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Guide for Redesigning Functional Behavioral Assessment (FBA) and Behavior
Intervention Plans (BIP) to meet the needs of PDA, Autistic, and Twice
Exceptional Students
By Dr. Jennifer Huffman, Neurodivergent Neuropsychologist, The ABLE Center

A student’s functioning at home and school is never just about behaviors. The Neurodiversity-
Affirming Support Framework (NASF) is designed to re-imagine the outdated strategies that are
focused on behaviors, and behavior management, toward a new process more appropriate for PDA
and Autistic students. The new process aims to more holistically understand and support complex
neurodivergent students in the classroom.

Evolving our understanding of how to conceptualize and support neurodivergent children at school
will not only help the student, but also their peers and their teachers in the school setting. It can also
help reduce the burden of stress on caregivers when children return home from school and are too
overwhelmed to function or who are prone to internal or external meltdowns/shutdowns.

Dr. Huffman’s ultimate goal is to provide a better pathway to long term educational and
occupational success for complex neurodivergent student, regardless of their neurotype.



What is the Neurodiversity-Affirming Support
Framework (NASF)?

The Neurodiversity-Affirming Support Framework (NASF) represents a paradigm shift away
from traditional behavior-focused approaches to one that values and affirms the diverse ways
in which individuals experience and interact with the world. The goal is to support the whole
person, focus on their strengths, and better understand their needs beyond the behaviors. To
work together with the school team to create an environment where students with PDA,
Autism, and Twice Exceptional profiles can succeed. At its core, it is designed to be both
neurodiversity-affirming and PDA affirming.

The NASF is an educational approach proposed by Dr. Huffman after her more than 25 years of
working with neurodivergent students across school settings: public school, private school,
homeschool, and higher education. Her model is inspired by the understanding of
neuropsychological and psychosocial functioning of neurodivergent children at home and
school. While this approach could be used for any neurodivergent individual, it is particularly
focused on supporting students with a Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) profile, Autism,
or Twice Exceptional students (2e); student who historically have underperformed, struggled
with attendance, and ultimately left formal brick and mortar schools for alternative options.
Further, these are often students who present with school-related trauma/stress which can
impact their willingness to continue higher education and adversely impact their occupational
success. Unlike traditional educational methods that primarily focus on identifying and
modifying behaviors, the NASF framework emphasizes a holistic understanding of each
individual's needs, strengths, and perceived challenges in the educational environmental
context.

The focus of this educational program is to provide information to support the student in the
educational setting through better understanding of the obstacles to their success. Including a
better understanding of what is often perceived as challenging behaviors, noncompliance, or
oppositional behaviors in the school setting. At a minimum, this approach is designed to
provide an alternative to the traditional functional behavioral assessment and behavior
improvement plan process in school for these students who need a more nuanced approach.
The ultimate goal, however, is better support for complex neurodivergent children, which in
turn will hopefully improve their educational functioning, decrease their masking and anxiety,
minimize their distress when returning to their home setting from school, and reduce the
exodus of neurodivergent children away from the public and private community school
system.
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Introducing the
Nevurodiversity-Affirmin
Support Framework (NA
for Schools

MODIFYING THE BEHAVIORAL-FOCUSED FBA/BIP INTO
NEURODIVERSITY-AFFIRMING SUPPORT FRAMEWORK (N
FOR PDA, AUTISTIC, OTHER-NEURODIVERGENT STUDE

Step 1: Edvcation Phase

SCHOOL STAFF/TEACHERS/ADMIN EDUCATION
ON THE NEURODIVERSITY AFFIRMING
UNDERSTANDING OF PDA, AUTISM, & OTHER
NEURODIVERGENCE.

Step 2: Connection Phase

ESTABLISH SAFETY AND CONNECTION WITH
STUDENT. YOU MAY NEED TO RESTORE

RELATIONSHIPS!
Step 3: Assessment Phase

\COLLECT COMPREHENSIVE DATA ON THE STUDENT'S
HISTORY, PREFERENCES, & STRENGTHS.
CREATE A PDA PROFILE.
/é FOCUS ON THE INTERNAL PROCESS OF THE CHILD
WHICH IS RESULTING IN EXTERNAL BEHAVIORS.
ASSUME THEY DO THEIR BEST!

