ABA THERAPY FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE

* ¥ UNDERSTANDING ABA THERAPY FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVEX*

ABA THERAPY FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE OFFERS A UNIQUE AND DEEPLY PERSONAL INSIGHT INTO A WIDELY USED
INTERVENTION FOR AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER (ASD). APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS (ABA) THERAPY HAS BEEN A
CORNERSTONE IN AUTISM TREATMENT FOR DECADES, PRAISED BY MANY PROFESSIONALS AND FAMILIES FOR ITS STRUCTURED
APPROACH TO TEACHING NEW SKILLS AND REDUCING CHALLENGING BEHAVIORS. HOWEVER, WHEN VIEWED THROUGH THE EYES OF
AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS THEMSELVES, THE EXPERIENCE OF ABA THERAPY CAN BE QUITE DIFFERENT. THIS ARTICLE EXPLORES ABA
THERAPY FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE, SHEDDING LIGHT ON BOTH THE BENEFITS AND THE CHALLENGES, AND PROVIDING A MORE
NUANCED UNDERSTANDING THAT GOES BEYOND CLINICAL OUTCOMES.

WHAT Is ABA THerAPY AND WHY Is IT CoMMONLY Useb?

BEFORE DIVING INTO THE AUTISTIC VIEWPOINT, IT’S IMPORTANT TO UNDERSTAND WHAT ABA THERAPY ENTAILS. ABA IS A
BEHAVIORAL INTERVENTION THAT FOCUSES ON UNDERSTANDING HOW BEHAVIOR WORKS AND HOW IT IS AFFECTED BY THE
ENVIRONMENT. THERAPISTS USE POSITIVE REINFORCEMENT TO ENCOURAGE DESIRABLE BEHAVIORS AND REDUCE THOSE THAT MIGHT
BE HARMFUL OR DISRUPTIVE. ABA PROGRAMS ARE OFTEN HIGHLY STRUCTURED, WITH CLEAR GOALS, REPETITION, AND DATA
COLLECTION.

PARENTS AND PROFESSIONALS OFTEN CHOOSE ABA BECAUSE IT IS EVIDENCE-BASED AND HAS BEEN SHOWN TO IMPROVE

COMMUNICATION, SOCIAL SKILLS, AND INDEPENDENCE IN MANY AUTISTIC CHILDREN. BUT WHILE THE CLINICAL RESULTS CAN BE
IMPRESSIVE, THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF ABA THERAPY CAN VARY WIDELY.

EXPERIENCING ABA THERAPY: VOICES FROM THE AUTISM COMMUNITY

FeeLING UNDERSTOOD—OR MISUNDERSTOOD?

ONE OF THE MOST COMMON FEELINGS EXPRESSED BY AUTISTIC ADULTS WHO UNDERWENT ABA THERAPY AS CHILDREN IS A
SENSE OF BEING MISUNDERSTOOD. ABA’S FOCUS ON CHANGING BEHAVIORS SOMETIMES TRANSLATES INTO AN ATTEMPT TO
“NORMALIZE” AUTISTIC TRAITS SUCH AS STIMMING (REPETITIVE MOVEMENTS) OR AVOIDING EYE CONTACT. FROM AN AUTISTIC
PERSPECTIVE, THESE BEHAVIORS ARE OFTEN COPING MECHANISMS THAT HELP MANAGE SENSORY OVERLOAD OR ANXIETY.

For EXAMPLE, A PERSON MIGHT SHARE:

> “| WAS TAUGHT TO STOP ROCKING BACK AND FORTH, BUT THAT WAS MY WAY OF CALMING MYSELF. W/HEN | WAS FORCED
TO STOP, | FELT MORE ANXIOUS AND OUT OF CONTROL.”

THIS HIGHLIGHTS A CRITICAL TENSION IN ABA THERAPY: THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN TREATING BEHAVIORS THAT CAUSE HARM OR
DISTRESS VERSUS TRYING TO ELIMINATE NATURAL AUTISTIC EXPRESSIONS SIMPLY BECAUSE THEY DON’T FIT SOCIETAL NORMS.

