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Applied Behavior Analysis and Prader-Willi Syndrome, Part 1: Explaining ABA 
By: Cindy Szapacs, M.Ed. BCBA 

 
Before getting into the nuts and bolts of this article, I would like to introduce myself and explain 
why I am writing this series of articles. I am a mother of two boys, one of whom has Prader-Willi 
syndrome. I also am a Board-Certified Behavior Analyst. I currently work in the public school 
system, but over the years I have worked in homes, a private school, and a university. I have 
served as a direct service provider as well as a consultant and trainer. I was involved in this field 
long before my son with diagnosed with PWS; however, he has been one of my best teachers. 
Because of him, I know I am better at my job now than I was 11 years ago. One of the things I 
have learned is that PWS often throws a wrench in things. This is especially true when talking 
about typical applied behavior analysis (ABA) interventions, as certain ones must be tweaked or 
abandoned when PWS enters the picture. Through this series of articles, my goal is to help the 
reader understand what ABA really is and how it can be used to help those who have PWS. 
 
Imagine this scenario: Your child, who has Prader-Willi syndrome, is having a birthday party. At 
the last 10 birthday parties she attended, she did not appear to enjoy the party until after the 
cake was over. While she is a bubbly, social girl who will talk to anyone about her dogs, she 
spent the bulk of the party with you, asking about the cake, biting her nails, and tightening the 
muscles on her face. At 7 of the parties, she also engaged in yelling, crying, and throwing items 
prior to cake time. Knowing what you do about PWS and how those with the syndrome cannot 
help but think about food pretty much all of the time, you took this plus the observations from the 
previous parties into consideration when planning this year. After all, your daughter deserves to 
have a party she can enjoy. 
 

You hypothesize that she engaged in these problem behaviors because she wanted to have 
cake; therefore, having the cake first should solve this problem. On party day, once all of the 
guests have arrived, you announce that cake and singing will happen first. Your daughter asks 
about the cake a few times in those 15 minutes while people are arriving, but once the cake is 
brought out, she smiles, her hands remain in her lap, she engages in conversations with others, 
and she moves on to enjoy the next two hours of her party. For anyone who is familiar with 
PWS, this situation probably sounds familiar. It probably also is no surprise that this solution 
worked. But why did it work? In order to answer this question, let’s look at the process that was 
used to come up with the solution.  
 
____________________________________________________________________  
 

Applied Behavior Analysis and PWS Part 2: The ABCs of Behavior 
By: Cindy Szapacs, M.Ed. BCBA 

In the first entry for this series, a description of applied behavior analysis (ABA) was presented. 
It was discussed that ABA is a set of principles, not a specific intervention, that can be used to 
teach people of all ages and abilities to acquire socially significant behaviors using research-
based techniques. Contrary to the belief of many, ABA is not limited to those who are diagnosed 
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with autism. The beauty of ABA is that it allows interventions to be tailored specifically to the 
situation and the individual’s need. In this blog, I am going to discuss the behavior analytic view 
of how important the environment is when thinking about and changing behavior.  
 
A key concept in ABA is that all behavior is a product of its environment. In order to understand 
this concept, I’d like to start by first providing you with a general behavior analytic definition of 
behavior: anything an organism does that creates a change in the environment. Notice that 
nowhere in this definition is the mention of “bad” or “negative” behavior. Behavior, in and of 
itself, is a neutral term. The effect it has on the environment defines whether it’s “bad” or “good.” 
ABA techniques are effective at both increasing appropriate behavior and decreasing 
inappropriate behavior. But behavior does not exist in a vacuum; the role of the environment 
must be considered anytime behavior is being analyzed.  
 
Environment, in this context, refers not only to the physical environment the person is in, but 
also the way others interact with the individual and the internal events that may be going on 
inside that person (i.e., pain, hunger, obsessive thoughts). This behavior-environment 
interaction is summed up as the “ABC’s of behavior”: Antecedent --- Behavior --- Consequence. 
What happens immediately before a behavior (antecedent) and immediately after a behavior 
determines if the individual will engage in that behavior again, given a similar context. In order to 
understand behavior, we have to understand the context in occurs in. Consider this typical 
situation – a child engages in tantrums at home but not at school or Grandmom’s. His 
engagement in tantrum behavior is context dependent. It’s not that he cannot behave, it is that 
certain aspects of each environment influence whether he will or will not engage in the tantrum 
behavior. 
 
By analyzing antecedents and consequences, we can determine why the individual is engaging 
in the behavior. Determining the function of the behavior is the first step in effectively changing 
behavior. There are 4 main functions of behavior: to get something we want, to avoid or delay 
something, to access social attention, and to access sensory stimulation. By looking at the 
antecedents and consequences, we can hypothesize a function. Based on function, we can 
decide how to intervene in the moment or how to set up the environment to prevent problem 
behavior and encourage appropriate behavior in the future.  
 
During this problem-solving process, it’s important to remember that all behavior is observable 
and measurable. We cannot measure anxiety, but we can measure pulling off skin from lips and 
saying the same question more than 2 times in a row. The same is true for antecedents and 
consequences – they are discrete, observable events. Sometimes, something that occurred in 
the past may influence (but not cause or “trigger”) a person’s behavior. These are called setting 
events. Setting events are very important when considering the behavior of a person with 
Prader-Willi Syndrome. An example of a setting event would be not sleeping much the night 
before school. Given this setting event, when presented with a math worksheet, a student is 
more likely to engage in problem behavior when tired then when not tired.  
 
The antecedent in this case would be the presentation of the worksheet, but the setting event of 
not sleeping the night before increased the likelihood that the student will engage in problem 
behavior. Once setting events are identified, a plan should be created. In this example, the 
parent notifies the teacher each time the child does not sleep well. The teacher then adjusts 
demands for the day and allows for a nap, therefore preventing engagement in problem 
behavior. Setting events are not excuses for inappropriate behavior; rather they are factors that 
must be considered to allow for success. The behavior of people with PWS seems to be 
exceptionally sensitive to the influence of setting events.  



 

1032 E Brandon Blvd #4744, Brandon, FL 33511 | Phone: (941) 312-0400 | www.pwsausa.org  

Now, back to function. How do you determine function and what do you do once you determine 
it? 
 
Check out the table below to help explain this: 
 

 
 

All behavior has a function, but not all functions are obvious to the observer. Additionally, a 
single behavior can serve a different function in different contexts. For example, a student may 
engage in yelling behavior during group work to get the attention of peers but may engage in the 
same behavior to escape a demand when asked to do reading. Each situation requires a 
different intervention. In order to help determine the function(s) of a behavior, data collection is 
helpful. Typically, if data are collected over 3 days, the entries can be analyzed, and trends can 
be found. Here is a link to a website that has some nice ABC data collection sheets. 
http://ibov.jonathandedecker.com/abc-data-collection-sheet/ Just remember, make sure you 
define the behavior in observable and measurable terms!  
 

In summary, a person’s behavior is shaped by the environment. In order to change behavior, we 
need to determine the function of the behavior. By objectively observing the behavior in context, 
we can determine the function in order to figure out the best intervention plan. We cannot, 
however, minimize the effect that setting events on behavior. This is especially true for those 
who have Prader-Willi Syndrome. In the next article, I will get more specific as to how Prader-
Willi Syndrome can affect ABA implementation. 
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