
Cop
yri

gh
t ©

 20
15

 The
 G

uil
for

d P
res

s

 15 

tHE currEnt contExt rEgardIng ProBlEm BEHavIor In scHools

A growing crisis faces students and educators. Student disruption, aggression, 
and academic failure are a problem in schools nationwide. Students’ lack of dis-
cipline is viewed in many circles as the biggest problem faced by public schools 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2010) and is a common reason why 
teachers make requests for assistance from their principal or student support 
team. Students with behavior problems are at risk for multiple problems in aca-
demic, social, and daily functioning (Bradshaw, Bottiani, Osher, & Sugai, 2014). 
These students are more likely than students without problem behavior to drop 
out before completing high school; to be suspended, expelled, or placed in alter-
native school settings; to commit crimes against individuals or the community; to 
have difficult relationships with their parents and siblings; and to have a higher 
probability of being arrested (Bowen, Jenson, & Clark, 2012; Walker, Colvin, & 
Ramsey, 1995). These students not only harm themselves but also pose multiple 
challenges for their school administrators, teachers, and classmates. Administra-
tors must spend significant amounts of time responding to teacher, parent, and 
student needs that accompany problem behavior. Teachers frequently have to 
interrupt instruction in order to attend to problem behavior. Students with prob-
lem behaviors will often require modifications to the curriculum or classroom 
environment in order to maximize their level of attainment.

Administrators, teachers, parents, and communities often feel overwhelmed 
and challenged by students with problem behavior. They want to create schools 
that are places of learning, not places to struggle with misbehavior. Unfortunately, 
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16 Using FBA in schools  

whether because of a lack of training or a lack of resources, many schools do not 
have the tools or skills to identify and implement effective solutions to behavior 
problems.

Historically, a common response to problem behavior in schools has been 
some type of punishment— for example, detention, suspension, or expulsion 
from school. These reactive approaches serve primarily as short-term solutions 
that remove the child from the setting. Detention, suspension, and expulsion 
typically are ineffective at producing long-term reduction of problem behavior, 
generalization of behavior change, or acquisition of appropriate replacement 
behaviors (Costenbader & Markson, 1998; Royer, 1995). Clearly, schools need 
something more than a reactive approach to behavior management. Schools 
interested in implementing a proactive approach to behavior management should 
adopt a three-tier continuum of SWPBS.

ovErvIEw oF swPBs

SWPBS is a three-tier prevention and intervention framework that is imple-
mented schoolwide to support all students in the school (Horner, Albin, Todd, 
Newton, & Sprague, 2010). An assumption of SWPBS is that every student who 
attends school needs some level of behavior support; the level and intensity of 
support needed depends on the level of problem behavior the student presents. 
The intensity of support increases, at each level, from Tier 1 up to Tier 3. The 
level of support offered at each tier of SWPBS is illustrated in Figure 2.1.

Most students come to school ready to respond to behavioral expectations 
and will benefit from a Tier 1, schoolwide behavior plan (e.g., Lewis & Sugai, 
1999; Lewis, Sugai, & Colvin, 1998; Taylor- Greene et al., 1997). Tier 1 SWPBS 
involves schools agreeing on three to five positively stated expectations (e.g., “Be 
respectful,” “Be responsible”), teaching the expectations in all school contexts, 
(e.g., hallways, cafeteria, classroom), providing reinforcement to students for fol-
lowing expectations, and having agreed- upon consequences for students who 
do not follow the expectations. School teams are expected to use data, such as 
number of office discipline referrals (ODRs) per student, for decision making 
regarding the effectiveness or need for modifications to this level of support. Tier 
1 SWPBS also involves teachers implementing an effective classroom behavior 
management plan with all students. Research from across the country indicates 
that Tier 1 SWPBS supports 75–85% of the student population (i.e., these stu-
dents do not need additional behavior support; Horner et al., 2009).

Students who do not respond to Tier 1 SWPBS may benefit from efficient Tier 
2 targeted interventions. The “targeted” group of students is the 5–15% who are 
at risk for developing severe problem behavior due to poor peer relations, low 
academic achievement, and/or chaotic home environments (Hawken, Adolphson, 
MacLeod, & Schumann, 2009). These students typically require more practice 
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in learning behavioral expectations and may need academic modifications to 
ensure learning success. An example of a Tier 2 intervention is called Check-In/
Check-Out (CICO), which increases feedback and positive adult attention to the 
student throughout the school day (more detailed information on CICO is pro-
vided later in the chapter; Crone et al., 2010). Another type of Tier 2 behavior 
intervention may include instruction on social skills, such as teaching students 
how to interact with peers and/or anger management techniques (Kalberg, Lane, 
& Lambert, 2012). The crucial elements of Tier 2 behavior interventions are that 
they are efficient (i.e., students receive support shortly after being identified) 
and cost- effective to implement (i.e., similar procedures are used with a group of 
students without requiring large amounts of staff time to implement).

