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 This research study examined how education service providers conduct 

functional behavioral assessments and utilize behavior intervention plans to address the 

social and emotional needs of students with challenging behaviors.  The data are based 

on a 20-item survey administered to educators who identified themselves as working 

with students diagnosed with emotional and behavioral disorders.  The results and 

implications of the survey are discussed and evaluated to the review of literature 

conducted prior to the study.  Recommendations for future research are also explored.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Recent federal legislation has placed increased attention on the use of functional 

behavioral assessments and behavior intervention plans in public school settings.  On 

June 4, 1997, President Bill Clinton signed the reauthorization of the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act or IDEA (IDEA, 1997).  Amendments to IDEA 1997 further 

clarified the issues associated with access to appropriate services, but it also included 

provisions designed to acknowledge growing concerns related to the relationship 

between student behavior and classroom performance (Bullock & Gable, 1999).   

 IDEA 1997 mandated the use of two specific interventions, functional behavioral 

assessments (FBA) and behavior intervention plans (BIP), to address the association 

between student behavior and classroom performance.  Even though IDEA 1997 stated 

that schools are required to use these two interventions, specific guidelines for their 

design and implementation were not included in the final regulations.  Since schools 

were forced to implement these new practices without specific guidance, a wave of 

information regarding the definition and use of FBAs and BIPs were widely published in 

books, educational journals, and state and locally developed materials.  The early 

publications focused on the legal requirements, definitions, and specific steps for 

conducting FBAs and writing BIPs (e.g., Drasgow, Yell, Bradley, & Shriner, 1999; 

Walther-Thomas & Brownell, 1998).  Later publications focused on the effective design 

of in-service presentations and training modules on FBAs and BIPs (e.g. Conroy, Clark, 

Fox, & Gable, 2000; Stichter, Shellady, Sealander, & Eigenberger, 2000). 
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 It is important to note that provisions within IDEA require that it is reauthorized on 

a regular basis.  The most recent reauthorization of IDEA was signed into law on 

December 3, 2004, making it officially Public Law No:108-446 (IDEA, 2004).  IDEA 2004 

reinforced and maintained the provisions for FBAs and BIPs as originally defined in 

IDEA 1997.  References to both IDEA 1997 and 2004 will be utilized throughout the 

remainder of this paper.       

 Although the merits and benefits of FBAs to address problem behavior have 

been successfully established, research trends continue to evolve.  Focus on school-

based teams to implement FBAs and BIPs along with designs for creating standard 

practices in FBA methodology account for much of the recent research (e.g., Scott et 

al., 2005; Weber, Killu, Derby, & Barretto, 2005).  Guidelines provided by current 

researchers for future investigation in FBA include a focus on the need for support after 

teachers receive FBA and BIP training, and bridging the gap between research and 

practice (Scott et al., 2005; Murdock, O’Neill, & Cunningham, 2005).  Public policy has 

exceeded the existing knowledge base surrounding FBAs being utilized in public school 

settings (Nelson, Roberts, Mathur, & Rutherford, 1999). 

 Despite the increased use of FBAs and BIPs in public school settings and the 

dramatic increase in research surrounding this topic since IDEA 1997 was passed, 

many schools are involved annually in due process hearings as a result of the 

inadequate use of these two practices (Smith, 1999; Van Acker, Boreson, Gable, & 

Potterton, 2005).  This study will add to the existing knowledge base by helping identify 

specific issues school personnel face when conducting FBAs as well as writing and 
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implementing BIPs, thus improving the prospects of effective behavioral assessment 

and treatment in the future.   

Clarification of FBAs and BIPs 

 FBAs can be defined as the process of determining the relationship between 

specific variables in the environment and the problem behavior (Conroy & Davis, 2000).  

BIPs are viewed as a proactive intervention plan designed to provide positive supports 

for the behaviors that were determined by the FBA (Walther-Thomas & Brownell, 1998).  

According to Carr et al., (1994) these approaches are driven by a number of 

philosophical principles and empirical facts:  

1. Problem behavior usually serves a purpose for the person displaying the 

behavior.  Problem behavior is often a very predictable and effective way for a 

person to reach a desired outcome such as a student becoming verbally 

aggressive with a teacher in order to get removed from class as an attempt to 

avoid academic demands. 

2. The main goal of intervention is to teach an individual alternative and prosocial 

approaches to getting his/her needs met so that problem behaviors are no longer 

necessary.  In this way, intervention serves to educate and not simply reduce 

problematic behavior. 

3. Problem behavior occurs in complex social settings and often requires 

changing social systems and not just changes by the individual.  Changing and 

reducing problem behavior involves change for all persons involved with the 

child. 
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4. Lifestyle change is the ultimate goal of the intervention.  The broader goal of 

intervention is to produce change that positively affects how people live their 

lives. 

Behavior intervention plans can be defined as the working plan which proactively 

addresses a student’s behavior problems.  According to IDEA 2004, the BIP must be 

developed utilizing the information uncovered from the FBA.  For example, if the FBA 

determines that a student becomes disruptive in class to gain the attention of his/her 

peers, the IEP team should use that information to design behavioral strategies and 

interventions.  The student’s IEP team must develop the BIP with goals, objectives, and 

a measurable evaluation criterion to assess the student’s progress toward specific 

behavioral goals (Walther-Thomas & Brownell, 1998). 

 Terminology specific to the IDEA 2004 indicates that a school district must 

conduct a FBA as one of the initial steps in the process of developing a BIP for a 

student with a disability whose behavior interferes with his or her education or that of 

others.  The law requires the student’s individualized education plan (IEP) team to 

conduct a FBA and subsequently develop and implement a BIP if a child has been 

suspended for more than 10 school days or has been placed in an alternative education 

setting.  

The FBA and the BIP can be viewed as a working pair, like that of a hammer and 

nail.  Both are fine tools but are most effectively utilized with the assistance of the other.  

The FBA helps the IEP team understand the problem-at-hand while the BIP helps the 

school staff, student, and everyone involved organize positive approaches to the 

behavioral concerns.   
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Rationale 

 Although much has been written about FBAs and BIPs, there is a paucity of 

research regarding the specific manner in which public school personnel implement 

mandated practices.  Two current phenomena are converging which could have 

significant implications for the field of special education, particularly in the ways 

teachers are prepared and the way certified teachers keep up-to-date with changes in 

educational legislation and new methodology.  First, there is a critical shortage of 

special education teachers nationwide (e.g., Boyer & Mainzer, 2003; Hardman & 

Mulder, 2004).  The Council for Exceptional Children (2002) notes that approximately 

50% of current teachers will be leaving the profession in the next ten years and that 

special education teachers leave at two times the rate of their general education peers.  

The second phenomenon has been the increase of students diagnosed with emotional 

and behavioral problems being served in the public schools as well as the intensity of 

the behavioral issues teachers are facing on a regular basis (Kozleski, Mainzer, & 

Deshler, 2000;  Simpson, 2004).      

 The convergence of these two phenomena presents an intriguing problem within 

the field of special education.  Schools are operating with teachers who are less 

experienced, yet are forced to address severe behavioral problems using practices that 

have not been extensively researched in classroom settings.  For special educators at 

the classroom and administrative level, as well as those involved with teacher 

preparation programs, developing a greater understanding of how schools are currently 

conducting, implementing, and monitoring the use of FBAs and BIPs can be 
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advantageous.  Furthermore, since the use of FBAs and BIPs are currently mandated 

by federal legislation additional research on these topics would prove beneficial.  

 Statement of the Problem 

 The use of FBAs and BIPs to address problem behaviors demonstrated by 

individuals with disabilities has long been established in clinical settings; however, the 

use of such practices in public schools or natural settings is relatively unexplored.  

Recent studies have begun to address research in school settings (e.g., Nelson, 

Martella, & Marchand-Martella, 2002; Scott et al., 2005; Stichter & Conroy, 2005) but 

current literature lacks information that would be helpful in writing curriculum designed 

to teach educators about conducting FBAs and BIPs.  In addition, the existing research 

lacks depth to help those currently utilizing these practices in the public schools to make 

program decisions about conducting FBAs and helping teachers successfully implement 

the BIP designed by the IEP team.   

 FBAs and BIPs are becoming utilized more extensively and increasingly 

recognized as effective tools for working with individuals with emotional and behavioral 

disorders.  The existing knowledge base held by practitioners using FBAs and BIPs 

needs to be determined so future pre-service and in-service trainings can be designed 

and implemented.   

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to examine and describe the ways current special 

education teachers utilize the information developed from a FBA and implement the 

strategies as determined in the BIP to address problem behavior.   
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Research Questions 

 Four research questions guided the study.     

Research Question #1 

What types of common behavioral issues are perceived as problematic by teachers who 

work with students who have challenging behaviors? 

Research Question #2 

What disciplinary actions are taken regarding common behavioral problems? 

Research Question #3 

How are functional behavioral assessments being applied? 

Research Question #4 

How are behavioral intervention plans being implemented? 

Significance 

 By adding insight and clarity to the ways special educators conduct FBAs and 

implement BIPs, this study may help facilitate the development of future training designs 

and help further define best practices for current practitioners.  Before a standardized 

approach can be recommended, it is important to determine what current teachers in 

the field actually know and apply.  This study anticipated to learn more about what 

teachers, who currently use FBAs and BIPs, know and in what areas more training and 

knowledge is needed.   

Limitations 

 One possible limitation of this study was that the sample was based on 

convenience.  However, the fact that the subjects possessed the necessary information 
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made this sample a particularly rich source of data.  Additionally, as with most surveys, 

there could have been a problem with non-response.   

Definition of Terms 

 Several terms are used in this document that may be commonly understood 

among those familiar with special education practices, but unfamiliar to many readers.  

These terms are often used by special educators and others who work with public 

schools on a regular basis. 

Behavior intervention plan: A proactive intervention plan designed to provide positive 

supports for the behaviors that were determined by the FBA (Walther-Thomas & 

Brownell, 1998). 

Behavior specialist: An individual with specialized training in the social, emotional, and 

behavioral needs of school-aged youth (Texas Education Code, 2006).   

Behavioral contracts: Placing contingencies for reinforcement into a written document. 

This creates a permanent product that can be referred to by teacher and student 

(Alberto & Troutman, 2006). 

Classroom observations: A form of assessment which involves an individual who 

directly observes classroom settings or students with behavioral concerns in an attempt 

to understand the causes and function of specific behavior (Alberto & Troutman, 2006).  

Consequence: Any stimulus presented contingent on a particular response (Alberto & 

Troutman, 2006). 

Differential reinforcement: Reinforcing a more appropriate form of a behavior than the 

one in which the student is currently engaged (Alberto & Troutman, 2006). 
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Drug related behaviors: Student behavior that involves the use and or possession of a 

controlled substance such as marihuana or alcohol (Gorn, 1999).   

Due process: A procedure guaranteed by federal law, for resolving disputes regarding 

special education services (Texas Education Code, 2006). 

Education consultant:  A person who provides information to another teacher about 

school-based strategies surrounding academics and/or behavior (Texas Education 

Code, 2006).   

Emotional and behavioral disorder: A condition of disruptive or inappropriate behaviors 

that interferes with a student’s learning, relationships with others, or personal 

satisfaction to such a degree that intervention is required (Smith, 2001). 

Environmental factors: Specific settings or social situations which may impact the 

behavior of a child (Kauffman, 2005).   

Functional behavioral assessment: Gathering information in order to form a hypothesis 

as to variables occasioning or maintaining a behavior. May be done by interview, 

checklist, or direct observation (Alberto & Troutman, 2006).  

