NSU

Florida Nova Southeastern University
S NSUWorks
Theses and Dissertations Abraham S. Fischler College of Education
2022

Using A Behavioral Skills Training Model for Instructing Educators
in Functional Assessment and Intervention Procedures in The
Classroom Setting

Lorne Thomas Balmer

Follow this and additional works at: https://nsuworks.nova.edu/fse_etd

Cf Part of the Applied Behavior Analysis Commons, and the Education Commons

Share Feedback About This Item

This Dissertation is brought to you by the Abraham S. Fischler College of Education at NSUWorks. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of NSUWorks. For more
information, please contact nsuworks@nova.edu.


http://nsuworks.nova.edu/
http://nsuworks.nova.edu/
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/fse_etd
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/fse
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/fse_etd?utm_source=nsuworks.nova.edu%2Ffse_etd%2F370&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1235?utm_source=nsuworks.nova.edu%2Ffse_etd%2F370&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/784?utm_source=nsuworks.nova.edu%2Ffse_etd%2F370&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://nsuworks.nova.edu/user_survey.html
mailto:nsuworks@nova.edu

Using A Behavioral Skills Training Model for Instructing Educators in Functional
Assessment and Intervention Procedures in The Classroom Setting

by
Lorne Balmer

An Applied Dissertation Submitted to the
Abraham S. Fischler College of Education
and School of Criminal Justice in Partial
Fulfillment of the Requirements for the
Degree of Doctor of Education

Nova Southeastern University

2022



Approval Page

This applied dissertation was submitted by Lorne Balmer under the direction of the
persons listed below. It was submitted to the Abraham S. Fischler College of Education
and School of Criminal Justice and approved in partial fulfillment of the requirements for
the degree of Doctor of Education at Nova Southeastern University.

Khrystyna Bednarchyk, EdD, BCBA
Committee Chair

Emmy Maurilus, PhD, BCBA-D
Committee Member

Kimberly Durham, PsyD
Dean

ii



Statement of Original Work
I declare the following:

I have read the Code of Student Conduct and Academic Responsibility as described in the
Student Handbook of Nova Southeastern University. This applied dissertation represents
my original work, except where I have acknowledged the ideas, words, or material of
other authors.

Where another author’s ideas have been presented in this applied dissertation, I have
acknowledged the author’s ideas by citing them in the required style.

Where another author’s words have been presented in this applied dissertation, I have
acknowledged the author’s words by using appropriate quotation devices and citations in
the required style.

I have obtained permission from the author or publisher—in accordance with the required

guidelines—to include any copyrighted material (e.g., tables, figures, survey instruments,
large portions of text) in this applied dissertation manuscript.

Lorne Thomas Balmer

Name

March 24, 2022

Date

iii



Acknowledgments

First and foremost, I would like to thank my husband, Victor, for supporting me
in pursuing my ultimate dream of obtaining a doctoral degree. I would also like to thank
both my mother and father, Lisa and Tom, for instilling a compassion for learning within
me at a young age and continually pushing me to achieve my goals.. I would also like to
thank my wonderful administrative team for always being willing to take on extra tasks to
allow me to meet my educational goals and deadlines. Finally, I would like to thank Dr.
Julie Saam and Dr. Melissa Grabner-Hagen both of whom constructed the foundational
knowledge I have for both writing and research.

I would like to extend many thanks to Dr. Khrystyna Bednarchyk for not only
serving as my dissertation chair but further molding and refining my research and writing
abilities. Dr. Bednarchyk, you were always available to answer questions and provide
guidance whenever [ was at a standstill. You also pushed me to succeed and produce the
best dissertation possible. I would also like to thank my committee member, Dr. Emmy
Maurilus, for providing critical feedback, which helped to refine my dissertation.

I owe many thanks to Meghan Casperson, Rachal Oldaker, Colleen Cahill, and
Stephanie Stewart. Meghan and Colleen, you provided a shoulder to cry on or vent to
throughout this whole doctoral journey. I am forever grateful for the lifelong relationship
we have built. Finally, I would like to thank all of my clients, former students, and
colleagues. You have all played a critical role in molding me into the professional I am
today. My interactions with all of you have left a mark on me that has guided my
professional development. It is because of all of you that I have the inspiration and drive

to set and achieve my professional goals.

v



Abstract

Using a Behavioral Skills Training Model for Instructing Educators in Functional
Assessment and Intervention Procedures in the Classroom Setting. Lorne Balmer, 2022.
Applied Dissertation, Nova Southeastern University, Abraham S. Fischler College of
Education and School of Criminal Justice. Keywords: functional assessment, classroom
management, function-based intervention, teacher training, behavioral skills training,
applied behavior analysis

Educators often manage behavior through suppression rather than working to address the
root cause of problematic behavior in the classroom. The Individuals with Disabilities
Education Improvement Act of 2004 mandates the use of functional assessment for
students with varying exceptionalities to ensure students are educated in the least
restrictive environment. However, functional assessment is an evidence-based strategy
that could be employed by all teachers to enhance classroom management practices
universally. Behavioral skills training is a research-validated approach that is often used
to train professionals on a number of skills. The present study investigated the use of a
behavioral skills training model to train teacher participants on the basic principles of
functional assessment as well as how to functionally redirect behavior in training and
natural environment.

A multiple baseline across participants research design was employed to train four
teachers how to use functional assessment procedures to functionally respond to
maladaptive student behavior. Participants were tasked with understanding the basic
tenants of functional assessment, identifying the function maintaining student behavior,
and utilizing functional redirections. All participants demonstrated an increased
knowledge as related to functional assessment and generalized trained principles to the
classroom setting. Thus, using functional assessment and intervention as a theoretical
framework for classroom management systems should be utilized to enhance current
classroom management practices.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The professional educator is responsible for providing high quality learning
opportunities for all learners while managing the overall dynamic of the classroom.
Application of effective classroom management strategies ensures that students’ learning
environment is conducive to teaching and learning. However, educators often report
limited training in classroom management and express a desire for professional learning
opportunities in this domain (Gischlar & Riffel, 2020; Hirsch et al., 2020; Russo-
Campisi, 2017; Young & Martinez, 2016). Educators have limited exposure to evidence-
based practices for addressing classroom behaviors (Eisenman et al., 2015; Hirsch et al.,
2020; Stough, 2015; Young & Martinez, 2016). Functional assessment is an evidenced-
based practice that is utilized by practitioners of behavior analysis to determine the root
cause of behavior (Cooper et al., 2020; Umbreit et al., 2007). Once the function of any
given behavior is identified, appropriate interventions can be put forward with scientific
confidence and established procedures (Hill et al., 2020).

The Individual with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) of 2004
mandates the use of functional assessment procedures for students who display
problematic behaviors in the school setting. However, the utilization of functional
assessment and intervention procedures is a practice that should be efficiently and
effectively applied across all students and educational settings. Rapid reductions in
student behavior paired with an increase in more appropriate, or adaptive behavior, can
occur if teachers are able to discern the function of behavior and respond appropriately

(Hill et al., 2020). Thus, a targeted educator training relative to application of functional



assessment and intervention to current classroom management practices will ensure
meaningful behavior change.