~80% of Students 

~15%

~5%
 

Tier 3 
• Function-Based Support 

Tier 2 
• Check-In/Check-Out  
• Targeted Social Skills Instruction  

Tier 1 
• Schoolwide Discipline Plan  
• Effective Classroom Management Plan 
• Schoolwide Bully Prevention  
 

FIGUre 2.1. SWPBS. Copyright by Educational and Community Supports, University of 
Oregon. Reprinted by permission.
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18 Using FBA in schools  

A small group of students (1–7% of the student population) may need Tier 3 
interventions, which involve conducting an FBA and implementing an individual-
ized BSP (March & Horner, 2002; O’Neill et al., 2015). FBA involves gathering data 
to determine why a student is engaging in problem behavior (i.e., what function 
does the problem behavior serve?). Some students act out to gain teacher atten-
tion while other students act out to escape work that is too difficult for them. 
Conducting an FBA and using those data to develop an individualized BSP has 
been shown to be a highly effective tool for intervening with problem behavior 
(Filter & Horner, 2009; McIntosh & Av-Gay, 2007; O’Neill & Stephenson, 2009).

The purpose of this book is to provide school personnel with tools to more 
effectively and efficiently implement the FBA-BSP process. The FBA-BSP process 
will also be referred to as “function- based support” throughout this book. The 
forthcoming chapters provide forms and guidance for FBA-BSP implementation. 
However, prior to introducing those materials, it is important to understand how 
FBA methods and processes (which are detailed in the next sections) can be 
embedded in each tier of SWPBS. Schools that are interested in embedding FBA 
methods into all three tiers must first agree to think “functionally” about prob-
lem behavior.

Note: This book is not intended as a primer on FBA or behavior manage-
ment. There are a number of excellent resources on both these topics, many of 
which are listed in the Supplementary Section to this chapter. We assume that the 
reader of this book has knowledge and experience in FBA-BSP but requires prac-
tical assistance in effectively and efficiently embedding FBA-BSP into the school 
infrastructure.

tHInKIng FunctIonally aBout ProBlEm BEHavIor

In the past, schools often implemented interventions based on the topography 
or form of the behavior. For example, if a student was frequently talking out or 
talking back, a menu of interventions were examined to determine what inter-
vention fit best for these behaviors (Sprick, 2008). These interventions were not 
based on the function or the reason why the behavior was occurring. One of 
the most difficult challenges in designing effective interventions for children 
with problem behavior is the highly variable individual response to intervention. 
Strategies that work for one child may have no impact on the behavior of another 
child with similar behavior. Behavior intervention plans created in response to 
the type of behavior (e.g., fighting, stealing, talking back, profanity), rather than 
in response to the individual characteristics of the student or setting and without 
addressing the underlying function of the problem behavior, are unlikely to pro-
duce the intended effect, at least for any reasonable length of time.

To plan a successful intervention, the interventionist should consider more 
than the problem behaviors and a menu of intervention options: What typically 
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triggers the problem behavior? What reward does the student obtain by engag-
ing in the problem behavior? Given the variety of interventions that could be 
applied, teachers and school staff need a means for deciding which intervention 
or combination of interventions will be most effective for an individual student, 
group of students, or specific school setting or routine.

Schools interested in implementing FBA within all three tiers of behavior 
support need to begin thinking functionally about problem behavior rather than 
relying on cookbook- like approaches to solving problems. To think functionally 
about problem behavior involves school personnel agreeing to the following 
assumptions: (1) human behavior is functional, (2) human behavior is predict-
able, and (3) human behavior is changeable.

Human Behavior Is Functional

The primary principle of function- based behavior support is that people act the 
way they do for a reason. That is, most behavior is functional: it serves a purpose. 
The function of the behavior may be to obtain something the person wants, to 
gain adult or peer attention, or to escape from an aversive situation or person. 
The results or consequences of a behavior affect the future occurrence of that 
behavior. As intelligent, discerning individuals, students begin to recognize that 
some strategies are more effective than others at producing the outcomes they 
desire. Students will use effective strategies more often than ineffective strate-
gies. For example, a student who wants to be part of the cheerleading squad 
learns that practicing the routines and consistently attending tryouts on time 
is more effective than complaining that tryouts are unfairly biased toward the 
“popular” girls.

Ironically, students sometimes learn that problem behavior can be more effi-
cient than appropriate behavior in producing desired outcomes. This may be 
true in cases when a student gets out of a difficult assignment by having a temper 
tantrum in class or when a student becomes the center of attention for his peers 
by swearing at a teacher. Much to the dismay of the school staff, these students 
recognize that inappropriate behavior can be an effective strategy for obtaining 
what they want. As a result, their problem behavior continues or intensifies. For 
example, consider the following cases:

James is a seventh- grade student who has difficulty reading aloud fluently. 
In social studies class, each student is expected to take a turn reading part 
of the chapter out loud. When it is James’s turn, he responds by getting 
angry: he pushes his books to the floor and swears at his teacher. His teacher 
responds by sending him to the vice principal’s office. This problem behavior 
continues and worsens.

