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OVERVIEW OF CONTENT

1. Table of NI Contents: This list details the specific NI resources that apply to Naturalistic 
Intervention.

2. What is NI: A quick summary of salient features of Naturalistic Intervention, including what 
it is, who it can be used with, what skills it has been used with, and settings for instruction.

3. Evidence-base: The evidence-base details the National Clearinghouse on Autism Evidence 
and Practice (NCAEP) criteria for inclusion as an evidence-based practice and the specific 
studies that meet the criteria for Naturalistic Intervention.

4. Planning Checklist: This checklist details the steps for planning for Naturalistic 
Intervention, including what prerequisite learning of practices are needed, collecting 
baseline data of the interfering behavior if needed, and what materials/resources are 
needed.

5. Other Resources: Other resources may include decision trees, checklists, and/or template 
forms that will support the use of Naturalistic Intervention.

6. Step-by-Step Guide: Use this guide as an outline for how to plan for, use, and monitor 
Naturalistic Intervention. Each step includes a brief description as a helpful reminder while 
learning the process.

7. Implementation Checklist: Use this checklist to determine if Naturalistic Intervention are 
being implemented as intended.

8. Monitoring Progress Checklist: Use this form as a method for collecting and analyzing 
data to determine if the learner on the spectrum is making progress towards the interfering 
behavior.

9. Tip Sheet for Professionals: Use this tip sheet, intended for professionals working with 
learners on the spectrum, as a supplemental resource to help provide basic information 
about Naturalistic Intervention.

10. Parent Guide: Use this guide intended for parents or family members of learners on the 
spectrum to help them understand basic information about Naturalistic Intervention and 
how it is being used with their child.

11. Additional Resources: This list provides additional information for learning more about 
Naturalistic Intervention as well as resources.

12. CEC Standards: This list details the specific CEC standards that apply to Naturalistic 
Intervention.

13. Glossary: This glossary contains key terms that apply specifically to Naturalistic 
Intervention.

14. References: This list details the specific references used for developing this NI module in 
numerical order.
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NATURALISTIC INTERVENTION

WHAT IS NI?
Naturalistic Intervention (NI) is a collection of techniques and strategies, including Pivotal 
Response Training (PRT; available as a supplemental module with the 2014 NPDC EBP Report 
evidence-base), that are embedded in typical activities and/or routines in which the learner 
participates to naturally promote, support, and encourage target skills/behaviors. 

EVIDENCE-BASE:
Based upon the 2020 systematic review conducted by the National Clearinghouse on Autism 
Evidence and Practice (NCAEP), Naturalistic Intervention is a focused intervention that meets the 
evidence-based practice criteria with 49 single case design and 35 group design studies . 
Naturalistic Intervention has been effective for early intervention (0-2 years), preschoolers (3-5 
years), elementary school learners (6-11 years), middle school learners (12-14 years), high 
schoolers (15-18 years), and young adults (19-22 years) on the spectrum. Studies included the 
2020 EBP report  (Steinbrenner et al., 2020) detail how Naturalistic Intervention can be used to 
effectively address the following outcomes for a target goal/behavior/skill: academic/pre-
academic, adaptive/self-help, behavior, cognitive, communication, joint attention, mental health, 
motor, play, school readiness, and social. 

HOW IS NI BEING USED?
Naturalistic Intervention can be used by a variety of professionals, including teachers, special 
educators, therapists, paraprofessionals, and early interventionists in educational and 
community-based environments. Parents and family members also can use Naturalistic 
Intervention in the home.

Suggested Citation:
Amsbary, J., & AFIRM Team. (2025). Naturalistic Intervention, Updated. The University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute, Autism 
Focused Intervention Resources and Modules. https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu 
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EVIDENCE-BASE

The National Clearinghouse on Autism Evidence and Practice has adopted the following criteria 
to determine if a practice is evidence-based. The 2020 EBP report (Steinbrenner et al., 2020) 
provides more information about the systematic review process.

Efficacy must be established through high-quality, peer-reviewed research in scientific journals 
using:

• At least 2 randomized or quasi-experimental group design studies, or
• At least 5 single subject/case design studies, or a
• Combination of evidence of 1 randomized or quasi-experimental group design study and 

3 single subject/case design studies
OVERVIEW:
Based upon the 2020 systematic review conducted by the National Clearinghouse on Autism 
Evidence and Practice (NCAEP), Naturalistic Intervention is a focused intervention that meets the 
evidence-based practice criteria with 49 single case design and 35 group design studies . 
Naturalistic Intervention has been effective for early intervention (0-2 years), preschoolers (3-5 
years), elementary school learners (6-11 years), middle school learners (12-14 years), high 
schoolers (15-18 years), and young adults (19-22 years) on the spectrum. Studies included the 
2020 EBP report  (Steinbrenner et al., 2020) detail how Naturalistic Intervention can be used to 
effectively address the following outcomes for a target goal/behavior/skill: academic/pre-
academic, adaptive/self-help, behavior, cognitive, communication, joint attention, mental health, 
motor, play, school readiness, and social. 

In the table below, the instructional outcomes identified by the evidence base are shown by age 
of participants.
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0-2 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

3-5 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

6-11 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

12-14 Yes Yes Yes Yes

15-18 Yes Yes Yes

19-22 Yes Yes Yes
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EARLY INTERVENTION (0-2 YEARS):
* Casenhiser, D. M., Binns, A., McGill, F., Morderer, O., & Shanker, S. G. (2015). Measuring and supporting 

language function for children with autism: Evidence from a randomized control trial of a social-
interaction-based therapy. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 45(3), 846-857. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-014-2242-3

* Casenhiser, D. M., Shanker, S. G., & Stieben, J. (2013). Learning through interaction in children with 
autism: Preliminary data from asocial-communication-based intervention. Autism, 17(2), 220-41. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361311422052

* Chiang, C. H., Chu, C. L., & Lee, T. C. (2016). Efficacy of caregiver-mediated joint engagement intervention for 
young children with autism spectrum disorders. Autism, 20(2), 172-82. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361315575725

* Gulsrud, A. C., Kasari, C., Freeman, S., & Paparella, T. (2007). Children with autism's response to novel stimuli while 
participating in interventions targeting joint attention or symbolic play skills. Autism, 11(6), 535-546. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361307083255

* Hardan, A. Y., Gengoux, G. W., Berquist, K. L., Libove, R. A., Ardel, C. M., Phillips, J., Frazier, T. W., & Minjarez, 
M. B. (2015). A randomized controlled trial of pivotal response treatment group for parents of 
children with autism. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry and Allied Disciplines, 56(8), 884-892. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12354

Harrop, C., Gulsrud, A., Shih, W., Hovsepyan, L., & Kasari, C. (2017). The impact of caregiver-mediated JASPER 
on child restricted and repetitive behaviors and caregiver responses. Autism Research, 10(5), 983-992. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/aur.1732

* Ingersoll, B. (2010). Brief report: Pilot randomized controlled trial of reciprocal imitation training for teaching 
elicited and spontaneous imitation to children with autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental 
Disorders, 40(9), 1154-1160. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-010-0966-2

* Ingersoll, B. (2012). Brief report: Effect of a focused imitation intervention on social functioning in children 
with autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 42(8), 1768-1773. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-011-1423-6

* Ingersoll, B., Dvortcsak, A., Whalen, C., & Sikora, D. (2005). The effects of a developmental, social-pragmatic 
language intervention on rate of expressive language production in young children with autistic spectrum 
disorders. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 20(4), 213-222. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/10883576050200040301