Statement of the Problem

The reauthorization of IDEA 2004 set forth the requirement for educational

professionals to utilize the principals of functional behavior assessment (FBA) in
response to reducing the occurrence of problem behaviors for all students within any
educational agency (Bruhn et al., 2016; Haines et al., 2015; Rispoli et al., 2016).
However, educator training on functional assessment and intervention often poses a
barrier to effective implementation in the classroom setting (Russo-Campisi, 2017). To
reduce targeted problematic behavior within an educational setting, systematic
interventions based on the identified function of the problem behavior are needed (Bruhn
et al., 2016; Gann et al., 2014; LaBrot et al., 2018; Parks-Ennis et al., 2018; Sanford &
Horner, 2013; Trussell et al., 2016). Teacher knowledge of functional assessment
procedures and redirection strategies is scarce (Oakes et al., 2018; Rispoli et al., 2016).
Educators would benefit from functional assessment and problem behavior redirection
skill set in the natural classroom setting to achieve meaningful behavior change (Hill et
al., 2020). To date, teacher training models have consisted of content presentation in a
lecture form with limited opportunity to practice acquired skills in the natural classroom
environment (Loman & Horner, 2014; Sawyer et al., 2017). Thus, the effects of utilizing
a training model that can provide repeated opportunities for practice in the natural
environment, which are known as generalization opportunities, do not tend to occur
(Borgmeier et al., 2015; Oakes et al., 2018). As such, a quantitative study that measures

the effects of a training model that allows educators the opportunity to rehearse and



receive feedback on functionally assessing and redirecting behavior in the natural
classroom environment is warranted. For school systems to comply with the mandates of
IDEA 2004, educators need to be equipped with evidenced-based assessment strategies
and up-to-date practical knowledge that influence behavioral change constructively and
longitudinally.
The Research Problem

The reduction of problematic behaviors within the classroom setting has been a
long-standing concern for both veteran and pre-service teachers (Eisenman et al., 2015;
Gischlar & Riffel, 2020; Hirsch et al., 2020; Russo-Campisi, 2017; Young & Martinez,
2016). Classroom management has historically been grounded in the ideology of
managing or controlling student behavior rather than working to teach more adaptive
behaviors as a means of reducing maladaptive behaviors (Eisenman et al., 2015; Gischlar
& Riffel, 2020; Hirsch et al., 2020; Russo-Campisi, 2017; Young & Martinez, 2016). As
such, a more thorough understanding of environmental events contributing to target
behavior production is needed to address the behavior in a systematic manner (Bloom et
al., 2013). This strategy is often referred to as addressing the function of the behavior
rather than working to merely reduce the frequency of any given behavior. However,
teachers and school support staff do not generally rely on functional assessment
procedures (Young & Bauer-Yur, 2013). Kunnavatana and colleagues (2013) noted a
lack of utilization of the functional analysis procedures used by educators serving
specialized populations of students.

The determination of what is functionally maintaining problematic behavior can

allow for rapid and systematic decreases in problematic behavior; however, educators



need a skill set in order to make such determinations (Hill et al., 2020). With increased
training on functional assessment procedures, it is hypothesized that educators can
decrease disruptions in the classroom and achieve academic engagement. Rispoli and
colleagues (2015) found that teacher-implemented trial-based functional analysis were
successful at identifying the function of behavior and yielded interventions that rapidly
decreased problematic behaviors and increased adaptive communication. Gann et al.
(2014) found that with a focus on functional intervention based on assessment, student
on-task behavior was increased across classroom settings. Preliminary research has
indicated that functional assessment holds merit for use in the educational setting and
should be utilized as research-based approach in working to reduce target behaviors.
Moreover, enhanced training opportunities following a scripted model are needed to
produce systematic changes in the approach to classroom management.
Background and Justification

Overall, teacher knowledge of the principles of functional analysis is limited, at
best (Oakes et al., 2018; Rispoli et al., 2016). Furthermore, Oakes et al. and Rispoli et al.
indicated that limited training in functional analysis for professional educators prohibits
the successful implementation of positive behavioral intervention supports within the
educational setting. It is hypothesized that with effective analysis of problematic behavior
in the classroom, interventions based on these functional analyses (regardless of type or
model) can be developed to curb the frequency of such behaviors while concurrently
building more appropriate functional skills (Ennis et al., 2018; Gann et al., 2014; Oakes
et al., 2018). The methodologies of training educators on varying functional analysis

models as well as the interventions created and implemented across educational settings



stemming from the conducted functional analyses are two areas in which the literature
can be divided and reviewed for further analysis and discussion.

Borgmeier and colleagues (2015) found teachers and behavior specialists to have
a low pre-assessment score on functional assessment procedures used within the
educational setting. Results of these pre-assessments created notable concern as behavior
specialists should have a thorough understanding of functional assessment and
intervention procedures as their primary role is to assist in reducing problematic behavior
within the classroom. More notably, even with additional training, general education
teachers still scored relatively low on post-assessment measures (Borgmeier et al., 2015).
Thus, on-going training containing content that can be generalized to the natural
environment is needed to produce lasting change.

Gann and colleagues (2014) found a comprehensive intervention system grounded
in function was successful in reducing off-task behaviors and increasing more pro-social
behaviors. Furthermore, the need for collaboration and transfer of trained procedures to
the natural environment were demonstrated (Gann et al., 2014). Rispoli and colleagues
(2016) expressed that educators could acquire and retain trained principles of functional
analysis for both traditional functional assessment and trial-based functional assessment.
Exposure to one functional assessment model led to a higher rate of acquisition for
subsequent trained functional assessment models. Following training, educator ratings of
social validity regarding the importance of utilizing function in addressing target
behaviors also increased. Thus, demonstrated effects of functional assessment and
functional interventions have been noted; however, further research is needed to perfect

educator training models on best practices in functional assessment in the school setting.



Deficiencies in the Evidence

To date, functional assessment training models have mainly consisted of a lecture-
based approach to content exposure with contrived vignettes for assessing trained
concepts and limited to assessment with no correlation to designing and implementing
function-based interventions (Kunnavatana et al., 2013; Loman & Horner, 2014; Sawyer
et al., 2017). Kunnavatana and colleagues (2013) trained educators to perform functional
assessment procedures and derive interventions in a contrived manner but limited natural
environment training occurred. In a study completed by Oakes and colleagues (2018),
participants were provided with follow-up activities and assignments that were based on
trained tasks; however, these were not mandatory assignments. Therefore, the
generalization effects of the training were unknown to the researchers. Similarly,
Borgmeier and colleagues (2015) trained principles of functional assessment in a whole
group fashion. The authors recommended follow-up assessment in natural environment to
occur as a future direction for research.

In general, research conducted to date has consisted of isolated studies looking to
produce intervention effects that are not longitudinal in nature. Although Crone and
colleagues (2007) did demonstrate success with the utilization of a yearlong training
model with in-classroom follow-up and coaching, this training approach has not been the
norm. Thus, a major deficiency in current research relates to the lack of natural
environment training in implementing the trained principles of functional assessment to
devise and enact functional interventions that are longitudinal in nature.

As related to the implementation of functional analysis-based interventions, the

reviewed research lacked in the area of addressing all identified functions of behaviors.



