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Levi is an 8-year-old'malé diagnosed with attention-deficit/hyper-
activity disorder (ADHD), autism spectrum disorder (ASD), and a sen-
sory integration diserder."Levi, a third grader, attends his neighborhood
elementary school, 'where he spends 60% of his day in an autistic sup-
port classroom,~He participates in social studies, specials, and lunch
with his general‘education cohort. According to recent cognitive assess-
ments, Levi’s.intellectual functioning is in the low-average range, with
a relative-strength in working memory and a relative weakness in visuo-
spatial ‘tasks. The examiner noted that Levi’s low frustration tolerance
may. have impacted his effort level on some of the subtests, rendering the
results an underestimate of his overall cognitive ability. Levi’s fine and
gross motor skills are also significantly delayed. Until the beginning of
third grade, Levi toe walked when not wearing shoes. He cannot tie his
shoes independently and has some difficulty with buttoning and zipping.
Levi’s handwriting is barely legible, as he often produces written work
that contains poorly formed, unevenly spaced letters, as well as missed
punctuation and frequent misspellings. Resultantly, Levi receives weekly
occupational therapy sessions that are embedded within his autistic
support classroom. Levi’s coordination and balance are delayed, as he
is unable to ride a bicycle without training wheels. Levi also requires
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adapted physical education services in school to meaningfully partici-
pate in physical education activities and improve his motor planning
skills.

As early as preschool, Levi exhibited behavioral issues, stemming
from emotion dysregulation, that interfered with his ability to comply
with adult directions, interact appropriately with peers, and manage
frustration. When frustrated or upset, Levi often physically aggressed
toward peers and adults, and destroyed materials. As such, Levi was
expelled from two day care settings and one preschool program due
to the intensity of his violent outbursts. Levi was evaluated and began
receiving special education services at age 6, at the end of kindergar-
ten. In accordance with the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (IDEA) eligibility categories, Levi’s special education/classifica-
tions included Autism and Other Health Impairment (to_address his
psychiatric diagnosis of ADHD). Since that time, strategies to address
Levi’s communication needs, behavioral issues, and.written expression
deficits have been documented in an individualized education program
(IEP).

When Levi entered second grade, the severity of his behavioral
issues intensified, prompting the addition ‘efia positive behavior support
(PBS) plan to his IEP. Presently, Leyi engages in severe behavioral inci-
dents multiple times throughout a school day, with the duration of these
episodes lasting typically under, 10. minutes. These behaviors substan-
tially interfere with Levi’s ¢lassroom engagement, academic progress,
and ability to maintain peer relationships.

In just one recentschool day, Levi engaged in the following three
behavioral incidents:

o Incident1: Levi’s class was transitioning to the gymnasium for
physical education-class. Levi was third in line and appeared visibly upset
about not-being selected as the “line leader.” He made facial grimaces
at the students in front of him and mumbled disrespectful comments as
he entered the gymnasium. The class began with a badminton warm-up
activity; Levi was paired with a nonpreferred peer to practice bouncing
a shuttlecock on the racket. Each pair had one racket and shuttlecock.
The students were instructed to take turns using the racket to bounce
the shuttlecock while counting for each other; the number of consecu-
tive bounces achieved would be reported to the teacher at the conclusion
of the activity. Levi grabbed the racket from his peer, scowling, “I’ll go
first!” The peer began counting Levi’s bounces, “One, two,” and then
the shuttlecock fell to the floor. Levi screamed at the peer, “I hate you,
cheater! You always make me miss it!” as he threw the racket toward the
wall and stormed out of the gymnasium.
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o Incident 2: Ms. Pennypacker directed her students to begin work-
ing independently on their assignment in their math workbooks. As Ms.
Pennypacker wrote the page number on the whiteboard, she reminded
her students that they needed to show all of their work in order to receive
full credit. Levi dramatically fell to the floor and began searching for his
favorite blue pencil. After several minutes, Levi returned to his seat and
began kicking the legs of his desk. Ms. Pennypacker approached Levi’s
desk and reminded him that all of his math work had to be finished in
order to go outside for recess. Levi yelled, “Idiot!” at Ms. Pennypacker,
ripped the pages from his workbook, and began stomping on them.

