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Pivotal Response Treatment: 
Evidence-based Practice



Autism Insurance Legislation

• SB1263/HB 2847: Steven’s Law

• Requires insurance carriers to                            
provide coverage of “medically                     
necessary” services

• $50,000/year until age 9,                                    
$25,000/year until age 16

• Full range of autism diagnoses





Pivotal Response Treatment: 
Research and Implementation



Pivotal Response Treatment (PRT)

• Implemented in the 
natural environment 
(home, school, 
community)

• Parent training model



From Individual Target Behaviors to 
Improving Core Symptoms of Autism



What is a “Pivotal Response” in Autism?



PRT: Four Pivotal Areas
Produce widespread, generalized improvements 
in (un)targeted behaviors

1) Motivation

2) Responsivity to Multiple Cues

3) Self-initiations

4) Self-management



PRT: Motivational Procedures

• Point 1: Child Attention
• Point 2: Maintenance Tasks*
• Point 3: Shared Control/Child Choice*

• Point 4: Contingent
• Point 5: Reinforce Attempts* 
• Point 6: Direct and Natural Reinforcers*



Child Attention

• The question, instruction, and/or 
opportunity to respond

• Child must be attending
• Should be clear, uninterrupted, and 

appropriate to the task



Child Attention 
(video examples)



Maintenance Tasks

Maintenance tasks Acquisition tasksVs.



Maintenance Tasks 
(video examples)



Shared Control (Child Choice)
(versus child directed or teacher directed)



Shared Control 
(video examples)



Contingent

• Reinforcement  is contingent upon child’s 
behavior

• Dependent
• Appropriate
• Consistent
• Immediate



Contingent 
(video examples)



Reinforce Attempts

• Increase motivation to respond

• Intent to respond

• Reasonable attempt
Attention to the task
Goal directed
Reasonable effort



Reinforce Attempts 
(video examples)



Direct and Natural Reinforcers

• Natural consequences that are:
• Directly and functionally related to the behavior

CHILD’s INTEREST (what they are motivated by)    =

CHILD’s RESPONSE (what they say/attempt)    =

CHILD’s REWARD (what they receive)



Direct and Natural Reinforcers:
2 Keys to PRT

• If you can do these two things, you’re 
about 80% of the way there…

1) Identify the natural reinforcer.

2) Get control of the natural reinforcer



• Pre-intervention
Communication
Disruptive behaviors

• Intervention
2 months
2 months
4 months
6 months

• Follow-up
Friends from school
Telling a knock-knock joke
Math problems

Peter



Writing Assignment (Baseline):
5 words that start with the letter “C”





Writing Assignment 
(Intervention):





Writing Assignment 
(Intervention Implemented by Aide):
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