Trussell and colleagues (2016) noted that a significant limitation of their study was the
lack of inclusion of escaped-based intervention procedures. While Sanford and Horner
(2013) reviewed escape-based interventions in relation to academic performance, the
authors noted the lack of intensity for escape-based behaviors. The functions of attention
and access-based behaviors have been more readily addressed through prior research
efforts; therefore, a need to identify systematic interventions for escape emerged as a
growing need (LaBrot et al., 2018; Sanford & Horner, 2013; Trussell et al., 2016). In
conjunction with the need to readily analyze the escape-based functional interventions
and intense target behaviors, researchers noted the need for examining interventions
across settings and with diverse population (Bruhn et al., 2016; Gann et al., 2014). As
such, future research should focus on providing educators with conceptually systematic
training on functional assessment practices to be used in creating function-based
interventions for all functions of behavior that can be generalized to the classroom
setting.
Audience

The overall purpose of the proposed study is to enhance functional assessment
and intervention procedures to improve classroom practices in an effort to increase
learning and behavioral outcomes for all learners. Thus, school-based and district
leadership would benefit from reviewing the effects of proposed training procedures in an
effort to design high-quality and evidence-based professional development for personnel
in their local educational agencies. Additionally, educators and relevant support staff may
also have interest in the findings of the proposed training procedures and relevant

background research to refine their own professional practices relative to classroom



management. Finally, board certified behavior analysts (BCBAs) may also find utility in
the findings of the study when designing school-based trainings as part of their everyday
role or consultative role within any given district.
Setting of the Study

The study took place at a private school in Central Florida. While the researcher
invited several schools throughout Central Florida to participate in the study, only one
private school administrator responded to the invitation. The participating school enrolled
students from pre-kindergarten through 10th grade. Classrooms were clustered by grade
level and housed two grades in each room. In addition, mixed ability students were
grouped together in one classroom. Students received pushed-in supports from outside
agencies in a variety of domains including occupational therapy, speech therapy, etc. The
average classroom size across all classrooms was 11-12 students. Many of the students
relied on the McKay Scholarship from the Florida Department of Education.
Researcher’s Role

The researcher’s primary responsibility was to deliver all preliminary trainings in
functional assessment as well as design function-based interventions. The researcher
developed standardized job-aides to be used by all study participants in conducting a
functional assessment, designing interventions, and intervention implementation. The
researcher created both pre and post assessment measures, social validity measures, and
checklists to rate performance and provide corrective feedback to participants in a
systematic manner. In addition to assessing participant performance, the researcher
delivered corrective feedback based on the standardized check lists following a

behavioral skills training model as well as performed checks for interobserver agreement.



Finally, the researcher aggregated all participant performance data, analyzed data for
trends, determined outcomes, identified limitations, and made recommendations for
future research.

The researcher is a BCBA since 2017. Prior to obtaining certification as a BCBA,
he served as a public-school educator in the P-12 setting. Currently, he works in the
private sector as a behavior analyst and educational consultant. The researcher relied on
his background in behavior analysis and knowledge of the dynamics of the overall
classroom environment to design technological and ergonomically relevant procedures to
assist professional educators in identifying environmental variables maintaining

behaviors and altering these variables to produce desirable behavior.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to utilize the principles of BST to train professional
educators to use functional assessment and intervention procedures to reduce maladaptive
behaviors for any given learner. Central to this study were the concepts of increasing an
educator’s knowledge of the four functions of behavior, how to identify these functions,
and how to implement interventions based on functional variables maintaining
problematic behavior. Using a behavioral skills training model, participants were
systematically guided through both the functional assessment and intervention design
process with repeated opportunities to apply skills with feedback in both a training and
natural setting. Outcome measures were two-fold as participants’ knowledge regarding

functional assessment and intervention procedures was measured in conjunction with
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their ability to functionally redirect problematic behaviors and increase adaptive behavior
in the classroom setting.
Definition of Terms

Adaptive behavior is described as behavior that is considered functional or
meaningful relative to one’s age as defined by the normative standards of society (Cooper
et al., 2020).

Applied behavior analysis is the science that stems from application of
behaviorism in which environmental manipulations are utilized to produce meaningful
change in human behavior in a systematic fashion (Cooper et al., 2020).

Antecedent is the environmental stimulus that occurs before the behavior of
interest and can be referred to as the “quick trigger” for the behavior (Alberto &
Troutman, 2006; Cooper et al., 2020; Steege et al., 2019).

Behavior is defined as any action involving muscle movement that can be
observed and measured (Alberto & Troutman, 2006; Cooper et al., 2020; Steege et al.,
2019).

Behavior chain is the sequential order of events in which any behavior can be
observed through an analysis of the antecedent, behavior itself, and maintaining
consequence (Cipani & Schock, 2011, Cooper et al., 2020; Umbreit et al., 2007).

Behavior modification is defined as generalized treatment condition used in an
effort to increase or decrease a behavior of interest with no consideration to functional

attributes (Alberto & Troutman, 2006; Cooper et al., 2020).
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Behavioral skills training is a training paradigm that involves the use of
instructions, modeling, rehearsal, and feedback to aid in the acquisition and maintenance
of new skills (Cooper et al., 2020; Himle & Miltenberger, 2004).

Classroom management is defined as the actions and systems implemented by an
educator to maintain overall order in the classroom and keep disruptive behaviors to a
minimum (Emmer & Stough, 2001).

Consequence is the environmental stimulus that immediately follows any given
behavior, which can strengthen or weaken the behavior of interest. Reinforcement and
punishment are both types of consequences (Cipani & Schock, 2011).

Evidence-based practices are strategies implemented by a variety of practitioners
across disciplines that have proven to be effective through repeated research ventures
(Cooper et al., 2020; Ledford & Gast, 2018).

Functional analysis is defined as the systematic manipulation of alone, escape,
access, and attention experimental conditions to determine with high certainty the
maintaining function of any given target behavior. Functional analysis often leads to the
ability to derive functional relations (Cooper et al., 2020; Steege et al., 2019).

Functional assessment is a comprehensive assessment tool that involves multiple
methodologies (i.e., observations, questionnaires, observations, environmental
manipulations, record reviews, etc.) to determine the function of any given human
behavior (Cipani & Schock, 2001; Cooper et al., 2020; Steege et al., 2019).

Function-based intervention is an alternative strategy or skill to teach a learner
that possesses the same function of the behavior targeted for decrease in an effort to

ultimately replace targeted behavior. The alternative behavior used for intervention
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should be functionally equivalent to the target behavior and be less effortful to complete
(Borgmeier et al., 2015; Cooper et al., 2020).

Generalization is defined as the ability to apply behavioral outcomes of any given
treatment package from initial training environments to additional or alternative treatment
settings (Baer et al., 1968; Cooper et al., 2020).

Indirect assessment measures encompass interview instruments used to gather
information from the learner of interest and/or persons who have regular interactions with
the learner in order to discern the hypothesized function of the behavior of interest
(Cooper et al., 2020).

Maladaptive behavior is defined as behavior displayed by any given learner that
is considered disruptive or irregular for one’s age group as described by the normative
standards of society (Cooper et al., 2020).

Narrative recording is an assessment practice, which can also be referred to as
ABC data collection, in which one or multiple observers notate behavior chains by
recording the antecedent, behavior, and consequence for any given behavior (Alberto &
Troutman, 2006; Cooper et al., 2020).

Natural environment training is a set of instructions that occurs in the learner’s
day to day environment(s) (Steege et al., 2019).

