
 

 

WHAT IS ABA?1 

ABA stands for applied behavior analysis, a science devoted to improving and 

understanding human behavior. ABA focuses on objectively defined, observable 

behaviors that are important to the daily lives of the participants, and it seeks to 

improve those behaviors while demonstrating reliable relationships between the 

procedures employed and the improvements in behavior.  

WHAT ABA IS 

ABA is individualized. [This is the applied of ABA.] Teaching goals are 

determined by a careful assessment of the current skills and behavioral deficits of 

the individual in the context of his or her environment. Skills to be taught are not 

selected from a predetermined list, but are selected on an individual basis. 

Behaviors that are most likely to produce beneficial outcomes for the child and his 

or her family are the primary focus of ABA-based teaching. 

ABA is data-based evaluation and decision making. [This is the behavior 

of ABA.] Direct and frequent measurment is the foundation of ABA. Measurement is 

direct when learner’s performance of the target behavior is observed and recorded 

as it occurs in the natural environment for that skill. Frequent measurment is better 

then infrequent measurement. Ideally, measurement should occur as often as 

instruction occurs.  

ABA is designed to be effective. [This is the analysis of ABA.] Because data 

are collected directly and frequently during instruction, assessment of learning is 

continuous. By examining the data, teachers, therapists, and parents can determine 
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whether or not the instruction is working. If the child is not making reasonable 

progress, instruction should be modified.  

ABA is doable. Although ABA requires far more than learning to administer 

a few simple procedures, neither is it so complicated as to be prohibitive. Parents 

can learn the basic principles of ABA and can incorporate teaching strategies based 

on those principles into their daily interactions with their children. For example, a 

parent could work on her child’s greeting behavior throughout the day. Whenever 

the child encountered a new person, or whenever a parent or sibling greeted the 

child, she canprompt the child to wave and make eye contact and then praise and 

reinforce that behavior. 

ABA is, in the words of one mother of a young child with autism, “Good 

old-fashioned hard work.” ABA is not a magic bullet or a miracle cure. It requires 

diligent, continuous analysis of the relationship between behavior and the 

environment in which behavior occurs. Because behavior is always happening, 

teaching is always happening. ABA is certainly intensive, but when used correctly as 

the basis for designing and evaluating treatment for young children with autism, 

ABA can produce meaningful, life-changing results. 

WHAT ABA IS NOT 

ABA does not prescribe instructional settings, teaching formats, or 

materials. ABA can be used to guide discrete trial instruction for reading skills 

delivered by a teacher while sitting at a table with a child. ABA can also guide a 

parent’s provision of incidental learning trials for language acquisition while giving 

her child a bath. ABA does not require that certain items be used rewards or 

consequences for behavior. The items and activities to be used as rewards 

(technically called reinforcers) are determined by the child’s preferences and by the 
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effects those items and activities have when provided as consequences for the 

child’s behavior.  

Because ABA does not dictate any specific type of instructional method or 

format, the phrase “ABA method” is a misnomer. ABA is broader than any “brand 

name” method of behaviorally based instruction or therapy (e.g., Lovaas method, 

PECS, verbal behavior method). Many service providers and parents mistakenly 

believe that ABA is one of these ABA-based brand names; however, training in a 

brand name is no substitute for in-depth training in the science of applied behavior 

analysis.  

ABA is not bribery. Every effort is made to increase children’s motivation 

and make learning fun. Naturally occurring consequences are used as reinforcers 

whenever possible. For example, instead of using just teacher praise or edible items 

when teaching play and social skills to children, naturally occurring consequences, 

such as access to favorite toys and interacting with other children, are provided as 

reinforcers for appropriate use of play and socialization behaviors. 

ABA is not punitive. Positive strategies are used until they are exhausted, 

and reinforcers are delivered systematically to increase appropriate behavior. The 

goal of ABA is not to decrease maladaptive behavior, but to increase the strength 

and frequency of appropriate behavior. An important element of ABA is to 

determine the function of behavior. For example, does a child tantrum and hit 

himself or others because he wants attention? Does he throw things because he 

needs help? Knowing why children demonstrate challenging behaviors allows 

parents and teachers to teach appropriate replacement behaviors, such as tapping a 

person on the shoulder to get attention, or using spoken words or a communication 

device to say, “I need help.” [END] 