General education teacher: Classroom, instructional staff who work outside of special 

education settings (Smith, 2001).  

Individualized education program: The annually written record of an eligible individual’s 

special education and related services. The IEP describes the unique educational 

needs of the student and the manner in which those educational needs will be met 

(Texas Education Code, 2006). 
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Individualized education program team: A collective group consisting of a child’s 

parents, teachers, school administrators, and support staff who works together to devise 

and implement the individualized education program (Smith, 2001).  

In-school suspension: Discipline action taken by school administration in which student 

is removed from normal classroom activities yet attends school and completes 

classroom assignments (Gorn, 1999).   

In-service training: Instructional and informational sessions designed for current 

classroom teachers to become familiar with or learn about new educational strategies or 

techniques (Texas Education Code, 2006).   

Interim alternative education setting: An alternative school or classroom outside of the 

traditional instructional setting designated to support the academic needs of students; 

typically utilized for disciplinary purposes (Gorn, 1999).    

Manipulation of instructional variables: The adjustment of factors in classroom settings 

teaching techniques, teaching materials) to uncover causes of or to determine patterns 

for learning difficulties (Alberto & Troutman, 2006). 

Out-of-school suspension: Discipline action taken by school administration which 

prohibits the student to be on school property or attend school functions for a defined 

amount of time (Gorn, 1999).   

Parent interviews: The process of uncovering in-depth information about a student or 

current situation through the use of a written questionnaire or a structured discussion 

with a child’s parent or legal guardian (Alberto & Troutman, 2006).   

Parent notification: Informing a student’s parent or legal guardian about discipline issues 

or consequences related to a child’s behavior (Gorn, 1999).   
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Pre-service training:  Instructional sessions or seminars specifically designed for 

individuals in the process of obtaining a teaching certification (Texas Education Code, 

2006). 

Rating scales: Instruments designed to obtain quantitative information from teachers, 

parents, and/or students (Alberto & Troutman, 2006). 

Response cost: Reducing inappropriate behavior through withdrawal of specific 

amounts of reinforcer contingent upon the behavior’s occurrence (Alberto & Troutman, 

2006). 

Scatterplots: A form a of information gathering for functional assessment through direct 

observation of behavior (Alberto & Troutman, 2006).   

School psychologist (LSSP): Licensed Specialist in School Psychology is a person 

trained to give psychological tests, interpret results, and suggest appropriate 

educational approaches to students with learning or behavioral problems (Smith, 2001). 

School-side discipline procedures: a positive, systems based approach devised by the 

members of a school community for the purpose of enhancing learning and supports for 

students, parents, and school staff (Texas Education Code, 2006). 

School-based team: A school-based team is an on-going team of school-based 

personnel which has a formal role to play as a problem-solving unit in assisting 

classroom teachers to develop and implement instructional and/or management 

strategies and to co-ordinate support resources for students with special needs within 

the school (Alberto & Troutman, 2006). 

Self-abuse: Self inflicted injuries such as head banging or eye poking (Smith, 2001).  
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Self-management: A set of instructional procedures whereby the individual uses self-

instruction, self-monitoring, or self-reinforcement to change behavior (Smith, 2001).   

Social isolation/withdrawal: Behaviors characterized by overanxiety, seclusiveness, 

shyness, and sensitivity marked by retreats from the environment (Kauffman, 2005). 

Special education teacher: Classroom, instructional staff who teaches and provides 

support for students with special needs (Smith, 2001).   

Staff development training: SEE IN-SERVICE TRAINING 

State developed measures/forms: Forms, documents, or procedural outlines created by 

state education agencies to assist school staff prevent and address behavioral issues 

(Texas Education Code, 2006).   

Teacher certification programs: Programs designed to help individuals meet state or 

locally developed requirements to become a general or special education teacher in 

public or private schools (Texas Education Code, 2006).  

Teacher interviews: The process of uncovering in-depth information about a student or 

current situation through the use of a written questionnaire or a structured discussion 

with a child’s classroom teacher (Alberto & Troutman, 2006).   

Teacher preparation: SEE TEACHER CERTIFICATION PROGRAMS 

Time out: Reducing inappropriate behavior by denying the student access, for a fixed 

period of time, to the opportunity to receive reinforcement (Alberto & Troutman, 2006). 

Token economy:  type of reinforcement system in which a token (e.g., a poker chip, 

ticket, point) is used as a secondary reinforcer, can be exchanged for a primary 

reinforcing stimulus (Alberto & Troutman, 2006).   
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Weapon related behaviors: Student behavior that involves the use or possession of a 

destructive devise such as a gun, knife, or explosive (Gorn, 1999). 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This review of literature will define the concepts related to functional behavioral 

assessments (FBAs) and behavior intervention plans (BIPs). Discussion about the 

growth, evolution, and application of FBAs and BIPs for students with emotional and 

behavioral needs will follow.  Additional portions of this review will cover the legal 

implications associated with FBAs and BIP.  The review will conclude with a synopsis of 

current research trends and summary of future research recommendations as found in 

the current literature.   

Because this study addresses recent trends and research regarding the use of 

FBAs and BIPs, the review of the literature focused on works between 1997 and 2006.   

However, to give an historical perspective regarding the development and evolution of 

FBAs and BIPs, older works were also consulted.  Sources utilized for this literature 

review included books, professional journals, and electronic database resources 

available through the University of North Texas libraries.  The electronic resources used 

include EBSCO Host, Academic Search Premier, and ERIC.   

Conceptual Understanding 

 The use of FBAs and BIPs were initially developed to provide a structured format 

for addressing problem behaviors in children with disabilities (Kauffman, 2005).  First 

utilized in clinical settings, the use of FBAs and BIPs has since evolved and been 

adapted for use in a variety of settings including schools (Gable, 1999).  In order to 

examine the issues related to the teaching and application of FBAs and BIPs it would 

first be helpful to understand the concepts related to such practices.   
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Functional Behavioral Assessments  

Functional behavioral assessment can be defined as the process of determining 

the relationship between specific variables in the environment and the problem behavior 

(Conroy & Davis, 2000).  Additionally, FBAs can be described as an approach to identify 

and address the function of the problem behavior rather than addressing the form of the 

problem behavior (Carr, 1977).  For instance, instead of focusing efforts on a student 

who is yelling or throwing items, attention should be shifted to the function of the 

behavior such as gaining peer approval or avoiding difficult tasks.  By understanding the 

factors that reliably predict and maintain the occurrence of problem behaviors, a specific 

behavior intervention plan can be developed.  It is important to note that the goal of the 

intervention is not to manage or control the youth, but rather redesign the environment 

and build on new skills that make the problem behavior irrelevant, inefficient, and 

ineffective in that environment (Horner & Carr, 1997).   

Evaluators must investigate numerous variables when conducting a FBA.  These 

factors include: the setting in which the problem behavior occurs; events or actions that 

immediately precede and trigger problem behaviors; and the consequences or events 

that occur as a result of the problem behaviors.  Horner, O’Neill, and Flannery (1993) 

suggest that a FBA should produce four outcomes: (a) operational definitions of the 

problem behavior; (b) identification of the factors that predict the occurrence and 

nonoccurrence of the problem behaviors; (c) a testable hypothesis about the 

consequences responsible for the problem behavior; and (d) verification of the 

predictors and consequences through direct observations.  
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IDEA states that the coordination of the FBA and BIP should be a collaborative 

process.  The 1997 Amendments to IDEA are explicit in what they require of an IEP 

team addressing behavioral problems of children with disabilities:  

The team should 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 (614(d)(3)(B)(i));  

In response to disciplinary actions by school personnel, the IEP team 

should, within 10 days, meet to formulate a functional behavioral 

assessment plan to collect data for developing a behavior intervention 

plan, or if a behavior 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 (615(k)(i)(B)); and  

States shall address the needs of in-service and pre-service 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 

intervention strategies (653(c)(3)(D)(vi). 

Behavior Intervention Plans 

Data collected upon completion of the FBA is used to help in the development of 

the BIP.  It is helpful to view the BIP as a working guideline to help staff and students to 

effectively make positive changes to difficult behaviors.  Drasgow, Yell, Bradley, & 

Shriner (1999) point out that the BIP must match the environmental resources and skills 

of the people who will be implementing it.  Problems with implementation of the BIP will 
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most likely occur if it is too complicated or technical.  BIPs should contain five key 

features: (a) an observable and measurable description of the problem behavior; 

(b) an identified purpose of problem behavior as a result of the FBA; (c) a general 

strategy, or combination of strategies, for changing the problem behavior; (d) a game 

plan for when, where, and how often the strategy will be implemented; and (e) a 

consistent system of monitoring and evaluating the effectiveness of the plan (O’ Neill et 

al., 1997). 

 The student’s BIP should include positive strategies, appropriate instructional 

accommodations, and other necessary supports to help attend to the behavioral 

problems (Repp & Horner, 1999).  It is important to reinforce the concept that BIPs 

should focus on positive-based strategies rather than having a foundation of control or 

consequences. Emphasis should be placed on teaching new or alternative behaviors 

rather than attempting to simply extinguish the problem behavior. Interventions based 

on control often only suppress the behavior which can result in the student meeting 

unaddressed needs in inappropriate ways (Fitzsimmons, 1998).   Fitzsimmons (1998) 

adds that interventions based upon control often fail to generalize (i.e., continue to be 

used for long periods of time, in many settings, and in a variety of situations) — and 

many times they serve only to suppress behavior.   

IEP teams should consider the several techniques when designing behavior 

intervention plans, strategies, and supports: (a) manipulate the antecedents and/or 

consequences of the behavior; (b) teach more acceptable replacement behaviors that 

serve the same function as the inappropriate behavior; (c) implement changes in 
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curriculum and instructional strategies; and (d) modify the physical environment (Quinn, 

Rutherford, Nelson, & Howell, 1998).   

This brief description of the FBA process and the components of the BIP are 

beneficial to understanding their value as well as potential issues educators face when 

utilizing this behavioral technology.  FBAs and BIPs are not new concepts.  It is doubtful 

that the original practitioners of behavioral assessments understood the potential and 

growth of these practices.  The next section will discuss the evolution of behavioral 

assessment and how it is currently being utilized.   

Growth and Evolution of Behavioral Assessment 

   The use of behavioral assessment began to emerge as a methodology in the 

professional literature during the 1960s.  In 1968, a new peer reviewed journal titled The 

Journal of Applied Behavioral Analysis began addressing issues related to the behavior 

of children and applications for the classroom.  A review of the table of contents from 

the inaugural issue shows that many of the same issues are still being addressed today 

(e.g., new methods of data collection; reinforcement strategies for teachers) (Wolf, 

Baer, & Laties, 1968).   

 The basic tenants of behavioral analysis began to develop during the 1960s.  

Behavioral observations and manipulation of environmental factors emerged as a 

practice (Risley, 2005).  The use of research designs helped explore the treatment 

effects before and after intervention and helped define the initial efforts completed in 

behavioral assessment.  It was during the 1960s that practices which today would be 

classified as standard operating procedures (e.g., token reinforcement/economies, 

social reinforcing techniques, planned ignoring, time-out) were initially explored.     
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 The use and advancement of behavioral analysis continued to progress over the 

years.  The next major event on the historical timeline of FBA relates to the work of 

those who used functional and behavioral analysis to seek solutions for behavioral 

issues of children in psychiatric settings (Iwata, Dorsey, Slifer, Bauman, & Richman, 

1982).  Components of FBAs were most commonly used and developed as a procedure 

to identify variables that surround self-injurious behaviors.  Functional assessment was 

beginning to be utilized in numerous areas of behavioral science including basic skills 

acquisition, community preparation, eating disorders, self-injurious and aggressive 

behaviors (Neff & Iwata, 1994).