Michael, a second- grade student, pushes the other children in line when he 
is told to stand at the end of the line. When the teacher lets him hold the 
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20 Using FBA in schools  

door, he stops pushing. This happens every time the students line up for 
lunch. The problem behavior continues on a daily basis.

Lisa is a fifth-grade student who loves to be the center of attention. She fre-
quently makes loud, inappropriate jokes in class that cause her classmates 
to laugh. This behavior continues even though the teacher interrupts each 
incident by giving Lisa a long lecture about appropriate fifth-grade behavior.

Despite the disruption and frustration caused by each of these students, their 
behaviors are understandable within the given context. Each student is achiev-
ing his/her desired outcome (escaping embarrassment, obtaining a privilege, or 
receiving peer attention) by engaging in inappropriate behavior. The inappropri-
ate behavior is serving a function for each student.

Human Behavior Is Predictable

Human behavior does not occur in a vacuum. Environmental conditions can set 
up, set off, or maintain problem behavior. Take, for example, the case of James. 
James is embarrassed by his poor oral reading skills. Although his teacher is aware 
of his reading difficulties, she is puzzled by his problem behavior. She views his 
behavior as unpredictable and does not understand why he is undeterred by her 
numerous referrals to the vice principal’s office. After closer analysis, the behav-
ior support team notes two important contributors to James’s behavior. First, his 
problem behavior occurs most frequently in situations when he is expected to 
read out loud in a large-group setting. This environmental condition serves as a 
predictor, or antecedent, for James’s problem behavior. Second, when James is 
sent to the office for problem behavior, he escapes the embarrassment of stum-
bling through a reading passage in front of his friends. Like many preadolescents, 
James would rather have his friends believe that he is a troublemaker than have 
them find out that he is a poor reader. In this case, the consequence of being sent 
to the office is rewarding to James. In fact, James has learned that if he wants to 
get out of reading in front of the class, he must have a tantrum. By looking for 
the antecedents and consequences that set up and maintain James’s tantrums, 
his problem behavior becomes very predictable.

Human Behavior Is Changeable

Not only can we predict behavior, but we can change it as well. Understanding 
the functions, predictors, and consequences of problem behavior helps us to pin-
point and script the appropriate behavioral interventions. A functional assess-
ment of behavior switches the focus from treatment of within- child pathology 
to design of effective environmental routines. The behavior support team learns 
to analyze problematic routines (e.g., oral reading during James’s social studies 
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class) and decide on how to make feasible, practical changes to these routines to 
promote the behavioral success of the identified student.

The next section details how FBA methods can be used at Tiers 1, 2, and 3 
to meet the twin goals of reducing problem behavior and increasing appropriate 
behavior.

tIEr 1 and FBa

In our experience, we have found that educators often feel that FBA methods 
should be reserved for students who need more intensive behavior support. This 
assumption was likely reinforced when the IDEA (1997; revised in 2004 [IDEIA, 
2004]) included provisions requiring educators to conduct an FBA and imple-
ment a BSP if a student with disabilities was at-risk for a change in placement 
(e.g., to be placed in a more restricted setting) or expulsion. However, school 
staff can think and respond functionally to problem behavior across all three 
tiers of SWPBS. To implement FBA methods within Tier 1 SWPBS, schools need 
to (1) examine antecedents/predictors and consequences that are supporting 
problem behavior for all or the majority of students and (2) provide all school 
staff with the tools to think functionally about problem behavior.

When examining antecedents and consequences that are supporting prob-
lem behavior, it is important for school staff to look for predictable failures (Scott 
et al., 2012). That is, what environmental variables of the school set students up 
for problem behavior? The assumption is, if 10–15 students are engaging in the 
same problem behavior (e.g., being loud in the lunchroom) or making the same 
behavioral errors (e.g., walking incorrectly in the hallway), it is not the students 
who need intervention on an individual level, it is the environment that needs to 
be changed or expectations that need to be taught explicitly or retaught.

As detailed in Figure 2.1, Tier 1 includes both implementation of a school-
wide discipline plan and effective classroom behavior management. FBA at Tier 1 
involves focusing on antecedents or features in the environment that predict prob-
lem behavior. We know part of effective Tier 1 implementation involves schools 
establishing schoolwide behavioral expectations and teaching them explicitly 
(Horner et al., 2010). This explicit teaching should occur in all of the areas of 
the school (e.g., hallway, cafeteria, playground) and include instruction on how 
those schoolwide expectations are applied in the classroom setting. This preven-
tion mechanism alone targets many of the antecedents or predictors for problem 
behavior. For example, in schools that do not have established schoolwide expec-
tations, many students engage in problem behavior because they do not know 
what is expected, or because how one teacher expects students to behave in the 
lunchroom is different than what another teacher expects. Another antecedent 
feature of implementing Tier 1 SWPBS is establishing consistent consequences 
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throughout the school for rule infractions. This communicates to students that 
consequences will be applied consistently across all teachers and staff. When 
teachers and staff respond consistently, student perceptions like those in the fol-
lowing example can be prevented: “When I’m tardy to Mrs. Carroll’s she doesn’t 
do anything about it, but I make sure I’m on time to Ms. Winn’s class because we 
have to stay after school and make up the minutes if we are late to class.”

