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FBA: Functional Behavior Assessment

Helping Students with Behavioral Problems
What is a Functional Behavioral Assessment (FBA)? 

An FBA is an approach that incorporates a variety of techniques and strategies to diagnose the causes and to identify likely interventions intended to address problem behaviors. In other words, the FBA looks beyond the demonstrated behavior and focuses, in-stead, upon identifying biological, social, affective, and environmental factors that initiate, sustain, or end the target behavior. This approach is important because it leads the observer beyond the “symptom” (the behavior) to the underlying motivation for it. 

It is important to note that the cause of a behavior is not usually considered inappropriate. Rather, it is the behavior itself—the result—that is judged appropriate or inappropriate. For example, getting good grades and acting-out may serve the same function (i.e., getting attention from adults). Through an FBA, the team can determine that a student is seeking attention by acting-out. They can then develop a plan to teach the student more appropriate ways to gain attention, thereby filling the student’s need with an alternative behavior that serves the same function as the inappropriate behavior. At the same time, strategies may be developed to decrease or even eliminate opportunities for the student to engage in the undesirable behavior.
There are three basic ways to categorize why a behavior is occurring: 
􀁦Function—why the student is demonstrating the behavior, usually to get/seek

something desired or to escape/avoid something painful or undesired. Examples: to get

attention or stimulation, to elicit a desired response, to get a desired activity, to escape

demands/requests, to escape an activity or person, to escape an environment, to control

something. 

􀁦Skill deficit—a behavioral or academic skill that the student does not know how

to perform. Example: In a disagreement, the student hits the other student because

he does not know other strategies for conflict resolution. In cases of skill deficit, the

BIP needs to describe how the skill will be taught and how the student will be

supported while learning it. 

􀁦Performance deficit—a behavioral or academic skill the student does know, but does not consistently perform. 
Example: A student is chronically late for the classes she doesn’t “like.” In cases of performance deficit, the BIP may 
include strategies to increase motivation.
Conducting an FBA 

Below is a summary of the stages involved in a method of conducting an FBA. They are discussed in detail on the pages that follow. 
􀁦Describe and define the target behavior in specific, concrete terms 
􀁦Collect information on possible functions of the target behavior 


Use direct and indirect measures of behavior 


Check accuracy of behavior measurement 
􀁦Categorize behavior—Is it linked to a skill deficit or a performance deficit? 
􀁦Analyze information to form a hypothesis (conjecture or presumed function) 
􀁦Devise interventions and/or develop a BIP 
Case Study 


Jay Raven is a 7-year-old second grade student at Eagle Elementary School who has repeatedly demonstrated acting out behaviors both in and outside of the classroom. His teacher, Mrs. Bird, describes Jay's behavior as "very disruptive" to her class. In addition, she has grown increasingly concerned because Jay's behavior has become more aggressive. According to Mrs. Bird, Jay has difficulty getting along with other students in his class and often fails to follow her directions. In particular, Jay frequently grabs, hits, or yells at other students to either get their attention or to get something that he wants. On occasion Jay has been very aggressive towards other students and has reportedly punched or kicked his classmates for no apparent reason. These behaviors have resulted in rejection and general isolation from the other children. Regarding his academic skills, Mrs. Bird reported that Jay is a "good" student, however, she added that he often blurts out answers in class and is demanding of attention. When Jay's teacher redirects his behavior he often refuses to cooperate, which subsequently leads to extended periods of off-task behavior. Thus, despite having the skills to perform academic tasks, Jay is frequently unable to complete assignments. 
In order to gain a better understanding of Jay's behavior you decide that a collaborative approach to problem solving would be best. In doing so, you decide that a meeting with Jay's teacher and his parents is necessary. 
In scheduling this meeting what stage of the process of implementation are you engaging in? In addition to collecting information from Jay's teacher and his parents what other important purposes could be accomplished at this meeting? 
During the meeting the following information is revealed. In particular, Jay's teacher reported the following pieces of information: 
· Concerns for Jay's behavior are increasing. The behavior has gotten worse during the year. 
· Jay needs assistance in controlling his anger and getting along with other students. 
· She does not understand what causes his outbursts although she suspects that he does this to avoid work. 
· Mrs. Bird indicated that she is often "on-edge" around Jay because she fears that he could "go-off" any minute. 
· When Jay misbehaves she becomes angry and usually responds with punitive actions such as referring him to the office. 
· During the times when he receives direct instruction from the teacher he experiences few behavioral difficulties. Most of his difficulties occur when he is expected to work within a cooperative one-table structure or independently. 
Jay's parents added to the picture by providing their perspective of their son's difficulties: 
· The Ravens agreed with Mrs. Bird that Jay sometimes had difficulty getting along with other children and that he occasionally throws temper tantrums when he does not get his way. 
· Jay exhibits no aggressive behavior at home. 
· Jay has one brother and the home is described as "quiet". 
· The Ravens live on a small farm in a remote area. This isolation has resulted in few opportunities for Jay to interact with peers after school. 
· Jay's brother has had similar difficulties and was recently placed in a program for students with academic and behavior problems. 

· Jay spends time with his brother in the afternoons and they have reportedly skipped school together on several occasions. 
Following the meeting all parties agree that more information is needed about Jay's behavior. As a result, the school psychologist is asked to conduct a functional assessment so that a comprehensive intervention plan might be developed. The results of the assessment are shared below: 
· Aggressive Behavior (hitting, taking materials from other students, and kicking) occurs, on average, 6 times per day. 
· Behavior is not exclusive to any one environment. It has been consistently observed in the classroom, on the playground, and during lunch. 
· Behavior most often occurs when supervision is minimal. The teacher is not in close proximity and when students are expected to work independently. However, on several occasions behavior has been demonstrated directly in front of teacher. 
· Behavior does not appear to be triggered by aversive stimuli. 
· Interview revealed that Jay is unable to effectively communicate when he is upset or requests to peers. 
· Responses to the behavior: Peers tattle and avoid future play. Teacher warns or explains why the behavior is inappropriate. 
· Jay revealed several inappropriate social behavioral responses when hypothetical situations were presented for him to solve. His responses suggest a skill deficit. 
Part 2

At this point, based on the data collected, what do you think is the 
function of the behavior?___________________________________
(aka….what is the student attaining as a result of the behavior?…which is also the maintaining consequence)

What replacement behavior could be used instead for the child to reach the same goal?______________________

(this is the replacement behavior)

What is the optimal behavior desired?________________________________________________________
