Grocery lists, alarms, post-its, calendar entries … these strategies serve as
daily prompts for most people. A prompt is a valuable tool for organization
and success, but how one determines the effectiveness and efficiency of a
prompt relative to a particular need is an individual decision.
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Prompting:
A Cautionary
Tale

Currently it appears that the use of prompting in the special education setting is farraginous,
a confused mixture, a hodgepodge. This article explores definitions of words relative to
prompting, the literature, implications of prompting for communication and assistive technology (AT), and the evaluation of the effectiveness of the selected prompt. While prompting
is widely practiced as an educational strategy, application needs to be carefully considered,
based on research evidence and with attention to the individual, the task, the environment and
independence.

DEFINITIONS
For this article, prompting is being discussed as it is applied in educational programs for students classified as “low
incidence” or as having “intellectual disability” (ID). IDEA defines ID as “significantly sub-average general intellectual functioning, existing concurrently with deficits in adaptive behavior and manifested during the developmental period, that
adversely affects a child’s educational performance.” [34 CFR §300.8(c)(6)] These are the individuals for whom prompting
is most often routinely included in programs to develop communication skills and assistive technology (AT) applications.
This article challenges the traditional use of prompting and explores the broader issues related to routine inclusion of
prompting in implementation strategies for a-typical learners in the areas of communication and AT.
Prompt, cue, prod, nag, direct and instruct are terms that describe what one might use to elicit a “target” response.
“Prompts are antecedent stimuli that are effective in getting responses to occur. Put another way, a prompt is a stimulus
that controls a particular response (i.e., it is a discriminative stimulus). The prompt is added to a situation in which the naturally occurring stimulus does not yet control the response.” (MacDuff et al, 2001) This is also referred to as a “supplementary
cue.” (Sailor & Guess, 1983) In this article, prompting is defined as an antecedent event that occurs after the environment
has been arranged according to implementation strategies and before the target response occurs.
In recognizing prompts as “antecedent events,” it is important to know that Brinker (1981) discusses learning as the
result of the “consequent event” rather than the “antecedent event.” He further stresses the importance of “timeliness

consequence” in supporting learning.
Through the Contingency Intervention
Project (Brinker, 1982) it was demonstrated
that when infants were given switches
that they were physically able to activate,
sufficient opportunity to use the switches,
and reinforcing consequences, they
were able to learn control of the environment in the absence of prompting. The
results concluded that given the appropriate switch, a motivating consequence
(consequent event) and sufficient practice
(opportunities to experience co-occurrence), infants were able to control their
environment through purposeful switch
use.
A prompt is considered “effective” when
the prompt, along with the instructional
strategy, has been successful in eliciting
the target behavior. The “efficiency” of a
prompt refers to the total instructional
time necessary to elicit the target behavior.
A prompt must be faded in order to be
considered effective and efficient. The
ultimate hope for most learning is that it
will generalize across settings, people and
time. “Train and Hope” refers to the strategy
where “several persons engage in teaching
a single action in hopes that the effect will
transfer…” (Sailor & Guess, 1983) The “Train
and Hope” paradigm (Stokes & Baer, 1977)
can occur when instructional or prompting
strategies are not analyzed and are not
supported by research.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE
It is very difficult to meet the guidelines for “evidence-based” with respect to
the research reviewed for this article. It
is virtually impossible to have matched
control groups when the individual needs
of this population are so diverse, etiology
so varied and the number of individuals
in the target population so limited. Typically, single subject design for small groups
makes extrapolation to a larger population unreliable. These concerns and others
make it important to be knowledgeable about what is known and what is
commonly practiced. Strategies regarding
prompting are often based on professional
preference rather than on knowledge of
what the evidence actually suggests.
It is of interest to note that originally,
prompting was used as a strategy for
teaching new, gross motor, recreational/
leisure skills to adults. Studies reviewed
explored the impact of different prompting
strategies to teach learning (Touchette,
1984), social interaction, word identification (Karsh, 1990), acquisition of signing
(Thompson, 2004), behavior control (Camp
et al 2009. Reeve et al, 2007), computer
skills (Jerome, 2007), vocational skills
(Bennett, 2009), chained food preparation
behavior (Schuster, 1988), generalization
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(Rincover, 1975. Reeve, 2007), recreationalleisure (Zhang, 2004) and play skills.
(Bennett, 2009. Libby, 2008.) The subject
designs varied as did the population
included in the research. Studies included
typical infants (Brinker, 1983. Thompson,
2004) as well as individuals with significant
sensory motor differences, autism (Reeve,
2007. Schreibman, 1975. Rincover, 1975.
Reeve et al, 2007. Libby, 2008), developmental differences (Jerome, 2007. Zhang,
2004. Schuster, 1988. Touchette, 1984.
Biederman, 1998. Camp, 2009.), Down
Syndrome (Brinker, 1981 & 1982) and birds
(Terrace, 1963). Embedding prompting
in instructional programs for individuals
with significant sensory motor differences
has expanded across skills and programs,
however, it is not clear that prompting is
always best practice.
In addition to the research focus above,
any review of the literature regarding
prompting would be incomplete without
consideration of the impact of motor
differences on the ability of some individuals to independently master a target skill.
For some individuals, difficulty initiating,
sustaining or terminating an action may
impact the ability to be independent. If this
is the situation, prompting may continue to
be needed until and unless the underlying
sensory and motor issues are resolved. For
these individuals, prompts, cues, supports,
accommodations, adjustments or adaptation of interactions, tasks, situations or
environments that assist a person may be
necessary. (Donnellan et al, 1995)

