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Activity-Based Intervention Practices in Special 
Education

Abstract
Teaching practices in natural settings such as activity-based intervention (ABI) are suggested as alternatives to 
be used in effective early childhood education. As a multidisciplinary model, ABI consists of four components, 
which are choosing activities according to the child’s interests; teaching generalizable goals embedded in ro-
utines and planned activities; and using before and after behavior stimuli which have natural and meaningful 
relations with behaviors. The benefits of using ABI within instructional settings include providing children with 
multiple-practice opportunities; teaching the target skill within the framework of daily routines without further 
need for any extra activity; focusing on children’s interests and intrinsic motivation; and enhancing the level of 
success in educational settings. Considering these advantages and benefits, one can state that practices ba-
sed on activity-based intervention can be used effectively for children with developmental disabilities from va-
rious age and disability groups. This article included descriptions and examples of activity-based intervention. 
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There are many research findings on the effective-
ness of techniques based on Applied Behavior 
Analysis (ABA) such as direct instruction, errorless 
teaching, and discrete trial teaching to teach chil-
dren with developmental disabilities (with mental 
retardation and/or autism) for various concept and 
skill teaching (Alberto & Troutman, 2006; Tekin & 
Kırcaali-İftar, 2004). Some of the targets for teach-
ing children with developmental disabilities are 
teaching new skills, increasing or decreasing the 
acquired behaviors, and maintaining and general-
izing the acquired behaviors (Kırcaali-Iftar, 2007). 
However, research shows that in most of these ABA 
based techniques, learning usually happens during 
the acquisition (becoming able to do what could not 
before) phase. The lack effectiveness on the other 
phases of learning which are fluency (perform the 
behavior fast and easy), maintance (performing 
behavior after the instruction), and generalization 
(performing behavior in different circumstances) is 

apparent (Alberto & Troutman, 2006; Kerr & Nel-
son, 1998). By using ABA based techniques, skills 
are taught with adult guidance and within highly 
structured instructional arrangements. This is con-
sidered as the resource for the limitation that is men-
tioned above. In order to overcome this limitation, 
various techniques have recently been suggested in 
the literature that could be implemented in natural 
settings as an alternative for practitioners and re-
searchers (Engelmann, 2003; Newman, Needelman, 
Reinecke & Robek, 2002; Schug, Tarver & Western, 
2001; Wolery, Ault, & Doyle, 1992). In teaching 
techniques which are used in natural environments, 
teaching aims to be realized in the natural setting 
and to be systematic (Bricker, Preti-Frontczak, & 
McComas, 1998; Kurt & Tekin-İftar, 2008; McBride 
& Schwartz, 2003). Besides, it is also mentioned that 
teaching techniques which are used in natural set-
tings are more appropriate for inclusion environ-
ments and for parents to teach new skills to their 
children in their daily routines (Bricker, et al., 1998; 
Woods, Kashinath, & Goldstein, 2004).

Instructional techniques in natural settings are 
used more often for the education of individu-
als with developmental disabilities. Instructional 
techniques that are used in natural settings that are 
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stated in the literature are incidental teaching, nat-
uralistic time delay, mand-model, milieu teaching, 
transition-based teaching, and activity-based inter-
vention (Allen & Cowan, 2008). In this study, ABI 
will be approached from the above instructional 
techniques that are used in natural settings. 

Activity Based Intervention (ABI)

As a multidisciplinary model, ABI was first used 
by Diane Bricker and her colleagues at the Uni-
versity of Oregon (Bricker et al., 1998; Daugherty, 
Grisham-Brown, & Hemmeter, 2001; Kurt & Tekin-
İftar, 2008; McBride & Schwartz, 2003). Although 
there are plenty of studies conducted on this title, 
ABI still needs to be determined more precisely 
(Rakap & Parlak-Rakap, 2008). In this study, the 
authors preferred to use the term Activity-Based 
Intervention (ABI). Pretti-Frontczak and Bricker 
(2004) listed common points in the research in this 
area as below: 

1. Choosing activities according to the child’s in-
terests

2. Teaching individual goals embedded in routines 
and planned activities

3. Teaching functional and generalizable skills

4. Using before and after behavior stimuli which 
have natural and meaningful relations with be-
haviors and environment. 

