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Pivotal response treatment (PRT) is a naturalistic behavioral 
intervention strategy used in the education of students with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) to improve self-initiations, motivation, and 
response to multiple cues. Students with ASD generally exhibit social, 
communicative, and behavioral deficits. Implementation of PRT into 
the general education classroom can improve social interactions and 
generalization in students with ASD. By addressing and preventing 
maladaptive behaviors with the implementation of PRT, teachers can 
serve as an early line of defense in preventing the incarcerations of 
students with disabilities. 

The prevalence of autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD) 
has increased dramatically 
in the past 20 years. In 2000, 

the US Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) estimated 1 in 
150 students have autism, while in 
2014, the CDC estimated the rate to 
be nearly three times that at 1 in 59 
students (2019). ASD occurs regardless 
of socioeconomic status, ethnic 
background, race, or gender. However, 
it is four times more likely for boys to 
be diagnosed than girls (AutismSpeaks, 
2018). With the large movement 
towards inclusion of students with 

special needs in the general education 
classroom, it is imperative that general 
educators be informed of teaching 
strategies that target this population of 
students. Without the proper knowledge 
of effective teaching strategies targeted 
at this population, teachers are far 
more likely to suspend students with 
disabilities for lack of engagement 
and negative peer interactions (Losen, 
Hewitt, & Toldson, 2014). Research 
in the fields of disability and juvenile 
justice indicate that adolescents with 
disabilities are overrepresented in 
the incarcerated population (Losen 
et al, 2014). Excessive suspension 
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jeopardizes the rights of students 
with disabilities to equal educational 
opportunities protected under Free 
Appropriate Public Education (FAPE). 
It is critical that general education 
teachers familiarize themselves with 
and implement special education 
strategies in an attempt to help students 
with disabilities express successful 
behaviors.
 By focusing on improving 
the deficits in social interactions and 
generalization in a student with autism, 
that student is less likely to exhibit 
suspension-warranting behaviors. 
Pivotal response treatment (PRT) is an 
experimentally supported, naturalistic 
behavioral intervention that teachers 
can implement in the general education 
setting to improve social interactions 
and engagement in students with ASD. 
By implementing PRT into the general 
education classroom, teachers can 
prevent unwarranted behaviors before 
they happen. This decreases the risk of 
suspension rates. In accordance with 
reduced suspension rates, PRT also 
increases adaptive and generalization 
skills students can use for the rest of 
their lives (Stahmer, Suhrheinrich, 
Reed, Bolduc, Schreibman, 2010).

Characteristics of Secondary School 
Students with ASD
 Autism spectrum disorder 
is defined as a “neurodevelopmental 
disorder associated with the presence 
of social-communication deficits and 
restricted and repetitive behaviors” 
(Ousley & Cermak, 2013). Onset is 
typically observed in the first three 
years of life. However, symptoms may 
not become evident until later in life. 
Students with ASD are placed on a 
spectrum due to the variability in the 
presence and severity of symptoms 
among students. These students may 
show significant impairments in peer 

interactions and cognition, have a lack 
of communication skills, be resistant 
to change, demonstrate aggression, 
and experience abnormal sensory 
perceptions. Generally, they initiate 
fewer joint attention behaviors and 
lack consistency in responses to bids 
for joint attention (Taylor & Hoch, 
2008). For example, a student may 
not be able to follow the direction of 
a gaze or gesture when the teacher 
is pointing to a reference material. 
It is important for general education 
teachers to educate themselves 
concerning special education strategies 
and implement them to assist in 
adolescent development of socially 
acceptable behavior and promote 
their generalization into a natural 
environment. 
 PRT is a behavioral 
intervention model based on the 
fundamentals of applied behavior 
analysis (ABA) for students with 
autism spectrum disorder (Stahmer et 
al, 2010). ABA is a highly structured 
behavioral program based on antecedent 
stimuli and consequences aimed at 
environmental events surrounding a 
target behavior. Since 1990, autism-
related litigation has significantly 
increased regarding methodology, 
especially around the implementation 
of ABA (Hulett, 2009). Autism-related 
cases surrounding methodology 
are typically disputed over the 
reasonableness of an Individualized 
Education Program’s (IEP) ability 
to provide an educational benefit. 
IEPs are legally binding documents 
developed by a multidisciplinary 
committee with the approval of parents 
to establish measurable goals, monitor 
progress, and to determine the least 
restrictive environment (LRE) for a 
FAPE under IDEA (Ochoa, 2008). 
An IEP ensures that schools provide a 
maximum potential educational benefit 