EVALUATION OF THE
EFFECTIVENESS OF THE
SELECTED PROMPT
Ultimately the selected prompt strategy
is only effective when the target behavior
is performed independently, that is without
any prompts. Indicators 5 and 6 from
Quality Indicators for Evaluation of Effectiveness (QIAT) have particular relevance
when considering the appropriateness of
a prompting strategy. Indicator 5 states,
“Data are collected to provide teams with a
means for analyzing student achievement
and identifying supports and barriers that
influence assistive technology use to determine what changes, if any, are needed.”
Indicator 6 states “Changes are made in the
student’s assistive technology services and
educational program when evaluation data
indicate that such changes are needed to
improve student achievement.” When an
individual is not mastering a target skill, the
prompt may be one of the “barriers” that
may need to be “changed.” This detail in
the implementation strategies can only be
identified through careful evaluation.
If a goal is realistic (achievable), criterion is appropriate and yet the goal is

PROMPTING FOR COMMUNICATION AND
ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY
In reviewing the literature that addresses prompting, one
discovers that different prompting types, strategies and/or hierarchies have been demonstrated effective in different situations.
Nothing has been validated for all skills for all individuals and
prompting works “with some (but not all) students.” (Sailor and
Guess, 1983) In other words, while “individualized educational
programs” are team decisions, prompting strategies are often
applied on a “one size fits all” basis. Research that relates specifically to prompting with respect to communication and/or AT is
not as extensive as one might hope in light of the frequent use of
prompting in teaching these skills. While prompting can be an effective tool, the wisdom of the indefinite, prolonged or sustained use of
any particular prompting strategy is questionable. At some point, in
some situations, a particular prompt may need to be acknowledged
as an accommodation that is necessary to elicit a targeted response.
Accommodations are arrangements, supports, changes made within
the environment that are documented as necessary for a-typical
learners to access the general education curriculum. If a prompt is
documented as necessary to elicit a target response, that prompt is
no longer a prompt. It becomes an accommodation.