Choosing Activities according to the Child’s In-
terests: It is important to identify children’s inter-
ests and choose child-directed activities according 
to these interests during early childhood education. 
If the activity is interesting for the child, it will be 
more meaningful for him/her and the teacher will 
not need to present extra reinforcers for the activ-
ity (Kurt, 2008; Pretti-Frontczack & Bricker, 2004). 

Child initiated activities and actions are known 
to be more functional, gripping, and useful for the 
child than the activities that were initiated by adults. 
Whenever the child initiates an activity or action, the 
adult should always encourage him/her, and diver-
sify it by extending the activity, no matter what it is 
(Pretti-Frontczack & Bricker, 2004). Child-initiated 
activities should be determined as long or short-term 
targets of the child (Lovaas, 2003).

Teaching Individual Goals Embedded in Rou-
tines and Planned Activities: 

Teaching Individuals Goals Embedded in Rou-
tine Activities: The order that is followed for daily 

life activities is called a routine. Daily routines are 
important especially for young children to learn. 
The child will feel both safer in the orderly daily life 
routines and also this will provide various learning 
opportunities for the child (Vuran, 2007). Children 
encounter and get involved in these routine activi-
ties either at home or at school every day. 

Short and long term goals that are tried to be taught 
to children by using routine activities can be di-
versified. Many skills and concepts for preschool 
children can be worked out embedded in daily 
routines in the natural setting where they happen, 
without spending any extra time (Pretti-Frontczack 
& Bricker, 2004). 

Teaching Individual Goals Embedded in Planned 
Activities: Goals determined for children can also 
be taught by embedding them in planned activi-
ties. Yet, planned activities are generally carried out 
with an adult’s guidance or participation. Planned 
activities provide different learning opportunities in 
games. Therefore, planned activities should be well-
designed. Planned activities should be desirable for 
the child and should be prepared according to the 
child’s interests (Pretti-Frontczack & Bricker, 2004). 
An activity plan should be prepared for these kinds 
of activities. This activity plan includes the name 
of the activity, materials needed, environmental 
arrangements, sequencing the steps of the game/
activity, embedded learning opportunities, planned 
changes, target words, opportunities for peer inter-
action, and how parents or caregiver will be partici-
pating in the activity (Pretti-Frontczack & Bricker, 
2004). 

Teaching Functional and Generalizable Target 
Skills: Functional skills are the skills that enhance 
a child’s independence and improve the quality of 
life for him/her in his/her physical and social envi-
ronment (Bricker et.al., 1998). The age of the child 
and practicality of the skills in daily life is important 
functional skills. For example, although naming the 
days of the week is not functional for a two year-
old child, it is a functional skill for a seven year-old 
child. For this, teachers should determine functional 
skills for children according to their specifications. 

Goals determined for the child should also be gen-
eralizable. A skill is generalizable when it is per-
formed in different settings with different people 
and materials (Kurt, 2008). 

Using Before and After Behavior Stimuli which 
Have Natural and Meaningful Relations with Be-
haviors and Environment: A child may not always 
develop desired behavior change even though s/
he participates in the child-initiated, routine, and 
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planned activities. Therefore, the teacher needs to 
prepare a systematic working plan in order to have 
children gain desired behaviors and reach satisfy-
ing results. When looked from this point of view, 
ABI does not mean for the child to do whatever 
activity he/she wants or leave them free while they 
play to learn by themselves. To assure desired be-
havior change, teacher should create enough op-
portunities for behavior to be performed, prepare 
necessary materials, determine the waiting time 
for independent response and provide prompting 
for behavior to be performed when necessary such 
as asking questions, modeling, and physical assist-
ance. In this process, the reinforcements that are 
not related directly with the behavior and that are 
added to environment separately should be used as 
little as possible and activity itself should become 
reinforcement (Kurt, 2008). 

Related Research 

The research on ABI shows that it is effective for 
preschool children and children who are in differ-
ent age and disability groups with developmental 
disabilities (Johnson & McDonnell, 2004; Kurt & 
Tekin-İftar, 2008; McDonnell et al., 2006). While 
in some of these studies preschool children were 
taught various developmental area skills, in others 
academic skills were taught to children who are in 
inclusion settings. Also, teachers’ practices of ABI 
were studied by some researchers. 

