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Total	task	chaining

Applied	Behavior	Analysis	is	a	popular	therapy	method	used	with	individuals	with	autism	and	related	conditions.		Those	interested	in	the	field	often	inquire	what	is	chaining	in	ABA?	ABA	chaining	is	a	method	that	therapists	use	to	help	children	gain	proficiency	in	complex,	multi-step	directions.	Chaining	is	closely	related	to	task	analysis.		Once	a	task
analysis	is	developed,	chaining	is	used	to	teach	each	step.		The	method	breaks	down	the	task	analysis	into	specific	instructions	that	link	together.		These	steps	enable	kids	to	complete	the	entire	task.	These	create	a	behavior	chain.		Behavior	chains	are	strings	of	individual	behaviors,	that	when	connected	together	form	a	terminal	behavior.	Chaining
involves	three	main	approaches:	total	task	chaining	forward	chaining	backward	chaining	Read	on	to	learn	about	each	of	these	approaches	and	how	they	can	fit	into	an	applied	behavior	analysis	framework.	Related	resource:	Top	20	Online	Applied	Behavior	Analysis	Bachelor’s	Degree	and	BCaBA	Coursework	Programs	Total	Task	Chaining	In	total	task
chaining,	the	child	learns	the	task	as	a	whole.		Task	analyses	are	created	as	chains	of	activities	that	lead	to	the	completed	task.		The	behavior	analyst	or	parent	walks	the	child	through	each	step	and	provides	the	necessary	prompts.	As	the	child	attempts	the	task	on	their	own,	the	analyst	or	parent	constantly	repeats	the	steps.	The	analyst	or	parent
tells	the	child	every	move	to	make.		They	guide	the	child	through	the	actions.	The	chain	is	taught	until	the	child	is	able	to	complete	all	behaviors	in	the	sequence	correctly.		Throughout	the	task,	the	behavior	analyst	or	parent	uses	praise	or	supplemental	reinforcement.		This	reassures	the	child	when	they	complete	the	correct	steps.	Total	task	chaining
is	the	technique	used	most	often	to	teach	functional	skills	to	children	with	developmental	disabilities.	The	disadvantage	of	this	method	is	that	the	supplemental	reinforcers	at	every	step	need	to	be	diminished	as	the	child	acquires	the	skill.	The	behavior	analyst	or	parent	must	provide	the	strongest	reinforcement	at	the	end	of	the	activity.	Forward
Chaining	In	forward	chaining,	the	child	learns	the	behavior	in	the	logically	occurring	order.	Every	step	of	the	sequence	is	taught.		The	child	learns	the	first	step	independently.	Each	phase	is	reinforced	when	completed	correctly.	After	the	first	step	is	finished	with	a	predetermined	standard	of	accuracy,	the	student	is	taught	the	second	step	of	the
series.		They	receive	reinforcement	depending	on	the	completion	of	all	the	previous	steps.	When	the	child	can	finish	the	first	step	successfully,	without	being	prompted,	then	he	or	she	can	start	completing	the	next.	Every	step	builds	on	the	previous	to	further	the	reinforcement.	Typically,	once	the	first	step	is	successfully	completed	three	consecutive
times,	the	child	is	taught	the	next	step.	A	good	example	of	forward	chaining	is	tooth	brushing.		Creating	a	task	analysis	helps	a	therapist	ensure	that	no	parts	of	the	process	are	overlooked.		While	a	neurotypical	child	may	be	ok	with	directions	like,	“put	the	toothpaste	on	the	toothbrush,”	creating	a	task	analysis	and	forward	chaining	the	steps	ensures
that	aspects	like	taking	the	lid	off	or	rinsing	the	toothbrush	don’t	get	missed.	Backward	Chaining	Backward	Chaining	is	defined	as	the	opposite	of	forward	chaining.	All	behaviors	in	the	analysis	of	the	task	are	firstly	completed	by	the	parent	or	behavior	analyst.		The	exception	is	the	final	behavior	in	the	chain.	When	the	child	performs	the	last	behavior
in	the	series	at	the	fixed	benchmark	level,	reinforcement	is	provided.	Next,	reinforcement	is	presented	when	the	last	and	the	next-to-last	steps	in	the	series	are	performed	to	standard.	The	series	proceeds	backward	through	the	chain	until	all	the	activities	are	introduced	in	reverse	order	and	practiced	accumulatively.	The	child	finishes	all	steps	of	a
task	without	any	reminders,	except	for	the	last	one.	Depending	on	the	activity,	The	Behavior	Exchange	shares	how	backward	chaining	has	a	clear	advantage	as	it	directly	connects	the	independent	finishing	point	of	the	task	to	the	immediate	reward	or	reinforcement.	After	the	child	can	complete	the	last	step	successfully,	he	or	she	can	work	on
completing	the	second	to	last	step.	Putting	It	All	Together-Chaining	in	ABA	ABA	is	a	complex	treatment	approach	that	makes	a	difference	in	the	lives	of	those	with	autism	and	related	conditions.	Chaining	is	an	instructional	strategy	in	ABA	to	help	individuals	learn	complex	tasks	by	breaking	them	down	into	short,	manageable	steps.		These	behavior
chains	help	students	master	complex	behaviors	with	greater	independence.		The	description	of	total	task	chaining,	forward	chaining,	and	backward	chaining	help	answer	the	question	of	what	is	chaining	in	ABA?	Related:	By	Dana	Meller,	M.A.,	BCBA	Edited	by	Tyra	Sellers,	J.D.,	Ph.D.,	BCBA-D	A	variation	of	the	forward	chaining	method	in	which	every
step	of	a	task	analysis	is	taught	in	each	session.	The	individual	is	assisted	on	any	steps	that	they	are	unable	to	complete	independently	and	receive	prompting	to	proceed	to	the	next	steps	until	they	are	able	to	complete	the	entire	chain	independently.	6th	Edition	TCOG.12	Select	and	implement	chaining	procedures.	Post	navigation	Are	you	looking	for
an	effective	and	systematic	approach	to	teaching	and	educating	learners	in	ABA?	Look	no	further!	In	this	post,	we’ll	dive	into	the	world	of	behavior	chaining	in	teaching	and	education.	So,	grab	a	cup	of	coffee,	and	let’s	get	started!	Unraveling	Behavior	Chaining	in	Teaching	and	Education	A	behavior	chain,	also	referred	to	as	chaining,	is	a	powerful
technique	widely	used	in	Applied	Behavior	Analysis	(ABA)	to	break	down	complex	skills	into	smaller,	manageable	steps.	By	using	this	approach,	educators	can	provide	learners	with	a	clear	roadmap	to	success,	promote	independence,	and	facilitate	skill	acquisition.	Types	of	Behavior	Chains:	Finding	the	Right	Approach	To	implement	a	behavior	chain
effectively,	it’s	essential	to	understand	the	different	types	of	chaining	methods	available:	Forward	Chaining	In	this	method,	educators	start	by	teaching	the	first	step	of	the	behavior	chain.	Once	the	learner	has	mastered	it,	subsequent	steps	are	introduced	individually.	This	gradual	approach	builds	confidence	and	ensures	a	solid	foundation	for	skill
development.	Backward	Chaining	As	the	name	suggests,	backward	chaining	reverses	the	teaching	process.	ABA	educators	begin	by	completing	all	but	the	last	step	of	the	behavior	chain,	allowing	learners	to	focus	on	the	final	step.	This	approach	works	well	for	behaviors	that	have	a	clear	endpoint	or	goal.	Total	Task	Chaining	Total	task	chaining	is	an
ABA	teaching	method	that	falls	under	the	category	of	forward	chaining.	In	this	approach,	the	instructor	teaches	every	step	in	the	behavior	sequence	or	complex	task	each	time	it	is	presented	to	the	learner.	By	doing	so,	the	learner	has	the	opportunity	to	practice	and	engage	with	each	step	consistently.	This	method	enables	learners	to	gain	a
comprehensive	understanding	of	the	entire	task	and	promotes	the	development	of	independent	skills.	With	total	task	chaining,	learners	can	gradually	master	the	complete	sequence	and	confidently	perform	the	behavior	or	task	with	minimal	assistance.	If	you	want	to	make	your	job	teaching	new	skills	a	little	easier,	we	have	over	40	Editable	Task
