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D E F I N I T I O N  O F  A B A

“Applied Behavior analysis is the science in 

which procedures derived from the principles 

of behavior are systematically applied to improve

socially significant behavior to a meaningful

degree and to demonstrate experimentally that 

the procedures employed were responsible 

for the improvement in behavior.”
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THE AUTISM SPECIAL INTEREST GROUP (SIG) OF THE ASSOCIATION

FOR BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS asserts that all children and adults with

autism and related disorders have the right to effective education

and treatment based on the best available scientific evidence.

Research has clearly documented the effectiveness of applied

behavior analysis (ABA) methods in the education and treatment

of people with autism (e.g., Matson et al., 1996; Smith, 1996; New

York Department of Health, 1999; U.S. Surgeon General, 1999).

Planning, directing, and monitoring effective ABA programs for

individuals with autism requires specific competencies.

Individuals with autism, their families, and other consumers have

the right to know whether persons who claim to be qualified to

direct ABA programs actually have the necessary competencies.

All consumers also have the right to hold those individuals

accountable for providing quality services (e.g., to ask them to

show how they use objective data to plan, implement, and evalu-

ate the effectiveness of the interventions they use). Because of the

diversity of needs of individuals in the autism spectrum and the

array of specific competencies amongst the pool of potential serv-

ice providers, consumers also need to focus on the match between

their needs and the specific competencies of a particular provider.

Formal credentialing of professional behavior analysts through

the Behavior Analyst Certification Board (BACB) can provide

some safeguards for consumers, including a means of screening

potential providers, and some recourse if incompetent or unethi-

cal practices are encountered. Unfortunately, there continues to

exist a tremendous gap between the supply of qualified behavior

analysts and the demand for ABA services. Nonetheless, as with

any other credentialed professionals, consumers should exercise

caution when working with individuals who have, or claim to

have, credentials in behavior analysis. Although a formal creden-

tial in behavior analysis is evidence that a professional has met

minimum competency standards, it does not guarantee that the

individual has specific expertise in autism, nor that s/he can pro-

duce optimal treatment outcomes. Furthermore, the credential-

ing of professional behavior analysts has only been in place on an

international level since 2000 and there may be some competent

service providers who are still in the process of applying for BACB

certification.

The Autism SIG recommends that consumers seek to determine

if those who claim to be qualified to direct ABA programs for

people with autism meet the following minimum standards:



I. Certification by the Behavior Analyst Certification Board as a

Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA), or documented evi-

dence of equivalent education, professional training, and super-

vised experience in applied behavior analysis. Standards for certi-

fication as a BCBA, which can be found at www.BACB.com

(Consumer Information Section), include: at least a master’s

degree in behavior analysis or a related area; 225 hours of gradu-

ate level coursework in specific behavior analytic content areas (as

of the deadline for Spring 2005 applications); 18 months of men-

tored experience or 9 months of supervised experience in design-

ing and implementing applied behavior analysis interventions;

and a passing score on a standardized examination. Consumers

are urged to check the BACB website as these requirements may

change from time to time. An individual’s BACB certification sta-

tus may be verified by going to www.BACB.com, clicking on

“Consumer Information,” and then clicking “Registry.”

Note that there is also a lower level of BACB certification, Board

Certified Associate Behavior Analyst (BCABA), for individuals

who have a bachelor’s degree, 135 hours of classroom instruction

in behavior analysis (effective for Spring 2005 applications), 12

months of mentored experience or 6 months of supervised expe-

rience in implementing applied behavior analysis interventions,

and a passing score on a standardized examination.

A complete list of skills and knowledge covered on the Behavior

Analyst Certification Board examinations is available at

www.BACB.com. Both BCBAs and BCABAs must renew their

BACB certification annually, participate in continuing education

activities that must meet BACB standards, and adhere to the

BACB’s Guidelines for Responsible Conduct (also available at

www.BACB.com).

With respect to BCABAs, the Behavior Analyst Certification

Board explicitly states that The BCABA designs and oversees

interventions in familiar cases (e.g., similar to those encountered

during their training) that are consistent with the dimensions of

applied behavior analysis. The BCABA obtains technical direction

from a BCBA for unfamiliar situations. The BCABA is able to

teach others to carry out interventions once the BCABA has

demonstrated competency with the procedures involved under

the direct supervision of a BCBA. The BCABA may assist a BCBA

with the design and delivery of introductory level instruction in

behavior analysis. It is strongly recommended that the BCABA

practice under the supervision of a BCBA, and that those govern-

mental entities regulating BCABAs require this supervision.