 One of the most recognizable changes is associated with the setting in which 

FBAs and BIPs were applied.  The early applications of FBA were primarily conducted 

in a psychological laboratory or clinical settings (Kern, Choutka, & Sokol, 2002).  In 

recent times, attention is being given to the use of FBA practices in classrooms or 

“natural” settings.  The application of FBA can be found in schools (Gable, 1999), 

homes (Stacks & Goff, 2006), outpatient clinics (Valleley, Shriver, & Rozema, 2005), 

and inpatient facilities (Van Egeren & Frank, 1999) for child and adults with and without 

disabilities.   

Although the trends in recent research have been to identify applications of FBA 

in natural settings, the concept is not new.  According to Risley (2005), Montrose Wolf, 

one of the early pioneers of behavioral assessment in the 1960s, is noted as 

considering laboratory research on human behavior as an unproductive misdirection of 

research. 
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 Federal legislative mandates and a growing acceptance of FBAs as a valuable 

methodology for addressing problem behaviors have produced an additional and 

evolving body of research.  Although, the use of FBAs and BIPs are rapidly increasing, 

the supporting research does not always speak favorably about the successful 

application of these approaches (Moore et al., 2002; Smith et al., 1999).  Without 

additional research in the application and use of FBAs and BIPs, the desired outcome of 

allowing educators to apply these tools to assist students in public schools with 

behavioral needs will not occur.      

 Stichter and Conroy (2005) reviewed the current status of the use of FBAs in 

natural settings, particularly in classroom and school settings.  Among the results, they 

found that between 1980-2000 only 22 research studies were conducted for students 

who were labeled at-risk or were diagnosed with E/BD.  In addition, only a few of the 

studies directly involved teachers or peers in the implementation of the functional 

assessment and intervention strategies.  The researchers also found that among the 

studies that have been done, the major agent of change was the researcher and not a 

classroom teacher.  Finally, their reviews indicate that the majority of the research has 

been conducted in atypical, segregated settings, such as separate classrooms, or 

clinics as opposed to conducting the functional assessments and interventions in the 

settings where the problem behaviors occur such as the student’s own classroom.    

 Stichter and Conroy (2005) list three main reasons why there is currently a lack 

of empirically validated evidence to support the use of FBAs for students who have 

emotional and behavioral needs.  First, these was an omission of an operational 

definition or standardized process for conducting functional assessments was not 
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provided in the Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act 1997 or the most recent 

2004 revision.  Second, since FBAs are not required until after the behavioral offenses 

have taken place, interventions and access to the natural environment become limited.  

Finally, teachers’ lack of knowledge and skills in conducting FBAs creates additional 

barriers.    

Knowledge Base and Application 

Fox and Conroy (2000) state that not only is FBA a mandated practice in certain 

situations, it is also viewed as critical to the successful prevention and meditation of 

learning and social behavioral problems.  The lack of expertise and competence of IEP 

teams in conducting FBAs poses a major obstacle to successful implementation of 

FBAs and the BIPs designed to help students be successful in public school settings 

(Gable & Manning, 1999; Hendrickson, Gable, Conroy, Fox, & Smith, 1999).  To further 

compound the problem, general educators are not adequately prepared to address the 

diverse academic and behavioral challenges characteristic of students with or at risk for 

emotional and behavioral problems (Gable, Sugai et al., 1998; Smith et al., 1999).  

Before research can be conducted to determine what specific barriers exist in the 

implementation of FBAs and BIPs, it may be helpful to examine what current 

impediments exist.  

Changing the Mindset 

Schools have not fully embraced the concept of proactive and preventive 

measures to address problem behaviors in the classroom (Barnhill, 2005).  The 

commitments to such practices have now become mandated through IDEA 1997 and 

IDEA 2004.  The use of proactive and positive behavioral strategies is also included in 
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the No Child Left Behind Act which was signed into law in 2001 (NCLB, 2001).  

Although legislative mandates require proactive solutions, many schools are still 

engaging in punitive-based measures to address the behavioral issues that are 

continuously present.  One of the barriers that proponents of proactive measures such 

as FBAs and BIPs face is the mindset of certain educators who believe that “get tough” 

approaches are more effective (Skiba, 2002). 

 Punitive-based measures include the use of zero tolerance policies as well as 

suspension and expulsion techniques.  Many school personnel believe that the use of 

punitive consequences is an effective method for changing a student’s behavior (Hyman 

& Perone, 1998).  Despite the lack of evidence to support punitive-based practices as 

an effective method of changing behavior, schools still continue to utilize these 

approaches (Morrison & D’Incau, 1997; Skiba, 2002).  Hendrickson et al. (1999) stated 

that “notwithstanding the federal mandate, it is doubtful that FBA will take hold as 

routine educational practice without significant, fundamental changes in our approach 

toward student behavioral planning and discipline” (p. 284).  In addition to changing the 

mindset of some individuals, barriers exist in developing competency in those who are 

agreeable to utilizing FBAs and BIPs in school settings.      

Addressing the Barriers 

As a result of the mandates created by IDEA, administrators and special 

education practitioners have been faced with the task of acquiring the knowledge base 

necessary to comply with the new requirements.  Individual states, government 

agencies, and local education agencies have developed various training models to 

teach and support the use of FBAs and BIPs.  Once the final regulations of IDEA 1997 
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were passed research and training materials were created to train special educators to 

meet the new federal requirements associated with conducting FBAs and implementing 

BIPs (Gable, Quinn, Rutherford, Howell, & Hoffman, 1998; Vaughn, Hales, Busch, & 

Fox, 1998).  Sometimes the various agencies worked in a collaborative fashion while 

others developed training modules and materials independently.     

The first wave of research to appear in the professional journals addressed the 

specific requirements of the law (Bullock & Gable, 1999; Walther-Thomas & Brownell, 

1998).  These early publications helped those involved with implementing IDEA 1997 

determine requirements and components as well as consequences associated with the 

failure to implement the mandated practices.  Later, research evaluated the progress of 

a large scale initiative (Conroy, Clark, Fox, & Gable, 2000; Fox & Davis, 2005).   In 

2000, Stichter, Shellady, Sealander, and Eigenberger reported that in order to foster 

growth and further the application of the FBA, special educators must recognize and 

investigate our conceptual as well as practical limits.  These authors noted that it is only 

through self-examination that the use of FBAs and BIPs in classroom settings can be 

improved and perfected.  Failure to do so would result as another example of paper 

compliance. 

In order to address potential pitfalls, numerous supports and procedures have 

been designed.  Due to the fact that specific guidelines and procedures for conducting 

FBAs and BIPs were never identified by IDEA many state education agencies (SEA) 

developed materials and procedures to help school personnel meet federal 

requirements.   
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Van Acker, Boreson, Gable, and Potterton (2005) reviewed numerous FBAs and 

BIPs developed by school staff after they participated in extensive training and 

consultation.  During their review, Van Acker and his colleagues noted that the school 

staff had a “general disregard” for the information gained during the FBA process when 

BIPs were being designed.  In almost two-thirds of the cases, there was little or no 

indication that the teams used information related to the function of the behavior in their 

design of the BIP.  Slightly more than half of the BIPs included positive-based supports 

while others utilized punitive and aversive procedures.    

Weber, Killu, Derby, and Barretto (2005) attempted to examine the state-

provided FBA and BIP materials for all 50 State Education Agencies (SEAs) in the 

United States.  Their research discovered written resources for completing an FBA from 

41 of the 50 SEAs.  (Seven states did not currently have resource materials available 

and two states did not respond to requests to participate.)  There was great variety in 

both the content and quality of the materials supplied by the SEAs.  As a whole, the 

materials provided by SEAs represented a sequence of events for completing FBA 

procedures and specific forms to be utilized for data collection.  The evaluation of the 

SEA-generated materials did not produce evidence of a theoretical basis or scientific 

framework for the procedures recommended.  Weber and colleagues expressed caution 

about the “cookbook nature” of the SEA materials because many of individuals asked to 

utilize the material may lack the basic training and background in conducting FBAs and 

developing BIPs.  The results of this study provide valuable insight as to what materials 

are being created but not how materials are being utilized.  Such studies help set the 
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stage for future research designed to identify the issues special educators face when 

utilizing FBAs and BIPs.    

Teamwork Barriers 

One of the issues involved in examining the knowledge base for the 

implementation of FBAs and BIPs in school settings lies not within the methodology but 

an understanding of teamwork, collaboration, and effective behavioral consultation 

strategies.  IDEA 2004 indicates that the “IEP Team” will conduct the FBAs and develop 

the BIPs for students with behavioral needs.  The success of this process is related to 

the degree to which the team understands the process and is able to work as a 

collective group (Jolivette, Barton-Arwood, & Scott, 2000).  These authors suggest that 

potential barriers to the team process may involve: (a) lack of consensus among the 

team members about the seriousness of the behavior; (b) discrepancies in tolerance 

levels and definitions of acceptable behaviors among team members; (c) disagreement 

about the interpretation and details of the problem behavior; (d) lack of knowledge 

among team members about the data collection procedures; (e) lack of knowledge 

among team members about interpreting the results of the behavioral data; (f) lack of 

consensus when defining the hypothesis for the challenging behavior; (g) disagreement 

among team members in making modifications or adapting the classroom environment 

to support the behavioral needs of the student; and (h) lack of understanding regarding 

assigned responsibilities for conducting the FBA or implementing the BIP.  Issues 

related to teamwork and behavioral consultation also add to the difficulties schools face 

when implementing FBAs and BIPs into their regular procedures.                   
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Legal Implications of FBA 

On June 4, 1997, President Clinton signed into law PL 105-17, also know as the 

Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act of 1997 (IDEA 1997).  The new provisions 

included in IDEA 1997 have been called the most significant changes in federal special 

education law since the original passage of the Education for All Handicapped Children 

Act of 1975 (Yell & Drasgow, 2000).  Previous special education legislation focused on 

issues of free and appropriate education in the least restrictive environment.  IDEA 1997 

changed that focus from accessibility in the general education setting to accountability 

of academic instruction, and accountability for positive behavioral interventions and 

supports (Johns, 1998; Gable, Quinn et al., 1998).      

IDEA 1997 acknowledged the on-going concern of behavioral issues in 

America’s schools.  Since its passage the sections of IDEA 1997 that address behavior 

and discipline has proven to be some of the most controversial.  IDEA 1997 took steps 

to address the authority of schools to provide a safe learning environment and a 

disciplined school setting while ensuring that the rights of students with disabilities were 

protected.  In IDEA 1997, the Office of Special Education Programs of the U.S. 

Department of Education listed the goals of the disciplinary provisions as:  (a) All 

students, including students with disabilities, deserve safe, well-disciplined schools and 

orderly learning environments; (b) teachers and school administrators should have the 

tools they need to assist them in preventing misconduct and discipline problems and to 

address those problems, if they arise; (c) there must be a balanced approach to the 

issue of discipline with students with disabilities that reflects the need for orderly and 

safe schools and the need to protect the rights of students with disabilities to a free 
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appropriate public education; and (d) students have the right to an appropriately 

developed individual education program (IEP) with well-designed behavior intervention 

strategies.  It is important to note that acknowledgement of the ongoing issues related to 

behavior and discipline are also evident in IDEA 2004.    

