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Getting a new diagnosis or recommendation for ABA therapy can feel like stepping into a world of unfamiliar words and
urgent decisions. This guide won't overwhelm you with jargon. It will give you a clear, honest picture of what ABA is,
what good ABA looks like from the outside, and how you - as a parent or caregiver - can be an active, informed part of

your child's journey.

Start here - a 30-second intro

1. What Is ABA?

Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) is a well-researched approach to understanding how behavior works and how the
environment shapes it. It applies those principles to help people learn meaningful, practical skills - things like

communication, self-care, social interaction, and managing emotions.

"Applied" means the focus is on real life: skills that matter at home, at school, with friends. "Behavior" includes
everything a person does - words, actions, even things like paying attention or waiting a turn. "Analysis" means

practitioners look carefully at data to understand what's actually working and adjust the approach based on evidence.

What ABA is not

ABA has evolved significantly over decades. Modern, ethical ABA is not about compliance for its own sake, eliminating
natural behaviors that harm no one, or forcing a child to suppress who they are. Quality ABA today prioritizes the child's

wellbeing, preferences, and dignity - and focuses on skills that genuinely improve quality of life for the child and family.

ABA looks very different depending on the child, the goals, and the provider's approach. A well-run program is

individualized - it starts by understanding your child specifically, not a category.

Who delivers ABA?

ABA services are typically led by a Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA), a graduate-level professional who designs
and oversees the treatment plan. Day-to-day sessions are often delivered by a Registered Behavior Technician (RBT), a

paraprofessional who works under the BCBA's close supervision. The BCBA is responsible for all clinical decisions.

2. Finding a Quality Provider

Access to ABA varies widely by location and insurance. Here is a practical starting path:

e Start with a referral. Your child's pediatrician, developmental pediatrician, or the specialist who gave the diagnosis

can often recommend local providers. School districts may also have contacts.

¢ Verify BCBA credentials. You can confirm that a BCBA's certification is current by searching the BACB's public

registry at bacb.com. There is no fee and it takes a minute.

e Confirm insurance coverage. Most US states now require insurance coverage for ABA services. Contact your insurer

directly and ask for in-network providers in your area. Ask about prior authorization requirements.



e Check provider experience. Ask how long the clinic or individual BCBA has been working with children who have

similar profiles to your child (age, diagnosis, communication level, goals).
e Request an initial consultation. Reputable providers will meet with you before starting services to explain their

approach, conduct an assessment, and answer your questions.

Waitlists are common. While you wait, ask the provider for recommended parent resources, look into local parent support
groups (many autism organizations have them), and document the behaviors and goals you want to work on - that

information will be useful once services begin.

3. Green Flags & Red Flags

Not all ABA programs are the same. Here are patterns worth watching for as you evaluate a provider.

o Goals are written with your family's input

e The BCBA meets with you regularly to review progress data
o Sessions feel positive - your child is engaged, not distressed
e The team explains what they're doing and why

e The program focuses on meaningful, functional skills

¢ Your child's preferences and comfort guide the work

e You're given strategies to support learning at home

e The BCBA is easy to reach and responsive

e Your concerns are heard and taken seriously

e Goals are set without family input

e You rarely or never see the BCBA

¢ Your child seems consistently distressed in sessions

e The team can't clearly explain why a goal was chosen

¢ Progress data isn't shared with you

e Concerns you raise are dismissed

e The program focuses on eliminating harmless behaviors

¢ You're discouraged from observing sessions

You are a member of the treatment team. You are entitled to understand every goal, every strategy, and the reasoning

behind each. A good provider will welcome your questions, not deflect them.



4. Questions to Ask a Potential Provider

Use these at an initial consultation or at any point during services. You don't need to ask all of them - pick the ones most

important to you.

e Q How will you get to know my child before developing a treatment plan?

¢ Q Who will be the supervising BCBA, and how often will they observe sessions and review data?
¢ Q How many hours of direct supervision does each RBT receive per week?

e Q How are goals set? Will I be part of that process?

¢ Q How will you measure progress, and how often will you share that data with me?
¢ Q What does a typical session look like for a child my child's age?

e Q Can I observe sessions? What is your policy on parent observation?

e Q How do you involve and train caregivers?

e Q What happens if my child isn't responding well to a strategy?

¢ Q Do you coordinate with my child's school or other providers?

e Q What is your approach to behaviors that cause distress for my child?

e Q How will we know when services are no longer needed, or when the intensity should change?

5. Your Rights as a Parent or Caregiver

Families sometimes don't realize how much authority they have in the ABA process. Here is a quick reference.

6. Supporting Skills at Home

Research consistently shows that skills generalize better - and stick longer - when families are part of the practice. You

don't need to run formal sessions at home. Small, consistent opportunities through the day make a real difference.
Work with the BCBA's guidance
Ask your BCBA for a short list of strategies to use at home. Good programs include caregiver training as a standard

component - this is not optional or extra. If you're not receiving any guidance, ask for it.

Use natural moments

Practice targets your child is working on - communication, self-care, social skills - during everyday routines. Mealtimes,

bath time, getting dressed, and play are all practice opportunities. The goal is for skills to feel natural, not therapeutic.



Celebrate small steps

Progress in ABA is often measured in small increments. That's not failure - it's data. Acknowledge effort and
improvement. Positive reinforcement matters at home just as much as in sessions, and you don't need a clinical

background to give your child genuine encouragement.

Communicate what you see

Keep a simple log - even a few notes on your phone - about what you're noticing at home. What's working? What's hard?
What did your child do that surprised you this week? This information is valuable for the BCBA and helps the team

adjust the program based on real-life context.

Take care of yourself

Navigating services is demanding. Caregiver wellbeing matters - not as a luxury, but because you are your child's most

consistent support. Connect with parent groups, lean on your network, and give yourself credit for what you're doing.

7. What Good Collaboration Looks Like

The best ABA outcomes happen when families and providers work as genuine partners. That means communication
flows both ways, concerns are addressed promptly, and you feel like an informed member of the team - not a bystander in

your child's services.

Your role in the team
e Share your priorities. You know your child better than any clinician.

e Attend planning meetings and ask questions when something is unclear.

Tell the team when something isn't working or when your child seems distressed.
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Reinforce skills at home using strategies the BCBA has shown you.

e Communicate changes in your child's life - new school, family stress, medical changes - that may affect the program.

The provider's role

e Provide clear written goals and share data with you regularly.

Adjust the program when data shows it's not working.

Respond to your concerns in a timely way.

e Train you in the specific strategies they're using.

Respect your family's values and your child's identity.

Trust your instincts. If you feel dismissed, if your child is consistently upset, or if the team can't explain what they're

doing and why - those are signals worth taking seriously. It is always appropriate to seek a second clinical opinion.



8. Helpful Resources

Credential verification

e BACB Certificant Registry - verify any BCBA or RBT certification: bacb.com

Parent support & community
e Autism Speaks - resources and provider directory: autismspeaks.org
e Autism Society of America - local chapter network: autismsociety.org

o Autism Self Advocacy Network (ASAN) - autistic-led perspectives: autisticadvocacy.org

Insurance & funding

e Most U.S. states require insurers to cover ABA services for autism. Contact your state's insurance commissioner if
your claim is denied.

e The Center for Autism and Related Disorders (CARD) publishes a free state-by-state insurance guide - search "ABA
insurance mandate [your state]" for current law.

e Medicaid covers ABA services in many states for eligible children. Your child's pediatrician or local autism advocacy

organization can help you navigate eligibility.
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