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The Ziggurat Model

Ziggurat n:
(zig·gu·rat)  from Assyrian ziqquratu,height, pinnacle

1. a temple having the form of a terraced 
pyramid of successively receding stories, 
erected by the ancient Assyrians and 
Babylonians

2. a framework for designing 
comprehensive interventions for 
individuals with autism spectrum 
disorder

Why was the Ziggurat Model 
Developed?

■ Difficulty “Seeing the Autism”
■ Tendency to apply one strategy to 

address all needs
■ Tendency to ignore critical areas 

when designing an intervention  

Underlying Characteristics 
Checklists

■ Helps you to “see” the autism
■ Provides a “snapshot” of how 

autism is expressed for an 
individual

■ A descriptive instrument
■ May be completed by a team
■ Provides a tool for assessing 

progress/change

The UCC Areas

■ Social
■ Restricted Patterns of Behavior, Interests, and 

Activities
■ Communication
■ Sensory Differences
■ Cognitive Differences
■ Motor Differences
■ Emotional Vulnerability
■ Known Medical or other Biological Factors
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• Social

• Behavior, Interests, and 
Activities

• Communication

• Sensory

• Cognitive 
• Motor

• Emotional

Individual Strengths 
and Skills Inventory

Five versions of the UCC: 
The UCC-HF (high-functioning)  - individuals who 
are high functioning (Asperger Syndrome-like)

The UCC-CL (classic) - more “classic” in 
presentation

The UCC-EI (Early Intervention) - 3 to 72 months
across all levels of functioning 

The UCC-Self-Report-Adolescent (UCC-SR-
ADOL) - 12-18 years of age 

The UCC-Self-Report-Adult (UCC-SR-Adult) - 18 
years and older 

• Parents
• Student
• General Education 

Teacher
• Special Education 

Teacher
• Para-professional

Who is Involved in Comprehensive 
Planning?
• Speech Language Pathologist
• Occupational Therapist
• School Psychologist
• Administrator
• Social Worker
• Other as needed

Sensory Differences and Biological Needs

Skills to Teach

Task Demands

Structure and 
Visual/Tactile Supports

Reinforcement

©  Ruth Aspy, Ph.D., Barry G. Grossman, Ph.D.

Intervention Ziggurat

• Social
• Communication

• Repetitive Patterns

Associated Features
• Sensory
• Motor
• Cognitive
• Emotional Vulnerability
• Medical and Biological Factors

Characteristics Interventions

Sensory Differences and 
Biological Needs

Skills to Teach

Task Demands

Structure and Visual
/Tactile Supports

Reinforcement

The Ziggurat Model
Sensory and Biological 
Needs
Reinforcement
Structure and 
Visual/Tactile Supports
Task Demands
Skills to Teach

ASA
Literary Award

Winner
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3 Keys to 
Comprehensive 
Intervention 
Planning

Characteristics

Characteristics

A quality plan addresses the 
Autism – not just behavior

You must KNOW what the 
ASD looks like in an 
individual to design a plan

Design

Characteristics

A quality plan is designed to 
comprehensively address 
identified needs.

Avoid “band-aid” plans that 
only partially address needs

Design

Implementation
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Characteristics

A quality plan is 
IMPLEMENTED

No matter how well an 
intervention is planned, it is 
useless if it is not well-
implemented

Design Implement
Implmt.DesignCharacteristics

1 2 3 4

5 Steps to Designing a
Comprehensive 
Intervention Plan

5

Sensory Differences and Biological 
Needs

Skills to Teach

Task Demands

Structure and Visual
/Tactile Supports

Reinforcement

Sensory Differences and Biological Needs

“The last thing one knows in 
constructing a work is what 
to put first”

-Blaise Pascal

Sensory Issues

■ Smell
■ Taste
■ Touch
■ Visual Input (environmental)
■ Auditory
■ Vestibular (balance)
■ Proprioception 

(body awareness)
■ Interoception (awareness of 

body states)

Sensory Differences and 
Biological Needs

■ Provide a sensory 
diet

■ Monitor and address 
environmental 
stressors:
■ Sound, light, 

proximity/person
al space, textures

■ Movement needs

■ Monitor and address:
■ Appetite/hunger
■ Arousal/activity 

level (e.g., 
fatigue, hyper)

■ Posture and 
movement

■ Medical needs
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Interoception 
The Eighth Sensory System

■ Self-Regulation
■ Self-Awareness
■ Flexibility of 

Thought
■ Problem Solving
■ Social 

Understanding
■ Intuition
■ Perspective-taking

Sensory Diet Is ...