Prompt strategies with respect to communication and
AT need to consider the independence aspect of the goal.
If the goal is to communicate and/or control one’s environment independently, then one must understand:
t If one wants something, one must ask for it or activate the
switch.
t If one does not ask or activate, one may not get what one
wants.
t If one does not want something, one should not ask or activate the switch.
Across the literature, the importance of fading prompts is
universally recognized, although agreement as to which type of
prompt is most easily faded is debatable. When prompting strategies are employed, the individual is taught to do SOMEthing when
prompted, not wanting/not asking (declining) is not an option.
In such situations, prompting may lead to prompt dependence
(Kashman & Mora, 2005,; Korsten, Foss & Berry, 2007), contrary control
and/or consequence confusion. (Korsten, Foss & Berry, 2007).
Prompt dependency occurs when the individual does not
complete the task independently with only the natural cues.
Contrary control occurs when the individual learns that the only
control available lies in refusing to do what is asked. The desire to
control is more powerful than the desire to receive. Consequence
confusion occurs when the individual complies to please, even
when there is no interest in the consequence.
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DISCUSSION
The research regarding prompting does not provide absolute links indicating that a particular skill can be more efficiently and effectively taught to particular types of individuals
using a particular prompting strategy. The concepts relative
to prompting within the special education instructional strategies are so integrated it is difficult to separate them, and they
do not stand alone in eliciting the target response. This discussion addresses the importance of these concepts in the big
picture of communication and AT. It is a challenge to isolate
prompting and its purpose while maintaining a mindful focus
on each step of instructional strategies. Documentation of
particularly effective prompts was difficult to locate due to
the low incidence of this population and the wide variety of
needs and abilities in the this population. Prompting is often
the result of impatience and the learner is not provided with
enough response time and sufficient opportunities to practice and learn.
In the literature, definitions of prompting were far ranging
since prompts were referred to as cues, nags, hints, prods,
instructions and stimuli that may be supplemental, artificial or
natural. Prompts can create confusion, contrariness, dependency, avoidance, anger, as well as, closure, compliance,
clarity and organization. Prompts can be delivered verbally,
auditorally, gesturally, physically, visually, textually and tactually. In some situations, prompting may derail the opportunity to learn appropriate declining, that if one does not want
something, one should not ask for it. If the absence of the
desired response leads to prompting, then the opportunity
to learn appropriate declining may be lost. Individuals with
movement differences or dyspraxia may have an inability
to plan, sequence and execute the actions. (Shoener et al,
2008) This individual may require a physical touch to enable
execution of the desired motor task. (Donnellan, et al, 1995)
In such situations, a carefully thought out prompting strategy
may be necessary to compensate for the motor difference.
When it appears that an individual relies on the prompt (due
to praxis or any other barrier) consideration should be given
to identifying the prompting required and documenting it as
an accommodation.
Prompts are antecedents that are presented to an
individual identified as having intellectual disabilities
(ID) who does not respond correctly or independently to
natural cues or general education instructions. Learning
is the result of the “consequent event” rather than an
“antecedent event.” A prompt or cue may elicit a target
response, but actual learning occurs when it is followed
by an effective consequence. Prompts are effective and
efficient if, when the prompt is faded, the target response
follows the natural cues spontaneously and independently.
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not mastered, several factors may warrant
consideration. These considerations may
include the evaluation of the effectiveness
of components of the goal, student ability
and interest, environmental arrangements/
supports and implementation strategies.
Does the technology match the abilities
of the user? Does the consequent event
match the individual’s interests? Does the
goal address independence? Does the
student have sufficient opportunities to
practice or experience success? Does the
implementation strategy take into account
these critical elements (interests, abilities
and independence)? “Data must guide
decisions regarding teaching strategies!
The purpose of designing and collecting
data is to document progress and identify when and how strategies need to be
changed.” (Korsten, Foss & Berry 2007)

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, key concerns regarding
prompting are the necessity, the selection, the implementation, the evaluation
and the fading of the prompt and, ultimately, the independent target response to
natural cues. It is universally accepted that
prompts are to be faded, but often, fading is
very slow to take place and independence
is compromised. Continuous, on-going
evaluation of implementation strategies,
prompting strategies, student interests and
abilities is essential in documenting progress or barriers to progress and the need for
a change in strategies. Ongoing analysis
of effectiveness diminishes the “one size
(prompt) fits all” approach and identifies
prompting that is contraindicated, is effective or is actually an accommodation.

PROMPTING BIBLIOGRAPHY
Anson, Heather M., Todd, James T., and
Cassaretto, Kimberly J., “Replacing overt verbal
and gestural prompts with unobtrusive covert
tactile prompting for students with autism.”

