‘:: ACCESSIBLE BEHAVIOR

What Is Discrete Trial Training? It's
Not Just Sitting at a Table

By Dr. Peter Beddow, BCBA-D

Understanding one of the most common teaching methods in applied behavior analysis.

When people hear the term discrete trial training, they often picture a child sitting across a table from a
therapist. The therapist holds up a picture and asks, “What'’s this?” The child answers, and the therapist
records whether the response was correct.

That is certainly one example of discrete trial training, or DTT. But it is not the only way discrete trials can
occur. In fact, once you understand what makes a trial discrete, you will begin recognizing opportunities for
this kind of teaching throughout the day.

| was recently talking with a therapist who was trying to connect what she had learned in training with what
she was actually doing with students. She understood the classic examples of discrete trial training, but she
was not sure whether the teaching opportunities she was providing during everyday activities counted as
discrete trials.

It is a good question, because the answer helps us understand how structured teaching can fit into natural
environments.
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What Makes a Trial Discrete?

The word discrete means that something can be identified as a separate event. In discrete trial training, we
arrange a teaching opportunity with a recognizable beginning and ending [1][2]. We can identify what
instruction was given, how the child responded, and what happened afterward.

A typical discrete trial includes an antecedent or discriminative stimulus, the learner’s response, and a
consequence. The discriminative stimulus, often called the SD, is the instruction or cue that signals an
opportunity to respond. The consequence is what happens following the response, such as reinforcement,
feedback, or a correction procedure.

Prompting may also occur during the trial when the child needs assistance. For example, the therapist
might give an instruction, provide a gesture or model, and then allow the child to respond. The amount and
type of assistance should be determined by the teaching procedure and the child’s needs.

The important point is that the trial has a structure. There is an opportunity to respond, a response from the
learner, and a consequence that follows. We can describe what happened and use that information to
guide teaching.

A Simple Example

Suppose | am teaching a child to identify common vehicles. | hold up a picture of a car and ask, “What's
this?” The child says, “Car,” and | respond, “That's right. It's a car.”

That is one discrete trial. | presented an instruction, the child responded, and | provided a consequence.
We can identify where the trial began and where it ended.

Now | hold up a picture of a truck. “What'’s this?” The child says, “Truck,” and | provide feedback.
That is another trial. Each opportunity is separate, and | can record the child’s performance on each one.

The consequence does not have to be identical every time. Depending on the teaching plan and the child’'s
response, it might include praise, access to a preferred activity, a natural result, corrective feedback, or
another form of reinforcement. What matters is that we are paying attention to what follows the response
and whether that consequence supports learning.

Discrete Trials Do Not Have to Happen at a Table

Here is where people sometimes misunderstand DTT. They assume that discrete trial training means
sitting at a table and repeatedly presenting flashcards or other instructional materials. That is a common
arrangement, but it is not what defines the teaching procedure.

Imagine that we are teaching a child to use a visual schedule. | say, “Check your schedule,” and the child
walks over and identifies the next activity. If | have arranged that as a structured teaching opportunity with a
defined target response and consequence, it can be a discrete trial.

Or suppose we are reading a book together. | say, “Point to the telephone,” and the child points to the
picture. That is another clearly identifiable opportunity to respond, and it can be incorporated into discrete
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trial teaching.

A trial can also occur during play, a classroom routine, a transition, or a community activity. The setting
does not determine whether a trial is discrete. The structure of the teaching opportunity does.

The important distinction is whether we are deliberately arranging and measuring separate teaching
opportunities. Simply noticing that a child spontaneously used a skill during the day is valuable, but that
observation alone does not necessarily mean we were conducting DTT. It may be a naturalistic observation
or an example of generalization rather than a planned discrete trial.

Both kinds of information can be useful. We just need to describe them accurately.

Why Do We Use Multiple Trials?

One of the reasons discrete trial training is useful is that it gives us repeated opportunities to teach and
measure a skill. If | ask a child to identify a picture only once, | do not necessarily know whether the
response represents consistent learning. The child might have guessed correctly, been distracted, or
responded differently under slightly different conditions.

By presenting multiple trials, we can begin to identify patterns in the child’s performance. We can see
whether the child responds independently, whether prompting is necessary, and whether accuracy
improves over time. Those observations help us make decisions about instruction.

For example, | might present ten trials of letter sounds during a five-minute teaching period. Later in the
day, | might present ten more trials using the same targets. Depending on the program and the child’s
needs, we can distribute teaching opportunities across the day rather than completing them all at once.

The number of trials should serve the teaching plan, not replace it. Ten unhelpful repetitions are not
automatically better than a smaller number of thoughtful opportunities. We need to consider the child’s
engagement, the difficulty of the task, the quality of the responses, and whether the teaching arrangement
is helping the child learn.

