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What Is a “Functional Assessment” 
of My Child’s Behavior?

QUESTION: 

My son Tom receives special education 
services at our junior high school but is in a 
regular classroom for most of his school day. 
He receives detention or in-school suspension 
several times a week for being disruptive in 
the regular classroom and has even been sent 
home for a cooling-off period several times 
over the past few months.

His teachers have tried to be helpful and 
are willing to do what they can, but they say 
that he refuses to do his work, gets angry 
for no apparent reason, and sometimes just 
leaves the classroom. They want to send him 
to another school where he can get more 
services. 

I’ve had many meetings with the school staff 
to change his program, but I still do not 
understand why he is having such problems 
in the first place. Tom’s problems are not 
so severe at home or in the neighborhood. 
My friend told me to ask the school to do 
a functional assessment of his behavior. Is 
that different from the assessment schools 
typically do?

ANSWER: 

A functional behavioral assessment, or 
analysis, is a process that seeks to identify the 
problem behavior a child or adolescent may 
exhibit, particularly in school, to determine 
the function or purpose of the behavior, and 
to develop interventions to teach acceptable 
alternatives to the behavior. There is no one 
way to conduct a functional assessment, but 
a typical process is as follows:

1. Identify the behavior that needs to   
 change.
2. Collect data on the behavior.
3. Develop a “hypothesis” (best guess) about  
 the reason for the behavior.
4. Develop an intervention to help change  
 the behavior.

5. Evaluate the effectiveness of the   
 intervention.
6. Have patience.

The first step in conducting a functional 
behavioral assessment is for the school team 
to identify and agree upon the behavior that 
most needs to be changed. Children and 
youth can exhibit a spectrum of difficult 
behaviors; it is important to develop a 
prioritized list, so that the most severe 
behaviors can be addressed first. Sometimes 
the most appropriate response to irritating but 
nondangerous behaviors is planned ignoring, 
particularly when the student is working on 
correcting more severe behaviors.

The second step is to collect data on the 
targeted behavior, identifying not only its 
frequency and intensity, but examining the 
context (the when, where, and how) of the 
behavior.  Consider:

1. In what settings does the behavior occur  
 most often?
2. Where did it occur most recently?
3. Who else was there?
4. What is unique about the environment 
 where the behavior occurred? (size of  
 classroom, number of students, teaching  
 style, seating, distractions, academic/ 
 behavioral expectations, structure)
5. What other behavior occurred just before  
 the targeted behavior? (interaction with  
 another student, change in tasks, teacher  
 direction, etc.)
6. What were the immediate consequences  
 of the behavior? (teacher attention,   
 student laughter, etc.)
7. Could the consequences be seen as   
 positive for the student?

The third step is to develop, from the data 
collected, a hypothesis about the function 
or purpose of the student’s behavior and to 
develop an intervention.

1. What does the team believe is the reason  
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for the behavior (attention-getting, avoidance, peer  
acceptance, etc.)?

2. What is the agreed-upon strategy to correct the
behavior?

3. How much time will be given to implementing the
intervention? (Patience is key to behavioral change.)

After the intervention has been tried over a period of time, 
it is important to evaluate the results. Does the intervention 
need to be paired with other modifications or rewards to 
increase its effectiveness? Did the intervention reduce the 
problem behavior? If not, what other strategies can be 
considered? Is it necessary to reevaluate the hypothesis 
or to develop another best guess about the reason for the 
behavior, or to collect more information?

While conducting a functional assessment of a child’s 
behavior may take a bit more time initially to complete, 

for those students who haven’t had success with  typical 
interventions, developing an understanding of the cause of 
their problem behavior may be key to helping them learn 
new skills.

Functional behavioral assessments have been used for 
many years with students who have severe disabilities, both 
to help parents and teachers understand the function of 
inappropriate behavior and to plan effective interventions. 
Functional behavioral assessments are also useful in 
evaluating the reasons behind problem behaviors for students 
who have milder disabilities, when their behaviors do not 
improve with the use of typical school interventions.

It sounds as though you and the school staff are both 
frustrated by your son’s lack of behavioral improvement, 
and, in this instance, a functional behavioral assessment 
may be a very good idea.


