
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is the VB-MAPP Assessment?  

A Clear Guide for Dubai Parents 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Dubai Parent, 

At Small Steps Big Dreams, we believe that every child’s journey is filled with possibility. We know that 

seeking answers about your child’s development takes courage, hope, and love. That’s why we created 

this comprehensive guide to the VB-MAPP assessment; so, you feel informed, empowered, and 

confident in every step ahead. 

This guide was written with Dubai’s multicultural families in mind. You’ll find practical tips, real 

examples, and clear explanations to help you partner with your child’s therapy team for the best 

possible outcomes. 

If you ever have questions, want to talk through your child’s progress, or simply need encouragement, 

our team is here for you. 

With you, every small step really does create big dreams. 

Warm regards, 

The Small Steps Big Dreams Team 

www.smallstepsbd.ae 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.smallstepsbd.ae/


 

Introduction: Your Guide to the VB-MAPP in Dubai 

Navigating the path of a child's unique development can lead parents to explore various tools and 

resources. Taking this step is a sign of proactive and dedicated parenting. One term that frequently 

appears in discussions about child development, particularly for children with autism or language delays, 

is the VB-MAPP. For parents in Dubai, understanding this assessment is becoming increasingly important 

as the city's ecosystem of high-quality early intervention and therapy centers continues to grow and 

align with global best practices. 

The Verbal Behavior Milestones Assessment and Placement Program, or VB-MAPP, can be understood 

as a detailed skills tracking system and curriculum guide. It is not a test with a passing or failing grade. 

Instead, it is a comprehensive tool designed to provide a clear picture of a child's current language, 

social, and learning skills. Its primary purpose is to help parents and therapists chart a precise, 

personalized path forward to support the child's development.   

In Dubai, the prominence of the VB-MAPP is a positive indicator of the quality of care available. Leading 

centers in the UAE and internationally, such Small Steps Big Dreams, list the VB-MAPP as a core 

component of their assessment processes. This adoption reflects a shift towards evidence-based, 

internationally recognized standards in special needs support. When parents understand the VB-MAPP, 

they can be reassured that the approach is grounded in decades of scientific research in Applied 

Behavior Analysis (ABA) and is not just one clinic's specific method, but a globally respected standard for 

creating effective intervention plans.   

Decoding the VB-MAPP: A Closer Look at the Five Key Components 

To fully appreciate how the VB-MAPP creates such a detailed intervention guide, it is helpful to 

understand its foundations and structure. Developed by Dr. Mark L. Sundberg, a renowned behavior 

analyst, the assessment is based on B.F. Skinner's analysis of "verbal behavior". This approach is less 

concerned with the sheer number of words a child knows and more focused on the function of language 

in everyday life. It examines why we communicate: to ask for things we want (a mand), to label things 

we see (a tact), or to participate in a conversation (an intraverbal). This focus on practical, functional 

communication is what makes the resulting therapy so powerful.   

The VB-MAPP is not a single checklist but an integrated system of five distinct components that work 

together to provide a holistic view of a child. This interconnected design allows it to function like a 

sophisticated diagnostic engine. It doesn't just identify that a child is struggling with a skill; it helps 

uncover why they are struggling and then provides the specific, step-by-step curriculum needed to teach 

that skill. 

 



 

The Milestones Assessment: Charting Your Child's Current Abilities 

This is the heart of the VB-MAPP. It evaluates 170 measurable learning and language milestones across 

16 different skill areas, known as domains. These skills are sequenced across three developmental levels 

that correspond to the milestones typically achieved by children from birth to 48 months:   

● Level 1 (0-18 months): Focuses on foundational skills like making requests (mands), labeling a 

few items (tacts), responding to one's name, imitating simple motor movements, and engaging 

in independent play.   

● Level 2 (18-30 months): Builds on Level 1 skills with an expanded vocabulary, following more 

complex instructions, answering simple questions, and beginning to engage in social play with 

peers.   

● Level 3 (30-48 months): Assesses more advanced language and pre-academic skills, such as 

understanding concepts like function and feature (e.g., "What do you write with?"), engaging in 

conversational turn-taking, and developing early reading, writing, and math skills.   

It is crucial for parents to understand that these are developmental levels, not a reflection of a child's 

chronological age. The assessment's goal is to identify a child's current functional skill level to establish 

the perfect starting point for intervention.   

The Barriers Assessment: Identifying What Might Be Getting in the Way 

This component serves as the diagnostic or "troubleshooting" part of the assessment. It systematically 

evaluates 24 common barriers that can impede a child's ability to learn and acquire new skills. These 

barriers can include challenging behaviors, difficulty responding to instructions, prompt dependency 

(waiting to be told what to do), sensory sensitivities, or a weak motivation for social interaction. 

