Potential Causes of Defective Mands

(Adapted from Mark Sundberg, Ph.D.)

This list represents things to consider when mand training.

1. Motivative Operation (MO) does not control response form: this means the child doesn’t use the specific vocal word or sign to ask for what they want.

2. No MO in effect for the targeted item (the child is satiated with the item)

3. Staff do not assess the current MO

4. No or little variation in captured or contrived MO (motivation stagnates)
5. The response requirement is too high (the word is too hard to say, the sign too complicated)

6. Self stimulatory behavior or obsessive behavior competes with other MOs or have a lower level of response requirement.

7. Child is prompt bound with physical or echoic or imitative or verbal prompts. The child does not emit mands spontaneously but rather waits for the prompt. The prompt may become paired with reinforcement, not the emission of the appropriate mand form.

8. Problem behavior functions as mand.

9. A single response topography functions as multiple mands (i.e., the use of “more” or “please” to get anything or everything.”

10. A failure to establish differential mand forms (i.e. child gets stuck on one response.)

11. Scrolling (weak discriminative control). The child emits a sequence of mands until one hits paydirt: the child doesn’t develop the one word/one reinforcer relation.
12. The child has free access to reinforcers without use of mand response.

13. Non-verbal stimulus acquires control of reinforcer and blocks MO control (child only mands when items are present.)

14. Staff fade out use of object or non-verbal stimulus too soon (requiring mand for item not present too early.)

15. Verbal stimulus acquires control and blocks MO control (the child only mands when asked “what do you want?” or some other verbal prompt/stimulus)

16. There is too small a number of mand items taught (i.e., the child is never taught discriminative manding; the MO gets stale for the few items being taught.)

17. Motivational Control is blocked by stimulus control: the child emits a response that has been learned for the particular situation that is not consistent with requesting (i.e. in the presence of a ball, the child says the color of the ball instead of asking for the ball.)

Another interesting comment: PECS use always involves multiple control of verbal functions. A vocal mand is frequently a pure mand. For instance, a child moves vocal musculature in a particular way, for instance to say “ball,” and the listener provides the ball as direct, specific reinforcement. The same relation can occur with sign language (child signs “ball” then gets ball.) However with PECS use the child must always engage in at least a visual discrimination response (selecting the picture) and then the mand (making the exchange.)

