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Abstract

This action research paper examines the difficulty of students with autism who act out aggressively in a special education classroom for the severely developmental delayed, and the possible interventions that can be taken to reduce this aggressive behavior.  In our classroom, the staff has suffered sprained wrists, bites, punches, pulled hair, and scratches from our three students with autism.  This action research paper offers some ideas for reducing aggressive behavior from these three students.  We measured the frequency of aggressive behaviors of the three students with autism in our classroom for three months using a pre-test/post-test group procedure.  After these three months, we implemented our interventions based on suggestions from the research literature, measuring the frequency of aggressive behaviors for an additional three months.  The hypothesis was that the interventions would lead to decreased aggression.

Decreasing the Aggressive Behavior of Students with Autism in the Classroom – A Study of Three Students in Glendale, CA

Introduction

One of the chief concerns of our classroom is providing safety for both the staff and students.  Providing a safe environment is one of the chief concerns before education can occur in the classroom.  Traditionally, many of the behavior therapists who have worked with us in the past have offered advice such as positive reinforcement.  While offering an item or action that is intrinsically rewarding to a student frequently works, there are many instances in which it is not practical or possible to do so, and still many other instances in which it simply doesn’t work.  Behavior therapists also often advise us to make certain that there are very clear consequences for aggressive actions on the part of the student.  These methods often include isolating the student, which may be the very action that the student with autism prefers, or punishment or taking away of a preferred item, which may result in additional aggression on the part of the student.

Another chief concern is the openness of the classroom setting.  The architecture of our school is a very open one with very few walls.  There are no hallways in the traditional sense.  All classrooms have no walls facing the area where people walk through, and have no doors.  Two classrooms share a kitchen and bathroom, which are located in the middle between the classrooms.  There is one door, approximately three feet in height, which leads to a bathroom that two classrooms share.  There is one other door that leads out to the recreation area in the back of the building.  This open architecture, while attractive, is extremely loud and disruptive, and has made numerous people comment that it is not very conducive to teaching students with autism. 

Focus of the Study

The focus of this study was to examine the effectiveness of alternate methods of reducing the frequency of aggression in students with autism in the classroom.  It is hypothesized that techniques such as augmentative communication, positive interaction from staff, a change in the physical environment could reduce the frequency of aggressive acts from students with autism.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to determine whether techniques other than those suggested by the behavioral therapist, when used in collaboration, would reduce the frequency of aggression in the three students with autism in our classroom.

The Problem

The problem to be explored is whether alternate techniques other than those suggested by the behavioral therapist could result in decreased aggression of the three students with autism in our classroom.

Research Question


Would the alternate interventions suggested by the material in the literature review result in decreased aggression of the three students with autism in our classroom?

The Variables

The independent variable would be the implementation of the intervention;  the dependent variable would be the decreased level of aggression.  Intervening variables include attitudes towards implementing the new interventions on the part of the staff, staff consistency, the students’ family interaction, absences, and interaction with staff and students from other classrooms.  The nature of the rapport between staff and students, as well as substitute staff, makes it possible to introduce variability into the study.

Organization of the Study

The following chapter will review literature on reducing aggression in students with autism.  Chapter III will explain exactly how the study will be conducted, including the sample, instruments, and procedures. 
Review of the Literature

Although the behavioral therapist offered suggestions such as positive reinforcement, isolation, or clear consequences have been somewhat effective, there is a need for rethinking the approaches taken in this classroom.  
Choice Making


Other studies have shown that limited choice leads to aggression and reductions in socially acceptable behavior (Koegel, 1987; Dyer, 1990).  When children with autism were given choices of preferred rewards, decreases in aggressive behavior and increased time on-task occurred (Dyer, 1987).  Each child was asked to point to a preferred object when presented with two objects and the statement, “Show me which one you want” or to limit selections to materials and ask, “What do you want to work on?”   Dyer stated that “choice making can produce reductions in specific, objectively measured problem behaviors. Although the magnitude of the differences was not always great, a clear distinction was demonstrated (Dyer, 1990)”.  