FBA methodology applied to Tier 1 is similar to that applied to Tier 3. That 
is, there is a focus on teaching new behavior versus relying on punishment or 
negative consequences to change behavior. With Tier 1 SWPBS, if many students 
are making errors or not following schoolwide expectations, school staff iden-
tify when and where it is occurring (i.e., predictors of problem behavior) and 
what needs to be retaught. In order for schools to identify problematic routines, 
settings, and/or times of the day, they must adopt a system to track schoolwide 
occurrences of problem behavior. For many schools, such occurrences are docu-
mented using ODRs.

To track ODRs, we recommend a Web-based system called the School-wide 
Information System (SWIS; May et al., 2000) for recording and analyzing ODR 
data. Information about SWIS is available online at www.pbisapps.org. SWIS is 
used to track data to evaluate Tier 1 SWPBS implementation. It can also be used 
with Tier 2 and Tier 3 behavior supports.

Once schools have implemented an effective schoolwide discipline plan 
(Tier 1), SWIS can be used to identify problematic locations, times of the day, 
or teachers who may need additional support implementing Tier 1. Figure 2.2 
demonstrates how this methodology is used. The figure illustrates the number of 
discipline referrals for one (fictitious) school, by location, for the first few months 
of school. For this school, most of the behavior problems are occurring in the 
classroom, commons, and playground. Thus, using FBA methodology, the Tier 
1 behavior support team would hypothesize that expectations may need to be 
retaught in these settings, or the environments themselves need to be altered to 
prevent problem behavior.

If a disproportionate number of referrals originate in one or two classrooms, 
only those particular classrooms may need behavioral intervention. For example, 
Mr. Sanchez, a sixth-grade general education teacher, has referred 15 of the 30 
students in his class to the office at least once. Ten of the students have been 
referred at least twice and five students have three ODRs after the first 4 months 
of school. Overall, Mr. Sanchez has generated more than 40 referrals for both 
minor and major rule infractions. So although the overall rate of ODRs for the 
school is high, the majority of ODRs are coming from one teacher. This signals 
a need for support for this teacher. Rather than focusing on individual students 
in Mr. Sanchez’s class, the Tier 1 behavior support team would examine how 
well Tier 1 (classroom behavior management) is being implemented and then 
determine whether there are predictors (antecedents) and consequences that are 
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leading to high rates of problem behavior. Mr. Sanchez may also need support 
by receiving retraining on which problem behaviors should be handled in the 
classroom versus handled by office administration.

By embedding FBA methods into Tier 1, the number of students needing 
additional behavior support (Tier 2 and Tier 3) will decrease. One final way 
schools can embed FBA methods into Tier 1 is to ensure all staff are trained on 
the key behavior principles described previously (i.e., behavior is functional, pre-
dictable, and changeable). Table 2.1 provides an outline of the topics that should 
be covered in such training. Based on the authors’ experience, this training can 
be accomplished in about 1 hour and can be embedded in one or two staff meet-
ings at the beginning of the school year. The focus of the training is for staff to 
understand that although other variables may influence behavior (e.g., physical 
limitations, home environment), the factors that school staff have control over 
are related to the predictors and consequences associated with problem behav-
ior. Once school staff begin to think functionally about problem behavior, these 
same principles can be applied to Tier 2 behavior support. The next section out-
lines how FBA can be embedded in Tier 2 SWPBS.

FIGUre 2.2. Discipline referrals by location. Copyright by Educational and Community 
Supports, University of Oregon. Reprinted by permission.
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tIEr 2 and FBa

Students who qualify for Tier 2 behavior support are those who need more prac-
tice and feedback on following behavioral expectations. Typically, Tier 2 inter-
ventions involve groups of students who are at risk but not currently engaging 
in severe or chronic problem behavior. Rather than individualizing interventions 
for each student who needs behavior support beyond Tier 1, the goal is for the 
school to develop interventions that can be efficiently applied for all students 
who have similar behavior intervention needs. More specifically, the key features 
of Tier 2 interventions include (1) similar implementation for all students (i.e., 
low effort by teachers); (2) continuous availability and quick access to the inter-
vention; (3) training of all staff on how to make a referral and, if appropriate, 
how to implement the intervention; (4) consistency with schoolwide expecta-
tions; (5) continuous data-based progress monitoring; and (6) the intervention 
can be modified based on functional assessment data (Hawken et al., 2009). 

taBlE 2.1. thinking Functionally about Problem Behavior: outline of all staff training

