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Objectives

✓Explore functions of behaviors specific, how to do 
detective work to determine triggers and setting 
events that might be leading to behaviors. 

✓Learn about proactive strategies and supports and 
how to use them effectively to support the child. 

✓Identify target behaviors, recognize what setting 
events and triggers could be contributing to these, 
and understand how to come up with viable take 
home strategies.



Brains of Individuals with Down syndrome

• At or just before birth, the brain of an individual with Down syndrome is almost 
indistinguishable from the brain of individuals without any genetic anomalies

• Neuropathological differences begin to show after 3–5 months of age and 
demonstrate definite differences by 6 months.

• Once mature, the brains of people with Down syndrome are about 20% smaller than 
average and have fewer neurons, as well as abnormal connections between cells.



Areas of the Brain that are Affected

• Areas of the brain that seem to have differences in 
volume or circuitry include:

• Hippocampus which is responsible for memory and 
learning

• Prefrontal Cortex responsible for higher level 
cognitive tasks such as planning, decision making, 
problem solving, personality expression, 
modulation of social behaviors, inhibition, etc.

• Cerebellum responsible for coordination of 
movement and learning, as well as attention and 
language.



Probabilistic Behavioral 
Phenotype

More likely to show one or more of these 
characteristics or behaviors, but this does not mean 
every child will display these characteristics or 
behaviors.



Neurological Differences + Typical Changes

Children with Down syndrome still go 
through the typical stages of development 
on top of having these neurological 
differences.  In the research world, this is a 
“developmental approach”.



Additional 
Setting 
Events





How Does This Knowledge Intersect with 
Behavior?

• Higher demand versus ability to cope

• Chronic higher state of anxiety (fight or flight) due to incomplete data

• Higher frequency of behaviors due to higher rate of exhaustion on internal resources

• More likely to engage in distraction strategies when tasks are too difficult or 
unmotivating

• Less motivation to show what you know

• Highly rewarded by social attention compared to everything else

• Challenging Behaviors=Communication of a mismatch between the child and 
something in their environment.



So What?



Behaviors occur with the context of a 
situation, but also occur within the context 
of neurodevelopment and chronic issues. 
Understanding that better prepares us to 

find a more meaningful solution.



Compensatory Strategies to Address Neurodevelopment and Setting Events
To help set your child up for success

Visual schedules and “first-then” directives
Break down tasks into smaller components

Use a multimodal approach to teaching including modeling (Learn by “doing”)

Turn the abstract into something concrete

Limit visual/auditory overstimulation

Prespecified reinforcer

Preferred item as a distractor

Offer an adult directed choice

Teach emotion regulation

Tell the child what to do instead of what “not” to do

Use strengths and interests to engage

Give time to process

Errorless learning

Visual Roadmap



Components 
of a 

Schedule

“What do I do?”

“How much work needs to be 
done?”

“When am I finished?”

“What happens next?”



Types of Schedules
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Examples
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Time
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Over and under 
stimulation

• Planned sensory breaks

• Planned sensory diet for 
input

• Minimize visual and auditory 
stimulation

• https://www.youtube.com/w
atch?v=plPNhooUUuc

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=plPNhooUUuc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=plPNhooUUuc
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Example

• Behavior:  Refusal to 
transition. Flopped on the 
floor.

• Strategy:  ????
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Reinforcement/Reward Inventories
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Consequence Strategies
Ensures the behavior will or will not happen again

Offer of collaboration
Highlighting (giving 

social praise) 
appropriate behaviors

Differential 
reinforcement of the 
omission of behaviors

Error correction- “Try 
again” with 

demonstration

"In-the-moment" 
consequences

Rewarding the child for 
completing an activity 

with a preferred activity 
("first, then")



And yet, 
we still have 
challenges….



Behaviors
TRANSITIONS/REFUSAL TO GO

IMPULSIVENESS

PROPERTY DESTRUCTION

AGGRESSION (SELF AND OTHERS)

FREEZE RESPONSE

MELTDOWNS

PERSEVERATIVE SPEECH/YELLING

CONSTANT STIMMING

TEETH GRINDING

FECAL SMEARING

SELF-EXPOSURE/MASTURBATING

COMPULSIVE BEHAVIORS



Common Functions of Behavior

Social Attention: A person may engage in a 
certain behavior to gain some form of social 
attention or a reaction from other people. 
For example, a child might engage in a 
behavior to get other people to look at them, 
laugh at them, play with them, hug them or 
scold them.