Behavioral Research Methods 2008, 40 (4),
1106-1110.
Arthur, Michael, Butterfield, Nancy and
McKinnon, David. “Case applications in a
professional development program for
communication partners: Reported changes
in participant skills, knowledge and concerns.”
http://aare.edu.au/94pap/arthm94373.txt

BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS OF
CHILD DEVELOPMENT.
WIKIPEDIA.
Bennett, Emily Pabarue, “Comparison
of backward and forward chaining in the
acquisition of play and vocational skill” (2009).
Applied Behavioral Analysis Master’s Theses.
http://bdl.handle.net/2047/d10019406
Biederman, G.B., Fairhall, J.L., Raven, K.A.
and Davey, V.A, “Verbal prompting, hand-overhand instruction, and passive observation in
teaching children with developmental disabilities.” Exceptional Children, Summer 1998.
Bovey, T and Strain, P. “Strategies for
Increasing Peer Social Interactions: Prompting
and Acknowledgement.” Center on the Social
and Emotional Foundations for Early Learning.
Child Care and Head Start Bureaus in the US
Dept. of Health and Human Services. Mar.
2005. Web. Jan. 2011.
Brinker, R.P., Lewis, M. Making the world
work with microcomputers? A learning prosthesis for handicapped infants.” Exceptional
Children (1982) 49(2):163-70
Brinker, Richard P. and Lewis, Michael,
"Patterns of Learning by Handicapped Infants"
presented at Biennial Meeting of the Society
for Research in Child Development (Boston,
MA April 2, 1981)
Camp, Erin M., Iwata, Brian A., Hammond,
Jennifer L. and Bloom, Sarah E., "Antecedent
Versus Consequent Events as Predictors of
Problem Behavior." Journal of Applied Behavior
Analysis (Summer 2009): 42, 469-483.
Crockett, Jennifer L. and Hagopian, Louis P.,
“Prompting Procedures as Establishing Operations for Escape-Maintained Behavior.” Behavioral Interventions. 21: 65–71 (2006) (www.

October / November, 2011

Teaching." www.kellyfonner.com. Web.
Jan. 2011.
Gaisford, Kristen L. and Malott,
Richard W., “The Acquisition of Generalized Matching in Children with Developmental Delays.” The Behavior Analyst
Today 2010, 11, No. 2, 85-94.
Gravitz, Lauren. "Reading Baby
Brains." 28 May 2010. Technology
Review. 10 April 2011 <www.technologyreview.com/printer_friendly_article.
aspx?id=25430>.
Groskreutz, Mark P. "Independence
and the Importance of Prompting."
Effective Practices Conference. Utah
State University. June 2008. Lecture.
Jerome, Jared, Frantino, Eric P., and
Sturmey, Peter. "The Effects of Errorless
Learning and Backward Chaining on the
Acquistion of Internet Skills in Adults
with Developmental Disabilities." Journal
of Applied Behavior Analysis Spring 1
(2007): 40-185-189.
Kashman, Nancy and Mora, Janet.
The Sensory Connection: An OT and
SLP Team Approach. Las Vegas: Sensory
Resources LLC. 2002.

interscience.wiley.com) and The Johns
Hopkins University School of Medicine
and The Kennedy Krieger Institute, USA
Donnellan, Anne M., Leary, Martha R.
and Patterson, Jodi A. “Movement differences and diversity in autism/mental
retardation.” Madison, WI: DRI Press.
Donnellan, Anne M., Hill, David A.
and Leary, Martha R. “Rethinking Autism:
Implications of Sensory and Movement
Differences.” Disability Studies Quarterly:
Ohio State University: Knowledge Bank.
Erikson, Erik. “Erik Erikson’s psychosocial crisis life cycle model – the eight
stages of human development.” Alan
Chapman review and contextual material 2006-2010. businessballs.com web.
Jan. 2011.
Fisher, Wayne W., Kodak, Tiffany, and
Moore, James W. "Embedding an Identity-Matching Task Within a Prompting
Hierarchy to Facilitate Acquisition of
Conditional Discriminations in Children with Autism." Journal of Applied
Behavior Analysis 3 (2007): 40,-89-499.
Fonner, Kelly. "The Strategies of
ECT: Environmental Communication

