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ABCs of Behaviour: Preventing Challenging 

Behaviour by Planning Ahead 
 

What are the ABCs? 
 

In Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA), the ABCs help us understand why behaviour happens by looking 

at patterns: 

A = what happens before (the situation) 

B = the behaviour (what the child does) 

C = what happens after (how others respond) 
 

• reduce common “set-offs” (triggers) 

• increase positive and independent behaviour 

• make routines and expectations clearer and more predictable 
 

This handout focuses on antecedent strategies: small, proactive changes we make before a 

challenging moment to set children up for success. 

 

Why Planning Ahead Helps 
 

Behaviours that are hard to manage are often more likely when: 
 

• a task is too hard, too long, or unclear 

• transitions are sudden or unexpected 

• a child is tired, hungry, overstimulated, or bored 

• attention or a preferred item/activity isn’t available 

• the child doesn’t yet have the skill to cope or communicate 
 

Antecedent (planning ahead) strategies adjust the situation before it becomes difficult, so the 

behaviour is less likely to happen. 

 

When to Try an Antecedent Strategy 
 

Try planning-ahead strategies: 
 

• before predictable “hot spots” (cleanup, group time, leaving the park) 

• during higher-risk times (mornings, end of day, before meals) 

• when teaching something new or when the same pattern repeats 

If it happens in the same situation again and again, plan ahead for that moment. 

 

Identifying Patterns of Behaviour (quick ABC check) 
 

Look for repeated patterns in the ABC model: 
 

A: What was happening right before? 

B: What did the child do (describe what you see)? 

C: What happened right after (what did adults/peers do, what changed)? 
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Patterns may include: 

• during transitions 

• when a task is hard/long/unclear 

• when attention shifts away 

• when access is denied (waiting, sharing, “no”) 

• when routines change unexpectedly 

 

Common Antecedent Strategies 
 

Strategy Try it Like This 

Visual Supports Visual schedule; First/Then; timer; simple picture rules (“Walking feet”). 

Clear instructions Short and specific: “Feet on floor.” “Toy in bin.” “Quiet voice.” 

Offer choices Offer 2 options you’re okay with: “Marker or crayon?” “Table or floor?” 

Transition Support Warnings (2 min/1 min); countdown; transition song; “what’s next” visual. 

First/Then “First clean up, then outside.” “First snack, then play.” 

Make tasks easier Shorten; break into steps; show a model; help start; build in breaks. 

Catch success Praise right away; reinforce effort; use simple systems (e.g., tokens) if helpful. 

 
Match the Strategy to the Pattern 
 

When a behaviour occurs repeatedly, choose strategies based on why it’s happening. Here are examples: 
 

Pattern Possible Function Antecedent Strategies 

Behaviour during transitions  Escape/avoidance  Warnings, visual schedules, timers  

Behaviour when task is 

presented  

Task difficulty  Break tasks down, provide choices, 

model first  

Behaviour when adult 

attention shifts  

Attention  Pre-teach expectations, provide 

planned attention, offer a fidget  

Behaviour during denied 

access  

Tangible-seeking  Visuals, “wait” cues, alternative items, 

choices  

 
Next Step: Teach What to do Instead 
 

Antecedent strategies work best when paired with replacement behaviours, such as: 

• Asking for help 

• Requesting for a break 

• Using a communication system (words/signs/pictures) 

• Ask for attention appropriately 

 

Need more support? If these strategies aren’t enough, contact the Instructor Therapist assigned to your 

program to walk through real scenarios, help identify patterns, and coach you on what to try next. 

 


