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below. Other functions exist such as interacting with members of other 
disciplines, ensuring interagency coordination, developing and influenc-
ing policy, providing staff development and experiences, informing 
the public, and many others. However, these activities frequently occur 
to ensure that the six functions listed below are accomplished 
adequately. 

Development Functions of Professionals 

Developing Model Services. Service development is best accom-
plished when a unifying conceptual or philosophic base is used to make 
decisions about the nature and manner of service delivery (Dunst, 
Snyder, & Mankinen, 1989). The pertinent question is, Can the 
behavioral perspective provide a unifying conceptual foundation for 
making decisions about service provision? Experience suggests that 
the answer is yes; several well-established programs support this con-
clusion. Among others, these include the Teaching Research Data-
Based Classroom Model (Fredericks et al., 1980); Learning Experiences 
. . . An Alternative Program for Preschoolers and Parents (LEAP) 
(Hoyson, Jamieson, &c Strain, 1984); the comprehensive program 
developed by Lovass (1987); and the Preschool Training Project 
(Dunlap, Robbins, Dollman, & Plienis, 1988). These models vary in 
terms of primary goals, site of services, nature of family involvement, 
staffing patterns, curricula used, and many other features. However, 
they share several characteristics, such as a commitment to produc-
ing outcomes, careful identification of target skills, understanding chil-
dren's behavior in the contexts of their natural environments, systematic 
manipulation of children's experiences to ensure acquisition of skills, 
attention to producing generalized outcomes, frequent and ongoing 
assessment of the effects of intervention, and adjustment of the inter-
vention based on child progress. These programs have been thoroughly 
evaluated and shown to produce durable and desirable changes in out-
comes. Thus, the behavioral model is sufficiently flexible and com-
prehensive to be used as the conceptual base for service development. 

Developing Curricula. In addition to devising service models, the 
behavioral perspective has influenced curriculum development activi-
ties. Examples of curricula that were influenced by the behavioral 
approach are: Teaching Research Curriculum (Fredericks et al., 1980); 
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Programmed Environments Curriculum (Tawney, Knapp, O'Reilly, 
& Pratt , 1979); H I C O M P Preschool Curriculum (Willoughby-Herb 
& Neisworth, 1980); Evaluation and Programming System for Infants 
and Young Children (Bricker, Bailey, Gunnerlock, Buhl, & Slentz, 
1986); The Integrated Preschool Curriculum (Odom et al., 1988); and 
IMPACT Curriculum (Neel & Billingsley, 1989). Most of these devel-
opment efforts used the behavioral approach in conjunction with other 
compatible theoretical perspectives. For example, Dunst (1981), in 
developing the Cognitive-Linguistic Curriculum, based it on a syn-
thesis of Piagetian theory and the behavioral perspective. For a dis-
cussion of the synthesis of theoretical perspectives related to curriculum 
development, see Dunst (1981, chap. 3 ; 1982). These examples show 
the utility of the behavioral perspective in developing curricula. 

Implementation Functions of Professionals 

Assessing Infant and Child Behavior. The purposes of inter-
vention-planning assessments are to identify (a) skills children currently 
display and that can be used to facilitate other skills, (b) skills they 
display with assistance and the nature of that support, (c) skills they 
do not display but need to learn, and (d) the variables that influence 
their performance (Wolery, 1989). Many of the important outcomes 
of early intervention cannot be assessed through direct testing (Neis-
worth & Bagnato, 1989) (e.g., social interactions, communication 
skills, social play, self-care skills such as toileting and eating). These 
abilities are best assessed in natural contexts where they are needed. 
Failure to do so may lead to inappropriate intervention goals. 

The behavioral perspective, with its rich tradition of direct obser-
vation as an assessment mechanism, is well suited for program-planning 
assessments for two reasons. First, it can lead to descriptive informa-
tion about children's skills, and second, it can identify the environ-
mental variables that influence their behavior. For example, direct 
observation can be used to assess and identify (a) dimensions of the 
physical environment (e.g., design of activity areas, materials, etc.) 
that result in engagement, learning, play, and independence (Bailey, 
1989; Odom & Strain, 1984); (b) the nature and sequence of activi-
ties that promote engagement and interaction (Carta et al., 1988; 
DeKlyen &c Odom, 1989); (c) staffing patterns that influence engage-
ment (LeLaurin & Risley, 1972); (d) events that motivate children 
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to learn (Mason, McGee, Farmer-Dougan, & Risley, 1989); (e) mem-
bership and behavior of the social environment that promote inter-
action (McCollum &c Stayton, 1985; Strain, 1983); (f) skills needed 
in particular environments (e.g., classrooms or settings to which chil-
dren may transition) (Salisbury & Vincent, 1990); (g) the effects of 
particular instructional strategies on children's performance (Liberty 
& Haring, 1990); (h) the effects of broad ecological variables (e.g., 
mother's contact with service providers) on children's motivation and 
behavior (Rogers-Warren, 1984; Wahler, 1980); and (i) identifica-
tion of the functions and consequences of children's behavior (O'Neill, 
Horner, Albin, Storey, & Sprague, 1990). Identification and descrip-
tion of current behaviors and of the effects of environmental variables 
are critical sets of information when planning programs. Thus, the 
behavioral approach has multiple applications for the assessment prac-
tices of professionals. 

