
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
  
 
  
 

Fading 
This is an alternate version of the characteristics overview chart on the next page.  It is 
provided for accessibility. 

Verbal skills 

• Nonverbal 
• Mixed 
• Verbal 

Grade Level 

• PK 
• Elementary 
• Middle/High 

Cognitive Level 

• Classic 
• High Functioning 

Areas Addressed 

• (Pre)Academic/Cognitive/Academic 
• Adaptive Behavior/Daily Living 
• Behavior 
• Communication/Speech 
• Social/Emotional 
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Fading 

Verbal Skills 
7 Nonverbal 
7 Mixed 
7 Verbal 

Grade Levels 
7 PK 
7 Elementary 
7 Middle/High 

Cognitive Level 
7 Classic 
7 High 

Functioning 

Areas Addressed 
7 (Pre)Academic/
      Cognitive/Academic 
7 Adaptive Behavior/
      Daily Living 
7 Behavior 
7 Communication/Speech 
7 Social/Emotional

 Brief Introduction 
Children and youth with autism (AU) are often taught new skills through the use of prompts. However, 
it is important to systematically withdraw or fade these prompts so that the individual can perform skills 
independently (Alberto & Troutman, 2006).

 Description 
Fading, an applied behavior analysis strategy (ABA), is most often paired with prompts, another ABA 
strategy. Fading refers to decreasing the level of assistance needed to complete a task or activity.When 
teaching a skill, the overall goal is for the student to eventually engage in the skill independently. For 
example, when a skill is taught using a hand-over-hand prompt, it should be withdrawn as soon as pos-
sible so the student can perform the task without prompts.Thus, as an individual gains mastery of a skill 
at a particular prompt level, the prompt is faded to a less intrusive prompt (i.e., from hand-over-hand 
to touching a hand).This ensures that the individual does not become overly dependent on a particular 
prompt when learning a new behaviour or skill. 

For example, fading the physical prompt of guiding a child’s hands may follow this sequence: (a) support-
ing wrists, (b) touching hands lightly, (c) touching forearm or elbow, and (d) withdrawing physical contact 
altogether. Fading ensures that the child does not become overly dependent on a particular prompt 
when learning a new skill (Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 2007). 

One of the first decisions that should be made when teaching a new behavior is how to fade the prompt or 
prompts.A plan should be in place to fade the prompts in an orderly fashion. 
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Interventions 

The following is an example of fading a visual prompt when teaching a student to write the letter A. 

The sequence on page 297 shows one method of fading a gestural prompt.The target is to teach a student to 
recognize a picture of a firetruck.The arrow represents a gesture toward the object.

 Steps 
The steps of fading include: 

1. Identify the behavior to be taught and level of prompts needed for the student to complete the task. 
2. Identify the process that will be used to fade the prompt or prompts. 
3.	 Identify criteria that will indicate that the prompt or prompts can be faded (i.e., 80% accuracy over 

three days). 
4. Put process into effect. 
5.	 Take data. 
6. Fade prompts as planned. 
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 Brief Example 
Mr.Taon wanted to teach 6-year-old Warna with classic AU to get ready to leave the classroom when the 
bell rang. He decided to use prompts and to fade them as Warna became independent.At fi rst, Mr.Taon 
pointed to a visual of a bell and a door when the bell rang while gently prompting Warna to get up and 
move toward the door.This prompt involved Mr.Taon placing a hand under each of Warna’s elbows. He 
would keep one hand on her elbow to guide her to the door while holding the visual. 

Over the course of three weeks, he faded his prompt to (a) a light touch on one elbow while handing 
her the visual, (b) a light touch on her hand and a point to the visual, (c) a point toward a visual, and (d) 
finally he removed himself from Warna’s desk area.

 Summary 
Fading is the procedure of transferring stimuli as prompts to the natural stimulus.The goal is for students 
to produce correct responses and minimize errors when only the natural stimulus is provided. 
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Interventions 

1.
 

2.
 

3.
 

4.
 

Adult 

Student 

Adult 

Student 

Student 

Adult 

Student 

Verbal Cue 
and Touching 

Verbal Cue 
and Pointing 

Adult 
Verbal Cue 

and Far Pointing 

Verbal Cue 
Only 
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 Research Table 
# of Studies Ages 

(years) 
Sample 

Size 
Area(s) Addressed Outcome 

16 2-15 64 Aggressive behavior, problem behavior, liquid and food refusal behavior, self-
management, sight-word reading skills, word identifi cation, discrimination 
learning, conversational exchanges engagement, disruptive behavior, sleep 
problems, promoting school attendance 

+

 Studies Cited in the Research Table 
1.	 Birkan, B., McClannahan, L. E., & Krantz, P. J. (2007). Effects of superimposition and background fading on the 

sight-word reading of a boy with autism. Research in Autism Spectrum Disorders, 1, 117-125. 
The study assessed the effects of stimulus super-imposition and background fading on the sight-word reading 
skills of a 6-year-old boy with AU. Results showed that after all steps had been faded, the student correctly 
read almost all of the 15 target words and these skills maintained on a 44-day follow-up probe. In addition, 
generalization of skills was demonstrated. 