The Autism SIG does not consider BCABAs, or individuals with

equivalent or less training and experience, to be qualified to inde-

pendently design, direct, and guide behavior analytic program-

ming for individuals with autism. They may deliver behavior ana-

lytic intervention, and may assist with program design, but

should be adequately supervised by BCBAs or the equivalent. The

Autism Special Interest Group encourages consumers to request

the name and contact information of the BCABA’s supervisor and

check to see that the supervisor is a BCBA or equivalent, as well

as the information about the amount and type of supervision

he/she provides.

The Autism SIG asserts that certification as a BCBA or document-

ed equivalent training and experience is a necessary but not suffi-

cient qualification to direct programming for individuals with

autism. Consumers should be aware that the discipline of applied

behavior analysis is broad and varied, and that many individuals

who hold certification as a BCBA have little to no experience

directing or delivering ABA programming to individuals with

autism. Therefore, the Autism SIG considers the following train-

ing and experience, in addition to certification as a BCBA or the

equivalent, to be necessary to competently direct ABA program-

ming for individuals with autism:



IIa. At least one full calendar year (full-time equivalent of 1000

clock hours [25 hrs/wk for 40 weeks]) of hands-on training in

providing ABA services directly to children and/or adults with

autism under the supervision of a Board Certified Behavior

Analyst or the equivalent with at least 5 years of experience in

ABA programming for individuals with autism. The training and

supervision should assure competency in the following areas:

ABA programming for individuals with autism. The expe-

rience should involve designing and implementing indi-

vidualized programs to build skills and promote independent

functioning in each of the following areas: “learning to learn”

(e.g., observing, listening, following instructions, imitating);

communication (vocal and nonvocal); social interaction; self-

care; school readiness; academics; self-preservation; motor; play

and leisure; community living; self-monitoring; and pre-voca-

tional and vocational skills.

Providing ABA programming to at least 8 individuals with

autism spectrum disorders who represent a range of reper-

toires and ages.

Employing an array of scientifically validated behavior

analytic teaching procedures, including (but not limited

to) discrete trial instruction, modeling, incidental teaching and

other “naturalistic” teaching methods, small group instruction,

activity-embedded instruction, task analysis, and chaining.

Incorporating the following techniques into skill-building

programs: prompting; error correction; reinforcement and

manipulation of motivational variables; stimulus control (includ-

ing discrimination training); preference assessments; and choice

procedures.

Employing a wide array of strategies to program for and

assess both skill acquisition and skill generalization.

Modifying instructional programs based on frequent, sys-

tematic evaluation of direct observational data.

Conducting functional assessments (including functional

analyses) of challenging behavior and becoming familiar

with the array of considerations that would indicate certain

assessment methods over others.
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Designing and implementing programs to reduce stereo-

typic, disruptive, and destructive behavior based on sys-

tematic analysis of the variables that cause and maintain the

behavior and matching treatment to the determined function(s)

of the behavior

Incorporating differential reinforcement of appropriate

alternative responses into behavior reduction programs

and efforts to teach replacement skills, based on the best available

research evidence.

Modifying behavior reduction programs based on fre-

quent, systematic evaluation of direct observational data.

Providing training in ABA methods and other support

services to the families of at least 8 individuals with autism.

Providing training and supervision to at least 5 profession-

als, paraprofessionals, or college students providing ABA

services to individuals with autism.

Collaborating effectively with professionals from other dis-

ciplines and with family members to promote consistent

intervention and to maximize outcomes.
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IIb. Additional training in directing and supervising ABA pro-

grams for individuals with autism that involves:

• Formal training and/or self-study to develop knowledge of the

best available scientific evidence about the characteristics of

autism and related disorders, and implications of those charac-

teristics for designing and implementing educational and treat-

ment programs, including their impact on family and commu-

nity life.

• Formal training and/or self-study to develop knowledge of at

least one curriculum for learners with autism consisting of: (a)

a scope and sequence of skills based on normal developmental

milestones, broken down into component skills based on

research on teaching individuals with autism and related disor-

ders; (b) prototype programs for teaching each skill in the cur-

riculum, using behavior analytic methods; (c) data recording

and tracking systems; and (d) accompanying materials.

• Formal training and/or self-study to develop skills in using sci-

entifically validated methods to assess and build vocal-verbal

and nonverbal communication repertoires in people with

autism, consistent with the principles and practices of behavior

analysis. This includes augmentative and alternative communi-

cation systems for individuals with limited vocal repertoires

that are matched to the individual needs of the learner.

