A REVIEW OF FBAs:  Findings and suggestions

Rick Van Acker and Lynn Boreson 

As part of a 3-year project related to functional behavioral assessments (FBAs) and behavior intervention plans (BIPs),  participants in statewide trainings were invited to submit FBAs for review and comment.   Any related data sheets and BIPs were also to be submitted.   Seventy-one FBAs were sent in, but not all sets were complete (i.e., some were missing a BIP or other key components). Those materials were rated using a 4-page questionnaire, and a review summary of 7 items was part of that document.  These results are based on the latter summary, and a more in-depth research analysis is underway.  

FBAs could only be evaluated based on the materials that were included, and it is possible that additional data sheets were not made available to the reviewers.  A general rule to keep in mind is “if it isn’t on paper, it didn’t happen” when district practices are questioned, and reviews were done with that caveat in mind.


Yes
No

1.  Target behavior is clearly defined in understandable terminology.
39%
61%

2.  Data is triangulated – at least 3 sources of data.
39%
61%

3.  The environment – including teacher behavior – is taken into account.
50%
50%

4.  The BIP is based on the FBA.
50%
50%

5.  The BIP lists the necessary teacher and student supports.
30%
70%

6.  The BIP is specific, rather than a general list of options.
37%
73%

7.  There is a plan to monitor/evaluate the BIP.
33%
67%

DISCUSSION

1. Definition of target behaviors

This is perhaps the most important step in the process.  If behaviors are not clearly defined and commonly understood by all involved, it will be difficult to collect baseline data, design meaningful intervention plans, and determine progress.  The purpose of defining target  behaviors is:

· To identify instances and non-instances of problem behaviors

· To provide a contextual view of the nature of specific behaviors and behavioral patterns; to define behavior in specific, observable and measurable terms; to include frequency and patterns, if any (time of day, day of week, subject, who else is effected, etc.)

· To define how long, frequency, who is affected, where it is/is not a problem, triggers or setting events

· To define in observable and measurable terms (in terms of what you see or hear) rather than being based on mental states of processes (i.e., “completing tasks” vs. “paying attention”; “kicking over chairs” vs. “angry, hostile, resentful”)

In the FBAs reviewed, there were 2 common problems in the definition of target behaviors:

a. they were defined very generally (verbal aggression, inappropriate physical contact, off task, disruptive);

b. they were missing measurable baseline data (how often?  How long?  Where?  With whom?  Latency between request and compliance? Etc.)  In many cases where attempts to quantify the behavior were included, there were statements such as “in all settings, all the time”, or “all classes, daily”.

(  One way to look at a definition of target behavior is to include both a general category of behavior and specific descriptors.
   For example,


Verbal aggression:  loud voice, insults to peers


Noncompliance:  refusal to work, failure to follow directions


Disruption:  loud voice, singing, call outs

To complete the definitions, baseline data is added.  For example, how often does the behavior occur?  How long do the call outs last?  Are there some classes or activities where the behavior is exhibited more?  Less?  If the behavior occurs in all settings, does it occur evenly in all settings?

(  Another way to define target behaviors is to answer 4 questions
:

a. What does the student’s behavior look like?

b. How often does the behavior occur (estimate or average)?

c. How intense or severe is the behavior (frequency, intensity, end result)?

d. What skills appear to be lacking?

· A third way to define target behaviors is to use the concept of “Fair Pairs”
  This refers to a maladaptive behavior you want to weaken and a target behavior you want to strengthen in its place.  Be sure that target behavior you want to strengthen passes the “dead man’s test.”  For example, if the maladaptive behavior is “hitting peers”, you might say that the target behavior is “not to hit peers”.  Can a dead man “not hit peers”?  Yes.  Therefore, this is not a fair pair.  A more appropriate target behavior would be “act assertively by saying ‘stop that’ when provoked”, or “seek teacher assistance when provoked by peers”.

Always keep in mind that the definition of target behaviors must be observable and measurable.  The definition provides the baseline or present level of performance from which progress will be measured.  It is also important that all who are involved have a common understanding of the behavior so that all measure based on the same standard.