Trial-based functional analysis is a functional assessment strategy in which the
experimental conditions of alone, escape, access, and attention are manipulated for brief
trials to determine the overall effect on any given challenging behavior (Rispoli et al.,

2015).
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Early Origins of Behavior Analysis

Applied behavior analysis (ABA) is a relatively new field in comparison to other
branches of knowledge that are dedicated to the understanding and improvement of
human behavior. As indicated by Cooper and colleagues (2020), John Watson is widely
known as a pioneer in the field of psychology who recognized the importance of
observable behavior. He initiated a thought-provoking approach to psychology that
incorporated the environmental stimulus-and-response (S-R) relationship. Watson’s S-R
paradigm ultimately led to the laboratory experiments that were conducted by B. F.
Skinner in the middle of the 20™ century. Skinner’s experimental work expanded the S-R
paradigm to emphasize the importance of the consequences. In due course, it became a
foundation that is now known as the operant three-term led (S-R-S) contingency. The
debate from viewing human behavior as being inclusive of external and internal events as
opposed to solely environmental events occurring outside of the individual also began at
that time. As a result of the laboratory experiments conducted by B. F. Skinner, which
effectively demonstrated basic principles of behavior such as operant conditioning,
respondent conditioning, and the utilization of reinforcement, early applied behavior
analysts embarked upon effective replications of these highly controlled experiments in
various environments to include residential treatment facilities and educational centers
(Cooper et al., 2020). Behavior analysts were then able to begin disseminating their
applied work across individuals, behaviors, and settings to further expand upon the

professional body of knowledge related to human learning and behavior.
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In addition to the monumental contributions of Watson and Skinner, Fuller’s as
well as Ayllon and Michael’s work with psychiatric nurses set the stage for future applied
research studies that broadened the growing field (Cooper et al., 2020). Such research led
to the statement by Baer and colleagues (1968): “obviously, the study must be applied,
behavioral, analytic, in addition, it should be technological, conceptually systematic, and
effective, and it should display some generality.” (p.92). This statement ignited the seven
dimensions of ABA that serve as fundamental components of study for applied
researchers. They set the stage of the professional practice of all prior, current, and future
behavior analysts. The application of behaviorism comes to fruition in the experimental
analysis of behavior as well as ABA as a professional practice. According to Bush
(1945), an experimental analysis of behavior leads to a better understanding of processes
and procedures on any given topic which can then be applied to a number of practical
settings. As such, behavior analysis has begun to be integrated into a variety of
disciplines to include classroom management as being a predominant environment for
students in the PK-12 education.

The Professional Practice of Behavior Analysis: A Practical Approach

An imminent need for a stronger base of evidenced-based classroom management
strategies has emerged in recent years due to an increase in higher levels of problematic
behaviors displayed by students across multiple educational settings (Hutchings et al.,
2013). However, the application of behavior analytical strategies within the educational
setting have not been employed. The concept of management has served as the onus of a
variety of techniques employed for educators for the past several decades (Emmer &

Stough, 2001). Rather than conducting a thorough analysis of the underlying variables
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impacting behavior, the focus is to reduce the occurrence of target behaviors. Although
ABA is a relatively new science, the strategies employed by practitioners have strong
foundation in the evidence-based research studies and provide strong support for
attainment of social significant outcomes for both individual learners and groups of
learners (Baer et al., 1968; Cooper et al., 2020). In short, the practice of ABA focuses on
analyzing the environment to determine variables that trigger and maintain both adaptive
and maladaptive behavior (Alberto & Troutman, 2006; Catania, 2011; Cooper et al.,
2020).

Furthermore, ABA is grounded in an exploratory analysis of the sequential
environmental events that occur at any given time in a repeated fashion (Cooper et al.,
2020). This analysis aims at discerning observable trends about why individuals engage
in specific behavior (Cooper et al., 2020; Poling et al., 2020). While John Watson made a
provocative S-R paradigm contribution to the ABA science, essential formulation of the
S-R-S contingency by B. F. Skinner demonstrated the powerful effect of consequences on
behavior and hence made a fundamental contribution to the understanding of behavior
(Cooper et al., 2020). The S-R-S contingency is often referred to as the antecedent-
behavior-consequence model or the basic three-term contingency (Alberto & Troutman,
2006). In recent years, the concept of motivating operations, or the underlying drive to
engage in any given behavior, has been added as an interwoven component to the basic
three-term contingency (Poling et al., 2020). In essence, any given human behavior can
be visually represented and analyzed in relation to the underlying motivational
contingencies in order to glean systematic patterns and identify reasonable hypotheses for

recorded behavior chains.



16

Although initial environmental recording referred to all environmental
occurrences as stimuli, more recently, behavior is analyzed through antecedents that
evoke behavior and consequences that maintain behavior (Cooper et al., 2020; Umbreit et
al., 2007). ABA as a field relies on the utilization of measurable and observable
properties of the environment to determine why any given behavior occurs and correlates
the said behavior to the maintaining variables (Cooper et al., 2020; Kruger et al., 2015).
Ultimately, accurate measurement leads to a systematic representation of behavioral
deficits and the acquisition of more adaptive behaviors over time. Holistically, ABA
allows anecdotal data to be analyzed in conjunction with numerical representations of
behaviors of interest in a streamlined fashion, reduce behavioral excesses, and build more
desirable behavior (Baer et al., 1987). As such, the acquisition of both narrative data and
numerical data allows practitioners of behavior analysis to devise treatment protocols
aimed at producing both meaningful and socially significant outcomes for individuals.
This is the core of ABA (Baer et al., 1987; Cooper et al., 2020).

The field of ABA has a strong grounding in evidence-based practices as
consistent treatment effects have been noted for many of the theoretical principles of
practice (Cooper et al., 2020). One such practice is the utilization of reinforcement,
punishment, and overall human motivation to engage in behavior. Oftentimes, the
systematic manipulation of reinforcement and punishment strategies have produced
measurable effects on human responding (Catania, 2004; Cooper et al., 2020). In the
classroom setting, reinforcement and punishment procedures that are embedded into
teaching strategies have proven successful in reducing problematic behavior and

advancing desirable behavior (Oakes et. al, 2018). Many successful treatment modalities
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such as functional communication training, natural environment training, utilization of
differential reinforcement, and interventions based on functions have emerged as
evidence-based practices (Cooper et al., 2020; Kruger et al., 2016, Trump et al., 2018).
Their positive effects have been demonstrated in the growing body of behavioral
analytical literature. The evidence base for the practical applications of ABA has been
built upon the single-subject research samplings; however, the effects of ABA treatment
protocols would prove beneficial for teachers, particularly in responding to student
behavior within the classroom setting (Trump et al., 2018).
Deficits in Traditional Classroom Management Systems

The creation and on-going management of effective classroom management
systems has proven to be a daunting task for many novice and seasoned educators.
Teachers are taught how to manage academic deficits in their formal pre-service training;
however, training on how to structure classroom management systems does not occur
(Young et al., 2018). Oakes et al. (2018) indicated the need for educators to have a strong
background in classroom management strategies consistent with functionally reducing
target behaviors to increase learning outcomes for all students. Owen and colleagues
(2015) found that educators often lack the skill sets necessary to effectively manage
classrooms, which often leads to the use of more punitive management practices.
Oftentimes, pre-service educators receive no formalized training on how to develop
effective classroom management strategies and techniques utilizing a research-based
framework (Eisenman et al., 2015). Traditional classroom management systems have
historically relied on the principles of behavior modification, which is based on obtaining

order and structure over an individual or group of people, rather than principles of
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behavior analysis (Emmer & Stough, 2001). General and special educators alike often
lack the necessary skills set to determine why a behavior is occurring and often rely on
other environmental deterrents such as home life, mental health factors, and the like to
rationalize problematic behaviors within the classroom setting (Alberto & Troutman,
2006; Young & Martinez, 2016). The United States Department of Education (2016)
found that the utilization of functional behavioral assessment and associated strategies
serves as an effective methodology for classroom management in reducing problematic
behaviors on the part of students.