Step 4:Planning Phase

DEVELOP PERSONALIZED SUPPORT STRATEGIES FOR
STUDENTS THAT ARE PROACTIVE RATHER THAN REACTIVE
USING THEIR UNIQUE PROFILE.

Step S: Implementation
Phase

APPLY TRAUMA INFORMED, PDA-AFFIRMING
STRATEGIES ACROSS HOME AND SCHOOL.

Step 6: Review & Adaption
Phase

REVIEW THE PLAN'S EFFECTIVENESS WITH THE
SCHOOL TEAM, PARENTS & CHILD
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Components of the Neurodiversity-Affirming Support Framework (NASF):

* Individual-Centered Understanding: NASF is designed to recognize the unique neuropsychological
profile of each student. It is designed to understand the individual's experiences, preferences, triggers,
and coping mechanisms. The more internally-focused and holistic understanding will guide the creation
of personalized strategies that truly support the individual.

» Strengths-Based Approach: Rather than focusing solely on identifying and changing challenging
behaviors, the goal of the NASF is to provide a plan to understand the student’s strength and abilities
and how they inform their internal process.

* Collaborative Involvement: Completing a NASF for a student involves collaboration between the
student, their family, teachers, and healthcare professionals, when appropriate. This team approach
ensures that everyone has input from their respective specialty and unique understanding of the
student and that the team can collaborate on their behalf for the best possible outcomes.

* Flexible and Adaptable Strategies: Understanding that what works for one student might not work for
another, therefore, the NASF promotes flexible strategies tailored to the individual student’s changing
needs and circumstances.

« Affirming Neurodiversity: The NASF is based on the principle that neurological differences are a part of
human diversity. It affirms and respects these differences, working to create environments where
neurodiverse individuals can thrive.

+ PDA Affirming: The NASF is based on the understanding and implementation of how Pathological
Demand Avoidance, Autism and Twice Exceptional students present across settings and the appropriate
supports, accommodations, and modifications to the environment to better support the child.

Benefits of Implementing a Neurodiversity-Affirming Support Framework:

» Enhances Understanding: By focusing on a holistic profile of the student, educators and parents can
better understand why certain behaviors occur at school (as well as home) and the underlying factors
that initiate, support, and reinforce the behaviors.

* Positive Environment: Affirming a student’s unique neuropsychological profile helps in creating more
positive and inclusive learning and living environments.

* Empowers Students: By recognizing and building on strengths, students feel more empowered and
supported by their school team.

* Collaborative Success: With a team-based approach, there is unified support, reducing conflicts and
ensuring consistent strategies across different settings.




Recommended Practices:
Implementing the Neurodiversity-Affirming Support Framework in School

* Education Phase: Teachers, Staff, and Administration are Educated About Neurodiversity, Autism,
PDA, and Other Neurodivergent Concepts

Learning about PDA and identifying children with possible PDA in the classroom is an important first
step, these strategies can be implemented even without a diagnosis. See the following for

information about identifying PDA in students.

Checklist for Identifying Signs of Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) in Students

« Connection Phase: Connecting and engaging with the student and restoring relationships will be
needed in order for the NASF to be successful in improving school, and often by extension, home
functioning.

+ Assessment Phase: Collect comprehensive data on the individual's history, preferences, strengths,
and challenges through observations, interviews, and questionnaires. This includes assessing the
current school based plans and determining the successes and on-going challenges with that plan.

* Planning Phase: Develop personalized support strategies that are proactive rather than reactive.
Consider connection levels with staff, sensory needs, communication preferences, and emotional
regulation techniques. Create specific plans based on understanding of the unique
neuropsychological profile of students with PDA, Utilize into the plan specific strategies focused on
equalizing behaviors, demand avoidance, declarative language use, and a trauma informed
approach to periods of dysregulation.

« Implementation Phase: Apply the strategies in school and request feedback from school and
community providers regarding changes in presentation across settings to identify possible changes
related to school-based initiatives.

* Review and Adaptation Phase: Regularly review the plan’s effectiveness through ongoing
communication among team members, school team, parents, individual, community providers, and
make necessary adjustments to better support the individual.
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Modifying a FBA/BIP to NASF Guidance Tool for Children with PDA

Step 1: NASF Education Phase
Teacher/Staff Education About Neurodiversity and PDA

* Learn about Neurodiversity and PDA: Understand the general Pathological Demand Avoidance profile
and how it may impact home, school, and social functioning.