Analyses	for	Teaching	Life	Skills	available!	Use	them	to	customize	your	teaching	with	these	chaining	techniques.	3	Benefits	of	Using	a	Behavior	Chain	in	ABA	Teaching	&	Education	Implementing	a	behavior	chain	offers	numerous	benefits	for	both	learners	and	educators.	Let’s	explore	some	of	the	advantages:	Promoting	Independence	By	breaking
down	skills	into	manageable	steps,	learners	gain	a	sense	of	accomplishment	and	develop	self-reliance.	Enhancing	Learning	Efficiency	A	behavior	chain	facilitates	a	systematic	approach	to	teaching,	ensuring	learners	grasp	each	step	before	moving	on	to	the	next.	This	promotes	efficient	skill	acquisition	and	reduces	frustration.	Providing	a	Clear
Roadmap	With	a	behavior	chain,	educators	have	a	structured	plan	to	guide	learners	through	the	learning	process.	It	helps	educators	track	progress,	identify	areas	of	improvement,	and	adjust	instructional	strategies	accordingly.	6	Steps	Involved	in	Behavior	Chain	Implementation:	Building	Skills	Step	by	Step	Now	that	we	understand	the	different
types	of	behavior	chains	and	their	benefits,	let’s	delve	into	the	steps	involved	in	implementing	a	behavior	chain:	1.	Identify	Target	Behavior	Start	by	clearly	defining	the	skill	or	behavior	you	want	to	teach.	Break	it	down	into	smaller,	manageable	steps.	2.	Conduct	Task	Analysis	Analyze	the	target	behavior	and	identify	each	individual	step	required	to
complete	it	successfully.	This	analysis	ensures	no	steps	are	overlooked.	3.	Choose	an	Appropriate	Chaining	Method	Select	the	chaining	method	that	best	suits	the	learner’s	needs	and	abilities.	Whether	it’s	forward	chaining,	backward	chaining,	or	total	task	chaining,	adapt	the	approach	to	optimize	learning	outcomes.	4.	Teach	Each	Step	Systematically
Begin	by	teaching	the	learner	the	first	step	of	the	behavior	chain.	Use	prompts,	such	as	verbal	cues	or	gestures,	to	guide	them.	Reinforce	correct	responses	to	encourage	repetition	and	mastery.	5.	Fade	Prompts	Gradually	As	learners	become	more	proficient,	gradually	fade	prompts	to	promote	independent	performance.	Provide	feedback	and
reinforcement	for	correct	responses,	reinforcing	progress	along	the	way.	6.	Continuous	Feedback	and	Reinforcement	Throughout	the	learning	process,	provide	continuous	feedback	and	reinforcement	to	keep	learners	motivated	and	engaged.	Celebrate	their	achievements,	no	matter	how	small,	to	foster	a	positive	learning	environment.	The	Role	Of
Reinforcement	Reinforcement	plays	a	crucial	role	in	shaping	and	maintaining	behavior.	In	the	context	of	behavior	chains,	completing	each	step	should	be	followed	by	some	form	of	reinforcement,	which	serves	as	a	reward	or	positive	consequence.	For	example,	tying	shoelaces	can	be	reinforced	by	the	opportunity	to	play	outside.	By	associating	these
positive	outcomes	with	specific	behaviors,	reinforcement	strengthens	the	likelihood	of	those	behaviors	being	repeated	in	the	future.	It’s	through	reinforcement	that	we	create	motivation	and	encourage	individuals	to	engage	in	and	complete	behavior	chains	successfully.	Examples	and	Case	Studies:	Real-Life	Application	of	a	Behavior	Chain	Let’s
explore	a	couple	of	examples	to	illustrate	how	a	behavior	chain	can	be	applied	in	real-life	scenarios:	Teaching	a	Child	to	Tie	Shoelaces	When	it	comes	to	skill	acquisition,	backward	chaining	is	a	commonly	used	approach.	Let’s	take	tying	shoelaces	as	an	example.	In	backward	chaining,	the	instructor	completes	all	of	the	steps	in	the	process,	except	for
the	final	step.	The	learner	then	focuses	on	completing	the	last	step,	which	in	this	case	would	be	pulling	the	bows	to	tighten	the	knot.	By	doing	so,	the	learner	experiences	immediate	reinforcement,	such	as	being	able	to	go	outside	and	play	as	a	reward	for	successfully	completing	the	task.	This	method	allows	learners	to	build	confidence	and	motivation
by	experiencing	a	positive	outcome	right	after	completing	the	final	step	of	the	behavior	chain.	Teaching	a	Student	to	Overcome	A	Fear	Of	Dogs	When	it	comes	to	desensitization,	forward	chaining	is	typically	used.	This	way	the	learner	can	build	on	skills	in	their	repertoire	and	what	they	are	comfortable	with.	Let’s	say	a	learner	has	a	fear	of	dogs	and
the	goal	is	to	gradually	desensitize	them	to	being	around	dogs.	In	forward	chaining,	the	process	begins	by	exposing	the	learner	to	the	least	anxiety-provoking	situation.	For	instance,	the	first	step	might	involve	looking	at	pictures	of	dogs	from	a	distance.	By	progressively	building	on	skills	and	gradually	exposing	the	learner	to	increasing	levels	of
exposure,	forward	chaining	in	desensitization	allows	them	to	develop	confidence	and	overcome	their	fear	in	a	structured	and	manageable	way.	A	behavior	chain	is	a	powerful	tool	in	ABA	teaching	and	education	that	empowers	learners	by	breaking	down	complex	skills	into	manageable	steps.	By	implementing	different	chaining	methods	like	task
analysis,	forward	chaining,	backward	chaining,	or	total	task	chaining,	educators	can	provide	learners	with	a	clear	roadmap	to	success,	promote	independence,	and	facilitate	skill	acquisition.	Remember	to	consider	individual	differences,	provide	continuous	feedback	and	reinforcement,	and	address	challenges	along	the	way.	With	a	behavior	chain,
learners	can	confidently	master	new	skills	and	achieve	their	full	potential.	So,	go	ahead	and	embrace	this	effective	approach	to	teaching	and	education!	Chaining	is	a	way	to	teach	a	multi-step	or	complex	skill.	While	often	used	as	a	component	of	ABA	instruction,	chaining	can	be	used	to	teach	anyone	a	complex	skill.	A	complex	skill	is	a	skill	that	really
consists	of	several	small	behaviors	that	are	linked	or	chained	together,	to	accomplish	a	terminal	goal.	An	example	of	a	skill	consisting	of	several	discrete	behaviors	is	wiping	a	table.	Teaching	a	skill	using	chaining	is	commonly	recommended	if	the	child	can	only	perform	some	of	the	steps,	consistently	misses/skips	steps,	or	is	completing	steps
incorrectly.	For	example,	on	a	daily	basis	the	child	throws	their	wet	toothbrush	in	the	sink	instead	of	putting	it	in	the	toothbrush	holder.	That	would	be	a	good	situation	to	introduce	chaining	into.	Another	issue	I	see	commonly	is	the	child	who	independently	uses	the	bathroom,	and	then	consistently	fails	to	button/zip	their	pants	back	up.	That	is	a	child
who	could	benefit	from	a	chaining	program.	A	way	I	like	to	explain	chaining	is	by	comparing	it	to	cooking.	I	am	a	recipe	person.	Even	if	I	have	made	something	multiple	times,	I	still	like	to	have	the	recipe	in	front	of	me.	Imagine	I	asked	you	to	make	me	some	oatmeal	raisin	cookies,	but	I	gave	you	no	recipe	to	follow	and	no	expectations	of	exactly	what
to	do.	What	kind	of	raisins	do	I	like?	Do	I	like	cinnamon	in	my	cookies	or	vanilla	extract?	Do	I	prefer	chewy	or	crisp	cookies?	You	would	likely	start	or	finish	the	cooking	chain	successfully,	but	have	errors	or	missed	steps	in	the	middle.	This	is	why	using	chaining	to	teach	a	skill	can	be	so	helpful.	For	a	child	with	Autism,	hearing	a	demand	like	“make
your	bed”	may	not	mean	anything.	They	may	need	a	recipe	to	follow,	which	clearly	states	my	expectations	of	how	to	complete	the	task.	The	3	types	of	chaining	are:	Backward	chaining,	Forward	chaining,	and	Total	Task	chaining.	Backward	Chaining-	Backward	chaining	refers	to	teaching	a	behavioral	chain	beginning	with	the	last	step:	you	would
completely	prompt	the	entire	chain	of	behaviors	except	the	last	step.	Using	the	tooth	brushing	example,	the	child	would	be	prompted	to	do	every	single	step	and	then	would	independently	put	the	toothbrush	in	the	toothbrush	holder.	Backward	chaining	is	recommended	if	the	child	can	successfully	complete	more	steps	at	the	end	of	the	behavior	chain.
