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  S P E C I A L  ED U C AT I O N 

GUIDANCE 
Functional Behavioral Assessments 
When Teams Should Conduct a Functional Behavioral 
Assessment 

Overview 

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) places an emphasis on the 

use of positive behavioral interventions and supports and other strategies to 

address behavior that impedes a student’s learning or the learning of others. The 

IDEA does not offer specific information about how such interventions are to be 

selected or delivered, or who may provide them. Functional Behavioral 

Assessments (FBA) provide a means for identifying potential positive interventions 

and supports. While the term FBA is not defined by IDEA nor 34 CFR 300 (the 

implementing regulations of IDEA), the regulations require FBAs to be conducted 

under specific circumstances.   

 

According to the US Department of Education, “FBAs and the use of function-

based supports, interventions, and behavioral plans that consider the purpose of a 

student’s behavior can reduce interfering behaviors (such as noncompliance and 

task avoidance), as well as increase desired behaviors (such as academic 

engagement and participation in general education settings for students with and 

without disabilities).” It is imperative that IEP teams and educators in general fully 

understand their obligations to accurately identify, locate, and evaluate students 

suspected of having a disability under IDEA, including the procedural safeguards 

that must be afforded to parents and children under IDEA. 

When is an FBA Required? 

As mentioned above, the IDEA requires that Functional Behavioral Assessments be 
conducted under specific circumstances. These circumstances are summarized as 

follows: 

● As part of Manifestation Determinations:  An FBA is required for a child 

with an Individualized Education Program (IEP) unless the Local Educational 
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Agency (LEA) had already conducted an FBA before the behavior occurred 

that resulted in the disciplinary change of placement.  A disciplinary change 

of placement occurs when the student’s removal is more than 

10 consecutive school days or when a series of removals constitutes 

a pattern.  A series of removals constitutes a pattern when the student has 

been removed more than 10 cumulative school days in a single school year, 

the behavior is substantially similar to previous incidents, and other factors 

such as the length of each removal, the total amount of time removed, and 

the proximity of the removals to one another are considered.  
○ If the behavior resulting in a disciplinary change of placement is 

found to be a manifestation of the child's disability and the child 

already has a behavior intervention plan, the IEP team must meet to 

review the plan and its implementation. The IEP team must modify 

the plan and its implementation, if necessary, to address the child's 

behavioral needs. If the child does not have a behavior intervention 

plan, the IEP team must conduct a functional behavioral assessment 

and implement a behavior intervention plan for the child. 

○ If a child with a disability experiences a disciplinary change of 

placement and the behavior was found NOT to be a manifestation of 

the child’s disability: 

■ An FBA must be conducted as appropriate; AND 

■ The IEP is reviewed and updated, as appropriate, to include 

positive behavioral interventions and supports designed to 

address the behavior violation so it does not recur. 

● When seclusion or restraint is used with a student with an IEP twice in the 

same school year. Under Wisconsin Act 118, the IEP team must meet within 

10 school days of the second incident to review the IEP.  The revised IEP 

must include appropriate positive behavioral interventions and supports 

based on an FBA of the behavior(s) of concern. 

● When the IEP team decides an FBA is needed as part of a comprehensive 

special education initial evaluation or reevaluation. 

When is an FBA recommended? 

Because IDEA places an emphasis on positive strategies and interventions for 

children with disabilities when their behavior interferes with the child’s learning or 

that of others, IEP teams may wish to conduct an FBA even when it is not required. 

Examples of when an IEP team is encouraged to consider an FBA include:  
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● When the IEP team determines that a student’s behavior impedes the 

student’s learning or the learning of others. An FBA may be needed to 

identify appropriate positive behavioral interventions and supports.   

● If the written referral for an initial evaluation and the review of existing data 

indicate a pattern of disciplinary referrals, poor attendance, classroom 

removals, visits to the nurse, or other indications of concern. 

● If the student’s parent or teacher requests a reevaluation to address a 

student’s behavior needs and information from an FBA is needed because 

there is not sufficient existing information with which to review and revise 

(as appropriate) the student’s IEP. 

● When a parent requests an FBA as part of a reevaluation or as a request 

during an IEP meeting outside of the evaluation process.  

● If the IEP team does not have enough current information with which to 

identify effects of the student’s disability, disability-related needs, 

appropriate positive behavior interventions and supports, and other 

services and supports. 

● If the student’s behavior results in an imminent threat to their physical 

safety or the safety of others. 

● If the school’s response to student behaviors is exclusionary discipline or 

removal from the educational environment, including shortening the 

student’s school day. 

