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Objectives

• Following our session, attendees will…

• Define and describe behavioral function
• Describe the utility of, and rationale for, 

considering function across all tiers of support
• Identify functional skills that all students need to 

be successful
• Provide examples of contextually appropriate 

function-based behavior support at Tier 3, Tier 2, 
and Tier 1



Behavioral Function

• We will be referring to behavioral function 
in three ways:
• Function of behavior
• Function-based thinking
• Functional skills



Function of Behavior

• The reinforcement that follows behavior“Why” the student is 
engaging in the behavior

• E.g., access preferred items, activities, peoplePositive reinforcement

• E.g., escape or avoid tasks, activities, social interactionNegative reinforcement

• Valid for the studentNeed the student is 
communicating

• Both “appropriate” and “inappropriate” (or interfering) behaviorAll behavior is lawful



Function-based Thinking

Considering function when designing behavior 
support
• Regardless of tier

Could include functional behavior assessment (FBA)
• But not always



Functional Skills

Skills that relate to primary functions

Big Four (Ala’i-Rosales et al., 2019)
• From years of research on FBA

Rather than wait for interfering behavior to develop, teach skills to prevent!

Skills we need to successfully navigate life!

Goals of PBS (Carr et al., 2002; Risley, 1996)
• Increase quality of life (QOL) by teaching skills
• Decrease in behavior that interferes with learning/ QOL



We should consider 
function across all tiers 

of support.

Because…

• Behavior that interferes with leaning occurs across 
all tiers
• Although not as severe and chronic at T1 and T2

• Function-matched support can increase 
effectiveness of T1 and T2
• Enable students receiving T3 support to be more 

successful in those environments

• All students need to learn functional skills
• Learning these skills can prevent interfering behavior 

from developing



Behavioral Function at Tier 3 



Functional Behavioral Assessment (FBA) 

• For students with persistent challenging behavior that has not been (or 
cannot be) sufficiently addressed by Tier 2 support we use FBA to create 
individualized behavior support plans. 

• We gather A-B-C information from: 
• The student and those who know them best (e.g., teachers, family members)
• Direct observations of behavior in context 

• We use FBA data to identify: 
• The function the challenging behavior serves for the student
• The conditions under which challenging behavior does not occur
• Functional reinforcers for desired behavior



Behavior Support Planning

• The result of FBA should be an Individualized behavior support plan 
with strategies designed to:  

PREVENT

• Eliminate or neutralize 
setting events

• Eliminate or modify 
antecedent triggers 

• Prompts for desired 
behavior

TEACH

• Functional replacement 
behavior 

• New skills needed to 
access natural reinforcers

REINFORCE

• Dense schedule of 
reinforcement for use of 
replacement behavior 
and new skills  

• Minimize reinforcement 
for challenging behavior



FBA in Schools: What the Research Tells Us

• For students who require Tier 3 support, function-based intervention is key to 
effectively decreasing intense and persistent challenging behavior (Cho & Blair, 2017)

• Function-based behavioral interventions have been shown to improve the 
effectiveness and efficiency of behavior support for students with and without 
disabilities who exhibit a wide range of challenging behaviors

(Blair, 1999; Carr et al., 1999; Borgmeier et al., 2019; Cho & Blair, 2017; Epstein et al., 2008; Ingram et al., 
2005; Newcomer & Lewis, 2004; Strickland-Cohen et al., 2016)

• Growing body of research showing that Tier 3 can be effectively designed and 
implemented by school-based personnel to address non-dangerous behaviors  

(Crone, Hawken, & Bergstrom, 2007; Dukes, Rosenberg, & Brady, 2007; Loman & Horner, 2014; Maag &    
Larson, 2004; Renshaw et al., 2008; Scott, Nelson, & Zabala, 2003; Strickland-Cohen & Horner, 2015)



Research-to-Practice Gap

• In typical practice we often employ our most effective tools only 
when behavior has become severe/dangerous 