Backward	chaining	also	has	the	advantage	of	creating	a	link	between	the	most	work	and	the	biggest	reinforcer.	If	I	am	using	backward	chaining	to	teach	a	child	to	make	French	toast,	then	I	would	prompt	every	step	and	have	the	child	independently	use	a	spatula	to	move	the	toast	from	the	pan	to	a	plate.	Then	we	get	to	eat!	So	the	most	work
(independent	step)	led	to	the	biggest	reinforcement	(consuming	the	food).	Once	the	last	step	is	mastered	at	an	independent	level,	then	move	to	the	last	2	steps,	then	the	last	3	steps,	etc.	Forward	chaining-	Forward	chaining	refers	to	teaching	a	behavioral	chain	beginning	with	the	first	step:	have	the	child	complete	the	first	step	independently	and	then
prompt	all	remaining	steps.	Using	the	tooth	brushing	example,	the	child	would	independently	pick	up	their	toothbrush	out	of	the	toothbrush	holder,	and	then	all	remaining	steps	are	prompted.	Forward	chaining	is	recommended	if	the	child	can	successfully	complete	more	steps	at	the	start	of	the	behavior	chain.	Forward	chaining	has	the	advantage	of
using	behavior	momentum,	as	the	1st	step	is	often	the	simplest,	easiest	step.	If	I	am	using	forward	chaining	to	teach	a	child	to	make	French	toast,	then	I	would	have	the	child	get	the	bread	out	of	the	refrigerator	independently,	and	prompt	every	other	step.	Once	the	first	step	is	mastered	at	an	independent	level,	then	move	to	the	first	2	steps,	then	the
first	3	steps,	etc.	Total	task	chaining-	As	the	name	implies,	total	task	chaining	is	when	you	teach	the	complete	behavior	chain	one	step	after	another.	Total	task	is	what	most	teachers	or	parents	naturally	use	to	teach	a	skill.	E.g.	"Okay	turn	the	water	on...now	soap	up	your	hands....good,	now	scrub	your	hands	together",	etc.	The	adult	walks	the	child
through	each	step,	prompting	as	necessary.	For	a	child	with	Autism,	this	may	still	be	too	complex	of	a	teaching	style.	For	that	reason,	backward	or	forward	chaining	is	usually	more	commonly	used	for	kiddos	with	Autism.			Lastly,	to	create	a	chaining	program	you	will	need	a	Task	Analysis.	A	task	analysis	isn’t	as	complicated	as	it	might	sound.	It	is
basically	the	GPS	step-	by-	step	directions	to	completing	the	skill.	A	task	analysis	is	typically	created	by	completing	the	skill	yourself	or	watching	someone	else	complete	the	skill.	It’s	very	important	not	to	just	write	up	a	task	analysis	based	on	your	memory.	Even	simple	tasks,	like	making	a	sandwich,	can	have	small	important	steps	that	you	may
inadvertently	skip.	If	you	don’t	teach	the	step,	then	you	really	can’t	blame	the	child	for	not	completing	the	step.	You	could	also	consult	with	a	professional	or	do	some	research	on	how	to	perform	a	specific	task.	I	could	easily	create	a	task	analysis	for	tooth	brushing,	but	if	I	had	to	teach	an	older	client	to	change	the	oil	on	a	car,	I	definitely	could	not
easily	write	a	task	analysis	for	that.	I	would	need	to	do	some	research,	perhaps	talk	with	a	mechanic,	etc.		Here’s	a	tip:	after	you	create	a	task	analysis,	complete	the	behavior	chain	yourself	to	make	sure	you	haven’t	skipped	any	steps	or	placed	steps	out	of	order.	It	happens	more	often	than	you	might	think.	*Resource:	-	How	to	use	Chaining	to	teach
skills	-A	solid	understanding	of	Reinforcement	and	Prompting	is	necessary	to	teach	using	chaining.	By	jflowers	/	October	12,	2024	Total	Task	Chaining	refers	to	a	training	method	in	which	the	learner	is	taught	all	the	steps	of	a	behavior	chain	during	each	training	session.	The	learner	practices	the	entire	sequence	of	behaviors	from	start	to	finish,
receiving	guidance	and	reinforcement	for	every	behavior	in	the	sequence.	Example	To	teach	a	child	how	to	wash	their	hands,	a	teacher	guides	the	child	through	each	step—turning	on	the	water,	applying	soap,	scrubbing,	rinsing,	and	drying—every	time	the	task	is	practiced.	Each	step	is	practiced	during	every	session,	making	it	an	example	of	total
task	chaining.	Like	many	things	related	to	behavior,	behavior	chains	exist	whether	you’re	aware	of	them	or	not.	Understanding	how	behavior	chains	work,	then	using	a	task	analysis	to	create	intentional	behavior	chains	is	an	effective	intervention	when	working	with	autistic	children	Behavior	chains	occur	when	a	sequence	of	behaviors	is	strung
together	by	reinforcing	the	sequence.	By	creating	a	task	analysis	to	identify	component	skills,	complex	skills	can	be	broken	down	into	simple	steps.	Then,	the	linking	of	discrete	behaviors	builds	a	repertoire	of	increasingly	complex	behaviors.	Each	step	in	the	chain	is	the	signal	to	begin	the	next	step.	Contents	What	is	a	behavior	chain?	Benefits	of
Behavior	Chains	How	can	you	use	behavior	chains?	What	is	the	difference	between	a	behavior	chain	and	chaining	as	a	procedure?	Using	Behavior	Chains	to	Teach	Skills	Combining	Task	Analysis	and	Chaining	Forward	Chaining	Backward	Chaining	Total	Task	Chaining	Behavior	Chain	Example:	Hand	Washing	Behavior	Chain	Example:	Writing
Behavior	Chain	Example:	Caring	for	a	Pet	Behavior	Chain	Interruption	to	Teach	Spontaneous	Mands	Undesirable	Behavior	Chains	Behaviors	don’t	exist	in	isolation.	Often,	there	are	cues	in	the	environment	in	the	form	of	other	behaviors	that	trigger	the	start	of	a	different	behavior.	Let’s	look	at	what	you	do	in	the	morning	when	getting	ready	for	work,
for	example.	Everyone’s	morning	routine	will	look	different,	but	I’d	bet	each	morning	for	you	looks	pretty	similar.	You	might:	Get	up	Make	coffee	Drink	a	cup	of	coffee	Take	a	shower	Get	dressed	Brush	your	teeth	Eat	breakfast	Put	on	your	shoes	Leave	for	work	And	much	of	this	you	might	do	without	even	thinking	about	it.	It	happens	naturally	because
its	become	a	habit	for	you.	The	habit	or	routine	can	happen	with	little	or	no	thought,	because	each	task	becomes	the	cue	for	the	next	task.	When	you	get	out	of	bed	you	might	automatically	head	to	the	coffee	maker,	because	that’s	what	you	do	when	you	get	up	every	day.	This	is	a	behavior	chain.	Behavior	chains	allow	us	to	function	without	having	to
consciously	think	through	every	step	of	a	complex	behavior	or	set	of	behaviors.	While	your	morning	routine	might	be	a	behavior	chain,	many	of	the	steps	in	this	chain	might	also	consist	of	behavior	chains.	Let’s	consider	what	you	do	when	you	get	out	of	bed.	You	might:	Turn	off	your	alarm	Stretch	Stand	up	Make	your	bed	This	is	another	behavior
chain.	And	yet,	within	this	chain	is	another	behavior	chain:	making	your	bed.	When	you	make	your	bed	you:	Pull	up	the	sheet	Tuck	in	the	sheet	Pull	up	the	blanket	Fluff	the	pillows	Arrange	decorative	pillows	This	behavior	might	happen	in	less	than	a	minute	because	you	know	what	to	do	without	thinking	about	it,	but	it’s	still	a	behavior	chain	within
the	larger	chain	of	your	morning	routine.	Back	to	Top	Can	you	imagine	what	your	day	would	be	like	if	you	had	to	consciously	think	through	every	step	of	every	task	you	had	to	complete	daily?	Your	morning	routine	alone	would	be	enough	to	keep	you	from	getting	out	of	bed.	Below	is	a	task	analysis	of	what	your	morning	might	involve:	Turn	off	your
alarm	Stretch	Stand	up	Pull	up	the	sheet	Tuck	in	the	sheet	Pull	up	the	blanket	Fluff	the	pillows	Arrange	decorative	pillows	Walk	to	coffee	maker	Carry	coffee	pot	to	sink	Fill	coffee	pot	Walk	to	coffee	maker	Pour	water	into	coffee	maker	Add	coffee	grounds	Turn	on	coffee	maker	And	that’s	just	the	beginning.	Add	to	this	that	many	of	these	tasks	are	also
behavior	chains	and	it	would	be	mind-boggling	to	have	to	think	through	each	step.	Fill	the	coffee	pot	alone	has	several	steps:	Open	lid	to	coffee	pot	Turn	on	water	Hold	pot	under	water	Remove	pot	from	water	Turn	off	water	Behavior	chains	allow	us	to	complete	more	complex	behaviors	with	less	effort	so	we	can	pay	more	attention	to	new	tasks	or
even	possible	dangers	in	our	environment.	Back	to	Top	When	you	understand	how	behavior	chains	work,	you	can	use	this	knowledge	to	create	habits,	teach	new	skills	and	even	break	unwanted	habits.	Let’s	look	at	your	morning	routine	to	see	how	you	can	add	a	habit.	If	you	wanted	to	add	a	habit	into	your	morning,	you	will	be	more	successful	if	you
consciously	insert	it	into	your	already-established	behavior	chain.	Let’s	say	you	want	to	start	doing	10	push	ups	every	morning,	you	might	decide	to	insert	it	into	your	behavior	chain	after	making	coffee:	Get	out	of	bed	Make	coffee	Do	10	push	ups	Drink	a	cup	of	coffee	Take	a	shower	Get	dressed	Brush	your	teeth	Eat	breakfast	Put	on	your	shoes	Leave
for	work	Adding	the	behavior	at	this	point	of	the	chain	allows	you	to	use	“making	coffee”	as	the	cue	to	start	your	push	ups	(and	you	can	easily	do	this	task	in	the	time	it	takes	for	your	coffee	to	brew).	Breaking	habits	example:	Similarly,	if	you	were	trying	to	stop	an	unwanted	behavior,	you	could	look	at	the	behavior	chain	to	accomplish	this.	Let’s	say
you	want	to	drink	less	coffee.	Being	aware	of	the	behavior	chain	you	can	recognize	that	making	coffee	is	the	step	in	the	behavior	chain	you	need	to	change	(you	can’t	drink	the	coffee	if	you	don’t	make	it).	So	you	can	replace	this	step	in	the	chain	with	a	more	desirable	behavior.	Note	that	often	it’s	a	good	idea	to	consider	the	function	of	the	behavior.
