

skills, print awareness, conceptual knowledge, and social connection. It provides predictable structure, 

controlled pacing, and repeated exposure to vocabulary and narrative structure. For children with 

autism, shared reading can be particularly valuable because books offer visual support for language, 

clear beginnings and endings, and topics matched to specific interests.

Choose engaging books

High-interest topics, sensory elements 

(lift-flaps, textures), repetitive text, clear 

illustrations. Match complexity to the 

child's level.

Follow the child's focus

Don't insist on reading every word in order. 

If they want to flip ahead, focus on one 

page, or look at pictures only4honor it. 

Engagement matters more than coverage.

Interactive reading strategies

Point to pictures, make sound effects, ask 

simple questions, pause for responses, 

relate content to the child's life. Make it a 

conversation, not a monologue.

Repetition is valuable

Reading the same book repeatedly is 

excellent for learning. Children extract new 

information with each reading and gain 

pleasure from familiarity.



Protocol 28: Requesting Recurrence 
(More)
Target Skill

Communicating desire for an activity or item to continue or repeat4using "more," gestures, or other 

means to extend enjoyable experiences.

Why "More" Is Powerful

"More" is often one of the earliest communicative functions 

children master because it's highly motivating4it directly 

extends positive experiences. It's also broadly applicable 

across contexts: more food, more play, more songs, more 

tickles. Teaching "more" creates countless daily 

opportunities to practice communication in naturally 

reinforcing situations. It also reduces frustration because 

children gain a tool to keep good things happening.

Creating Opportunities

The key is to control access to highly preferred activities, 

providing small amounts and creating space for the child to 

request continuation. During songs, stop mid-way through 

and wait expectantly. With preferred snacks, give one small 

piece at a time. During physical play (swinging, tickling, 

bouncing), pause frequently and look expectantly at the 

child.

Model the word "more" or the sign (fingertips tapping together) during the pause. If the child imitates, 

makes any attempt, or even just looks at you expectantly, immediately provide more of the preferred 

activity. This immediate reinforcement strengthens the communication. Gradually increase your 

expectation4wait longer before modeling, require closer approximations of the word or sign. Accept 

any form of communication initially: reaching, vocalizing, looking between you and the activity. Shape 

toward clearer forms over time.



Protocol 29: Appropriate Protesting and 
Rejecting
Target Skill

Communicating refusal or dislike appropriately4saying "no," "all done," "stop," pushing away, or using 

other socially acceptable means rather than aggression or escape.

The Right to Say No

Teaching children to protest appropriately is about respect and self-advocacy. Everyone has the right 

to communicate preferences, including negative ones. When children lack appropriate ways to say no, 

they resort to challenging behaviors: hitting, screaming, running away. These behaviors communicate 

the same message ("I don't want this") but create negative outcomes and limit opportunities. Providing 

acceptable alternatives reduces challenging behavior while honoring the child's agency.

Teaching Functional Protest

Model protest language in situations where it's genuinely appropriate: "No thank you, I don't like 

broccoli" at dinner. "All done" when finished with an activity. "Stop" during rough play that becomes too 

intense. Narrate your own boundaries: "I'm going to stop now. I'm tired." This demonstrates that protest 

is normal and acceptable. When the child refuses something (through behavior or approximations of 

words/gestures), honor it when possible and name what happened: "You said no. Okay, we'll do 

something else."

Sometimes children must do non-preferred things (safety, health, responsibility). In these situations, 

acknowledge the feeling while maintaining the expectation: "I know you don't want to, and we need to 

wash hands before eating." Provide choices within the requirement when possible: "Do you want to 

wash hands here or in the bathroom?" This balances respecting protest with teaching that some things 

aren't negotiable4an important life lesson.



Protocol 30: Simple Problem-Solving
Target Skill

Attempting solutions when encountering obstacles4using tools, trying different approaches, or 

requesting help rather than giving up immediately.