* Ingersoll, B., & Lalonde, K. (2010). The impact of object and gesture imitation training on language use in children 
with autism spectrum disorder. Journal of Speech, Language and Hearing Research, 53(4), 1040-1051. 
https://doi.org/10.1044/1092-4388(2009/09-0043)

* Ingersoll, B., Lewis, E., & Kroman, E. (2007). Teaching the imitation and spontaneous use of descriptive gestures in 
young children with autism using a naturalistic behavioral intervention. Journal of Autism and Developmental 
Disorders, 37(8), 1446-1456. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-006-0221-z

* Ingersoll, B., Wainer, A. L., Berger, N. I., Pickard, K. E., & Bonter, N. (2016). Comparison of a self-directed 
and therapist-assisted telehealth parent-mediated intervention for children with ASD: A pilot 
RCT. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 46(7), 2275-2284. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-
016-2755-z

* Ishizuka, Y., & Yamamoto, J. I. (2016). Contingent imitation increases verbal interaction in children with 
autism spectrum disorders. Autism, 20(8), 1011-1020. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361315622856

* Jocelyn, L. J., Casiro, O. G., Beattie, D., Bow, J., & Kneisz, J. (1998). Treatment of children with autism: A randomized 
controlled trial to evaluate a caregiver-based intervention program in community day-care centers. Journal of 
Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics, 19(5), 326-334. https://doi.org/10.1097/00004703-199810000-00002

* Kaale, A., Fagerland, M. W., Martinsen, E. W., & Smith, L. (2014). Preschool-based social communication 
treatment for children with autism: 12-month follow-up of a randomized trial. Journal of the American 
Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 53(2), 188-198. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2013.09.019

* Kaale, A., Smith, L., & Sponheim, E. (2012). A randomized controlled trial of preschool-based joint attention 
intervention for children with autism. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 53(1), 97-105. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2011.02450.x

* Kaiser, A. P., Hancock, T. B., & Nietfeld, J. P. (2000). The effects of parent-implemented enhanced milieu teaching on 
the social communication of children who have autism. Early Education and Development, 11(4), 423-446. 
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15566935eed1104_4
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* Kasari, C., Gulsrud, A., Paparella, T., Hellemann, G., & Berry, K. (2015). Randomized comparative efficacy 
study of parent-mediated interventions for toddlers with autism. Journal 
of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 83(3), 554-563. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0039080

Kasari, C., Gulsrud, A. C., Wong, C., Kwon, S., & Locke, J. (2010). Randomized controlled caregiver mediated joint 
engagement intervention for toddlers with autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 40(9), 1045-
1056. https://doi.org/0.1007/s10803-010-0955-5

Landa, R. J., Holman, K. C., O’Neill, A. H., & Stuart, E. A. (2011). Intervention targeting development of socially 
synchronous engagement in toddlers with autism spectrum disorder: A randomized controlled trial. Journal 
of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 52(1), 13-21. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2010.02288.x

* Law, G. C., Neihart, M., & Dutt, A. (2017). The use of behavior modeling training in a mobile app parent 
training program to improve functional communication of young children with autism spectrum 
disorder. Autism, 22(4), 424-439. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361316683887

* McDuffie, A. S., Lieberman, R. G., & Yoder, P. J. (2012). Object interest in autism spectrum disorder: 
A treatment comparison. Autism, 16(4), 398-405. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361309360983

* Meadan, H., Snodgrass, M. R., Meyer, L. E., Fisher, K. W., Chung, M. Y., & Halle, J. W. (2016). Internet-based 
parent-implemented intervention for young children with autism: A pilot study. Journal of Early 
Intervention, 38(1), 43913. https://doi.org/10.1177/1053815116630327

* Nefdt, N., Koegel, R., Singer, G., & Gerber, M. (2010). The use of a self-directed learning program to provide 
introductory training in pivotal response treatment to parents of children with autism. Journal of Positive 
Behavior Interventions, 12(1), 23-32. https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300709334796

* Pickles, A., Le Couteur, A., Leadbitter, K., Salomone, E., Cole-Fletcher, R., Tobin, H., Gammer, I., Lowry, 
J., Vamvakas, G., Byford, S., Aldred, C., Slonims, V., McConachie, H., Howlin, P., Parr, J. R., Charman, 
T., & Green, J. (2016). Parent-mediated social communication therapy for young children with autism 
(PACT): Long-term follow-up of a randomised controlled trial. The Lancet, 388(10059), 2501-2509. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(16)31229-6

* Rahman, A., Divan, G., Hamdani, S. U., Vajaratkar, V., Taylor, C., Leadbitter, K., Aldred, C., Minhas, 
A., Cardozo, P., Emsley, R., Patel, V., & Green, J. (2016). Effectiveness of the parent-mediated 
intervention for children with autism spectrum disorder in south Asia in India and Pakistan 
(PASS): A randomised controlled trial. Lancet Psychiatry, 3(2), 128-136. https://doi.org/10.1016/s2215-
0366(15)00388-0

Rollins, P. R., Campbell, M., Hoffman, R. T., & Self, K. (2016). A community-based early intervention program 
for toddlers with autism spectrum disorders. Autism, 20(2), 219-232. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361315577217

Schertz, H. H., Odom, S. L., Baggett, K. M., & Sideris, J. H. (2013). Effects of joint attention 
mediated learning for toddlers with autism spectrum disorders: An initial randomized controlled 
study. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 28(2), 249-258. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2012.06.006

Schertz, H. H., Odom, S. L., Baggett, K. M., & Sideris, J. H. (2017). Mediating parent learning to promote social 
communication for toddlers with autism: Effects from a randomized controlled trial. Journal of Autism 
and Developmental Disorders, 48(3), 853-867. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3386-8

* Shire, S. Y., Chang, Y. C., Shih, W., Bracaglia, S., Kodjoe, M., & Kasari, C. (2017). Hybrid implementation model 
of community-partnered early intervention for toddlers with autism: A randomized trial. Journal 
of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 58(5), 612-622. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12672

* Siller, M., Hutman, T., & Sigman, M. (2013). A parent-mediated intervention to increase responsive parental 
behaviors and child communication in children with ASD: A randomized clinical trial. Journal 
of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 43(3), 540-555. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-012-1584-y

* Solomon, R., Van Egeren, L. A., Mahoney, G., Quon Huber, M. S., & Zimmerman, P. (2014). PLAY project home 
consultation intervention program for young children with autism spectrum disorders: A randomized 
controlled trial. Journal of Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics, 35(8), 475-
485. https://doi.org/10.1097/DBP.0000000000000096

* Stadnick, N. A., Stahmer, A., & Brookman-Frazee, L. (2015). Preliminary Effectiveness of project ImPACT: 
A parent-mediated intervention for children with autism spectrum disorder delivered in 
a community program. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 45(7), 2092-
2104. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-015-2376-y

Turner-Brown, L., Hume, K., Boyd, B. A., & Kainz, K. (2016). Preliminary efficacy of family implemented 
TEACCH for toddlers: Effects on parents and their toddlers with autism spectrum disorder. Journal 
of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 49(7), 2685-2698. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-016-2812-7
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* Venker, C. E., McDuffie, A., Ellis Weismer, S., & Abbeduto, L. (2012). Increasing verbal responsiveness in 
parents of children with autism: A pilot study. Autism, 16(6), 568-585. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361311413396