The Effects of Augmentative Communication on Aggressive Behavior of a Child with Autism

Research has consistently demonstrated that promoting efficient and effective communication on students with developmental disabilities has a positive impact (Frea, 2001).  Frea and others stated that the use of picture exchange and choice-making opportunities were “eliminated in a brief amount of time when picture exchanges were in place.”  Frea states that verbal language is often dramatically reduced, thereby reducing the opportunity for choice.  Limited choice in turn leads to increased chances of developing challenging behavior.  The picture exchanges would work only if the choices offered were intrinsically motivating.


Research has also shown that “functional communication training with relevant ecological manipulations could be an effective treatment for children with autism who aggress” (Koegel & Stiebel, 1998; Carr & Durand, 1985).

Changes in Physical Environment

Determining the circumstances under which aggression will and will not occur is crucial to developing effective interventions to reduce aggression (Koegel & Egel, 1979).  “Ecological manipulation” of the environment was found to be an effective intervention for students with autism (Nordquist & Twardosz, 1991).  

During the course of the study, it was hypothesized that the students with autism used aggression as a method of escaping from aversive noises in the classroom.  Verbal communication was used to diminish the effect of this by instruction the student to go elsewhere.  This would be of some help in my classroom due to the extreme noise that the open architecture of the classroom and building.  The student could also use the picture exchange communication system to ask to go to a less noisy area.

 
It was also hypothesized that aggression occurred during down time as a way to seek attention.  The down time period was restricted by changing preparation times to a time in which the student was occupied with other activities. 

And finally, it was hypothesized that students wanted to control the use of toys and maintain possession.  Additional toys were made available and placed in a basket so that the student would have increased access to the toys (Koegel & Stiebel, 1998).  In the study, baskets of toys were placed in a common play area so that it would be accessible for the student with autism to give to another student easily.  The teacher requested that the student with autism give the child the toy every several minutes during non-crisis times so that the action would be more easily facilitated during crisis times (Mullen & Frea, 1995). 

Methodology

Design


A single-baseline design across settings was implemented prior to intervention after collecting baseline data for three months.  The staff was already familiar with utilizing PECS, and moving students from the classroom to outside or the kitchen area was very easy for the staff to implement after the schedule was created.  Aggressive behavior was defined as any incident of biting, scratching, kicking, or hitting.  A communication response was defined as a student pointing to the appropriate PECS to request an item, place or activity while looking around for a staff member.  Event data was taken for aggressive behavior every day for three months prior to intervention.  The number of occurrences of aggressive behavior was calculated for each week of the three-month period.  Aggressive behavior was also taken for aggressive behavior every day for three months after the interventions were implemented.  The number of occurrences of aggressive behavior were also calculated for each week of the three-month period.
To reduce aggressive behavior in students with autism in the classroom, interventions that alter the physical environment and allow the students with autism to increase the ability to communicate will be implemented.

Augmentative Communication and Changes in the Environment


The school setting was altered to allow the students greater access to communicate.  Although we had been using PECS signs in the classroom, in rethinking the physical environment, we determined that making the PECS signs more accessible to the students not only the classroom but the lunch area, therapeutic pool, and outside playground would facilitate communication.  This would be easier than the student carrying a notebook of PECS, something that one of the augmentative communication specialists had previously recommended.  The principal and the other staff members were very receptive to this.

Augmentative Communication in the Classroom


We had one student that would constantly run outside suddenly and would get very frustrated and angry if kept from running outside.  This would often result in aggressive behavior and crying.  We placed a PECS sign for going outside near the doorway.  She and the other students would point to the PECS indicating their desire to go outside.  The staff was instructed that the student would be able to do this for a short time if the student waited until an adult came over to open the door for the student.  If the student ran outside, she would be brought back inside.  She would only be able to go outside after she touched the sign and waited for a staff member to open the door.  Similar PECS were utilized by the bathroom door and to come back inside for very similar behavior.  The students have begun using the PECS more frequently, although it took several weeks for them to begin using the signs consistently.  However, this has significantly decreased the frequency of aggressive behavior.

Changes in the Physical Environment – Access to Items


One of the new students frequently was leaping to his feet to rip art work from the walls or tear pages from magazines.  He also took paper from the printer.  Telling him “no” or taking the papers back frequently resulted in extremely aggressive behavior.  