2.	 Hetzroni, O. E., & Shalem, U. (2005). From logos to orthographic symbols:A multilevel fading computer pro-
gram for teaching nonverbal children with autism. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 20, 
201-212. 
The study investigated the use of a computer-based intervention for teaching orthographic symbols to children 
with AU. Six children with AU aged 10 to 13 were taught to identify words from commercial logos depicting food 
items through a structured seven-step fading procedure. Results indicated that after exposure to the fading 
procedure, all children were able to identify the orthographic symbols and maintain the knowledge over 
time. Most of the children were able to transfer their knowledge and generalize to daily activities within the 
classroom. 

3.	 Luiselli, J. K., Ricciardi, J. N., & Gilligan, J. (2005). Liquid fading to establish milk consumption by a child with au-
tism. Behavioral Interventions, 20, 155-163. 
In this study, a 4-year-old girl with AU and food selectivity was taught to drink milk through a liquid fading 
procedure.The feeding protocol consisted of gradually increasing the concentration of milk in a beverage she 
consumed 100% of the time. Results showed that milk consumption was achieved rapidly without interrup-
tion to the fading sequence. 

4.	 Pelios, L.V., MacDuff, G. S., & Axelrod, S. (2003).The effects of a treatment package in establishing independent 
academic work skills in children with autism. Education & Treatment of Children, 26, 1-21. 
The study evaluated the effectiveness of a treatment package in producing independent work by three 
children with AU aged 5 to 9 with minimal supervision by an adult.The package included (a) delayed rein-
forcement for on-task and on-schedule responding, (b) fading of instructional prompts and of the instruc-
tor’s presence, (c) unpredictable supervision, and (d) response cost for off-task responding. Results indicated 
increased levels of on-task and on-schedule responding during treatment for all three children with a supervising 
adult only occasionally present.Two children required minimal adult supervision in maintenance. Behaviors of all 
three children were also generalized. 

5.	 Ringdahl, J. E., Kitsukawa, K.,Andelman, M. S., Call, N.,Winborn, L., Barretto,A., & Reed, G. K. (2002). Differen-
tial reinforcement with and without instructional fading. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 35, 291-294. 
An 8-year-old girl was evaluated using a differential-reinforcement-based treatment package designed to 
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Interventions 

reduce problem behavior during instructional situations. Results indicated that differential reinforcement of 
alternative behavior with instructional fading resulted in less problem behavior than without instructional 
fading. 

6.	 Barry, L. M., & Singer, G.H.S. (2001).A family in crisis: Replacing the aggressive behavior of a child with autism 
toward an infant sibling. Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 3, 28-38. 
The study evaluated the use of clinician-implemented skill training of replacement behavior and clinician fading 
with self-management of replacement behavior as a means of managing the aggressive behavior of a 10-year-
old child with AU toward his sibling.The results showed a decrease in the occurrence of aggressive behavior, 
an increase in the percentage of intervals in which replacement behaviors occurred, and an increase in the 
duration of sibling interactions. 

7.	 Sarokoff, R.A.,Taylor, B.A., & Poulson, C. L. (2001).Teaching children with autism to engage in conversational 
exchanges: Script fading with embedded textual stimuli. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 34, 81-84. 
This study investigated the effects of a script-fading procedure using embedded text to teach two 8-year-old 
children with AU to engage in conversation statements about the stimuli.The results indicated that the use 
of scripts along with stimuli containing embedded text was effective in teaching children with AU to engage 
in conversation statements about the stimuli. Further, both participants’ scripted statements generalized to 
novel stimuli and the participation of a novel peer in the snack or video game sessions. 

8.	 Schreck, K.A. (2001). Behavioral treatments for sleep problems in autism: Empirically supported or just uni-
versally accepted? Behavioral Interventions, 16, 265-278. 
The study investigated the effectiveness of ABA for treating sleep problems in children with AU by conduct-
ing a computer search of all relevant literature. Six articles were found, collectively comprising 27 children 
with AU aged 2-12.The articles revealed four basic themes of behavioral techniques for treating sleep dis-
orders among children with AU: bedtime routines, extinction, stimulus fading, and faded bedtimes. Results 
showed that of the ABA methods, only extinction provided sufficient evidence for a possibly effi cacious in-
tervention for sleep problems in children with AU. 

9.	 Luiselli, J. K. (2000). Case demonstration of a fading procedure to promote school attendance of a child with 
Asperger’s disorder. Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 2, 47-52. 
This study provided a nonexperimental case demonstration of an intervention plan developed to promote the school 
attendance of a 5-year-old girl with AS.The intervention began with the girl’s mother being present continuously in 
the classroom.The mother was then scheduled to be out of the classroom for progressively longer durations of time 
introduced along a “fading” sequence. Positive outcomes were documented and maintained during a postintervention 
period. 