* Vernon, T. W., Koegel, R. L., Dauterman, H., & Stolen, K. (2012). An early social engagement intervention for 
young children with autism and their parents. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 42(12), 
2702-17. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-012-1535-7

Wetherby, A. M., Guthrie, W., Woods, J., Schatschneider, C., Holland, R. D., Morgan, L., & Lord, C. (2014). 
Parent-implemented social intervention for toddlers with autism: An RCT. Pediatrics, 134(6), 1084-
1093. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2014-0757

PRESCHOOL (3-5 YEARS):

Carroll, R. A., & Kodak, T. (2015). Using instructive feedback to increase response variability 
during intraverbal training for children with autism spectrum disorder. The Analysis of Verbal 
Behavior, 31(2), 183-99. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40616-015-0039-x

* Carter, C. M. (2001). Using choice with game play to increase language skills and interactive behaviors in children 
with autism. Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 3(3), 131-151. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/109830070100300302

* Casenhiser, D. M., Binns, A., McGill, F., Morderer, O., & Shanker, S. G. (2015). Measuring and supporting 
language function for children with autism: Evidence from a randomized control trial of a social-
interaction-based therapy. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 45(3), 846-857. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-014-2242-3

* Casenhiser, D. M., Shanker, S. G., & Stieben, J. (2013). Learning through interaction in children with 
autism: Preliminary data from asocial-communication-based intervention. Autism, 17(2), 220-41. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361311422052

Chang, Y. C., Shire, S. Y., Shih, W., Gelfand, C., & Kasari, C. (2016). Preschool deployment of evidence-based 
social communication intervention: JASPER in the classroom. Journal of Autism and Developmental 
Disorders, 46(6), 2211-2223. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-016-2752-2

* Chiang, C. H., Chu, C. L., & Lee, T. C. (2016). Efficacy of caregiver-mediated joint engagement intervention for 
young children with autism spectrum disorders. Autism, 20(2), 172-82. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361315575725

Christensen-Sandfort, R. J., & Whinnery, S. B. (2013). Impact of milieu teaching on communication skills of 
young children with autism spectrum disorder. Topics in Early Childhood Special Education, 32(4), 211-
222. https://doi.org/10.1177/0271121411404930 

Drager, K. D., Postal, V. J., Carrolus, L., Castellano, M., Gagliano, C., & Glynn, J. (2006). The effect of aided language 
modeling on symbol comprehension and production in 2 preschoolers with autism. American Journal of 
Speech-Language Pathology, 15(2), 112-125. https://doi.org/10.1044/1058-0360(2006/012)

Gianoumis, S., Seiverling, L., & Sturmey, P. (2012). The effects of behavior skills training on correct teacher 
implementation of natural language paradigm teaching skills and child behavior. Behavioral 
Interventions, 27(2), 57-74. https://doi.org/10.1002/bin.1334

Goods, K. S., Ishijima, E., Chang, Y. C., & Kasari, C. (2013). Preschool based JASPER intervention in minimally 
verbal children with autism: Pilot RCT. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 43(5), 1050-
1056. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-012-1644-3

* Gulsrud, A. C., Kasari, C., Freeman, S., & Paparella, T. (2007). Children with autism's response to novel stimuli while 
participating in interventions targeting joint attention or symbolic play skills. Autism, 11(6), 535-546. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361307083255

Hancock, T. B., & Kaiser, A. P. (2002). The effects of trainer-implemented enhanced milieu teaching on the social 
communication of children with autism. Topics in Early Childhood Special Education, 22(1), 39-54. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/027112140202200104

* Hardan, A. Y., Gengoux, G. W., Berquist, K. L., Libove, R. A., Ardel, C. M., Phillips, J., Frazier, T. W., & Minjarez, 
M. B. (2015). A randomized controlled trial of pivotal response treatment group for parents of 
children with autism. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry and Allied Disciplines, 56(8), 884-892. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12354
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* Ingersoll, B. (2010). Brief report: Pilot randomized controlled trial of reciprocal imitation training for teaching 
elicited and spontaneous imitation to children with autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental 
Disorders, 40(9), 1154-1160. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-010-0966-2

* Ingersoll, B. (2012). Brief report: Effect of a focused imitation intervention on social functioning in children 
with autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 42(8), 1768-1773. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-011-1423-6

* Ingersoll, B., Dvortcsak, A., Whalen, C., & Sikora, D. (2005). The effects of a developmental, social-pragmatic 
language intervention on rate of expressive language production in young children with autistic spectrum 
disorders. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 20(4), 213-222. 
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* Ingersoll, B., & Lalonde, K. (2010). The impact of object and gesture imitation training on language use in children 
with autism spectrum disorder. Journal of Speech, Language and Hearing Research, 53(4), 1040-1051. 
https://doi.org/10.1044/1092-4388(2009/09-0043)
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NATURALISTIC INTERVENTION STRATEGIES

Use novel materials and change things up in familiar routines and activities: To set up the 
environment and to engage a learner if they do not seem interested in playing with you or 
seems to be bored during an activity
 Add new toys to a play area in the classroom
 Move preferred items/toys into a different location
 Put something silly (e.g., a stuffed animal or toy figure) somewhere it should not be (e.g., in a 

toy sink)

Respond to and comment on what the learner is saying/doing: To help the learner engage 
with you while playing
 “Narrate” what the learner is doing (e.g., “Oh, I see you are building with blocks!”)
 Ask the learner questions (e.g., “What should we do next?” “Tell me about what you are 

doing.”)
 When the learner vocalizes, respond with words, even if the vocalization is not directed at you

Imitate what the learner is saying/doing: To draw the learner’s attention to you
 Make the same sounds/words right after the learner does, and wait to see if the learner looks 

towards you and engages
 Do the same actions as the learner and encourage the learner to look toward you and engage

Expand on what the learner is saying/doing: To keep the learner engaged following the start 
of an activity
 Bring toy figures into play with cars or blocks
 Add another step onto a play routine (e.g., if the learner is pretending to feed a baby, 

encourage the learner to feed you as well)

Give the learner choices: To encourage learner engagement and communication
 Offer choices to the learner with play items and food

Follow the learner’s lead: To help the learner remain engaged and interested in the activity
 Get down to the learner and play with what the learner is playing with

Exaggerate your sounds and movements: To draw the learner’s attention to you
 Be loud and silly while playing with/working with the learner

Use Pivotal Response Training: To increase motivation, communication, and engagement in a 
naturalistic way.
 Give the learner a reason to communicate by withholding a desired item until they request it
 Reinforce attempts at communication with immediate and natural rewards
 Follow the child's interests while embedding learning opportunities

https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/


NINaturalistic Intervention
For more information, please visit: https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/ 

NI
Amsbary & AFIRM Team, Updated 2025

Page 15 of 45

FAMILY DAILY ROUTINES/ACTIVITIES PLAN

Child's Name:        Date/Time:     
Observer(s):              
Target Goal/Behavior/Skill:            
Directions: Use this form as a guide support the family member using parent-implemented 
interventions with their child in daily routines and activities. 

Morning 
Routine/ 
Activity

Enjoyment 
Level Barriers/ Struggles Transitions

Good fit 
for EBP?

Waking up    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Getting 
dressed    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Eating 
breakfast    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Brushing 
teeth    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Other    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Afternoon 
Routine/ 
Activity

Enjoyment 
Level Barriers/ Struggles Transitions

Good fit 
for EBP?

Napping    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Playing    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Eating 
lunch/ 
snack

   Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Brushing 
teeth    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Other    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No
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Evening 
Routine/ 
Activity

Enjoyment 
Level Barriers/ Struggles Transitions

Good fit 
for EBP?

