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Hot Topics in Behavior Webinar Series 

Asking ‘Why”: A 

Function-Based 


Approach to Dealing with 

Problematic Behaviors
 

October 17, 2012 
Donna LeFevre 

Pennsylvania Training and Technical Assistance Network 

PaTTAN’s Mission 

The mission of the Pennsylvania 
Training and Technical Assistance 

Network (PaTTAN) is to support the 
efforts and initiatives of the Bureau of 

Special Education, and to build the 
capacity of local educational agencies 
to serve students who receive special 

education services. 
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PDE’s Commitment to Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) 

Our goal for each child is to ensure 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) 


teams begin with the general 

education setting with the use of 

Supplementary Aids and Services 


before considering a 

more restrictive environment.
 

Hot Topics in Behavior Webinar Series
 

Date 
4:00-6:00 PM 

Session Title 

October 17, 2012 Asking ‘Why”: A Function-Based  Approach to Dealing with 
Problematic Behaviors 

December 19, 2012 Tier 2 Supports: Beyond Check In/Check Out 

February 20, 2013 De-Escalation: Strategies for Defusing Challenging Behaviors 

April 17, 2013 Integrating Academic and Behavior Supports within an RtII 
Framework 
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Objectives 

Participants will be able to: 
• Apply a systematic process for determining 

factors that might be contributing to student 
misbehavior 

• Outline the steps of function-based behavioral 
support used to address behavior concerns in 
the classroom 

• Select proactive strategies that act to prevent 
and manage behavior problems in the 
classroom 

A Function-Based approach is: 

• A different way of thinking about behavior 
• A systematic process for defining problem 

behaviors and selecting interventions that 
match the function 

• A way to deal with behaviors before they 
become so problematic that additional 
supports are needed for student success 
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Function-Based Approach 

Three steps: 
1. Gathering information 
2. Developing a plan 
3. Measuring success of the plan 

The first step in dealing 

with problem behavior is 

to define the behavior.
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The A-B-C’s of Behavior 

Defining Behavior 

• Observable – will they be recognized by all? 

• Measurable – can we count it? 
– Frequency/Rate
 

– Duration 
  

– Latency 
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Behavior or Not 

• Screaming  • Throws items  
• Leaves the classroom • Curses at teacher 
• Disruptive • Flaps arms  
• Bangs head on desk • Off task 
• Hits peers • Lazy  
• Disrespectful  • Walks around the 
• Hyperactive classroom 

Describing the problematic 
behavior is not enough…we 

need to know why the behavior 
is occurring 
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Function of Behavior 

• To obtain/get something 

• To escape/avoid something 

Attention/social 
interaction 

Materials/ 
activity 

Sensory 
stimulation 

Attention/social 
interaction 

Materials/ 
activity 

Sensory 
stimulation 

Any challenging behavior that persists 
over time is “working” for the 

individual…asking why a behavior is 
occurring takes the problem away 
from the student and leads one to 
examine the context in which the 

behavior is occurring 
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Examining Context: Looking at A & C 

Antecedent 

Anything that occurs or is present before a 
behavior 

• Activity 
• Others involved (adults & peers) 
• Location/Environment 
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Consequence 

Anything that occurs after a behavior 

• Reinforcement is a consequence that increases the 
likelihood that the behavior will occur again 

• Punishment is a consequence that decreases the 
likelihood that the behavior will occur again 

• Whether a consequence is reinforcing or punishing is 
determined only by its effect on future occurrences 
of the behavior, NOT by our intent 

Changing behavior requires consideration 
of antecedents and consequences to help 

determine the function of the 
behavior…when identifying antecedents 

and consequences, nothing is not an 
option 
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When determining function, ask when the behavior… 

Most likely occurs… Least likely occurs… 

• With whom • With whom  
• When • When  
• Where 

• Where  • Activity 
• Activity 

Setting Event 

Things to Consider 

• Medications 
• Medical or physical problems 
• Sleep cycles 
• Eating routines and diet 
• Etc. 
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A Testable Hypothesis 