Here are examples of complete target definitions:

· Non-compliance:  those situations in which Bobby has been asked (either independently or as a member of a group) to engage in a specified behavior or task (a demand) and fails to initiate the requested action within 20 seconds.  Bobby currently demonstrates compliance 59% of the time, although he needs some type of verbal prompt to do so.  When he fails to comply (41% of the time), he typically just ignores the request. 

· Disruption:  When faced with a task he does not want to do, Bobby will sometimes run away from the area of instruction or will run down the hallway.  He does this an average of 5 times per day.  He may look into other classrooms, get a drink from the drinking fountain, or look out a window.  If Bobby cannot run, he will begin to sway, jump, rock, or rotate, and these episodes can last from 30 seconds to over 5 minutes.  This occurs on average 4 times per day, with an average duration of 1 minute.  Bobby must be physically redirected when this occurs. 

· Defiance:  In 70% of those situations when he is asked to read out loud or complete independent written work, Bobby will close his book and slam it against the edge of his desk.  He also will shout “no!” or “I’m not going to do that stupid thing!”  

· Physical aggression:  On the playground or in other unstructured settings, Bobby will kick or slap (with an open hand) a peer if that youngster will not give up a toy or piece of playground equipment (swing, climbing apparatus) when Bobby wants it.  This happens on average 4 times per week.  Bobby will first say “Give me that _____”.  If the other child does not immediately comply, Bobby rushes forward and will slap the peer’s face or kick the child’s shin.

2. Data triangulation

In the majority (61%) of the FBAs reviewed, it was unclear what sources of information had been reviewed or collected.  Most commonly used were interviews with teachers and parents, followed by anecdotal data collection.  In some cases, there was extensive observational data attached, but summary information was missing.  In also appeared that some of the data collected was not relevant to the conclusions reached.

It is important not just to have 3 (or more) sources of data, but to be sure that the data collected supports the conclusions of the team.  For example, if the function of the behavior is hypothesized to be “attention from peers”, then there should be at least 3 data sources that support this hypothesis.  Do the sources of information support or not support each other?  Which sources support the hypothesized function?  Which point to another conclusion?

Instead of collecting a lot of data, some of which may not be necessary or useful, do an initial screening (such as a scatter plot or brief interviews with key adults) to get an idea of what relevant next steps might be.  As you gain more experience with FBA and with data collection, look back and determine which sources tend to give you the most useful data.  Consider the time and effort, as well as expertise, needed for the data collection.

You are looking for information to support initial hypotheses or possibilities – begin with an outline and then collect data to fill in the blanks, rather than collecting a mound of data and then trying to make sense of it.  This is not about guessing, but is about making educated hypotheses supported by data.

If the district has developed its own format for FBA, consider adding a section to document the sources of the data.  This could be a brief checklist, but it should be made clear that not all sources are necessary in all cases.  Consider student records (including medical records, previous evaluations and assessments, social history, previously attempted interventions, etc.), interviews (with parents, the target student, current and previous teachers, other significant adults, etc.), rating scales or checklists (reinforcement inventories, adaptive behavior scales, motivation scales, problem behavior checklists, etc.), examples of student work, anecdotal data, and systematic observational data.

3. Consideration of the environment

Those teams who did consider the context of the behavior generally focused on setting events and peer behaviors, but did not address teacher behavior (style, expectations, responses, etc.).  It is important to consider all of the variables in the environment, and that includes teachers.  The workshops sponsored by CESA 12 and presented by Rick Van Acker addressed the need to address teacher behavior, and an earlier mailing from the CESA 12 project included a handout entitled “How to tell your mother she’s wrong…..so she’ll listen.”  It is uncomfortable to have to address the behavior of adults, but may be critical to the success of the plan.  If good data is collected, that data will speak for itself.  There have already been situations in Illinois where parents refused to sign permission for evaluation or challenged a special education placement because environmental factors – including teacher behavior – had not been addressed.  

In several of the reviewed cases, the FBA outlined teacher or aide behavior that sometimes served to escalate the student behavior, or reinforced the inappropriate behavior.  In one instance, a teacher was directly quoted as saying, “I spent enough time on him already,” yet this is not addressed in the BIP.  It appeared that teacher was going to continue to be involved.   In other cases, the teacher sometimes provided positive attention, but the BIP didn’t include opportunities for those types of interactions to increase.