Identifying a barrier is a profoundly positive and necessary step. For example, if the Milestones 

Assessment shows a child has difficulty learning new labels (tacts), the Barriers Assessment might reveal 

that the underlying issue is a "failure to generalize," meaning the child struggles to apply a learned skill 

in new situations. This allows the therapy plan to target not just the labeling itself, but the core skill of 

generalization, leading to more effective and lasting learning.   

 

 

 

 



 

The Transition Assessment: Looking Ahead to School and Social Settings 

This component acts as a "readiness check" to evaluate if a child has the prerequisite skills to succeed in 

a more inclusive, less restrictive learning environment, such as a mainstream nursery or school 

classroom. It consolidates information from the other components and assesses 18 critical areas, 

including a child's ability to learn in a group setting, their level of social skills and social play, their 

academic independence, and their ability to retain new skills over time. The results provide an objective, 

measurable guide for a child's educational team—including parents, therapists, and teachers—to make 

informed decisions about school placement and support.   

Task Analysis and Supporting Skills: The Building Blocks for Success 

This is the most detailed curriculum guide within the VB-MAPP. It takes each of the 170 milestones and 

breaks them down into smaller, sequential, teachable steps. In total, it provides a framework of 

approximately 900 supporting skills that build toward the milestones. If a milestone "matches identical 

objects," the task analysis might break this down into steps like "picks up an object," "scans an array of 

other objects," and "places an object next to its identical match." This level of detail ensures that the 

therapy is methodical and that progress can be made in small, achievable increments, building a child's 

confidence along with their skills.   

Placement and IEP Goals: Creating a Personalized Action Plan 

The final component serves as the bridge from assessment to action. It synthesizes all the information 

gathered from the other four components to provide specific recommendations on which of the 170 

milestones should be prioritized for intervention. Crucially, it provides concrete examples and 

suggestions for writing measurable Individualized Education Plan (IEP) goals. This directly connects the 

clinical assessment to a child's formal educational journey, empowering parents with the data needed to 

advocate for their child in a school setting.   

Is the VB-MAPP Right for My Child? 

The VB-MAPP is specifically designed as an assessment tool for children with autism spectrum disorder 

(ASD) and for any child experiencing other developmental or language delays. While it is most 

commonly used with children between the ages of 2 and 7, its application is not strictly defined by 

chronological age. The assessment focuses on skills typically acquired by children up to 48 months (4 

years) of development. Therefore, it can be an appropriate and valuable tool for an older child or even a 

teenager whose language and social skills fall within this developmental range.   

For parents in Dubai, considering a VB-MAPP assessment might be prompted by real-world observations 

rather than clinical labels. Some common indicators that might suggest a VB-MAPP could be beneficial 

include: 



● A toddler who primarily communicates by gesturing or pulling an adult's hand instead of using 

words to ask for desired items like a snack or a toy. 

● A child who struggles to follow simple, one-step instructions, such as "come here" or "get your 

shoes." 

● A child who shows limited interest in playing with other children at a park or in a playgroup, 

often preferring to play alone. 

● Feedback from a nursery or school teacher expressing concerns about a child's communication, 

social interaction, or ability to participate in group activities.   

The assessment's structure, which maps skills against developmental age rather than chronological age, 

represents a fundamental shift in perspective. For a parent of a five-year-old, seeing skills charted at a 

24-month level can be initially challenging. However, this is not a judgment but a crucial diagnostic step. 

The VB-MAPP operates on the principle that complex skills, like conversation, cannot be built without a 

solid foundation of prerequisite skills, like requesting and labeling. The assessment precisely identifies 

where the gaps in that foundation lie so they can be systematically filled. It is about meeting a child 

exactly where they are and building upon their unique strengths to foster meaningful progress. 

The Assessment Journey: What to Expect Step-by-Step 

Understanding the assessment process can help demystify it for both parents and children. The VB-

MAPP is designed to be a collaborative and low-stress experience.  

The journey begins with a detailed screening interview with the parents or primary caregivers. This 

initial step is vital, as it positions parents as essential partners and the foremost experts on their child. 

The assessor, typically a Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) or a Behavior Analyst certified by 

another organization such as the International Behavior Analysis Organization (IBAO), and Qualified 

Applied Behavior Analysis Credentialing Board (QABA), will gather information about the child's 

developmental history, strengths, challenges, and what motivates them.   

The assessment sessions themselves are conducted in a playful, naturalistic setting, not a sterile, formal 

testing room. The clinician's first priority is to build rapport and trust with the child, often by engaging in 

fun activities and "pairing" themselves with the child's favorite toys and reinforcements. The materials 

used are typically age-appropriate toys, books, puzzles, and common household objects.   