In order to address the behavioral concerns, IDEA 1997 identified specific 

practices and methodology for schools to implement.   Along with the mandated use of 

positive behavioral interventions and supports, IDEA 1997 regulated that schools 

conduct FBAs and implement BIPs.  The overall goal of conducting a FBA and creating 

a BIP is to help the school staff understand and address the relationship between the 

problem behavior and the classroom learning environment.  The use of positive 

behavioral interventions strategies, such as FBAs and BIPs, are designed to provide 

support for students rather than relying on punishments and consequences to change 

behaviors.  According to IDEA, schools must utilize FBAs and BIPs when addressing 

serious and persistent student problems, including aggression, violence, drugs, and 

weapons.    

Even though specific practices were mandated by IDEA 1997, guidelines for 

implementing and conducing FBAs and BIPs were not included.  The final regulations to 

IDEA 1997, and reaffirmed in IDEA 2004, state that school personnel must develop a 

BIP through the use of an FBA either before or not later than 10 business days after 

either first removing the child for more than 10 school days in a school year or 

commencing a removal that constitutes a change of placement.  Many schools were 

caught off guard by the newly mandated requirements set forth by IDEA 1997 in regard 

to discipline and behavior.   
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Despite the federal mandates to use of FBAs and BIPs, schools still struggle to 

implement these practices.  Smith (1999) noted that much of the current litigation in 

schools involves the use of implementation and application of FBAs and BIPs.  Smith’s 

(1999) findings showed that schools often fail to adequately complete the FBAs.  

Similarly, the BIPs were often omitted, vaguely written, or poorly implemented.  The 

failure to properly complete FBAs and BIPs have led some researchers to seriously 

question the adequacy of the training being provided to school personnel required to 

conduct FBAs and develop the BIPs (Scott & Nelson, 1999; Weber et al., 2005; 

Shellady & Stichter, 1999).      

Many school districts view the use of FBAs and BIPs as a legal mandate rather 

than an approach to successfully address the problem behavior (Hendrickson et al., 

1999).  Prior to the use of FBAs and BIPs to address problem behavior, students who 

acted out and displayed disruptive or aggressive behaviors in school settings were 

typically subjected to some kind of disciplinary action such as an office referral or 

suspension.  Gable, Hendrickson, & Van Acker (2001) stated that because of the 

changes set forth by IDEA 1997, there is a fundamental shift in the ownership of student 

behavior problems.  Ownership of the student’s behavioral concerns is now also shared 

among those working directly with the student.    

Summary 

 Since the 1960s the use of FBAs and corresponding BIPs has been utilized to 

help teachers effectively address the problem behaviors students bring with to the 

classroom.  These procedures have received increased attention and been the subject 
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of additional research since their use became mandatory with the reauthorization of 

IDEA in 1997 and 2004.     

 Although a strong research base exists to supports the use of FBAs and BIPs, 

additional research is necessary.  Gaps between research and practice, as found in the 

professional literature, have been examined.  Research to practice gaps range from 

teachers having a lack of basic knowledge about conducting FBAs and implementing 

BIPs to barriers surrounding teamwork and collaboration among educators.   

FBAs and BIPs are frequently utilized because of their effectiveness; these 

practices are also utilized because of the federal legislation which mandates their use.  

Additional research in this area will only help clarify future applications to provide 

support for both teachers and students.         
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURES 

This chapter describes the methodology to be used in this study, including (a) 

development of the instrument, (b) selection of the sample, (c) collection of the data, 

and (d) data analysis. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to examine and describe the ways current special 

education teachers utilize the information developed from a FBA and implement the 

strategies as determined in the BIP to address problem behavior.   

Research Questions 

 Four research questions guided this study.     

Research Question #1 

What types of common behavioral issues are perceived as problematic by teachers who 

work with students who have challenging behaviors? 

Research Question #2 

What disciplinary actions are taken regarding common behavioral problems? 

Research Question #3 

How are functional behavioral assessments being applied? 

Research Question #4 

How are behavioral intervention plans being implemented? 

Instrumentation  

 The survey instrument used for this study was developed based on gaps in the 

existing literature regarding ways FBAs and BIPs are currently being utilized by special 
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education teachers as well as how this information is currently being taught to 

individuals in the processing of obtaining teacher certification.  The survey was  

developed by Lyndal M. Bullock, University of North Texas and Robert A. Gable, Old 

Dominion University.  The 20-item survey was designed to address questions not yet 

adequately addressed in the current literature and focused on four main areas: (a) 

behavioral problems encountered in the school settings, (b) common disciplinary 

actions taken regarding common behavioral problems, (c) how functional behavioral 

assessments are utilized, and (d) how behavior interventions are applied. 

Because of the individual nature of the procedures and practices being 

measured, the items were designed utilizing multiple choice answers as well as a Likert-

type scale.  When appropriate, some survey items provided an “other” option so the 

respondent could write in a response that may not have been anticipated.   

Specifically, the survey included questions designed to address (a) demographic 

information, (b) school size and setting, (c) educational training of respondents, (d) use 

of specific intervention strategies, and (e) school personnel involved in initiating and 

implementing the FBAs and BIPs.  Additionally, respondents were given the opportunity 

to list the functional behavioral assessment and behavioral intervention strategies they 

felt to be most effective when working with school-aged children with challenging 

behaviors.   

Following the development of the survey instrument, two professionals with 

expertise in FBAs and BIPs were invited to assess the overall content and receptivity of 

the survey and serve as a measure of content validity for the instrument.  The experts 

who participated were Richard Van Acker, Professor of Special Education, University of 
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Illinois at Chicago and Carl Smith, Professor of Special Education, Iowa State 

University, Ames, IA.  The experts responded to each survey item, and noted whether 

or not the item was clear and relevant to the study.  Responses from the experts were 

compiled and revisions based on their feedback resulted in the final version of the 

survey (See Appendix A). 

Sample  

 The sample for the study was derived from a list of individuals that have recently 

attended one or more professional development events (e.g., conference, forum) 

sponsored by the Council for Children with Behavioral Disorders (CCBD), a division of 

the Council for Exceptional Children based in Arlington, VA.  The list of CCBD event 

attendees was reviewed; the names of individuals who are known to work in settings 

outside of a school setting for students in grades K-12 were removed.  A list of 3,325 

individuals currently working in a school setting was identified.  Five hundred individuals 

were randomly selected from each of the four regional distribution areas as determined 

by the United States Census Bureau (See Appendix B for a regional distribution).  An 

invitation (Appendix C) to participate in the on-line survey was mailed to 2,000 

individuals from 49 different states and Washington, D.C.   

Data Collection 

 An invitation to participate in the study was mailed to the identified population.  

Participants accessed the survey via a web page, where they were able to indicate their 

responses by clicking on the appropriate buttons.  The final survey item allowed the 

participant to give additional responses which may have not been included in the 
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survey.  When finished, the participants clicked a button to submit the survey 

electronically, instantly adding his/her responses to a database.   

Data Analysis 

The participant responses were collected and exported into a computerized 

spreadsheet (Locke, Spirduso, & Silverman, 2000) and computerized statistics program 

designed for use in the social sciences (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003) for analysis.  A 

comparative analysis was conducted to determine which behaviors teachers address in 

school settings and the discipline actions utilized to address student behavior.  

Application of FBA procedures and BIP techniques was also examined through the use 

of comparative analysis.  Additionally, a multivariate analysis of variance (ANOVA) was 

conducted to examine associations between years of experience, years of experience in 

current position, community setting, educational setting, and school setting. 

33 



CHAPTER 4 

ANALYSIS OF DATA AND DISCUSSION 

 This study has been conducted with the intent of discovering more about how 

special education teachers utilize functional behavioral assessments (FBA) and 

behavior intervention plans (BIP) in school settings.  Data collected by means of an 

online survey is representative of those who have attended professional development 

events sponsored by the Council for Children with Behavioral Disorders, a division of 

Council for Exceptional Children, and who provide services in special education 

classrooms.   

Demographic Information 

 Prior to the discussion of results of the survey and how they relate to the 

research questions, demographic data are provided.  Demographic data associated with 

the research respondents may give important clues to the results of the survey as well 

provide insight into the design and execution of this project.  A total of 134 service 

providers responded to the online survey.   The specific demographics of the 

respondents are discussed in the following three sections: teaching experience, type of 

geographic community and work setting, and knowledge of FBA.   

Teaching Experience 

The respondents as a whole had been in the teaching profession for a number of 

years.  As seen in Table 1, 99 (74%) have been providing special education services for 

ten or more years, which accounts for the largest group represented.  Only 2 

(approximately 2%) of respondents reported to be first year service providers, and 7 

(5%) reported to have more than one but less than five years experience; 26 (19%) 
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stated that they have five years but less than ten years experience. Years of experience 

at respondents’ current positions are delineated in Table 2.     

Table 1 
 
Years of Experience as Reported by Service Providers (n=134) 

 

 

 

 

 

Years of Experience n % 

First Year 2 <2 

More than one year less than five years 7 5 

Five years less than ten years 26 19 

Ten years or more 99 74 
 

Table 2 
 
Years in Current Position as Reported by Service Providers (n=134) 

 

Type of Geographic Community and Work Setting     

Years in Current Position n % 

0-1 12 9 

2-3 32 24 

4-5 18 13 

5+ 72 54 

 The respondents were asked to share specific demographic information related 

to their type of geographic community and school/work settings.  The types of 

geographic communities were: 46 (34%) urban settings, 52 (39%) suburban, and 36 

(27%) rural.  The respondents were categorized into five work settings (see Table 3).  

Twenty-nine (22%) provided services in elementary schools and 57 (43%) provided 
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services in middle school and high school settings.  Sixteen (12%) provided services for 

students k-12, and 19 (14%) in alternative education settings.  The final 13 (9%) 

reported to have administrative or consultative positions.   

Table 3   
 
Reported Work Settings of Respondents  (n=134) 

Work Settings n % 

Elementary schools 29 22 

Middle school/High school 57 43 

All ages (K-12) 16 12 

Alternative education settings 19 14 

Administrative/consultant 13 9 

 

Knowledge of Functional Behavioral Assessments 

 Respondents were asked to disclose their knowledge base, training experiences, 

and background in functional behavioral assessments (FBAs).  An analysis of the types 

of training in FBA by type of geographic community and the type of training by years of 

experience are presented in Tables 4 and 5, respectively. Twenty (15%) reported that 

they had received no training on FBAs.  Formal coursework had been completed by 28 

(21%) of the group; 13 (10%) of the group reported to have had in-service training 

sessions on FBAs.  The largest number, 73 (54%), reported to have had both formal 

coursework and in-service training sessions on FBAs.    

Based on data in Table 5, it could be concluded that the longer an educator stays 

in the profession the more likely the chance that FBA training will be received.  Only 8 

(6%) of the service providers having their first year experience and those up to five 
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years experience had received any type of training on FBA.  Educators with 10 or more 

years of experience, 83 (62%), had participated in FBA training.   

