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guidelines for functional behavioral assessment (FBA)
IDEA 97 contains a number of changes that specifically relate to discipline and behavior. 
One important addition of the law requires the development of positive behavior 
interventions and support plans utilizing the results of a functional behavioral assessment.

Although the phrase functional behavioral assessment appears only once in the statute, it 
is related to other federal and state requirements. The use of functional behavioral 
assessments and the implementation of positive behavioral supports are not new 
concepts. Over the course of years, these strategies have evolved as effective 
instructional practices. This is now emphasized in the law for the first time. Therefore, a 
need exists for states and districts to define those practices that are specified in IDEA.

The following guidelines are intended to provide educational teams, including families, 
educators, students, and administrators, with a framework for conducting a functional 
behavioral assessment and developing a behavior support plan as it relates to the 
following statutes in IDEA (P.L. 105-17). 

●     The team must explore the need for strategies and support systems to 
address any behavior that may impede the learning of the child with the 
disability or the learning of his or her peers; 

●     In response to disciplinary actions by school personnel, when a student is 
facing a mandatory expulsion, the IEP team must meet to formulate a 
functional behavioral assessment plan to collect data for developing a 
behavioral intervention plan. If a behavioral intervention plan already exists, 
the team must review and revise it (as necessary), to ensure that it 
addresses the behavior upon which disciplinary action is predicated; and 

●     States shall address the in-service needs of personnel (including 
professionals and paraprofessionals who provide special education, general 
education, related services, or early intervention services) as they relate to 
developing and implementing positive interventions and strategies. 

Definition and Purpose of Functional Behavioral Assessment

A process for gathering broad and specific information about a student's behavior in order 
to identify the function or purpose that the behavior serves. The information gathered in 
this process will be utilized to develop interventions to change behaviors of concern and 
to teach new behavior patterns. This is the first step in designing a behavior support plan 
incorporating positive behavioral interventions (CDE).

A functional behavioral assessment is not only for the purpose of defining and eliminating 
undesirable behaviors but to understand the structure and function of those behaviors in 
order to teach and promote effective alternatives. A functional behavioral assessment is a 
process of looking at relationships between behavior and the environment and must be 
conducted with the dignity of the person as a primary concern (O'Neill, et al).

Functional Behavioral Assessment Process: 

A functional behavioral assessment is a flexible process that is implemented when a 
student continues to exhibit challenging behaviors after school and class-wide supports 
have been implemented.

In order to complete the functional behavioral assessment, a clear, observable and 
measurable description of the behavior of concern must be delineated. The description of 
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the behavior should include the following items: frequency, duration, intensity, the time 
between the trigger event and the behavior of concern (latency), and a description of the 
context in which the behavior occurs (setting events, people, time, activity, place, level of 
student participation, expectations).

There are several methods for collecting the functional behavioral assessment data. The 
primary methods are through informants, record review, and direct observation. It is 
suggested that more than one tool be used to collect data, however, it must be left up to 
the discretion of the team to determine the amount and type of data needed.

Informant data collection tools include a process of talking with the student and 
individuals who have direct contact with and knowledge about the student. Tools that may 
be used for interview or informant data collection are listed below. This is not an 
exhaustive list; therefore, you may have additional tools to collect necessary information.

●     The Motivation Assessment Scale (MAS) (Durand) 
●     Interviews 
●     The Instructional Environmental System (TIES II) (Ysseldyke) 
●     Screening for Understanding of Problem Behavior (Instructional Support 

System of Pennsylvania and the Pennsylvania Dept of Education) 
●     Outcome Analysis (Cessna) 
●     Functional Assessment Interview (O'Neill & Horner) 
●     Information Gathering Tool (Jackson & Leon) 
●     Behavior rating scales (e.g. Connor; Achenbach; Quay & Peterson; BASC; 

Walker & McConnell, etc.) 
●     Self or team generated questionnaires 
●     Resiliency checklist 

Another method of data collection is through direct observation. This requires systematic 
observation and data recording about the person with the behavioral concern while 
engaged in typical daily routines. Tools and/or methods for observation include: 

●     Functional Assessment Observation Form (Horner) 
●     Outcome Analysis (Cessna) 
●     TIES II (Ysseldyke) 
●     Antecedent Behavior Consequence (ABC) 
●     Scatterplot analysis 
●     Anecdotal logs 

The final method for collecting data is a record review: This process can be used to 
gather information about a student's developmental and educational history (medical, 
social/emotional, communication, academic, career, cognitive), history of the behaviors of 
concern, the impact of previous interventions and supports.

Following data collection, data analysis is the next component of the functional behavioral 
assessment process. This analysis of the information results in the formulation of 
predictions of what maintains the behavior and when and where the behavior will and will 
not occur. The analysis should answer the following questions:

Antecedents and Setting Events: 

●     In which settings does the behavior(s) occur and not occur? 
●     Who is/is not present? 
●     What activities take place prior to the behavior of concern? 
●     Is there clear communication of expectations to the student? 
●     Are instructions and directions for activities clear and concise? 
●     Are task requirements appropriate? 
●     Does student (dis)like the task? 
●     Are tasks too difficult? Or too easy? 
●     Is the physical structure of the environment appropriate? 
●     Is an adequate level of assistance provided in order for the student to 

complete tasks? 
●     Can the student communicate his/her wants and needs? 
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●     Are there medication/health concerns or needs? 

Consequences: 

●     Do others inadvertently reinforce the problem behavior? 
●     What are the consequences following a behavioral incident? 
●     Is the student recognized when behaving appropriately? 
●     Who interacts with the student following a behavioral incident? 

Using the analysis process described above, more effective strategies and intervention 
approaches can be developed into a positive behavior support plan. 

 

-NOTES-

Many of the documents located on this web site are made available only in  Adobe Acrobat format. Acrobat allows the user to view and print 
documents exactly as they look in hard copy. This will also enable you to read any other file on the World Wide Web. Get Adobe Acrobat Reader 
Software.   
 
Every attempt has been made to ensure the accuracy of CDE's data.  A link to non-CDE Web sites does not imply the endorsement of all information included on that 
Web site or links it may have in place. 

For additional information, E-Mail: sesu@cde.state.co.us

Last Updated:  Tuesday, March 27, 2007
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