Building Persistence

Problem-solving requires cognitive flexibility, 

frustration tolerance, and belief in one's ability 

to affect outcomes. Children with autism 

sometimes struggle with persistence when tasks 

don't immediately succeed, particularly if they 

have perfectionistic tendencies or low 

frustration tolerance. Teaching problem-solving 

through naturalistic opportunities builds 

resilience and independence.

Implementation Framework

Present problems that are solvable but require some thought: shape sorters, simple puzzles, 

containers with different opening mechanisms, toys that need assembly. Stay nearby but don't 

immediately intervene. Give the child time to struggle productively4this is where learning happens. If 

they become very frustrated, provide a subtle hint or partial help rather than complete rescue. "What if 

you try turning it?" or "Maybe this piece goes here?"

Model problem-solving self-talk: "Hmm, that didn't work. Let me try something else." This 

demonstrates that failure is information, not catastrophe. Celebrate problem-solving process as much 

as success: "You kept trying different pieces until you found the right one!" Build a culture where 

mistakes and struggles are normalized, expected parts of learning. This mindset supports risk-taking 

and persistence across all domains.



Protocol 31: Flexible Thinking with 
Routines
Target Skill

Tolerating small variations in routines and expectations without significant distress4building cognitive 

and emotional flexibility.

Understanding the Challenge

Many children with autism crave predictability and sameness. Routines provide security, reduce 

uncertainty, and create a sense of control in an often-overwhelming world. However, rigid adherence 

to routines can limit participation in new experiences and create challenges when unavoidable 

changes occur. The goal isn't to eliminate routines4they're valuable4but to build flexibility so that 

small variations don't cause crisis.

1 Start Tiny

Introduce barely-noticeable variations in well-established routines

2 Prepare and Explain

Warn before changes: "Today we'll take a different route to the park"

3 Provide Support

Stay close, validate feelings, offer reassurance during the change

4 Celebrate Flexibility

Praise adapting to change: "You were so flexible when we went a different way!"

5 Gradually Increase

As tolerance builds, introduce slightly bigger variations

Never introduce changes capriciously or without support. Flexibility grows through successful 

experiences of change leading to positive outcomes. If a change causes significant distress, reduce 

demands, provide support, and make note of the child's current flexibility limits. Push gently at the 

edge of comfort, never beyond it. Over time, the window of tolerance expands and the child gains 

confidence in their ability to navigate uncertainty.



Protocol 32: Conversation Skills 
Foundation
Target Skill

Engaging in multi-turn exchanges on a topic4staying on topic, responding to partner's comments, 

adding new but related information.

Building Blocks of 
Conversation

True conversation requires multiple 

complex skills: topic maintenance, 

perspective-taking, turn-taking, listening 

comprehension, and flexible language 

generation. It's one of the most 

sophisticated social-communication skills. 

For children with autism, conversational 

challenges often stem from difficulty 

tracking the topic, understanding implicit 

conversational rules, or knowing what 

information to share.

Teaching Conversational Structure

Begin with topics the child knows well and cares about deeply. Their special interests are perfect 

conversation starters because motivation and knowledge are high. Model the back-and-forth 

structure explicitly: "You tell me something about dinosaurs, then I'll tell you something." Visual 

supports like conversation balls (passing a ball with each turn) or conversation scripts provide 

concrete structure.

Teach conversational moves explicitly: asking follow-up questions, making related comments, staying 

on topic, knowing when to change topics. Use video modeling or social stories to make implicit rules 

explicit. During conversations, provide subtle prompts: "Can you ask me a question about that?" or "Tell 

me more about the T-Rex." Gradually fade support as skills develop. Accept shorter conversations 

initially4three turns is excellent for beginners. Quality trumps quantity; a brief, genuine exchange 

beats a lengthy interrogation.



Protocol 33: Self-Help Skills in Context
Target Skill

Participating in daily living activities4dressing, grooming, eating, cleaning4with increasing 

independence.

Why Self-Help Skills Matter

Independence in daily activities builds self-esteem, reduces caregiver burden, and creates 

opportunities for participation in community settings. These are functional, meaningful skills that 

directly improve quality of life. They're also rich contexts for communication, problem-solving, and 

sequencing. Naturalistic teaching of self-help skills embeds learning in the moments when skills are 

genuinely needed rather than practicing in isolation.