• Accrual of continuing education in the best available research

from behavior analysis and other scientific disciplines as it

informs autism treatment. The Autism SIG encourages con-

sumers to ask prospective directors of ABA services for evi-

dence that they have participated recently in continuing educa-

tion activities relevant to the treatment of individuals with

autism like those they will be serving (e.g., preschoolers, adults,

individuals with limited vocal-verbal repertoires, etc.).

The Autism SIG urges consumers to ask prospective directors of

ABA services (including those who use titles such as “consultant”)

to provide evidence of their qualifications in the form of:

• Certification as a Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA), or

documented equivalent qualifications;

• Information about the amount and type of supervision they

provide to all those who deliver intervention directly to indi-



viduals with autism and monitoring of the level of involve-

ment/responsibilities and certification status of their super-

visees (i.e., BCABAs are not qualified to independently design,

direct, and oversee programming);

• Membership in the Association for Behavior Analysis (ABA);

• Membership in an affiliated chapter of ABA (e.g., CalABA,

NYSABA, TxABA, FABA, NJABA);

• Undergraduate, graduate, and post-graduate training in behav-

ior analysis specifically, as differentiated from non-behavior

analytic study in psychology, special education, education, or

other disciplines;

• Letters of reference from employment supervisors and/or fam-

ilies for whom they have directed ABA programming for simi-

lar individuals with autism (with appropriate safeguards taken

to ensure privacy and confidentiality); and

• Publications of behavior analytic research in peer-reviewed

professional journals.



Consumers should be aware of the following:

Attending or giving some workshops, taking some courses,

or getting brief hands-on experiences does NOT qualify an

individual to practice applied behavior analysis effectively and

ethically. Unfortunately, there may be some individuals who mis-

represent themselves when describing their skills and experiences

to consumers.

Evidence of attendance and active participation in profes-

sional meetings and conferences in behavior analysis (e.g.,

the annual meeting of the Association for Behavior Analysis) is

certainly desirable. Such activities by themselves, however, do not

constitute training in behavior analysis, and conference presenta-

tions are not equivalent to publications in peer-reviewed profes-

sional journals because conference presentations typically are not

reviewed carefully by a number of other behavior analysts, and do

not have to meet scientific standards. Therefore, it is important

for consumers to differentiate presentations at conferences and

workshops from publications in peer-reviewed journals.

Consumers who have concerns about the ethical behavior

of individuals providing ABA services are strongly encour-

aged to contact the Behavior Analyst Certification Board in the

case of a BCBA or BCABA, and discipline-specific licensing

boards in the case of those holding professional licensure (such as

psychologists, speech-language pathologists, physicians, social

workers).
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www.asatonline.com
ASAT is dedicated to disseminating accurate, scientifically valid

information about autism and its treatment options.

www.nysaba.org
The New York State Association for Behavior Analysis, Inc., is the

state chapter of the Association for Behavior Analysis (ABA), an

international organization devoted to the study of the experimen-

tal analysis of behavior.

www.abainternational.org
MISSION STATEMENT: To develop, enhance, and support the

growth and vitality of behavior analysis through research, educa-

tion and practice.

www.bacb.com
The Behavior Analyst Certification Board®, Inc. (BACB®) is a

nonprofit 501(c)(3) corporation established to meet professional

credentialing needs identified by behavior analysts, state govern-

ments, and consumers of behavior analysis services.

The BACB’s mission is to develop, promote, and implement a vol-

untary national and international certification program for

behavior analyst practitioners.

www.elija.org
The ELIJA Foundation is a not-for-profit, 501(c)(3) organization

serving parents, educators, professionals and caregivers of chil-

dren with Autistic Spectrum Disorders (ASD) on Long Island,

New York. The foundation was established in the spring of 2002.

Founded by two parents who were determined to incorporate the

most effective interventions for their children on the Autistic

Spectrum. Utilizing research based treatment (Applied Behavior

Analysis (A.B.A) as their firm foundation of intervention) they

strive to keep their educational programs for their children effec-

tive, exciting, enjoyable, well-rounded, non static and based on

the most current research findings. They are constantly research-

ing and making themselves knowledgeable in any interventions

they feel would be an enhancement strategy to their existing pro-

grams. Wanting to share their enthusiasm, they have created this

foundation to unite with other highly motivated parents and pro-

fessionals who may also want to keep themselves EMPOWERED,

ENCOURAGED and ENLIGHTENED with knowledge of not

only academically inclined interventions but also with the moti-

vational, inspirational and emotional aspects of educating and

parenting a child on the Autistic Spectrum.
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