* Check your local state education department website for webinars and professional development
training opportunities related to neurodiversity affirming and trauma informed school practices.

* Learn about the PDA Student’s Unique Profile: Each PDA individual is unique in their strengths and
obstacles. Use the recommended PDA exploratory guide to learn more about your student.

» Evaluate the School’s Level of PDA and Neurodiversity Understanding: Schools who acknowledge PDA
but do not modify the environment are not truly supporting the PDA student. To be truly PDA-affirming,
schools must understand PDA, recognize it in their students (even when no formal identification has
occurred), and be prepared to implement PDA appropriate supports and accommodations in the
school setting to supports the child’s functioning in that setting.

Step 2: Connection/Restorative Relationship Phase
Building Trust and Rapport and Repairing Damaged Relationships.

» Establish a Safe Environment: Ensure the student feels safe and understood. Build a trusting
relationship before starting the assessment.

* Collaborative Approach: Involve the student, family, and other key stakeholders in the process to
gather comprehensive insights.

« Student Engagement: When the student is comfortable with you, join into their world by learning and
engaging in their interest along side them, then moving toward interacting with them when they are
comfortable, and then introducing more varied topics that interest them. The student should not have
to enter your world/engage with your interests to connect with you.
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Identify My Safe Person at School

Once you identig/ a safe person at home, you learn that
you need to find a safe person for you at school, too.

Sometimes this is harder because you may have felt a lot
of frustration at school and that can make it hard to
trust someone there and feel safe.

Please don't lose hope!

It is still possible to find our person and feel safe again
at schoof,)but the school wili)have to help you. We may
need help fixing hurt relationships, knowing how to ask
for help when we need it, knowing what interventions or
accommodations we need, and knowing how to get
access to our safe person when we need them. Having
these things will help make school feel safe for us again.

Your safe person could be a teacher, social worker, even
the principle.
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Excerpt from Unlocking the Power of
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Step 3: ENGAGE! NASF Assessment and Planning Phase

Translating an FBA/BIP to the NASF : Focus on the INTERNAL process of the child which is
resulting in EXTERNAL behaviors. Gather student-focused information through student
self-reports, play sessions, and diagnostic interviews to highlight the students voice as
much as possible.

A. Gather Comprehensive Data

» Behavioral Observations: Observe the child in various settings to identify patterns and
triggers. Note the context, antecedents, behaviors, and consequences. Observe for signs
of trauma reactions, equalizing behaviors, and verbal and nonverbal safety cues between
individuals (teachers/staff) in the environment and the child.

* Interviews and Questionnaires: Use trauma-informed interview techniques to gather
information from the child, parents, teachers, and other relevant individuals. Focus on
understanding the child's perspective and experiences.

* Review Records: Examine the child’s history, including any trauma or adverse
experiences, to understand potential underlying factors influencing behavior.

* Ask the Student: Once you have established a relationship with the student, allow them
the opportunity to share their challenges and what they feel that they do well. If you
connect with them and incorporate them into the overall plan, they will be a more active
participant and you will make progress faster at reducing their overall stress (and
therefore the stress within their classroom).

* Create a PDA Profile: Using the provided PDA profile worksheet, create a PDA profile for
your student and connect the underlying challenges (sensory, communication, anxiety,
executive functioning, learning, social, emotional differences, etc.) that may both support
and adversely impact their functioning in school (See below).

* Be Aware of Home Functioning: This profile must include home functioning, as when a
child attends school, stress at home in a PDA or Autistic child is intrinsically related to
their stress at school (often hidden by masking).

» Be Aware of Masking: Children with PDA and Autism are prone to masking or
camouflaging their true selves. This is often associated with trauma responses that make
them appear to be a “perfect student.” Just because those students do not show external
meltdowns or are disruptive to the class/environment, this does not mean that the
impact on them is any less problematic. In fact, these are the children who will show
severe dysregulation at home despite “being on their best behavior” at school. 3
Remember that home stress for a PDA’er or Autistic student is a school issue. LP;) i
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