Hand Washing

Break into steps: turn on water, wet hands, 

soap, scrub, rinse, dry. Use visual sequence 

cards. Practice multiple times daily during 

natural routines.

Dressing

Start with final steps (pulling shirt down after 

it's mostly on) using backward chaining. 

Celebrate independence at each step before 

adding the previous one.

Feeding

Encourage self-feeding with preferred foods. 

Provide appropriate utensils. Accept 

messiness as part of learning. Gradually 

introduce new foods and utensils.

Cleaning Up

Make clean-up part of the activity: "Playtime 

includes cleaning up." Start with one or two 

items. Use songs or timers. Provide bins and 

labels.



Protocol 34: Group Participation Skills
Target Skill

Participating in group activities4circle time, group games, class activities4following group instructions 

and staying with the group.

The Group Context

Group settings present unique challenges: divided 

attention, waiting for turns, following instructions not 

directed individually, competing stimuli, and social 

proximity to multiple peers. These factors make 

groups more demanding than one-on-one 

interactions. However, group participation is essential 

for school success and community inclusion. Building 

these skills opens doors to enriching social 

experiences and learning opportunities.

Scaffolding Group Success

Start with very small groups (2-3 children plus adult) 

focused on highly motivating activities. Adult 

facilitation is critical initially4prompting, redirecting, 

managing the pace. Use visual supports showing 

group expectations: quiet hands, listening bodies, 

waiting for turns. Provide clear roles so each child 

knows their part.

Position the child for success: near the adult, away from major distractions, with preferred peers. Keep 

activities short initially45-10 minutes4and end while still successful. Gradually increase duration and 

group size as tolerance builds. Provide breaks as needed and celebrate participation attempts. Some 

children need individual reinforcement systems during groups initially; that's okay. The goal is to build 

positive associations with group contexts so participation becomes intrinsically rewarding.



Protocol 35: Integration and Next Steps
Bringing It All Together

These 35 protocols represent a comprehensive framework for supporting children with autism in 

developing essential communication, social, play, and daily living skills through naturalistic approaches. 

The true power emerges when these strategies become seamlessly integrated into your daily routines, 

transforming ordinary moments into extraordinary learning opportunities. Remember that you don't 

need to implement every protocol simultaneously4choose the skills most relevant to your child's 

current needs and your family's priorities.

Creating Your Implementation Plan

Review the protocols and identify 2-3 priority areas that would most significantly impact your child's 

functioning and your family's quality of life. Consider current challenges, upcoming transitions (starting 

preschool, new sibling), and areas where small improvements would cascade into broader benefits. For 

each priority skill, plan specific opportunities throughout your week where you can naturally embed 

teaching moments. Consistency matters more than perfection4daily practice of a few skills trumps 

sporadic attempts at everything.

01

Assess Current 
Functioning

Note your child's strengths and 

areas needing support across 

communication, social, play, and 

independence domains

02

Set Meaningful Goals

Choose 2-3 priority skills that 

align with family values and will 

make the biggest positive 

difference

03

Identify Natural 
Opportunities

Map when and where you can 

embed each target skill into 

existing routines and preferred 

activities

04

Implement Consistently

Practice daily, remain flexible, and celebrate small 

steps forward

05

Track and Adjust

Notice what's working, modify what isn't, and add 

new goals as skills develop



Building a Supportive Environment

The Foundation for Learning

Even the best protocols won't work if the 

environment doesn't support learning. Creating a 

nurturing, structured, and responsive context is 

as important as the specific teaching strategies. 

This includes the physical environment, family 

routines, emotional climate, and support 

systems surrounding the child and family.

Key Environmental Elements

Predictable routines provide security and 

reduce anxiety, creating mental space for 

learning. Visual supports (schedules, labels, 

choice boards) offload memory demands and 

make expectations concrete. Sensory-friendly 

spaces honor individual needs and prevent 

dysregulation. Clear organization of materials 

supports independence and reduces frustration.