To gather a complete picture, the assessor uses a blend of methods:   

● Observation (O): The clinician observes the child in a natural play environment to see which 

skills, like spontaneously labeling a toy or initiating play with a peer, emerge without any 

prompting. 

● Formal Testing (T): The clinician may present a specific task, such as asking the child, "Show me 

the car," or "What is this?" to directly probe a particular skill. 

● Either (E): Some skills can be assessed through either observation or direct testing. 



This blended methodology is designed to capture not only a child's capacity to perform a skill when 

asked but also their spontaneity in using that skill in a functional way. A child might be able to label a 

picture of a cat when prompted, but the ultimate goal is for them to spontaneously exclaim, "Look, a 

cat!" when they see one in the park. The VB-MAPP helps distinguish between these levels of mastery. 

Skills are scored on a simple scale (e.g., 0 for no response, 0.5 for a partial or prompted response, and 1 

for a correct, independent response). These scores are then plotted onto a visual grid, creating an easy-

to-read chart that clearly shows the child's strengths and the skills that need support.   

A Dubai Focus: Adapting for a Multilingual City 

In a multicultural hub like Dubai, addressing multilingualism is not an exception but the norm. The VB-

MAPP is well-suited for this environment. The assessment has been officially translated into Arabic, 

among other languages. Best practices for assessment dictate that a child should be evaluated in their 

dominant language or languages, and responses should be accepted and scored as correct regardless of 

the language used.  

For example, if a child is asked to label a picture of a car and responds with either "car" or "سيارة" 

(sayyara), both answers are considered correct. Many clinics in Dubai, have bilingual (English and Arabic-

speaking) BCBAs on staff, which is a significant advantage for families. Parents should feel empowered 

to ask prospective clinics how they accommodate multilingual children to ensure the assessment 

accurately reflects their child's abilities.   

From Assessment to Action: Using the Results to Help Your Child Thrive 

The VB-MAPP is not an end point; it is the beginning of a focused, data-driven intervention plan. The 

visual profile generated from the Milestones and Barriers assessments allows clinicians to create a 

therapy program that is precisely tailored to a child's individual needs, targeting specific skill gaps rather 

than following a generic curriculum.   

One of the most powerful features for parents is how progress is tracked. At each administration, new 

scores are plotted on the same chart, often in a different color, creating a clear and compelling visual of 

the child's growth over time. This makes abstract concepts like "skill acquisition" tangible and provides 

concrete evidence of the effectiveness of the therapy, which can be incredibly motivating for both 

families and the clinical team.   

Integrating with Dubai's School System and IEPs 

For parents in Dubai, the VB-MAPP serves as a powerful tool, creating a common, data-driven language 

that can be understood by clinicians, parents, and educators alike. The Knowledge and Human 

Development Authority's (KHDA) Inclusive Education Policy Framework mandates that all private schools 

in Dubai must provide support for "students of determination". The primary vehicle for this support is 



the Individualized Education Plan (IEP), a legal document that outlines the specific goals and 

accommodations for a student with special educational needs.   

The "Placement and IEP Goals" component of the VB-MAPP is designed specifically for this purpose, 

providing a direct, evidence-based foundation for drafting measurable and meaningful IEP goals. When 

a parent attends an IEP meeting at their child's school, they are not just armed with their own 

observations; they are equipped with a comprehensive, professional report that details their child's 

strengths, identifies barriers, and proposes specific, data-backed goals. This fundamentally shifts the 

dynamic, empowering parents to be effective, collaborative advocates for their child's educational rights 

and needs. Under Dubai's guidelines, parents must be involved in the development of their child's IEP 

and sign the final document, making their understanding of the VB-MAPP results all the more critical.   

Choosing the Right Tool: VB-MAPP vs. Other Assessments 

There is no single "best" assessment for every child. A skilled clinician will choose the tool that best fits a 

child's age, skills, and the primary goals of the intervention. The VB-MAPP is one of several high-quality 

assessments used in the field. Understanding its unique features in comparison to other common tools, 

like the Assessment of Basic Language and Learning Skills-Revised (ABLLS-R) and the Assessment of 

Functional Living Skills (AFLS), can help parents understand why it might be recommended for their 

child. 

The development of the VB-MAPP by Dr. Sundberg, who also co-authored the original ABLLS, represents 

an evolution in clinical thinking. The VB-MAPP was designed in part to be more efficient and to address 

some of the limitations of earlier tools by more closely linking skills to typical development and, most 

importantly, by adding the Barriers Assessment to understand why a child may be struggling to learn. 

This reflects a more modern, nuanced understanding of how children with autism learn language.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 1: Quick Comparison of Common Assessments for Parents 

Assessment Primary Focus Typical Age/Skill Level Key Feature for Parents 

VB-MAPP 
Early language, 

communication, and social 

skills based on their function.   

