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Jennifer R.:	00:02	Hey everybody, you're listening to Life Skills Radio. I'm your host, Jennifer Russell, and today we're going to be spending a little bit of time talking about some evidence based practices or EBPs that can transform your classroom. So what are evidenced based practices and why do we use them?
Jennifer R.:	00:17	Well, first let's talk about the why. We need to use EBPs because we're mandated. The Every Student Succeeds Act, or ESSA, calls for the use of evidence based interventions as the foundation for classroom instruction. Okay, great. Got It. Now we know why. But what are evidenced based practices? Here's a definition that I think does a pretty good job of explaining what an EBP is and isn't and bear with me because I'm about to lay some pretty dry content on you. ASHA, or the American Speech Language Hearing Association, states that the goal of an evidence based practice or EBP is to integrate clinical expertise or expert opinion with external scientific evidence and client/patient or caregiver perspectives to provide high quality service.
Jennifer R.:	01:03	Confused? Visualize an EBP as a three legged stool. The seat part of the stool is the evidence based practice or strategy. And what holds up the seat? The three legs. One leg represents clinical or teacher expertise. Another leg represents external scientific evidence or data. And the third leg represent student and family perspectives. If one of the legs is weak or missing, the stool won't stand up. In other words, the strategy might not be an EBP for that student. For example, using sign language to increase communication might be an evidenced based practice that a teacher wants to use with one of her students. The teacher has taken some data on effectiveness. She's read up on research. She's well trained on implementation. So the two legs that address scientific evidence and teacher expertise are strong. But what if parents feel that they don't want to implement sign language at home?
Jennifer R.:	01:58	What if they feel like their child would do better with a core vocabulary board or a device? If the teacher fails to consider the parent's perspective, using sign language to increase communication might not be an EBP for that student. We need all three legs of the stool to be able to truly say that an EBP is effective for an individual student. Make sense?
Jennifer R.:	02:19	But how do we determine which ones to learn about and use first? There's so many. The National Professional Development Center on Autism has identified 27 EBPs that have been shown to be effective in educating students with autism. And the council for exceptional children, together with the Collaboration For Effective Educator Development Accountability And Reform known as CEEDAR, developed and published a set of 22 high leverage practices for special educators. That's great information but also a tad overwhelming when you're just starting out. My partner Darcy likes to use the analogy of her husband working on projects in the garage to illustrate the process of choosing which EBPs to focus on implementing and mastering first.
Jennifer R.:	03:02	She says that her husband has a garage full of tools. He has lots of big complicated tools such as his air compressor, his pressure washer, and lots of others that she told me about, but I can't remember because I'm the very opposite of handy. Anyway, she says that no matter what project he's working on, he uses the same five to seven tools that he carries on his tool belt, his hammer, his screwdrivers, pliers, wrench, and a tape measure. He uses these tools most often for the most jobs and uses them along with the other tools in the garage which make them high leverage tools.
Jennifer R.:	03:39	So as educators we have our toolbox, which is full of wonderful strategies, and from that toolbox we take out the five to seven tools or EBPs that we know are going to work most often for the most students in the most settings for the most outcomes. And those are the ones that go on our tool belt.
Jennifer R.:	03:58	So what are they? Of the 27 EBPs identified by the NPDC, the ones that I'm going to talk about today, are reinforcement, prompting, modeling, task analysis, and visual supports. And it's worth noting that these strategies aren't just effective for students with autism. These strategies can work for students with other disabilities as well, from intellectual disabilities to speech and language impairments and more.
Jennifer R.:	04:23	The fact is when we go into classrooms where teachers and students are feeling successful and happy, we continually find that these same EBPs are being implemented with consistency and fidelity. So let's take some time to explore these five EBPs on our tool belt. Now we're not going to have time to go through each of these in depth, but what I'd like to do is walk you through some examples from my classroom where I used these EBPs in combination for effective outcomes, because the truth is we almost never use them in isolation. They work together. And in my experience when trying to get buy in from students to learn a new skill or practice a new behavior, reinforcement has been the foundation or the hook. And then the other EBPs have been layered on during instruction. So I'm going to spend a little more time talking about reinforcement than any of the others, but at the end of the podcast I'll give you a place to go where you can increase and continue your learning on the others as well.
Jennifer R.:	05:28	Reinforcement is often referred to as the most important element of most behavior change. Essentially, reinforcement is an event, an activity or other circumstance that follows after a student engages in a desired behavior, which then leads to an increased occurrence of that behavior in the future. Now there are opposing views out there on reward systems and of course we want our students to get to a place where they're intrinsically motivated and we definitely want to get to a place in our practice where our lessons are so engaging that the work itself is inherently reinforcing.