Going to 
sleep    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Changing 
clothes    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Reading 
story    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Eating 
dinner    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Brushing 
teeth    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Bathing    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Other    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Other 
Routines

Enjoyment 
Level Barriers/ Struggles Transitions

Good fit 
for EBP?

Playdates/ 
Playgroups    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

School/ 
Childcare    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Playing 
Outside    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Other    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No
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Outings
Enjoyment 

Level Barriers/ Struggles Transitions
Good fit 
for EBP?

Playground
/Park    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Store    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Church    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Pool    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Restaurant    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Doctor    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Family    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Other    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

ADDITIONAL NOTES:     

https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/


NINaturalistic Intervention
For more information, please visit: https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/ 

NI
Amsbary & AFIRM Team, Updated 2025

Page 18 of 45

CENTER-BASED ROUTINES/ACTIVITIES PLAN

Learner's Name:        Date/Time:     
Observer(s):              
Target Goal/Behavior/Skill:            
Directions: Use this form as a guide support the caregiver using Naturalistic Intervention for 
learners in center-based daily routines and activities. 

Self-care
Enjoyment 

Level Barriers/ Struggles Transitions
Good fit 
for EBP?

Mealtime    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Snack time    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Diapering/Potty    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Handwashing    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Napping    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Other    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Activities
Enjoyment 

Level Barriers/ Struggles Transitions
Good fit 
for EBP?

Group time    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Story time    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Free play    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Center play    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Outdoor play    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Table time    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Drop off/ 
Pickup    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No

Other    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
 Maybe   
 No
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SCHOOL ROUTINES/ACTIVITIES PLAN

Learner's Name:        Date/Time:     
Observer(s):              
Target Goal/Behavior/Skill:            
Directions: Use this form as a guide support the caregiver using Naturalistic Intervention for 
learners in school routines and activities. 

Morning 
Routines

Enjoyment 
Level

Barriers/ 
Struggles Transitions

Good fit 
for EBP?

School arrival    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Playtime    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Mealtime    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Hygiene 
(bathroom, 

handwashing)
   Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Circle time    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Academics:    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Academics:    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Specials 
(music, art, 

gym)
   Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Specials 
(music, art, 

gym)
   Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Other:    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No
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Afternoon 
Routines

Enjoyment 
Level

Barriers/ 
Struggles Transitions

Good fit 
for EBP?

Playtime    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Snack    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Hygiene 
(bathroom, 

handwashing)
   Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Recess    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Nap    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Academics:    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Academics:    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Specials 
(music, art, 

gym)
   Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Specials 
(music, art, 

gym)
   Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Other:    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth
 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No

Pickup/ 
Afterschool    Into:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Out:   NA   rough   so-so   smooth

 Yes
Maybe   
 No
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REINFORCER SAMPLING & CHECKLIST

Learner’s Name:        Date/Time:     
Observer(s):              
Target Goal/Behavior/Skill:            
Directions: Use this worksheet and checklist to identify and select reinforcers/rewards based on 
the learner’s preferred items, interests, and activities for Positive Reinforcement and Token 
Economy.

CONDUCT A REINFORCER SAMPLING:
1. Sit in front of the learner and hold up two items. Ask the learner to “Pick one.”
2. Wait 10 seconds for the learner to indicate selection in manner that is appropriate for the 

learner (e.g., verbalization, pointing, using an augmentative communication device).
3. Place the selected object in a container for learner’s selection and non-selected item in the 

not selected container.
4. Repeat steps 1 through 3 until half of the objects presented are selected. 

Item 1 Selected? Item 2 Selected?

Yes     No Yes     No

Yes     No Yes     No

Yes     No Yes     No

Yes     No Yes     No

Yes     No Yes     No

Yes     No Yes     No

Yes     No Yes     No

LIST SELECTED REINFORCERS:
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LIST POTENTIAL REINFORCERS:     

1. What natural reinforcers could be used?

2. What activities, objects, and/or foods does the learner select 
independently?

3. What phrases or gestures seem to produce a pleasant response 
from the learner?

4. What does the learner say they would like to work for (if 
appropriate)?

5. What reinforcers were identified by parents/family members 
and/or team members as being successful in the past?

6. Does the learner require additional adaptations/ 
modifications/supports? Such as visual supports or a 
communication device?

7. Have reinforcers/rewards for the learner been identified based 
on the learner’s interests/preferred items and/or activities?

8. Are additional materials and/or resources for using Functional 
Behavior Assessment ready and available?

AGE APPROPRIATE?

Yes     No

Yes     No

Yes     No

Yes     No

Yes     No

Yes     No

Yes     No

Yes     No
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FOODS FOR SNACKS/MEALTIME ROUTINES:     
 Cheese 

 Chicken Nuggets

 Chips 

 French Fries 

 Fruit 

 Goldfish 

 Ice Cream

 Pizza

 Pretzels

 Other:

 Other:

 Other:

GAMES FOR PLAY/RECESS ROUTINES:     
 Burrito games with a 

blanket 

 Chase

 Pat-a-Cake 

 Peek-a-Boo

 Tickles 

 Other:

 Other:

 Other:

 Other:

TOYS FOR PLAY/RECESS ROUTINES:     
 Books 

 Cars/Trains/Trucks

 Computer

 Doll house 

 Legos

 Noisy toys 

 Phones

 Puzzles

 Remote controlled toys

 Other:

 Other:

 Other:

SPECIAL INTERESTS FOR ACTIVITIES/ROUTINES:     
 Book Character:

 Book:

 Cars, Trains, Trucks 

 Computers/Technology

 Dinosaurs 

 Letters 

 Movie Character: 

 Movie:  

 Music

 Numbers 

 Real-Life Person: 

 TV Show Character: 

 TV Show:  

 Video Game: 

 Other:

 Other:

 Other:

 Other:
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DATA COLLECTION: BASELINE (HOME)
Child's Name:        Date/Time:     
Observer(s):              
Target Skill/Goal/Behavior:           
Directions: Observe the learner and their use of the target skill during routines and activities.

Target 
Behavior or 
Skill

Date/ 
Time

Routine/Activity Observed Target Behavior  Good Fit 
for NI?

 Mealtime
 Family Outing
 Dressing
 Bedtime
 Playtime
 Bath time
 Other:                             

 Yes
 Maybe
 No

 Mealtime
 Family Outing
 Dressing
 Bedtime
 Playtime
 Bath time
 Other:

 Yes
 Maybe
 No

 Mealtime
 Family Outing
 Dressing
 Bedtime
 Playtime
 Bath time
 Other:

 Yes
 Maybe
 No

ADDITIONAL NOTES: 
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DATA COLLECTION: BASELINE (SCHOOL)
Learner's Name:        Date/Time:     
Observer(s):              
Target Skill/Goal/Behavior:           
Directions: Observe the learner and their use of the target skill during routines and activities.

Target 
Behavior or 
Skill

Date/ 
Time

Routine/Activity Observed Target Behavior  Good Fit 
for NI?

 Mealtime
 Class Outing
 Circle time
 Recess
 Academics
 Hygiene
 Other:                             

 Yes
 Maybe
 No

 Mealtime
 Class Outing
 Circle time
 Recess
 Academics
 Hygiene
 Other:                             

 Yes
 Maybe
 No

 Mealtime
 Class Outing
 Circle time
 Recess
 Academics
 Hygiene
 Other:                             

 Yes
 Maybe
 No

ADDITIONAL NOTES: 
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DATA COLLECTION: BASELINE (SCHOOL) – EXAMPLE

Learner's Name: Lillian     Date/Time:      
Observer(s): Dan            
Target Skill/Goal/Behavior:           
Directions: Observe the learner and their use of the target skill during routines and activities.