10.	 Freeman, K.A., & Piazza, C. C. (1998). Combining stimulus fading, reinforcement, and extinction to treat food 
refusal. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 31, 691-694. 
The study combined fading, reinforcement, and escape extinction using guided compliance to increase food con-
sumption while maintaining low rates of disruptive behavior at mealtime for a 6-year-old girl with AU. Results 
indicated that intake increased and compliance with prompting procedures remained relatively stable despite the 
requirement that food consumption increase. 

11.	 Hagopian, L., Farrell, D.A., & Amari,A. (1996).Treating total liquid refusal with backward chaining and fading. 
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 29, 573-575. 
The study reported on a 12-year-old boy with AU, mental retardation, and a history of severe gastrointestinal 
problems who presented with total liquid and food refusal. Backward chaining was used to shape drinking from 
a cup, and a fading procedure was used to increase the quantity of water he was required to drink.The study il-
lustrated how a chain of responses that is totally absent can be shaped by first targeting a simple preexisting re-
sponse in the chain. 
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12.	 Piazza, C. C., Moes, D. R., & Fisher,W.W. (1996). Differential reinforcement of alternative behavior and de-
mand fading in the treatment of escape-maintained destructive behavior. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 29, 
569-572. 
The study showed how the escape-maintained destructive behavior of an 11-year-old boy with AU was re-
duced during instructional sequences with differential reinforcement of compliance, escape extinction with-
out physical guidance, and demand fading.The procedure decreased destructive behaviors to near-zero levels 
and greatly increased compliance. 

13.	 MacArthur, J., Ballard, K. D., & Artinian, M. (1985).Teaching independent eating to a developmentally handi-
capped child showing chronic food refusal and disruption at mealtimes. Australia & New Zealand Journal of 
Developmental Disabilities, 12, 203-210. 
The study describes an intervention to establish independent eating behaviors in a 3-year-old boy with 
autistic-like behaviors.The first phase of the intervention, using backward chaining with prompting and fad-
ing of prompts, reduced screaming, food refusal, and related disruptive mealtime behaviors and established 
appropriate eating responses.The second phase of the intervention successfully taught the mother to imple-
ment the teaching strategies and established independent mealtime behaviors at home. In addition, follow-up 
showed maintenance of independent eating. 

14.	 Schreibman, L., & Charlop, M. H. (1981). S+ versus S- fading in prompting procedures with autistic children. 
Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 31, 508-520. 
The study investigated the relative effectiveness of two prompt-fading procedures for teaching difficult visual dis-
criminations to eight children with AU. Both prompt procedures involved within-stimulus fading where manipula-
tion occurred on the relevant component of the discrimination. One procedure presented fading first along the 
positive stimulus (S+), while holding the negative stimulus (S-) constant.The other procedure involved fading first 
along the S-, while holding the S+ constant. Results indicated that for all but one child, the discriminations were 
acquired significantly faster with fewer errors when the positive stimulus was faded first. 

15.	 Luiselli, J. K., & Donellon, S. (1980). Use of a visual stimulus fading procedure to teach color naming to an au-
tistic child. Journal of Behavior Therapy and Experimental Psychiatry, 11, 73-76. 
The study investigated the use of a visual stimulus fading procedure to teach color naming to an 8-year-old boy 
with AU.The participant was taught to sight read the name of each of five colors that were superimposed over a 
card of the respective color. In a series of graduated steps, the color word was faded out until independent naming 
was achieved. During posttest assessments, correct responding was maintained and generalization of color naming 
was observed. 

16.	 Rincover,A. (1978).Variables affecting stimulus fading and discriminative responding in psychotic children. Jour-
nal of Abnormal Psychology, 87, 541-553. 
Two experiments were documented in this study.The first investigated stimulus variables in prompt fading 
that might reduce the attentional requirements for discrimination learning of eight children with AU aged 7 
to 15 years.Two variables, distinctive vs. nondistinctive feature fading, were assessed, and significant main ef-
fects were found for both variables.The second experiment was conducted with the same children to assess 
whether they were still responding only to the pretrained feature after fading. Discriminative responding was 
maintained when the pretrained feature was made irrelevant, showing that the children attended to multiple 
features of a positive stimulus, but it was disrupted when the whole letter containing the pretrained feature 
was made irrelevant, showing that children still learned a restricted portion of the positive reinforcement. 
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 Resources and Materials 
• 	 Autism Treatment Services of Canada: www.autism.ca/educsugg.htm 

This links to a general information page for educating children on the autism spectrum. 

• 	 Integrating ABA and Speech Pathology: www.asatonline.org/helpdesk/clinician/speechpath.htm 
This links the user to several pages of resources concerning fading. 

• 	 What Is Fading as It Relates to Autism?: www.wiki.answers.com/Q/What_is_fading_as_it_relates_to_autism 
This link takes the user to a concise series of questions and answers concerning fading in the area of autism. 

• 	 Cooper, J. O., Heron,T. E., & Heward,W. L. (2007). Applied behavior analysis (2nd ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: 
Pearson Education, Inc. 
This book discusses fading procedures as well as other ABA strategies. 
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