o Incident 3: As Ms. Pennypacker reviewed Levi’s point-earnings
with him at the end of language arts class, she praised him for having
his homework completed and submitted on time. Shesalso commended
Levi for identifying several supporting arguments in.his persuasive essay
on preserving natural ecosystems. Next, Ms. Pennypacker urged Levi
to use a “quiet raised hand” to get her attention.rather than saying her
name repeatedly. Levi started talking over Ms-Pennypacker, telling her
he needed her help immediately, because he-wanted to finish his essay in
class. As Mr. Pennypacker continued.to speak about Levi’s point earn-
ings, he pounded his fists on his desk, repeatedly called her an “idiot,”
and blamed her for “taking away his points.”

There are hundreds of'students like Levi. Some present more severe
problem behaviors; others present less problematic concerns. Neverthe-
less, the question of how to begin designing a PBS plan for such a student
can be overwhelming=—particularly when team members feel pressured
to balance the.student’s needs with the needs and concerns of other stu-
dents, teachers; parents, and school administrators.

PBS offers-a comprehensive, problem-solving approach for under-
standing~reasons for problem behavior and designing effective and
long-lasting interventions uniquely tailored to individual students. The
problem-solving and ongoing nature of the approach makes the process
dyniamic and flexible. Team members develop and implement a behavior
support plan once they gather sufficient information about a student
and potential reasons for problem behaviors. Over time, a number of
life changes (e.g., a transition to a new classroom, emergence of men-
tal health concerns) may require the team to modify these supports to
address new concerns.

Although the process for providing PBS is dynamic, it is helpful
to conceptualize the entire process—from identifying a problem behav-
ior to evaluating and modifying a behavior support plan—in explicit
steps (e.g., Bambara, Janney, & Snell, 2015; Dunlap et al., 2010). Our
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purpose in this chapter is to overview five basic process steps for design-
ing PBS interventions for individual students. Specific information on
how to conduct functional assessments, develop hypotheses, and design
and evaluate individualized behavior support plans is described in sub-
sequent chapters. Our goal in this chapter is to provide an organizing
framework for illustrating the entire PBS process.

STEPS IN THE PBS PROCESS

The five-step PBS process is illustrated in Figure 5.1. These five basic
steps may be applied across students with and without IEPs, acrossivari-
ous disabilities or diagnoses (e.g., learning disabilities, emotional/behav-
ioral disorders, intellectual disability, autism), problem behaviors (e.g.,
aggression, disruption, self-injury, social withdrawal), and-settings (i.e.,
home, school, community). In this chapter, examplés of how the process
can be applied are provided for Levi. Other case illustrations with differ-
ent students and problem behaviors may be found.throughout the text.

Step 1: Prioritize and Define the Problem.Behavior

Key Questions: What is the problem? Ts bebavior support necessary?

The first step in the process'is t6 determine what the problem is and
whether an individualizeéd| behavior support plan is necessary. Not
every student who engages in problem behaviors requires a comprehen-
sive behavior support plan as described in this book. Most students are
responsive to general'schoolwide supports, classroom rules, or informal
teacher interventions (see Chapters 2 and 3). However, for a student who
is unresponsive to-general Tier 1 and more targeted Tier 2 interventions,
team members must consider whether an individualized behavior sup-
port planis'needed. Furthermore, because most students who engage in
pergistent problem behaviors present many behavioral challenges, teams
must-determine which problem behaviors are important to change first,
which may be addressed at a later time, and which (relatively speaking)
may be unimportant to change or of lesser concern. For the student’s and
the team’s sake, it may be simpler not to attempt to intervene on all of
the student’s problem behaviors at the same time. Also, different behav-
iors may be responsive to a single support plan, reducing the number of
necessary multiple interventions.

Bambara et al. (20135) offer a useful way to prioritize interventions
based on the seriousness of problem behavior or degree of concern. They
state that a student’s behaviors are problematic when they are harmful
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Positive Behavior Support at a Glance
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FIGURE 5.1. Five-step process for designing a PBS plan.
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or threaten the safety of the student or others, have a negative impact on
learning, hinder participation in activities, or interfere with the develop-
ment of positive social relationships and social acceptance by others.
In other words, the seriousness of a problem behavior, and whether it
is a problem to be targeted for intervention, should be judged by its
impact on important social and learning outcomes, and not by its gen-
eral appearance or degree of personal annoyance (e.g., “Her fidgeting is
driving me crazy!”).