Target 
Behavior or 
Skill

Date/ 
Time

Routine/Activity Observed Target Behavior  Good Fit 
for NI?

Decrease
tantrums and
engage in 
play
activities

2/17
12:30 
pm

 Mealtime
 Class Outing
 Circle time
 Recess
 Academics
 Hygiene
 Other:                             

Lillian ran around the
playground until a group
of girls came up to her
and interacted. Following
this interaction.

 Yes
 Maybe
 No

Decrease
tantrums and
engage in 
play
activities

2/19
10:00 
am

 Mealtime
 Class Outing
 Circle time
 Recess
 Academics
 Hygiene
 Other: Gym                             

Lillian walked into the gym
and immediately had a
tantrum, continued crying
until she saw one of her
friends playing with hula
hoops in the corner

 Yes
 Maybe
 No

 Mealtime
 Class Outing
 Circle time
 Recess
 Academics
 Hygiene
 Other:                             

 Yes
 Maybe
 No

ADDITIONAL NOTES: 

It seems like Lillian is reacting to peers at recess, but upset during gym when she walks
in. Let’s start NI in gym (modeling appropriate play with hula-hoops when Lillian walks 
in) and I will talk to peers about what is going on at recess.

https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/


NINaturalistic Intervention
For more information, please visit: https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/ 

NI
Amsbary & AFIRM Team, Updated 2025

Page 27 of 45

PLANNING CHECKLIST

Learner’s Name:        Date/Time:     
Observer(s):              
Target Skill/Goal/Behavior:           
Directions: Complete this checklist to determine which type of Naturalistic Intervention strategy 
to use with the learner on the spectrum as well as if NI is ready to be implemented.

SELECT ADDITIONAL EBPS:
Antecedent-Based Intervention

Modeling

Prompting

Reinforcement

Visual Supports

Other:

SELECT ROUTINES:
Home:

Mealtime

 Family Outing

Dressing

Bedtime

Playtime

Bath time

Other: 

School:

Mealtime

Class Outing

Circle time

Recess

Academics

Hygiene

Other: 

SELECT IMPLEMENTER(S):
Home:

Parent

Parent

Other Family Member:

OT

SLP

RSP

Other: 

School:

Teacher

Teacher Assistant

OT

SLP

RSP

Other: 
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SELECT NATURALISTIC INTERVENTION STRATEGY:
Use novel materials and change things up in familiar routines and activities

Respond to and comment on what the learner is saying/doing

Imitate what the learner is saying/doing

Expand on what the learner is saying/doing

Give the learner choices

Follow the learner’s lead

Exaggerate your sounds and movements

Use Pivotal Response Training (PRT)

PLANNING: 

Has the target goal/behavior/skill been identified?

Has baseline data and/or a functional behavior assessment been collected through direct 
observation of the toddler?

 Is the target goal/behavior/skill measurable and observable? Does it clearly state what the 
target goal/behavior/skill is, when it will occur, and how team members/observers will know 
it has been mastered?

 Is Naturalistic Intervention appropriate for the learner's target goal/behavior/skill?

Does the learner have needed prerequisite skills/abilities?

Does the learner require additional adaptations/modifications/supports? Such as visual 
supports or a communication device?

Have reinforcers/rewards for the learner been identified based on the toddler's 
interests/preferred items and/or activities?

Are additional materials and/or resources for using Naturalistic Intervention ready and 
available?
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PLANNING CHECKLIST – EXAMPLE

Learner’s Name: Marco    Date/Time:      
Observer(s):              
Target Skill/Goal/Behavior: Participate in classroom activities     
Directions: Complete this checklist to determine which type of Naturalistic Intervention strategy 
to use with the learner on the spectrum as well as if NI is ready to be implemented.

SELECT ADDITIONAL EBPS:

Prompting provide least to most prompting to help Marco participate; begin with 
gestural prompts (pointing), then move to verbal prompts, followed by hand-over-hand 
prompting if needed to help Marco actively participate. 

SELECT ROUTINES:

School:

Circle time

SELECT IMPLEMENTER(S):
School:

Teacher Assistant

OT

SLP

SELECT NATURALISTIC INTERVENTION STRATEGY:

Use novel materials and change things up in familiar routines and activities Move Marco’s 
carpet square, mix up words in familiar songs
Respond to and comment on what the learner is saying/doing
Give the learner choices increase variety of song choices and allow Marco to choose
Exaggerate your sounds and movements

ADDITIONAL NOTES:

Although Marco likes music, he often disengages during songs during circle time. Let’s try 
these approaches for a few weeks to see if he increases his movements and sounds during 
songs at circle time
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DATA COLLECTION: HOME LOG

Directions: Monitor your child and their use of the target skill during routines and activities to 
determine if your child has made progress. 

Target Behavior or 
Skill

Date/
Time

Routine/Activity Implementer EBPs Used 

 Mealtime
 Family Outing
 Dressing
 Bedtime
 Playtime
 Bath time
 Other:
 

 Mom
 Dad
 Grandma
 Grandpa
 Caregiver
 Other: 

 Modeling
 Prompting
 Reinforcement
 Visual 

Supports
 Other:

Strategies Used Results & Outcomes

 Use novel materials and 
change things up in familiar 
routines and activities 

 Respond to & comment on 
what the learner is 
saying/doing

 Imitate what the learner is 
saying/doing. 

 Expand on what the learner 
is saying/doing

 Give the learner choices
 Follow the learner’s lead
 Exaggerate your sounds 

and movements
 Use PRT
 Other:
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Target Behavior or 
Skill

Date/
Time

Routine/Activity Implementer EBPs Used 

 Mealtime
 Family Outing
 Dressing
 Bedtime
 Playtime
 Bath time
 Other:
 

 Mom
 Dad
 Grandma
 Grandpa
 Caregiver
 Other: 

 Modeling
 Prompting
 Reinforcement
 Visual 

Supports
 Other:

Strategies Used Results & Outcomes

 Use novel materials and 
change things up in familiar 
routines and activities 

 Respond to & comment on 
what the learner is 
saying/doing

 Imitate what the learner is 
saying/doing. 

 Expand on what the learner 
is saying/doing

 Give the learner choices
 Follow the learner’s lead
 Exaggerate your sounds 

and movements
 Use PRT
 Other:

QUESTIONS:
1. How do you think that went?

2. Did you encounter any challenges implementing the EBP?

3. At which points did you see the EBP working?

4. What could you have done differently?

5. Do you feel comfortable implementing this EBP?

6. Did the learner respond positively to naturally occurring reinforcers?

7. Did the learner seem to enjoy the activity?
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DATA COLLECTION: SCHOOL LOG

Learner’s Name:        Date/Time:     
Observer(s):              
Target Goal/Behavior/Skill:            
Directions: Monitor the learner and their use of the target skill during routines and activities to 
determine if the learner has made progress. 

Target Behavior or 
Skill

Date/
Time

Routine/Activity Implementer EBPs Used 

 Circle time
 Lunch time
 Snack time
 Recess
 Academics
 Class outing
 Other: 

 Teacher
 TA
 SLP
 OT
 PT
 RSP
 Other: 

 Modeling
 Prompting
 Reinforcement
 Visual 

Supports
 Other:

Strategies Used Results & Outcomes

 Use novel materials and 
change things up in familiar 
routines and activities 

 Respond to & comment on 
what the learner is 
saying/doing

 Imitate what the learner is 
saying/doing. 