•• Explanations for problem behavior
|| Developmental (e.g., Piaget)
|| Medical/physiological (e.g., hormones, syndromes, diagnoses)
|| Behavioral
|� Behavior is maintained as result of consequences
|� Students act out to (1) gain something they desire or (2) avoid something 

unpleasant or that they dislike

•• Human behavior is:
|| Functional
|| Predictable
|| Changeable

•• ABC’s of behavior
|| A = Antecedent
|| B = Behavior
|| C = Consequence

•• Observing pattern of ABC’s allows us to determine function
|| Functions:
|� Attention (peer or adult)
|� Escape (difficult task, unpleasant situation)
|� Tangible (e.g., student wants access to computer time, a preferred ball on 

playground or to be the line leader)
|� Sensory (behavior in and of itself is reinforcing such as rocking, nail biting)

•• Practice identifying ABC’s + function
|| Case examples from school

•• Focus on antecedent interventions
|| ABC sequence—focus on “A” of the sequence
|| Can antecedent be removed (e.g., loud noises in cafeteria cause student to act out)?
|| Can antecedent be neutralized (e.g., student acts out because of hunger—
can provide breakfast)?
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Some sample Tier 2 interventions include CICO (Crone et al., 2010), social skills 
training, mentoring, academic tutoring, and successful recess (i.e., an interven-
tion to target students who have difficulty on the playground at recess; Hawken 
et al., 2009).

One simple way to gather FBA data is via a teacher interview, but this may 
be infeasible at the Tier 2 level of SWPBS. At issue is that 5–15% of students in 
the school may need Tier 2 behavior support. In an elementary school with 600 
students, this would mean that up to 90 students would need a teacher interview 
prior to receiving a Tier 2 intervention. Secondary schools are even larger (e.g., 
1,500–3,000+ students), so they would require even more teacher interviews per 
school year. School personnel are unlikely to have the time (20–30 minutes per 
interview) or resources to conduct that many teacher interviews per year, while 
also serving those students with more significant behavioral challenges (i.e., Tier 
3, or up to 7% of the population).

Therefore, rather than conducting a formal teacher interview for each stu-
dent who qualifies for Tier 2 support, we recommend thinking functionally, as 
previously described, when selecting Tier 2 interventions. Here is an example:

Mrs. Roderick- Landward comes to the behavior support team about a stu-
dent, Halle, who engages in mild problem behavior (e.g., talking out, out of 
seat) throughout the day. The behavior support team looks at Halle’s aca-
demic standing (i.e., grades, rates of work completion). Based on the data, 
it seems that she is on grade level and the teacher reports she is doing well 
academically. It’s hypothesized that Halle is probably not acting out to avoid 
difficult work. Mrs. Roderick- Landward is then asked whether the student 
enjoys adult attention, and Mrs. Roderick- Landward answers in the affirma-
tive. The behavior support team decides to place Halle on the CICO interven-
tion and monitor her progress biweekly. CICO requires that Halle check in 
each morning with a CICO coordinator and carry a copy of a Daily Progress 
Report (DPR) to her class. Mrs. Roderick- Landward uses the DPR to provide 
feedback throughout the day on the extent to which she met schoolwide 
expectations. Halle then checks out in the afternoon with the CICO coor-
dinator. Each of these daily interactions with an adult provides opportuni-
ties to receive positive attention. The process of identifying Halle for a Tier 
2 intervention in this scenario takes about 5–10 minutes versus the 20–30 
minutes it would have taken for a formal teacher interview.

When Tier 2 interventions have been implemented well, and still are not 
working, it is time to conduct a more in-depth FBA before moving to more indi-
vidualized, Tier 3 support (for a model of how FBA is layered into Tier 2 and Tier 
3 supports, see Eber, Swain- Bradway, Breen, & Phillips, 2013). Let’s go back to 
the case of Halle, who was placed on CICO for mild acting- out behavior through-
out the day:
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The behavior support team has met biweekly for the past 6 weeks, and 
although Halle showed some initial response to the intervention (as indi-
cated by the percentage of points she earned on her DPR), she has had a 
recent decline in her performance. The behavior support team decides to 
do a brief FBA teacher interview with Mrs. Roderick- Landward and a student 
interview with Halle herself. Based on the interview with Mrs. Roderick- 
Landward, it appears that Halle has talked out less frequently in class but is 
now spending more time whispering with her friends during class instruc-
tion. She is not meeting her daily point goals on CICO for this reason. When 
Halle is interviewed, she indicates that she likes being on CICO, has enjoyed 
the tangibles (e.g., pencils, small snacks) she was earning, but was “tired” of 
the menu of rewards being offered. When asked what she’d be prefer to earn 
as a reward, she mentioned she’d like to have free time with her friends to 
talk or listen to music. As a longer- term reward, she wanted to earn movie 
coupons so she and her friends could go to the movies together after school. 
The behavior support team worked with the CICO coordinator to change 
the reinforcement system, and immediately Halle became more engaged and 
started meeting her daily point goals on a regular basis (at least 80% of the 
time).