25                                                                                             

ISSUE 7 • 2024

STACY

when only a meaningful benefit is 
required under the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
(Hulett, 2009). PRT addresses the 
limitations of highly structured ABA 
programs by providing a naturalistic 
approach targeted at pivotal behaviors. 
When pivotal behaviors are targeted, 
it will lead to improvements in other 
behaviors. For example, in targeting 
a student’s ability to make choices, 
other untrained behaviors like decision-
making are also addressed. Naturalistic 
behavioral approaches tend to occur 
in a variety of settings and develop a 
loosely structured learning environment.  
These approaches incorporate student-
initiated teaching, target multiple 
responses with explicit prompts, and 
use direct reinforcement to reward 
attempted behavior (Verschuur, 
Didden, Lang, Sigafoos, & Huskens, 
2014). The pivotal behaviors that PRT 
targets include student self-initiations, 
motivation, and response to multiple 
cues. In targeting pivotal behaviors, 
students will have behavioral changes 
such as autonomy and self-learning. The 
implementation of PRT should always 
be in the student’s natural environment 
to promote generalization. 
 The first component of the PRT 
model is clear and direct cueing. PRT 
teaching elements must begin with a 
clear cue targeted at eliciting a specific 
and identified response. The depth of 
cues may vary from specific to open-
ended. It is important that each cue is 
age appropriate and presented while the 
student is paying attention. Once a cue 
has been initiated, teachers must allow 
the student a large degree of input in 
what stimuli and materials are present 
in the classroom. Often these stimuli 
and materials will relate to a particular 
interest of the student. The teacher must 
follow the student’s lead and present 
the student a choice of the activity 

or materials. Often the teacher and 
student are encouraged to share control 
by taking turns modeling appropriate 
behavior to simulate everyday social 
interactions. It is then important for 
teachers to maintain interest and 
motivation by incorporating previously 
mastered tasks when teaching new skills 
to a student. By interspersing already 
mastered tasks with acquisition tasks, 
motivation and self-efficacy is likely 
kept high. Not only is it important for 
the student to respond to one clear 
and direct cue, but also to multiple 
cues. Teachers can move students 
towards responding to multiple cues 
by providing clear and direct cues that 
require students to respond to multiple 
elements (Stahmer et al., 2010).
 Contingent reinforcement 
is the second component of the PRT 
model. PRT encourages teachers to 
respond with immediate reinforcement 
contingent upon the student’s response 
to the cue. Teachers must be mindful in 
applying the contingent reinforcement 
in order to avoid encouraging a 
behavior other than the one that is 
desired. Timing is also of importance 
as the quicker the reinforcement is 
elicited after a behavior is displayed, 
the more effective the reinforcement. 
Reinforcements should also 
acknowledge a student’s attempt in 
responding to encourage future attempts 
and motivation. PRT recognizes that 
rewards should be given based on a 
broad range of correctness. This means 
students should be rewarded for their 
attempts near the correct target behavior 
in hopes that a student will soon attain 
the desired behavior if they keep trying 
(Stahmer et al., 2010). 
 The loosely structured learning 
environment shaped by PRT greatly 
improves complex social behaviors. 
According to Stahmer and colleagues 
(2010), research indicates PRT is an 
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effective measure to help students with 
peer interactions. Students who undergo 
PRT have improved spontaneous social 
initiations and increased development 
of social circles. In the same review, 
75% of children who underwent PRT 
maintained interactions with peers. In 
Stahmer and colleagues’ study of more 
than 100 children with autism exposed 
to PRT, the majority of children made 
significant progress in areas of social 
interaction, expressive speech, and 
use of language concepts (2010). In 
a systematic review of 35 research 
studies, 43.6% of studies that provided 
conclusive or preponderant evidence 
resulted in an increase in self-initiations 
and reduced maladaptive behavior 
(Verschuur et al., 2014). Like other 
behavioral interventions of its kind, 
there is a large amount of variability in 
the outcomes of each study. Out of the 
35 studies systematically reviewed by 
Vershuur, 15 studies (42.9%) reported 
positive outcomes while 20 studies 
(57.1%) reported mixed outcomes. 
 Although PRT has been proven 
to be an experimentally valid behavioral 
intervention, there is still resistance 
from special education teachers when 
it comes to implementing the strategy 
into the special education classroom. 
According to Stahmer and colleagues 
(2010), special education teachers 
reported that it is difficult to take the 
skills they learned from one-on-one 
training and implement them in groups 
of students. Special education teachers 
also found specific data collection 
difficult and were unsure how to address 
specific IEP goals using PRT strategies. 
However, special education teachers 
also acknowledged the benefits as they 
found PRT made sense because students 
were able to incorporate their interests 
into activities. Special education 
teachers also commented that PRT 
was easy to implement in a class with 