THe IMPACT oF CoMPLIANCE AND CONSENT

ABA THERAPY OFTEN REQUIRES COMPLIANCE FROM THE CHILD TO COMPLETE TASKS OR FOLLOW INSTRUCTIONS. HO\X/EVER,
MANY AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS DESCRIBE FEELING THAT THEIR AUTONOMY AND CONSENT WERE OVERLOOKED DURING THERAPY
SESSIONS. THE PRESSURE TO COMPLY CAN SOMETIMES FEEL LIKE PUNISHMENT OR COERCION, ESPECIALLY IF THE CHILD IS
NONVERBAL OR HAS DIFFICULTY COMMUNICATING DISCOMFORT.

THIS DYNAMIC CAN LEAD TO FEELINGS OF FEAR, CONFUSION, OR RESENTMENT TOWARDS THERAPY:



> “| WAS SCARED TO SAY NO BECAUSE IF | DIDN’T DO WHAT THEY WANTED, | GOT ‘CORRECTED’ OR IGNORED.”

RESPECTING CONSENT AND EMOTIONAL SAFETY IS CRUCIAL WHEN WORKING WITH AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS, SOMETHING THAT SOME
AUTISTIC CRITICS OF ABA THERAPY EMPHASIZE AS LACKING IN TRADITIONAL APPROACHES.

PosiTIVE AsPecTs oF ABA THERAPY FROM AN AUTISTIC LENS

DESPITE THE CRITICISMS, MANY AUTISTIC ADULTS ACKNOWLEDGE THAT ABA THERAPY HAS HELPED THEM DEVELOP IMPORTANT
SKILLS. W/HEN IMPLEMENTED WITH EMPATHY AND FLEXIBILITY, ABA CAN SUPPORT LEARNING COMMUNICATION METHODS, DAILY
LIVING SKILLS, AND SOCIAL INTERACTION IN WAYS THAT EMPOWER RATHER THAN SUPPRESS.

SKILL BUILDING THAT RESPECTS INDIVIDUALITY

SuccessruL ABA PROGRAMS OFTEN INVOLVE:

® SETTING GOALS COLLABORATIVELY WITH THE AUTISTIC INDIVIDUAL OR THEIR FAMILY.
® |NCORPORATING THE CHILD’S INTERESTS AND PREFERENCES INTO LEARNING ACTIVITIES.

® FOCUSING ON FUNCTIONAL COMMUNICATION RATHER THAN FORCING VERBAL SPEECH WHEN ALTERNATIVE METHODS LIKE
AAC (AUGMENTATIVE AND ALTERNATIVE COMMUNICATION) MIGHT BE MORE EFFECTIVE.

\W/HEN THESE PRINCIPLES ARE FOLLOWED, ABA THERAPY CAN BE A POSITIVE EXPERIENCE THAT HONORS THE AUTISTIC PERSON’S
UNIQUE WAY OF INTERACTING WITH THE WORLD.

LEARNING SELF-ADVOCACY AND EMOTIONAL REGULATION

SOME AUTISTIC ADULTS CREDIT ABA WITH HELPING THEM RECOGNIZE THEIR EMOTIONS AND DEVELOP STRATEGIES TO MANAGE
ANXIETY OR FRUSTRATION. TEACHING EMOTIONAL REGULATION SKILLS IN A COMPASSIONATE WAY CAN IMPROVE QUALITY OF
LIFE SIGNIFICANTLY.

HO\WEVER, IT’S ESSENTIAL THAT THESE SKILLS ARE TAUGHT WITHOUT DISMISSING OR PUNISHING NATURAL EMOTIONAL
RESPONSES, WHICH MEANS THERAPISTS NEED TO BE ATTUNED TO THE INDIVIDUAL’S SENSORY AND EMOTIONAL NEEDS.