Table 4   
 
FBA Training by Type of Geographic Community as Reported by Service  
 
Providers (n=134) 
 

No FBA 
Training 

Formal 
Coursework 

on FBA 

In-Service 
Training 

Sessions on 
FBA 

Formal 
Coursework & 

In-Service 
Training on 

FBA 

 
 
 

Type of 
Geographic 
Community n % n % n % n % 

Urban 8 6 13 10 1 <1 24 18 
Suburban 3 2 7 5 8 6 35 26 
Rural 9 7 8 6 4 3 14 10 
 

Table 5  

Training by Years of Experience Reported by Service Providers (n=134) 

First Year More than 
One Year 
Less than 
Five Years 

Five Years 
Less than Ten 

Years 

Ten Years or 
More 

 
 

 
Type of Training 

 n % n % n % n     % 

No FBA training 
 1 <1 0 0 3 2 16 12 

Formal 
coursework on 
FBA 

1 <1 1 <1 4 3 22 16 

In-
service/training 
sessions on FBA 

0 0 3 2 2 1.5 8 6 

Formal 
coursework & In-
service 
training sessions 

0 0 3 2 17 13 53 40 
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Analysis of Data and Discussion 

 Although familiarity with the demographic characteristics of the research 

respondents may be useful, the primary focus of the research was to determine how 

educators utilized FBAs and implemented BIPs.  In the next section, data related to four 

research questions will be examined.     

Research Question #1 

What types of common behavioral issues are perceived as problematic by 

teachers who work with students challenging behaviors? 

 The first research question was designed to develop a sense of understanding as 

how service providers perceived common problem behaviors. Table 6 shows how the 

service providers rated behavioral problems in students, based on a five-point Likert-

type scale, ranging from most problematic to least problematic.   

Data from Table 6 show that the three most problematic behaviors reported by 

service providers are chronic classroom problems (n=89, 67%), verbally aggressive 

behaviors (n=52, 39%), and physically aggressive behaviors (n=34, 25%).  Although not 

of the same behavioral type, truancy was indicated to be a problem area when the two 

highest ratings are combined (n=54, 41%).  These findings remain consistent when the 

two highest rating options of other behaviors are combined: chronic behavior problems 

(n=116, 87%), verbally aggressive (n=99, 74%), and physically aggressive, (n=63, 

47%), followed by property destruction (n=35, 26%).  When the two highest ratings are 

combined, social isolation/withdrawal (n=46, 34%) was also viewed by service providers 

to be problematic.  Respondents listed additional behaviors that were problematic in 
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their work settings.  These behaviors included: lack of motivation, family/personal 

issues, gang activity, and bullying.          

Table 6 

 Service Providers’ Ratings of Problematic Behaviors from Most Problematic to Least 

Problematic (n=134) 

Most                                                                                  Least 
Problematic                                                               Problematic   

 
 

Problematic 
Behaviors 

 n % n % n % n % n % 

Chronic classroom 
problems 
 

89 67 27 20 12 9 2 1 4 3 

Drug-related 
behaviors 
 

8 6 13 10 26 19 40 30 47 35 

Physically 
aggressive 
behaviors 
 

34 25 29 22 39 29 23 17 9 7 

Property 
destruction 
 

11 8 24 18 38 28 32 24 29 22 

Self-abuse 
 
 

12 9 16 12 26 20 46 34 34 25 

Social isolation/ 
withdrawal 
 

9 7 37 27 40 30 32 24 16 12 

Truancy 
 
 

24 18 30 23 42 31 23 17 15 11 

Verbally 
aggressive 
behavior 
 

52 39 47 35   21 16 9 6 5 4 

Weapon-related 
behaviors 
 

12 9 8 6 14 10 41 31 59 44 
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Table 7  

Problematic Behaviors that Would Most Likely Lead to a Functional Behavioral 

Assessment Being Conducted as Perceived by Service Providers  

Problematic Behaviors n* % 

 
Chronic classroom problems 
 

122 91 

Drug-related behaviors 
 51 38 

Physically aggressive behaviors 124 93 

Property destruction 
 75 56 

Self-abuse 
 91 68 

Social isolation/withdrawal 
 74 55 

Truancy 
 46 34 

Verbally aggressive behavior 
 118 88 

Weapon-related behaviors 
 53 40 
*Participants were asked to check as few or as many behaviors as necessary; totals will exceed 134. 

Table 7 shows a comparison of the same problematic classroom behaviors listed 

in Table 6 but provides data that indicate, according to the service providers 

perceptions’, which of these behaviors would lead to a FBA being conducted.  

Consistent with responses in Table 6, the same three behaviors (i.e., chronic classroom 

problems, verbally aggressive behaviors, and physically aggressive behaviors) were 

more likely to trigger a FBA.  However, 55% or more of the respondents indicated that 

property destruction, self-abuse, and social isolation/withdrawal were also triggers for a 

FBA.  Respondents had the opportunity to provide additional comments.  Comments 
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from those working in alternative education settings noted that students typically have a 

FBA in place prior to placement.  Other comments noted that FBAs are most often 

conducted when mandated after a student commits a weapon- or drug- related offense.  

Additionally, numerous comments stated that any behavior that is serious and chronic 

can spark a functional assessment.       

Discussion 

 Knowledge related to which behaviors service providers find most problematic 

can be very beneficial.  If schools and service providers are aware of what issues they 

will most likely encounter, preventive strategies can be prepared by both the school staff 

and administration.  Knowledge and frequency rates of problematic behaviors can be 

beneficial to those who conduct FBAs and design behavior intervention plans (BIPs).  

Such information can allow for effective planning and evaluation of these behaviors in a 

variety of settings and situations.  

Preventive lessons and discussions related to problematic situations can be 

designed for students in the form of social skill lessons, social stories, or proactive 

lessons teaching replacement behaviors.  Preventive strategies appear to be most 

effective when addressing the three most problematic behaviors as identified by the 

service providers: chronic classroom problems, verbally aggressive behaviors, and 

physically aggressive behaviors (Lewis, Sugai, & Colvin, 2000; Sprick, Garrison, & 

Howard, 1998).   

Research Question #2 

What disciplinary actions are taken regarding common behavioral problems? 
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To determine what initial disciplinary actions would most likely apply when 

addressing problematic behaviors, the respondents were asked to respond to a series 

of options.  The results are defined in Table 8 which displays nine different behaviors 

and the potential corresponding disciplinary actions.  Several patterns surface from 

these data.  Although there was a distinct range of responses, depending on the 

behavior being addressed, four disciplinary actions were most evident.  These four, in 

order of potential use, were parent notification, out-of-school suspension, in-school 

suspension, and removal from class.   

Table 8    
 
Disciplinary Actions Classified According to Problematic Behaviors (n=134) 
 

Parent 
Notification 

Removal 
from 
Class 

In-School 
Suspension

Out of 
School 

Suspension
Expulsion 

Alternative
Education

Setting 
Other  

Problematic 
Behaviors n % n % n % n % n % n % n %

Chronic 
classroom 
problems 
 

59 44 34 25 23 17 4 3 0 0 1 <1 13 10

Drug-related 
behaviors 
 

20 15 2 1.5 1 <1 41 31 22 16 39 29 9 7 

Physically 
aggressive 
behaviors 
 

10 8 27 20 20 15 60 44 2 2 10 8 5 3 

Property 
destruction 18 13 18 13 43 32 45 34 3 2 2 2 5 4 

Self-abuse 
 79 59 16 12 3 2 0 0 0 0 9 7 27 20

Social 
isolation/ 
withdrawal 

         (table continues) 
 

93 69 2 2 2 2 1 <1 0 0 3 2 33 25
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Table 8 (continued).   

 Parent 
Notification 

Removal 
from 
Class 

In-School 
Suspension

Out of 
School 

Suspension
Expulsion 

Alternative
Education

Setting 
Other 

Problematic 
Behaviors 

 
n % n % n % n % n % n % n %

Truancy 
 87 65 1 <1 20 15 7 5 1 <1 1 <1 17 13

Verbally 
aggressive 
behavior 
 

25 19 43 32 42 31 11 8 1 <1 1 <1 11 8 

 

Weapon- 
related 
behaviors 

6 5 5 4 4 3 28 20 51 38 31 23 9 7 

ANOVA summary tables were complied to identify and determine differences 

between the disciplinary actions taken and work settings.  The results showed only one 

area with a statistically significant difference, the option of drug-related behavior.  There 

was a .04 level of significance between those on alternative education campuses and 

those with administrative/consultant roles.  The specific results of the ANOVA 

calculations are reported in Table 9.  One variable may account for the difference in 

responses between those on alternative education campuses and those with 

administrative/consultative roles.  Oftentimes the discipline action for drug-related 

offenses is placement in an alternative education setting.  Students already placed in 

alternative education settings would not typically have a change of placement for a drug 

offense since they are already being served in a more restrictive environment.  
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Table 9 
  
ANOVA Summary Table for Discipline Actions Taken on Drug-Related Behaviors   
 

Eta2
Source SS df MS F Sig. 

 
Discussion 
 

Drug-related 
behaviors 

31.032 4 7.758 2.577 .041 .074 

 Service providers are asked to meet the needs of all students, including those 

with challenging behavior.  This can be a difficult task for educators when students 

become disruptive and interrupt classroom instruction.  The difficulties in addressing 

behaviors (e.g., property destruction, verbal aggression) may account for the 

significantly different responses given by the service providers.  Lack of consistent 

school rules and teachers who are unaware of plausible options may also account for 

the differences provided by respondents.  It is important that disruptive behaviors are 

addressed, but it is equally important to understand that the use of consequences as a 

means to change the behavior of students also has limitations.   

 When addressing disruptive behaviors, the use of preventive strategies rather 

than the use of consequences, has long been supported in the professional literature 

(Alberto & Troutman, 2006; Colvin, Sugai, & Patching, 1993; Friend & Pope, 2005; 

Rhode, Jenson, & Reavis, 1992).  Teachers can enhance their classroom management 

by using effective instructional strategies and by discussing behavioral expectations and 

practicing classroom routines (McIntosh, Herman, Sanford, McGraw, & Florence, 2004).  

Helping educators understand and successfully implement effective strategies takes a 

concentrated effort by numerous individuals.  Established partnerships between schools 

and other agencies (e.g., universities, regional education agencies, neighboring 
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districts) increases the potential for creating positive learning environments (Baker, 

2005).  The use of school-wide interventions and strategies can also be effective in 

helping individual teachers address the behavioral needs of their students (Gable & Van 

Acker, 2004; Lewis, Sugai, & Colvin, 1998).    

Research Question #3 

How are functional behavioral assessments being applied? 

A large portion of the items in the online survey related to research question 

three.  The next two sections will address the results and analysis related to conducting 

the FBA and FBA procedures followed.    

Conducting  the FBA  

          Throughout the professional literature there are numerous reports and guidelines 

on how to address the FBA.  Set protocol for conducting FBAs can only benefit the 

process and help ensure that specific guidelines are followed.  To investigate this issue, 

survey respondents were provided a list of problematic behaviors and asked to indicate 

at what intensity (i.e., severe, moderate, or mild) the behavior must reach before a FBA 

is initiated (see Table 10).  At a mild level of intensity, data show that problematic 

behaviors related to drugs (44%) and weapons (67%) will promptly trigger a functional 

assessment.   
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Table 10 

Intensity Levels of Problematic Behaviors Likely to Result in the Initiation 

of a FBA as Perceived by Service Providers (n=134) 

Severe 
Intensity 

Moderate 
Intensity 

Mild  
Intensity Problematic 

Behaviors n % n % n % 

Chronic classroom  
problems 66 49 58 43 10 8 

Drug-related behaviors 34 25 41 31 59 44 

Physically aggressive  
behaviors 38 28 60 45 36 27 

Property destruction 37 28 58 43 39 29 

Self-abuse 36 27 50 37 48 36 

Social isolation/withdrawal 63 47 47 35 24 18 

Truancy 52 39 53 40 29 21 

Verbally aggressive  
behavior 48 36 63 47 23 17 

Weapon-related behaviors 27 20 18 13 89 

 

67 

These results might be expected since IDEA 2004 states that drug- and weapon-

related behaviors can result in an immediate alternative education placement (AEP) for 

the student.  However, before the student can be placed in an AEP, a FBA must be 

conducted.  Other behaviors at a mild level of intensity which would trigger a FBA 

include self-abuse (36%), property destruction (29%), and truancy (21%).  Behaviors 

that most typically reach a severe level of intensity before a FBA is initiated include 

chronic classroom behaviors (49%) and social isolation/withdrawal (47%), followed by 

truancy (39%) and verbally aggressive behavior (36%).    
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Another item asked respondents what school personnel they perceived to be 

involved in conducting the FBA. Responses from the services providers are reported in 

Table 11.  As expected, special education teachers, and school psychologists/ 

assessment personnel are seen to be more involved in the process than others.  In an 

attempt to look for variations among groups, ANOVA tables were calculated to 

determine differences between work settings (e.g., elementary, administrative roles).  

