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Students with Disabilities in 
General Education Settings:
Understanding Behavior and 
Supporting Successful 
Learning
CAROL BURMEISTER, M.A.

SHERI WILKINS, PH.D.

AGENDA

Understanding the Function of Behavior
Disabilities:
Autism
Emotional Disturbance
Intellectual Disability
Traumatic Brain Injury
ADHD

Supporting Successful Learning

Outcomes
Understand function of behavior and how to analyze to 

determine function of behavior
Understand the educational definition, prevalence, and 

main characteristics of 5 common disability categories
Discuss behavioral manifestations of disabilities
Learn specific strategies for dealing with behavior 

problems
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To Get or Avoid:  Understanding 
Function of Behavior

Get Avoid/Escape

Tangibles 
(activities/items)

Tangibles (activities)

Attention (adult or 
child)

Attention (adult or 
child)

Sensory input Sensory input (aversive)
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Analyze the ABCs

ABCs
◦ Antecedent 
◦ Behavior  
◦ Consequence
◦ To understand B, we must examine A and C
◦ What about A and/or C causes or maintains B?

5
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Jacob, an 8th grade student, has been getting in trouble in math class. On Monday, when 

students were supposed to be working on their math worksheets at their desks, Jacob called 

the girl sitting next to him a name. The teacher sent him to time out in another classroom. On 

Tuesday, after students were assigned math questions in their textbooks, Jacob sighed 

loudly and said, “I hate this _______ class.” The teacher sent him to the office on a referral. 

On Wednesday Jacob scrunched his math worksheet into a ball and threw it on the floor. 

When the teacher told him to pick it up and get to work, he put his head down on his desk 

and refused to move. His teacher told him he would be sent to the office again if he didn’t get 

to work right away. Jacob muttered, “so what,” under his breath. The teacher again sent him 

to the office and scheduled a meeting to discuss his behavior with his parents.
© Burmeister, C.; Wilkins, S.; Silva, R.  2018. FLIPP 2.0: Mastering Executive Function Skills from School to Adult Life for Students with Autism
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A-B-C-Analysis:

Antecedent Being given math work to complete

Behavior Calling someone a name

Swearing

Scrunching up a math worksheet and refusing to 

work

Consequence Sent out of class, either to another classroom or 

the office
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Current Behavior Profile

Antecedent Behavior Consequence

“When Jacob is 

given a math 

assignment to 

complete…

… he engages in 

behaviors such as 

calling out in 

class or refusing 

to work…

… resulting in his 

removal from 

class and escape 

from the math 

task. “
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Desired Behavior Profile

Antecedent Behavior Consequence

“When Jacob is 

given a math 

assignment to 

complete…

… he will finish 

his assigned 

work without 

prompting…

… resulting in 

him completing 

his work and not 

disturbing 

others. “

© Burmeister, C.; Wilkins, S.; Silva, R.  2018.  Executive Function Matters.  © Burmeister, C.; Wilkins, S.; Silva, R.  2018. FLIPP 2.0: Mastering Executive Function Skills from School to Adult Life for Students with Autism
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How Do We Get From One Profile to the 
Other?

Build intermediary steps that teach the child 
acceptable alternatives to the current behavior 
of concern

Identify replacement behaviors = functionally 
equivalent behavior strategies 

Reinforce the student for using acceptable 
alternatives
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Discussion

Consider the desired behavior 
profile
Review the strategies in 
today’s content as well as 
other strategies you are aware 
of…
What strategies could we use 
to support Jacob?
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Acceptable Alternative 
Behavior Profile

Antecedent Functionally Equivalent 
Behavior Strategies

Consequence

“When Jacob is 
given a math 
assignment to 
complete…

 he will receive his math 
assignment in a chunking 
folder, allowing him to 
complete one section of the 
assignment at a time 

… resulting in him 
completing his 
work and not 
disturbing 
others.”
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Antecedent Functionally Equivalent Behavior 
Strategies

Consequence

“When Jacob is 
given a math 
assignment to 
complete…

 He will be given a break card 
that he can use to take a 1-
minute break up to three 
times per math class 

 He will  use a visual timer that 
indicates how long work will 
last 

 He will receive stamps on his 
reinforcement card for every 
five minutes of work 
completed

 He will exchange his 
reinforcement card for a 
preferred item 

… resulting in him 
completing his 
work and not 
disturbing others.”
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Summary
Define behavior that needs to be changed

Take A-B-C data

Analyze data and hypothesize function of behavior

Identify a replacement behavior
◦ Manipulate antecedent and/or consequences, including the environmental 

structure and use of visual supports
◦ Teach and reinforce alternative desirable behaviors

It is easier to prevent a behavior from occurring than to deal 
with it once it happens!