 Expand on what the learner 
is saying/doing

 Give the learner choices
 Follow the learner’s lead
 Exaggerate your sounds 

and movements
 Use PRT
 Other:
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Target Behavior or 
Skill

Date/
Time

Routine/Activity Implementer EBPs Used 

 Circle time
 Lunch time
 Snack time
 Recess
 Academics
 Class outing
 Other: 

 Teacher
 TA
 SLP
 OT
 PT
 RSP
 Other: 

 Modeling
 Prompting
 Reinforcement
 Visual 

Supports
 Other:

Strategies Used Results & Outcomes

 Use novel materials and 
change things up in familiar 
routines and activities 

 Respond to & comment on 
what the learner is 
saying/doing

 Imitate what the learner is 
saying/doing. 

 Expand on what the learner 
is saying/doing

 Give the learner choices
 Follow the learner’s lead
 Exaggerate your sounds 

and movements
 Use PRT
 Other:

QUESTIONS:
1. How do you think that went?

2. Did you encounter any challenges implementing the EBP?

3. At which points did you see the EBP working?

4. What could you have done differently?

5. Do you feel comfortable implementing this EBP?

6. Did the learner respond positively to naturally occurring reinforcers?

7. Did the learner seem to enjoy the activity?
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MONITORING PROGRESS CHECKLIST

Learner’s Name:        Date/Time:     
Observer(s):              
Target Skill/Goal/Behavior:           
Directions: Complete this checklist to determine if the learner is making progress with using 
Naturalistic Intervention. 

MONITORING PROGRESS: 

Has the learner achieved the target goal/behavior/skill?

 Is the target goal/behavior/skill measurable and observable? Does it clearly state what the 
target goal/behavior/skill is, when it will occur, and how team members/observers will know it 
has been mastered?

 Is the behavior being targeted during appropriate routines and activities? 

 Is NI appropriate or a 'good fit' for the target behavior?

Are the NI strategies addressing the target behavior?

Are there potential distractions pulling the learner’s attention away from the goal? 

 Is reinforcement being used with the NI? If so, is the learner aware of reinforcement because 
of participation in NI? Is the reinforcer still a preferred item for the learner? 

 Is NI used with fidelity by all team members? (Use the NI Implementation Checklist to 
determine fidelity.)

Has the selected EBP been implemented with fidelity by all team members?

Does the learner require additional adaptations/modifications/supports? Such as visual 
supports or a communication device?

Has monitoring data been collected?

Has using NI been reflected on?
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STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE

This step-by-step practice guide outlines how to plan for, 
use, and monitor Naturalistic Intervention.

BEFORE YOU BEGIN…
Each of the following points is important to address so that 
you can be sure Naturalistic Intervention is likely to address 
the target goal/behavior/skill of your learner on the 
spectrum.

HAVE YOU FOUND OUT MORE INFORMATION ABOUT…?
 Identifying the behavior…?
 Collecting baseline data through direct observation…?
 Establishing a target goal or outcome that clearly states 

when the behavior will occur, what the target goal or 
outcome is, and how team members and/or observers 
will know when the skill is mastered…?

If the answer to any of the above questions is ‘No,’ review 
the process of how to select an appropriate EBP 
(https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/selecting-EBP).

For more information about Naturalistic Intervention, please 
visit https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/ .

Keep in mind that 
Naturalistic 

Intervention can 
be used to 
decrease 

inappropriate 
behaviors and 

increase 
appropriate 
behaviors. 

STEP 1: PLANNING FOR NI
The planning step details the initial steps and considerations involved to prepare for using 
Naturalistic Intervention with a learner on the spectrum.

1. Identify routines and/or activities to target selected behavior
Ensure that NI is occurring as part of already occurring routines and activities for the learner. 
Use the respective Routines/Activities Plan to help you identify times to use NI.

2. Determine naturally occurring reinforcers during routines/activities
Ensure that there are naturally occurring reinforcers for the learner as part of the 
routines/activities. 
Use the Reinforcer Sampling & Checklist to help you identify reinforcers. 
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3. Collect baseline data during identified routines and/or activities
Collect data on the learner’s target behavior during identified routines and activities to make 
sure that NI is a good fit for the target behavior during the chosen routines and activities. 
Use the respective Baseline Data Collection to collect a baseline of the target behavior.

4. Select EBP
Choose which EBP(s) will work the best to address the learner’s target behavior during 
routines and activities. Modeling (MD) and prompting (PP) are two EBPs that are often used as 
part of NI. 

 Note: Check out the module on MD for more information about this specific process.
 Note: Check out the module on PP for more information about this specific process. 

5. Develop implementation plan
Use information gathered in the first four steps to plan when, how, how often, and who will 
implement NI. Select strategies to use while implementing NI. 
 Use the NI Strategies to identify strategies to use with NI.
 Use the NI Planning Checklist to help you develop a plan to implement NI. 

6. Train staff/providers/family members to implement the determined NI
Make sure the entire team has the knowledge and supports necessary to use NI to address 
the learner’s target behavior. 

STEP 2: USING NI
This step details the process of implementing Naturalistic Intervention with a learner on the 
spectrum.

1. Arrange environment to elicit target behavior
Be sure that the environment is ready for NI to occur during selected routine/activity. This 
includes minimizing distractions and making sure the learner is ready to engage.
 Use the NI Strategies to identify strategies to use with NI.

2. Engage the learner
Use appropriate strategies such as imitating the learner and being animated to ensure that 
the learner is attending to you and the activity. 
 Use the NI Strategies to identify strategies to use with NI.

3. Use selected EBP and planned strategies with the learner
Start using NI with the learner while making sure that the learner is attending and engaged in 
the intervention. 

4. Provide naturally occurring reinforcement as appropriate
Make sure that the learner is receiving and responding to the naturally occurring reinforcers 
as part of the routine and activity. Be consistent with providing the reinforcement. 

https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/


NINaturalistic Intervention
For more information, please visit: https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/ 

NI
Amsbary & AFIRM Team, Updated 2025

Page 37 of 45

STEP 3: MONITORING NI
The following step details how to monitor the use of Naturalistic Intervention with a learner on 
the spectrum and how to determine next steps based on the data.

1. Collect and analyze data on target behavior
Collect and look over data collected and discuss with the team how everything is going during 
implementation. You may problem solve together about encountered barriers while 
reviewing data.
Use the respective Data Collection: Log to record target behaviors. 

2. Determine next steps based on learner progress
Collecting data will help team members decide about the effectiveness of using Naturalistic 
Intervention and whether the learner on the spectrum is making progress. If a learner is 
making progress based upon data collected, team members should continue to use the 
selected strategies.

If team members determine that the learner is not making progress, consider the following:
• Has the learner achieved the target goal/behavior/skill?
• Is the target goal/behavior/skill measurable and observable? Does it clearly state what 

the target goal/behavior/skill is, when it will occur, and how team members/observers 
will know it has been mastered?

• Is the behavior being targeted during appropriate routines and activities? 
• Is NI appropriate or a 'good fit' for the target behavior?
• Are the NI strategies addressing the target behavior?
• Are there potential distractions pulling the learner’s attention away from the goal? 
• Is reinforcement being used with the NI? If so, is the learner aware of reinforcement 

because of participation in NI? Is the reinforcer still a preferred item for the learner? 
• Is NI used with fidelity by all team members? (Use the NI Implementation Checklist to 

determine fidelity.)
• Has the selected EBP been implemented with fidelity by all team members?
• Does the learner require additional adaptations/modifications/supports? Such as 

visual supports or a communication device?
• Has monitoring data been collected?
• Has using NI been reflected on?