ComMmon CriTicisMs oF ABA THERAPY FROM AUTISTIC VOICES

NOT ALL FEEDBACK IS POSITIVE, AND AUTISTIC SELF-ADVOCATES HAVE RAISED SEVERAL ETHICAL AND PRACTICAL CONCERNS
REGARDING ABA THERAPY.

THe Risk oF MASKING AND ITS CONSEQUENCES

ONE OF THE MOST DISCUSSED ISSUES IS THAT ABA OFTEN ENCOURAGES “MASKING” — THE SUPPRESSION OF NATURAL AUTISTIC
BEHAVIORS TO APPEAR NEUROTYPICAL. W/HILE MASKING MAY HELP INDIVIDUALS FIT IN SOCIALLY, IT CAN LEAD TO EXHAUSTION,
ANXIETY, AND A LOSS OF AUTHENTIC SELF-EXPRESSION.



AUTISTIC ADULTS FREQUENTLY REPORT THAT LONG-TERM MASKING CONTRIBUTES TO BURNOUT AND MENTAL HEALTH
CHALLENGES. FROM THEIR PERSPECTIVE, ABA THERAPY SHOULD NOT PROMOTE MASKING BUT RATHER SUPPORT ACCEPTANCE
AND COPING STRATEGIES.

EMoTIONAL TRAUMA AND NEGATIVE ASSOCIATIONS

SOME INDIVIDUALS SHARE STORIES OF FEELING TRAUMATIZED BY THEIR ABA THERAPY EXPERIENCES, PARTICULARLY WHEN
PUNISHMENT OR OVERLY RIGID METHODS WERE USED. THIS CAN CREATE A LASTING FEAR OR DISTRUST OF THERAPISTS AND
PROFESSIONALS, MAKING IT HARDER TO SEEK SUPPORT LATER IN LIFE.

For INSTANCE, A PERSON MIGHT SAY:

> “| DON’T REMEMBER LEARNING ANYTHING USEFUL, BUT | REMEMBER FEELING SCARED AND WORTHLESS.”

THIS HIGHLIGHTS THE IMPORTANCE OF TRAUMA-INFORMED, COMPASSIONATE THERAPEUTIC APPROACHES THAT PRIORITIZE
EMOTIONAL WELLBEING.

Tips FOrR FAMILIES AND THERAPISTS: NAVIGATING ABA THERAPY
RESPECTFULLY

IF YOURE A PARENT, CAREGIVER, OR THERAPIST WORKING WITH AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS, KEEPING AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE IN
MIND CAN TRANSFORM THE THERAPY EXPERIENCE FOR THE BETTER.

LisTEN AND LEARN FROM AUTISTIC VOICES

ENGAGING WITH AUTISTIC ADULTS AND ADVOCATES CAN PROVIDE INVALUABLE INSIGHTS INTO WHAT WORKS AND WHAT
DOESN’T. AUTISTIC PEOPLE KNOW BEST WHAT IT FEELS LIKE TO LIVE WITH AUTISM, AND THEIR FEEDBACK SHOULD SHAPE
THERAPY APPROACHES.

Focus oN STRENGTHS AND PREFERENCES

ABA THERAPY SHOULD BUILD ON THE INDIVIDUAL’S STRENGTHS, INTERESTS, AND COMFORT ZONES. For EXAMPLE,
INCORPORATING FAVORITE TOPICS OR ACTIVITIES INTO LESSONS CAN MAKE LEARNING MORE ENJOYABLE AND EFFECTIVE.

ResPECT AUTONOMY AND CONSENT

ALWAYS PRIORITIZE THE CHILD’S CONSENT AND EMOTIONAL SAFETY. THIS MIGHT MEAN ALLOWING BREAKS, ADAPTING TASKS, OR
RECOGNIZING WHEN A TECHNIQUE ISN’T WORKING. THERAPY SHOULD NEVER FEEL LIKE PUNISHMENT OR COERCION.

