
discrete trial training
discrete trial training is a structured teaching method widely used in applied behavior
analysis (ABA) to improve specific skills in individuals, particularly those with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD). This technique involves breaking down complex skills into
smaller, manageable components and teaching them through repeated trials with clear
prompts and reinforcement. Discrete trial training (DTT) is highly effective because it uses
systematic instruction and immediate feedback, fostering skill acquisition and behavior
modification. The method emphasizes consistency, repetition, and data-driven adjustments
to optimize learning outcomes. This article will explore the fundamentals of discrete trial
training, its key components, implementation strategies, benefits, and challenges.
Additionally, it will provide insights into how DTT integrates with other therapeutic
approaches and real-world applications.
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Understanding Discrete Trial Training
Discrete trial training is a foundational ABA teaching strategy designed to teach new skills
in a highly organized and repetitive manner. It originated from behaviorist principles,
emphasizing stimulus-response-reinforcement cycles. The goal of DTT is to enhance
learning efficiency by providing clear instruction followed by an immediate response and
consequence. This method is especially beneficial for individuals who require explicit
teaching techniques to acquire language, social, academic, and self-help skills.

Historical Background
The development of discrete trial training can be traced back to the work of Dr. Ivar
Lovaas in the 1960s, who applied behaviorist theories to autism treatment. His pioneering
research demonstrated significant improvements in communication and behavior through
structured teaching methods. Since then, DTT has evolved into a widely accepted
intervention used by therapists and educators worldwide.



How Discrete Trial Training Works
At its core, DTT consists of a sequence of trials where a specific instruction or stimulus is
presented, the learner responds, and the instructor provides reinforcement or correction.
Each trial is distinct, with a clear beginning and end, allowing for precise measurement of
progress. This repetition helps build mastery and generalization of targeted skills over
time.

Key Components of Discrete Trial Training
Discrete trial training involves several essential components that work together to
facilitate effective learning. Understanding these elements is crucial to implementing DTT
successfully.

Antecedent
The antecedent is the instruction or prompt given to the learner before a response is
expected. It sets the stage for the desired behavior or skill and can vary in complexity
depending on the learner’s level.

Behavior
The behavior is the response from the learner following the antecedent. This can include
verbal communication, physical actions, or other observable responses that meet the
trial’s objective.

Consequence
Consequences follow the learner’s response and serve to reinforce or correct behavior.
Positive reinforcement is commonly used to encourage correct responses, while corrective
feedback helps guide the learner toward the desired behavior.

Data Collection
Accurate data collection is integral to DTT, enabling therapists to track progress and
adjust teaching strategies as needed. Data typically includes the number of correct
responses, errors, and prompt levels used during trials.

Implementing Discrete Trial Training
Effective implementation of discrete trial training requires careful planning, consistency,
and adaptation to the learner’s needs. The following steps outline the typical process used
by practitioners.



Assessment and Goal Setting
Initial assessment identifies the learner’s current skills and areas requiring improvement.
Goals are then established, focusing on specific, measurable objectives suitable for
discrete trials.

Designing Trials
Each trial is designed to target a particular skill or behavior. Instructions are crafted to be
clear and concise, and appropriate prompts are selected to support the learner’s success.

Conducting Trials
Trials are conducted systematically, with the instructor presenting the antecedent,
observing the learner’s response, and delivering the consequence. Sessions typically
include multiple trials with short breaks to maintain engagement.

Monitoring and Adjusting
Continuous monitoring of data allows therapists to evaluate effectiveness and modify
prompts, reinforcements, or trial complexity to better serve the learner’s progress.

Benefits of Discrete Trial Training
Discrete trial training offers numerous advantages, making it a preferred method in
behavioral interventions.

Structured Learning: The predictable format helps learners understand
expectations and reduces anxiety.

Skill Acquisition: Breaking down skills into manageable parts facilitates mastery
and retention.

Data-Driven: Ongoing data collection ensures evidence-based decision-making.

Flexibility: DTT can be tailored to various ages, abilities, and learning
environments.

Reinforcement Focused: Emphasizes positive reinforcement, promoting motivation
and engagement.



Challenges and Considerations
While discrete trial training is effective, it also presents challenges that require thoughtful
consideration.

Generalization of Skills
Skills learned in a controlled DTT setting may not automatically transfer to natural
environments. Additional strategies are often necessary to promote generalization.

Motivation and Engagement
Maintaining learner motivation during repetitive trials can be difficult. Using varied
reinforcers and incorporating interests is essential to sustain participation.

Resource Intensive
DTT requires significant time, trained personnel, and consistent implementation, which
may pose limitations for some programs or families.

Integration with Other Therapies
Discrete trial training is often combined with other behavioral and developmental
approaches to create comprehensive intervention plans.

Natural Environment Teaching (NET)
NET complements DTT by promoting skill use in everyday situations, enhancing
generalization and functional application.

Functional Communication Training (FCT)
FCT focuses on teaching communication skills to replace challenging behaviors, often
utilizing principles from DTT to establish foundational skills.

Social Skills Training
Discrete trial training can target specific social behaviors, which are then practiced in
group settings or through role-playing activities.



Practical Applications of Discrete Trial Training
Discrete trial training is employed in various settings and for multiple purposes,
demonstrating its versatility and effectiveness.

