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Strategies to Increase Beginner Classroom Participation 
Skills: 

Decreasing Problem Behavior with an FBA: The 
Assessment 

 



Three Objectives Today 

Upon completion of Decreasing Problem Behavior: How 
to Begin participants will: 

• Identify the need for a behavior reduction plan and 
construct a behavioral definition  

• Complete a functional behavioral assessment (indirect 
and direct assessments and functional analysis) 

• Identify the various reinforcing variables that maintain 
challenging behavior and how to successfully 
implement neutral redirection 



First, What is a Problem Behavior? 

Hanley, Iwata, & McCord (2003) define 

“problem behaviors” as  
Behavioral excesses that are socially 
significant,  
• Affect others and the surrounding environment 

• Typically of sufficient intensity or frequency that 
the safety of the person engaging in the behavior 
or others around is threatened 

• Hinder the ability of the person or others to 
acquire new skills 

• Lead to restrictive living arrangements 



Review of  Behavior 

 

MOtivation     Antecedent    →   Behavior    ←    Consequence 
 

 What 
happens well 

before the 
behavior 

occurs 

What 
happens right 

before the 
behavior 

occurs 

What 
happens right 

after the 
behavior 

occurs 

 
The target 

behavior of 
interest  

 



How to Select Behaviors for Reduction 

• Does this behavior present as a danger to the 
person or to others? 

• How often does this behavior occur? 

• Will changing this behavior reduce negative or 
unwanted attention from others? 

• Will changing this behavior provide more 
learning opportunities? 

• How likely is the behavior to change? 

• How much will it cost to change this behavior? 



More Than One Problem Behavior 

Prioritize: 
1. Which one is the most intrusive? 

• Impacting learning opportunities 

• Decreases reinforcement opportunities 
 

1. Which one happens more often? 

2. Which one can we work on first to get  
    an immediate change? 



Functions vs. Topography 
 

“The topography of a behavior often reveals 
little useful information about the conditions 
that account for it.  Identifying the conditions 
that account for a behavior, on the other hand, 
suggests what conditions need to be altered to 
change the behavior. ”  

 
                          Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 2007 



Defining the Problem Behavior 

• Objective, observable, measurable, & without emotion 

• Complete, so that anyone knows what the behavior is 
and what it is not 

   Observer is not guessing during the observation 
• Function: define the behavior by the purpose that it 

serves 

Hitting and spitting both to get out of a demand 
• Topography: define the behavior by what it looks like 

Hitting: striking another person with an open or 
closed fist, not tapping or gently placing a hand on 
another 



Functional Behavioral Assessment 

• “Functional Behavioral Assessment”(FBA) 
enables a hypothesis about the relations 
among specific types of environmental 
events and behaviors.   

• An FBA is designed to obtain information 
about the purpose of the target behavior 
(the function a behavior serves for a 
person).”  
 
                 Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 2007 



To get something: Positive Reinforcement 
 

• Social Positive Reinforcement (Attention) 

• Tangible Reinforcement 

• Automatic Positive Reinforcement 

 

To get out of  something: Negative Reinforcement 
 

• Social Negative Reinforcement (Escape/Avoidance) 

• Automatic Negative Reinforcement 

Why do we behave the way we do? 



Three Components of  Functional 
Behavioral Assessment 

• Indirect Assessments 
 
• Descriptive Assessments 
 
• Functional (Experimental) Analysis 



Indirect Assessments 

• Motivation Assessment Scale (MAS)  
(Durand & Crimmins, 1992) 

• A questionnaire that is designed to identify 
the maintaining the environmental variables 
that control the frequency of the target 
behavior  

Provides a Likert scale to determine the 
frequency in the different conditions 

• Behavioral functions that are assessed: 
Sensory, Escape, Attention, Tangible 

 
 



MAS 



MAS 



Indirect Assessments 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Functional Analysis Screening Tool (FAST) 
(Iwata & DeLeon, 1996) 

• Scale that identifies the environmental factors 
that influence problem behavior 

• Also provide a narrative survey for the 
interviewee to provide additional information 
 

Situations in which the behavior is most likely and 
least likely to occur, antecedent identification 
 

• Behavioral functions that are assessed: 
Attention/Preferred Items, Escape, Sensory 
Stimulation & Pain Attenuation  



FAST 



Indirect Assessments 
 
• Questions About Behavioral Function (QABF)  

(Paclawskyj, Malson, Rush, Smalls & Vollmer, 2000) 
 

• A questionnaire that is designed to identify the 
maintaining the environmental variables that control 
the frequency of the target behavior  
 

Provides a Likert scale to determine the frequency in 
different conditions 
 

• Behavioral functions that are assessed: 
 

Attention, Escape, Sensory Stimulation, Physical (pain) 
& Tangible 



QABF 



Indirect Assessments 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Advantages: 
 
 
 

Easy and fast to conduct 
Information is gathered by those 
familiar with the person 
 
 

• Disadvantages: 
 

Little reliability when conducted alone  



Descriptive Assessments 
 

• ABC Chart 
• ABC Coding 
• Scatter plot 
 

All methods involve direct observation 
 



ABC Chart 



Results of  ABC Recording 

Antecedent Behavior Consequence 

Instructor presents 
worksheet task  

(“Do worksheet”)   

Child rips up 
worksheet   

Instructor removes 
task demand 
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Results of  ABC Recording 

 

 

Antecedent Behavior Consequence 

Child is sitting at 
table, looking at 
camera; instructor 
is not interacting 
with child 