14
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Disabilities
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Focus on:  Autism

Educational Definition
A developmental disability significantly affecting 
verbal and nonverbal communication and social 
interaction, generally evident before age three, 
that adversely affects a child’s educational 
performance. Other characteristics often 
associated with autism are engaging in repetitive 
activities and stereotyped movements, resistance 
to environmental change or change in daily 
routines, and unusual responses to sensory 
experiences. 

{(Code of Federal Regulations, Title 34, Section 300.7 (b)(1)}

Characteristics
•Communication difficulties
•Impaired social interaction
•Repetitive and restricted stereotyped patterns of 
behavior

•Challenges that may accompany ASD:
• Unusual responses to sensory experiences
• Cognitive deficits
• Seizures
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Prevalence
•Incidence estimates have changed
• 1970’s:  4 in 10,000
• Current estimate:  1 in _____

•Why?
• Better identification
• Broader criteria
• More awareness

Prevalence
•Males versus Females
• 1 in 42 boys
• 1 in 189 girls

•Genetic component
• Incidence in siblings:  2-18% chance
• Twin studies  
• Non-identical--other affected 0-31% of the time
• Identical—other affected 36-95% of the time

•ASD reported in all racial, ethnic, and 
socioeconomic groups

Causes
•Not yet understood
•Clearly neurobiological
• Strong genetic component
• Environmental stressor
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Behavioral Manifestations
•Inflexibility
•Rigidity in thinking
•Difficulty with transitions
•Difficulty beginning/ending/completing assignments
•Poor time management
•Difficulty managing emotions
•Misinterpretation of social cues
•Social avoidance/anxiety
•Poor modulation of sensory input

Focus on: 
Emotional Disturbance

Educational Definition
A pupil exhibits one or more of the following 
characteristics over a long period of time and to a 
marked degree, which adversely affect educational 
performance:
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Educational Definition

An inability to learn which cannot be 
explained by intellectual, sensory, or 

health factors.

An inability to build or 
maintain satisfactory 

interpersonal relationships 
with peers and teachers.

Educational Definition

Inappropriate types of behavior 
or feelings under normal 

circumstances exhibited in 
several situations.

A general pervasive 
mood of unhappiness 

or depression.

A tendency to 
develop physical 

symptoms or fears 
associated with 

personal or school 
problems.

Characteristics
•Disturbed feelings
• Sad
•Angry
•Anxious

•Immaturity
•Poor concentration/short attention span
•Impulsiveness
•Compulsive behaviors
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Characteristics cont.
•Difficulty making decisions
•Poor coping skills
•Disturbed relationships
•Avoidance/withdrawal
•Aggression
•More severe disturbances show
•Distorted thinking
• Excessive anxiety
•Abnormal mood swings

Causes
•Various factors likely contribute
•Heredity
•Brain disorder
•Diet
• Environmental stress
• Family functioning
• FASD

Behavioral Manifestations
•Unpredictable mood shifts
•Explosive outbursts
•When confronted
•When frustrated
• Internal stimuli

•Hard to shift student from a stance of 
“grievance”
•Little ability to take perspective
•Seem to be “disconnected”
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PLACE

P Is there a Problem in my   
environment?

L Let it go? If no, next step.
A What are some Actions?
C Which action will I Choose?
E Evaluate- Will this/did this 

work for me?
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Environmental Problem-Solving Chart

Problem Let it go? Actions Choose Evaluate
Examples:

 Getting bumped when in a 
group in class or on campus

 Sun is too bright coming 
through the windows

 Lights have loud buzz in 
class, cafeteria, library

 Assigned to a table with 4 
students; we are touching 
and it’s crowded

 Students bump into my chair 
on their way to pencil 
sharpener or sink

 When lining up, students 
shove and bump into me

 Sitting under vent and air 
blows directly on me

 Difficulty sitting at my desk 
for an entire work period

If it is a little problem, 
can I ignore it or find a 
solution on my own?  

If it is a big problem-

 Who can I go to for 
help (teacher, lunch 
proctor, 
paraprofessional, 
etc.)? 

