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Functional Behavioral Assessment  
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This segment will describe the steps that are taken to gather information and look for 

patterns that are used to understand why a child is engaging in problem behavior. 
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These problem-solving steps are part of a process called functional behavioral assessment. 

Without a functional behavioral assessment, we may not have the information we need to 

identify the most effective interventions for a positive behavior support plan. 

 

 

Note: 

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

_ 

Note: 

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

____ 



 

2 

Slide 3 

  

An important goal of the functional behavioral assessment is to identify why a child is engaging 

in problem behavior. In some cases, a child may be communicating something she wants or 

needs. For instance, a child may engage in problem behavior because her sensory stimulation 

level is low. By engaging in problem behavior, her physiological state changes.  
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In other situations, a child may pull another little girlôs hair because he knows this will get 

attention both from the girl as well as from other adults nearby. Children also engage in problem 

behavior in order to obtain access to objects, items, or activities. 
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A small child may cry and throw herself on the floor because her favorite toy is out of reach. An 

adult who observes this situation naturally reaches for the toy and hands it to the little girl. In the 

future, the little girl will remember that crying and becoming upset may result in access to her 

favorite toy. 
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Children also engage in problem behavior to escape from activities, people, and things. In some 

situations, when a childôs internal stimulation is already very high, engaging in problem behavior 

may help decrease internal levels of energy for that child.  
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Imagine a boy who has been roughhousing with his friends outside after school. The child comes 

into the house and his mother tells him to sit down and finish his homework. Because the child is 

already very stimulated, he may have difficulty working quietly on his assignment. 
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A student attending math class crumples an assignment and throws it on the floor saying loudly 

ñIôm not doing this stupid work.ò The childôs teacher responds by telling the student that he 

needs to finish his work or go to the office. If the student is trying to escape the task, sending the 

child to the office may reinforce his problem behavior making it more likely to occur in the 

future.  
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Sometimes children communicate their need to escape from internal physiological states, social 

situations, and activities or items by engaging in problem behavior. As children become older, 

issues related to substance abuse and illegal substances can make issues related to problem 

behavior even more complicated.  
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The child and her team use this assessment process to identify the function maintaining problem 

behavior. New social and communication skills are identified that are then used to replace the 

problematic behavior with a new appropriate response. 
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Letôs stop for a Knowledge Check. Please identify whether this statement is true or false: 

ñProblem behavior can be seen as a form of communication.ò 
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 How did you respond? This statement is true. 

Letôs learn more about how functional behavioral assessment fits within positive behavior 

support planning. 
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Before starting the functional behavioral assessment, the child you are supporting should already 

have a team working with her to improve her quality of life.  
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It is important to include people in the team process who represent all of the home, school, and 

community settings where a childôs problem behavior is more likely and less likely to occur. 

Additional individuals who can share information and insights may be invited to participate in 

the functional behavioral assessment. 
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Individuals who were initially considered part of the extended team can become core team 

members during the functional behavioral assessment. 
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Before beginning the functional behavioral assessment, it may be necessary to introduce new 

team members to the vision for improving the childôs quality of life.  
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The functional behavioral assessment is used to gather information about the child and his family 

in order to understand problematic routines and to observe the settings where the child is 

successful and happy. 
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Record reviews, interviews with the child and the individuals who know the child well, and 

direct observations during regular family or school routines are included in the functional 

behavioral assessment. Together, the information gathered helps the team understand the reasons 

why problem behaviors are occurring in the childôs life. 
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Here is the next Knowledge Check. Please select the multiple choice item that best describes the 

information-gathering process in a functional behavioral assessment: 

A. Implement Person-centered Planning, Review Quality Of Life, Respond To Problem 

Behaviors 

B. Review Records, Interview The Child And Others, Observe Behaviors, Look For Patterns 

C. Review Records, Implement Interventions, Document Problem Behaviors, Implement 

Interventions 

D. Establish Communication Goals, Implement Interventions, Monitor Outcomes 
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Which letter did you choose? The answer is B: Review records, interview the child and others, 

observe behaviors, and look for patterns. 
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The information-gathering phase of the functional behavioral assessment is used by the team to 

identify routines that are the most problematic and to create a working hypothesis about why 

problem behaviors are likely to occur in those settings. The hypothesis will include four major 

elements that are used to better understand the context in which problem behaviors occur. Letôs 

start by discussing common setting events that precede problem behavior. 
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A setting event is anything that occurs before or at the same time as a problem behavior and that 

changes how an individual responds to everyday activities and social interactions. Setting events 

can be emotional, physical, or social and are a part of a childôs everyday environment at home, 

school, work, and in the community.  
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Trauma, family difficulties, the anniversary of the death of a loved one, and emotional and 

mental health issues are all examples of setting events that can change how a person responds 

during routines and activities. A young person with post-traumatic stress disorder, PTSD, may 

feel uncomfortable in the presence of individuals who look, act, or behave in ways that are 

associated with past abusive events.  
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A child with autism who is very sensitive to noise, heat, or activity, is more likely to engage in 

problem behavior in order to escape from physical characteristics of the environment that he 

finds very unpleasant.  
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Academic failure at school, high levels of verbal demands at home, or other positive and 

negative interactions with others can make it more likely or less likely for a child to engage in 

problem behavior. These are all examples of setting events. 
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