Determining Function is a “Best Guess” 

Setting 
Events 

Triggering 
Antecedents 

Maintaining 
Consequences 

Problem 
Behavior 

Following 
events that 

maintain 
behaviors 
of concern 

Preceding 
events that 
trigger or 
occasion 

Set of 
related 

behaviors 
of concern 

Infrequent 
events that 
affect value 

of 
maintaining 

consequence 

Tom frequently makes inappropriate sounds during times 
when he should be finishing an independent task.  As a 
result of these sounds, his peers typically will laugh or the 
teacher will restate the classroom rules and encourage 
him to work harder. This occurs more frequently at the 
beginning of the week. 

Maintaining 
Consequences 

Peers laugh 
& teacher 
restates 

expectations 

Triggering 
Antecedents 

Independent 
work 

Problem 
Behavior 

Inappropriate 
sounds 

Setting 
Events 

Weekend 
breaks from 

school 
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During group lessons when the teachers asks individual 
questions, Ashley will frequently call out the answers 
before her peers are able to respond. After a few times, 
the teacher sends her to a classroom computer to work 
on an enrichment activity. 

Maintaining 
Consequences 

Removed 
from group 
to work on 
computer 

Triggering 
Antecedents 

Group 
activities 

with 
multiple 

individual 
questions 

Problem 
Behavior 

Calls out 
answers to 
questions 

not 
addressed 

to her 

Setting 
Events 

Unfinished 
enrichment 

activity 

Ben is a student who has difficulty with social 
conversations, especially when he is tired or sick.  He 
will frequently turn away from a peer when they 
attempt to ask him a question or give him a direction.  
As a result, they will often walk away from him.  His 
peers are approaching him less and less. 

Maintaining 
Consequences 

Peers walk 
away from 

him 

Triggering 
Antecedents 

Peers 
approaching 

with a 
question or 

direction 

Problem 
Behavior 

Turns back 
toward 
peers 

Setting 
Events 

Lack of sleep 
or an illness 
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Jill frequently acts out walking in the hallway from art to 
the classroom for Math class.  She is often sent to the 
principals office as a result of these disruptions. 

Setting 
Events 

Is there a 
problem with 

math? 

Triggering 
Antecedents 

Hallway 
transition 
from art to 

math 

Problem 
Behavior 

Pushing 
peers, 

trailing the 
wall with 

her hands, 
jumping out 

of line 

Maintaining 
Consequences 

Spends 
math class 

with the 
principal 

Determining function helps us find solutions
 

• To modify or eliminate the antecedents to the 
behavior 

• To eliminate or minimize the consequences 
that are maintaining the behavior of concern 

• To remediate skill deficits so that the problem 
behavior is less effective and efficient 
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The second step in dealing with 

problem behavior is to develop a
 

plan for change
 

Instructional Approach to Behavior 

• View students behavior as a teaching problem 
in which errors need to be eliminated and 
correct responses need to be taught and 
strengthened 

• Explicitly teach expected and desired behavior 
rather assume that students ‘know’ or will 
figure it out on their own 
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Focus on what we can change
 

• We cannot prescribe medication 
• We cannot change the students previous 

experiences 
• We often cannot change the parenting 

practices in the home 
• Some venting is good, but too often it takes 

over leading to less productive meetings, 
instruction & supports for students 

There is a LOT we can do in the 
classroom to change student 

problem behavior 

This starts with student learning… 
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Fundamental Rule 

“You should not propose to reduce 
a problem behavior without also 
identifying alternative, desired 

behaviors person should perform 
instead of problem behavior” 

(O’Neill et al., 1997, p. 71) 

Choosing Appropriate Behaviors 

• Focus on one or more related and positive 
behaviors 

• Select behaviors that will serve the same 
function as the problematic behavior 

• Select behaviors that have value in the real 
world and will readily transfer to other 
situations 
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Desired 
Alternative 

