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Understanding Behaviour: 
Moving from Inappropriate to Appropriate Behaviour 
 

Inappropriate behaviours may include biting, pulling hair, scratching, hitting, screaming 
or temper tantrums. Most inappropriate behaviours arise as a child attempts to have 
their needs and wants met. A child who has difficulty communicating their needs may 
try out different approaches. 

Requesting: Your child may not have the ability to ask for help or to request something 
they want. They may instead make wild gestures or sounds to convey their needs.  

Avoidance: Your child may use a behaviour to avoid an activity they don’t want to do. 
They may avoid a task they don’t enjoy, that they find difficult or that has too many 
steps for them to understand.  

Seeking Attention or Interaction: Your child may want to interact with you or someone 
else but not have the skills to initiate contact appropriately. They may engage in 
challenging behaviour as it gets them attention and interaction. 

Expressing Discomfort: Your child may dislike aspects of their sensory environment, such 
as noise or visual stimulation. Your child may be overwhelmed and trying to 
communicate that they need a break. They may feel tired or unwell. Children with ASD 
can fatigue quicker than others as they may need to work harder to complete 
everyday tasks. 

Seeking Sensation: Your child may be seeking out a sensory input that helps them to 
calm or stimulate themselves. Flapping hands, making a repetitive noise, or spinning in 
circles could be a way of self-regulating.  

 

The many challenges a child with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 
can experience in their day-to-day life can cause them to behave in 
a disruptive or inappropriate manner. When a behaviour serves a 
purpose for your child, attempting to stop it outright is generally 
ineffective. Identifying the purpose of a behaviour is the key to 
understanding and supporting your child to express their needs more 
appropriately. 
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Identifying the purpose of a behaviour may not be as easy as it sounds, particularly if 
your child has difficulty communicating. A behaviour may be used at different times for 
different purposes or have more than one purpose. Keeping a record of your child’s 
behaviour over a few days or weeks can help you identify patterns. If, for example, your 
child tends to misbehave at certain times of the day, it may be that they are getting 
tired or feeling anxious about a routine activity they are taking part in or that they are 
about to do. You may notice that particular triggers cause your child’s behaviour or 
that their behaviour consistently prevents them from participating in a non-preferred 
task. 

 
Making Positive Change 

 When you have identified the possible function of your child’s inappropriate behaviour, 
you can begin to modify the situation and teach them skills to help them react in more 
appropriate ways. Introduce new skills in a calm environment. Encourage your child to 
practise a new skill in a familiar setting before assisting them to transfer it to an actual 
situation. For example, if your child screams during trips to the shops because the noise 
or bright lights cause them discomfort, you can teach them strategies for calming down. 
Go over these strategies and allow them to practise at home, before trying them out on 
a short shopping trip. Be encouraging, patient and give your child time to discover how 
a strategy can work for them.  

 
Strategies 

 Requesting: Teach your child how to ask for help through words and Key Word Signs. 
Model these every time you suspect your child needs help with a task. 

Support your child’s ability to make a request. Start by doing this in situations where your 
child is comfortable, such as a preferred play experience. For example, if your child 
enjoys playing with cars, you can teach them how to request the one they want. 

• Hold out a few choices for your child to reach for. 

• Teach your child how to point to the one they want through modelling and hand-
over-hand support (i.e. gently manipulate your child’s fingers into a point and place 
it on a car). 

• Use visuals they can point to. 

• Teach your child the appropriate language, such as “I want” and the names of items 
they would like to request. 

As your child becomes more competent with these skills in comfortable settings, 
encourage them to transfer them into other situations, such as those where they might 
struggle to express their needs appropriately. 
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Avoidance: Inappropriate behaviour can be reinforced when it results in the desired 
outcome. Most often, this reinforcement is unintentional. For example, a child may 
tantrum when it is time to finish playing and tidy up. When a child identifies that having a 
tantrum helps them avoid the non-preferred activity of tidying up it can become a 
learned response. To avoid reinforcing challenging behaviour, support your child to 
complete non-preferred, difficult or overwhelming tasks. 

• Teach your child how to request a break using visuals, signing or words. 
• Break tasks into smaller steps or introduce steps one at a time to help your child 

understand what to do.  
• Provide visual supports for each step (see tip sheet, Self-Help Skills). 

 
Seeking Attention or Interaction: Children with ASD can want to interact with others, but 
not have the social and communication skills to do so effectively. Inappropriate 
behaviour can get them the attention they desire. Help your child learn how to gain 
attention more appropriately.  

• Teach your child words they can use to initiate play or interactions, such as, “Can I 
play?” (see tip sheet, Social Skills – Learning to Initiate Interactions). 

• Introduce a physical cue that your child can use to gain your attention, such as 
tapping you on the hand or shoulder. 

 
Expressing Discomfort: Adapt your child’s routine or environment to their needs to 
decrease their level of discomfort.  

• Carry out tasks that demand more of your child at times when they are not tired, 
such as first thing in the morning or after a nap. Adjust their routine where possible. 

• Reduce or remove sensory triggers from your child’s environment. Where this is not 
viable, minimise the sensory input for your child using personal aids (e.g. noise-
cancelling headphones in a noisy environment or a cap in locations with bright 
fluorescent lighting).  

• Introduce your child to strategies for coping with sensory input, such as calming 
down techniques. 

• Where possible and appropriate, limit the time your child is exposed to 
uncomfortable sensory input. 

• Teach your child how to express that they are feeling uncomfortable or unwell. 
Signing or visuals can help your child communicate that they don’t feel well or that 
something hurts.  
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Seeking Sensation: If an inappropriate behaviour helps your child be calm or to self-
regulate, aim to replace this behaviour with a similar, but more appropriate action.  

• For biting, give your child a chew toy they can safely bite on. 

• For hair pulling, give your child ribbons or wool to stroke their fingers through. 

• For scratching, fidget toys can provide another way for your child’s hands to receive 
sensory input. 

You may not see changes in your child’s responses straight away. New habits and 
behaviours take time to learn and establish. Be patient, consistent and persistent in 
supporting your child to make positive behavioural change. 
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