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What is the intervention? 

Prompting has long been used as an error reducing, systematic instructional procedure for 
individuals with various disabilities (Wolery et al., 1992). Prompting is used to instruct the learner 
in how to perform a skill or behaviour correctly before prompts are faded to increase independent 
performance of that skill or behaviour (Spooner et al., 2011). Prompting can be divided into 
categories, stimulus prompting and response prompting (Collins, 2007). Stimulus prompts are 
prompts that are made available before instruction begins in order to increase the learner’s chances 
of performing the correct response (Collins, 2007). For example, text is accompanied by a visual 
image to prompt the correct word recognition response. Alternatively, response prompting is used 
in combination with systematic instructional procures and embedded within instructional trials to 
elicit correct learner responses (Collins, 2007). 	

Prompts are ordered within a hierarchy from least to most intrusive and include: 
 Indirect verbal prompt:  The bell rings for lunch. It is routine for students to line up at classroom 
door. The teacher says: “That’s the lunch bell. What do you do now?” 

Direct verbal prompt: When unpacking schoolbags on arrival, the teacher says: “You need to put 
your book in your tray.” 

Gestural prompt: The student is to sit on the chair. The teacher points to the chair. 
Modelling prompt: The student is learning to write the letter ‘t’. The teacher models this on the 
whiteboard. 
Partial physical prompt: An individual is learning to wash her hands. The instructor places the 
learner’s hand on the soap dispenser but does not push it down. 
Physical prompt: An individual is learning to use a fork. The instructor provides hand over hand 
assistance to stab the food and bring it to the learner’s mouth. 
It is better to use a less intrusive controlling prompt that will still elicit a correct response. To 
encourage the performance of a skill or behaviour independently, the use of more intrusive prompts 
should be replaced by the use of less intrusive prompts over time and all prompts should be faded 
over sessions (Collins, 2007).  
 
What is the evidence?  

The vast majority of research conducted on prompting has focused on the effectiveness of six 
response-promoting strategies, including: graduated guidance, constant time delay, progressive time 
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delay, simultaneous prompting, the system of least prompts, and most-to-least prompting (Collins et 
al., 2018). Graduated guidance is the least systematic of these six response-prompting strategies and 
relies on the use of physical prompts to elicit a correct response. These prompts are delivered on a 
spur-of-the-moment basis and faded over time (Wolery et al., 1992). As a result of the impromptu 
nature of graduated guidance, there is little research evidence available on its use with individuals 
with disabilities.  

Time delay is a prompting strategy that involves the delivery of a single controlling prompt after a 
predetermined time interval that either progressively increases (i.e., progressive time delay) or 
remains constant (i.e., constant time delay) across trial sessions (Walker, 2008). A strong research 
base exists for time delay; however, much of the research is based on constant, rather than 
progressive, time delay. Available evidence involving students with moderate to severe disabilities 
has demonstrated the success of time delay to teach picture and word recognition skills (Browder et 
al., 2009; Walker, 2008), vocabulary and definitions (Collins et al., 2011; Riesen et al., 2003), 
chained life skills (e.g., food preparation; see Godsey et al., 2008) and various other discrete 
academic skills (see Falkenstine et al., 2009).  

Simultaneous prompting is a simple strategy that involves the delivery of a controlling prompt 
concurrent to the presentation of the target stimulus (Morse & Schuster, 2004). Simultaneous 
prompting, often combined with verbal prompts, has been shown to be effective in teaching discrete 
reading (e.g., sight words; see Collins et al, 2007) and mathematics skills (e.g., telling the time, 
identifying shapes; see Heinrich et al., 2016) as well as chained social and life skills (e.g., games, 
plant care; see Collins et al., 2017) and academic skills (e.g., mathematics equations, research skills; 
see Creech-Galloway et al., 2014; Heinrich et al., 2016). Due to its simplicity, research has shown 
that simultaneous prompting can be successfully implemented by various instructors, including, 
special educators, paraprofessionals, and typically-developing peers.  

The system of least prompts, also known as least-to-most prompting or least intrusive prompts, 
makes use of the least-to-most intrusive prompt hierarchy to deliver controlling prompts. Available 
group-design research involving the system of least prompts is extremely limited and single-case 
designs conducted on the system of least prompts does not provide sufficient evidence of its 
effectiveness (What Works Clearinghouse, 2018). However, the nature of the system of least 
prompts is considered to be best suited to chained tasks that allow learners to independently attempt 
a skill before a level of prompting is applied (Collins et al., 2018).  

Most-to-least prompting involves the use of the most-to-least intrusive prompt hierarchy to deliver 
prompts across sessions, and is commonly used to teach new skills (Love et al., 2009). Compared to 
the system of least prompts, most-to-least prompting has been shown to lead to lower error rates, is 
considered to be a better choice when the instructor is unfamiliar with the learner’s history, and may 
improve the maintenance of skills (Fentress & Lerman, 2012; Libby et al., 2008). Most-to-least 
prompting has been shown to be effective in teaching a diverse range of skills to learners across 
various ages; from teaching numeracy in early childcare settings (Davenport & Johnston, 2014) to 
teaching vocational skills and life skills to adolescents (Aykut, 2012).  
 
Summary of findings 

There is a large body of evidence that demonstrates the effectiveness of response prompting 
strategies for learners with and without disabilities, but particularly for those with autism and 
moderate to severe disabilities. These strategies have been shown to be effective across various 
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skills and behaviours (both discrete and chained), ages, settings, and when delivered by various 
instructors. There is, however, stronger evidence available for some strategies (i.e., time delay, 
simultaneous prompting, and most-to-least prompting) than others (i.e., graduated guidance, least-
to-most prompting).  
 
Advice for special educators  

Given the variety of prompting strategies available, and the flexibility of their application, it is 
important for special educators to follow some common guidelines when deciding on their use 
(Collins, 2012; Wolery et al., 1992). The first of these guidelines is the deliberate selection of a 
response promoting strategy that meets the needs of the individual (i.e., age, development, pace of 
learning) and the target skill (i.e., discrete or chained, familiarity with the skill). These factors can 
be used to select the most appropriate level of prompt, complexity of the prompting strategy, and 
the consistency of the prompting procedure. Secondly, special educators need to evaluate and make 
use of the most time and resource efficient strategy. This needs to take the availability of resources, 
such as instructors and instructor training, time, and money, into account. Third, special educators 
need to monitor learner performance and use it to guide instruction over time. Finally, special 
educators need to continuously look for ways to increase the efficiency of strategy use over time to 
ensure the feasible continuation of its implementation.  
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