To decide where to start, teams may wish to consider the three
levels of priority for intervention shown in Table 5.1. Destructive
behaviors, or behaviors that are harmful or threaten the safety.of the
student or others, should receive first priority when team menibers are
considering interventions. Examples of destructive behaviors include
head banging, cutting, or other acts of self-injury; hitting other stu-
dents; kicking during tantrums; refusing to eat; or bringing weapons
to school. Destructive behaviors should always betaddressed through
a comprehensive PBS plan that includes procedures: for crisis manage-
ment to protect the student and others from harm. It is important to
note that teams are required by IDEA to examine a student’s existing
behavior support plan and to conduct a‘functional behavioral assess-
ment when disruptive behaviors prompt.a change in educational place-
ment (e.g., suspension from school in excess of 10 consecutive days or

TABLE 5.1. Priorities for Intervention

First priority: Destructive-behaviors

e Is the behavior harmful, health-threatening or life-threatening to the student
or others?

Second priority:"Disruptive behaviors

e Does the behavior interfere with the student’s or other students’ learning?

e Does the behavior interfere with or impede social relationships?

e Does'the behavior prevent the student from participating in daily school,
home, or community activities?

e Does the behavior destroy materials in a dangerous or an interfering way
(e.g., shredding clothing, ripping books)?

e Is the behavior likely to become destructive without effective intervention?

Third priority: Distracting behaviors

Does the behavior interfere with social acceptance?

Does the behavior have a negative impact on the student’s image?
Does the behavior damage (not destroy) materials?

Is the behavior likely to become disruptive if ignored?

Note. Adapted with permission from Janney and Snell (2000). Copyright © 2000 by Paul H.
Brookes Publishing Co.
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alternative school placement due to a weapon or illegal drug violation)
(Ryan, Katsiyannis, & Chmelar, 2007).

Disruptive behaviors should receive the next level of priority con-
sideration in a comprehensive support plan. Disruptive behaviors do
not immediately endanger the student or others, but they do interfere
with everyday activities and experiences needed for positive develop-
ment. Persistent acts of disruptive behaviors can interfere with learning;
prevent the student from fully participating in school, home, and com-
munity activities; and hinder the student from forming positive social
relationships with others. Levi’s team classified his problem behaviors
as disruptive, requiring serious consideration for developing a PBSplan.
Talking over teachers and peers, speaking in a disrespectful torie, yelling
“idiot” repeatedly, grunting, banging his fists on his désks, and swip-
ing materials off his desk significantly disrupt typical classroom activi-
ties and seriously jeopardize Levi’s opportunities to.become an accepted
member of his class and to form friendships with his.peers. Levi’s behav-
ioral issues have been largely unamenable to past intervention efforts,
and thus require additional assessment to'modify his existing behavior
support plan.

Distracting behaviors should receive the lowest priority for inter-
vention. Generally, a distracting béhavior deviates from what is typically
expected from a student of the samie age, but it does not substantially
interfere with learning and~participation in daily activities. Distract-
ing behaviors (e.g., walkinig into the classroom and needing to follow
the same path every day, flapping hands when excited, or dressing age-
inappropriately) may-warrant a behavior support plan when a team and
family are concerned’that the behaviors could develop into disruptive
behaviors over time; or interfere with a student’s social acceptance. To be
clear, not all atypical behaviors are targets for behavior change. Schools
should estdblish’ a culture of diversity in which students, teachers, and
parents.Jearn to accept differences in others—especially students with
disabilities—even when the differences are atypical. For example, Levi
is fascinated with ecosystems. He researches extensively about different
types of ecosystems and enjoys talking with his peers and teachers about
their habitat characteristics, such as the abiotic and biotic factors within
each ecosystem. In his free time, Levi enjoys drawing fictional ecosys-
tems for his fantasy world. Although his intense interest certainly sets
him apart from his peers, Levi’s team members views his fascination as a
“special interest” and not a problem behavior or obsession that requires
intervention. It may become a behavior of concern if the team members
believe that Levi’s special interest in ecosystems prevents him from form-
ing other interests or interferes with his opportunities to play or make
friends with his peers.
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In addition to determining whether there is a problem, another
first-step activity is to define the problem clearly. A clear definition of
the problem behavior is essential for unambiguous communication, as
well as precise measurement of the problem behavior’s frequency during
functional assessment and intervention. Rather than using general or
lay terms (e.g., “Levi is noncompliant or aggressive”), a clear definition
describes what the student does or what the problem behavior looks
like (e.g., “Levi bangs his fists on his desk, kicks his desk or table legs,
grunts, and yells disrespectful comments such as “Fine, you idiots”).
Chapter 7 provides more detailed information on how to define problem
behaviors in useful ways.