Replacing	“make	coffee”	with	“drink	water”	won’t	be	as	effective	if	one	of	the	benefits	of	coffee	is	a	warm	drink	in	the	morning.	In	this	case	you	might	be	better	off	with	adding	“make	tea”	as	the	replacement	behavior.	Similarly,	Applied	Behavior	Analysis	uses	behavior	chains	to	teach	individuals	new	skills.	Back	to	Top	As	discussed	above,	behavior
chains	occur	naturally	whether	we’re	aware	of	them	or	not.	They	exist	in	the	same	way	gravity	exists.	In	contrast,	chaining	as	a	procedure	is	the	conscious	application	of	the	understanding	of	behavior	chains	to	teach	new	skills,	which	is	used	in	Applied	Behavior	Analysis.	The	procedure	of	chaining	involves	creating	a	task	analysis	to	identify	the
discrete	steps	needed	to	complete	a	task,	then	teaching	these	steps	using	reinforcement.	Back	to	Top	Most	behavior	chains	are	formed	with	little	or	no	thought.	If	you’ve	ever	sat	down	to	watch	a	movie	only	to	realize	you	just	can’t	watch	it	without	a	bowl	of	popcorn,	you’ve	experienced	a	behavior	chain.	You’ve	unknowingly	created	an	association
between	sitting	down	to	watch	a	moving	and	eating	a	bowl	of	popcorn.	However,	this	same	concept	can	be	used	with	intention	to	help	teach	complex	skills	to	autistic	learners.	It	works	well	with	these	learners	because	these	individuals	tend	to	think	concretely	and	behavior	chains	break	skills	into	simple,	methodical	steps	that	are	easier	for	them	to
understand.	Additionally,	Parker,	D.,	&	Kamps,	D.	(2011)	found	that	autistic	children	benefited	from	written	task	analyses	in	a	variety	of	social	activities	and	led	to	greater	independence	for	the	child.	Often	what	seems	obvious	to	us,	isn’t	as	clear	to	an	autistic	child.	Let’s	consider	what’s	involved	in	making	breakfast	as	an	example.	While	we	might
think	our	expectations	are	clear	when	we	tell	a	child	to	“have	a	bowl	of	cereal	for	breakfast,”	there	are	actually	a	lot	of	steps	that	have	to	be	put	together	to	accomplish	this:	Open	cereal	cupboard	Remove	cereal	box	and	place	on	counter	Close	cupboard	Open	bowl	cupboard	Remove	bowl	and	place	on	counter	Close	cupboard	Open	silverware	drawer
Remove	spoon	and	place	on	counter	Close	drawer	Open	cereal	box	Pour	cereal	into	bowl	Open	refrigerator	Remove	milk	Close	refrigerator	Pour	milk	over	cereal	Open	refrigerator	Place	milk	on	shelf	Close	refrigerator	Eat	cereal	with	spoon	Depending	on	the	needs	of	the	child,	he	may	benefit	from	learning	smaller	parts	of	this	behavior	chain	before
stringing	them	together.	For	example,	you	may	begin	by	teaching	the	learner	how	to	take	out	the	cereal	at	first,	limiting	the	number	of	tasks	he	needs	to	complete	at	one	time.	Open	cereal	cupboard	Remove	cereal	box	and	place	on	counter	Close	cupboard	Then	he	will	be	ready	to	learn	another	group	of	tasks	such	as	taking	out	the	bowl,	before	he
learns	the	steps	to	getting	the	spoon.	Once	these	smaller	behavior	chains	are	learned,	they	can	more	easily	be	strung	together	to	create	the	larger	chain	of	making	cereal	for	breakfast.	Looking	at	these	discrete	steps	is	known	as	a	task	analysis	in	Applied	Behavior	Analysis.	Back	to	Top	Like	the	breakfast	example	above,	many	complex	skills	can	be
broken	down	into	component	steps	through	a	task	analysis.	Each	step	of	the	behavior	is	then	taught	in	sequence	and	reinforced.	To	do	this,	identify	the	task	to	be	taught,	then	break	down	each	step	of	the	task.	When	selecting	a	skill	to	teach	using	task	analysis	and	chaining,	choose	one	that	has	more	than	one	discrete	skill.	Also	avoid	tasks	that	have
too	many	variables	or	that	don’t	have	a	predictable	outcome.	Let’s	look	at	some	examples.	Example	1:	Help	with	dinner	Too	easy:	turning	on	water	in	the	sink	Just	right:	washing	vegetables	for	a	salad	Too	hard:	preparing	and	serving	dinner	Example	2:	Cleaning	up	Too	easy:	pick	up	truck	Just	right:	pick	up	toys	Too	hard:	tidy	the	living	room	Instead
identify	skills	that	contain	a	series	of	discrete	steps	that	you	can	teach	independently.	Putting	on	pants	is	a	good	example	of	a	skill	that	could	be	broken	down	using	task	analysis.	This	skill	consists	of	the	following	steps:	Sit	on	floor	Lay	out	pants	Slide	in	one	foot	Pull	pant	leg	up	until	foot	comes	out	Slide	in	second	foot	Pull	pant	leg	up	until	foot	comes
out	Stand	up	Pull	pants	up	Button	pants	Zip	pants	You	can	break	down	many	skills	using	task	analysis	such	as:	Shoe	tying	Personal	care	(showering,	tooth	bushing,	face	washing,	hand	washing,	etc.)	Dressing	Meal	preparation	Laundry	Drawing	Download	our	infographic	showing	two	common	examples	of	behavior	chains	used	in	ABA:	Once	you
identify	the	independent	skills,	you	can	begin	to	build	the	chain.	Begin	by	identifying:	The	skill	to	be	taught	Prerequisite	skills	needed	Steps	involved	in	performing	skill	Materials	needed	to	complete	tasks	Learner’s	current	skill	level	With	this	information,	you	can	decide	how	to	build	the	behavior	chain.	There	are	several	options	based	on	the	learner’s
skills	and	ability	to	learn	complex	tasks:	Forward	Chaining	Backward	Chaining	Total	Task	Chaining	Which	one	you	choose	depends	on	the	individual	needs	of	the	child.	Download	our	infographic	for	a	quick	reference	of	the	three	types	of	chaining:	While	creating	a	task	analysis	sounds	easy,	it’s	often	challenging	to	think	of	every	discrete	step	you
complete	for	a	task	you	complete	with	little	thought.	For	this	reason,	it’s	often	best	to	walk	through	the	task	as	you	create	your	task	analysis,	or	observe	someone	else	completing	the	skill.	You	may	find	it	even	easier	to	record	you	or	someone	else	performing	the	task	so	that	you	can	watch	it	more	than	once.	After	you	have	completed	the	task	analysis,
take	a	minute	to	walk	through	the	steps	exactly	as	they	are	written	to	be	sure	you	didn’t	miss	anything.	Download	the	PDF	below	for	8	examples	of	task	analysis.	Also	included	are	data	sheets	to	record	the	level	of	prompting	your	learner	requires	for	each	step.	You’ll	find	sample	task	analysis	for	skills	of	varying	difficulty.	Some	use	pictures	for	each
step	for	learners	who	can’t	read,	while	others	use	only	words	to	explain	each	step.	Examples	are	ordered	from	simple	tasks	to	more	complex	(longer	lists	of	steps).	You’ll	find	these	behavior	chains	in	the	download:	Once	you	know	the	steps	involved	in	teaching	the	task,	you	can	determine	which	type	of	chaining	you	will	use.	The	type	of	chaining	you
use	will	depend	on	how	the	child	learns	best.	Begin	by	observing	your	learner	to	gauge	their	current	skill	level	before	making	your	decision.	Back	to	Top	With	forward	chaining,	each	step	is	taught	in	order	as	you	complete	them.	When	using	forward	chaining,	your	learner	would	begin	by	completing	the	first	step	independently,	then	use	prompting	to
help	the	learner	complete	the	remaining	steps.	Note,	if	the	learner	is	unable	to	complete	the	first	step	on	their	own,	you	would	begin	by	teaching	just	this	step	until	they	are	able	to	do	this	successfully	independently.	Often	the	first	step	is	the	easiest,	and	may	not	require	specific	teaching.	In	the	example	of	putting	on	pants,	the	first	step	is	to	sit	on	the
floor.	Sit	on	floor	Lay	out	pants	Slide	in	one	foot	Pull	pant	leg	up	until	foot	comes	out	Slide	in	second	foot	Pull	pant	leg	up	until	foot	comes	out	Stand	up	Pull	pants	up	Button	pants	Zip	pants	Most	learners	will	be	able	to	complete	this	without	instruction.	When	to	use	forward	chaining:	Use	forward	chaining	if	your	client	tends	to	learn	skills	quickly	or
has	already	demonstrated	some	ability	to	complete	some	of	the	tasks	in	the	sequence	with	some	level	of	independence.		Benefits	of	forward	chaining:	This	method	of	chaining	is	easiest	for	new	instructors	to	understand	because	steps	are	taught	in	chronological	order.	It’s	easy	to	fade	prompts	when	using	forward	chaining	which	can	help	make	the
process	quicker,	as	long	as	your	learner	can	be	successful.		The	video	Forward	Chaining	by	LaDisha	Moore	demonstrates	how	to	use	forward	chaining:	Back	to	Top	Teaching	a	behavior	beginning	with	the	last	step	is	known	as	backward	chaining.	With	backward	chaining	the	instructor	prompts	each	step	of	the	task	completely	except	for	the	last	step.