Physical Space
Organized, accessible materials. Defined 

areas for different activities. Sensory 

considerations addressed. Minimal 

unnecessary distractions.

Temporal Structure
Predictable daily routines. Visual 

schedules. Clear transitions. Balance of 

activities. Adequate rest and recovery 

time.

Emotional Climate

Warm, responsive interactions. 

Celebration of efforts and progress. 

Patience with challenges. Unconditional 

positive regard.

Support Network

Professional guidance. Peer support from 

other families. Respite care. Extended 

family understanding and involvement.



Understanding Individual Differences
Honoring Neurodiversity

Every child with autism is unique, with individual strengths, challenges, preferences, and 

developmental trajectory. These protocols provide frameworks, not rigid prescriptions. Your child may 

progress quickly in some areas while needing extended support in others. Some skills might develop in 

unexpected sequences. That's not just okay4it's expected and healthy. Avoid comparing your child to 

neurotypical benchmarks or other children with autism. Focus on individual progress and meaningful 

outcomes for your specific child and family.

Adapting to Your Child's Profile

Some children are highly verbal but struggle with social reciprocity. Others have strong visual-spatial 

skills but limited speech. Some are sensory-seeking while others are sensory-avoidant. Some thrive on 

routine while others are more flexible. Understanding your child's unique profile4their authentic way of 

being in the world4allows you to adapt these protocols effectively. Lean into strengths while 

supporting challenges. Honor preferences while gently expanding comfort zones. Celebrate the child's 

authentic self while teaching skills that create opportunities and reduce barriers.

"The goal is not to make children with autism more 'normal' but to provide them with skills, 

support, and opportunities to live full, meaningful lives as their authentic selves."



The Role of Professional Support

When to Seek Professional 
Help

While naturalistic approaches can be 

implemented by parents and caregivers, 

professional guidance enhances outcomes. 

Consider consulting a Board Certified 

Behavior Analyst (BCBA), speech-language 

pathologist, or developmental specialist if 

progress stalls, challenging behaviors 

escalate, your family feels overwhelmed, or 

you need help prioritizing goals and 

troubleshooting strategies.

Types of Professional Support

Applied Behavior Analysis

BCBAs design individualized intervention 

programs, train families, analyze behavior 

patterns, and monitor progress data to 

optimize outcomes.

Speech-Language Pathology

SLPs assess communication development, 

address speech sound production, develop 

AAC systems, and target social 

communication skills.

Occupational Therapy

OTs address sensory processing, fine motor 

skills, self-help independence, and 

environmental adaptations to support 

functioning.

Developmental Specialists

Developmental pediatricians, psychologists, 

or early intervention specialists provide 

comprehensive assessment, diagnosis, and 

coordination of services.

The best outcomes occur when professionals and families work collaboratively, with professionals 

providing expertise and families providing intimate knowledge of the child. This partnership, grounded 

in mutual respect and shared goals, creates powerful synergy that accelerates learning and supports 

the whole family.



Data Collection and Progress 
Monitoring
Why Track Progress?

Systematic observation helps you notice gradual improvements that might otherwise be invisible, 

identify which strategies work best for your child, make informed decisions about when to increase 

expectations or modify approaches, celebrate concrete evidence of growth during challenging times, 

and communicate effectively with professionals about what's happening at home.

Simple Tracking Methods

Data collection doesn't need to be complex or time-consuming. Simple methods work beautifully: 

Frequency counts4tally marks each time a behavior occurs (how many times did she request today?). 

Duration tracking4note how long activities last (played independently for 8 minutes today). Yes/No 

checkboxes4did the skill occur during an opportunity? (Did he respond to his name at breakfast? 

Yes/No). Narrative notes4brief descriptions of successes, challenges, or changes noticed. Photos or 

videos capture qualitative progress that numbers miss.