To summarize, team members can justify intervening with d-prob-
lem behavior and developing a behavior support plan when they can
offer a rationale for intervention based on one of the three levels of pri-
ority. Once the team members have identified and defined the problem,
they are ready for the next step in the PBS process:

Step 2: Conduct a Functional Assessment

Key Question: Why is the problem behavior occurring?

Conducting a functional assessment (also known as functional behav-
ioral assessment) is a critical step inithe PBS process. A behavior support
plan is most effective when itis.informed by assessment information that
explains why a student is(fengaging in problem behaviors. Most educa-
tors would not dream of designing a reading intervention without first
knowing about a student’s strengths, weaknesses, and specific reading
difficulties. Just as-a-thorough assessment is critical for effective aca-
demic interventions, so is it vital for effective behavioral interventions.
Before team members ask what can be done to address a student’s
problem behayior, they must first ask, “Why is problem behavior occur-
ring?” and-*What’s going on in the student’s life and immediate environ-
mernt?” Although it is often erroneously understood as such, functional
assessment is not a single assessment tool or a collection of assessment
instruments. Rather, functional assessment is a process for gathering
information, understanding the reasons for problem behavior, and pre-
cisely identifying environmental conditions (both micro-level and macro-
level) that lead to and maintain problem behavior. Unlike the medical
model, in which the focus is on curing or “fixing” a child, PBS empha-
sizes changing the environment and teaching alternative skills so that
problem behavior is no longer necessary or useful to the student. Thus,
the primary purpose of functional assessment is not to diagnose the stu-
dent (e.g., “Problem behaviors are occurring because the individual is
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autistic or has a behavior disorder”), but to uncover relevant and accu-
rate information needed to change the student’s environment, teach
alternative skills, and promote a better life—all of which are the aims of
behavior support interventions.

Like solid detective work, conducting a good functional assess-
ment requires strong diagnostic skills. The process is best guided by
team members’ knowledge of the many factors that could contribute to
problem behavior (as discussed in Chapter 4), information about what
questions to ask, and familiarity with what to look for when gather-
ing information and observing a student. Once functional assessment
is understood as a diagnostic process, a team can then select from the
many available functional assessment tools described in Chapter 8 of
this book (e.g., interviews, rating scales, direct observation methods) to
assist with information gathering.

A comprehensive functional assessment typically involves gather-
ing two types of information about the studentiand his or her prob-
lem behavior. When gathering broad information, team members are
interested in learning about the individwal’s~educational background
and history; overall health; skills and abilities; and overall quality of
life at home and in school (e.g., relationships with family, peer friend-
ships, community and school involvement). Particularly useful when not
all team members know the student well, broad information, gathered
through record reviews and-interviews with relevant people, may pro-
vide important backgroufid, information that helps explain how prob-
lem behavior developed; provide insight and direction for further, more
specific assessmentyand Suggest broad curricular and lifestyle changes
that may be needed..In addition, gathering broad information can help
the team membersidearn about the student’s strengths, preferences, and
special interests that may be embedded in a support plan to create moti-
vating learning/environments for the student and generally enhance a
student’s~quality of life. In Levi’s case, his teacher noted that he enjoys
drawing, using technology, and helping with classroom jobs. Also, Levi
is able'to maintain his attention and focus when involved in a preferred
activity, such as reading stories. Socially, Levi enjoys eating lunch with
his peers and talking about Minecraft. Although Levi enjoys several
types of reinforcers, he tends to satiate quickly on preferred activities
when incorporated into his behavioral intervention plans.