Then,	once	the	last	step	is	mastered	the	prior	step	will	be	completed	independently	by	the	learner.	In	the	example	of	putting	on	pants,	the	learner	would	be	prompted	through	every	step	except	for	zipping	his	pants.	Then,	once	that	step	is	mastered	he	would	begin	buttoning	his	pants	independently,	with	prompts	for	steps	1	through	8:	Sit	on	floor	Lay
out	pants	Slide	in	one	foot	Pull	pant	leg	up	until	foot	comes	out	Slide	in	second	foot	Pull	pant	leg	up	until	foot	comes	out	Stand	up	Pull	pants	up	Button	pants	Zip	pants	When	to	use	backward	chaining:	Use	backward	chaining	if	your	client	is	prone	to	making	errors	or	is	likely	to	insert	other	behaviors	into	the	chain	if	not	prompted.		For	example,	when
washing	his	hands,	does	he	tend	to	splash	the	water?		Backward	chaining	ensures	that	these	behaviors	don’t	become	part	of	his	behavior	chain.	Benefits	of	backward	chaining:	Using	backward	chaining	prevents	inappropriate	behaviors	from	becoming	part	of	the	chain.		You	prompt	your	client	through	each	of	the	initial	steps	and	focus	on	helping	your
client	be	independent	with	the	final	step.		Reinforcement	in	the	form	of	the	completed	chain,	or	an	alternative	reinforcer	is	immediate	upon	completion	of	the	final	step	in	the	chain.	For	example,	when	a	learner	finishes	washing	his	hands,	he	gets	to	eat	his	favorite	snack.	Giving	ABA	Away	–	Backward	Chaining	Giving	ABA	Away	–	Backward	Chaining
by	Nel	Gutierrez	demonstrates	backward	chaining:	Back	to	Top	When	using	total	task	chaining,	you	teach	all	of	the	steps	in	unison.,	providing	whatever	level	of	prompting	is	needed	to	complete	the	steps	This	is	often	the	way	parents	and	non-professionals	teach.	For	example,	when	a	parent	teaches	their	child	to	make	a	peanut	butter	and	jelly
sandwich,	they	may	begin	by	telling	them	to	get	all	the	ingredients	out.	Then	they	might	say,	“Now	put	the	bread	on	the	plate.	Then	spread	the	peanut	butter	on	the	bread.”	If	the	child	is	unable	to	complete	a	step	with	a	verbal	prompt	the	parent	may	then	use	a	physical	prompt	to	assist	the	learner.	Because	this	method	of	chaining	is	more	complex
than	the	previous	ones,	this	is	often	not	the	best	choice	for	an	autistic	learner	as	it	may	not	simplify	the	process	sufficiently	for	the	learner	to	become	independent.	When	to	use	total	task	chaining:	Total	task	chaining	should	only	be	used	for	children	who	can	learn	complex	behaviors	quickly.		This	method	provides	a	lot	of	opportunities	for	error.		If
your	client	experiences	frequent	errors	when	using	total	task	chaining,	move	to	one	of	the	other	chaining	strategies.		Watch	TA	Total	Task	with	Least	to	Most	Physical	Prompt	by	ACEforBlackboard	for	a	demonstration	of	total	task	chaining:	Back	to	Top	First,	complete	a	task	analysis:		Walk	to	sink		Turn	on	cold	water		Wet	hands	Put	1	squirt	of	soap	on
hand	(you	may	need	to	break	this	down	further	depending	on	the	type	of	soap	you	use)		Rub	palm	of	hands	together		Rub	palm	of	right	hand	on	back	of	left	hand		Rub	palm	of	left	hand	on	back	of	right	hand		Rub	between	fingers	on	right	hand		Rub	between	fingers	on	left	hand	Rinse	hands	under	water	until	there	are	no	more	bubbles		Turn	water	off	
Take	towel	off	the	rack		Dry	hands	Hang	towel	back	on	rack		Phew!	That’s	a	lot	of	steps!	But	it	will	be	easier	for	your	child	to	understand	these	individual	steps.	When	using	backwards	chaining,	you	will	start	by	teaching	your	child	to	hang	the	towel	back	on	the	rack.		To	begin,	stand	behind	your	child	and	physically	guide	him	to	complete	each	of	the
first	13	steps.		Start	to	fade	your	prompts	during	the	final	step.		Once	your	child	can	independently	hang	the	towel	on	the	rack,	start	to	teach	him	how	to	dry	his	hands.		Progress	through	each	of	the	steps	backwards.		Thee	video	Backward	Chaining	by	Faith	Crosslin	demonstrates	backward	chaining:	When	using	total	task	chaining,	teach	each	step	in
the	sequence	simultaneously.		It	may	be	necessary	to	provide	some	form	of	reinforcement	after	each	step	as	your	learner	builds	independence.			The	video	TA	Total	Task	with	Least	to	Most	Physical	Prompt	by	ACEforBlackboard	shows	total	task	chaining:	Back	to	Top	In	the	example	below,	Faith	Crosslin	teaches	her	learner	how	to	write	her	name
using	forward	chaining.	Here,	the	task	analysis	is	the	letters	of	her	name:	H-o-p-e.	Forward	chaining	is	much	the	same	as	backwards	chaining,	except	you	begin	by	teaching	the	first	skill	in	the	sequence.		In	this	example,	teach	your	child	to	walk	to	the	sink,	then	help	him	complete	the	remaining	14	steps.		Once	your	child	independently	walks	to	the
sink,	begin	to	teach	him	to	turn	on	the	cold	water.		Continue	to	progress	through	each	of	the	steps	in	sequence.	The	video	Forward	Chaining	by	Faith	Crosslin	demonstrates	how	to	teach	using	forward	chaining:	Back	to	Top	Let’s	say	you	want	to	teach	your	client	how	to	care	for	a	pet	at	home.	You	might	begin	by	teaching	him	how	to	feed	his	pet
hamster.	The	task	analysis	for	feeding	a	hamster	might	look	like:		Open	cage	and	remove	food	bowl		Close	cage	Take	food	bowl	to	counter	Walk	to	cabinet	and	take	out	hamster	food	Set	bag	on	counter	next	to	bowl	Open	bag	Use	scoop	to	measure	1/4	cup	of	food	Pour	food	into	bowl	Close	bag	of	food	Return	food	to	cabinet	Pick	up	bowl	and	take	to
cage	Open	cage	door	and	put	food	bowl	into	cage	Close	the	cage	door	Remove	water	bottle	Take	to	sink	Open	water	bottle	Turn	on	cold	water	Put	water	bottle	under	faucet	until	full	Close	water	bottle	Return	to	cage	Attach	water	bottle	to	cage	If	this	is	too	much	for	your	learner	you	can	break	this	down	into	even	smaller	pieces.	Begin	with	teaching
either	how	to	give	the	hamster	food	or	fill	the	water.	Remember	you	can	create	a	schedule	to	remind	your	learner	of	each	step.	Don’t	forget	to	reinforce	your	learner	along	the	way	and	encourage	him	with	each	success.	For	a	forward	chain,	you	would	begin	by	performing	the	same	task	analysis	but	then	you	would	use	this	to	know	which	steps	you	are
teaching	your	learner.	Then	teach	your	learner	just	the	first	step	–	how	to	open	the	cage	and	remove	the	food	bowl.		You	would	then	assist	your	learner	in	completing	each	of	the	remaining	steps.		Alternatively,	for	a	backward	chain,	you	would	help	your	learner	complete	each	of	the	first	20	steps	then	teach	your	learner	to	attach	the	water	bottle	to	the
cage.		Back	to	Top	Mands	occur	when	a	child	is	motivated	for	a	particular	stimulus	(i.e.	item,	activity,	attention,	etc.)	and	emits	a	response	to	gain	that	stimulus.	Mands	can	be	vocal	verbal	or	through	the	use	of	an	alternative	form	of	communication	(i.e.	PECS,	AAC,	gestures,	etc.).	Behavior	Chain	Interruption	involves	teaching	a	specific	sequence	of
behaviors	requiring	materials	and	then	removing	the	materials	needed	for	one	of	the	steps.	This	prompts	the	child	to	mand	for	the	missing	item.	Let’s	say	you	want	to	teach	your	client	to	mand	for	a	crayon	to	color	with.	Rather	than	simply	giving	her	paper	and	prompting	her	to	mand	for	the	crayon,	you	can	begin	by	using	a	task	analysis	to	teach	a
behavior	chain	for	coloring.	Once	the	behavior	chain	is	established,	when	you	remove	easy	access	to	the	crayons	needed	for	the	child	to	complete	the	chain,	she	is	more	likely	to	spontaneously	mand	for	the	crayon.	This	strategy	improves	spontaneity	while	reducing	the	risk	of	prompt	dependence.	In	contrast,	the	verbal	prompts	needed	to	prompt	a
mand	without	first	creating	the	behavior	chain	can	be	difficult	to	fade,	leading	to	prompt	dependence.	There’s	a	growing	body	of	research	supporting	the	use	of	behavior	chain	interruption	to	teach	spontaneous	mands.	For	more	information	read	the	following	articles	available	free	online:	TADA,	M.,	&	KATO,	M.	(2005).	Acquisition	of	mands	through	a
behavior	chain	interruption	strategy:	Task	preference	and	occurrence	of	verbal	requests	by	a	child	with	autistic	spectrum	disorders.	The	Japanese	Journal	of	Special	Education,	42(6),	513-524.	Gee,	K.,	Graham,	N.,	Goetz,	L.,	Oshima,	G.,	&	Yoshioka,	K.	(1991).	Teaching	students	to	request	the	continuation	of	routine	activities	by	using	time	delay	and
decreasing	physical	assistance	in	the	context	of	chain	interruption.	Journal	of	the	Association	for	Persons	with	Severe	Handicaps,	16(3),	154-167.	Back	to	Top	As	professionals,	we	often	use	chaining	to	intentionally	develop	complex	skills.	As	with	any	behavior,	behavior	chains	can	develop	even	when	not	specifically	taught.	Many	times	professionals