 What actions can I 
take or what do I 
need to do next?

Some options:

 Move to a different desk or 
table group

 Use headphones

 Use a fidget

 Go to my “safe place” for a few 
minutes (e.g., a designated 
area which could be a section 
of the classroom, a support 
provider’s office, or another 
location on campus where an 
adult is present)

 Go to the end of the line to 
keep from getting bumped

 Use flexible seating, e.g., add a 
stability disc to my chair or use 
a therapy ball 

 Use a portable 3-sided privacy 
screen at my desk 

Which actions can I 
choose to take?

What action is the 
best choice for me? 

Before: How will I know that I 
made the right choice of an 
action?

During: How am I feeling? If I’m 
feeling that there is still a 
problem, what other action can I 
take? Become an “ACE” –
evaluate how you are doing 
while in the situation; if it’s not 
working, re-evaluate possible 
Actions, Choose one, and 
continue to Evaluate.

After: How did the actions I 
chose work?

Did they solve the problem?

What can I do differently next 
time?
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Student Environmental Preference Checklist

Student Name: _________________________________  Date: ______________________

Data collector: _________________________________  Role:  _______________________

Pre-assessment?    Yes        No                                      Post-assessment?   Yes        No 

Environmental Component Yes No Partial

1. Color and contrast: Color and contrast are neither too bright nor too dull and the tone is pleasing.
Notes: _________________________________________________

2. Visual stimulation: The environment offers some visual stimulation, but it is not overwhelming. No more than 80% of the wall space is covered.
Notes: _________________________________________________

3. Lighting: The environment is well lit and uses primarily natural light, supported by electric light. If fluorescent light is primarily used, there are areas in the 
room lit by alternate means.
Notes: _________________________________________________

4. Air quality: There is appropriate circulation of air in the room.
Notes: _________________________________________________

5. Temperature: The temperature is neither too warm nor too cold.
Notes: _________________________________________________

6. Use of space and organization: The space is well organized and uncluttered, with plenty of room for movement between classroom furniture.
Notes: _________________________________________________

7. Noise Level: The room is relatively quiet and there are no potentially distracting noises apparent.
Notes: _________________________________________________

Totals
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Take a Break 
Strategy 
(TABS)

•When?
•Who will initiate?
•Where?
•What?
•How long?
•Reentry plan?
•Visual supports?

Cool Down Pass
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Visual Supports:  TABS

Visual Supports:  TABS

How to Relax

1. Breathe deeply 3 times

2. Count the fingers of your 
right hand slowly 3 times

3.   Ask to see the teacher
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© Burmeister, C.; Wilkins, 
S.; Silva, R.  2018. FLIPP 2.0:
Mastering Executive 
Function Skills from School 
to Adult Life for Students 
with Autism

Focus on: 
Intellectual Disability

Educational Definition

Significantly subaverage general intellectual 
functioning, existing concurrently with 
deficits in adaptive behavior and manifested 
during the developmental period, that 
adversely affects a child’s educational 
performance.
o{(Code of Federal Regulations, Title 34, Section 300.7 (b)(7)}
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Characteristics
•Impairment in learning efficiency
•Specific cognitive deficits
• Memory
• Attention
• Language

•Accurate diagnosis requires three components:
• IQ of approximately 70 or below
• Determination of deficits in adaptive behavior
• Origins of the disability prior to age 18

Characteristics

Mild 50-55 to approx. 70 (+/-5)

Moderate 35-40 to 50-55

Severe 20-25 to 35-40

Profound Below 20-25

Level Intelligence Test Score

AAMR Manual (Grossman, 1983)

Adaptive Behavior
• Refers to a person’s social responsibility and independent 

performance of daily activities
• Includes self-help, movement, health and well-being, 

household abilities, etc.
• Generally categorized into conceptual, social, and 

practical life skills
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Prevalence

•Estimation:
• 10.37 per 1000 children (Maulik, Mascarenhas, Mathers, Dua, and 

Saxena, 2013)
• .66 in CA and .96 in US of students in school
• 7.6% of students with disabilities nationally

Causes
•Environmental influences

•Infections and intoxications

•Trauma and physical agents

•Metabolic and nutritional factors

•Postnatal brain diseases

•Other prenatal influences

•Chromosomal abnormalities

•Gestational disorders

Behavioral Manifestations
•Difficulty understanding behavior/consequences
•Difficulty following social rules 
• Explosive outbursts
• Physically aggressive behavior
• Self-injury 
•Older children may be gullible and easily taken advantage of or led 

into minor misbehavior
• Language delay
• Fine motor/adaptive delay
•Gross motor delay
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Focus on: 
Traumatic Brain Injury