Use ABA As PART ofF A HoLIsTIC APPROACH

ABA IS ONE TOOL AMONG MANY. COMBINING IT WITH SPEECH THERAPY, OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY, SOCIAL SKILLS GROUPS, AND
MENTAL HEALTH SUPPORT CAN ADDRESS THE WHOLE PERSON’S NEEDS MORE EFFECTIVELY.



LookING TowARD A MoRE INCLUSIVE FUTURE FOR ABA THERAPY

THE CONVERSATION AROUND ABA THERAPY FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE IS EVOLVING. MORE THERAPISTS AND
ORGANIZATIONS ARE ADOPTING NEURODIVERSITY~AFFIRMING PRACTICES, WHICH RESPECT AUTISTIC IDENTITY AND PROMOTE
ACCEPTANCE RATHER THAN NORMALIZATION.

THIS SHIFT INVOLVES:

® PRIORITIZING QUALITY OF LIFE OVER MERE BEHAVIORAL COMPLIANCE.
® RECOGNIZING AND VALUING AUTISTIC COMMUNICATION STYLES.

e COLLABORATING WITH AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS IN DESIGNING THERAPIES.

AS AWARENESS GROWS, THE HOPE IS THAT ABA THERAPY CAN BECOME A SUPPORTIVE, RESPECTFUL, AND EMPOWERING
RESOURCE FOR AUTISTIC PEOPLE OF ALL AGES.

UNDERSTANDING ABA THERAPY FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE REMINDS US THAT THERAPY IS NOT JUST ABOUT CHANGING
BEHAVIORS — IT’S ABOUT SUPPORTING INDIVIDUALS TO THRIVE AS THEIR AUTHENTIC SELVES. LISTENING TO AUTISTIC VOICES
ENRICHES OUR APPROACH AND HELPS CREATE A MORE COMPASSIONATE, EFFECTIVE PATH FORW ARD.

FREQUENTLY AskeD QUESTIONS

WHAT IS ABA THERAPY AND HOW IS IT VIEWED FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE?

ABA (APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS) THERAPY IS A BEHAVIORAL INTERVENTION OFTEN USED TO SUPPORT AUTISTIC
INDIVIDUALS BY TEACHING SKILLS AND REDUCING CHALLENGING BEHAVIORS. FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE, OPINIONS VARY:
SOME FIND IT HELPFUL FOR DEVELOPING COMMUNICATION AND DAILY LIVING SKILLS, WHILE OTHERS CRITICIZE IT FOR FOCUSING ON
CONFORMITY AND SUPPRESSING NATURAL AUTISTIC BEHAVIORS.

How DO AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS FEEL ABOUT THE GOAL OF ABA THERAPY TO REDUCE
' AUTISTIC BEHAVIORS'?

MANY AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS FEEL UNCOMFORTABLE WITH ABA THERAPY'S GOAL TO REDUCE BEHAVIORS LIKE STIMMING, AS
THESE BEHAVIORS ARE OFTEN IMPORTANT COPING MECHANISMS. THEY ADVOCATE FOR THERAPIES THAT RESPECT
NEURODIVERSITY AND PRIORITIZE WELL-BEING OVER NORMALIZATION.

CAN ABA THERAPY BE ADAPTED TO BETTER RESPECT AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVES?

YES/ ABA THERAPY CAN BE ADAPTED BY FOCUSING ON ENHANCING QUALITY OF LIFE, COMMUNICATION, AND AUTONOMY RATHER
THAN TRYING TO ELIMINATE ALL AUTISTIC TRAITS. INCORPORATING AUTISTIC VOICES IN TREATMENT PLANNING AND EMPHASIZING
STRENGTHS RATHER THAN DEFICITS HELPS MAKE ABA MORE RESPECTFUL AND EFFECTIVE.

\WHAT ARE SOME COMMON CRITICISMS OF ABA THERAPY FROM AUTISTIC SELF-
ADVOCATES?