Koegel and Stiebel (1998) concluded that changes in the physical environment could reduce aggression.  In their study, they had made additional toys available and placed in a basket to increase student access to the toys.  In the study, baskets of toys were placed in a common play area so that it would be accessible for the student with autism to give to another student easily.


We created a basket with old, donated magazines from home, and placed this on a table in an accessible part of the classroom.  At first, the student did not change his behavior, but through persistent redirecting, the student is taking magazines from the basket instead of ripping them from the walls or other places 70% of the time, and the frequency of aggressive behavior has decreased even more.

Other Changes to the Physical Environment – Decreasing Noise

Some changes in the physical environment would be more difficult to control, such as the inherent noise level.  Instead of trying to change the impossible, the students were instead periodically removed to a quieter place, such as outside or the kitchen area.  While not always ideal, the classroom environment was very noisy and distracting.  While we were doing this, we also altered the academic schedule, making the pull-out times shorter.  This still kept the sense of structure that the students had.  For example, two “educational periods” of 30 minutes each were increased to six periods of ten minutes each.  This increased the periods of downtime, but for much shorter periods of time, thus alleviating the problems that Nordquist & Twardosz described in their 1991 study. We started using the kitchen almost like an “educational station”, keeping the educational supplies closer to the kitchen after a while.  

Interventions


Following baseline, the staff taught each student using the PECS for going outside, going back inside, and going to the bathroom the new locations of the PECS.  The students had already been taught how to use the PECS, and had been using them with limited success.  When the students touched the sign, made eye contact with a staff member, and waited for the staff member to walk over to the door and open it, they were rewarded by going to the place of their request.  If they ran outside instead, they were immediately brought back in by the staff member and requested to ask by pointing to the appropriate sign.  As before, the student would not be able to go to their place of request until they had requested this appropriately.


The staff showed the student who ripped paper from the walls where he could get paper.  If the student tried to rip paper from the walls, he was redirected to the basket of old magazines immediately. 

Conclusion


Results indicated that the aggressive behavior of all the students with autism decreased when the accessibility to augmentative communication increased throughout the school and they were moved to a different area to do work in an effort to decrease noise and shorten the periods of downtime.  Aggression slowly decreased a week after all interventions were implemented, and then continued to decrease each week afterwards.

Discussion


This action research paper demonstrates the potential effectiveness of increasing the accessibility of augmentative communication as a means of decreasing aggressive behavior and alleviating conflicts in the classroom and throughout the school.  During the intervention, the students were able to communicate their desires easier, and be rewarded for their attempts to communicate by going to their place of request.  This activity also demonstrates the generalization of augmentative communication from the classroom area to other areas of the school.


This action research paper also demonstrates the potential effectiveness of altering the physical environment to accommodate students with autism.  Aggressive behavior was diminished when the student who enjoyed ripping paper was given access to a basket of old, discarded magazines instead of ripping artwork from the walls or other paper or magazines deemed inappropriate.  Aggressive behavior also decreased by moving the students to quieter places to work, and to shorten the amount of time that the student both worked and engaged in downtime activities.  The structure of the work and downtime activities coupled with the quieter environment also aided in the lessening of these aggressive behaviors.


The weaknesses of the study include several items.  One is that the research occurred over a six-month period of time, during which two of the four staff members changed, and there were numerous absences, which compromised some of the consistency of the approaches in the interventions.  Although the study was originally designed to document the aggressive behavior for each of the behaviors discussed previously, this was not accomplished consistently due to the changing of the staff and substitute assistants during prolonged absences.  Consequently, the data for specific aggressive acts such as students’ attempts to run outside or for ripping paper from the walls were not documented completely. Also, we attempted to log communication responses to the augmentative communication.  This, too, was not adequately logged due to staff changes and extended absences due to vacations, injuries and sickness.  However, the baseline and intervention data collection for each day in general was documented accurately and completely.


Another is that two of the three students with autism had prolonged absences, with one being absent for seven consecutive school days, and another being absent for several days consecutively during the data collection for the intervention.  Nevertheless, we could clearly see a statistical diminishing of frequency of aggressive behavior and a generally calmer attitude in the classroom due to the students’ lowered frequency of frustration.
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