■ A planned and scheduled activity 
program designed to meet a child’s 
specific sensory needs (Yack et al., 
1998)

■ Incorporates naturally occurring 
opportunities for children to get 
the sensory stimulation they need 
(Willbarger, 1995)

Miller & Robbins, 2005

Sensory - Key Points

■ Sensory dysfunction influences all 
aspects of an individual’s life.

■ There are eight types of sensory 
dysfunction

■ Interventions need to occur in ALL of 
the individual’s environments.

■ Assessments must be completed and 
interventions must be supervised by a 
trained occupational therapist. Reinforcement

“If you do not have 
good reinforcers and 
are not working to 
establish them, you 
might as well just go 
home”

-Leaf & McEachin
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Reinforcement Reminders

Reinforcement increases the 
likelihood of a behavior

“The way positive reinforcement 
is carried out is more important 
than the amount”

-B.F. Skinner

Reinforcement Reminders

“You may not have 
to look any further 
than your child’s 
special interest to 
find the perfect 
reward”

-Sakai, 
2005, p. 52

Reinforcement Reminders

■ Involve child in the process of selecting 
reinforcers

■ Start with high rate of reinforcement for 
new skills

■ Use variable rate of reinforcement for 
maintenance

■ Reinforce practice
■ Reinforce prompted behavior
■ Reserve some reinforcers to maintain 

their effectiveness

“And it is best if you know a good 
thing is going to happen, like an 
eclipse or getting a microscope… And 
it’s bad if you know a bad thing is 
going to happen like having a filling 
or going to France.  But I think it is 
worst if you don’t know whether it is 
a good thing or bad thing which is 
going to happen.”

- From: The Curious Incident of the Dog in the 
Night Time, by Mark Haddon, 2003

Structure and Visual/Tactile Supports

People with autism do not cope well with 
vagueness and ambiguity. In practice, 
things not being very clear is the 
number-one challenge for people with 
autism; they are confused. And that 
confusion often results in cognitive and 
emotional breakdowns, p.108

Vermeulen, Autism as Context Blindness

Structure and Visual/Tactile Supports

“I like everything still.  It gives 
you a full feeling.  It gives you a 
full attention.  With something 
quick, you don’t get the full 
idea of it.  With something still, 
you take a look at it and you 
get to know the whole look and 
feeling”

-Warden from Rage for Order (BBC, 1996)
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“I like everything still.  It gives you a full 
feeling.  It gives you a full attention.  With 
something quick, you don’t get the full idea of 
it.  With something still, you take a look at it 
and you get to know the whole look and 
feeling”

-Warden from Rage for Order (BBC, 1996)

Visual Supports

Common types:

■ Choice Boards
■ Task Strips
■ Behavior Mapping
■ Self-Monitoring systems
■ Schedules
■ Instructional Procedures

T Chart 

■ Created by child with adult input
■ Make it visual for the visual learner
■ Compares two concepts

Visual Schedules

■ Highly structured environments –
provide an opportunity for those with 
ASDs to succeed

■ Increased predictability and 
understanding results in:
■ Decreased problem behavior
■ Increased independence

Bopp, K., Brown, K., Mirenda, P. (2004). Speech-Language Pathologists’ Roles in the delivery of positive behavior support for 
individuals with developmental disabilities. American Journal of Speech-Language Pathology 13, 5-19.