Choose Your Switch Interface
Wireless ))) Switch Interface $230
x

Karsh, Kathryn. “A comparison of
the task demonstration model and
the standard prompting hierarchy in
teaching word identification to persons
with moderate retardation.” Research
Developmental Disabilities Vol. 1 Issue 4,
(1990) 395-410.
Karlan, G. R,. Environmental Communication Teaching. Prompt Hierarchy.
(1991) Web.
Korsten, Jane E., Dunn, D., Foss
,Terry V., and Frankie, M.K. Every Move
Counts - Sensory Based Communication Techniques. San Antonio: Therapy
Skill Builders, 1989.
Korsten, Jane E., Foss, Terry V., and
Berry, Lisa M. Every Move Counts Clicks
and Chats: Sensory-based Strategies
for Communication and Assistive Technology. Kansas City: EMC Communications, Inc., 2007.
“Learned Helplessness.” Depression
Research. July 12, 2010
Libby, Myrna E., Weiss, Julie S.,
Bancroft, Stacie and Ahearn, William H.,
“A Comparison of Most-to-Least and
Least-to-Most Prompting on the Acquisition of Solitary Play Skills.” The New

England Center for Children, Northeastern University, 37-43., 2008
MacDuff, G. S., Krantz, P. J., & McClannahan, L. E. (2001). Prompts and
prompt-fading strategies for people
with autism. In C. Maurice, G. Green, &
R. M. Foxx (Eds.), Making a difference:
Behavioral intervention for autism (pp.
37-50). Austin, TX: Pro-ed.
Mosk, Mark D., and Bucher, Bradley.
"Prompting and Stimulus Shaping
Procedures for Teaching Visual-Motor
Skills to Retarded Children." Journal
of Applied Behavior Analysis Spring 1
(1984): 17,-23-34.
Musselwhite, Caroline R. "Language,
Literacy and Learning!!" Lecture. www.
aacintervention.com.
Ourso, Jamie L., Using Least to Most
Assistive Prompt Hierarchy to Increase
Child Compliance with Directives in an
Inclusive Preschool Classroom. "thesis"
Louisiana State University, 2006.
“Prompt Research.” The Prompt Institute. Santa Fe, New Mexico.
Reeve, Sharon A., Reeve, Kenneth F.,
Townsend, Dawn B., and Poulson. Claire
L. "Establishing a Generalized Repertoire

"4-EFTJHOTQSPEVDUTTQFDJöDBMMZGPSUIPTFXIPDBOOPUBDDFTTUIFJSFOWJSPONFOU
UISPVHIDPOWFOUJPOBMNFBOT0VSQSPEVDUTBOEEFTJHOTBSFBEJSFDUSFTVMUPGUIF
OFFETPGUIPTFXFTFSWF0VSHPBMIBTBMXBZTCFFOJOEFQFOEFODFBOEFRVBMSJHIUT
GPSUIPTFXFXPSLXJUI

Latest Technology
- Radio Frequency
- USB (Plug + Play)

x

Keystrokes

x

Mouse Clicks

x

5 Switch Ports

I will ACCOMPLISH
USB Switch Interface-Plus $99
"4-&$6"DDFTT0QUJPOT

x

Highest Quality

x

Affordable Price

x

2 Yr. Warranty

The QuizWORKS Company
888-526-1200 - www.quizworks.com
October / November, 2011

"4-
8JSFMFTT.PVTF&NVMBUPS

"4-
5PZ.PEJöDBUJPOT

1)

