
Step-by-step instructions: 
 

A functional behavior assessment (FBA) is the process of collecting information to determine 

why a problem behavior occurs, identifying strategies or interventions to address the behavior, 

and developing a behavioral intervention plan (BIP). Special educators, general educators, and 

other school personnel who work closely with the student (sometimes the IEP team) collaborate 

to collect data through observations and interviews. 

 

The steps for an FBA include: 

 

   •   Identify, define, and agree on the behavior of concern 

   •   Identify the location and times the behavior occurs and does not occur 

   •   Collect and analyze data 

   •   Develop a hypothesis 

   •   Identify possible replacement behaviors 

 

Throughout this lesson and in the following lessons, you will read about a student experiencing 

behavioral difficulties. You will read about how a team of teachers apply the FBA process to 

better understand a student’s behavior. 

 

Sally 

 

Sally is a quiet 14-year-old student who has trouble appropriately expressing her feelings. She tells her 

counselor she loves math and enjoys Mrs. Potter’s Algebra class. On Tuesday, after a relatively good 

class, Sally completed her homework and received praise for working well in a cooperative group by 

explaining a new concept to her teammates. Right before class dismissal, Mrs. Potter handed back a quiz 

from the previous class, Sally looked at her paper and called Mrs. Potter an inappropriate name. Sally 

received lunch detention. 

 

Discussion Questions  

   •    On the surface, what do you think caused Sally’s outburst? 

   •    What do you think were Mrs. Potter’s thoughts? 

   •    What do you think were Sally’s thoughts? Was Sally thinking?  

   •    What do you think Sally can tell you about her thoughts and feelings? 

 

This brief snapshot of Sally’s behavior will not provide objective answers to explain her behavior. More 

information is needed to understand the function of Sally’s behavior. 

  

 



Sally – One Week Later 

 

The next week, a similar incident happens in Mr. Green’s Science class and then in Mr. Davis’s P.E. 

class. In Mr. Green’s Science class, Sally worked well with her peers to complete a science experiment. 

At the end of the class, Mr. Green passed out graded science reports. When Sally received her report, she 

muttered inappropriate names. Mr. Green asked Sally to repeat what she stated and she complied. Sally 

received two lunch detentions for the inappropriate name calling. 

 

In Mr. Davis’s P.E. class, Sally became upset because she believed students were not following the rules 

to a kickball game. She shouted inappropriate names to Mr. Davis for allowing the students to break the 

rules. Sally, again, received lunch detention for her behavior. 

 

Discussion Questions 

   •    What do you think were Mr. Green’s thoughts?  

   •    What do you think were Mr. Davis’s thoughts?  

   •    What do you think were Sally’s thoughts?  

   •    What are your thoughts about Sally’s behavior now that more information is provided?  

   •    Can you assess the function of Sally’s behavior?  

   •    What do you think are the next steps to support Sally? 

 

Initial thoughts about Sally’s behavior are important; but it is necessary to objectively collect information 

about her behavior. Sally is experiencing some behavioral difficulties and the function of her behavior 

needs to be investigated data collection and interviews.  

 

Identify, Define, and Agree on the Behavior of Concern 

 

1. Collect data to identify, define, and agree on the behavior of concern. Behaviors serve a 

purpose and are not isolated events. Behaviors are one piece of the whole picture. 

 

See the Behaviors of Concern Chart for example behaviors that may cause harm to a 

student or the student’s peers academically, behaviorally, or socially.   

 

2. Consider the following three components: 

   •   Antecedent (something happens) 

   •   Behavior (the reaction) 

   •   Consequence (the response to the behavior) 

  

Example 

Antecedent, behavior, and consequences happen naturally. For example, a person is running late 

for a meeting and speeds to the meeting location. On the way, the person’s speeding gets the 

http://olms1.cte.jhu.edu/olms/tmp/file/JHUSSI/Behaviors%20of%20Concerns%20Chart%20Part%201.pdf


attention of a police officer who pulls them over. The police officer gives the person a ticket and 

warns against speeding in the future. The person was late (antecedent), speeds (behavior), and 

receives a ticket (consequence). The person cannot afford many tickets or the consequences of 

higher insurance premiums for too many tickets. The person decides to no longer speed and 

corrects the behavior. 

 

3. Consider students with mild/moderate disabilities (e.g., emotional/behavioral disorders, 

learning disabilities, and mild intellectual disabilities). Students with mild/moderate 

disabilities need assistance when consequences do not correct the behaviors of concern. 

 

4. Address behaviors of concern using the problem solving process with the IEP team. 

Discuss the following: 

   •   Identification of the behavior of concern in observable and measurable terms. 

   •   Agreement that the behavior of concern is harmful to the student either physically,  

       socially, or academically, and/or is harmful to peers and other members in the  

       classroom. 

   •   Causation of the behavior. 

   •   Functionality of the behavior (e.g., attention, escape/avoidance, sensory  

       consequence). 

   •   Benefit student receives from engaging in the behavior of concern. 

 