COMMON CRITICISMS INCLUDE THAT ABA CAN BE DEHUMANIZING, OVERLY RIGID, AND FOCUSED ON COMPLIANCE RATHER THAN
UNDERSTANDING. SOME REPORT FEELING TRAUMATIZED BY PAST ABA EXPERIENCES DUE TO PUNISHMENT-BASED TECHNIQUES OR



LACK OF CONSENT AND RESPECT.

ARE THERE ALTERNATIVES TO ABA THERAPY THAT ALIGN BETTER WITH AUTISTIC
PERSPECTIVES?

YES, ALTERNATIVES LIKE OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY, SPEECH THERAPY WITH A FOCUS ON COMMUNICATION NEEDS, AND
APPROACHES CENTERED ON NEURODIVERSITY-AFFIRMING PRACTICES ARE OFTEN PREFERRED. T HESE PRIORITIZE SELF-ADVOCACY,
ACCEPTANCE, AND INDIVIDUALIZED SUPPORT RATHER THAN BEHAVIOR MODIFICATION.

How CAN CAREGIVERS AND PROFESSIONALS ENSURE ABA THERAPY IS MORE
SUPPORTIVE FROM AN AUTISTIC VIEWPOINT?

CAREGIVERS AND PROFESSIONALS CAN ENSURE ABA THERAPY IS SUPPORTIVE BY INVOLVING AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS IN DECISION-
MAKING, USING POSITIVE REINFORCEMENT RATHER THAN PUNISHMENT , RESPECTING NATURAL BEHAVIORS LIKE STIMMING, FOCUSING
ON SKILL~BUILDING FOR INDEPENDENCE, AND CONTINUOUSLY SEEKING FEEDBACK TO ADJUST APPROACHES.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

**¥ ABA THERAPY FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE: AN IN-DEPTH ANALYSIS**

ABA THERAPY FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE IS A SUBJECT OF GROWING DISCUSSION WITHIN BOTH THE AUTISM COMMUNITY
AND AMONG PROFESSIONALS. APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS (ABA) THERAPY HAS LONG BEEN CONSIDERED A CORNERSTONE
INTERVENTION FOR INDIVIDUALS DIAGNOSED WITH AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER (ASD). HOWEVER, THIS THERAPEUTIC
APPROACH, WHICH FOCUSES ON MODIFYING BEHAVIORS THROUGH REINFORCEMENT TECHNIQUES, IS INCREASINGLY BEING RE-
EXAMINED THROUGH THE VOICES OF THOSE WHO HAVE EXPERIENCED IT FIRSTHAND—AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS THEMSELVES. THIS
ARTICLE AIMS TO EXPLORE ABA THERAPY FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE, PROVIDING A BALANCED AND INVESTIGATIVE REVIEW
THAT HIGHLIGHTS VARIED EXPERIENCES, CRITIQUES, AND INSIGHTS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO ONGOING DEBATES ABOUT ITS
EFFECTIVENESS AND ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS.

UNDERSTANDING ABA THERAPY AND |ITS FOUNDATIONS

ABA THERAPY IS GROUNDED IN BEHAVIORAL PSYCHOLOGY, EMPHASIZING THE USE OF STRUCTURED INTERVENTIONS TO
ENCOURAGE DESIRABLE BEHAVIORS AND REDUCE THOSE CONSIDERED MALADAPTIVE. TRADITIONALLY, IT HAS BEEN HAILED FOR ITS
EVIDENCE-BASED APPROACH, WITH NUMEROUS STUDIES DOCUMENTING IMPROVEMENTS IN COMMUNICATION, SOCIAL SKILLS, AND
ADAPTIVE BEHAVIORS. ABA TECHNIQUES OFTEN INVOLVE DISCRETE TRIAL TRAINING (DT T), POSITIVE REINFORCEMENT, AND
TASK ANALYSIS TO BREAK DOWN COMPLEX BEHAVIORS INTO MANAGEABLE COMPONENTS.