Definition
An acquired injury to the brain caused by an external 
force, resulting in total or partial functional disability or 
psychosocial impairment, or both, that adversely 
affects a child’s educational performance.  The term 
applies to open and closed head injuries resulting in 
impairments in one or more areas, such as cognition; 
language; memory; attention; reasoning; abstract 
thinking; judgment; problem-solving; sensory, 
perceptual, and motor abilities; psychosocial behavior; 
physical functions; information; processing, and 
speech.  The term does not apply to brain injuries that 
are congenital or degenerative, or brain injuries 
induced by birth trauma.
{(Code of Federal Regulations, Title 34, Section 300.7 (b)(12)}

Characteristics
•Physical 
• Motor skills
• Fatigue and lack of endurance
• Headaches

•Psychosocial-
behavioral-emotional
• Communication limitations
• Self awareness of limitations

•Cognitive 
Processes
• Attentional
• Memory/learning
• Organizing
• Reasoning/abstract 

thinking
• Problem solving
• Working memory
• Executive functions
• Adaptive behavior
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Prevalence
•Estimation:
• .03% of students in Ca
• .06% of students nationally
•Males outnumber females 2:1
•Peak incidence occurring in individuals 
ages 15-24 and over age 75
•Many mild brain injuries go undiagnosed

Causes
•External blow to the head
•Motion which causes the brain to move about rapidly inside 
the skull and suddenly stop
•Medical conditions which affect the supply of blood or 
oxygen to the brain or change the brain tissues or structures

Behavioral Manifestations
•Physical Characteristics:
•Rapid and intense fatigue
• Fine motor skills and coordination may be impaired
• Inability to persist on task
• Possible sensory disturbances (buzzing in ears, pins and needles, 

blurry vision, etc.)
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Teaching 
Routines 
Using STARS

STARS Video Modeling Strategy

S
S:  The first step in using STARS to teach a routine is to select 

the activity, event, or behavior to target.  

T
T:  Task-analyze the steps for completing the specific routine 

(Simonsen et al., 2015).

A
A:  Analyze baseline data. Are there parts of the routine that are 

more troublesome?

R
R:  Record the video. Decide in advance where, when, and how 

you will record the video.

S
S:  Show the video. Plan when and where you will show the video, 

along with accompanying activities, such as class discussions.

© Burmeister, C.; Wilkins, S.; Silva, R.  2018. FLIPP 2.0: Mastering Executive Function Skills from School to Adult Life for Students with Autism

Structured Choices
Structured choices can be used across the curriculum to build 
mental flexibility and increase student buy-in. Consider the 
following types of choices that can be made available to the 
students:
◦ Presentation – a choice of how information is provided; through 

reading, auditory means (podcast, etc.), or visual means (video, etc.)
◦ People – a choice of people to work with; working alone, with a partner, 

or in a group
◦ Product – a choice of how to demonstrate learning; through a written 

report, visual display, or presentation
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Focus on: ADHD

Definition
•OHI
• Student demonstrates “limited strength, vitality or 

alertness”
• “due to chronic or acute health problems” such as 

a heart condition, asthma, diabetes, attention 
deficit disorder or attention deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder or other disorders, which

• “Adversely affects a child’s educational 
performance”
Video clip

Characteristics
•Inattention
•Impulsivity
•Hyperactivity
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Prevalence

Causes
•Multiple genetic, prenatal, and physical factors could 
contribute
•Likely neurological disorder
•Differences in neurotransmitter levels
•Norepinephrine
•Dopamine

Behavioral Manifestations
•Inattention
• Difficulty organizing work
• Easily distracted
• Fails to follow through with adult requests
• Doesn’t seem to listen
• Doesn’t complete tasks or assignments
• Makes many “careless” mistakes
• “Jumps” from one activity to another
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Get it DONE!
•Problem solving strategy
•Guides student through 
process of completing 
multiple-step chore, large 
project, or assignment
•Cues the student to 
consider, choose, and 
determine effectiveness of 
supportive strategy
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First-Then

First Then
Read 

Chapter

Answer

5 
Questions

pp. 101-106

Chunking Folders
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Highlighter Tape

Checklists

Bell Work

1) Sit down

2) Take out supplies

3) Read assignment on board

4) Complete task 
independently

5) Wait for teacher to initiate 
review

Biology Lab Project

1. Gather materials labeled 
“Lab Project #10” from 
supply closet.

2. Lay all materials out on 
table.

3. Complete Lab Project #10.
4. Place completed project on 

back shelf.
5. Place leftover materials in 

supply closet.
6. Read your library book until 

the bell rings.

pp. 130-133

Steps Get it Started! Get It DONE! Example

D-Done I have to figure out the main idea of a paragraph.  It is not clearly stated and I’m 
not sure what to do next. 