4. BIP based on FBA

“Functional assessment information should allow us to identify specific changes in a classroom….that will change patterns of problem behaviors.  Too often functional assessments are completed but have no impact on the procedures used in the plan of behavioral support.”

In half of the FBAs reviewed, the BIP was not based on the FBA.  This happened in a number of different ways:

· prior interventions were included in the FBA and documented as having been ineffective, yet these interventions continued to be listed as the BIP

· there was no hypothesis regarding the function of the behavior so the BIP was not connected to the FBA data

· the behavior was hypothesized to be “escape” but the BIP included strategies that, in fact, reinforced “escape” (out of school suspensions, in school suspensions, sending the student to the office, involving police, etc.), or very quickly moved to exclusion (“student gets 1 warning and then will be removed”)

· the BIP did not include ways for the student to appropriately meet the same function provided by the maladaptive behavior – for example, if peer attention was cited as a desirable outcome for the student, the BIP did not include ways in which the student could appropriately obtain peer attention

In one case, it was noted that designing an intervention plan was very difficult, since so many attempts had previously been made to address the inappropriate behavior of the student.  It is important to remember that a specific behavior intervention plan is a must in this process.

Some FBAs submitted contained many behaviors, but those behaviors might have been grouped together under the function they served.  For example, shouting out, leaving the classroom, and poking peers with a pencil might all be for “attention”.  This helps to make the list of behaviors less daunting.

In a couple of cases, the BIP delineating what to do when the same behavior served more than one function:  

“When….the purpose of the behavior is to get attention, ______ will be reminded of proper ways to gain attention; attention will be withdrawn until behavior is appropriate...”

“When….the purpose of the behavior is to avoid work, ______ will be reminded of work expectations; _____ will be provided support to assist in prompt completion of work.  If work needs to be broken up and given one section at a time, this will be done; …staff may wish to tell her that she may have a break as soon as the work is complete.”
 

In terms of incorporating the FBA and BIP into an IEP, think of the FBA as the “present level of performance” or starting point.  The BIP (goals and objectives) then must build on the present level.

It might also be useful to think of the BIP as having 4 components
:

a. Proactive (restructuring antecedents, environmental adjustments, including changes to curriculum, physical environment, peer and teacher behaviors, etc.)

b. Educative (clear expectations, teaching replacement behaviors and compensatory skills so that the student can function more effectively, remediating basic skill deficits, modeling appropriate behaviors, providing positive feedback, etc.)

c. Functional (consequences designed to reinforce the student for positive, not negative, behaviors)

d. Crisis management, if needed (to ensure safety and de-escalate the crisis) 

5. Teacher and student supports included in BIP

Only 30% of the FBAs/BIPs submitted included the necessary teacher and student supports.  This included the steps a teacher was to follow when confronted with the inappropriate behavior.  In some cases, suggested teacher responses were scripted.

In the 70% where supports were not included, the most common omissions were

· lack of positive consequences or reinforcement when the student did exhibit the desired behavior; supports and accommodations to promote student success were not identified

· only negative consequences to address misbehavior

· saying that “extra support and assistance” would be available, but no details on when,  why or how were included

· student supports were included, but there was no mention of supports for teachers.

Federal and state regulations require the inclusion of positive supports, interventions, and strategies in the IEP when behavior interferes with the learning of the student or others.  This was the element most frequently missing from BIPs.

6. BIP is specific

The BIP should include specific descriptions of how to respond to misbehavior.  Everyone who is involved in implementing and monitoring the BIP should understand “what” should happen “when”.  This could be done as steps in a process, as a flow chart, or in the form of “When the student does ______________, adults do ______________.”  For example:

When Janey finishes her work before the rest of the class and begins to scribble on her desk, give her something to do (a coloring activity or being teacher’s helper).  Teach her to ask for activities or items and provide them consistently when she asks.

When Bobby fails to comply with a teacher request within 20 seconds, (1) repeat the request; (2a) if he fails to comply and the task requires overt motor action on his part, he is guided through the requested action.  This should be done calmly and without speaking or otherwise attending to Bobby.  He then gets a mild reinforcer from the teacher.  When Bobby complies within 20 seconds, he gets enthusiastic praise from the teacher.