a variety of needs. Special education 
teachers went on further to comment 
that PRT helps them bridge the gap and 
get students to generalize (Stahmer, 
Suhrheinrich, Reed, & Schreibman, 
2012).
 The basic principles of 
PRT can be implemented in general 
education biology as a tier two 
intervention in the response-to-
intervention (RTI) model (Gersten 
& Dimino, 2011). Targeted group 
interventions in the biology classroom 
can encourage social interactions and 
participation for a student with autism. 
To keep the student focused and 
participating in classroom activities, 
the teacher might point to an image and 
ask groups of students direct questions 
about what they see on the board 
while the student with ASD is paying 
attention. For example, if a teacher asks 
the class about a picture of a bird on 
a projector a student with autism may 
respond “bird” while other students may 
respond “vertebrates”. Both answers 
are equally right and the student with 
autism was given the opportunity to 
participate in a classroom discussion. 
Once the teacher has learned more 
about the student with ASD, they can 
incorporate their interests into everyday 
lessons. The teacher can also provide 
the student extra materials and images 
that specifically interest the student 
to maximize curiosity. It would be 
beneficial for the teacher to collaborate 
with the student’s prior teachers to 
learn more about their interests. For 
example, when teaching about animal 
behavior the teacher may specifically 
use penguins as the example if that 
is the student’s favorite animal. By 
embedding the student’s interest in the 
activity, the student is more likely to 
stay engaged in the learning process. 
 The teacher may also provide 
the student with a variety of options 
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to choose from as a form of bell work 
by providing articles, lab specimens, 
models, and the like. The teacher 
might first play with the model to 
demonstrate how to interact with the 
material and then hand the model to 
the student to use. During formative 
and summative assessments, the 
teacher can intersperse maintenance 
tasks among new acquisition tasks to 
enhance motivation and keep the overall 
success and reinforcement levels high. 
For example, if the class is learning 
about photosynthesis the teacher may 
ask the student with ASD questions 
about a plant that they have already 
expressed interest in. Interspersed with 
questions about the plant, the teacher 
will include new questions related to 
photosynthesis that are slightly newer 
and more difficult. Often in biology 
there will be multiple cues present 
and it will be important for teachers to 
expose the student with ASD to those 
multiple cues. For instance, the teacher 
may have all of the supplies for a lab at 
the front bench. The teacher may ask 
the student with ASD to be the gatherer 
of materials and grab each material as 
it appears on the list. The student will 
be able to look at all the materials and 
find the “small beaker” and bring that to 
their desk. The student will then realize 
the small beaker is not the same as a 
ruler or the pipet through experience. 
In terms of reinforcement, the teacher 
may approach the student with ASD 
differently than the rest of the class. 
Rather than bringing in candy and 
handing out a piece to every student 
who answers correctly, the teacher will 
need to develop direct and natural ways 
to reinforce the student with ASD for 
correct answers and close attempts.

Conclusion
 As the number of students 
diagnosed with ASD continues to 

increase and receive an education 
in the general classroom setting, it 
is important that general education 
teachers are taught strategies to engage 
and motivate students with disabilities. 
In implementing naturalistic behavioral 
interventions into the classroom 
like PRT, teachers can improve the 
students’ peer social interactions 
and generalization into the normal 
classroom. Professional development 
geared towards increasing knowledge 
of ASD students to teachers can help 
students with autism succeed in the 
classroom. 
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