As related to the school setting, “effective reinforcement-based interventions for
problem behavior require knowledge of the environmental determinants of that problem
behavior” (Bloom et al., 2013, p. 208). Environmental determinants can be correlated to
the four functions that are obtainable from any number of assessment measures used by
the professional educator. If one can determine why challenging behaviors occur, it
stands to reason they are in a better position to teach alternative behaviors to the problem
behavior. In turn, it will assist the student in achieving the desired social and academic
outcomes in an effective manner (Oakes et al., 2018). A basic understanding of
behavioral function allows the professional educator to proactively intervene with
antecedent tactics such as advanced warning, frequent breaks, behavioral momentum
strategies, and the like to reduce occurrences of target behavior. These interventions can
then be developed into more cohesive classroom management systems. Barbetta and
colleagues (2009) found that a common mistake of most educators is a reliance on sole
suppression of a behavior rather than addressing the function or “why” of the behavior.

Although a classroom educator may not have an advanced knowledge of functional
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assessment procedures, a basic understanding of why humans engage in behavior is
fundamental in the creation of grounded management systems.

Young and Martinez (2016) found that the use of functional assessment
procedures and interventions in the classroom setting is not a common practice. These
researchers provided certified educators with a course in functional assessment practices
for continuing education purposes. Over 70% of educators attributed poor behavior to
previous trauma, poor parenting, and the like. Moreover, 87% of the same pool of
educators agreed that the classroom environment is a major cause of the student
problematic behaviors. However, the study’s participants demonstrated limited
competencies on functional assessment practices. To be specific, 87% of respondents
indicated that they did not use such practices in their day-to-day classroom routines.
Furthermore, some participants also viewed the use of reinforcement in the classroom as
bribery and considered negative reinforcement and punishment to be synonymous. The
results of this study indicate a clear need for enhanced educator training on the basic
tenants of human behavior that account for positive and negative behavior modifications.
While this study relied on the survey approach that has inherent concerns relative to the
concept of internal validity, 757 participants who took part in the study demonstrated the
emerging trends regarding functional management that hold great implication for the
need for additional educator training on enhanced management systems.

Wills and colleagues (2019) examined the use of functional management
strategies in assisting in the reduction of problematic behaviors displayed by middle
schoolers in three different classrooms across different schools for a total of six

participants. Of particular interest to the researchers was the annual loss of academic time
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for all learners based on misguided classroom management practices (Muscott et al.,
2008). Responding variables included on-task behavior of the classroom as a whole,
teacher praise and reprimands, and on-task behavior of targeted students. Through the
utilization of an ABAB design whereas A is baseline and B is intervention, the
researchers employed scripted interventions in which expectations were reiterated daily,
positive praise associated with on-task behavior was delivered, and corrective prompting
was utilized for error correction. Teacher reprimand and praise were tallied using a
frequency count while on-task behavior was measured through momentary-time sampling
procedures. The class wide function-related intervention training (CW-FIT) for teachers
served as the independent variable. Implementation of the CW-FIT began after steady
state responding was achieved in the first five data collection sessions of baseline. Data
analysis including aggregating the rate of teacher praise and reprimands per 10 min
observation. Additionally, percent of intervals scored of on-task were visually inspected
by researchers. Effects of the intervention were mixed across classrooms. For example,
utilization of positive specific praise associated with earned points used by teachers in all
classrooms on average increased. For individual students, the trends associated with an
increase in on-task behavior were variable at best. These findings are indicative of
functional management systems being appropriate for the classroom setting. A major
limitation of this study was associated with the lack of assessment of prevailing functions
that contributed to the problematic behaviors of individuals and the classroom as a whole.
However, management systems grounded in the general principles of ABA demonstrated

some promise. Thus, fluid function-based interventions are hypothesized to impact
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student behavior with an even greater effect traditional classroom management systems
based on behavior modification.

As indicated, research has demonstrated a positive effect in the utilization of
enhanced opportunities for teacher professional development in the area of functional
analysis within the classroom setting (Bloom et al., 2013; Kummavatana et al., 2013;
Oakes et al., 2018; Rispoli et al., 2015; Rispoli et al, 2016). As with academic
interventions, the reauthorization of IDEA (2004) calls for an evidenced-based approach
to the overall implementation of behavioral interventions for at risk students. An
emerging theme in the application of the area of functional analysis is the need for natural
environment training embedded into teacher training to occur systemically. Performance-
based assessment of teacher implementation of functional analysis procedures as well as
the development of functional interventions holds significant implication for future
research.

Functional Assessment in Addressing Target Behaviors

When analyzing human behavior, behavior should be viewed as functional, or
occurring for a discrete reason to achieve an effect on the environment (Cipani & Schock,
2011). All learners operate under “if, then” contingencies operating under the premise of:
if I engage in this behavior, then I will achieve this effect (Cipani & Schock 2011;
Cooper et al., 2020). Functional assessment serves as a comprehensive and analytical tool
repeatedly used by behavior analysts to discern the underlying root causes for recorded
behavior chains (Baer et al., 1987; Steege et al., 2019). This multi-faceted assessment
process has been utilized by behavior analysts in order to treat challenging target

behaviors since the middle to late 1960s (Hastings & Brown, 2000; Remington, 1998).
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Professional behavior analysts employ a multitude of assessment measures to glean
function of all recorded behavior chains as a means to best serve the learner. Practitioners
must have a keen understanding of the “processes underlying mediator behavior”
(Hastings & Brown, 2000, p. 234), which are associated with function. All human
behavior can be attributed to four basic functions: attention, automatic reinforcement,
access, and escape. These four categories are often referred to as the “why” or the
underlying catalysts that drive behavior of all living organisms. Oftentimes, behavior
analysts will also refer to function as the purpose that any given behavior serves (Umbreit
et al., 2007).

The function of any given target behavior is determined by analyzing the relevant
antecedents and consequences triggering and/or maintaining any given behavior (Cooper
et al., 2020). Arriving at the function of any given target behavior can occur through any
number of procedures including direct and indirect measures. Controlled manipulations
or a functional analysis involves an intentional alternation of alone, attention, escape, and
control conditions in a systematically arranged manner. It provides the basic experimental
model from which all functional assessment procedures are derived. Derivatives of direct
functional assessment procedures include but are not limited to: trial-based functional
analysis, brief functional analysis, and latency or precursor functional analysis (Iwata,
2010). While indirect measures allow the practitioner to conduct assessments by using
interviews, rating scales, and questionnaires, descriptive direct assessments reveal data on
the occurrences of behavior in the context of natural environment and direct observations
to hypothesize functions of behaviors (Cooper et. al, 2020). Both direct and indirect

assessments are designed to identify potential events that correlate with the behavior of
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interest and gather information assortation with reasons for behavior occurrence. While
direct assessment measures can lead to identification of pure functional relations between
the onset of environmental variables and behavior, indirect measures guide the hypothesis
development and are often utilized due to their ecological friendliness of implementation
(Cooper et al., 2020).