7. Plan to evaluate/monitor the BIP

“Behavior support plans should receive ongoing evaluation.  The two key questions for any plan are these:  (a)  Is the plan having any impact on the behavior of the staff, family, and others in the target setting? and (b) Is the plan having any impact on the behavior of the target person?

…The section of the behavior support plan that defines monitoring and evaluation procedures should indicate (a) the system that will be used for collecting data and (b) the process for data review (how often and by whom).”

If the target behavior has not been clearly and operationally defined, it will be difficult to design a plan to monitor progress.  Many of the FBAs reviewed stated that “data will be collected”, but there were no specifics on who would collect what data when.
 Some plans focused on “weekly communication” with parents, but did not specify how that would happen, what would be reported, and who would collect the data.

It might be useful to include a table as follows:

Expected behavior change
Methods/criteria for outcome measurement
Schedule

Bobby will comply (without prompts or cues) with requests made by his teachers (within 20 seconds of the request being made) at least 80% of the time.
Event recording – reevaluate weekly and increase criteria as his average of compliance increases.
Daily sampling of compliance – a minimum of 3 10-minute samples each day.  Evaluate at least weekly – reestablish criteria if average rate of compliance improves by at least 5%.  Reports on compliance to accompany report cards.

Evaluation methods can include

· behavior monitoring forms (point sheets, behavior contracts, check sheets from teachers)

· grades

· anecdotal notes

· attendance records

· event recording (tallys of frequency of target behaviors)

· work samples

· student self-assessments or ratings (make very sure that the student has the ability to do this!)

· rating scales

· duration recording (time samples using a stopwatch)

· graphs

SUMMARY/CONCLUSIONS

There’s been a good start in developing solid FBAs and BIPs, and improvement will come with practice.  Functional assessment can be incorporated into evaluation/reevaluation, and behavior plans can be integrated parts of IEPs – there is no need, in Wisconsin, for separate documents, although that is certainly acceptable.

When local districts have decided to develop their own forms for FBAs and BIPs, the problems seem to be less with the forms or formats than with the information that is included in the spaces.  It is important to provide clear prompts and definition of what should be included, and to provide inservice, training, and/or examples to guide staff through the process.  For example, FBAs were reviewed where a short checklist of “functions” was included, and every item was checked.  Also keep in mind the need for documentation – if the form is brief, there may be questions about sources of data on which the conclusions were made.

There are several critical legal issues that seem to be emerging and certainly are worth watching:

· There is no FBA and/or no BIP

· The process is not defined well - there is no indication of the sources of information and the process followed

· Target behaviors are not defined clearly.  The FBA may focus on “behavior A”, while the BIP focuses on an unrelated behavior

· There is no continuity throughout – from target behavior to FBA to BIP

· Triangulation:  there are 3 sources of information, but not 3 sources that support each other.  For example, 3 sources that point toward “aggression” or 3 that seem to indicate “attention”

· There is no indication that the BIP was enacted; there is no monitoring and data for evaluation

In reviewing the legal cases so far, there are 3 due process hearings which have been completed and involved FBA or BIP issues:

· In the matter of E., 32 IDELR 82 (SEA CT 2000) – the parents prevailed because there was an inappropriate BIP and poor transition planning  

· Flour Bluff Independent School District, 25 IDELR 1121 (SEA TX 1997) – the parents prevailed in part because the district had failed to provide behavior management planning

· Special School District No. 1, 30 IDELR 49 (SEA MN 1999) – the school district was cited for a lack of functional assessment as part of procedural errors

While none of these cases are binding in Wisconsin, in Illinois there are 3 pending due process hearings that include issues relating to FBA.  The districts are Glenbrook, Peoria, and Union Point.  These cases may settle prior to hearing, but if any end up in federal court, there could be implications for Wisconsin, since we are in the same federal circuit.  The whole issue is worth watching – the FBA requirements are still relatively new and it does take time for issues to move through the due process hearing and court systems.  In the meantime, it would be wise to continue to monitor the content, quality, and implementation of FBAs and BIPs – an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure!
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