• FBA/BSP used as a “last resort” and only for students with IEPs (Borgmeier et al., 
2019)

• Students who engage in persistent, lower-intensity behavior are more 
likely to receive less effective punitive/exclusionary practices (e.g., 
reprimands, ODRs, suspensions; Mitchell & Bradshaw, 2013) 



The Logic Behind Multi-Tiered Behavior Support

• SWPBIS creates a school climate that 
supports the appropriate academic and 
social behavior of ALL students with a 
focus on: 
• PREVENTION
• EARLY INTERVENTION



Basic FBA/BSP

Non-Dangerous 
Behaviors and 
Maintaining Functions 
are Easily Defined and 
Identified

Proactive Function-Based Support at Tier 3 
• Many of problem behaviors that Tier 3 teams encounter do not 

require comprehensive FBA-BSP

• Using streamlined FBA-BSP procedures that “match” the level 
and intensity of problem behavior

Complex FBA or 
Functional Analysis

Behaviors and 
Maintaining Functions 
Vary, and are not Easily 
Defined and/or 
Identified



Find Out More

•www.pbis.org

Lead Authors: 
Kathleen Strickland-Cohen
Chris Borgmeier 

http://www.pbis.org/


Building Seamless Continuums of Support
• All staff trained in FB thinking

• Advanced tiers explicitly linked 
to universal expectations, 
practices, and systems to 
support

• Inclusion
• Generalization
• Fading 



Function in Tier 2

Dylan Zimmerman



Purpose of Tier 2

● Targeted interventions
● Continuously and quickly available
● Support students before Tier 3

○Prevent intensive Tier 3 when not necessary

● Function-based

Center on PBIS. (n.d.). What is tier 2 support? Retrieved 
March 12, 2023, from https://www.pbis.org/pbis/tier-2

https://www.pbis.org/pbis/tier-2


Why use functional thinking at Tier 2

● Can improve effectiveness
○Improve CICO when not effective (Campbell & Anderson, 2008; McIntosh et al., 

2009)

● Student-centered
○Behavior communicates a need

○Not just behavior reduction (Carr et al., 2002; Risley, 1996)

● No reason not to! Efficient options available
○Interview/survey tools
○Brief observations
○Hypothesis confirmed through data-based decision making



Function at Tier 2 – Typical Practice

Access Attention

Access to Items or 
Activities

Avoid Attention

Access Attention

Avoid Activities

TFI version 2019 (Algozzine et al., 2015)





Assessing and Designing T2 Interventions

Klinbeil et al., 2019

Assess 
Function

• Survey/Interview
• Brief observations

Select 
Interventions

• Function-Matched 
intervention

• Function-Matched 
modifications

Monitor 
Progress

• Confirm function
• Treatment 

Fidelity
• Re-evaluate 

function



Selecting Intervention Modifications

Context

Function

Appropriate 
modifications



Antecedent Teaching Consequence

Attention Teacher schedules social 
“brain breaks” prior to 
challenging periods

Time-based adult attention or 
praise

Precorrection: Remind student 
about expectations such as 
when to talk

Teach hand raising 

Teach requests for a peer 
buddy

Contingent teacher attention 
when completing work/on task

Contingent teacher attention 
when raising hand

Rewards include activities with 
teacher and other adults in the 
school

Selecting Intervention Modifications

Context - Timing and Format

Fu
nc

tio
n





Step 1: Assess for Function

Hypothesized Function: Peer 
Attention

Assess 
Function

• Survey/Interview
• Brief observations

Select 
Interventions

• Function-Matched 
intervention

• Function-Matched 
modifications

Monitor 
Progress

•Confirm 
function

•Check integrity
•Re-evaluate 
function



Step 2: Select Function-Matched Strategies

Assess 
Function

• Survey/Interview
• Brief observations

Select 
Interventions

• Function-Matched 
intervention

• Function-Matched 
modifications

Monitor 
Progress

•Confirm 
function

•Check integrity
•Re-evaluate 
function



Step 2: Progress Monitoring

Assess 
Function

• Survey/Interview
• Brief observations

Select 
Interventions

• Function-Matched 
intervention

• Function-Matched 
modifications

Monitor 
Progress

•Confirm 
function

•Check integrity
•Re-evaluate 
function

Identify next steps



We cannot make students learn or behave. We can create 
environments to increase the likelihood students learn and 
behave. – Dr. Tim Lewis