For additional information on legal requirements related to FBAs, see Bulletin 

23.01: Providing Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports to Students with 

Disabilities and Use of Functional Behavioral Assessments. 

Additional Considerations for when an FBA is Recommended 

An FBA can be used to identify all types of behavior that may interfere with a 

student’s learning or the learning of others. An FBA can assist with uncovering 

positive behavioral interventions and supports for both dangerous or disruptive 

behavior as well as for more subtle behaviors that are still limiting the student’s 

access, engagement, and progress in school. The following guiding questions were 

developed to help IEP teams identify the types of situations in which an FBA may 

be helpful.  

● Is the student’s behavior frequent or intense? Or has there been a recent 

change in the frequency or intensity of the student’s behavior? 

● Is the student’s behavior a safety risk to the student or others? 

● Does the student need significant, ongoing, or regular adult prompting and 

https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/information-update-bulletin-2301
https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/information-update-bulletin-2301
https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/information-update-bulletin-2301
https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/information-update-bulletin-2301
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support throughout the school day? 

● Is the student having difficulty transitioning between activities, people, or 

environments, or are they having difficulty following routines and 

schedules? 

● Is the student having difficulty with basic communication (note that an 

assistive technology or augmentative and alternative communication 

assessment along with an FBA may be needed)? 

● Is the student anxious, withdrawn, or isolated? 

● Does the student have difficulty establishing or maintaining positive social 

relationships? 

● Does the student have difficulty resolving social conflicts independently or 

learning and using problem-solving skills? 

● Does the student avoid activities or leave the instructional environment 

without permission? 

● Does the student appear to function adequately during the school day 

(commonly referred to as masking or camouflaging) but struggle or collapse 

at home due to the effort and energy required to maintain adaptive 

functioning at school?  

FBAs are also encouraged as a tool for students who do not have an IEP and who 

are not suspected of having a disability under IDEA. Under such circumstances, 

school-based problem-solving teams may wish to conduct an FBA to identify and 

implement function-based positive interventions as part of a multi-level system of 

support.  

 

Additional Considerations for Child Find  

When an individual or team believes that an FBA needs to be conducted due to the 

frequency, intensity, or duration of specific behaviors demonstrated by a student 

who is not currently identified as a student with a disability under IDEA, school 

teams need to be aware of the LEA’s Child Find obligation. This obligation requires 

LEAs to identify, locate, and evaluate all children with disabilities who are in need 

of special education and related services. Wis. Stat. §115.77(1m)(a).  When an 

individual or team feels that in-depth, individual data related to a student’s social, 

emotional, or behavioral functioning is needed to understand and support the 

student, this may be an indication that the individual or team either does or should 

suspect that a student may have a disability under IDEA. While there are many 

causal factors as to why any individual student may engage in behaviors that 

impede their learning or the learning of others, the team must recognize that 

disability is one potential factor and must understand its child find obligations. 

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/115.77(1m)(a)
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When conducting an FBA for a student who does not have an IEP and has not been 

referred for a comprehensive special education evaluation, LEAs must ensure that 

the general education staff conducting the FBA are fully trained on the 

administration and interpretation of any screenings, assessments, or other data 

collection tools they will be using. General education staff must also clearly 

understand their obligation to refer any child they suspect may have a disability 

under IDEA and how the results and findings of the FBA may trigger a referral for a 

comprehensive special education evaluation. For more information on resources to 

support all educators in understanding how to respond to student behaviors that 

interfere with learning, see Inclusive Strategies to Address Behavioral Needs for 

Students with IEPs. 

Reflection and Discussion Activities  

1) Review the section and additional considerations for when an FBA is 

required.  

a) Reflect and share an experience of when you have conducted an FBA 

under one of these required circumstances.  

b) Why do you think an FBA would be required under these 

circumstances? 

2) Review the section and additional considerations for when an FBA is 

recommended.  

a) Which of these recommendations do you feel is most important 

when making the decision to conduct an FBA?  

b) Are there other situations not listed in these two sections when you 

feel an FBA should be recommended? 

3) Review the section on Additional Considerations for Child Find. 

a) What are your school or district processes for ensuring all educators 

who help conduct an FBA are fully trained on any screening, 

assessment, or other data collection tools they will be using? 

b) What processes does your school use, prior to making a special 

education referral, to address a student whose behavior interferes 

with their learning or the learning of others? 

c) What types of support do all educators need to better understand 

how to address a student’s behavioral needs prior to a referral for 

special education?  

 

 

 

 

https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/educators/behavior-needs-supports
https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/educators/behavior-needs-supports
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