If these issues have been addressed and the learner on the spectrum continues not to show 
progress, consider selecting a different evidence-based practice to use with the learner on 
the spectrum.
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IMPLEMENTATION CHECKLIST

BEFORE YOU START, HAVE YOU…?
 Identifying the target goal/behavior/skill…?
 Collecting baseline data through direct observation…?
 Establishing a target goal or outcome that clearly states when the behavior will occur, what 

the target goal or outcome is, and how team members and/or observers will know when the 
skill is mastered…?

If the answer to any of the above questions is ‘No,’ review the process of how to select an 
appropriate EBP (https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/selecting-EBP).

Observation: 1 2 3 4 5

Date:

Observer’s Initials:

STEP 1: PLANNING

1.1 Identify routines and/or activities to target selected 
behavior

1.2 Determine reinforcers

1.3 Collect baseline data during identified routines and/or 
activities

1.4 Select EBP(s)

1.5 Develop implementation plan

1.6 Train team members

STEP 2: USING

2.1 Arrange environment to elicit target behavior

2.2 Engage the learner

2.3 Use selected EBP(s) and planned strategies with the 
learner

2.4 Provide naturally occurring reinforcement as 
appropriate
STEP 3: MONITORING

3.1 Collect and analyze data on target behavior

3.3 Determine next steps based on learner progress
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TIP SHEET FOR PROFESSIONALS

NATURALISTIC INTERVENTION …
• Is a focused evidence-based practice for children and 

youth on the spectrum from 0-22 years old that can be 
implemented in multiple settings.

• Focuses on integrating into already occurring routines 
and activities with naturally occurring reinforcers

WHY USE WITH LEARNERS ON THE SPECTRUM?

• NI may increase the hours of intervention received by a 
learner, as NI are implemented during naturally occurring 
routines and activities.

• NI can be used to improve learner behavior and social 
communication skills.

INSTRUCTIONAL OUTCOMES:
The evidence-base for Naturalistic Intervention supports its 
use to address the following outcomes, according to age 
range, in the table below:

TIPS:
• If possible, help engage a 

learner by using the 
learner’s preferred 
interests and activities or 
imitating what the learner 
is doing. 

• Remember, NI should 
occur during routines and 
activities that already 
happen! 

• Be sure that naturally 
occurring reinforcements 
are given. 
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0-2 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
3-5 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

6-11 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
12-14 Yes Yes Yes Yes
15-18 Yes Yes Yes
19-22 Yes Yes Yes
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STEPS FOR IMPLEMENTING:
1. PLAN

• Work with the team to determine the best course of 
action including deciding during which activities and 
routines to incorporate NI, and how to naturally 
reinforce the learner. 

• Decide which EBP will best meet the learner’s goals.
• Determine how NI will be implemented and how 

data will be collected. 
• Prepare any necessary materials.

2. USE
• Minimize distractions and set up environment for 

ideal implementation
• Make sure the learner is engaged and is attending 

and responding to the naturally occurring 
reinforcement. 

3. MONITOR
• Collect and analyze data
• Determine next steps based on learner progress

Assess learner’s current abilities 
STEP 2

Naturalistic Intervention
NI

This sheet was designed as 
a supplemental resource 

to provide basic 
information about 

Naturalistic Intervention 
for professionals working 

with learners on the 
spectrum.

For more information 
about this selected 

evidence-based practice, 
please visit 

https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/.
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PARENT’S GUIDE

WHAT IS NI?
• Is a focused evidence-based practice for children and 

youth on the spectrum from 0-22 years old that can be 
implemented in multiple settings.

• NI is used to help improve child behaviors or skills as part 
of the learner’s everyday routines and activities.

WHY USE THIS NI WITH MY CHILD?
• NI may help your child better participate in daily routines 

or activities or learn new skills.
• Research has shown child improvements for very young 

children in early intervention through children of 
elementary school age. NI has been used to improve child 
social communication skills, decrease problem behavior, 
and to increase child play skills. 

WHAT ACTIVITIES CAN I DO AT HOME?
• Ask your child’s intervention team to share with you 

behaviors being targeted during school. 
• Explore with your child’s teacher or provider your family’s 

daily routines and activities to determine when it would 
be most beneficial for you to implement NI. NI should be 
naturally incorporated into your already existing routines 
and activities with naturally occurring reinforcement 
provided. 

• Consider using NI to help your child participate more 
easily in daily routines and activities as well. Often, 
modeling skills (showing your child what to do) and 
prompting (giving your child cues such as hand-overhand 
assistance or telling your child what to do) are used as 
part of NI to help your child perform specific skills or 
complete tasks.

Naturalistic 
Intervention

NI

This parent 
introduction to NI was 

designed as a 
supplemental resource 

to help answer 
questions about 

Naturalistic 
Intervention.

To find out more 
about how this NI is 
being used with your 
child, please talk with:

  

For more information 
about this selected 

evidence-based 
practice, please visit 

https://afirm.fpg.unc.e
du/.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

BOOKS:

Bruinsma, Y., Minjarez, M., Schreibman, L., & Stahmer, A. (Eds.). (2019). Naturalistic 
developmental behavioral interventions for autism spectrum disorder. Brookes Publishing.

Thompson, T., & Odom, S. (2011). Individualized autism intervention for young children: Blending 
discrete trial and naturalistic strategies. Paul H. Brookes, Inc. Publisher, Baltimore, MD

WEBSITES:
Neal-Fox, T. (2017). Using Naturalistic Strategies For Teaching Students with Autism. 

https://blogs.missouristate.edu/access/2017/10/20/using-naturalistic-strategies-for-
teaching-students-with-autism/ 
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CEC STANDARDS
INITIAL PRACTICE-BASED STANDARDS FOR EARLY INTERVENTIONISTS/EARLY 
CHILDHOOD (0-5 YEARS; CEC, 2020)

Standard 6: Using Responsive and Reciprocal Interactions, Interventions, and Instruction
6.2 Engage in reciprocal partnerships with families and other professionals to facilitate 

responsive adult-child interactions, interventions, and instruction in support of child 
learning and development.

6.3 Engage in ongoing planning and use flexible and embedded instructional and environmental 
arrangements and appropriate materials to support the use of interactions, interventions, 
and instruction addressing developmental and academic content domains, which are 
adapted to meet the needs of each and every child and their family.

6.4 Promote young children’s social and emotional competence and communication, and 
proactively plan and implement function-based interventions to prevent and address 
challenging behaviors.

6.6 Use responsive interactions, interventions, and instruction with sufficient intensity and types 
of support across activities, routines, and environments to promote child learning and 
development and facilitate access, participation, and engagement in natural environments 
and inclusive settings.

INITIAL PRACTICE-BASED STANDARDS FOR (GRADES K-12; CEC, 2020):
Standard 6: Supporting Social, Emotional, and Behavioral Growth
6.1 Use effective routines and procedures to create safe, caring, respectful, and productive 

learning environments for individuals with exceptionalities.
6.2 Use a range of preventive and responsive practices documented as effective to support 

individuals’ social, emotional, and educational well-being.
6.3 Systematically use data from a variety of sources to identify the purpose or function served 

by problem behavior to plan, implement, and evaluate behavioral interventions and social 
skills programs, including generalization to other environments.
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GLOSSARY

Applied Behavior Analysis - the use of behavioral techniques to teach a learner a new skill

Antecedent-Based Interventions (ABI) - Arrangement of events or circumstances that precede an activity or 
demand in order to increase the occurrence of a behavior or lead to the reduction of the interfering behaviors. 

