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1 in 150 children today is diagnosed 
with autism spectrum disorder.
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Areas of Challenge

• Sensation

• Socialization

• Anxiety

• Behavior

• Cognition

• Communication

• Engagement

• Executive Function
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…the rigid adherence to repetitive   
thoughts, activities, or behaviors.
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Anxiety builds….
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Anxiety can cause students to:

• lash out or melt down, with 
seemingly inexplicable behaviors

• become rigid: perseverating, 
digging their heels in

• shut down completely     
 

         …anything to reject the 
            overwhelming situation.
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Anxiety is a to learning.
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Executive Function
…the ability of the brain to think through situations and, 

when necessary, override impulses or automatic reactions.
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BRAKELESS BEHAVIOR
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Executive Function challenges make it hard to:

Interpret the motivation of others

Regulate moods 

Plan ahead Learn from mistakes

Focus

Tolerate frustration

Put a thought or an action “on hold”

Think objectively

Think flexibly

Manage time and space

Shift gears

Navigate transitions

Make conversation

Update information

Follow instructions

Make friends

Generalize information

Work neatly

Wait

Keep track of belongings Read between the lines
Process language 

Consider the needs of others Make inferences

Communicate

Make decisions

Reflect on past experiences

Predict outcomes
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Considering
 Context

Considering the 
needs of others

Predicting 
Outcomes

Managing 
Time

Planning Ahead Putting an idea 
on hold

Reflecting on 
past experience

Learning from 
Mistakes
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Use the “Earnings” dialSENSATIONSENSATION

2026 © Barbara Boroson

17

Sensory Seeking

Some students 
have an intense 
need for sensory 
stimulation—
they crave it.
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Use the “Earnings” dialSENSATIONSENSATION
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Sensory Avoiding

Many students on 
the spectrum are    
highly reactive to 
sensation. 
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If we don’t adapt the sensory environment…
…students may seek to regulate for themselves 

the amount of sensory input they receive.
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Stims

Self-stimulatory behaviors (known as “stims”) 
are behaviors that help to regulate the 
stimulation of the sensory system.

• flapping hands
• chewing on objects
• spinning in circles
• making noises

• poking people
• flicking fingers
• head banging
• rocking

2026 © Barbara Boroson

22

Extinguishing coping mechanisms 
serves only to extinguish coping.
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Support Coping

   Find a replacement behavior 
   that serves the same function, 
   but in a more adaptive way.
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Modify the environment 
so that students won’t 
need to rely on stims as 
much.

 

Support Coping
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Sensory Sanctuaries
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Sensory Pathways
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Socialization
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Hidden Social Curriculum
…the unspoken messages of social interaction.
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I’m on the phone !
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Mindblindness
…the inability to take the perspective 

of another person
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”The next time that happens, 
you need to offer help!”

ONLY the 
next time???

ONLY to 
you, Mom???

ONLY on 
the ice???

ONLY in our 
driveway???
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Is the behavior actually problematic?
           • Is it disruptive?
           • Is it destructive?
           • Is it dangerous?

Decoding Behavior
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Let It Be

Unexpected behavior may be serving
a critically significant function:

 It may be a coping mechanism!
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Decoding Behavior: Question #2

     What function is the     
     behavior serving?
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Our students are not giving 
us a hard time. 

They are having 
a hard time.
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“Students behave...

—Ross Greene, Ph.D.

if they can.”
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Distressed Behavior
Violent Behavior
Aggressive Behavior
Intentionally Harmful Behavior
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Sensory Diet

1. Schedule change: OT or Phys Ed, almost every day

2. Squeeze ball and bouncy bands

3. Crunchy or chewy snack and lunch items

4. “Jumping Jacks Jam” as part of daily morning  

  meeting
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 Trust that students 
  behave if they can.... 

  Recognize that all behavior 
  is communication....

  Reflect on the array of 
  common challenges....

  Intervene at the level of 
  causation....

Pro Tips for 
Decoding Behavior
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ASCD, 2020 Routledge, 2024

Solution Tree, 2022Scholastic, 2016
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Keep in Touch!

• Visit my website: www.barbaraboroson.com

• Collect resources from your special page:    
     www.barbaraboroson.com/GETCA

• Email me: barbaraboroson@gmail.com

• Connect with me on Linked 
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