An important focal point for Levi’s team is to learn more about how
his educational history and current academic abilities affect his ability
to work independently. In addition, his team might consider exploring
whether his deteriorating social behaviors (i.e., his teachers report that
problem behaviors are on the rise) are due to the onset of illness, other
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physical problems, or changes at home (e.g., “Is he experiencing a recur-
rence of otitis media or suffering from a sinus infection again?”; “Is his
asthma worsening?”; “Have there been any changes at home?”). Fur-
thermore, Levi’s team might consider learning about his social history,
access to peer groups (e.g., “Does he have friends at home, play with
neighborhood kids, and participate in after-school clubs and sports?”),
and social skills (e.g., “Does he know how to play cooperatively with
peers and accept the outcome of competitive activities?”). Answers to
such questions can provide useful but very general and often speculative
information about potential reasons for problem behavior. To be max-
imally effective, broad information must be used in conjunction'with
more specific assessments of problem behavior.

When gathering specific information, team members.focus their
assessment to identify specific environmental events that are more imme-
diately associated with the onset and occurrence of problem behavior.
The goals are to reliably predict the precise circumstances that provoke
problem behavior and to determine the function problem behavior serves
for the student under the circumstances.

For instance, the members of Levi’s team-might ask questions such
as “Does Levi grunt and speak disrespectfully during all school activi-
ties, or only some?”; “Does Levi bang his fists and swipe materials off his
desk only during math, or also during other academic activities?”; “In
situations or activities where problem behavior occurs, how do teachers
and peers respond to problembehaviors, and what are the outcomes for
Levi?” To answer these questions, team members observe and record
what happens before problem behaviors occur to identify potential ante-
cedent or setting events that trigger or set the stage for problem behavior.
Likewise, team members record what happens after problem behavior
occurs, noting how teachers, peers, and others respond and what Levi
seems to get (eventually, if not immediately) from engaging in problem
behavior. Neting what happens after problem behavior occurs provides
important.¢lues for determining function.

Obsérvation of a student continues over time, until the team is able
to discern reliable patterns that predict the specific circumstances pro-
voking problem behaviors (i.e., when, where, how, and with whom) and
the function(s) served by them. Once a discernible pattern emerges, team
members move to the next step of the PBS process—developing hypoth-
esis statements. However, even when a clear pattern emerges, one fas-
cinating aspect of functional assessment is that the process is ongoing.
There are always more questions to ask about the information gathered
that lead to refinements of the team’s hypotheses and improvements in
the behavior support plan over time.
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Step 3: Develop Hypothesis Statements

Key Questions: What is the association between specific events and the
problem behavior? How may these patterns be summarized?

The third step of the PBS process is to formulate hypothesis statements
that describe why the student is engaging in problem behavior and
what function problem behavior serves for the student (this process is
described in detail in Chapter 9). Essentially, hypothesis statements con-
cisely summarize the patterns revealed during the functional assessment
process. Hypothesis statements are extremely important becauses;when
constructed appropriately, they help team members to link interyentions
to the assessment information collected. In other words, they identify
the exact environmental circumstances that will be addressed through
positive supports.

For example, over several days of observdtion; Levi’s functional
assessment revealed three distinct patterns of preblem behaviors—one
centering around tasks requiring a writtenmrésponse, one around com-
petitive activities, and one around receiving.Corrective feedback. These
patterns are summarized in three hypothesis statements:

e Hypothesis 1: When Leyvi is provided with tasks that use nonpre-
ferred writing instruments or tasks that require him to continu-
ously maintain focus for more than 5 minutes, he will engage in
disruptive behaviors-(e.g., grunt, bang his fists on his desk, and/
or throw or swipe‘materials off his desk) to escape the academic
demand or activity.

o Hypothesisi2: When Levi is playing competitive games in the
classroom or gym and is assigned to work with a nonpreferred
teacher or peer, he will blame others for his mistakes or misbe-
havior, mumble or yell disrespectful comments (e.g., “You idiot”)
and punch and karate chop walls to escape the activity and per-
sons assigned to work with him.

e Hypothesis 3: When receiving corrective feedback, Levi talks
over teachers, speaks in a disrespectful tone of voice, destroys,
throws, or swipes materials of his desk (e.g., rips point sheet,
throws his pencil case) and/or bangs his fists on his desk to escape

the feedback.