Planning and Implementing Individualized Interventions. Perhaps 
the application of a behavioral perspective to intervention activities 
is most widely recognized in the control of problem behavior (e.g., 
Baer, 1978; Repp & Singh, 1990). Without minimizing such contri-
butions, it is important to note that the behavioral approach is useful 
in devising instructional strategies to promote acquisition and use of 
skills. For example, the milieu teaching strategies such as incidental 
teaching, the mand-model procedure, and naturalistic time delay have 
their roots in the behavioral analysis of child language (Hart & Risley, 
1980; Warren & Kaiser, 1988; Warren & Rogers-Warren, 1985). 
Similarly, peer-mediated strategies such as peer imitation training, peer 
tutoring, and peer social initiation training, the use of group contin-
gencies (Kohler & Strain, 1990; Strain, 1981), and affection activi-
ties (McEvoy et al., 1988) also were derived from the behavioral 
approach. Further, the literature on shaping, modeling, prompting, 
fading prompts, and providing contingent reinforcement and feedback 
to promote learning of skills as diverse as dressing and naming numerals 
is primarily from the behavioral approach (Demchak, 1990; Wolery, 
Ault, & Doyle, 1992). The behavioral approach also is useful in 
promoting the transfer of skills across contexts and facilitating main-
tenance of outcomes (Horner, Dunlap, & Koegel, 1988; Stokes & 
Baer, 1977). Without the behavioral approach, many of the most 
widely used and effective intervention strategies would not exist. 

Monitoring and Adjusting Interventions. Development is com-
plex, the effects of disabilities on it are poorly understood, and early 

 at SAGE Publications on August 7, 2015tec.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tec.sagepub.com/


BEHAVIORISM, 135 

intervention is an incomplete science/practice. Thus, most intervention 
plans require adjustment. In fact, rapid modification of interventions 
is a hallmark of quality services. The measurement systems of the 
behavioral perspective are useful in identifying when adjustments are 
needed. However, the contribution of the approach also is seen in 
the analysis of that data. Data decision rules are used to evaluate 
children's skill acquisition and fluency (Liberty &C Haring, 1990) and 
their generalization of skills (Liberty, 1988). The rules move the 
analysis of data from an intuitive level to one based on research. The 
rules allow the professional to determine whether changes in inter-
vention are needed and what changes are likely to be effective. Thus, 
the behavioral approach has made substantial contributions to our 
ability to collect and interpret data on the effects of individualized 
interventions. 

Assisting Families. Radical reconceptualization has occurred in 
the past decade about the relationships between interventionists and 
families (cf. Dunst, 1985). Current perspectives, based on ecological 
psychology, suggest that families are complex systems that function 
within broader ecological systems. The interventionist must assist 
families in identifying their needs, goals, and resources; securing sup-
port from their natural resources; and engaging in patterns of behavior 
that are satisfying to them and promote their child's development. The 
behavioral perspective is useful in fulfilling this role in at least four 
ways: (a) identifying the effects of broad ecological variables on inter-
actions within the family (e.g., Wahler, 1980); (b) identifying and 
modifying counterproductive interaction patterns within families 
(Kozloff, in press); (c) providing training and assistance to families 
to promote long-term prosocial responding in children (Patterson &c 
Fleischman, 1979; Strain, Steele, Ellis, & Timm, 1982); and (d) pro-
viding training to families who wish to teach their children adaptive 
skills or manage their children more effectively (e.g., Cordisco, Strain, 
& Depew, 1988; Fowler, Johnson, Whitman, & Zukotynski, 1978). 
Thus, the behavioral perspective can be useful to interventionists as 
they interact with families. 

Numerous examples confirm the relevance of the behavioral 
approach to developing services and designing curriculum. In addi-
tion, it has numerous applications in the day-to-day practice of early 
interventionists as they fulfill the functions of assessing infants/children, 
planning interventions, monitoring and adjusting those interventions, 
and assisting families. 
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Conclusions 

Our purpose in coming to the defense of behaviorism is not to 
assert its supremacy, real or potential, over other conceptualizations. 
In fact, without any danger of becoming conceptually muddled, we 
see an integration of perspectives as offering the most promise for 
research and practice in early childhood special education. Yet, any 
conceptualization or practice that summarily omits the contributions 
of behaviorism is shortsighted. Relatedly, we hope that this article 
makes the point with sufficient clarity that behaviorism has been the 
conceptual foundation for many of our "best practices" of today. Most 
important, however, we hope to have communicated effectively regard-
ing the absolutism, narrowness, and lack of determinism sometimes 
associated with behaviorism and behaviorists. Where those qualities 
do exist, they represent conceptual fuzziness and individual mistakes 
of application, not endemic shortfalls of theory and practitioners. As 
we proceed toward the next century, it is our sincere hope that our 
many vital and valuable conceptualizations regarding human behavior, 
and early intervention (e.g., ecological, developmental, systems theory, 
behavioral), find a mutually influential and synergistic role in the 
development of new and more robust interventions for children and 
families. 
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