Foundational skills 

typically acquired up to a 

48-month developmental 

level.   

Identifies why a child might be 

struggling to learn (Barriers 

Assessment) and is 

developmentally sequenced.   

ABLLS-R 
A broad range of basic 

language and learning skills, 

including academics, self-help, 

and motor skills.   

Typically used for 

children who need a 

structured curriculum 

across many skill areas.   

A very comprehensive and 

user-friendly checklist that 

covers a wide array of skills.   

AFLS 
Functional, real-world "life 

skills" needed for daily 

independence.   

Can be used across the 

lifespan, but is especially 

useful for older children, 

teenagers, and adults.   

Focuses on practical skills for 

home, school, and the 

community, such as dressing, 

safety, and community 

participation.   

The VB-MAPP and AFLS serve very different, yet complementary, purposes. The VB-MAPP is designed to 

build the foundational communication and social skills that are the building blocks for all other learning. 

The AFLS focuses on the practical life skills needed for independence as a person grows older. It is 

common for a child to begin with a VB-MAPP-guided program and later transition to using the AFLS to 

target life skills as they approach their teenage years.   

Frequently Asked Questions for Dubai Parents 

How long does the full VB-MAPP assessment take? 

The total time varies depending on the child's skill level and cooperation, but it is always broken down 

into several shorter, playful sessions to avoid fatigue. Administering this assessment can take from 

several hours to several days, dependent upon the child’s behavioural and emotional needs, strengths, 

and challenges. 

   



How do you make sure my child isn't stressed or uncooperative? 

The assessor's primary goal is to ensure the child feels safe, comfortable, and happy. The assessment is 

conducted in a playful, natural environment, and the first step is always to build a positive relationship 

with the child. The clinician will use the child's favorite toys, activities, and snacks as positive 

reinforcement to keep them motivated. Breaks are given as often as needed. An accurate assessment 

can only be obtained when a child is engaged and cooperative, so their emotional well-being is the top 

priority.   

How often will my child need to be reassessed with the VB-MAPP? 

The VB-MAPP can be repeated every 4 to 6 months, or yearly. Some funding sources and insurance 

providers may require reassessment every six months to continue authorizing services. This regular 

reassessment is not about re-testing the child. It is a critical tool for tracking progress, celebrating 

successes, and making necessary adjustments to the therapy plan. As a child learns and grows, their 

goals should evolve with them, and regular reassessment ensures the intervention remains targeted and 

effective.   

Is the VB-MAPP assessment covered by our insurance plan in Dubai? 

Insurance coverage for developmental assessments and therapies in the UAE is highly dependent on an 

individual's specific policy. Coverage is not standard in every plan. Many insurance providers in Dubai 

operate on a "pay and claim" or reimbursement basis. This means the family pays the clinic for the 

assessment upfront and then submits the detailed invoice and report to their insurance company for 

reimbursement.   

Before scheduling an assessment, it is crucial for parents to take the following steps: 

1. Call your insurance provider directly.  

2. Ask specific questions: "Is a 'Language and Behavior Assessment' or 'Developmental Assessment 

for Autism' a covered benefit under my policy?", "What is the extent of the coverage?", "Do you 

have a direct billing arrangement with [Clinic Name], or is it a reimbursement-based policy?", 

and "What specific documentation will I need to submit a claim?" 

3. Work with the clinic's administrative team. Most reputable centers in Dubai are experienced in 

this process and can provide the necessary stamped claim forms and reports required by 

insurance companies.   

Your Next Step: Empowering Your Child's Journey 

The Verbal Behavior Milestones Assessment and Placement Program is far more than a set of scores or a 

clinical label. It is a positive, powerful tool that provides parents with clarity, direction, and a concrete 

plan to support their child's development. By translating a child's needs into a clear, visual format, it 



empowers parents to become knowledgeable and confident advocates in both clinical and educational 

settings. 

For families in Dubai beginning this journey, the first step is often to discuss any concerns with a trusted 

paediatrician or child development specialist. Researching reputable ABA therapy centers that utilize the 

VB-MAPP, such as those mentioned in this guide, is an excellent next step. An initial consultation with a 

qualified professional can help determine if a VB-MAPP assessment is the right choice to guide the path 

forward for your child. 

 

 

 

About Small Steps Big Dreams 

● CDA-licensed, internationally recognized clinical team 

● Bilingual and multicultural child development team 

● Specialists trained in Behavior Analysis, Verbal Behavior, Natural Environment Teaching  

● Parent-first approach: every family is a partner, not just a client 

● Convenient locations in Dubai; modern, school-based spaces 

● Book a free tour or no-pressure consultation: www.smallstepsbd.ae |+971 55 610 6471/ 

info@smallstepsbd.com 
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