O-Options

 Identify key words and write them down

 Use a graphic organizer

 Use Highlighter tape to highlight clues in the text that will help me to figure it 
out 

N-Needs Highlighter tape—I can use it directly in the textbook and can remove it when I’m 
done

E-Evaluate

That strategy worked well.  Handwriting is a challenge for me; using the tape did 
not require additional writing.  I think it made it easier to find the main idea using 
the tape because, as a visual support, it really helped me focus on key words or 
terms in the text. 

64

65

66



23

Project 
Mapping

uu

Wilkins, S., & Burmeister, C.  (2015).  FLIPP the Switch:  Strengthen Executive Function Skills.  © 2015, AAPC Publishing.

Consider Using a 
Combination of 
Strategies as a 
Pre-correction 
(I’m OK)

I’m OK Pre-Correction Strategy

I’ M O K
Identify 

potential 
problems

Make a plan Organize supports Know the triggers 
and keep cool

Do an 
environmental 
analysis using 
the Classroom 
Environment 

Checklist. 
Identify areas 

that could prove 
problematic.

Make a plan in 
advance for how 
you might deal 
with different 

problems. Use the 
PLACE Strategy to 
identify possible 

solutions.

Organize the 
supports needed 

to function well in 
the environment. 
If taking a break is 
a viable strategy, 

make sure a “Take 
a Break” card is 

available. If 
headphones, a 
fidget, or other 
sensory item is 
needed, make 
sure they are 

available. 

Know potential 
triggers and pay 

attention to 
indicators of 

dysregulation 
occurring. Make a 
change before the 

sensory issues 
become 

overwhelming. 
Use the SOS 

strategy to self-
regulate.

Ambre is driving her second-grade teacher crazy because 
of her silly behavior. One day when the teacher was writing 
an art assignment on the board, she heard the students 
laughing and turned around to find Ambre sitting in the 
trashcan. Ambre said she had tripped, apologized, and 
returned to her seat. Another day Ambre belched loudly 
during silent reading, again causing the entire class to 
burst into laughter. It took several minutes to get the class 
quiet again, and Ambre was again apologetic. When the 
class was lining up to go to lunch, Ambre was dancing and 
making faces, again making the other students laugh. 
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Current Behavior Profile
Antecedent Behavior Consequence
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Desired Behavior Profile

Antecedent Behavior Consequence
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Acceptable Alternative 
Behavior Profile

Antecedent Functionally Equivalent 
Behavior Strategies

Consequence

“When Ambre is 
not receiving peer 
or adult attention…

• she will: resulting in:
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Application Activity
Select a student who has behavioral challenges.
Complete an ABC analysis:
◦Current Behavior Profile
◦Desired Behavior Profile
◦Acceptable Alternative Behavior Profile

Current Behavior Profile

Antecedent Behavior Consequence

© Burmeister, C.; Wilkins, S.; Silva, R.  2018. FLIPP 2.0: Mastering Executive Function Skills from School to Adult Life for Students with Autism

Desired Behavior Profile

Antecedent Behavior Consequence
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Acceptable Alternative 
Behavior Profile

Antecedent Functionally Equivalent 
Behavior Strategies

Consequence
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To Get or Avoid:  Understanding 
Function of Behavior

Get Avoid/Escape

Tangibles 
(activities/items)

Tangibles (activities)

Attention (adult or 
child)

Attention (adult or 
child)

Sensory input Sensory input (aversive)
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Students with Autism, ED, ID, TBI, 
& ADHD:  Educational Implications
oNeed for structure
oPredictable and safe environment
oEfficient transitions
oConsistent routine

oExplicit teaching of desired/expected behaviors

oChunking of assignments into manageable pieces

oReinforcement of appropriate behavior

oVisually cued instruction

oOpportunities for choice

oMetacognitive strategies 78
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