Tangibles or Activities: Some behaviours 
occur so the person can obtain a tangible 
item or gain access to a desired activity. For 
example, someone might scream and shout 
until their parents buy them a new toy 
(tangible item) or bring them to the zoo 
(activity).

Escape or Avoidance: Not all behaviours 
occur so the person can “obtain” something; 
many behaviours occur because the person 
wants to get away from something or avoid 
something altogether (Miltenberger, 2008).

Sensory Stimulation: The function of some 
behaviours do not rely on anything external 
to the person and instead are internally 
pleasing in some way.



Data Tracking

Time/ Date/ 
Activity
Initials of person 
documenting

Antecedent/ 
Trigger/ What 
happened right 
before?

Behavior/ Details 
of behavior

Consequence/ 
What happened 
after?

Function of the 
behavior?





Hitting self in the head

Attention

Wants 
something but 

can’t 
communicate

Like 
sensation

Pain Communication



Nick age 29, diagnosis of DS-
ASD and Verbal Apraxia

www.teresaunnerstall.com



Behaviors that Impact DS-ASD Individuals 
and their Families:
www.teresaunnerstall.com

Elopement

Sensory aversion (Haircuts, nail trimming, medical procedures, etc)

Sleep

Self-Stimulation (stimming)

OCD/ Need for sameness

Boundaries personal and others

Impulse Control

Property Destruction 

Aggression/Meltdowns

Transitions

Outburst that seem out of the blue

Nudity

Toileting incontinence/Fecal smearing (code brown)

http://www.teresaunnerstall.com/


Nick’s Escape Behaviors:
www.teresaunnerstall.com

• Haircuts, nail trimming

• Blood draws, vaccinations & flu shots

• Running into the street

• Transitions                           

• Crying babies                     

• Group family photos                 

• Air fryer



Nick’s Attention Seeking Behaviors:
www.teresaunnerstall.com

• Running faucets, pushing microwave fan button, 
pushing car remote alarms

• Pulling fire alarms

• Knocking and swiping things off tables

• Breaking picture frames            

• Burping & passing gas                            

• Tapping objects

• Vocal stimming



Tangible or Activities
www.teresaunnerstall.com

• Ending a preferred activity 

• Taking away a tangible

• Getting upset when you can’t get a tangible or do a  preferred activity   

    

Pause Mat



Nick’s Sensory Stimulation
www.teresaunnerstall.com

• Vocal stims/ yelling

• Tapping

• Rocking

• Spitting

• Wiping bodily fluids/feces

• Throwing, swiping, breaking objects



What is the 
function of 
behaviors?



Behavior Support for DS-ASD:
www.teresaunnerstall.com

• Determine function of behaviors.        

• Identify triggers and setting events.

• Collaborate on supports needed and how 
to help the child to avoid/manage triggers.

• Identify replacement behaviors to fulfill the 
need.

• Use behavior support plan across all 
environments.



Putting it all Together:



How we Supported Nick
www.teresaunnerstall.com

• Address Speech with an AAC Evaluation

• Implemented a steady sensory diet

• Visual schedules, social stories, process time

• First-Then           Pop            Sprite

• Offer choices= Feeling in control

• Re-direct behaviors

• Use replacement behaviors & saturate the day with meaningful 
activities/jobs

• Respond and don’t react



About Me Resume
www.teresaunnerstall.com



Shifting the Language to a Place of Empathy:
www.teresaunnerstall.com

• Attention seeking               Connection seeking

• Challenging behaviors:            

                

                  Dysregulation

                

                  Skill gaps in the ability to communicate,

                     regulate senses/emotions, and 

                     control impulses.

             



Follow us on Facebook & Instagram: 
Down Syndrome with a Slice of Autism
Email: tjunerstall@comcast.net
www.teresaunnerstall.com

A New Course Book and Blog:

http://www.teresaunnerstall.com/


The important point is that difficult behaviors do not 
occur by accident, or because someone has a 

disability.  Difficult behaviors are expressions of real 
and legitimate needs.  All behavior, even if it is self-

destructive, is “meaning-full”.
    David Pitonyak, PhD

    Blacksburg, VA
    Down Syndrome News
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