Jennifer R.:	06:04	But many of our students, especially young ones, come to us in the learning how to learn stage. They might not have any experience with school ready behaviors. They might not understand that completing a developmentally appropriate task will result in them getting access to that thing that they so desperately want. Appropriately using reinforcement is one of the most powerful ways we can shape behavior and help our students build new skills. And the fact is that reinforcement is a part of all our lives.
Jennifer R.:	06:39	I love the work I do. I also love getting paid for the work I do. That's reinforcing. When I get a paycheck, I'm much more likely to go back to work. I've started to wake up early a few days a week and exercise. It's really hard to get out of bed some days. It's painful. It's not always fun, but then I treat myself to that bowl of ice cream and I know that I'm going to wake up early and do it again.
Jennifer R.:	07:04	So let's explore some of the different types of reinforcement using examples from my time in the classroom, and you'll see that in addition to reinforcement, I used other EBPs from our tool belt during instruction to teach the skills.
Jennifer R.:	07:17	I had a student who was learning how to play appropriately with peers. We were working with Magnatiles there, those fabulous magnetic blocks that stick together and you can build all sorts of great things. So my student, a peer, and I were all working with the Magnatiles to build something together. Now my student was a hoarder of Magnatiles. It was very difficult for him to share. But when he did share, he got to keep playing with the Magnatiles. That's an example of natural or direct reinforcement. So natural or direct reinforcement results directly from an appropriate behavior. Make sense?
Jennifer R.:	07:56	And I should say that he didn't just magically learn how to share through the use of reinforcement alone. I modeled sharing. I had a visual support that showed a student sharing with another student that I directed him to with a verbal prompt. So I simultaneously used visual supports, prompting, and modeling to teach him how to share with the end result being the natural reinforcement of being able to continue playing with the Magnatiles.
Jennifer R.:	08:25	Next, let's talk about social reinforcement. High fives way to go, smiling, nodding your head in approval. That feedback can be very reinforcing for our students. One of my students loved high fives, but he wasn't really into standing in line, had no interest whatsoever. But when he did stand in line, he got lots of high fives. Over time, standing in line wasn't so challenging and lo and behold, he didn't need as many high fives. And again, in addition to reinforcement, I used the EBPs of prompting along with the visual support of students standing in line to teach him the expectation.
Jennifer R.:	09:03	Another student of mine loved tickles so much that he was able to learn how to use a choice board to request them. Now a choice board is a visual support that displays pictures or words of things that are reinforcing to the student. I had been using the EBP of modeling for weeks to demonstrate requesting on the choice board and eventually something clicked and he began to use it. Would he have been motivated to use the choice board if the social reinforcer of tickles hadn't been on it? Maybe not.
Jennifer R.:	09:33	Some students are reinforced by getting access to a preferred activity such as a game, computer time, or music. One student of mine loved to particular Halloween song that he called spooky. Now he had a hard time understanding that his positive behaviors would directly result in him getting access to the spooky song. He also had a really low stamina for work. So how did I teach the behavior expectations of work time, support him in successfully completing his task and create a positive association between doing work and getting access to his favorite song?
Jennifer R.:	10:11	Well, stand back. I combined all five of my tool belt EBPs. I used a combination of visual supports, modeling, prompting, task analysis, and reinforcement. Let me tell you about the lesson and walk you through what I did. The lesson was a fine motor activity that needed to be completed in a sequential order, so I had a visual task analysis that showed him the sequence of steps in the activity. The steps were color, than cut, than glue. So this support was not only a task analysis because it showed the sequence of steps, but also a visual support. And I used other visual supports as well. I had a visual timer set so that he could see that eventually work time would end and he would get access to his favorite song.
Jennifer R.:	11:04	I had a visual support posted with pictures of behavior expectations during work time. This showed him what his body should look like when we were doing work together. Sitting, listening with safe hands or hands down. Do not take for granted that your students know what their bodies should look like during instruction. Periodically throughout the lesson, when I noticed my friend sitting and listening, I gave him social reinforcement. I gave him a high five and said good sitting while I pointed to the picture of the students sitting in his chair. And I was modeling these behavior expectations myself.
Jennifer R.:	11:39	Finally I had a visual support in the form of a first/then board, if you're not familiar with this type of support, a first then board shows students what they're working on now. That's the first part. And the then part shows the reinforcing item or activity that they'll get after they finish. In my friend's case, his first/then board showed visual representations of first work, then spooky.