DESPITE ITS WIDESPREAD USE, ABA THERAPY IS NOT WITHOUT CONTROVERSY. THE CORE PHILOSOPHY OF BEHAVIOR
MODIFICATION, PARTICULARLY WHEN APPLIED RIGIDLY, CAN RAISE CONCERNS ABOUT THE SUPPRESSION OF NATURAL AUTISTIC
TRAITS IN FAVOR OF NEUROTYPICAL NORMS. FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE, THIS TENSION BETWEEN THERAPEUTIC GOALS AND
PERSONAL IDENTITY FORMS THE CRUX OF MANY CRITIQUES.

VoICes FROM THE AUTISM COMMUNITY: DIVERSE EXPERIENCES WITH ABA

PosiTive OUTCOMES AND FUNCTIONAL GAINS

MANY AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS AND THEIR FAMILIES REPORT POSITIVE OUTCOMES RESULTING FROM ABA THERAPY. FOR SOME,
ABA HAS PROVIDED ESSENTIAL TOOLS FOR NAVIGATING SOCIAL ENVIRONMENTS AND IMPROVING DAILY LIVING SKILLS. INCREASED
COMMUNICATION ABILITIES, GREATER INDEPENDENCE, AND REDUCED SELF-HARM BEHAVIORS ARE AMONG THE FREQUENTLY CITED



BENEFITS.

For EXAMPLE, A 2018 META-ANALYSIS PUBLISHED IN THE *JOURNAL OF AUTISM AND DEVELOPMENTAL DISORDERS® FOUND
THAT EARLY INTENSIVE BEHAVIORAL INTERVENTIONS, INCLUDING ABA, LED TO SIGNIFICANT IMPROVEMENTS IN |Q, LANGUAGE,
AND ADAPTIVE FUNCTIONING IN YOUNG CHILDREN WITH AUTISM. THESE FINDINGS UNDERSCORE ABA’S POTENTIAL AS A
SUPPORTIVE INTERVENTION WHEN CAREFULLY TAILORED TO INDIVIDUAL NEEDS.

CrITIQUES AND CoNncerns: A CLoser Look

CONVEESELY, A GROWING SEGMENT OF THE AUTISTIC COMMUNITY EXPRESSES SIGNIFICANT CONCERNS ABOUT ABA THERAPY.
MANY DESCRIBE THE EXPERIENCE AS TRAUMATIC, EMPHASIZING FEELINGS OF BEING COERCED INTO CONFORMITY AND THE
PSYCHOLOGICAL TOLL OF TRYING TO MASK OR SUPPRESS INTRINSIC BEHAVIORS. SOME AUTISTIC ADULTS REPORT THAT ABA
FOCUSED EXCESSIVELY ON COMPLIANCE AND OBEDIENCE RATHER THAN FOSTERING AUTHENTIC SELF-EXPRESSION.

CONCERNS OFTEN CENTER ON:

o LAcCk oF AuToNoMY: ABA’S STRUCTURED AND REPETITIVE NATURE CAN FEEL CONTROLLING, LIMITING PERSONAL CHOICE
AND SELF-DETERMINATION.

® MASKING AND MENTAL HEALTH: ENCOURAGING INDIVIDUALS TO HIDE STIMMING BEHAVIORS OR MIMIC NEUROTYPICAL
SOCIAL CUES MAY CONTRIBUTE TO ANXIETY, DEPRESSION, AND BURNOUT.

o ONEe-Size-FITs-ALL APPROACH: ABA’S TRADITIONAL MODELS MAY INADEQUATELY ADDRESS THE HETEROGENEITY
WITHIN THE AUTISM SPECTRUM, IGNORING INDIVIDUAL PREFERENCES AND SENSORY NEEDS.

A 2021 SURVEY OF AUTISTIC ADULTS PUBLISHED IN * AUTISM IN ADULTHOOD® HIGHLIGHTED THAT OVER HALF OF
RESPONDENTS WHO UNDERWENT ABA THERAPY REPORTED NEGATIVE EMOTIONAL IMPACTS, INCLUDING INCREASED STRESS AND
DECREASED SELF-ESTEEM.