Typical 
ConsequenceCompeting Pathways
 

Setting 
Events 

Triggering 
Antecedents 

Maintaining 
Consequences 

Problem 
Behavior 

Acceptable 
Alternative 

Tom
 
Desired 

Alternative 

Complete 
task 

Setting 
Events 

Triggering 
Antecedents 

Problem 
Behavior 

Weekend 
breaks 

Independ 
ent tasks 

Inappropr 
iate 
sounds 

Typical 
Consequence 

Free time 
with 
peers 

Maintaining 
Consequences 

Peer and 
adult 
attention 

Acceptable 
Alternative 
-reduce the 
amount of 
work 
-peer buddies 
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Jill
 
Desired 

Alternative 

Walk in 
hall 

Typical 
Consequence 

Adult 
praise 

Triggering 
Antecedents 

Hallway 
transition 
from art 
to math 

Setting 
Events 

Problems 
with 
math? 

Problem 
Behavior 

Pushing, 
hands on 
wall, out 
of line 

Maintaining 
Consequences 

Sent to 
office 

Acceptable 
Alternative 
-line leader 
-chore 

Replacement Behavior Checklist 

• Does it get them what they used to get with 
the old (inappropriate) behavior? 

• Does it work as quickly as the old behavior? 
• What if the old behavior used to get them out 

of doing school work? How can I let them out 
of that? 

• Do other students use the same behavior in 
the same way? 
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Teachers spend a lot of time trying to 
extinguish, or reduce their students’ 
challenging behaviors but often don’t 
acknowledge the ‘behavior vacuum’ 

that they are creating. 

Contingent Specific Praise 

• a front-line strategy 

• a positive statement, typically provided by the 
teacher, when a desired behavior occurs 
(contingent) to inform students specifically 
what they did well 
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What does the research tell us about praise? 

Delivering contingent praise for appropriate 
social behavior increased participant: 

• On-task behavior 
• Student attention 
• Compliance 
• Positive self-referent statements 
• Cooperative play 

(Simonsen, Fairbanks, Briesch, Myers & Sugai, 2008) 

In order for praise to be effective…
 

Interacting Scanning 

Moving 

Active Supervision 
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Steps for Giving Praise 

1. State the student’s name 

2. Give a praise statement (Approval) 

3. Describe the specific behavior* 

*Can you SEE it???? 

Catch ‘em Being Good!!! 

Focus on POSITIVE not negative behavior 

Provide POSITIVE not negative attention 
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And finally… 

• Generally, desired academic and social 
behavior can be increased by providing 
contingent specific praise 

• The effects of praise may be bolstered when 
the praise is specific and used in conjunction 
with other strategies 

Behavioral Principles 

Underlying all teaching and learning situations: 

• Shaping 
• Reinforcement  
• Stimulus Control 
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Shaping
 

Reinforcing a graduated sequence of subtle 
changes toward the final behavior, starting 

with the closest response the student 
already does 

How Shaping Works 

• Reinforce the first approximation every time it is 
offered until performed without hesitation 

• Next, reinforce a closer approximation and withhold 
reinforcement for the first approximation 

• Continue to reinforce closer approximations, 
withholding reinforcement for all previous 
approximations 

• Finally, every instance of the target behavior is 
reinforced 
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Reinforcement 

a consequence delivered to a student following a 
behavior that will increase the occurrence of the 

behavior in the future 

Reinforcement 

a consequence delivered to a student following a 
behavior that will increase the occurrence of the 

behavior in the future 
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Rules of Reinforcement 

• To be effective reinforcement must be 
immediate 

• Reinforce frequently when teaching new 
behaviors 

• The only way to determine if something 
serves as reinforcement is to observe its 
effect on behavior. It must increase it 

Reinforcement Strategies 

• Give more attention to the behaviors that you 
want the student(s) to engage in and give less 
attention to the behaviors you do not want 
the student to engage in 

• Tell the student what you what him to do 
instead of what you don’t want him to do. 

• Reinforce whenever students are doing what 
you want them to do 

• Rewards should be paired with specific praise 
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Determining Reinforcers 

• What items or activities does the student give 
his/her attention to? 

