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Preference Assessments
Background
A reinforcer Is an action, event, or object that happens after a behavior that tends to increase in the future. To help children learn, we need to reinforce new skills. To effectively reinforce new skills, we must know what is rewarding or reinforcing for an individual child. Preference assessments are a valid and effective way to identify preferred stimuli to reinforce children with disabilities when they learn new behaviors and skills (Tullis et al., 2011). However, just because a child prefers an item over others in some circumstances doesn’t mean that item is reinforcing in other circumstances.
It is important to conduct preference assessments when the child is engaged, attending, and motivated. There are several types of preference assessments:
Single stimulus (Pace et al., 1985): In this procedure, the assessor presents items one at a time and records whether the child engages with the item and the length of the engagement. The duration of engagement for each item is totaled across assessment events, with the most preferred items those that are engaged with often and for longer durations. This procedure is most appropriate for children who do not make choices based on preference and who tend to engage in challenging behavior if their preferred item is taken away. An example can be found here. 
Paired stimulus (Fisher et al., 1992): In this procedure, the assessor presents items (toys or edibles) in pairs and records what item the child selects in each trial. The most preferred items are those that are selected most often. This procedure is appropriate for children who can choose between two items based on preference but do not reliably select items from a larger array. About five items are generally assessed at a time, and they are presented in every possible combination, such as: AB, CA, AD, EA, BC, DB, BE, CD, EC, DE. A benefit of preference assessments that use multiple stimuli is that they provide information on differential responding, which allows you to determine a child’s preference hierarchy from a select group of items. An example can be found here. 
Eye gaze (Fleming et al., 2010): This procedure is an adaptation of the paired-stimulus preference assessment. It was designed to identify reinforcers for people with multiple disabilities, mainly those that are unable to reach out and select an item. In this procedure, the assessor observes the child’s eye gaze, with the items looked at assumed to be more highly preferred.
Multiple stimulus without replacement (MSWO; DeLeon & Iwata 1996): This procedure is for children who can choose from an array of three or more items and can tolerate having a preferred item taken away from them. To conduct this procedure, the assessor should first list the items to be assessed on a data sheet. The duration of access should also be pre-determined. The duration should remain constant across item type. To implement this procedure, the assessor should: 
1. Seat the child comfortably with a tray or table in front of them to display the items. All items should be simultaneously placed in front of the child, generally in a straight line. 
2. Tell the child to "pick one" and wait five seconds. 
3. Once the child selects an item, the array should be removed.
4. Allow the child to engage with the item for the predetermined duration of time. 
5. Record a "1" in the first column next to the item the child chose on your data sheet. 
6. Rearrange the remaining items and present the array again. 
7. Repeated this process until all items have been selected or until the child stops selecting items. 
8. Record the order of selection for each item in the array (e.g., if item 2 is selected third, write a "3" in the row for item 2 in session 1). 
Steps 1-8 are considered one session. Five sessions should be conducted before calculating the preference hierarchy. You do not need to conduct the assessment in one sitting. To determine the preference hierarchy once five sessions have been completed, the assessor should sum the rankings of each item across the five sessions. The items with lower totals are considered more preferred than those with higher totals. An example can be found here. 
Multiple stimulus with replacement (MSW; Chazin. & Ledford, 2016): This procedure is similar to the MSWO preference assessment where children are able to make a choice from an array of items. However, MSW is most effective with children who cannot tolerate losing access to a preferred item and those who may engage in challenging behavior if a preferred item is removed or taken away. To prevent challenging behaviors and the possibility of damaging rapport with the practitioner, in MSW the child has the option to choose the same item repeatedly. This is a disadvantage because a child may choose the same item throughout the assessment, which could limit the information about the reinforcers that may work with the child to reinforce new skills. An example can be found here.
Free operant: This is appropriate for all children because it is simple and can be conducted in a child’s natural environment or classroom.  It is also suitable for children who may engage in challenging behavior if a preferred toy or activity is taken away, as is needed in some other types of assessments. This not a trial-based assessment, and toys and activities remain accessible to the child throughout the assessment time. To implement this procedure, record what times the child approaches and for how long the child engages with each item. The duration of engagement for each item is totaled across assessment events, with the most preferred items those that are engaged with often and for longer durations. When conducting this procedure, the assessor may discover highly preferred actions or activities that are not typically thought of when brainstorming reinforcers, such as dancing to music, engaging in stereotypy, or escaping adult attention. Typically, free operant preference assessments are not conducted with edible items. An example can be found here.  
Guidelines
Consider the following questions when choosing a preference assessment to use:
1. Can the person physically select an Item? If No, then use Eye Gaze Assessment.
2. Can the person make a choice from two items? If No, then use Single Stimulus Assessment.
3. Can the person choose from three or more items? if No, then use Paired Stimulus Assessment.
4. Can the person choose from three or more items? if Yes, then use Multiple Stimulus Without Replacement Assessment. 
5. (a) Can the person choose from three or more items (b) without exhibiting challenging behavior? if Yes for (a) and No for (b), then use Multiple Stimulus with Replacement Assessment. 
6. Is the observer not familiar with the child’s preferences, is the child upset when they loose access to preferred items, is the child choosing from one side only when the observer uses a paired stimulus assessment, or is the child unable to choose between preferred and non-preferred items? If you answered Yes to any of the listed situations then use Free Operant Observation.
Microteach Instructions
1. Select a child with whom you want to practice doing a preference assessment.
2. Using the questions above to guide your selection, identify which type of preference assessment is most appropriate for the child.
3. Based on your selection of preference assessment, use a data collection form, such as one found here.  You may also create your own.
4. Identify and gather items or activities that you think may be preferred by the child; the number of items needed will vary depending on the type of preference assessment that you have chosen for the child.
5. Follow the directions above for the type of preference assessment that you have chosen for the child, and take data using your data collection sheet.
6. When finished with your preference assessment, analyze your data to determine which items are more or less preferred.
7. Follow general microteach instructions.
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