unintentionally	reinforce	the	development	of	undesirable	behavior	chains.	This	most	often	occurs	when	withholding	reinforcement	until	after	challenging	behavior	occurs	or	when	providing	reinforcement	too	soon	after	a	challenging	behavior.	No	professional	would	do	either	of	these	things	intentionally;	however,	if	you’re	not	conscious	of	the	potential
for	a	behavior	chain	you	may	do	this	inadvertently.	Let’s	look	at	an	example.	You’re	working	with	a	client	who	tantrums	consistently	throughout	the	day	because	she	wants	access	to	the	iPad.	She	has	very	restricted	language	and	you	have	been	working	diligently	to	increase	spontaneous	mands.	You	have	decided	that	she	will	only	have	access	to	the
iPad	if	she	mands	for	it	and	the	iPad	will	not	be	used	to	reinforce	other	behaviors.	As	you	withdraw	the	iPad	as	a	reinforcer	for	everything	except	mands,	her	tantrums	increase.	During	a	tantrum,	she	will	calm	enough	to	mand	for	the	iPad.	When	she	mands	for	the	iPad,	you	give	it	to	her	immediately	to	reinforce	the	mand.	This	client	has	learned	in
order	to	access	the	iPad	she	must	first	tantrum	and	then	calm	sufficiently	to	mand	for	the	item.	This	was	not	your	intention.	Let’s	take	an	example	of	a	boy	you	have	been	working	with	who	frequently	throws	objects	when	he’s	escalated.	When	he	throws	objects,	he	is	required	to	restore	the	environment	once	he	has	de-escalated.	After	restoring	the
environment,	you	have	been	providing	access	to	a	reinforcer.	This	client	has	learned	that	in	order	to	access	that	reinforcer	he	must	first	escalate,	then	restore	the	environment.	In	this	case,	the	reinforcement	is	provided	too	soon	after	challenging	behavior	has	terminated.	This	can	result	in	another	unwanted	behavior	chain	.	Although	you	intended	to
reinforce	restoring	the	environment,	the	child	learned	instead	to	engage	in	challenging	behavior	in	order	to	access	the	reinforcer	for	terminating	the	challenging	behavior.	In	the	above	examples,	how	can	you	reinforce	this	client’s	appropriate	behavior	without	reinforcing	the	behavior	chain?	At	least	2	different	events	need	to	occur:	Insert	some
demand	between	the	challenging	behavior	and	the	reinforcement.	Ensure	that	the	client	has	access	to	the	reinforcer	at	times	that	don’t	closely	follow	the	challenging	behavior.	In	the	first	example,	when	the	child	mands	for	the	iPad,	ensure	that	another	demand	is	inserted	prior	to	her	gaining	access	to	the	iPad.	You	might	use	listener	responding	or
motor	imitation	if	she	has	mastered	skills	in	her	repertoire.	Also,	during	opportunities	when	she	is	calm,	prompt	her	to	mand	for	the	iPad,	even	if	it	interrupts	other	activities	you	are	working	on.	She	must	learn	that	she	can	mand	for	the	iPad	without	first	engaging	in	tantrum	behavior.	Do	the	same	for	the	second	example.	Insert	some	form	of	demand
(ideally	return	to	completing	some	part	of	the	initial	demand	if	the	behavior	was	triggered	by	escape	from	a	task	demand)	prior	to	allowing	access	to	the	reinforcer.	Do	not	be	tempted	to	reinforce	restoring	the	environment.	Always	insert	another	behavior	before	providing	reinforcement.	Browder,	D.	M.,	Trela,	K.,	&	Jimenez,	B.	(2007).	Training
teachers	to	follow	a	task	analysis	to	engage	middle	school	students	with	moderate	and	severe	developmental	disabilities	in	grade-appropriate	literature.	Focus	on	Autism	and	Other	Developmental	Disabilities,	22(4),	206-219.	doi:	10.1177/10883576070220040301	Parker,	D.,	&	Kamps,	D.	(2011).	Effects	of	task	analysis	and	self-monitoring	for	children
with	autism	in	multiple	socialsettings.	Focus	on	Autism	and	Other	Developmental	Disabilities,	26(3),	131-142.	doi:	10.1177/1088357610376945	Chaining	is	an	instructional	strategy	grounded	in	applied	behaviour	analysis	(ABA)	theory.	Chaining	is	a	type	of	intervention	that	aims	to	create	associations	between	behaviours	in	a	behaviour	chain.	A
behaviour	chain	is	a	sequence	of	behaviours	that	happen	in	a	particular	order	where	the	outcome	of	the	previous	step	in	the	chain	serves	as	a	signal	to	begin	the	next	step	in	the	chain.	Chaining	breaks	a	task	down	into	small	steps	and	then	teaches	each	step	within	the	sequence	by	itself.	Chaining	is	based	on	task	analysis,	in	which	individual	steps	are
recognized	as	requirements	for	task	mastery.	Chaining	is	used	to	teach	complex	behaviours	made	of	behaviour	chains	that	the	current	learner	does	not	have	in	their	repertoire.	Various	steps	of	the	chain	can	be	in	the	learner’s	repertoire,	but	the	steps	the	learner	doesn’t	know	how	to	do	have	to	be	in	the	category	of	can’t	do	instead	of	won’t	do	(issue
with	knowing	the	skill	not	an	issue	of	compliance).	There	are	three	different	types	of	chaining	which	can	be	used	and	they	are	forward	chaining,	backward	chaining,	and	total	task	chaining	(not	to	be	confused	with	a	task	analysis).	One	of	the	methods	is	selected	based	on	the	nature	of	the	task	or	the	skill	levels	of	the	child.		Forward	chaining	is	a
procedure	where	a	behaviour	chain	is	learned	and	completed	by	teaching	the	steps	in	chronological	order	using	prompting	and	fading.	The	learner	emits	the	first	step	in	the	behaviour	chain,	and	the	instructor	completes	the	rest	of	the	sequence.	Once	the	learner	meets	mastery	criteria	for	the	first	step	in	the	sequence,	they	are	taught	to	complete	the
first	two	steps	and	the	instructor	completes	the	remaining	steps.	Reinforcement	is	delivered	for	completion	of	the	step,	although	they	do	not	attain	the	terminal	reinforcer	(outcome	of	the	behaviour	chain)	until	they	are	prompted	through	the	remaining	steps.	Let’s	use	an	example:	we	want	our	children	to	learn	to	brush	their	teeth.		This	requires	a
series	of	actions	that	take	place	in	a	specific	order.	In	forward	chaining,	children	first	learn	the	first	step	of	the	process.	In	this	case,	children	are	rewarded	for	applying	toothpaste	to	their	toothbrush.		Then	the	adult	completes	the	rest	of	the	steps.	Over	time,	further	steps	are	added	in	sequence.	For	example,	brushing	the	upper	teeth,	brushing	the
lower	teeth,	brushing	the	molars,	spitting	out,	rinsing,	etc.	Adults	only	reinforce	the	last	step	the	child	is	working	on.	Once	a	child	has	learned	the	steps	up	to	brushing	their	teeth,	there	is	no	point	in	continuing	to	reward	them.	Total	task	chaining	is	a	type	of	forward	chain.Each	time	the	behaviour	sequence	or	complex	task	is	presented,	the	instructor
teaches	every	step	in	the	sequence.	This	gives	the	learner	an	opportunity	to	practice	each	step,	every	time.	Backward	chaining	is	the	procedure	that	is	typically	used	for	people	with	limited	abilities.	This	process	uses	prompting	and	fading	techniques	to	teach	the	last	step	first.	Backward	chaining	refers	to	teaching	a	behavioural	chain	beginning	with
the	last	step:	you	would	completely	prompt	the	entire	chain	of	behaviours	except	the	last	step.	The	biggest	benefit	of	using	a	backwards	chain	is	that	the	learner	receives	the	terminal	reinforcer	(the	outcome	of	the	behaviour	chain)	naturally.	Backward	chaining	is	the	preferred	method	when	teaching	skills	to	individuals	with	severe	delays	because
they	complete	the	last	step	and	see	the	direct	outcome	of	the	chain	immediately	rather	than	having	to	be	prompted	through	the	remaining	steps	to	receive	that	reinforcement.	For	example,	if	you	want	your	child	to	clean	up	after	playing,	you	can	put	away	the	toys	yourself,	except	for	one	piece.	Then	let	your	child	pick	up	the	last	toy	and	reward	this
behavior.	The	next	day	your	child	puts	away	two	toys	and	the	day	after	that,	three	toys.	This	continues	until	your	child	is	fully	responsible	for	cleaning	up	all	the	toys.	The	beauty	of	this	option	is	that	children	start	much	closer	to	the	goal,	or	in	other	words,	to	success.	This	can	make	motivation	seem	greater	from	day	one.	To	use	chaining,	you	first	have
to	determine	the	steps	of	a	task.		This	process	is	called	a	task	analysis.	How	to	determine	the	steps	of	a	task?	Here	is	how:	Watch	someone	complete	the	task	Write	down	the	steps	of	the	task	Have	someone	else	perform	the	task	using	the	steps	you	have	written	Make	adjustments	to	the	steps	as	needed	Present	the	task	to	the	student	or	watch	the	skill