Autism Spectrum Disorder Intervention
DTT is a cornerstone of many autism treatment programs, helping individuals develop
communication, social, academic, and self-care skills.

Educational Settings
Teachers and therapists use DTT to support students with developmental delays, providing
individualized instruction aligned with educational goals.

Behavior Modification
Discrete trial training is applied to reduce maladaptive behaviors by teaching alternative
skills and reinforcing positive behaviors.

Skill Maintenance and Generalization
Beyond initial acquisition, DTT supports ongoing practice and reinforcement to maintain
skills and encourage their use across environments.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Discrete Trial Training (DTT)?
Discrete Trial Training (DTT) is a structured teaching method used primarily for
individuals with autism spectrum disorder. It breaks down skills into small, manageable
components and teaches them systematically using repeated trials and reinforcement.

How does Discrete Trial Training work?
DTT works by presenting a clear and concise instruction or stimulus, prompting the
learner to respond, and then providing immediate feedback or reinforcement based on the
response. This process is repeated multiple times to help the learner acquire new skills.

Who can benefit from Discrete Trial Training?
DTT is most commonly used with children with autism spectrum disorder, but it can also
benefit individuals with other developmental delays or learning disabilities who require



structured and systematic teaching approaches.

What are the main components of a discrete trial?
A discrete trial consists of three main components: the instruction or discriminative
stimulus, the learner's response, and the consequence (reinforcement or correction) that
follows the response.

How is progress measured in Discrete Trial Training?
Progress in DTT is measured by collecting data on the learner's responses during trials,
including accuracy, prompt levels needed, and generalization of skills. This data helps
therapists adjust teaching strategies accordingly.

What types of skills can be taught using Discrete Trial
Training?
DTT can be used to teach a variety of skills, including communication, social skills,
academic skills, self-help, and motor skills, by breaking them down into smaller, teachable
components.

What role do reinforcements play in Discrete Trial
Training?
Reinforcements are crucial in DTT as they motivate the learner to perform desired
behaviors. Positive reinforcement such as praise, tokens, or tangible rewards are provided
immediately after correct responses to encourage learning.

Are there any criticisms or limitations of Discrete Trial
Training?
Some criticisms of DTT include its highly structured and repetitive nature, which may not
promote naturalistic learning or generalization of skills. Critics also argue that it may limit
creativity and spontaneous communication if not combined with other teaching methods.

Additional Resources
1. Discrete Trial Training: The ABA Approach to Teaching Children with Autism
This book offers a comprehensive introduction to discrete trial training (DTT), a structured
teaching method widely used in applied behavior analysis (ABA) for children with autism.
It covers fundamental principles, step-by-step procedures, and practical tips for
implementation. The text is ideal for parents, educators, and therapists seeking to
understand and apply DTT effectively.

2. Applied Behavior Analysis for Children with Autism Spectrum Disorders: A Step-by-Step
Guide
Focusing on applied behavior analysis, this guide includes extensive coverage of discrete



trial training techniques. It breaks down teaching trials, data collection, and
reinforcement strategies in an accessible manner. The book is designed to help
practitioners tailor interventions to individual children's needs.

3. Teaching Language to Children with Autism or Other Developmental Disabilities
This book emphasizes language acquisition through discrete trial training and other ABA
methods. It offers detailed procedures for teaching communication skills, including
requesting and labeling. With practical examples, it supports therapists in enhancing
verbal behavior in children with developmental challenges.

4. Behavioral Intervention for Young Children with Autism: A Manual for Parents and
Professionals
A practical manual that introduces discrete trial training as part of a broader behavioral
intervention framework. It provides clear instructions for conducting trials and measuring
progress. The book is well-suited for families and professionals seeking hands-on
strategies for early intervention.

5. Essential Skills for ABA Treatment of Autism Spectrum Disorder
This resource outlines core ABA techniques, including discrete trial training, and their
application in skill development. It discusses assessment, goal setting, and data-driven
decision-making. The text is valuable for practitioners aiming to deliver effective,
individualized treatment plans.

6. Discrete Trial Training for Children with Autism: An Evidence-Based Approach
Dedicated entirely to discrete trial training, this book reviews the research supporting
DTT and offers practical guidance for implementation. It addresses common challenges
and strategies for maintaining motivation and generalization. The book serves as a
detailed reference for clinicians and educators.

7. Autism Spectrum Disorders and ABA: A Practical Guide to Discrete Trial Teaching
This guide focuses on discrete trial teaching within the ABA framework for children with
autism spectrum disorders. It explains trial design, reinforcement schedules, and error
correction methods. The book is intended to help practitioners maximize learning
outcomes through structured teaching.

8. Implementing Discrete Trial Training: A Practical Guide for Educators
Targeted at special education teachers and aides, this book provides step-by-step
instructions for applying discrete trial training in classroom settings. It includes tips on
creating teaching materials, managing behavior, and tracking student progress. The guide
emphasizes collaboration between educators and therapists.

9. Foundations of Discrete Trial Training for Autism Intervention
This foundational text covers the theoretical and practical aspects of discrete trial training
as a core autism intervention. It discusses the history, principles, and procedural fidelity of
DTT. The book is suitable for graduate students, clinicians, and anyone interested in
evidence-based teaching methods.
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