There was a .03 level of significance in the school district personnel involved in 

the FBA process between those who work in alternative settings and those working in 

administrative or consultative roles (See Table 12).  There are a few factors that may 

account for these differences.  Service providers in alternative settings tend to have a 

smaller staff ratio than those in traditional schools and, therefore, may have additional 

responsibilities associated with the FBA.  Additionally, service providers in alternative 

education settings might have more students whose prior behaviors required the 

completion of a FBA.    

Along with survey items regarding the school personnel’s involvement in the 

FBA, respondents were asked who has the responsibility for conducting the FBA in their 

school setting. As seen in Table 13, behavior specialist (n=59, 44%), FBA teams (n=58, 

44%), and school psychologists/assessments specialists (n=57, 43%) accounted for the 

largest number of those typically responsible for conducting the FBA.  Respondents 

were asked to identify additional personnel who are responsible for conducting the FBA 

in their school setting.  A wide range of responses were made (e.g., only people that are 

trained in FBA can conduct the FBA, social workers, administrators, instructional aides). 
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Table 11 

 School District Personnel Involved in the FBA Process as Perceived by Service 

Providers 

School District Personnel n* % 

Administrators 62 46 

Consultants 44 33 

General education teachers 63 47 

Guidance counselors 42 31 

School psychologists/assessment 
specialists 
 

105 78 

Special education teachers 121 90 

Other 24 18 

*Participants were asked to check as few or as many personnel as necessary; totals exceed 134.  

TABLE 12 
 
ANOVA Summary Table of Personnel Involved in the FBA Process in  
 
Alternative Education Settings and Administrative/Consultative Roles  

Eta2
Source SS df MS F Sig. 

School Personnel 
Involved in FBA 
Process 

2.597 4 .649 2.727 .032 

 

.077 
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Table 13  
 
School Personnel Responsible for Conducting the FBA as Reported by Service Providers  

School Personnel who Conduct the 
FBA 

n* % 

Behavior specialist 59 44 

Individual teacher 42 31 

School psychologists/assessment 
specialists 
 

57 43 

Individual teacher who is the behavior 
specialist 

23 17 

Team 58 44 

Other 7 5 

   *Participants were asked to check as few or as many personnel as necessary; totals exceed 134. 

FBA Procedures  

 The survey sought to learn more about specific FBA procedures used in the 

schools.  Using a 3-item Likert-type scale, respondents were asked to indicate how 

often they used a series of listed interventions (see Table 14).  To examine these data, 

the two highest options were combined (i.e., frequently and moderately).  The following 

procedures were utilized more often than others: (a) informal direct observations, which 

included narrative recordings and anecdotal records, (n=126, 94%), (b) teacher 

interviews, (n=121, 90%), and (c) student interviews, (n=117, 87%).  Next in use were 

manipulations of instructional variables (n=115, 86%) and parent interviews (n=115, 

86%).  Additional FBA procedures provided by respondents may be classified as 

permanent product data (e.g., attendance records, report cards, office referrals) and 

record reviews (e.g., daily behavioral tracking sheets, psychological evaluations).     
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In an attempt to determine if there were statistical differences between the FBA 

process reported among the various work settings (e.g., elementary, alternative) and 

among respondents, ANOVA summaries were calculated with a significance level of 

.05.  Statistical significance was found within one FBA methodology (see Table 15).  

Manipulation of instructional variables was significantly different in three of the five 

areas: between those teaching in all settings (k-12) and those in elementary, between 

those teaching in all settings (k-12) and those in middle and high settings,  and between 

those teaching in all settings (k-12) and those working at alternative education settings. 

Table 14  

 Identified Use of Specific FBA Procedures as Reported by Service Providers (n=134) 

Frequently Moderately Infrequently 
FBA Procedures 

n % n % n % 

Informal direct 
observation 109 81 17 13 8 6 

Manipulation of 
instructional variables 67 50 48 36 19 14 

Parent interviews 55 41 60 45 19 14 

Rating scales 51 38 36 27 47 35 

Student interviews 77 57 40 30 17 13 

Structured direct 
observations 61 46 43 32 30 22 

Teacher interviews 99 74 22 16 13 10 
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Those who work in k-12 settings (e.g., speech pathologists, resource teachers) 

tend to work in small groups or work one-on-one with students and typically have the 

ability to manipulate instructional variables quite easily as opposed to those working in 

classrooms with a large number of students.  This may account for their differences in 

the types of FBA procedures utilized.     

Table 15 
 
ANOVA Summary Table of  FBA Methodology  

Source SS df MS F Sig. 

 

Eta2

Manipulation of 
instructional 
variables 

7.771 4 1.928 4.071 .004 .112 

Respondents were asked to identify components of their school districts’ process  

for conducting a FBA.  Table 16 illustrates that respondents, in most instances, reported 

similar and consistent use of the various approaches when FBAs were conducted.  The 

two most frequently employed processes were developing a hypothesis about the 

functions of the behavior (n=122, 91%) and identifying maintaining consequences 

(n=122, 91%).  The least used process was validating a hypothesis prior to intervention 

(n=82, 61%).  A number of respondents included additional comments along with their 

disclosure of the FBA methodology utilized on their campus.  Some noted that the FBA 

methodology used varied depending on which staff member was conducting or 

requesting the FBA.  Other comments included: reviewing previous interventions 

utilized, taking time to determine replacement behaviors, and identifying reinforcers and 

antecedents that had been utilized.          

 

51 



Table 16  
 
Methodology Utilized When Conducting a FBA as Reported by Service  
 
Providers 
 

FBA Process n* 
 

% 
 

Developing hypothesis about the 
functions of the behavior 122 91 

Identifying maintaining consequences 122 91 

Operationally defining behaviors 114 85 

Specifying most and least likely times 
behavior will occur 105 78 

Validating hypotheses prior to 
intervention 
 

82 61 

Other 
 12 9 
*Participants were asked to check as few or as many processes as necessary; totals exceed 134. 

There are numerous instruments available for conducting FBAs.  FBA 

instruments are commercially available, some school districts develop their own format, 

and some state agencies provide school districts with the tools necessary to conduct a 

thorough assessment.  In the survey, respondents reported what instruments were part 

of their schools/school districts’ process for conducting a FBA.  Table 17 shows that the 

117 (87%) of respondents schools/school districts utilize indirect measures (e.g., 

interviews, rating scales).  Eighty respondents (60%) indicated that their 

schools/districts utilized direct measures (e.g., scatterplots, ABC analysis, analog 

assessment).  Only 57 (43%) utilized commercially available forms and 25 (19%) 

utilized state developed measures and forms.   
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Table 17   

Instruments Utilized by Schools/School Districts for Conducting a FBA as Reported by 

Service Providers 

FBA Instrument n* % 

Commercially available forms 57 43 

Direct measures (e.g., scatterplots, ABC analysis) 80 60 

Indirect measures (e.g., interviews, rating scales) 117 87 

School district developed 67 50 

State developed 25 19 

Other 5 4 

  *Participants were asked to check as few or as many instruments as necessary; totals exceed 134. 
 

At the conclusion of the survey, respondents were asked to list the three 

functional behavioral assessment procedures they have found to be most effective for 

identifying and decreasing problematic behaviors.  Respondents listed classroom 

observations, interviews with parents and students, and identifying antecedent 

behaviors and consequences related to the behavior as the three most effective 

procedures for dealing with challenging behavior.   

Discussion 
 
 Data accrued regarding how service providers applied the FBA process in their 

individual settings showed that various approaches exist.  For example, Table 10 shows 

that even at low levels of intensity, behaviors related to drugs and weapons will almost 

always trigger a FBA.  As previously stated, such actions may be due to the fact that 

IDEA 2004 requires that a FBA be conducted for such behaviors.  According to the 
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respondents, chronic classroom behaviors (n=66, 49%), social  isolation/withdrawal 

(n=63, 47%), and truancy (n=52, 39%) must reach high levels of intensity before a FBA 

is initiated.  Although service providers believed the behaviors must reach a high level 

of intensity to trigger a FBA, the literature indicates that such behaviors are addressed 

more effectively if interventions occur earlier (Grossman, 2004; Jones & Jones, 2001).   

Table 11 shows that 90% (n=121) of respondents reported that special education 

teachers and 47% (n=63) of general education teachers were perceived to be involved 

in the FBA process.  When compared with data in Table 5, which relates to the FBA 

training experiences of the respondents, it becomes apparent that service providers 

new to education should be more involved in training sessions and formal coursework 

on FBA.  Only 6% (n=8) of service providers with up to five years experience have had 

any type of FBA training.  Similarly, schools psychologists/assessment personnel 

account for 78% (n=105) of those involved in the FBA process, and should be included 

in training and coursework on FBA.     

It is relevant to note that training alone does not directly translate to a change in 

approach or methodology.  Those having FBA training programs designed specifically 

for their school and individual settings often have difficulties in putting the training into 

practice (Scott & Nelson, 1999; Van Acker, Boreson, Gable, & Potterson, 2005).  These 

studies report that along with training, outside consultative support, and follow-up 

sessions are necessary for schools to effectively implement FBA strategies and 

techniques. 

 Similar to the results reported by Weber, Killu, Drby and Barretto (2005), the 

present study found that a variety of approaches were utilized to conduct FBAs.  When 
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individuals conducting a FBA have extensive training and understanding as how to 

utilize the FBA instruments that are available quality, comprehensive assessments are 

often the final product.  Results of the FBA can be compromised when FBAs are 

conducted by those without training or an understanding of the theoretical background 

for the FBA process.  Weber et al. (2005) recommend the use of FBA materials created 

and/or supplied by state education agencies to help ensure that a thorough FBA 

process is executed.  Based on the results of this study 25 (19%) of respondents 

utilized state provided FBA materials; most respondents (n =117, 87%) utilized indirect 

measures to conduct the FBAs.         

Research Question #4 

How are behavioral intervention plans being implemented? 

The end result of any FBA should be to develop a specific action plan and design 

effective behavioral interventions.  However, due to the nature of functional 

assessments, some interventions are going to be more effective and appropriate in 

some situations more than in others.  For example, if the functional assessment 

determines that the student engages in the targeted behaviors in order to avoid 

academic tasks, it would be inappropriate to suggest interventions such as expulsion or 

removal from class as these actions would most likely encourage the behavior being 

addressed.  Table 18 shows the service providers’ perceptions of the behavioral 

intervention that would most likely be effective in managing specific problem behaviors.  

These findings show that behavioral contracts were perceived to be the one intervention 

most likely to be effective for disruptive behaviors.  Other interventions frequently 

perceived to most likely be effective were: instruction to replacement behaviors, 
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alternative placements, in-school-suspension, and the use of conflict resolution 

strategies.       