• Who does student approach? 
• Where does the student prefer to be? 
• Are there specific items or activities that the 

student only gives his attention to? 
• Are the reinforcers age appropriate? 

Stimulus Control 

Changing stimuli/environment and inserting an 
alternate more adaptive behavior 

• Avoiding stimuli that provokes anxiety 
• Replace with stimuli that cue the alternative 

more adaptive behavior 
• It is the degree to which antecedent stimuli 

affect the likelihood of a response occurring 
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Stimulus Control is established 

through the use of reinforcement and 


shaping
 

Stimulus Control 

• Try to not to make requests you are not 
prepared to follow through on 

• Don’t fly off the handle at a poor response 
• Don’t nag, scold, coerce or threaten 
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Function-based strategies 

Function-based strategies for teaching 
appropriate classroom behaviors: 

• Antecedent Strategies – setting the stage for 
appropriate behaviors 

• Consequence Strategies – making a plan to 
respond to misbehavior 

Strategies for Escape/Avoid Behaviors 

Determine if behavior are a result of: 
– Unfamiliar w/the process or content 
– Academic deficits 
– Capacity (too much) 
– Engagement (material isn’t engaging) 
– Social skill deficit (doesn’t know how to interact 

w/ peers and adults) 
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Escape/Avoid behaviorswhat to do:
 

What to do: 
• Curricular Modification 
• Verbal/nonverbal reminders 
• Premack…If this then that 
• Provide choices 
• Build in breaks - Permit escape for a specified time 
• Behavior Contract 
• Home-School Reinforcement Systems 

To Get Behaviors: Attention Seeking 

What to do: 
• Verbal/nonverbal reminders 
• Proximity Control 
• Leadership role 
• Provide attention in the absence of the problem 

behavior 
• Reinforce positive behavior (Be careful about 

reinforcing the “problem behavior) 
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To Get Behaviors: Materials/Activity 


What to do: 

• Premack Principle – If this then that 
• Token Economy 
• Scheduling access 

To Get Behaviors:  Sensory Seeking 

What to do: 

• Antecedent Modifications (i.e., change of seating 
or schedule) 

• Provide Choices 
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Plan for Responding to Misbehavior
 

Key is to prevent the student from needing that 
behavior 

• Teach a socially acceptable behaviors 
• Offer choices 

Don’t let the student have the opportunity 
to demonstrate the problem behavior 

Consequence Strategies 

• Establish consequences that fit the nature of 
the problem, but that are as mild as possible 

• Implement consequences calmly and 
consistently 

• When possible, consequences should be 
implemented immediately in the setting in 
which the infraction occurs 
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Consequence Strategies 

Not Recommended: 

• Yelling 
• Making it up as you go along 
• Ignoring  
• Becoming emotional 

Monitoring 

Data collection should be: 

• On-going  
• Simple  
• Compared to baseline. 
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Simple Data Collection for the Classroom 

• Chart  
• Clipboard 
• Tape  
• Beads  
• Beans/coins/paperclips 
• Golf counter 
• Knitting counter 

If you are not collecting and 
comparing data…how will you know if 
what you are doing is giving you the 

results that you want? 
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When I think I’ve tried ‘everything’, 

I ask for help!
 

A dime of prevention is worth a 

dollar of intervention
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“Research suggests that the earlier 
intervention is provided for new-onset 

behaviors, the more effective the behavioral 
change efforts.” 

(Hershfeldt, Rosenberg, & Bradshaw, 2010) 

Hot Topics in Behavior Webinar Series
 

Date 
4:00-6:00 PM 

Session Title 

October 17, 2012 Asking ‘Why”: A Function-Based  Approach to Dealing with 
Problematic Behaviors 

December 19, 2012 Tier 2 Supports: Beyond Check In/Check Out 

February 20, 2013 De-Escalation: Strategies for Defusing Challenging Behaviors 

April 17, 2013 Integrating Academic and Behavior Supports within an RtII 
Framework 
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PaTTAN, Harrisburg 
dlefevre@pattan.net 
(800) 360-7282
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(800) 360-7282
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