Visual Schedules

Research on visual schedules shows 
that they are:

■ Effective across age ranges
■ Effective across settings

Visual Schedules

Schedules are effective in decreasing
■ off-task behaviors
■ disruptive behavior
■ noncompliance
■ aggression
■ tantrums
■ property destruction
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Myles, Adreon, Gitlitz (2006). Simple Strategies that Work.  AAPC  p. 10

Stress Thermometer

When my Lego 
toys fall apart

Most stressed ever

No stress

Ask for help

When I have hard 
homework

Putting stuff in my 
backpack after bus 
arrives

Call my mom for help

Pack before bus time

Video-Based Instructional 
Procedures

Video Modeling
◦ Video of someone completing the task well 

validated behavioral intervention

Video Prompting
◦ Video of each step (often from the perspective 

of the participant) with opportunity to 
complete each step

◦ Rapid skill acquisition in daily living skill study

Canella-Malone, O’Reilly, de la Cruz, Edrisinha, Sigafoos, and Lancioni (2006). Comparing video prompting to video modeling for teaching daily living skills to six adults with developmental 
disabilities.  Education and Training in Developmental Disabilities, 41(4) 344-356.

Common Misperceptions

■ If an individual can read then he/she 
does not need pictures or symbols

■ He’s in high school, he does not need an 
individualized schedule

■ I can stop using a visual schedule once 
my client learns the routine

■ If an individual has not looked at his/her 
schedule in three weeks he/she does not 
need it anymore

Task Demands

“We don’t fix things 
that aren’t broken, we 
remove obstacles for 
kids with infinite 
potential” 

- Eric Blackwell

Task Demands

- Eric Blackwell

“I’m in the obstacle removal business”
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Task Demands

Easy Challenging/Emerging 
(possible with assistance)

Zone of Proximal 
Development

Le
ve

l o
f D

em
an

d

Too demanding
(independent skills-
with or without 
modification and 
structural supports)

© Ruth Aspy, Ph.D., Barry G. Grossman, Ph.D.

Task Demands

Demands Ability

Too Demanding

Demands

Ability

Su
pp

or
ts

Task 
Demands

Skills

Skills to 
Teach

Task Demands and 
Skills to Teach

Demands Ability

Examples of Task Demand 
Interventions

Priming with Visual Support
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Examples of Task Demand 
Interventions

■ Calculator
■ iPad (calendar, word 

processing)
■ Use coping cards
■ Train peer buddies
■ Priming
■ Provide narration
■ Provide high interest 

activities to encourage 
social interaction

■ Quiet, safe place
■ Shortened assignments
■ Oral response
■ Scan/email homework
■ Walk-through
■ Teach routines (schemas)
■ Teacher liaison
■ Video review/overview
■ Allow for breaks
■ Prepare for change
■ Minimize transitions

Skills to Teach

Skills for further 
education, employment, 
and independent living

The Purpose of Special 
Education (IDEA)

To ensure that all children with disabilities 
have available to them a free appropriate 
public education that emphasizes special 
education and related services designed to 
meet their unique need and prepare them 
for further education, employment, and 
independent living

§300.1 (emphasis added)

The Seemingly Obvious

■ What is it about the situation that comes 
naturally to everyone else but is missing 
for this person?  Why is it that others do 
not show the same behavior?

■ What is it that has not occurred to me to 
teach?

That is the seemingly obvious.  That is 
the thing to teach.

The Hidden Curriculum

Locker room rules
■ If there are people taking 

showers or changing their 
clothes, do not stare at 
them or make comments 
about their bodies

■ It is not appropriate to 
touch others in the 
restroom or shower

■ Change into your P.E. 
clothes in the locker room, 
not the hallway.

Myles, Trautman, Schelvan, 2004, p.55

Problem Solving Chart

M ataya, K., & Owens, P. (2012). Successful Problem -Solving for High-Functioning Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders.  AAPC Publishing.
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Talk with Me: A Step-by-
Step Conversation 
Framework for Teaching 
Conversational Balance 
and Fluency by Kerry 
Mataya, Ruth Aspy, and 
Hollis Shaffer

https://www.socialthinking.com/Articles?name=Social%20Behavior%20Mapping

Contact Information

www.texasautism.com

Barry G. Grossman, Ph.D.
grossman@texasautism.com

Nicole Brin , M.A., CCC-SLP
brin@texasautism.com