Repeated trials also give us a chance to vary relevant features of the skill. We might change the examples,
materials, people, or settings so the child learns more than a single narrow response pattern.

Understanding Receptive and Expressive Targets

Let's say we are teaching the sounds associated with the letters D, E, and F. If the program is expressive
letter sounds, | might show the child a letter and expect them to produce its sound. The child sees the letter
and says the corresponding sound.

But if the program is receptive letter sounds, the arrangement is different. | might place the letters D, E, and
F in front of the child, produce one of the letter sounds, and ask the child to identify the corresponding
letter. The child does not have to say the sound. They select the correct letter.

Those are different learning targets, even though we are using the same materials. The distinction matters
because the instruction, expected response, and data collection procedures need to match the skill we are
teaching.
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A child might be successful with one target and still be learning the other. Saying a sound when shown a
letter is not the same response as selecting a letter after hearing its sound. If we treat them as
interchangeable, we may misunderstand what the child knows or what needs to be taught next.

Clear targets also help different adults teach consistently. Everyone should know what instruction to
present, what response to expect, what prompts are allowed, and how to record the result.

Prompting During Discrete Trial Training

Sometimes a child does not know how to respond independently. That is when prompting may be
appropriate. We might point to the correct picture, model the response, or provide another form of
assistance.

For example, suppose | say, “Touch the car,” and the child does not respond. Depending on the teaching
procedure, | might provide a gesture or another prompt to help the child identify the correct picture. As the
child learns, | gradually reduce that assistance.

The important thing is to distinguish prompted responses from independent responses. If our goal is
independent identification, we should not record a prompted response as independent simply because the
child eventually touched the correct picture.

Prompts are tools for teaching. They are not proof that the child has mastered the target. Good instruction
includes a plan for using prompts appropriately and fading them when the child can respond with less
assistance.

We should also pay attention to how the child experiences the teaching. A prompt should support
participation, not force the child through a response. If the child is distressed, repeatedly disengaging, or
showing that the task is too difficult, we may need to adjust the materials, instructions, pacing, or level of
support.

DTT and Naturalistic Teaching Can Work Together

Discrete trial training and naturalistic teaching are not mutually exclusive. We can use structured trials to
teach a new skill and then create opportunities for the child to use that skill during everyday activities. Both
approaches can contribute to learning [3][4].

For example, we might initially teach a child to identify pictures of vehicles using structured trials. Later,
while playing with toy cars, we can ask the child to identify different vehicles or respond to naturally
occurring opportunities [3][4]. The teaching becomes more closely connected to the child’s everyday
experiences.

We might also use a natural activity to arrange a short series of discrete trials. While preparing a snack, we
could present separate opportunities to identify a cup, request a utensil, or follow a simple direction. Each
opportunity can have a clear instruction, response, and consequence while remaining connected to
something meaningful.

The key is to select teaching methods based on the child’s needs and the skill being taught. Some skills
benefit from repeated, carefully arranged trials. Others may be taught more effectively through play,
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routines, and naturally occurring opportunities [3][4]. Often, the most useful plan includes both structured
teaching and practice in natural settings [3][4].

Be Clear About What the Data Mean

Because DTT involves identifiable trials, it can provide useful information about learning. But the data are
only meaningful when we know what each trial represents.

Did the child respond independently or with a prompt? Was the instruction presented as planned? Were the
materials appropriate? Did the child have enough time to respond? Was the consequence delivered
consistently? Were there changes in the environment that may have affected performance?

These questions do not mean that every teaching opportunity needs a complicated record. They do mean
that data should match the teaching procedure. If we record a response without noting that it was
prompted, we may overestimate independence. If we combine different targets under one code, we may
not know what the child has actually learned.

Accurate information helps us decide whether to continue teaching, change the prompt, vary the materials,
practice generalization, or move toward maintenance.

The Goal Is Learning, Not Completing Trials

| want therapists to understand discrete trial training, but | do not want them to become so focused on
counting trials that they lose sight of the child. The purpose of DTT is not to complete ten trials because the
data sheet says ten. The purpose is to create effective opportunities for learning.

Sometimes that means presenting several trials in quick succession. Sometimes it means spreading them
throughout the day, changing materials, or adjusting the teaching arrangement. We should always be
paying attention to the child’s engagement and performance.

Once you understand what makes a trial discrete, the method becomes much easier to recognize and use.
It is not about the table, the flashcards, or the number of trials.

It is about arranging clear opportunities for children to learn and helping them become increasingly
independent.
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Continue learning

Open the companion resource and choose the next practical step.
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Scope and safety

This article provides general educational information. It is not individualized medical, behavioral, mental-health, legal, or emergency
advice. Individual support should consider the learner’'s communication, health, safety, disability-related needs, culture, and context.
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