1Choose 1-2 Key Behaviors

Don't track everything4focus on priority 

goals for meaningful data

2 Select Simple Methods

Use tracking systems that take under 2 

minutes per day

3Collect Consistently

Daily brief tracking beats occasional 

detailed recording

4 Review Weekly
Look for patterns, celebrate progress, 

adjust strategies



Addressing Challenging Behaviors
Understanding Behavior as Communication

All behavior serves a function4it communicates something about needs, feelings, or environmental 

conditions. Challenging behaviors (tantrums, aggression, self-injury) often indicate that the child lacks 

more appropriate ways to communicate, feels overwhelmed or dysregulated, is avoiding something 

difficult or aversive, or is seeking sensory input or attention. The naturalistic approach to challenging 

behavior focuses on understanding the message, teaching replacement skills, and addressing 

underlying causes rather than simply suppressing unwanted behaviors.

Functional Behavior Support

Begin with observation: when does the behavior 

occur? What happens before and after? What 

might the child be trying to communicate? 

Identify patterns and triggers. Then teach 

functionally equivalent communication: if 

behaviors occur during difficult tasks, teach 

"help" or "break." If they occur when ignored, 

teach appropriate attention-seeking. If they're 

sensory-seeking, provide appropriate sensory 

alternatives.

Prevention is powerful: modify environments, 

adjust expectations during vulnerable times, 

provide choice and control, ensure adequate 

sleep and nutrition, reduce demands 

temporarily during stressful periods. When 

challenging behaviors occur, prioritize safety, 

remain calm, provide minimal attention to the 

behavior while redirecting to appropriate 

alternatives. Never use shame, punishment, or 

withdrawal of affection4these damage 

relationships without teaching better skills.



Supporting Families and Caregivers
The Caregiver's Wellbeing Matters

You cannot pour from an empty cup. Supporting a child with autism is rewarding and meaningful but 

also demanding and sometimes exhausting. Your wellbeing directly impacts your child's wellbeing4

stressed, depleted caregivers struggle to implement strategies consistently, maintain patience, and 

find joy in daily interactions. Prioritizing your own needs isn't selfish; it's essential infrastructure for 

effective support of your child.

Build Your Support Network

Connect with other autism families, join 

support groups, maintain friendships, accept 

help from extended family and community 

members.

Practice Self-Compassion

Release perfectionism. You will have hard 

days. You will make mistakes. That's human, 

not failure. Treat yourself with the same 

kindness you show your child.

Protect Personal Time

Respite care isn't luxury4it's necessity. 

Regular breaks restore resilience, perspective, 

and energy. Schedule them systematically, 

not just during crisis.

Maintain Individual Identity

You are more than your child's parent or 

caregiver. Maintain interests, relationships, 

and aspects of life that feed your soul and 

sustain your sense of self.

Many caregivers experience grief, anxiety, or depression at various points. These feelings are valid 

responses to challenging circumstances. Seek professional mental health support when needed4

therapy, support groups, or medical treatment. Taking care of your emotional health models self-

advocacy for your child and ensures you have the inner resources to show up fully in the demanding 

work of parenting.



Looking Ahead: Long-Term Outcomes

The Research on Naturalistic 
Approaches

Decades of research support naturalistic ABA 

methods like PRT and ESDM. Studies consistently 

show that children receiving naturalistic early 

intervention demonstrate significant gains in 

communication, social skills, play abilities, and 

adaptive functioning. These gains generalize better to 

everyday environments and maintain over time 

compared to traditional discrete trial training. 

Perhaps most importantly, children and families 

report greater satisfaction, less stress, and more 

positive relationships when using naturalistic 

approaches.

What Success Looks Like

Success isn't about "overcoming" autism or achieving neurotypical functioning. It's about each child 

reaching their individual potential, developing skills that create opportunities and reduce barriers, 

participating meaningfully in family and community life, experiencing positive relationships and 

genuine connection, having means to communicate needs and preferences effectively, and living as 

their authentic selves with confidence and dignity.

These outcomes emerge gradually through consistent, compassionate support across years, not 

months. There will be periods of rapid growth and plateaus. New challenges will emerge as children 

develop and face new environments. That's not failure4it's the reality of human development. 