Jennifer R.:	12:04	Now sometimes I hear teachers say I'm using the first/then visual support and it's not working. If the first/then visual support isn't working, one of two things could be happening. It could be that the thing the student is working for isn't actually reinforcing. Maybe it was last week, but this week, nope, this week he wants to pop bubble wrap all day. You might think that's weird. That doesn't sound like very much fun, but it doesn't matter what you think. What matters is that the activity is reinforcing to the student.
Jennifer R.:	12:38	The other thing that could be happening is that the task you're asking the student to do is too hard and no amount of bubble wrap is worth the undertaking. Maybe you're asking him to work for too long or maybe the task isn't developmentally appropriate. So for the first/then visual support to work, you have to have a developmentally appropriate task followed by an activity that's truly reinforcing.
Jennifer R.:	13:03	Okay. Back to our lesson. During the actual lesson we were working on, I used the EBP of prompting to guide the student to the point where he was able to independently do some of the work himself. I started him off with some hand over hand prompts to get them into the action of cutting with his adapted scissors. I modeled putting glue on one of the pieces of paper he cut and I gave him a gesture prompt to indicate where the glue was supposed to go on his piece of paper. By the end of the activity, he was able to put the glue on the rest of the pieces by himself. He was really proud of himself and then he got to hear his spooky song.
Jennifer R.:	13:40	A little more about prompting. One of the most powerful things to know and remember about prompting is that we don't use prompting to make students comply. We can't force children to do anything right? Prompting is a strategy you use to teach and to support students on the way to being able to independently demonstrate a skill or behavior. And there's a prompting hierarchy, meaning some prompts are more intrusive, like a hand over hand physical prompt, and some prompts or less intrusive like a gesture prompt. Knowing which prompt to use depends on how independent your student is when learning or practicing a new skill. In most cases, the less independent they are, the heavier or more intrusive the prompt you'll need to use to teach the student the skill. So it's important to learn the prompting hierarchy so that you know which prompts to use and how to fade them out so that your student is eventually able to be independent.
Jennifer R.:	14:36	Some of our students are motivated by tangible reinforcements such as stickers, toys, awards, certificates, or in some cases, favorite foods. I use tangible reinforcers in many different ways in my classroom. Early in the school year when students were how to transition to group time and sit ready for instruction, I discovered that many of them were motivated by stickers. Some kids go bananas for stickers. So when students check their schedules and successfully transition to group time and sat down with support through prompting initially, I immediately gave them a sticker. Over time as they had more practice with that behavior of transitioning and sitting during group time, we were able to fade out the prompts and I was able to delay giving them their sticker until the end of group time and give them more social reinforcement like high fives instead.
Jennifer R.:	15:28	Food is often a controversial, tangible reinforcer to use with students. I should state that a lot of districts have policies and guidelines around using food as reinforcement, so be sure to know what those are and of course always check with parents to ensure that a student doesn't have a restricted diet or a medical condition that would make using food as reinforcement inadvisable.
Jennifer R.:	15:52	In most cases, I've used food with students when I haven't succeeded in finding another tangible reinforcer for them. For example, I've had students with severe autism who are in that learning to learn stage who have responded really well to food as the hook or buy in when I was trying to teach them a new behavior or get them interested in a new activity or just build rapport.
Jennifer R.:	16:17	Over time, as these students grew to trust me and have a positive association between myself and the activities we were doing, they became less dependent on the food as a reinforcement and I was able to discover new reinforcers for them because of our experiences together.
Jennifer R.:	16:33	If you're unsure about what's reinforcing to your students, you can do a formal or informal preference assessment. Watch your students. What do they like to do when you're not interfering? Play with your students. What objects do they like to interact with? What sensations do they appear to enjoy? Who do they gravitate towards? As long as it's safe and appropriate, put it on the list. Work with your para educators to observe and record at least five things that are reinforcing to each of your students. Write them down in a notebook or record them on chart paper next to student initials.
Jennifer R.:	17:11	So we've covered a lot of ground. We've talked about some of the tools on the evidence based practice tool belt, reinforcement, visual supports, modeling task analysis, and prompting. And you've hopefully learned that these EBPs are rarely used in isolation and much more effective when used in combination.
Jennifer R.:	17:31	And I would like to end by saying that as powerful as these evidence based practices can be when implemented consistently, they won't take you far unless you develop authentic relationships with your students. The relationships that you form with your students are the foundation for learning.
Jennifer R.:	17:47	If you'd like more information on EBPs, visit txautism.net. Under the training tab, you'll find online courses. From there, you'll see that there's a series of webinars on all 27 EBPs identified by the NPDC. All of the webinars in this series are under 45 minutes, free, and offer continuing education credits. So load up your tool belt and happy teaching. Thanks for listening.
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