
 
DISCRETE TRIAL (DT) 

  

 

What is a Discrete Trial? 
 

A discrete trial is a form of applied behavioral 
analysis which represents an isolated opportunity for a 
student to make a single behavioral response to instruction. 

The purpose of discrete trial is to utilize a 
behavioral sequence to maximize learning.   

ABA 
 

Applied Behavioral Analysis (ABA) is a 
systematic approach that involves reinforcing desired 
behaviors and discouraging undesired behaviors by 
ignoring or redirecting them.  ABA breaks down a task 
into its specific skills and teaches each part in a highly 
structured manner.  An ABA behavioral program is a 
comprehensive intervention, carried out in every setting.   

Discrete Trial teaching is a component of ABA 
and takes a set of skills and teaches them separately using 
a consistent manner with no other environmental 
distractions.  The skills that are taught in discrete trial 
drills must be practiced and generalized in “natural” 
settings. 

Components 
 
1. Antecedent (the instruction).  Make the instruction 

clear and concise.  Say the entire instruction without 
interruption and do not repeat.   

2. Behavioral Responses (the student’s action in        
response to the instruction).  Determine what the 
expected specific response is before you give the 
instruction.  Responses are measured as correct, 
incorrect, and no response. 

3. Consequence (what occurs following the child’s 
response).  The consequence will depend upon the 
individual’s response.  Follow correct responses with a 
reward and incorrect responses with an instructional 
“No.”   

4. Between-Trial Interval (the time between the 
consequence and the next instruction). 

 

 
Characteristics 

 
• Most experts agree for a successful program, a 

minimum of 20 to 40 hours a week across 
environments is needed. 

• It is important for every member of a team to be 
consistent in techniques 

• The time between trials should 3 to 5 seconds 
• Each trial should have a clear beginning and end 
• Reinforcing consequences must occur immediately 

after the response 
• Always identify the exact response requested 
• Avoid unintentional help during all trials 

Tips on Using Prompts 
 
• All prompts must be faded over time before the 

response is considered mastered 
• Simplify the instruction by removing all unnecessary 

information 
• Always use the least intrusive prompt 
• Exaggerate the relevant component of the instruction 

The Lovaas Method 
 

In the 1980’s, Ivar Lovaas demonstrated a 
successful use of discrete trial training with individuals 
with autism within a specific early intensive behavioral 
program.  This program is often referred to as the Lovaas 
Method.  Although that it is based on principles of ABA, it 
is not the same as applied behavioral analysis.  To learn 
more about the Lovaas Method, visit the following 
websites:  http://www.lovaas.com; http://www.peach.com 

  

For More Information 
Please visit one of the following websites: 

htttp://www.autismweb.com 

http://www.ctfeat.org 
 