Table 18  
 
 Interventions Perceived by Service Providers to be Most Likely Effective in Managing  
 
Behavior Reported in Percentages (n=134) 
 

          (table continues) 
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Chronic 
classroom 
problems 
 

57 5 13 0 2 17 <1 <1 5 0 0 0 0 

Drug-related 
Behaviors 
 

34 2 2 6 <1 9 13 32 <1 0 0 0 0 

Physically 
aggressive 
behaviors 
 

31 25 <1    3 8 14 8 8 2 0 0 0 0 

Property 
destruction 34 3 <1 2 11 14 14 3 18 0 0 0 0 

Self-Abuse 38 10 8 <1 34 2 8 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Social isolation/ 
withdrawal 32 9 21 0 2 33 <1 3 0 0 0 0 0 

Truancy 70 0 3 <1 13 3 2 6 2 0 0 0 0 
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Table 18 (continued). 

 

 
Problematic 

Behavior 
 

Similarly, respondents were asked to indicate how frequently specified behavioral 

interventions (e.g., behavioral contracts, response cost) are utilized.  In Table 18, there 

were no recorded uses of four intervention strategies (i.e., school-wide procedures, self-

management, time-out, and token economies) which indicates that service providers did 

not perceive these to be options that would most likely be effective for managing 

behaviors.  Conversely, when indicating how frequently these same four strategies were 

utilized, the results were much different (see Table 19).  Rated as being used frequently 

were school-wide procedures (n=66, 49%), self-management (n=64, 48%), time-out 

(n=42, 31%), and token economy (49, 37%).  Table 19 also shows instruction to 

replacement behaviors (n=91, 68%) and that manipulation of instructional variables 

(n=81, 60%) are the most frequently utilized. 

When the two highest options of use are combined (i.e., frequently and 

moderately), instruction to replacement behaviors, conflict resolution, and manipulation 
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Verbally 
aggressive 
behavior 
 

39 20 5 0 5 19 5 <1 6 0 0 0 0 

Weapon-related 
behaviors 
 

22 3 0 23 2 2 22 25 <1 0 0 0 0 
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of instructional variables, were the interventions used most often.  Tied for fourth in 

frequency of use were behavioral contracts and school-wide procedures.   

At the conclusion of the survey, respondents were asked to list the three 

intervention strategies they have found to be most useful.  Although several responses 

were made, no new information was provided.  Most responses reflected the data 

delineated in Table 19 which indicated instruction to replacement behaviors, conflict 

resolution, and manipulation of instructional variables as the most frequently utilized.  

Table 19   

Rating the Frequency of Use of Specific Behavioral Interventions as Reported by 

Service Providers* 

Frequently Moderately Infrequently Behavioral 
Intervention n % n % n % 

Behavior contracts 
 64 48 47 35 23 17 

Conflict resolution 
 72 54 47 35 15 11 

Manipulation of 
instructional 
variables 
 

81 60 37 28 16 12 

Expulsion 
 4 3 12 9 118 88 

In-school 
suspension 
 

28 21 50 37 56 42 

Instruction to 
replacement 
behaviors 
 

91 68 34 25 9 7 

Out of school 
suspension 
 

13 10 33 24 88 66 

(table continues) 
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Table 19 (continued).  

Frequently Moderately Infrequently  
Behavioral 
Intervention 

 
n % n % n % 

Placement in AEP 
 7 5 33 25 94 70 

Response cost 
 28 21 49 37 57 42 

School-wide 
discipline 
procedures 
 

66 49 45 34 23 17 

Self-management 
 64 48 54 40 16 12 

Time-out 
 42 31 64 

*Participants were asked to check as few or as many interventions as necessary; totals exceed 134. 

48 28 21 

Token economy 
 49 37 41 30 44 33 

 

Discussion 

 Data in Tables 18 and 19 show how service providers perceive the effectiveness 

of certain behavioral interventions and the frequency of use of specific behavioral 

interventions, respectively.  Implementation of the BIP is a crucial component of the 

FBA process.  Without a BIP the disruptive behaviors identified in the FBA would never 

be addressed.  Many schools and school districts face certain barriers when 

implementing behavioral strategies.  Jolivette, Barton-Attwood, & Scott (2000) make 

recommendations to help service providers overcome these barriers.  These 

recommendations include (a) making the student’s teacher an active participant in the 

process, (b) writing behavior intervention strategies in a document that contains specific 

steps and required resources, and (c) including decisions regarding continuation and 

modification of the plan should be data-based. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study utilized an online survey for the purpose of collecting information that 

will add to the current research and knowledge base on the use of functional behavioral 

assessments (FBAs) and behavior intervention plans (BIPs).  This chapter includes (a) 

summary, (b) implications, and (c) recommendations.   

Summary 

In recent years, schools have utilized FBAs and BIP more frequently than in prior 

years.  There are at least two significant contributors that may account for the increased 

use of the practices under discussion.  First, recent federal legislation emphasizes 

increased attention towards disruptive school behaviors from students.  The two most 

recent reauthorizations of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 1997, 

2004) recommend the use of FBAs to address the growing concerns of behavior 

problems in schools.  Similarly, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB, 2001) 

recognizes the behavioral concerns of schools and, specifically, suggests that schools 

implement the use of FBAs and BIPs to address behavioral issues.   

The second contributor to the increased attention towards FBAs and BIPs is the 

greater use of positive behavioral interventions and support (PBIS) strategies in 

schools, as well as in juvenile detention and residential treatment centers.  Similar to the 

federal legislation, PBIS places a strong emphasis on the use of FBAs and BIPs to 

investigate and address the problem behaviors of students.     

Data from this study revealed that the respondents utilized FBAs and BIPs in a 

variety of ways to address the issues of students with challenging behaviors.  Variations 
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were shown in several areas.  The amount of FBA training received by the respondents 

varied greatly; however, the majority of respondents who participated in FBA trainings 

had been in the profession for ten or more years.  The different disciplinary actions 

utilized by the respondents showed that most of the consequences tended to be 

exclusionary (e.g., removal from class, out of school suspension, alternative education 

placement) and a fewer percentage of respondents taught replacement behaviors or 

utilized conflict management to address the on-going behavioral concerns.   

The results of the survey detailed how the service providers utilized the FBA 

process and implemented a corresponding BIP.  The school personnel involved in the 

FBA process varied among respondents.  Some districts utilized campus-based teams 

to conduct the FBA while in other settings fewer individuals were involved.  The 

instrumentation used to conduct the FBA process showed differences among 

respondents.  Some utilized a more informal approach while others implemented a 

more formal process (e.g., measures/forms from state education agencies).   Similar 

variations were evidenced regarding how BIPs were developed, implemented, and 

supported.   

Implications 

 The findings of this study are meaningful, not only because they add to the 

current literature base, but because they give insight as to how FBAs and BIPs are 

developed, implemented, and supported.  Although researchers in special education 

have outlined detailed steps and components of how to conduct a FBA (Bullock & 

Gable, 1999; Stichter & Conroy, 2005) and develop a corresponding BIP (Van Acker, 

Boreson, Gable, & Potterton, 2005; Murdock, O’Neill, & Cunningham, 2005), there is 
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much variety in the methods of design and delivery among current service providers.  If 

improvements are to be made in how service providers utilize FBAs and BIPs, it is 

important to have a thorough understanding of how they are currently being used.  Data 

could help establish best practices for the implementation of behavioral techniques.   

 Results from this study show that a large portion of respondents perceived 

chronic classroom problems, verbally aggressive behaviors, and physically aggressive 

behaviors to be consistently problematic in their work settings.  Because of the high 

percentage of respondents who listed these three behaviors on a consistent basis, it 

appears necessary for schools/school districts to help service providers utilize FBA 

procedures to research and implement a continuum of interventions and strategies 

designed to address these problematic behaviors.  Similarly, helping service providers 

find behavioral support strategies for behaviors related to self-abuse and social 

withdrawal/isolation would also be advantageous.    

Recommendations 

 It is evident that the use of FBAs and BIPs are a substantial component in 

addressing the needs of students with challenging behaviors.  The use of FBAs and 

BIPs has been a focus of research in the past decade, however, its development has 

been on-going for approximately 50 years.  What has changed most about the use of 

FBAs and BIP is not the procedural standards, but the settings in which they are 

applied.  The use of FBAs and BIPs has expanded from small clinical settings to 

classrooms within large public schools, and other educationally related settings.      

Along with changes in the settings in which FBAs and BIPs are applied, the 

service providers who conduct the process has also changed.  Within school settings a 
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variety of individuals (e.g., teachers, counselors, administrators, social workers) may be 

involved in the FBA process.  Because of the complexity of conducting a FBA in a 

school setting (e.g,. multiple school environments, influence of peers) and the numerous 

individuals involved in the process, special attention and training should be given to the 

individuals involved.  It is important to emphasize that simple or brief training sessions 

are not sufficient for individuals to grasp the complexity of the FBA process. On-going 

consultative support and additional training sessions should be considered critical in 

order for schools/school districts to fully and effectively utilize the FBA procedures. 

The results of this study indicate that certain behaviors (e.g., chronic classroom 

problems, truancy, verbally aggressive behaviors) must reach a high level of intensity 

before a functional assessment is utilized to examine the problem.  If schools/school 

districts become aware of these behavioral problems before a FBA is initiated, the 

chances of finding solutions would most likely increase.  Schools/school districts should 

have a consistent approach and definitive guidelines for addressing behavioral issues.  

Teachers should be knowledgeable of plausible options to address chronic behavior 

problems before these behaviors reach extreme levels.   

Several recommendations for future research are offered.  Research should be 

conducted to accrue data on (a) the implementation of specific behavioral intervention 

strategies and how they are used in different educational environments, (b) the amount 

of time spent in FBA development and the types of personnel utilized in the FBA 

process in specific educational environments, and (c) specific preventative measures 

utilized in different educational environments that have been found effective with various 

age groups of students.   
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Please Enter Your  
Invitation Code  

 
 

Submit
 

If you have questions in the completion of the survey please contact: 

Michael A. Couvillon  
Doctoral Candidate 

University of North Texas 
mcouvillon@coe.unt.edu 
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Survey on the Use of Functional Behavioral Assessment 
(FBA) and Behavioral Intervention Plans (BIPs)  

This survey is designed to determine (a) common behavioral problems encountered 
by teachers, (b) common disciplinary actions taken regarding the problems, (c) 
how functional behavioral assessments are used, and (d) how behavioral 
interventions are applied. 

 
Part I - Demographic Information

1. Gender:   Female Male    
 
2. Which items BEST describe the setting in which you 
work: 

Urban Suburban 
 
Rural

 
  

Public Elementary School  
Private Elementary School  

All Levels Elementary (1-6)  
Public Middle School  

Private Middle School  
Public Secondary School  

Private Secondary School  
All Levels Secondary School (includes middle/high 

school ages)  

  

  

   

Other (please specific in box provided

Continue
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3. Which one of the following BEST describes the size of the school district in which you work?
    

  less than 1000 students  
  more than 1000 but less than 5000 students  
  more than 5000 but less than 10,000 students  
  more than 10,000 but less than 20,000 students  
  more than 20,000 but less than 50,000 students  
  more than 50,000 students  
 
4. Which of the following apply to you? Please click ALL that apply:  
      

I have had no training on FBA  
I have had formal course work on FBA  

I have had in-service/training sessions on FBA  
In my setting, I have access to behavioral support (consultants) personnel.  

Continue
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5. How many years teaching experience have you had?  
    