The utilization of functional assessment procedures holds great practicality for
utilization within the educational setting. Behavior analysts are commonly known for
utilizing a variety of functional assessment procedures in their professional practice;
however, the practice of functional assessment continues to be underutilized in
educational settings (Young et al., 2018). For the professional educators, a grounded
understanding of the reasons for the student’s behavior is fundamental in the creation of
functional-based intervention systems in the classroom setting (Alberto & Troutman,
2006). Crone and colleagues (2007) reported “at most schools, a small group of students
with chronic or severe behavioral; problems will not respond to broad-based
interventions” (p. 15). When looking to systematically reduce the occurrences of
maladaptive behaviors within the classroom, educators should consider the use of
functional assessment procedures as a technique in developing and implementing
functional interventions (Oakes et al., 2018). Ultimately, the in-depth understanding of
behavioral causes and effects leads to development of systematic approach of reducing
maladaptive behavior and increasing adaptive behaviors.

Functional Assessment as Related to the IDEA of 2004
The reauthorization of the IDEA (2004) sets forth the requirement for educational

professionals to utilize the principals of functional analysis in response to reducing the
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occurrence of problem behaviors for all students who participate in federally funded
school districts, which originated in the IDEA of 2004 (Bruhn et al., 2016; Haines et al.,
2015; Rispoli et al., 2016). Mills v. Board of Education of District of Columbia (1972;
hereafter Mills) held that all students, regardless of exceptionality, must be educated in an
equitable fashion when compared to the same-aged peers. Otherwise, it would be deemed
unconstitutional. The results of this landmark case led to a publicly supported education
for children with disabilities and established the procedural safeguards. Functional
assessment procedures as well as behavioral intervention plans are now required to be
included in the individualized education plan (IEP) to ensure that free and appropriate
public education is afforded to all students (Bruhn et al., 2016; Haines et al., 2015;
Rispoli et al., 2016; Walker & Hott, 2015). It is worth noting that the IDEA (2004) does
not provide information relative to the components of an assessment. As such, school
districts and the IEP team members are left with designing their own functional behavior
assessment measures and educators as well as administrators need to demonstrate
minimal competencies in assessment practices. Furthermore, there are no standardized
templates detailing the necessary components of functional assessment for school-based
practitioners to follow when completing assessment, which makes successful completion
of assessment practices challenging (Scott et al., 2010). While positive behavior supports
and functional assessment procedures are now mandated for students with
exceptionalities, the evidence-based practices in the field of education demonstrated that
these supports and measures should be utilized with all learners within the K-12
educational system (Gresham et al., 2004). Students with disabilities are far more likely

than their same-aged peers to be victims of disciplinary actions when compared to the
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same-aged peers. It often leads to exclusionary practices (Knudsen & Bethune, 2018;
Scavongelli & Spanjarrd, 2015).

Students with disabilities are protected under the IDEA (2004) from exclusionary
educational practices (Scavongelli & Spanjaard, 2015). An inadequate knowledge of
federal and state laws related to implementation of functional assessment procedures has
prevailed over the past decade (Gresham et al., 2004). Some states require additional
functional assessment components that go beyond the federal requirements. Therefore, a
solidified training model in which school-based personnel can receive training on
functional assessment procedures as well as functional management practices is needed
to avoid due process hearings. Serious reappreciations can occur for failure to implement
or revise behavioral intervention plans and/or assessments within the school setting
(Drasgow & Yell, 2001). In analysis of due process hearings steaming from inadequate
functional assessment procedures from 1997-2000, school districts lost in 94% of cases
and, in some instances, faced financial penalties in the form of retribution (Drasgow &
Yell, 2001). In Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District Re-1 (2017), school
officials failed to develop an IEP that was appropriated for meeting educational needs of
a young learner with autism as well as affording him the opportunity to make reasonable
progress, which ultimately led to a ruling that ordered the school district to pay for a
private school placement.

It is another indication of the need for a targeted training model for both assessing
and treating problem behavior within the educational setting. Mills (1972) laid the
framework for ensuring students with disabilities have access to a free and appropriate

public education with non-exclusionary practices. Students with varying exceptionalities
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may not be suspended for longer than 10 school days in any calendar year for disciplinary
infractions related to their disability (Wright & Wright, 2007). Should a student be
removed for longer than 10 days or a recommendation for an alternative educational
placement be made, a functional assessment and/or revised behavioral intervention plan,
which is based on assessments results, is required (Scavongelli & Spanjaard, 2015;
Wright & Wright, 2007). As such, the need for an evidenced-based and comprehensive
behavioral assessment and intervention package for educational professionals across the
nation has emerged.
Educator Training on Functional Assessment

Researchers have begun the process of identifying the most effective and
technological methodologies in training teachers to conduct functional analyses in
educational setting across the country (Bloom et al., 2013; Kummavatana et al., 2013;
Oakes et al., 2018; Rispoli et al., 2015; Rispoli et al, 2016). Rispoli and colleagues (2015)
conducted a study in which early childhood educators were trained to implement trial-
based function analysis and functional interventions across learners who were identified
as behaviorally challenged. Three Head Start teachers participated in the study by
selecting one learner from each of their respective classes. Each teacher received training
on conducting three trial-based functional analysis conditions which included escape,
attention, and sensory conditions. Additionally, all teachers were trained to operationally
define target behaviors. Researchers worked with teachers to implement functional
communication responses based on the results of the functional analysis. Utilizing a
withdrawal reversal design, Rispoli and colleagues (2015) analyzed the rate per minute of

functional responding compared to rates of target behavior displayed across intervention
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and control conditions. Across all three learners chosen by their teacher, the functional-
communication conditions aided in decreasing the rate per minute of target behaviors
displayed while increasing the rate per minute of adaptive responding. The ability to
demonstrate the ability of function-based interventions as having higher success rates
when compared to universal supports traditionally provided by educators across all study
participants and intervention conditions served as a major strength of the study. A major
limitation of the study was the sole exploration of access as a maintaining function of
target behavior across all students in the study.

Grey and colleagues (2005) noted the inadequate use of ABA procedures within
the educational setting. Furthermore, Grey and colleagues went on to discuss the
importance of a specialized educator training in the field of ABA in an effort to meet the
ever-growing diverse population of students. Researchers utilized a single-case design
applying an AB model, whereas A served as baseline and B served as intervention.
Eleven special educators participated in a training course to develop functional support
plans for learners in a variety of educational settings. A total of 45 classroom instruction
hours followed by 45 practical application hours were provided to participants in creating
the behavioral interventions for their targeted learner. Grey and colleagues found the
intervention to be successful in addressing problematic target behaviors and increasing
replacement skills across 80% of participants. The Wilcoxon statistical analysis
procedure was used in order to determine interventions produced a statistically significant
difference from baseline to intervention in reducing target behaviors. Educators reported
feeling better equipped to address problematic target behaviors functionally and

implement strategies within the classroom to systematically decrease target behaviors in
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an evidence-based manner. The inability to rule out contributing extraneous variables and
the lack of on-going support after the termination of the study were cited as the study’s
weaknesses. However, the high prevalence of success paired with the significant ratings
of social validity by both parents and educators are major strengths of this study. Clearly,
the utilization of the principles of ABA has demonstrated success within the classroom
and should be further explored within this context.