KEY CONCEPT

Behavior is functionally 
related to the teaching 
environment.

• Behavior = what the student ‘does’ 
(appropriate/inappropriate)

• Teaching environment = all that 
happens before, during, and after 
the student’s behavior



ABC-F
Routine: “During _______________”

Antecedent/Trigger:

When _______

Behavior: 

The student does 
__________

Consequence/Outcome: 

… and as a result
__________

Therefore, the Function 
of the behavior is to:



Learning and Teaching 
Environment



Empirically Documented Best Practices
Tier 1 Classroom PBIS

Expectations for 
Behavior

3-5 & 
Positive

Teach & 
Prompt

Monitor 
Behavior

Move Scan Interact

Acknowledge / Encourage 
Expected Behavior Respond to 

Behavior Errors

Active, Engaging 
Instruction

Task 
Difficulty 

Activity 
Sequencing 

Opportunities to 
Respond

Choice

Maximize 
Structure

Schedule Routines

Simonsen et al. (2008)



1 5

4 8

2

3

6

7

Routines & 
Procedures

Expectations 
& Rules

Encourage 
Expected 
Behavior

Respond to 
Behavior Errors

Active 
Supervision

Opportunities to 
Respond

Activity Sequencing  
+ Offering Choice

Task Difficulty



Adult Behaviors = Student Change

Scott, Hirn, & Cooper 2017

BA C=+
p

Student Characteristics
skills, abilities, social 

learning history, 
function/motivation, 

academic history

Desired State
measureable skills that predict 

favorable student outcomes (SEB &  
academic)

Teacher/School Control

What could I do to maximize the 
probability of the student demonstrating 

expected behavior?

Teacher/School Control
curriculum (modeling, explicit, etc.), 

engagement, expectations, 
environment (routines, consistency, 

physical arrangement, etc.), time, 
feedback



STUDENT CENTERED SUPPORT

Math

Reading

Behavior

Writing

Essential Question:
Is the student successful at this level of 
support?

The difference is the intensity and 
frequency of supports. 



CLASSROOM CONTINUUM

24

4-5

30

1-2





PHASES OF LEARNING

Acquisition

Fluency

Maintenance
Generalization

Simonsen & Myers, 2014



CLASSROOM CONTINUUM

24

4-5

30

1-2



Purple: Gain Attention

Blue: Avoid Attention

Green: Avoid Task



ALLISON
?

?

During:

Work time

When:

Teacher circulates near 

Student will: 

Drop pencil, get tissues, 
go to the trashcan

Outcome:
Teacher moves on

Function:
Avoid attention



KEVIN

?

During:
Class instruction and 
work time

When:
The teacher is working 
at the board

Student will:
Make loud noises, tap 
others, make faces, 
dance

Outcome:
Students laugh

Function:
Gain attention



RAYANNE

Routine – During…
Class work time

Antecedent (Trigger) –
When…
The teacher gives a direction

Behavior - Student will…
Refuse, shout rude and 
disrespectful comments, sigh 
dramatically

outCome:
Other students laugh

Function:
Gain attention



INTENSITY + 
FREQUENCY

• General education classroom
• Several students not meeting 

behavior expectations

• Teacher focused on intensity and 
frequency use of effective classroom 
practices

• Positive student outcomes
• Decrease instances of 

unexpected behavior