  First year of teaching  
  More than one year but less than 5 years  
  More than five years but less than 10 years  
  More than ten years  
 
6. How long have you been in your current position?  
    

  0-1 years  
  2-3 years  
  4-5 years  
  5 or more years  
 
In what State do you live? 
    
    
    
    

Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
Arkansas

    California  

Continue
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Part II - Functional Behavioral Assessment (FBA) and 
Behavioral Intervention Plans (BIPs)

7. Listed below are common behaviors that have been reported 
as the most problematic for school personnel. Rate each of 
these behaviors using a Likert-type scale from 1 to 5, with 1 
being the most problematic and 5 being the least problematic.  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  1  2  3 4 5 

a. Chronic classroom problem behaviors (e.g., off-task, disruption of class, 
noncompliance)   

b.Drug related behaviors   
c. Physically aggressive behaviors (e.g., hitting, fighting)   
d. Property destruction   
e. Self-abuse   
f. Social isolation/withdrawal    
g. Truancy   
h. Verbally aggressive behavior (e.g., taunting, yelling at others)   
i. Weapon related behaviors   
j. Others. List and rate others that are problematic to you                

             j1.    

             j2.    

Continue
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8. Using the numbered list of initial disciplinary actions 
in Column 1, indicate which of these actions would 
most likely apply to the behaviors listed in Column 2 by 
clicking the number corresponding to the disciplinary 
action. 

 
Column 1- Initial Disciplinary Actions 
1. Parent notification  
2. Removal of student from class 
3. In-school suspension 
4. Out-of-school suspension 
5. Expulsion 
6. Placement in an interim alternative setting 
7. Other 

  

  

  

  
Column 2 - Problematic Behaviors 1 2 3 4  5 6 7 

a. Chronic classroom problem behaviors     
b. Drug related behaviors    
c. Physically aggressive behaviors     
d. Property destruction    
e. Self-abuse    
f. Social isolation/withdrawal     
g. Truancy    
h. Verbally aggressive behavior     
i. Weapon related behaviors    
If you clicked "other" for any item, please provide additional information.  

 

Continue
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9. In the box preceding each problematic behavior below, identify the behaviors of 
students that are most likely to lead to a functional behavioral assessment being 
conducted. (Click ALL that apply). 
   

 
a. Chronic classroom problem behaviors (e.g., off task, disruption of class, 
noncompliance) 

 b. Drug related behaviors  

 c. Physically aggressive behaviors (e.g., hitting, fighting)  

 d. Property destruction 

 e. Self-abuse 

 f. Social isolation/withdrawal 

 g. Truancy 

 h. Verbally aggressive behavior (e.g., taunting, yelling at others) 

 i. Weapon related behaviors 
Comments:

 

Continue
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10. What intensity of the following problematic behaviors is likely to 
result in the initiation of a functional behavioral assessment? Use the 
Likert-type scale provided to indicate the intensity for each behavior. 
  1 2 3 
a. Chronic classroom problem behaviors  
b. Drug related behaviors
c. Physically aggressive behaviors  
d. Property destruction 
e. Self-abuse 
f. Social isolation/withdrawal  
g. Truancy 
h. Verbally aggressive behavior  
i. Weapon related behaviors 
j. Others (please explain in box below) 

 

Continue
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11. Indicate how often you use the following functional behavior 
procedures when working with students? Use the Likert-type scale to 
indicate the frequency. 
    1    2    3 
a. Informal direct observations (narrative recordings, anecdotal records)
b. Manipulation of instructional variables
c. Parent interviews 
d. Rating scales (e.g., Motivation Assessment Scale, Problem Behavior 
Questionnaire) 
e. Student interviews 
f. Structured direct observations (e.g., an ABC or ARC form) 
g. Teacher interviews 
h. Others (please explain in box below) 

 

Continue
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12. Using the numbered list of functional behavioral 
assessment procedures in Column 1, indicate which of 
these procedures you have found to be most useful with 
different behaviors. Use the Likert-type scale to indicate 
the procedure to apply to each behavior in Column 2 by 
clicking on the number corresponding to Column 1. 

 
Column 1 - Functional Behavioral Assessment 
Procedures 
1. Informal direct observations (e.g., narrative 
recordings, 
      anecdotal records) 
2. Manipulation of instructional variables 
3. Parent interviews 
4. Rating scales (e.g., Motivation Assessment 
Scale, Problem 
      Behavior Questionnaire)  
5. Student interviews  
6. Structured direct observations (e.g., an ABC 
or ARC form) 
7. Teacher interviews

  

  
Column 2 - Problematic Behaviors 1 2 3 4  5 6 7 

a. Chronic classroom problem behaviors     
b. Drug related behaviors    
c. Physically aggressive behaviors     
d. Property destruction    
e. Self-abuse    
f. Social isolation/withdrawal     
g. Truancy    
h. Verbally aggressive behavior     
i. Weapon related behaviors    

Continue
 

72 



13. For each of the problem behaviors listed below, indicate how useful 
you have found a functional behavioral assessment to be? Use the 
Likert-type scale of 1 to 3 to indicate the usefulness, with 1 being the 
most useful and 3 being the least useful.  
  1 2 3 
a. Chronic classroom problem behaviors  
b. Drug related behaviors
c. Physically aggressive behaviors  
d. Property destruction 
e. Self-abuse 
f. Social isolation/withdrawal  
g. Truancy 
h. Verbally aggressive behavior  
i. Weapon related behaviors 
j. Others (please explain in box below) 

 

Continue
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14. Which of the following procedures are part of your school’s/district’s process 
for conducting a functional behavioral assessment? (Click ALL that apply). 
   

 
a. Developing hypotheses about the functions of the behavior (e.g., the behavior is 
maintained by teacher attention, escape from a difficult task) 

 b. Identifying the consequences that maintain (i.e., follow) the behavior 

 
c. Operationally defining behaviors (e.g., defining behaviors in concrete operational 
terms) 

 d. Specifying the most and least likely times the behavior(s) occur 

 
e. Validating hypotheses prior to intervention(s) (i.e., testing whether changes in specific 
things in the classroom/school modify the student’s behavior) 

 f. Other (please explain in the box below) 

 
 

15. Which of the following instruments are part of your school’s/district’s process 
for conducting a functional behavioral assessment? (Click ALL that apply). 
   

 a. Commercially available measures/forms are used 

 b. Direct measures (e.g., scatterplots, ABC analysis, analog assessment) 

 c. Indirect measures (e.g., interviews, rating scales) 

 d. Schools/districts develop own measures 

 e. State developed measures/forms exist 

 f. Other (please explain in the box below) 

 

Continue
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16. Which school district personnel are normally involved in conducting the 
functional behavioral assessment? (Click ALL that apply). 
   

 a. Administrators 

 b. Consultants 

 c. General education teachers 

 d. Guidance counselors 

 e. School psychologists or assessment specialist 

 f. Special education teachers 

 g. Other (please describe in the box below) 

 

  

17. Who typically conducts the functional behavior assessment process? (Click 
ALL that apply).
   

 a. Behavioral specialist 

 b. Individual teacher  

 c. Individual teacher who is the behavioral specialist 

 d. School psychologist or assessment specialist 

 e. Team 

 f. Other (please explain in the box below) 

 

Continue
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18. Column 1 lists several effective behavioral interventions. In Column 2 are common 
problematic behaviors. For each of the problem behaviors listed in Column 2, indicate the 
intervention from Column 1 that is MOST LIKELY to be effective in managing that behavior. 
Use the Likert-type scale of 1 to 13 to indicate the most likely effective intervention. 

Column 1 - Functional Behavioral 
Assessment Procedures 
1. Behavioral contracts 
2. Conflict resolution 
3. Differential reinforcement 
4. Expulsion 
5. In-school suspension 
6. Instruction to replacement 
behaviors 
7. Out-of-school suspension 
8. Placement in interim alternative 
educational  
    setting 
9. Response cost 
10. School-wide discipline 
procedures 
11. Self-management 
12. Time-out 
13. Token economy 

             
Column 2 - Problematic Behaviors   1    2    3   4    5    6   7   8   9 10 11 12 13 

a. Chronic classroom problem 
behaviors     
b. Drug related behaviors    
c. Physically aggressive behaviors     
d. Property destruction    
e. Self-abuse    
f. Social isolation/withdrawal     
g. Truancy    
h. Verbally aggressive behavior     
i. Weapon related behaviors    

Continue
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19. Indicate how often you use the following intervention strategies. 
Use the Likert-type scale of 1 to 3 to indicate the frequency, with 1 
being frequently, and 3 being infrequently.
    1    2    3 
a. Behavioral contracts 
b. Conflict resolution
c. Manipulation of instructional variables 
d. Expulsion 
e. In-school suspension 
f. Instruction to replacement behaviors 
g. Out-of-school suspension 
h. Placement in interim alternative educational setting 
i. Response cost 
j. School-wide discipline procedures 
k. Self-management 
l. Time-out 
m. Token economy 

Continue
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20. List the three top functional behavioral assessment procedures and intervention 
strategies that you have found to be MOST effective for identifying and decreasing 
problematic behaviors when working with students with challenging behaviors.

FBA Procedures: 

1.  

2.  

3.  
 
Intervention Strategies:  

1.  

2.  

3.  

Continue
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We appreciate your time and expertise in completing this survey. We would be 
glad to share with you a summary of the results. If you would like a copy, please 
place your e-mail address in the box below.

email address:  
 
If you have questions, please 
contact: 

Michael Couvillon 
Doctoral Candidate 
University of North Texas 
Denton, TX 76203 
940-565-3583   
mcouvillon@coe.unt.edu 

Research Supported By:   

Dr. Lyndal M. Bullock 
Programs in Special Education 
University of North Texas 
Denton, TX 76203 
940-565-3583 
bullock@coe.unt.edu  

Dr. Robert A. Gable 
Child Study Center  
Old Dominion 
University  
Norfolk, VA  
757-683-3157  
rgable@odu.edu  

 
 
 

Please Click Submit To Finish Your Survey 
Submit
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 n= 28 
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LETTER TO PARTICIPANTS  
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Month, Day, 2006      
 
«First_Name» «Last_Name» 
«Address_Line_1» 
«Address_Line_2» 
«City», «State»  «Zip» 
 
I am writing to ask for your assistance with a research project.  The goal of this project is to 
determine how educators utilize functional behavioral assessments and behavior intervention 
plans to support students with emotional and behavioral needs.  Your contribution to the project 
will only take about 15-20 minutes.  Please know that no foreseeable risks are involved for 
participants in this study. 
 
If I can count on your support please follow these four steps: 
 

1. Type the following address into your internet browser:  
                               surveylink@unt.edu

2. When prompted enter the following invitation code which signifies your  
geographic region:  «Code» 

3. When the study appears, click on your desired answers. 
4. When finished click the “submit” button. 

 
The deadline for your input is Month Day, 2006. 

 
I hope to share the results of the project to help make a difference for students who require 
additional behavioral supports.  Please feel confident that the information you provide will be 
kept confidential.  Your participation is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time.  This 
research project has been reviewed and approved by the UNT Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
(940) 565-3940.  Contact the UNT IRB with any questions regarding your rights as a research 
subject.   
 
Feel free to share this letter with your colleagues who may be interested.  If you have any 
questions please feel free to contact me at mcouvillon@coe.unt.edu or  
(972)658-5709.  Other questions can be answered by my faculty sponsor, Dr. Lyndal Bullock, 
Department of Technology and Cognition (940) 565-3583.   
 
Thank you in advance for your participation and support. 
 
Best regards, 
 
 
 
Michael A. Couvillon, Doctoral Candidate  
University of North Texas 
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