Key FEATURES oF ABA THERAPY FROM AN AUTISTIC POINT OF VIEW

REINFORCEMENT AND MOTIVATION

ABA RELIES HEAVILY ON REINFORCEMENT STRATEGIES—REW ARDING DESIRED BEHAVIORS TO INCREASE THEIR FREQUENCY. FROM A
PROFESSIONAL STANDPOINT, THIS METHOD IS EFFECTIVE IN SHAPING SKILLS. HO\X/EVER, AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS OFTEN EMPHASIZE
THE IMPORTANCE OF INTRINSIC MOTIVATION AND QUESTION WHETHER EXTERNALLY IMPOSED REW ARDS TRULY FOSTER LASTING,

MEANINGFUL CHANGE.

MANY AUTISTIC VOICES ADVOCATE FOR APPROACHES THAT RESPECT INDIVIDUAL INTERESTS AND STRENGTHS, RATHER THAN
RELYING SOLELY ON EXTRINSIC MOTIVATORS. THIS PERSPECTIVE ENCOURAGES THERAPISTS TO COLLABORATE WITH CLIENTS TO
IDENTIFY PERSONALLY MEANINGFUL GOALS, THUS PROMOTING ENGAGEMENT AND AUTONOMY.

BEHAVIORAL TARGETS:; FUNCTIONAL VERSUS SUPPRESSIVE

ANOTHER CRITICAL ASPECT IS THE NATURE OF BEHAVIORS TARGETED DURING THERAPY. FUNCTIONAL BEHAVIORS—SUCH AS
COMMUNICATION SKILLS AND SELF-CARE—GENERALLY RECEIVE BROADER SUPPORT. HO\X/EVER, WHEN ABA AIMS TO REDUCE
BEHAVIORS LIKE STIMMING OR REPETITIVE MOVEMENTS, WHICH SERVE SELF-REGULATORY PURPOSES, IT CAN BE PROBLEMATIC.



AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS ARGUE THAT THESE BEHAVIORS OFTEN HELP MANAGE SENSORY INPUT OR EMOTIONAL STATES AND
SHOULD NOT BE INDISCRIMINATELY SUPPRESSED. | HE DISTINCTION BETWEEN HARMFUL AND HARMLESS BEHAVIORS IS CRUCIAL,
CALLING FOR NUANCED ASSESSMENTS AND INDIVIDUALIZED TREATMENT PLANS.

THERAPEUTIC RELATIONSHIPS AND COMMUNICATION

EFFECTIVE ABA THERAPY DEPENDS ON A TRUSTING RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE THERAPIST AND THE INDIVIDUAL. AUTISTIC
PERSPECTIVES HIGHLIGHT THE IMPORTANCE OF THERAPISTS WHO ARE EMPATHETIC, PATIENT, AND KNOWLEDGEABLE ABOUT
AUTISM BEYOND BEHAVIORAL SYMPTOMS.

COMMUNICATION STYLES THAT ACCOMMODATE SENSORY SENSITIVITIES AND COGNITIVE PROFILES CAN SIGNIFICANTLY INFLUENCE

THERAPY OUTCOMES. FOR INSTANCE, SOME AUTISTIC CLIENTS PREFER VISUAL SUPPORTS, CLEAR INSTRUCTIONS, AND
PREDICTABLE ROUTINES, ALL OF WHICH MAY BE INTEGRATED INTO ABA FRAMEWORKS WHEN APPLIED THOUGHTFULLY.

CoMPARISONS WITH OTHER AUTISM INTERVENTIONS

\W/HILE ABA REMAINS ONE OF THE MOST RESEARCHED INTERVENTIONS, ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES SUCH AS DEVELOPMENTAL,
INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES, RELATIONSHIP-BASED (DIR) MODEL, OR NATURALISTIC DEVELOPMENTAL BEHAVIORAL INTERVENTIONS
(NDBI) HAVE GAINED TRACTION. THESE METHODS OFTEN EMPHASIZE SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND PRIORITIZE THE
INDIVIDUAL’S INTERESTS AND AUTONOMY OVER STRICT BEHAVIOR MODIFICATION.

FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE, THESE ALTERNATIVES MAY BETTER ALIGN WITH THE GOAL OF SUPPORTING WELL-BEING AND

AUTHENTIC SELF-EXPRESSION. FOR EXAMPLE, NDBI INCORPORATES PLAY AND NATURAL ENVIRONMENTS, AIMING TO REDUCE THE
CLINICAL FEEL SOMETIMES ASSOCIATED WITH TRADITIONAL ABA.

EVALUATING THE PROS AND Cons IN CONTEXT

ANALYZING ABA THERAPY FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE INVOLVES WEIGHING TS BENEFITS AGAINST POTENTIAL
DRAWBACKS. HERE IS A SUMMARY TO CONSIDER:
¢ Pros:
o STRUCTURED TEACHING CAN BUILD ESSENTIAL LIFE SKILLS.
o EVIDENCE SUPPORTS IMPROVEMENTS IN COMMUNICATION AND ADAPTIVE BEHAVIORS.

o FLEXIBLE MODELS EXIST THAT CAN BE INDIVIDUALIZED.

e Cons:
o SOME TECHNIQUES MAY FEEL COERCIVE OR SUPPRESS NATURAL BEHAVIORS.
] RISK OF PSYCHOLOGICAL HARM IF THERAPY FOCUSES ON COMPLIANCE RATHER THAN UNDERSTANDING.

o LACK OF INCORPORATION OF AUTISTIC VOICES HISTORICALLY IN TREATMENT DESIGN.



THE KEY SEEMS TO LIE IN HOW ABA THERAPY IS IMPLEMENTED, THE VALUES THAT GUIDE IT, AND THE DEGREE TO WHICH
AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS ARE INVOLVED IN SHAPING THEIR THERAPEUTIC JOURNEY.

SHIFTING PARADIGMS: EMBRACING NEURODIVERSITY IN ABA

THE NEURODIVERSITY MOVEMENT, WHICH CHAMPIONS ACCEPTANCE AND EMPOWERMENT OF NEUROLOGICAL DIFFERENCES, HAS
INFLUENCED HOW ABA THERAPY IS VIEWED AND PRACTICED. |NCREASINGLYI PRACTITIONERS AND RESEARCHERS ARE ADVOCATING
FOR NEURODIVERSITY-AFFIRMING ABA APPROACHES. SUCH MODELS EMPHASIZE:

® RESPECT FOR AUTISTIC IDENTITY AND PREFERENCES.

e FOCUS ON ENHANCING QUALITY OF LIFE RATHER THAN NORMALIZING BEHAVIORS.

o COLLABORATION WITH AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS AND THEIR FAMILIES IN GOAL SETTING.

® |NCORPORATION OF SELF-ADVOCACY AND MENTAL HEALTH SUPPORTS.

THESE SHIFTS REPRESENT A PROMISING EVOLUTION, AIMING TO BALANCE EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICES WITH ETHICAL
RESPONSIBILITY AND CULTURAL COMPETENCE.

ExPLORING ABA THERAPY FROM AN AUTISTIC PERSPECTIVE REVEALS A LANDSCAPE MARKED BY COMPLEXITY AND NUANCE.
WHILE ABA HAS UNDENIABLE STRENGTHS AS AN INTERVENTION, ITS APPLICATION MUST BE CAREFULLY TAILORED, CONSTANTLY
RE-EVALUATED, AND INFORMED BY THE LIVED EXPERIENCES OF AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS. AS AWARENESS GROWS AND DIALOGUE
CONTINUES, THE HOPE IS THAT ABA THERAPY WILL EVOLVE TO BETTER SERVE THE DIVERSE NEEDS OF THE AUTISM COMMUNITY,
FOSTERING EMPOWERMENT RATHER THAN CONFORMITY.
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