performance	in	the	natural	setting	Take	data	on	student	performance	with	each	step	of	the	task	Based	on	data,	decide	which	chaining	techniques	to	use	The	student	is	encouraged	to	complete	the	last	step	independently.	When	the	last	step	is	mastered,	the	teacher	provides	assistance	until	the	child	is	able	to	perform	the	step	before	the	last	one.	The
student	completes	more	and	more	ending	steps	independently	until	he	masters	all	steps	and	is	able	to	complete	the	task	without	assistance.	The	teacher	teaches	the	child	the	first	step	in	the	chain.	When	the	first	step	is	learned,	the	teacher	adds	the	second	step.	The	child	is	learning	the	second	step	in	the	routine	and	attaching	it	to	the	first	step.	The
third	step	is	taught	in	conjunction	with	the	first	two	steps	once	the	child	is	able	to	demonstrate	the	first	two	steps.	The	teacher	teaches	the	child	the	first	step	in	the	chain.	When	the	first	step	is	learned,	the	teacher	adds	the	second	step.	The	child	is	learning	the	second	step	in	the	routine	and	attaching	it	to	the	first	step.	The	third	step	is	taught	in
conjunction	with	the	first	two	steps	once	the	child	is	able	to	demonstrate	the	first	two	steps.	Teaching	a	skill	using	chaining	is	commonly	recommended	if	the	child	can	only	perform	some	of	the	steps,	consistently	misses/skips	steps,	or	is	completing	steps	incorrectly.	This	technique	is	helpful	in	assisting	children	to	learn	a	routine	task	that	is	repetitive,
such	as	using	the	bathroom,	brushing	teeth,	putting	on	clothes	and	shoes,	or	completing	a	work	task.	McNiven	&	Blevins	(2016)	argued	that	Chaining	is	identified	as	being	effective	for	preschoolers	(3-5	years)	when	addressing	communication	and	joint	attention	skills	and	middle	school-age	learners	(12-14	years)	to	address	social,	communication,	and
joint	attention,	academic,	motor,	and	adaptive	skills.	Chaining	is	a	methodology	that	has	been	applied	in	many	different	scenarios	and	also	tested	for	different	disorders.	For	example,	McHugh	(2019)	used	the	techniques	to	compare	a	modified	version	of	a	commonly	used	treatment,	food	chaining,	and	an	empirically	validated	ABA	treatment	to	treat
the	food	selectivity	of	2	children	with	autism	spectrum	disorder	(ASD).	For	both	children,	consumption	of	the	target	foods	only	increased	during	the	ABA-treatment	condition.	They	subsequently	faded	the	size	of	the	preferred	food	within	the	simultaneous-presentation	arrangement,	moved	to	a	sequential-presentation	arrangement,	and	then	thinned
the	schedule	of	reinforcement.	(McHugh,	2019)	In	addition,	Lee	et	al.,	(2019)	did	an	experiment	with	six	children	between	the	ages	of	6	and	10	with	a	primary	diagnosis	of	moderate	MR.	They	were	randomly	assigned	to	either	a	forward	or	a	backward	chaining	group.	A	single-subject	ABA	design	was	used	to	examine	the	effects	of	each	intervention
technique.	Dressing	skills	were	assessed	pre	and	post	intervention	using	the	Self-Care	section	of	the	Pediatric	Evaluation	of	Disabilities	Inventory	(PEDI).	The	findings	showed	a	significant	improvement	in	the	skill	of	dressing	for	all	participants	in	both	the	forward	and	backward	chaining	intervention	groups.	The	results	suggest	that	both	forward	and
backward	chaining	methods	can	be	effectively	used	to	teach	children	with	moderate	MR	dressing	skills.	The	use	of	one-on-one	interaction,	physical	and	verbal	prompts,	as	well	as	positive	reinforcements	may	have	facilitated	the	success	of	these	interventions.	(Lee	et	al.,	2009).		Finally,	Tarbox,	et	al.,	(2013)	looked	at	echoics	and	language	intervention
for	children	with	autism,	because	a	well-established	echoic	repertoire	on	the	part	of	the	child	allows	the	clinician	to	use	vocal	modelling	as	a	flexible,	low-effort	prompting	procedure	during	teaching.	In	this	study,	we	implemented	a	chaining	procedure	to	increase	the	complexity	of	echoics	in	2	children	with	autism	and	1	child	with	developmental
delay.	The	procedure	was	effective	for	all	3	participants,	and	gains	were	maintained	after	treatment	was	withdrawn	in	most	cases.	(Tarbox,	et	al.,	2013)	The	disadvantage	of	this	method	is	that	the	supplemental	reinforcers	at	every	step	need	to	be	diminished	as	the	child	acquires	the	skill.	This	means	that	developing	a	chain	can	be	quite	time
consuming.	However,	the	results	are	long-lasting	and	very	important	for	the	daily	lives	of	the	ABA	patients.		Lee,	C.S.	Brianne,	E.M.,	Osborne,	N.L.	2009.	The	Effect	of	Chaining	Techniques	on	Dressing	Skills	of	Children	with	Moderate	Mental	Retardation:	A	Single-Subject	Design	Study.	Journal	of	Occupational	Therapy,	Schools,	&	Early	Intervention.
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a	step-by-step,	highly	structured	procedure	using	direct	instruction.	This	approach	is	often	used	in	applied	behavior	analysis	and	by	aba	therapists	for	children	with	autism	(Price,	Marsh	&	Fisher,	2018;	Veazey	et	al.,	2016).	The	total	task	method	is	distinctive	from	the	other	chaining	methods	(backward	and	forward	chaining)	in	that	each	step	of	the
procedure	is	taught	during	every	session,	rather	than	the	instructor	insisting	on	mastery	of	each	step	before	moving	onto	the	next	step.	Rewards	are	provided	whenever	a	step	is	newly	mastered	(Cooper,	Heron	&	Heward,	2020).	The	total	task	procedure	involves	having	a	learner	attempt	each	step	of	a	task	systematically	and	chronologically,	giving
direct	and	explicit	instruction	along	the	way	(Veazey	et	al.,	2016).	Importantly,	the	educator	does	not	stop	and	insist	on	repetition	of	each	step	until	mastery.	Instead,	each	step	is	taught	and	practiced,	regardless	of	the	student’s	ability	to	complete	the	step.	This	differentiated	the	total	task	procedure	from	forward	chaining.	Here	are	the	general	steps:
Identify	the	Task	or	Behavior:	Clearly	define	the	complex	procedure	that	the	learner	needs	to	acquire,	ensuring	that	it	can	be	broken	down	into	smaller,	sequential	steps.	Break	Down	the	Process	(Task	Analysis):	Complete	the	task	yourself,	taking	clear	notes	on	every	action	to	create	a	procedure	or	‘recipe’	for	completing	the	task	(Snodgrass	et	al.,
2017).	I	will	discuss	the	full	task	analysis	procedure	after	the	listed	examples	on	this	article.	Teach	the	First	Step:	The	learner	practices	the	first	step	of	the	sequence,	with	reinforcement	provided	upon	successfully	completing	this	step	(i.e.	a	reward).	Teach	the	Next	Step:	After	attempting	the	first	step,	the	learner	moves	onto	the	next	step,	regardless
of	whether	they	have	mastered	the	first	one.	Progressive	Learning:	Continue	this	process,	progressively	introducing	each	preceding	step	and	allowing	the	learner	to	perform	more	of	the	task,	providing	positive	reinforcements	whenever	a	stage	is	successfully	compelted.	Achieve	Full	Mastery:	Continue	attempting	total	task	process	until	the	learner
has	mastered	all	the	steps	can	perform	the	entire	task	or	behavior	independently.	Generalization	and	Maintenance:	Encourage	the	learner	to	apply	the	acquired	skill	or	behavior	in	different	contexts	and	settings,	and	provide	periodic	opportunities	for	practice	and	reinforcement	to	ensure	maintenance	of	the	learned	task	(Cooper,	Heron	&	Heward,
2020;	Price,	Marsh	&	Fisher,	2018).	1.	Making	a	SandwichIn	total	task	chaining,	a	learner	practices	gathering	ingredients,	spreading	condiments,	assembling,	and	cutting	the	sandwich	in	every	session,	compared	to	forward	chaining	where	each	step	would	be	learned	and	mastered	individually	before	moving	on	to	the	next.	2.	Tying	ShoesThe	learner
practices	crossing	the	laces,	forming	loops,	creating	a	knot,	and	tightening	the	bow	in	each	session.	They	are	not	required	to	master	each	step	sequentially,	as	support	is	provided	for	the	steps	that	the	child	can’t	yet	do	themselves.	3.	Baking	CookiesA	child	practices	measuring	ingredients,	mixing,	scooping	dough,	baking,	and	cooling	cookies	in	every
session.	They	tend	to	struggle	with	scooping	the	dough.	So,	their	parent	helps	them	with	that	step	each	time	(helping	the	child	to	gradually	develop	that	skill	over	time),	but	they	do	not	let	this	one	difficulty	prevent	them	from	fully	baking	cookies.	4.	Washing	HandsThe	learner	practices	turning	on	the	water,	applying	soap,	scrubbing,	rinsing,	and
drying	hands	during	each	teaching	session.	Each	time	a	new	step	is	mastered,	a	reward	is	provided.	5.	Setting	the	TableIn	each	session,	the	learner	practices	placing	placemats,	dishes,	silverware,	glasses,	and	napkins.	Mistakes	are	made,	but	unlike	forward	chaining,	the	procedure	isn’t	interrupted	because	of	those	errors.	Support	is	provided,	then