Another way to embed FBA into the CICO intervention is by using the SWIS-
CICO Web-based data system (May, Talmadge, Todd, Horner, & Rossetto- Dickey, 
2014). This system allows schools to input the percentage of points students earn 
on their daily progress reports by period of the school day (or, in elementary 
school, by natural transition times such as after recess and before lunch). Similar 
to how schoolwide ODR data are examined to determine which settings in the 
school are problematic, SWIS-CICO allows school staff to examine periods of the 
day that are predictors for problem behavior for a specific student. This is espe-
cially important for secondary students who have multiple teachers throughout 
the day. An example report from the SWIS-CICO database is included in Figure 
2.3. This graph shows the percentage of points a (fictitious, but representative) 
individual student called Chris Black earned by class period across 20 school 
days. Rather than intensifying support or moving immediately to Tier 3, the team 
examines the data to determine times of the day that predict problem behav-
ior. For Chris Black, he is meeting expectations (i.e., 80% of points) in all of his 
classes except period 3 and period 6. In addition, for period 3 he only has 17 days 
of scores out of 20, which means either he skipped three periods or the teacher 
did not provide feedback on his daily progress report on those days. In period 6, 
he is close to meeting his goal, so the team decides to focus on period 3, doing 
a brief interview with the teacher as well as with Chris to determine ways to 
improve behavior during this time of the day.

Thinking functionally about problem behavior (i.e., using FBA technology) 
at Tier 1 and Tier 2 levels of behavior support will likely reduce the number of 
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students who require more intensive behavior support. The next section details 
FBA methods at Tier 3 SWPBS.

Tier 3 and FBa

Moving from Tier 2 to Tier 3 supports indicates an increase in intensity and/or 
frequency of student problem behavior and the need for more intensive behav-
ior support. However, within Tier 3 supports differing levels of assessment are 
needed; these include brief FBA, full FBA, and functional analysis. This next sec-
tion details these different levels of assessment, beginning with the steps neces-
sary to conduct an FBA. It should be noted that some of the procedures included 
in the brief FBA process can also be embedded in Tier 2 (as described above) 
after the student fails to respond to a Tier 2 intervention.

FBA Procedures

An FBA is initiated after the Tier 3 behavior support team receives a request for 
assistance. The request for assistance can be made by a teacher, an administra-
tor, a team member, a family member, a student, or any other key individual. The 
goals, tools, and time investment involved at each level of FBA are outlined in 
Table 2.2.

FIGURE 2.3. Sample individual student graph of percentage of CICO points earned by 
period. Copyright by Educational and Community Supports, University of Oregon. 
Reprinted by permission.
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Along with our colleagues, we have developed time- efficient interview and 
observation tools to collect information on problem behaviors and their ante-
cedents and consequences. Some of these tools are presented and discussed 
in Part III of this volume. Blank copies of all these forms are available in the 
Appendices.

The process of FBA can be expedited through accountability, good organiza-
tion, and close attention to time management. Simple procedures such as regu-
larly scheduled meetings, time- limited agendas, detailed action plans, and cen-
tralized record keeping can significantly improve time usage. These and other 
procedures for making the best use of time are discussed in detail throughout 
this book.

The efficiency of function- based behavior support can be further improved 
by recognizing that the intensity of the assessment process can vary depending 
on the complexity and severity of the problem behavior. Not every child who is 
referred for problem behavior requires a full FBA. For many children, the prob-
lem behavior can be adequately assessed by conducting a brief FBA. The brief 

taBlE 2.2. goals, Process, tools, and time Investment for Each level of Functional assessment

Level of 
assessment Goal Process Tools Investment

Brief 
functional 
behavioral 
assessment

Define 
challenge

Short interview F-BSP Protocol: 
Teacher Interview only

20–30 minutes

or

FACTS-A 
FACTS-B

20 minutes

Full 
functional 
behavioral 
assessment

Build 
understanding 
of when, 
how, and 
why problem 
behavior 
occurs

Short interviews F-BSP Protocol: 
Teacher/Parent/Student 
Interview

20–30 minutes

SDFA 20–30 minutes

Extended interviews FAI 20–45 minutes

Direct observations FAO 30 minutes– 
4 hours

Review archival 
records

School records 30 minutes

Functional 
analysis

Confirm 
understanding

Direct observations FAO Up to 20 or 
more hoursand

Systematic 
experimental 
manipulations

Note. The forms listed should be taken as suggestions. Different forms are available and used by different school 
districts. Copies of most of the forms listed in this table are provided in the Appendices. F-BSP, Function-Based 
Behavior Support Plan Protocol; FACTS-A, Functional Assessment Checklist for Teachers and Staff—Part A; 
FACTS-B, Functional Assessment Checklist for Teachers and Staff—Part B; SDFA, Student-Directed Functional 
Assessment; FAI, Functional Assessment Interview (O’Neill et al., 1997); FAO, Functional Assessment Observa-
tion Form.
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FBA relies on a brief teacher interview to define the problem behavior and iden-
tify the antecedents and consequences of that problem behavior. If the teacher is 
very familiar with the student and his or her problem behavior, an effective BSP 
can be built on this limited information. The brief FBA would be appropriately 
applied in situations where (1) the problem behavior is not severe or complex; 
(2) the team has a high level of confidence that the relevant antecedents, con-
sequences, and functions have been identified through the teacher interview; 
and (3) the child is not in danger of suspension, expulsion, or alternative school 
placement.

