
Behaviour response plan – Escalation cycle
Adapted from Autism Spectrum Australia
When planning to address challenging or complex behaviours, it is important to start putting individualised preventative supports and strategies in place based on the knowledge of the student, their strengths, experiences and their interactions with the people around them. If the behaviour continues, targeted strategies and plans should be developed.
These proactive preventative strategies will promote long-term positive changes in behaviour and reduce the likelihood of challenging behaviour occurring.
A behaviour response plan is to be used when a student’s behaviour escalates to crisis point and interferes with the safety of staff, the student themselves and those around them. The response plan will guide the actions of others to respond consistently, to reduce the distress of the individual and to keep everybody safe.
The behaviour response plan should be developed with all people relevant to supporting the student. It is divided into colour-coded columns representing each phase of escalated behaviours across a continuum:
Calm (green) – when the student is calm.
Agitation (yellow) – there is a change in the student’s behaviour indicating they are reacting to something (trigger).
Acceleration (orange) – the student starts to present challenging behaviours but is still able to be supported to regulate their emotions without escalating further.
Peak (red) – the student presents challenging behaviours that threatens the safety of themselves and others.
De-escalation (purple) – the student typically displays a reduction in the intensity and frequency of behaviours seen during the peak stage.
Recovery (blue) – when the student is ready to return to regular routines.
The escalation cycle
[image: Line graph depicting the escalation cycle with behaviour intensity on the y-axis and time on the x-axis. The cycle starts at a low point labelled ‘Calm’, rises gradually to ‘Agitation’, and continues to increase through ‘Acceleration’.  The graph reaches its highest point at ‘Peak’. After ‘Peak’, the line descends through ‘De-escalation’ and returns to a low point at ‘Recovery’. A ‘Trigger’ point is marked just before the ‘Agitation’ phase, indicating where the escalation begins.]
How to complete the behaviour response plan
Step 1
Start with the top row ‘phases’. This outlines the course of a student’s typical pattern of challenging behaviour from beginning to end (even though situations are often quite different).
The behaviour response plan prompt sheet will help you work through each of the boxes to complete the plan.
When filling out the ‘student behaviour’ row of the plan, it is important to limit the information only to what people will actually see when the behaviour is at this level (as if you are describing the student to someone who has never met them before) so that the document remains a practical resource. For example, ‘yells and throws objects around the room’ is better than ‘tantrum’ as a description.
Step 2
When filling out the ‘staff practices’ row, write strategies matched to each level of escalation in the course of challenging behaviour.
At the calm phase, green strategies are the 3 or 4 key strategies that should be put into practice every day to support the student.
At the agitation phase, yellow strategies look to help the student to problem solve and communicate or otherwise engage in regulating activities.
At the acceleration phase, orange strategies shift from enquiry and supportive problem solving, to activation of any relevant student plans, regulatory strategies and removal of triggers.
At the peak phase, red strategies are focussed on keeping everyone as safe as possible by reducing the severity and duration of the incident.
At the de-escalation phase, purple strategies are about trying to de-escalate the situation and helping the student to recover.
At the recovery phase, blue strategies are about maintaining calm and rebuilding relationships.
Note: No strategy will work perfectly every time.
Step 3
Within the ‘regulation strategies’ row, write strategies for yourself. When faced with persistent challenges all people naturally experience their own stress and distress. We need to be aware of and be able to manage our own physical and emotional reactions to respond in a calm, planned way.
Emotional strategies are often personal, and each support person may need to develop their own plan for coping with the emotional impact of dealing with the challenging behaviour.
Notes
Remember: Long term positive behaviour change only happens using proactive preventative strategies that build engagement and a sense of belonging, develop supportive environments and teach new behaviours and skills. It is okay to ‘give in’, walk away or ignore behaviour sometimes as long as you have a long-term plan.
Implementing the plan: Once you have developed a behaviour response plan, it is important that everyone who interacts with the student is familiar with the plan and agrees to implement the plan in the same way. The plan can be reviewed and updated as you learn and strategies develop.

NSW Department of Education	[image: NSW Government logo]


Behaviour Response Plan – Escalation cycle | 1

education.nsw.gov.au	

© NSW Department of Education, Jul-24	 [image: Creative Commons Attribution licence logo]
Behaviour response plan
This plan is for: [insert student’s name] 
	Phase
	Calm
	Agitation
	Acceleration
	Peak
	De-escalation
	Recovery

	Student behaviour
	When [student] is fine …

	When [student] starts …

	When [student] starts …

	When [student] starts …

	When [student] starts …

	Recovery starts when [student] …


	Staff practices
	Prevention strategies include …

	To calm, comfort and prevent challenging behaviour …

	To de-escalate and prevent challenging behaviours …

	To reduce severity and duration safety strategies include …

	De-escalation strategies include …


	To speed up recovery and re-establish relationships …


	Regulation strategies
	When [student] is fine I will …

	When I see signs of agitation I stay calm by …

	If behaviours continue to escalate I can stay calm by …

	Safety strategies for me include …

	As student behaviour begins to de-escalate I can remain calm by …

	Strategies for me to recover include …



[bookmark: _Behaviour_response_plan]Behaviour response plan prompt sheet
This plan is for: [insert student’s name]
	Phase
	Calm
	Agitation
	Acceleration
	Peak
	De-escalation
	Recovery

	Student behaviour
	When [student] is fine …
Describe what the student is usually like. For example, chatty and interactive.
	When [student] starts …
Describe observable behaviours that show that the student is beginning to feel distressed, anxious or agitated. For example, withdrawal, talking louder or faster, a red face.
	When [student] starts …
Describe the observable low-level behaviours for example, swearing, threatening, shoving. At this stage the student is still rational, therefore can still make decisions.
	When [student] starts …
Describe the observable severe behaviour for example, hitting, fighting. At this stage the student is not rational and has no control over behaviour. There are safety issues.
	When [student] starts …
Describe the observable drop off in behaviour for example, blaming others, denial. At this stage the student may be confused, lack focus, show signs of denial and withdrawal.
	Recovery starts when [student] …
Describe the observable behaviours you see when the student has calmed down. For example, re-engages in communication, cries, asks for a drink.

	Staff practices
	Prevention strategies include …
For example, a daily check-in, positive instructions.

	To calm, comfort and prevent challenging behaviour …
Preventative strategies could include giving them space, distraction and redirecting.
	To de-escalate and prevent challenging behaviours …
Strategies might include redirecting, distracting, setting limits, giving simple clear instructions, saying “no” differently.
	To reduce severity and duration safety strategies include …
For example, respecting their space, avoiding verbal interaction, removing other people from area.
	De-escalation strategies include …
Strategies to help the student recover for example, use concrete directions and simple statements, provide reasonable choices to redirect, use calm voice/tone.
	To speed up recovery and re-establish relationships …
Strategies to avoid re-escalation for example, go on with the day as planned.

	Regulation strategies
	When [student] is fine I will …
For example, follow plan, praise, reward, have fun.
	To prevent challenging behaviour I can use helpful thoughts such as …
For example, show empathy, look at the situation from their perspective.
	To de-escalate the situation and prevent challenging behaviours I can stay calm by …
For example, call for help, think positively, deep breaths, remind myself that the student us not doing it on purpose, ‘I can do this’.
	Safety strategies for me include …
For example, deep breaths, take a break, work collaboratively with my colleagues to support the student.
	De-escalation strategies for me to remain calm include …
For example, deep breaths, take a break.
	Strategies for me to recover include …
For example, debrief with someone.
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