In general, the research on effectiveness of ABI 
shows that it is used for teaching preschool chil-
dren various skills such as imitating (Venn et al., 
1993), social skills (Macy & Bricker, 2007), dress-
ing and undressing (Sewell, Collins, Hemmeter, & 
Schuster, 1998), leisure activities (Kurt & Tekin-
İftar, 2008), and transition skills (Bakkaloğlu, 
2008). Another group of research was conducted 
on the effectiveness of teaching academic skills 
in inclusion settings such as counting numbers 
(Daughtery et.al., 2001), reading words (Wolery, 
Wolery, Anthony, Caldwell, Snyder, & Margante, 
2002), asking for help, reading words and showing 
the bigger number (Johnson & McDonnell, 2004), 
answering questions related with science lesson, 
reading words and demanding (Johnson, McDon-
nell, Holzwarth, & Hunter, 2004), and telling the 
definitions of words (McDonnell et.al., 2006;). An-
other research title in this area is about how teach-
ers use ABI in their practices (Horn, Lieber, San-
dal, & Schwartz, 2000; Pretti-Frontczak & Bricker, 
2001; McBride & Schwartz, 2003). 

As a result, the research demonstrates that ABI 
practices are used by researchers, and/or teachers 

for teaching children with developmental disabili-
ties various skills and behaviors and teachers use this 
technique in their classrooms comfortably. Based on 
the results of research in the literature, the steps that 
need to be taken to spread the practice of ABI in our 
country are stated below in the discussion and sug-
gestion section. 

Discussion and Suggestions

ABI is an important subject that is studied within 
early childhood education programs worldwide. 
The literature demonstrates that ABI is effective for 
teaching various skills and behaviors to both pre-
school children and children with developmental 
disabilities in different ages. Moreover, teachers are 
pleased to use this method for these children in their 
classrooms (Johnson & McDonnell, 2004; McBride 
& Schwartz, 2003; McDonnell et.al. 2006). ABI prac-
tices are not used in Turkey as often while working 
with children with developmental disabilities. In the 
US and Canada, ABI practices in early childhood 
education practices are included in the recommend-
ed practices. In Turkey, there is only one study which 
used embedded teaching and response prompting 
together (Kurt & Tekin-İftar, 2008). ABI is not given 
as a separate class in the preschool teacher training 
and special education teacher training programs. 
This might be the reason of the limited usage of ABI 
in the schools. Moreover, if the skills and concepts 
that are in educational programs placed in daily 
routines in natural settings, it will provide multiple 
learning opportunities and there will not be a need 
for an extra teaching time to teach these skills and 
concepts. The studies presented in this paper dem-
onstrate that ABI is effective teaching children with 
different types of developmental disabilities (autism, 
mental reterdation, cerebral palsy, etc.) both aca-
demic and non-academic skills in different educa-
tional settings. Moreover, the studies demonstrate 
that the new skills learned by using ABI are general-
ized to different people, environment, activities, and 
materials by children with disabilities. From these 
results, ABI eliminates the limitation of permanency 
and generalizability of the other techniques based on 
ABA and it can be suggested as an alternative prac-
tice for practitioners. The suggestions related to the 
ABI practices and future research are below. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

1. Research can be conducted to examine the ef-
fectiveness and efficiency of practices based on 
ABI with different practitioners for children with 
different type of disabilities. 
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2. The effectiveness and efficiency of applying 
ABA based practices with ABI can be examined. 
Moreover, generalizability and permanency 
could be examined in these researches. 

Suggestions for Practice 

1. Assessment tools based on ABI may be used 
while determining pre-school children’s per-
formance levels related with concepts and skills. 

2. Planned game activities may be employed in or-
der to teach skills and concepts for pre-school 
children and children in inclusion settings. 

3. Multiple learning opportunities may be created 
by embedding the skills and concepts in the cur-
riculum into daily routines in natural settings. 

4. ABI practices may be suggested for parents and 
peers to use because they are easy and practical. 

5. ABI practices could be placed in the curriculum 
of special education and early childhood educa-
tion in undergraduate education. This practice 
presents an alternative practice example and en-
riches the current system.
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