Celebrate each milestone while maintaining perspective about the long journey. Your daily investments 

in naturalistic teaching create ripples that extend far into your child's future, shaping not just skills but 

identity, relationships, and quality of life.



Common Questions and 
Troubleshooting
Frequently Asked Questions

What if my child doesn't respond to these strategies?

Every child responds differently and at their own pace. If progress isn't occurring after 

consistent implementation for 2-3 weeks, consult a professional to assess whether 

modifications are needed, if underlying factors need addressing, or if additional support 

would help.

How much time should I spend on these activities daily?

Naturalistic teaching happens throughout the day, not in dedicated sessions. Even 10-15 

minutes of focused implementation during preferred activities, combined with mindful 

interactions during routines, creates significant learning opportunities. Quality and 

consistency matter more than quantity.

Can these strategies work for older children or just toddlers?

While early intervention optimizes outcomes, naturalistic approaches benefit learners of all 

ages. Adapt activities to age-appropriate interests and contexts. Teenagers can develop 

conversation skills during video game play or social skills during volunteer activities4the 

principles remain constant.

What about children who are minimally verbal or nonspeaking?

These protocols work beautifully for children with limited speech by accepting all forms of 

communication: gestures, picture exchange, AAC devices, sign language. Focus on 

communicative intent rather than specific modality. Many protocols explicitly support 

children developing initial communication skills.



Resources for Continued Learning
Expanding Your Knowledge

This guide provides a comprehensive foundation, but learning continues throughout your journey. The 

following resources can deepen your understanding and provide additional support as you implement 

naturalistic strategies with your child.

Recommended Reading

An Early Start for Your Child with Autism 

(Rogers, Dawson, Vismara)

The PRT Pocket Guide (Koegel & Koegel)

More Than Words (Hanen Centre)

Uniquely Human (Prizant)

Online Resources

Autism Speaks resource library

AFIRM modules (free online training)

National Autism Center evidence-based 

practice guides

UC Davis MIND Institute resources

Organizations

Local autism societies and parent support 

groups

Autistic Self Advocacy Network (ASAN)

Association for Behavior Analysis 

International (ABAI)

Early intervention programs in your area

Professional Support

Board Certified Behavior Analysts (BCBAs)

Speech-Language Pathologists 

specializing in autism

Developmental pediatricians

Occupational therapists with sensory 

training



Your Journey Forward
Embracing the Path Ahead

You've reached the end of this guide, but you're at the beginning of your implementation journey. 

These 35 protocols offer a roadmap, but you'll chart your own unique course based on your child's 

needs, your family's values, and your evolving understanding of what works. There will be beautiful 

moments of connection and breakthrough. There will also be difficult days when nothing seems to 

work and exhaustion weighs heavy. Both are part of the landscape of this journey.

Remember These Core Truths

Your child is learning and growing, even when progress feels invisible. Small steps accumulate into 

meaningful change over time. Your love, patience, and persistence matter profoundly4they're the soil 

in which skills take root. You don't need to be perfect; you just need to be present, responsive, and 

willing to try. Your child is not broken or needing to be fixed4they're a whole person deserving of 

respect, support, and opportunities to flourish as their authentic self.

The naturalistic approach honors this truth by meeting children where they are, following their lead, 

and embedding learning in the joyful, meaningful contexts of play and daily life. It recognizes that the 

goal isn't compliance or normalization, but communication, connection, and capabilities that unlock 

each child's potential and participation in the world.

May this guide serve you well. May you find joy in the journey, connection in the challenges, and hope 

in the small daily miracles of learning and growth. Your child is fortunate to have you as their advocate, 

teacher, and guide. Trust yourself, trust your child, and move forward with courage and compassion.

Lead with love

Relationship is the foundation

Stay flexible

Adapt to your child's needs

Celebrate progress

Notice and honor every step

Trust the process

Growth happens gradually

Seek support

You don't walk alone

Care for yourself

Your wellbeing matters too