"4-
1MBZTUBUJPO+PZTUJDL
.PEJöDBUJPO

XXXBTMJODDPN

"EBQUJWF4XJUDI-BCT *OD10#PY4QVS4VJUF$4QJDFXPPE 59

www.closingthegap.com 41

of Helping Behavior in Children with
Autism." Journal of Applied Behavior
Analysis Spring 1 (2007): 40,-123-136.
Repp, Alan C., Karsh, Kathryn G., and
Lenz. Mark W. "Discrimination Training
for Persons with Developmental
Disabilities: A Comparison of the Task
Demonstration Model and the Standard
Prompting Hierarchy." Journal of Applied
Behavior Analysis (1990): 23, 43-52.
Ribes-Inesta, Emilio. “Instructions,
Rules and Abstractions: A Misconstrued
Relation.” Behavior and Philosophy, 28,
41-55.
Rincover, Arnold and Koegel, Robert,
L. Setting Generality and Stimulus
Control in Autistic Children.” Journal of
Applied Behavior Analysis Fall (1975) 8,
235-246.
Rossetti, Zach and Tasie, Carol.
Outing the Principle: “Making the Least
Dangerous Assumption.” Communicator,
Autism National Committee Newsletter,
Inclusive Education Edition.
Sailor, Wayne and Guess, Doug.
Severely Handicapped Students and
Instructional Design: Boston, Houghton
Mifflin, 1983.

42 www.closingthegap.com

Schreibman, Laura. "Effects of WithinStimulus and Extra-Stimulus Prompting
on Discrimination Learning in Autistic
Children." Journal of Applied Behavior
Analysis Spring 1 (1975): 8,-91-112.
Schuster, John W., Gast, David L.,
Wolery, Mark, Guiltinan, Sharon. “The
effectiveness of Constant Time-Delay
Procedure to Teach Chained Responses
to Adolescents with Mental Retardation.”
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis
Summer (1988), 21, 169-178.
Shanbani, Daniel B., Katz, Roger C.,
Wilder, David A., Beauchamp, Kenneth,
Taylor, Crystal R., and Fischer, Kirsten J..
"Increasing Social Initiations in Children
with Autism: Effects of a Tactile Prompt."
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis
Spring (2002): 35,-79-83.
Shoener, Rachel Freret, Kinnealey,
Moya and Koenig, Kristie. “You Can
Know Me Now if You Listen: Sensory,
Motor and Communication Issues in
a Nonverbal Person with Autism.” The
American Journal of Occupational
Therapy September/October 2008, vol.
62, No. 5. 547-552.
Stokes, Trevor F. and Baer, Donald
M. “An Implicit Technology of Gener-

alization.” Journal of Applied Behavior
Analysis Summer (1977) 10, 349-367.
Stimulus Control and Prompt Hierarchies. http://www.specialedathome.
com. Web. Jan. 2011.
Terrace, H. S. Discrimination Learning
With and Without “Errors”. Journal of the
Experimental Analysis of Behavior. Jan.
Vol. 6 No. 1 (1963) 1-26.
Thompson, Rachel H., McKerchar,
Paige M. and Dancho, Kelly A.” The
Effects of Delayed Physical Prompts and
Reinforcement on Infant Sign Language
Acquistion.” Journal of Applied Behavior
Analysis. 2004, 37, 379-383.
Touchette, Paul E. and Howard, Jane
S. “Errorless Learning Reinforcement
Contingencies and Stimulus Control
Transfer in Delayed Prompting.” Journal
of Applied Behavior Analysis Summer
(1984), 17, 175-188.
Vicker, Beverly. “Movement Differences Among Some People with Autism:
an Impetus to Re-Examine Behavioral
Issues.” The Reporter. (1996) 1(3), 4-7.
Walker, Gabriella. “Constant and
Progressive Time Delay Procedures for
Teaching Children with Autism: A Litera-

ture Review.” Journal of Autism Developmental Disorders (2008) 38:261-275
“What is ABA Prompting?” Autism
E-Newsletter.
Young, Pai. “Chapter 4: Behaviorism
and the Technology of Teaching.”
Teaching, Learning and the Mind.(1973)
Boston; Houghton Mifflin. 94-117.
Zabala, Joy. SETT Framework. joyzabala.com
Zhang, Jiabei; Cote, Bridget; Chen,
Shihui; Liu, John. “ The Effects of
Constant Time Delay Procedure on
Teaching an Adult with Severe Mental
Retardation a Recreation Bowling Skill.”
Phi Epsilon Kappa Fraternity Audience:
Physical Educator. Spring, 2004 Source
Volume: 61 Source Issue: 2.

FOR MORE
INFORMATION
Please visit <www.everymovecounts.
net>.

October / November, 2011