the	task	continues.	6.	Riding	a	BicycleThe	learner	practices	mounting,	pedaling,	steering,	and	stopping	the	bicycle	in	every	session,	compared	to	the	gradual	introduction	and	mastery	of	each	step.	Supports,	such	as	training	wheels,	are	used,	so	the	whole	task	can	be	completed	even	if	mastery	isn’t	achieved	for	all	steps.	7.	Assembling	a	PuzzleThe
learner	practices	sorting	pieces,	assembling	the	border,	filling	in	the	middle,	and	placing	the	last	piece	in	each	session.	When	mistakes	are	made,	the	instructor	gives	direct	instruction	and	support,	moving	through	the	mistakes	to	the	next	step,	so	that	the	puzzle	can	be	completed	each	time.	8.	Planting	a	SeedThe	learner	practices	digging	a	hole,
placing	the	seed,	covering	it	with	soil,	watering,	and	labeling	in	every	session.	Contrast	this	to	the	backward	chaining	method	(common	with	introducing	children	to	gardening),	where	the	learner	is	shown	how	to	water	plants	first,	then	shown	the	other	steps	in	reverse,	until	the	last	step	is	digging	the	hole.	9.	Writing	a	LetterIn	each	session,	the
learner	practices	writing	the	date	and	address,	salutation,	body,	and	closing	the	letter.	Each	step	is	introduced	sequentially,	but	the	child	struggles	writing	the	date,	so	the	parent	scaffolds	this	step,	then	they	continue.	10.	Folding	LaundryThe	learner	practices	smoothing	out	wrinkles,	folding	in	halves	or	quarters,	and	placing	the	item	in	the
designated	area	in	every	session.	Rewards	are	provided	for	successfully	completed	tasks,	while	support	is	provided	for	tasks	that	are	not	successfully	completed.	11.	Preparing	a	SaladThe	learner	practices	washing	vegetables,	chopping,	mixing	in	a	bowl,	and	adding	dressing	in	each	session.	Rewards	are	provided	for	successful	completion	of	any	step
that	did	not	require	the	support	of	the	aba	therapist.	12.	Painting	a	Picture:	In	every	session,	the	learner	practices	sketching,	applying	base	colors,	and	adding	details.	They	often	have	trouble	mixing	colors,	so	support	is	provided	at	this	stage,	but	each	time,	the	learner	gets	closer	and	closer	to	mastery	in	this	step.	13.	Building	a	Model	AirplaneThe
student	practices	assembling	various	parts,	attaching	wings,	and	adding	final	details	in	each	session.	Each	step	is	sequentially	introduced,	but	all	steps	are	done	until	the	airplane	is	completed,	rather	than	forcing	mastery	of	each	step	before	moving	onto	the	next.	14.	Programming	a	ComputerThe	learner	practices	planning	code,	writing,	and	running
it	in	every	session.	They	do	the	whole	code,	then	the	computer	highlights	the	stages	where	mistakes	are	made.	Note	how	the	whole	code	is	written	each	time,	rather	than	pausing	at	errors,	then	errors	are	deconstructed	at	the	end.	15.	Creating	a	Craft	ProjectIn	each	session,	the	learner	practices	gathering	materials,	cutting	or	shaping,	assembling
pieces,	and	adding	decorations.	Rewards	are	provided	for	successful	steps,	while	support	is	provided	at	points	of	failure	so	they	can	move	onto	the	next	step.	Task	analysis	is	an	important	preparative	activity	for	the	total	task	procedure.	It	involves	the	instructor	completing	the	task	themselves,	analyzing	each	step,	and	writing-out	a	recipe-like	multi-
step	breakdown	of	how	to	do	the	task	(Snodgrass	et	al.,	2017).	This	is	very	important	because	people	who	have	completed	a	complex	activity	thousands	of	times	rarely	pause	to	think	about	all	of	the	small	movements	and	activities	involved	in	completing	the	task	(Snodgrass	et	al.,	2017).	You	actually	need	to	think	through	what	you	did	an	explicitly
write	it	down	in	order	to	know	exactly	how	to	teach	it.	Don’t	take	this	for	granted	or	do	it	from	memory	–	actually	doing	the	activity	yourself	will	help	with	creating	a	much	more	detailed	and	effective	procedure	for	the	learning	process.	There	are	two	other	types	of	chaining	in	the	operant	conditioning	method.	These	are	backward	chaining	and
forward	chaining:	Forward	Chaining:	This	involves	teaching	and	reinforcing	the	first	step	of	a	sequence,	then	progressively	adding	subsequent	steps	until	the	entire	task	is	mastered	(Al-Ajlan,	2015;	Cooper,	Heron	&	Heward,	2020).	This	method	ensures	structured	and	sequential	learning,	building	confidence	with	each	mastered	step.	However,	it	may
be	less	motivating	initially	as	the	learner	does	not	experience	task	completion	until	all	steps	are	learned.	Backward	Chaining:	This	involves	teaching	the	last	step	of	a	sequence	first,	then	preceding	steps	are	added	in	reverse	order	until	the	entire	task	is	mastered	(Al-Ajlan,	2015;	Radley	&	Dart,	2021).	New	steps	are	not	taught	until	the	one	being
learned	is	mastered.	This	approach	builds	confidence	and	motivation	through	immediate	task	completion	and	success.	However,	this	procedure	may	not	be	suitable	for	tasks	where	understanding	the	initial	steps	is	crucial	for	task	completion.	Total	Task	Chaining:	By	contrast	to	the	above	methods,	in	this	one,	every	step	of	a	task	is	taught	and
practiced	during	each	session,	allowing	the	learner	to	experience	the	entire	sequence	from	start	to	finish	(Cooper,	Heron	&	Heward,	2020).	This	approach	promotes	a	holistic	understanding	of	the	task	and	potentially	accelerates	learning	by	integrating	all	components.	However,	it	may	be	overwhelming	for	some	learners	and	cause	cognitive	overload,
especially	if	the	task	is	complex	and	the	learner	struggles	with	multiple	steps	simultaneously	(Price,	Marsh	&	Fisher,	2018).	FeatureTotal	Task	ChainingForward	ChainingBackward	ChainingDefinitionA	method	where	every	step	of	a	task	is	taught	during	each	session,	practicing	the	entire	sequence	from	start	to	finish	(Veazey	et	al.,	2016).A	technique
where	the	first	step	of	a	sequence	is	taught	and	mastered	before	subsequent	steps	are	introduced	in	order	(Al-Ajlan,	2015).A	strategy	where	the	last	step	of	a	sequence	is	taught	first,	then	preceding	steps	are	added	in	reverse	order	(Al-Ajlan,	2015).Teaching	ApproachAll	steps	are	taught	in	every	session	(Price,	Marsh	&	Fisher,	2018).Steps	are	taught
and	mastered	sequentially	from	the	beginning	of	the	task	(Cooper,	Heron	&	Heward,	2020).Steps	are	taught	and	mastered	sequentially	from	the	end	of	the	task	(Radley	&	Dart,	2021).ReinforcementProvided	when	a	step	is	completed	independently	during	every	session	(Cooper,	Heron	&	Heward,	2020).Provided	upon	mastery	of	each	individual	step
before	moving	to	the	next	(Al-Ajlan,	2015).Provided	upon	mastery	of	each	step,	starting	with	the	last	(Cooper,	Heron	&	Heward,	2020).ApplicationSuitable	for	tasks	where	understanding	the	whole	process	is	beneficial	from	the	start.Useful	when	tasks	need	to	be	learned	in	a	specific	order,	building	on	previous	steps.Ideal	for	tasks	where	experiencing



completion	and	success	early	on	is	motivating	(Al-Ajlan,	2015).BenefitsPromotes	integration	of	all	components	of	a	task	and	potentially	accelerates	learning	(Veazey	et	al.,	2016).Ensures	structured	and	sequential	learning,	building	confidence	with	each	mastered	step	(Cooper,	Heron	&	Heward,	2020).Builds	confidence	and	motivation	through
immediate	task	completion	and	success	(Radley	&	Dart,	2021).	Al-Ajlan,	A.	(2015).	The	comparison	between	forward	and	backward	chaining.	International	Journal	of	Machine	Learning	and	Computing,	5(2),	106.	Cooper,	J.	O.,	Heron,	T.	E.,	&	Heward,	W.	L.	(2020).	Applied	Behavior	Analysis.	New	York:	Pearson.	Radley,	K.	C.,	&	Dart,	E.	H.
(2021).	Social	Skills	Teaching	for	Individuals	with	Autism:	Integrating	Research	Into	Practice.	London:	Springer	International	Publishing.	Price,	R.,	Marsh,	A.	J.,	&	Fisher,	M.	H.	(2018).	Teaching	young	adults	with	intellectual	and	developmental	disabilities	community-based	navigation	skills	to	take	public	transportation.	Behavior	analysis	in
practice,	11,	46-50.	doi:	Snodgrass,	M.	R.,	Meadan,	H.,	Ostrosky,	M.	M.,	&	Cheung,	W.	C.	(2017).	One	step	at	a	time:	Using	task	analyses	to	teach	skills.	Early	Childhood	Education	Journal,	45,	855-862.	doi:	Veazey,	S.	E.,	Valentino,	A.	L.,	Low,	A.	I.,	McElroy,	A.	R.,	&	LeBlanc,	L.	A.	(2016).	Teaching	feminine	hygiene	skills	to	young	females	with	autism
spectrum	disorder	and	intellectual	disability.	Behavior	Analysis	in	Practice,	9,	184-189.	doi:
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