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This case study highlights the methods by which a student’s 

long history of self-injurious behaviors (SIB) were assessed 

through a functional behavior assessment and treated with a 

behavior intervention plan utilizing extinction procedures. The 

student is an adolescent male diagnosed with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder who attends a chartered non-public school. He 

presented with a long history (5+ years) of high rates of self-

injurious behaviors to numerous parts of his body, varying in 

intensity. The functions of the student’s self-injurious behaviors 

was hypothesized to be maintained by automatic 

reinforcement, escape from aversive stimuli/demands and 

access to tangibles. Intensity and topography of this behavior 

presented difficulty with data collection, so for reliability 

purposes, behavior definitions for self-injury were broken down 

into locations of engagement (head vs. body). This behavior 

was severe and prevented access to community settings and 

was a main safety concern for parents. Extinction strategies 

have so far shown a reduction in this behavior, and continue to 

lead to less restrictive procedures. 
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• Student is an adolescent male diagnosed with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder (ASD).

• Student communicates utilizing an iPad as a speech 

generating device (SGD). He also communicates utilizing 

pointing, gestures and reciprocal eye gaze. 

• Student has a long history of self-injurious behaviors that 

range in intensity, and topography. Historically, higher and 

more intense rates were noted to occur during non-

preferred demands or activities. 

• Previous FBA completed in 2016 looked at similar 

topographies of behaviors  collectively defined as tantrum. 

Results of this FBA hypothesized multiple functions, 

including escape, access to tangibles and automatic.

Next Steps 

Non-contingent Reinforcement (NCR): Student was 

provided with access to preferred items non-contingently on a 

variable-ratio of 2 task schedule of reinforcement. Staff 

utilized first/then language, refrained from response blocking 

or verbal redirections of both SIB and aggression, and had the 

student continue with the task. Following completion, the 

student was provided with access to preferred items (iPad 

and beanbag). 

Differential Reinforcement of Other Behaviors (DRO) + 

Escape Extinction:  DRO procedures were initially only 

implemented with specific mastered independent work tasks 

in an effort to teach the use of a “hands down” verbal paired 

with a visual. If the student engaged in head-directed SIB 

while completing the task that was paired with an external 

stimuli (visual cue card), staff would refrain from response 

blocking, use first/then language and reset the timer. This 

continued until the student was able to complete the given 

task for a targeted duration with the absence of only head 

directed SIB. Then the student was provided with 2-3 minutes 

of access to preferred items. 

Extinction:  Access to preferred items were terminated 

following any single occurrence of head-directed self-injurious 

behavior. The student was required to complete a simple put-

in task or wait for 5 seconds with his hands down prior to re-

gaining access to the preferred item again.

Functional Communication Training (FCT): Protest 

communication was honored on a variable-ratio of 3 schedule. 

Protective Equipment: Student wore padded gloves and soft 

foam protective helmet at all times .

Results

• Due to a long history of variability in behavior rates, fade 

procedures and changes to the intervention will occur 

across a longer period of time. 

• One of our next steps is to gradually increase the target 

areas where extinction procedures are implemented. 

Currently we are only targeting head-directed self-injury. 

Therefore, we plan to create “zones” of the body for our next 

target. We will start implementing extinction procedures for 

any self-injury that occurs from the neck to the waist 

including arms. Lastly, we will target the rest of the body; 

(waist to feet), while continuing to utilize extinction for all 

previous zones. 

• Additional next steps will also look at increasing the DRO 

interval (currently at 3 minutes) and expanding the 

expectations across additional programs. 

• Prompting trials that were added for replacement 

communication of “don’t want” currently are at a ratio of 2/5, 

with the honoring of all independent requests. We will 

eventually fade out prompted trials and move to toleration of 

denied independent trials long term. 

Head-directed SIB

Baseline (10/7/19-10/18/19): 34% of intervals per day

Current Rates (1/11/21-1/22/21): 0.2% of intervals per day

Body-directed SIB

Baseline (10/7/19-10/18/19): 58% of intervals per day

Current Rates (1/11/21-1/22/21): 56% of intervals per day

These data indicate that the rates of head-directed SIB were 

decreased when adding extinction procedures to an 

intervention. 

Setting & Data Collection

Setting - Sessions were conducted for the duration of the 

school day (approximately 6 hours) in a shared classroom 

setting working directly with one therapist. 

Current Data Collection - Data were collected using a 3 

minute partial interval on both head directed and body 

directed self-injury. 

Head-directed SIB: defined as any occurrence of hitting, 

punching, or scratching directed towards any part of the 

head with either an open or closed fist (includes the palm of 

the hand).  

Body-directed SIB: defined as any occurrence of hitting, 

punching, scratching, elbowing, or kneeing directed towards 

any part of the body below the head with either an open or 

closed fist (includes the palm of the hand).

Functional Behavior Assessment (Durand & Crimmins 1988): 

A Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA) was completed in 

2019-2020 to determine the function of both forms of self-

injurious behavior. Indirect assessments such as questionnaires 

and interviews were completed along with direct assessments 

including observations and preference assessments. Results 

from the questionnaires demonstrated an agreement amongst 

responders, and suggested that head-directed SIB and body-

directed SIB likely served the same function. Overall results 

hypothesized that self-injurious behavior was maintained by 

multiple functions, including access to tangibles, escape from 

demands as well as an automatic function. Due to the already 

high frequency and harmful nature of the student’s self-injurious 

behavior, an experimental functional analysis was not conducted. 

Instead, a sensory extinction assessment was completed. 

Sensory Extinction Assessment: Due to the hypothesis that 

both topographies may have an automatic component, a sensory 

extinction assessment was completed from 10/7/20 to 3/13/20. 

This assessment was based off Dorsey et al. 1982; Mazaleski et 

al. 1994; Moore et al. 2004 and looked at finding protective 

equipment that would disrupt the response-reinforcer 

relationship, demonstrated by a decrease in the frequency of 

self-injurious behaviors. The assessment was completed in 

multiple phases utilizing different types of protective equipment. 

Equipment was chosen and analyzed  in an effort to minimize the 

sensation felt in the student’s hands (gloves), head (helmet) and 

body (padding).

Phase 1: fingerless lifting gloves with light padding on the palms

Phase 2: soft foam protective helmet 

Phase 3: helmet + gloves + chest pad + knee pads which lined 

his legs facing outward 

Phase 4: helmet + gloves w/heavy padding

The final phase was ended abruptly due to the mandatory school 

closure as a result of the global pandemic. However, preliminary 

results indicated a potential extinction burst followed by a steady 

decrease, hinting at a possible successful interruption of the 

response-reinforcer relationship. Graphs depicting data as a 

result of this assessment are shown below. 

Fig. 1

Considerations 

Fig. 2

• Parent communication is limited, therefore we are unsure 

of possible behavioral contrast in the home environment. 

• The DRO+EE procedure was implemented in only a small 

portion of the student’s day, despite high rates of behavior. 

This was done due to the long history of the behavior and 

concerns of a dangerous burst in head-directed SIB.

• While the sensory extinction results  for the protective 

equipment were not dramatic, the gear was utilized 

regardless. Although it is unlikely that the gear alone 

contributed to decreases in behavior, it allowed us to 

implement the current intervention safely. 

• Defining self-injury by location instead of intensity does not 

account for more dangerous topographies of SIB, which is 

a consideration when rates are analyzed 

• SIB continues to present a more restrictive environment 

for the student, demonstrated by minimal access to the 

community and interactions with peers.  

Figure 3 shows current rates of the student’s head-directed 

self-injurious behavior.

Fig. 3