Children with complex, severe, or at-risk problem behavior will require a full 
FBA. A full FBA is also appropriate if a child’s behavior is not severe, but the team 
lacks confidence in the testable hypothesis generated from the initial teacher 
interview. A full FBA includes direct observations of the student in at least two 
settings. Interviews with additional teachers, the parents, and the child and a 
review of the child’s school records are often included as well.

A small percentage of children may require a functional analysis of behavior 
to accurately assess and effectively intervene in the problem behavior. Functional 
analysis involves experimental manipulation of antecedents and consequences 
to increase the precision and accuracy of the assessment and must be carried out 
by an individual with experience in applied behavior analysis.

Because of limited existing resources, schools will require a comprehensive 
model of FBA that is efficient, effective, and inclusive, yet can be adapted to fit 
the different challenges these children represent. This book explains a multilevel 
model (brief FBA, full FBA, and functional analysis) and delineates a decision- 
making process to distinguish between the three options.

Brief FBA

The first task is to define the challenge. The behavior support team must develop 
an operational definition of the problem behavior. They will also identify the 
predictors and consequences of the problem behavior. Often, these tasks can be 
accomplished in a brief interview with the teacher. Teachers are often the team’s 
greatest resource.

Teachers work with and observe their students every day. With focused 
prompting and practice, the teacher can provide a wealth of information about 
the predictors, consequences, and underlying functions of problem behavior.

The next step is to use the interview data to generate a testable hypothesis 
about why the behavior is occurring. The testable hypothesis describes the prob-
lem behavior, the predictors and consequences of the problem behavior, and the 
hypothesized function of the problem behavior— for example: “When James is 
asked to read a difficult passage out loud, he pushes his books to the floor and 
swears at the teacher in order to be sent to the office and escape the embarrass-
ment of making a reading error in front of his friends.”



Cop
yri

gh
t ©

 20
15

 The
 G

uil
for

d P
res

s

30 Using FBA in schools  

Once the initial hypothesis statement is generated, the team decides whether 
they have adequately assessed the problem behavior or whether they require 
additional information: How confident are they that the hypothesis statement 
is an accurate explanation for the problem behavior? How serious would the 
consequences be if they were wrong? If the team has minimal confidence in their 
hypothesis statement, they should collect additional assessment information— 
that is, they should conduct a full FBA. In addition, if the referred student is at 
risk of suspension, expulsion, or alternative school placement, the team should 
invest additional time and resources in the assessment process.

If the team is confident about its hypothesis statement, and the problem 
behavior is neither dangerous nor placing the student’s access to education at 
risk, the team should develop a BSP based on the brief FBA. The referring person 
takes the recommendations of the team and implements the strategies with the 
support of team members. A follow- up date is scheduled to evaluate the effective-
ness of the recommended strategies.

Full FBA

This is the process of formulating and testing hypotheses about the problem 
behavior. The purpose of the full FBA is to improve the effectiveness and effi-
ciency of BSPs. Direct observations and extended interviews are added to the 
brief FBA. Observations are conducted in the settings where problem behavior 
typically occurs. At least one observation should be peer referenced— that is, the 
identified student’s behavior is compared to the behavior of a composite of his 
peers. Without a peer- referenced comparison, it is difficult to determine whether 
the frequency and intensity of the student’s problem behavior is significantly 
discrepant from his peers. Observations should also document predictors and 
consequences for each problem behavior event.

The full FBA may also include additional interview data. The student, the 
parents, and staff members may be interviewed to provide a more detailed 
understanding of the problem. Samples of observation and interview tools are 
included in the Appendices. A full FBA may also include a review of academic 
records.

After completing the full FBA, the team confirms or modifies the testable 
hypothesis. If the team feels unsure that they have accurately identified the pre-
dictors, consequences, and function of the problem behavior, they must make 
another decision. Should they design a BSP based on the FBA, or should they 
invest a significant amount of time and resources to conduct a functional anal-
ysis?

This decision must be made without capriciousness. A functional analysis is 
likely to consume significantly more staff time and will require the assistance of 
personnel with expertise in applied behavior analysis, even if trial-based func-
tional analysis, as described in Chapter 1, is used. The team must decide whether 
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they have the resources available for conducting a functional analysis in each 
case. If resources are readily available, the behavior support team can go ahead 
with the functional analysis. If resources are sparse, the team must first consider 
the severity of the consequences of being wrong about their testable hypoth-
esis and choose to conduct or not conduct a functional analysis accordingly. For 
example, if the student poses a significant danger to himself or others, a func-
tional analysis of his behavior may be warranted. If a functional analysis is not 
recommended, the team will begin to design the BSP (in many cases, it will be 
reasonable to decide to design and test a BSP at this point).