Loman and colleagues (2014) also researched teacher training on functional
assessment. Twelve participants across 10 elementary schools were recruited to
participate. The study design consisted of three phases in which educators were trained
on functional assessment procedures through a lecture-based training, afforded the
opportunity to complete the functional assessment process for a student, and finally,
university researchers checked the educators’ assessments for fidelity. Loman and
colleagues were also interested in determining whether or not educators saw functional
assessment processes as socially valid to their role in the classroom. Educators took a pre
and post assessment to determine whether knowledge for functional assessment practices
improved as a result of training. Educators also completed a basic functional assessment
questionnaire and observation form with summary statement to be checked by the
primary researchers. All of the aforementioned were the dependent variables of the study
while the training procedures served as the independent variable. Basic descriptive
statistics were used as the main data analysis tool for pre and post assessment measure.
Participants’ summary statements were checked against researcher functional analysis.
On all occasions, participant summary statements regarding function matched true

functional analysis procedures. The ability for educators to implement functional
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assessment procedures served as a major strength of the study. However, no follow-up
probes on participant knowledge of assessment procedures were doubted, which is
considered a limitation. Additionally, no comprehensive intervention packages to
determine if a student behavior could be reduced functionally occurred as a part of the
study. Clearly, educators can be trained in functional assessment procedures, but a
streamlined process to take assessment to practice in regard to behavior management
needs to be analyzed.

Although all educators can benefit from advanced training in ABA, novice
educators should be of particular emphasis as their classroom management practices are
evolving. Gann and Kunnavatana (2016) demonstrated a clear need for teacher training
on functional assessment and functional classroom management practices in their work
with a newly certified teacher who was in the process of attaining special education
certification. One classroom educator served as the participant of their study lending to a
single-case design research methodology with a changing criterion design. Phases of the
design included baseline, intervention, and an additional intervention with changing
criterion. Researchers found that a classroom teacher was not able to adhere to a scripted
management plan or intervention plan despite training. Furthermore, the participant had
no knowledge of the four functions of behavior or how they could impact student
behavior. This is indicative of a lack of formalized training in university programs or
school professional development programs in the areas of functional management
strategies and functional behavior assessment in the classroom setting. The reduction of
off-task behavior across three students in the participant’s classroom served as the

dependent variable. Researchers targeted the domains of antecedent techniques and
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strategies, use reinforcement, and deliver appropriate paced instruction as the phases of
the intervention. Components within each of these domains were introduced as part of the
comprehensive classroom management plan followed by the teacher in the changing-
criterion design. As a result and based on a visual analysis of the date, on-task behavior
for all three targeted students increased. The small sample size of participants is this
study’s major weakness. Additionally, the lack of involvement on part of the classroom
educator in the overall process of assessment and development of the management plan
was also a weakness. However, the ability of the researchers to demonstrate
improvements in teacher implementation of functional interventions based on assessment
is the study’s major strength. Ultimately, Gann and Kunnavatana’s results established the
need for enhanced training in functional assessment and classroom management planning
to decrease off-task behavior and produce enhanced learning outcomes.

Functional assessment procedures have proven challenging to implement within
the classroom setting. However, trial-based functional analysis offers a less cumbersome
strategy for educators to identify perceived functions of student behavior. Rispoli et al.
(2016) continued research in the area of functional analysis by comparing the
implementation of trial-based functional analysis to the traditional functional analysis
model in the public education setting. A lack of competency in assessing and intervening
on part of professional educators and support staff as well as educator commentary on a
lack of competency in functional assessment served as the driving factors for additional
research. In this study, educators were trained using a three-pronged approach involving
classroom component, a hands-on component, and a post- observation follow-up. Six

different educators, divided into groups of two, participated in the study. Four concurrent
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multiple baseline designs were used by researchers in effort to demonstrate effects of
their intervention across participants. Participants were exposed to a classroom training,
contrived practice with researchers and peers, captured practice in the classroom, and
maintenance probes for both trial-based functional analysis procedures and traditional
functional analysis procedures. All participants were able to obtain mastery criteria after
coaching and feedback for both assessment methodologies; however, less corrective
prompting was needed for the trial-based functional analysis procedure as compared to
traditional functional analysis procedures. Additionally, trial-based functional analysis
procedures were considered to be more socially valid. The limited time spent in the
classroom for generalization of training was a major limitation of the study as was the
prior knowledge skill set in regard to behavior analysis for all participants. Despite the
study’s limitation, the ability for educators to be trained in varying methodologies of
functional assessment in such a short time span served as a major strength. Furthermore,
a distinction between teacher preference towards trial-based functional analysis as
opposed to traditional functional analysis also emerged, which provides future research
pathways. A summary of noteworthy studies regarding teacher training on functional

assessment can be found in the Table 1.
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Educator Training on Functional Assessment
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Reference Participants Setting Independent Dependent Variable ~ Outcomes
Variable
Rispoli et Three head Head start Individualized Rate per minute of Rate per minute of
al., 2015 start teachers  classroom functional functional displays of target
and one communication  responding, rate per  behavior reduced
learner from strategies for minute of target over time while
each teacher’s each learner behavior displays functional
class communication
increased for each
learner
Loman & Twelve Tendifferent ~ Functional Pre and post Participants were
Horner, teachers elementary assessment measures on able to accurately
2014 schools training knowledge surround  identify function on
(classroom functional all occasions as a
based) followed  assessment and result of training and
by ability to completed reported high levels
complete a functional of social validity for
functional assessment functional assessment
assessment practices
Oakesetal., 148educators Professional Five-day Educators’ perceive  Increase in educator
2018 who attended  development training on knowledge of actual knowledge on
aprofessional  opportunity designing assessment, functional assessment
development  across 22 function-based confidence levels in  practices; need for
event midwestern interventions completing natural environment
school through five-step assessment, and practice notated
districts process perceived usefulness
of functional
assessment

Function-Based Classroom Management

The traditional functional analysis and trial-based functional analysis have

emerged as two prominent models to draw from when training educational professionals

on the basic principles of understanding the root causes of human behavior. While each

model assists in identifying the function of the problem behavior, the setting, data

collection for said behavior, and reporting methodologies vary between the models

(Bloom et al., 2013). In addition to training professional educators to understand the
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principles of functional analysis, research has extended into the domain of the creation
and implementation of functional-based interventions within the educational setting. In
an attempt to reduce targeted problematic behavior within the classroom setting,
researchers have begun to explore systematic interventions based on the identified
function of problem behavior in a variety of classroom setting across all age ranges
(Bruhn et al., 2016; Gann et al., 2014; LaBrot et al., 2018; Parks-Ennis et al., 2018;
Sanford & Horner, 2013; Trussell et al., 2016). Results have indicated that the use of
functional interventions in reducing student target behaviors can have higher success
rates than the use of traditional classroom management systems.

Gann et al. (2014) extended the research on functional assessment in a single
environment by looking at the generalizability of functional interventions for a student
across multiple settings within the school setting. Gann and colleagues studied one
participant in his science, mathematics, reading, and social studies class periods.
Researchers examined the participant’s off-task behavior in all of the aforementioned
classroom environments. On-task behavior became the desired target, which was
measured in 15 s intervals of the chunked observation periods of 20 min. Whole interval
recording measures the participant’s engagement in the desired target behavior for the
entire duration of the specified interval (Cooper et al., 2020). Researchers employed a
multiple baseline across settings single-subject research design to determine whether
intervention effects would be consistent across environments. Through a collaborative
model, researchers worked with educators to develop a comprehensive behavior plan to
address the identified functions of behaviors across teachers. Outcomes measured were

displayed by percent of on-task behavior displayed across all recording periods per
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environment. Based on a visual analysis of the data, the functional intervention was
successful in increasing on-task behavior for the participant across settings. The research
team’s lack of establishing steady rate responding in baseline for all settings served as a
major limitation of the study. Furthermore, the inclusion of only one participant paired
with the possibility of treatment interference could have potentially influenced the
identified outcomes. However, the significant upward trend following intervention served
as a major strength. Additionally, researchers limited the use of traditional behavior
modification strategies such as exclusion and think-sheets with more evidence-based
practices.

