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Developing play skills is an area often 
neglected in intervention.

(Kasari, Freeman and Paparella, 2006.)

Rationale



Why are Play Skills so Important?

“Play is the work of the child”

- Maria Montessori (1995)

• Play skills are a vital part of learning (Hurwitz, 2003).

• Play is a typical activity for children, especially in the early years.

• Play promotes intellectual, physical, emotional  and social development 
(Lilard et. Al, 2013).

• There are many different types of play.



Types of Play

Parallel

Independent

Cooperative

Socio Dramatic



…demonstrate challenges initiating and participating in play with others. 

(Kasari and Wong, 2012; Wolfberg, P., 2009)

Demonstrate ritualistic rather than functional play.

Many Children on the Autism Spectrum…



Independent Play

Isn’t play with others more important?

Independent play skills often a high priority for families 

Why?

Lots of parents recognise the benefits of play and want to make sure 
that their child is also exposed to the same opportunities. 



Independent Play (cont.)

Parents want to:

• Avoid relying on electronic devices to entertain their child.

• Manage household and other tasks while caring for the child.

• Keep their child engaged and learning in every opportunity!

• Find ways to encourage their child to practice newly learnt skills in 
different environments with different materials.

Now we need to think about how this will all fit into the ABA program.



A comprehensive EIBI (Early Intensive Behaviour Intervention) ABA program 
teaches a broad range of skills for:  

• Communication 

• Academic development

• School readiness

• Social behaviours (including play)

• Self-help and independence skills.

The ABA Program



• Identifies the skills though systematic observation and 
assessment.

• Develops programs to teach those skills.

• Supports the BIs (behaviour interventionists) to teach those 
skills one-to-one in structured ways.

• Analyse the data to inform program decisions and ensure 
that learning goals are met. 

• Support the child to generalise those skills to the appropriate 
environments.

The Program Supervisor:



Do we need to teach play? It depends!

The Individualised Learning Plan is developed based on the 
outcome of the initial assessment.

At Happy Oak we use the ABLLS-R (Assessment of Basic 
Language and Learning Skills) or VB-MAPP (Verbal Behaviour 
Milestones and Assessment and Placement Program) to 
identify abilities and skills that need to be targeted. 

If child faces challenges in play, we need to determine:
• What type of play?

• How are we going to motivate them to engage in play?

• How to are we going to teach the play?

Assessment:



You can’t teach play, can you? YES!

• Play is like any other behaviour. 

• You can teach almost any behaviour using ABA.

How do we teach new skills in an ABA program? 

• Define the targeted skill(s).

• Break down those skills as necessary.

• Teach each component, perhaps in a structured way.

• Continually analyse the data to ensure we are achieving our goals.

• Support the child in generalising new skills in natural settings.

ABA and Play



• ABA needs to be applied. (Baer, Wolf and Risley, 1968)

• Applied refers to the:

• Learning context or play setting

• ‘Socially significant’ or ’important’ skills (Baer, Wolf and Risley, 1968)

How do we identify the skills which are relevant and appropriate?

• We need to work with Mum and Dad to determine what it is that they 
want their child to be doing. 

• We observe the child’s peers in play: What are they doing?

• We observing the child in typical setting: What toys and other learning 
resources are accessible to the child?  

How to Know What to Teach?



With some learners, it may not be appropriate to chain together lots of 
actions and phrases using something like a task analysis.

We might need to start with simple words and phrases.

Define the Tool to use to Teach the Skill



• 4 year old boy

• Many single word requests

• Repertoire of verbs, nouns and adjectives of over 100 words

• 3 and 4 word phrases emerging

• Ability to follow instructions in play 

• Ability to imitate play actions

Initially we started with the simple task of: 
• Behaviour Interventionist: ‘play with the train’

• Sam: Sam would drive the train and say ‘chugga chugga choo choo’

• We repeated this for several toys. 

Program Example: ”Sam”



“Sam’s” Data Sheet



• 4 year old girl

• Could speak in 5-10 word sentences. 

• Had a large labelling repertoire

• Very strong imitation skills

• Could play well with adults and some simple games with peers

• Could engage in some functional independent play (i.e. doing puzzles and playing 
on coloring in)

• Required some support to use play phrases during independent pretend play (i.e. 
farm).

Please note, that Kate's program was developed with Elyssa Mckee, M. Ed, BCBA.

Program Example: "Kate"



Task Analysis:

"Involves breaking down a complex skill into smaller teachable units, the 
product of which is a series of sequentially ordered steps or tasks" (Cooper, 
Heron and Heward, 2007, p.437).

How much do we break it down? As much as necessary! 

The development of the Task Analysis depends on:

• The needs and preferences of the learner.

• The play skills required.

• The learning context.

• The natural setting in which skills are to be applied. 

Teach Play Skills using a Task Analysis



It allows us to teach errorlessly.

We have done our assessment, we know that the skill is something the 
learner cannot do.

• So let’s avoid ‘practicing errors’ and jump in and teach them!

• This way, we can initially reinforce their prompted responses, then 
gradually fade out our prompts giving the learner lots of success.

• Often there is a reduction in challenging behaviours when using errorless 
learning (Dunlap, Kern, Worcester 2001).

Benefits of a Task Analysis



Hand over Hand/Full Physical: Teacher physically guides the learner to 
complete a task by placing a hand over top of the learner’s hand. 

Partial Physical: Teacher begins to physically prompt the learner and then 
backs off from touching the learner allowing the learner to complete the task 
independently. 

Gestural Prompt: Teacher points/nods/looks/taps in the direction of the 
stimulus or activity being worked on to signal the next step or the correct 
response.  

Demonstrational Prompt: The teacher models the correct response.

Independent: The child demonstrates the correct skill without prompting.

Prompt Levels



We don’t want to keep taking data on skills that are mastered.

We want to have a clear mastery criteria so that we can keep the program 
moving and put in new targets.

Criteria: 80% or more of correct independent responses, across three days 
and two different BIs.

This way, we are making sure the skill is being generalised across days, 
people and often settings (e.g. Happy Oak and home).

Mastery Criteria



"Kate’s" Task Analysis Data Sheet



There is significant evidence supporting the use of a video 
model in teaching children diagnosed with an ASD (Jowett, 
Moore and Anderson, 2012; Nikopoulos and Keenan, 2015).

Our video model involved the BI demonstrating the Task 
Analysis.

Kate viewed video model before she was asked to engage in 
the play. 

Video Modelling



Using a Video Model: Play Actions
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"Kate’s" Task Analysis Data Sheet
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Some learners naturally enjoy this program.

For others we need to pair this activity with reinforcement.

For learners that use token economies we might prompt the learner to 
respond correctly and then pair those responses with tokens.

Other Strategies



We need to make sure children are demonstrating these skills 
at appropriate times.

Are they generalising play phrases to different toys?

Are they introducing their own new play phrases?

What Next?
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