Functional Analysis

Functional analysis allows the team to empirically confirm their understanding 
of the problem behavior, predictors, and functions. It involves the experimental, 
systematic manipulation of environmental variables to evaluate hypothesis state-
ments (Vollmer & Northrup, 1996). A functional analysis should result in a clear 
understanding of the predictors, maintaining consequences, and function of the 
problem behavior. This information is used in the design and implementation of 
the BSP.

The reader may note in Table 2.2 that the assessment period is the longest for 
the cases with the most severe consequences. The assessment period is increased 
from 20–30 minutes to 2 or more hours, and then to as many as 20 hours or 
more. In cases of serious behavioral consequences, the teacher will not have the 
luxury to wait through several hours’ worth of assessment. Teachers need an 
intermediary plan for addressing immediate problem behavior. Schools should 
have a universal crisis plan for dealing with serious problem behaviors. Although 
the behavior support team completes the FBA, the school should support the 
teacher with a short-term crisis plan for keeping the student and the classroom 
safe (refer to the Supplementary Section in this chapter for resources on crisis 
plans).

IntErvEntIon: wHat stEPs arE InvolvEd In EvaluatIng 
and modIFyIng a BsP?

Once the team has decided on and completed the appropriate level of FBA, they 
begin the process of designing, implementing, and modifying the BSP. The BSP 
should produce multiple outcomes: (1) procedures for preventing the problem 
behavior through alteration of the setting events and predictors; (2) procedures 
for teaching appropriate behaviors; (3) procedures for manipulating conse-
quences of problem behaviors; (4) consideration of the contextual fit of the BSP; 
(5) data collection procedures for evaluating the effectiveness of the BSP; and (6) 
a timeline for implementation, evaluation, and follow- up.
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Table 2.3 lists the procedures involved in designing a BSP. Examples of hypo-
thetical BSPs are also given in Chapter 4. For additional information on design-
ing BSPs, refer to the basic texts listed in the Supplementary Section at the end 
of this chapter.

After the BSP is implemented, the behavior support team must evaluate the 
plan in terms of its effectiveness and efficiency. The team should reconvene 2–3 
weeks after the initiation of the BSP. The team should then review the goals of 
the BSP, examine the behavioral data, and determine whether the goals have 
been met. If the goals have been achieved, the next step is to evaluate the effi-
ciency of the BSP: Is the BSP adequately efficient, or can it be redesigned to save 
time and resources? If the efficiency of the BSP is adequate, the team does not 
need to modify or reevaluate it. They should plan to conduct a follow- up meeting 
for the student in 1–2 months. If the efficiency of the BSP can be improved, the 
team decides on the necessary modifications. The modified BSP is implemented. 
After 2–3 weeks, the team should meet again to reevaluate the effectiveness and 
efficiency of the modified BSP.

In the original evaluation meeting (2–3 weeks after initiation of the original 
plan), the team may decide that the goals have not been achieved. Prior to modi-
fying the BSP, the team needs to determine why the goals were not achieved. 
Commonly, the BSP is ineffective because it is not implemented appropriately. 
The team should consider whether there are contextual limitations that make it 

taBlE 2.3. steps and Procedures for designing a Behavior support Plan

Identify the problem

•• Receive request for assistance.
•• Decide to build formal plan of support.

Conduct an FBA

•• Describe problem behaviors in operational terms.
•• Conduct interviews and observations to build and test hypothesis statements.
•• Conduct functional analysis if necessary.

Design a plan of support

•• Generate behavioral goals.
•• Complete a Competing Behavior Pathway form (see Appendix B, Step 6).
•• Generate a list of potential intervention strategies.
•• Consider all relevant contextual variables.
•• Select elements of BSP.

Implement the plan

•• Agree on the roles and responsibilities of each individual on team.
•• Agree on the roles and responsibilities of additional key players (e.g., parents, 

student).
•• Decide on a time for follow-up meeting.
•• Document the intervention plan in a BSP.
•• Distribute the BSP to all participating individuals.
•• Implement the BSP.
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difficult to implement the plan (contextual fit is discussed further in Chapter 4). 
If there are serious contextual limitations, the team should take these into con-
sideration and modify the plan. If there are no contextual limitations, the BSP 
should be reimplemented with fidelity.

The team may find that the goals of the BSP were not achieved despite ade-
quate implementation of the plan. The BSP may have been unsuccessful because 
the original assessment of the problem behavior was incorrect. The team must 
decide if further FBA is necessary. Further assessment may be appropriate, espe-
cially if the original BSP was based on data from a brief FBA. If the behavior 
support team decides that further assessment is needed, they should continue 
to develop and confirm an understanding of the problem through additional 
observations, interviews, or systematic manipulations. If the team feels that fur-
ther FBA is not necessary, they should modify the BSP. Once again, they should 
plan to reconvene in 2–3 weeks to evaluate the effectiveness and efficiency of the 
plan. The steps involved in a brief FBA, a full FBA, and functional analysis are 
summarized in the flowchart in Figure 2.4.

FIGUre 2.4. Flowchart of the FBA-BSP process.
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