Baseline data - data collected on current performance level prior to implementation of intervention

Generalization - when the target skill or behavior continues to occur when the intervention ends, in multiple 
settings, and with multiple individuals (e.g., peers, teachers, parents)

Individualized Intervention - an intervention that is planned and implemented in a way specific to the learner 
receiving the intervention

Interfering behavior - is a behavior that interferes with the learner’s ability to learn

Modeling (MD) - Demonstration of a desired target behavior that results in use of the behavior by the child and 
that leads to the acquisition of the target behavior. 

Natural reinforcer - occur naturally as a result of using the target behavior or skill.

Naturalistic Intervention (NI) A collection of techniques and strategies that are embedded in typical activities 
and/or routines in which the learner participates to naturally promote, support, and encourage target 
skills/behaviors. 

Prompting (PP) - Verbal, gestural, or physical assistance given to learners to support them in acquiring or 
engaging in a targeted behavior or skill. 

Prompt - any help provided that will assist the learner in using specific skills. Prompts can be verbal, gestural, 
or physical.

Reinforcer sampling  - helps to identify activities and materials that are motivating to learner. Also known as a 
preference assessment.

Reinforcement (R) - The application of a consequence following a child's use of a response or skills that 
increases the likelihood that the child will use the response/skills in the future. 

Reinforcers - increase the likelihood that the target skill/behavior will be used again in the future.

Room arrangement - type of visual support that includes arranging the environment in a systematic way. 

Target behavior - the behavior or skill that is the focus of the intervention. Behavior may need to be increased 
or decreased.

Team members  - includes the parents, other primary caregivers, IEP/IFSP team members, teachers, therapists, 
early intervention providers, and other professionals involved in providing services for the learner.

Visual Supports (VS) - A visual display that supports the learner engaging in a desired behavior or skills 
independent of additional prompts

https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/


NINaturalistic Intervention
For more information, please visit: https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/ 

NI
Amsbary & AFIRM Team, Updated 2025

Page 45 of 45

REFERENCES
1. Harjusola-Webb, S. M., & Robbins, S. H. (2012). The effects of teacher-implemented naturalistic 

intervention on the communication of preschoolers with autism. Topics in Early Childhood Special 
Education, 32(2), 99-110. doi:10.1177/0271121410397060

2. Kohler, F. W., Anthony, L. J., Steighner, S. A., & Hoyson, M. (2001). Teaching social interaction skills in 
the integrated preschool an examination of naturalistic tactics. Topics in Early Childhood Special 
Education, 21(2), 93-103. doi: 10.1177/027112140102100203

3. Hancock, T. B., & Kaiser, A. P. (2002). The effects of trainer-implemented enhanced milieu teaching on 
the social communication of children with autism. Topics in Early Childhood Special Education, 22(1), 39-
54. doi: 10.1177/027112140202200104

4. Ingersoll, B., Dvortcsak, A., Whalen, C., & Sikora, D. (2005). The effects of a developmental, social—
Pragmatic language intervention on rate of expressive language production in young children with 
autistic spectrum disorders. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 20(4), 213-222. doi: 
10.1177/10883576050200040301

5. Koegel, L. K., Carter, C. M., & Koegel, R. L. (2003). Teaching children with autism self-initiations as a 
pivotal response. Topics in Language Disorders, 23(2), 134-145. doi: 10.1097/00011363-200304000-
00006

6. Whalen, C., & Schreibman, L. (2003). Joint attention training for children with autism using behavior 
modification procedures. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 44(3), 456-468. doi: 10.1111/1469-
7610.00135

7. Koegel, R. L., Koegel, L. K., & Surratt, A. (1992). Language intervention and disruptive behavior in 
preschool children with autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 22(2), 141-153. doi: 
10.1007/BF01058147

8. Koegel, R. L., Camarata, S., Koegel, L. K., Ben-Tall, A., & Smith, A. E. (1998). Increasing speech 
intelligibility in children with autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 28(3), 241-251. doi: 
10.1023/A:1026073522897

9. Seiverling, L., Pantelides, M., Ruiz, H. H., & Sturmey, P. (2010). The effect of behavioral skills training 
with general‐case training on staff chaining of child vocalizations within natural language paradigm. 
Behavioral Interventions, 25(1), 53-75. doi: 10.1002/bin.293

10. McGee, G. G., & Daly, T. (2007). Incidental teaching of age-appropriate social phrases to children with 
autism. Research and Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities, 32(2), 112-123. doi: 
10.2511/rpsd.32.2.112

11. Olive, M. L., De la Cruz, B., Davis, T.N., Chan, J.M., Lang, R.B., O'Reilly, M.F., & Dickson, S.M. (2007). The 
effects of enhanced milieu teaching and a voice output communication aid on the requesting of three 
children with autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 37, 1505-1513. doi: 
10.1007/s10803-006-0243-6

12. Lane, J. D., Lieberman-Betz, R., & Gast, D. L. (2016). An analysis of naturalistic interventions for 
increasing spontaneous expressive language in children with autism spectrum disorder. The Journal of 
Special Education, 50(1), 49-61.

13. Steinbrenner, J. R., Hume, K., Odom, S. L., Morin, K. L., Nowell, S. W., Tomaszewski, B., Szendrey, S., 
McIntyre, N. S., Yücesoy-Özkan, S., & Savage, M. N. (2020). Evidence-based practices for children, youth, 
and young adults with Autism. The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Frank Porter Graham 
Child Development Institute, National Clearinghouse on Autism Evidence and Practice Review Team. 
https://ncaep.fpg.unc.edu/sites/ncaep.fpg.unc.edu/files/imce/documents/EBP%20Report%202020.pdf

https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/
https://ncaep.fpg.unc.edu/sites/ncaep.fpg.unc.edu/files/imce/documents/EBP%20Report%202020.pdf

	EBP Brief Packet:�Naturalistic Intervention
	Overview of Content
	Table of Contents
	Naturalistic Intervention
	Evidence-base
	Evidence-base II
	Evidence-base III
	Evidence-base IV
	Evidence-base V
	Evidence-base VI
	Evidence-base VII
	Evidence-base VIII
	Evidence-base IX
	Naturalistic Intervention Strategies
	Family Daily Routines/Activities Plan
	Family Daily Routines/Activities Plan II
	Family Daily Routines/Activities Plan III
	Center-Based Routines/Activities Plan
	School Routines/Activities Plan
	School Routines/Activities Plan II
	Reinforcer Sampling & Checklist
	Reinforcer Sampling & Checklist II
	Reinforcer Sampling & Checklist III
	Data Collection: Baseline (Home)
	Data Collection: Baseline (School)
	Data Collection: Baseline (School) – Example
	Planning Checklist
	Planning Checklist II
	Planning Checklist – Example
	Data Collection: Home Log
	Data Collection: Home Log II
	Data Collection: School Log
	Data Collection: School Log II
	Monitoring Progress Checklist
	Step-by-Step Guide
	Step-by-Step Guide II
	Step-by-Step Guide III
	Implementation Checklist
	Tip Sheet for Professionals
	Tip Sheet II
	Parent’s Guide
	Additional Resources
	CEC Standards
	Glossary
	References