Bruhn and colleagues (2016) analyzed the effects of functional-management
strategies. The authors conducted a study with two high school students in two separate
studies. Study 2 was conducted as a means to build upon the limitations and
shortcomings of Study 1. Single-subject research designs were chosen for this study;
however, Study 1 consisted solely of a baseline and intervention measures while Study 2
included an additional baseline and intervention conditions to bolster control. The authors
analyzed the effects of individualized interventions that were developed from the
functional analysis results. While each participant underwent a different intervention
catered to their specific needs, the basic premise was to demonstrate basic schedules of
differential reinforcement. Furthermore, antecedent interventions were utilized. Off-task
behavior served as the dependent variable for Participant 1 while inappropriate language
use was the dependent variable for Participant 2. Their individual intervention packages
were the independent variables. Based on a visual analysis, both intervention packages

demonstrated utility in reducing the problem behavior. Although reduction in the desired
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target occurred, teacher fidelity of implementation was cited as a concern by researchers.
Thus, on-going training for educators could improve the future fidelity data. The small
sample size served as a major limitation of the study as well as the lack of teacher
involvement in the overall design of the prescribed intervention. Training in intervention
development is hypothesized to enhance classroom management practices. The ability to
demonstrate positive effects for functional interventions served as a major strength of this
study.

Sanford and Horner (2013) reviewed the effects of modifying instructional
variables when working with students with escape-maintained problem behaviors
associated with academic tasks. Participants included four second and third grade
students in different classrooms. Researchers used a non-concurrent multiple baseline
design in which students were in a frustration level placement followed by an
instructional level placement. It was hypothesized that based on a functional assessment
all identified participants were engaging in escape-based target behaviors to avoid
academic tasks in the classroom setting. A manipulation of student curricular materials
served as the independent variable for the study. On-task behavior or academic
engagement and percent occurrence of target behaviors served as the dependent variables.
Interval recording was the methodology used for data collection. Overall, the intervention
was successful in increasing on-task behavior for learners. However, the inability to
establish steady state of responding in baseline prior to intervention in relation to target
behaviors served as a limitation. Additionally, while functional-intervention strategies
were used in the form of antecedent interventions, participants were not taught

appropriate replacement behaviors to circumvent maladaptive behaviors. Based on a



36

visual analysis of the date, major strength of this study was the call to attention of the use
of antecedent interventions in a proactive manner when dealing with escape-maintained
behaviors as related to academic tasks, which are derived from a grounded understanding
of functional contingencies maintaining target behavior.

While many scholars focus on pure function-based interventions, LaBrot and
colleagues (2018) analyzed differential reinforcement schedules as related to identified
function for three different students in different classrooms in two Head Start centers in
the southeastern United States. The effects of non-contingent reinforcement (NCR) and
differential reinforcement of other behavior (DRO) with preschoolers were compared. It
should be noted that teachers were not involved in the functional intervention planning
process used by researchers. An alternating treatment design was utilized to compare the
differences in eliminating out-of-area behavior for the participants. Escape appeared to be
the prevailing function for all three participants. The importance of reinforcement in
building desirable behaviors and placing undesirable behaviors on extinction is often
overlooked (Cooper et al., 2020). LaBrot and colleagues trained teachers on
implementing NCR and DRO procedures in the classroom. During intervention, teachers
were cued with neon cards whether or not to use DRO and NCR in response to student
behavior. NCR and DRO both produced effects based on a visual analysis of the data.
While NCR produced effects for two students, DRO procedures were hypothesized to be
successful in reducing out-of- area behavior for one participant. These results indicate the
importance of training practitioners on a variety of functional strategies to employ with
learners as all learners are different. Researchers were able to demonstrate a strong effect

for the use of functional interventions in increasing academic engagement and reducing
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out-of-area behavior through the utilization of ABA principles. The variability in the data
pose a limitation to this study as steady state responding in an upward direction was
never achieved. LaBrot et al. also indicated the lack of maintenance probes for teachers to
be a limitation of this study. The successful demonstration of NCR and DRO strategies in
reducing out-of-area behavior served as a major strength of this study. However,
replication of this study is advisable in order to ensure generalizability in the results.
While LaBrot and colleagues (2018) focused on exclusive implementation of
functional interventions, Hirsch and colleagues (2015) maintained that teachers should be
primary participants in developing functional interventions and can be trained using
multiple modalities of instruction. The authors conducted a study in which pre-service
educators were exposed to functional assessment in two different groups, one digital and
one face-to-face. There were 199 pre-service educators across three universities that
participated in the study. The primary researchers assigned participants to a digital
instruction group or a live lecture group in order to receive instruction of functional
behavior assessment (FBA) procedures. Participants were required to self-report on their
knowledge on FBA and were randomly assigned to the two intervention groups as well.
Both groups of participants received the same information. It should be noted that only
functional assessment procedures were trained within this study; furthermore, extension
of knowledge of assessment into the creation of interventions did not occur.
Generalization of trained principles to natural environments did not occur. Researchers
analyzed the pre and post assessment measures. Furthermore, analysis of variance
procedures was utilized to determine whether the different training modalities produced

statistically significant differences in performance. Overall, training did allow
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participants to increase their knowledge centered on FBA practices. It is important to note
that participants did not receive the opportunity to apply knowledge in real life classroom
situations, which is a major limitation of the study. The active responding component of
the digital training, absent of in-person training, proves that there is a need for rehearsal,
which is a major component of a behavioral skills training model. Thus, teachers can
achieve proficiency when trained via multiple modalities with embedded opportunities
for frequent practice. Hirsch and colleagues noted that a future direction for research
should include both pre-service and current educators’ training in the intricacies of
utilizing functional assessment practices in the classroom.

Relying on an A-B-A-B research design whereas A serves as baseline and
subsequent return to baseline (no intervention) and B serves as intervention, Hendrix and
colleagues (2018) demonstrated educators and paraprofessionals’ ability to successfully
implement functional interventions to reduce targeted classroom disruption with fidelity.
A young student, referred to as Daniel, served as the participant of the study. The
classroom teacher worked alongside the paraprofessionals to implement interventions to
reduce the target behavior of disruption, which served as the primary dependent variable.
Partial interval recording procedures for 15 min durations were used for classroom
disruption. Intervals were broken into 15 s increments. Intervention tactics employed
during phase B included the antecedent manipulations of self-monitoring and utilization
of a concern card and reinforcement for requesting attention in an adaptive manner. Data
were analyzed through a visual analysis of classroom disruption across phases and the
intervention appeared to be successful. A major limitation of the study was the fact that

Hendrix and colleagues did not include teachers or paraprofessionals in the formal
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assessment process. Function-based interventions were derived from assessment
completed by the interventions, and these interventions ultimately reduced the
problematic target behavior. The overall weakness of the study was the researchers’ lack
of inclusion of primary stakeholders in the assessment process. While the researchers
conducted interviews using indirect methods, no formal trainings on the methodologies
other than their developed interventions were provided to the educators or
paraprofessionals. Ultimately, practitioners who were skilled in the utilization of
assessment procedures were able to reduce behaviors through functional methods. This
outcome indicates the need fo