Child swears    “Let’s use nice 
words” (attention) 
 

Instructor asks child 
a question   

Child answers 
instructor, while 
engaging in kicking 
behavior   

Instructor praises 
child’s response & 
“Let’s not kick” 

Instructor provides 
a vocal cue to child 
to indicate the next 
task will be 
presented soon   

Child spits on table   Instructor calls 
attention to 
spitting behavior 
 

Presenter
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Results of  ABC Recording 

Braden ABC 

 
Antecedent Behavior Consequence 

Instructor delivers 
command to child 
(“Get your PECS 
book”, paired with 
gestured cue)   

Child begins to 
protest (stomping 
feet), emitting 
high-pitched 
vocalization, and 
aggresses toward 
instructor (hitting, 
shoving) 

Instructor does not 
follow through with 
transition, provides 
child access to 
swing (“Okay, you 
can have it”) 
 



Hypotheses 
 

  
 
 

Setting Events        Antecedents      →     Behavior    →       Consequence 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Analyze the data that you have collected over repeated 
observations  to determine the maintaining variables 
Create statements to provide yourself a visual analysis 



ABC Coding 



Scatterplot 



Descriptive Assessment 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Advantages: 
 

• Represent contingencies in the person’s natural 
routine 

• Can be easy to implement if the observer is trained 
well 

• Data can be used to formulate a hypothesis of the 
maintaining variable(s) 

This can be further tested with a Functional  
Analysis 
 

Disadvantages: 
 

• Can produce unreliable data  
• Can over-estimate the attention variable 



Functional Analysis of Behavior: 
Thompson & Iwata (2007) explains 
the general characteristics as: 
 

• Direct & quantitative 
observation of Behavior 

• Conditions of observation are 
controlled 

• Comparison between test 
and control conditions 

Functional (Experimental) Analysis (FA) 



Functional Analysis Conditions 

• Attention 
• Demand 
• Alone 
• Access to Tangible 
• Play (Control) 
 

o During all conditions the designated 
consequence was delivered every 
time the problem behavior occurred 

o All sessions last a minimum of 10 
minutes 

o Order of conditions are randomized 



 
• The adult maintains a distance of three to six feet from 

the participant and pretends to be occupied with 
paperwork. 

• When the participant engages in the target behavior, 
the adult approaches the participant, places a hand on 
the child’s back and gave a verbal reprimand that 
represents what might typically happen 

(e.g. “Stop doing that.”;“You shouldn't’t do that 
because you are going to hurt yourself”). 

• When the behavior is not occurring, the adult does not 
engage in social attention. 
 

 

Attention 



• The participant is assigned a predetermined 
task that is determined to be challenging, but 
within their intellectually ability   

• Verbal instructions and modeling of the task 
are provided at the beginning of the session.   

• When the participant engages in the target 
behavior, the task is removed for 30 seconds 
and the adult said, “Time to take a break.”   

• Following a 30 second break, the task and 
demand are presented  again.   

 

Demand 



Alone 

• The participant is directed to stay in 
the assigned area. 

• The environment is void of materials  

• The observer observes from outside 
of the environment  



Access to Tangible 

• The participant is presented with a preferred item 
Previously determined by an interview or assessment 

• The item is removed after a set interval of 30 seconds 

• The adult maintains a distance of three to six feet from 
the participant.   

• Upon demonstration of the target behavior the adult 
presents the participant with the preferred item and 
says “Now it’s your turn with the (item)”   

• After 30 seconds, the preferred item is removed again 
with the statement “Now it’s my turn with the (item)”  



Play (Control) 
• The play condition is used as a control for the 

other four conditions.   
• During free play, the participant has access to 

preferred toys, neutral activities and the adult 
provides positive attention in a continuous, non-
contingent rate of 30 seconds.   

• No instructional demands are placed on the 
participant. 



Cost-Benefits of  Conducting an FA 

• An FA provides a clear demonstration of 
functional relationships 

• Provides a clear foundation for treatment 
development 
 

But; 
 

• There is potential risk (self injury) 

• The procedures are complex 



Review of  Behavioral Functions 

To get something: Positive Reinforcement 
• Social Positive Reinforcement (Attention) 

• Tangible Reinforcement 

• Automatic Positive Reinforcement 

 

To get out of something: Negative Reinforcement 
• Social Negative Reinforcement (Escape/Avoidance) 

• Automatic Negative Reinforcement 



 
 

Now it is your turn to identify the 
function of  the behavior 

 



Redirecting a child to engage in an appropriate 
behavior  
 

• Back to the original task 
• To an appropriate task  
• When not already engaged in a task 
• To request appropriately 
• To play appropriately 
 

It is important to maintain a neutral facial 
expression and refrain from talking and 
looking at the child 

Neutral Redirection 



1. Gather information from the indirect and 
descriptive assessments. 

2.  Interpret the information and formulate a 
description and hypothesis. 

3.  Test the hypothesis with a functional 
analysis. 

4.  Develop an intervention based on the 
function of the problem behavior. 

FBA Summary 
4 - Step Process 



Interviews 

• Functional Assessment Interview 
(O’Neal, et al., 1997) 

Questionnaires 

• Behavioral Diagnosis and Treatment 
Information Form (Bailey & Pyles, 1989) 

• Stimulus Control Checklist 
(Rolinder & Van Houten, 1993) 

Behavior Rating Scale 

• Motivation Assessment Scale 
(Durand & Crimmins, 1988) 

Indirect Functional Assessment Resources 
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