Hypothesis statements are always written in a similar format (as
above) to identify specific antecedents and setting events (“when this
happens”), describe the problem behavior (“the student does this”), and
identify the behavior function (“in order to get or avoid something”).
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This format parallels the four-term contingency introduced in Chap-
ter 4; as such, it is extremely useful for informing team members what
specific aspects of the student’s environment need to be changed (e.g.,
antecedents) and what alternative skills to teach to alleviate problem
behavior (e.g., teaching Levi to tolerate nonpreferred peers instead of
being disrespectful and disruptive). Each of the three hypotheses sug-
gest that Levi engages in problem behaviors to escape the things that are
difficult for him; however, each hypothesis points to different circum-
stances or antecedents that trigger problem behaviors. Thus, Levi’s team
will need to consider each behavioral function when designing interven-
tions, making sure that the interventions address each antecedentand
maintaining consequence.

In addition to developing hypothesis statements, anotherdimportant
activity in this step is to summarize the broad information'gathered dur-
ing the functional assessment process. When combined with hypotheses
for problem behavior, broad information on the student’s history, gen-
eral skills, medical background, preferences, and lifestyle can help the
team members to make critical decisions about what specific interven-
tions to select and determine what lifestyle changes are needed to pro-
mote desired outcomes for the student, as described in Chapter 13. In
addition, summarizing broad information can help to explain why the
patterns of problem behavior developed and what conditions appear to
support them.

Based on their assessmerit, efforts, Levi’s team members concluded
that assignments using nonpreferred writing instruments (e.g., pencil,
pen, marker) and tasks that tequire Levi to show his work in math class
are problematic for him~—not because of actual work difficulty, but
because of Levi’s.negative work history. Even though Levi’s third-grade
curriculum is,matched appropriately to his abilities, his history of low
frustration tolerance and repeated failure appears to have made writ-
ing tasks inpleasant or aversive to him. Concomitantly, he may dread
writing-tasks because of his visuospatial weaknesses and poor motor
sequencing skills—these types of tasks significantly influence both the
quality of the task outcome and speed of task performance. Combining
this understanding with their hypothesis, the members of Levi’s support
team will tailor interventions both to build Levi’s ability in, and persis-
tence with, fine motor tasks and provide compensation strategies aimed
at reducing the negative impact of writing on learning. With regard to
playing competitive classroom games, Levi’s team members conclude
that Levi’s lack of prior social opportunities, lack of social skills (e.g.,
empathy, turn taking, resiliency), and lack of self-discipline (e.g., man-
age emotions, exert self-control, develop perseverance) all play a role in
influencing his problem behavior. For example, when his class is assigned
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to work in dyads and Levi is paired with a peer whom he perceives is
not as skilled as other peers, Levi exhibits disruptive and disrespectful
behaviors to avoid the possibility of defeat. In other words, Levi strug-
gles with accepting the concept of losing and not always being the win-
ner. This suggests that creating social opportunities for teamwork and
collaboration, along with social skills training to cope with losing, will
be important to consider in Levi’s behavior support plan.

Step 4: Develop a PBS Plan

Key Questions: Given our hypotheses, what aspects of the student’s
environment need to be changed? What alternative skills need
to be taught?

Once hypotheses are formulated, the fourth step.in the PBS process
is to develop a PBS plan. By this stage in theptocess, team members
are often anxious to be rid of problem behavior; despite their well-for-
mulated hypotheses, they may ask, “OKywhat can we do to stop it?”
Obviously from our discussions thus far, this is the wrong question to
ask, because it can lead to highly punitive and ineffective interventions
that ignore the conditions contributing to problem behaviors. Rather,
when designing a support plan, team members must stay focused on
their hypotheses and other relevant assessment information. They must
ask, “What conditions should’be changed, and what alternative skills
can be taught?”

Unlike conventional behavior management plans, which typically
employ a single intervention, PBS plans are comprehensive and comprise
multiple intervention or support strategies. This is so for several rea-
sons. First, hypotheses and broad assessment information often suggest
multiple influences and functions of problem behaviors, as illustrated in
Levi’s case, To be maximally effective, support plans need to address as
many-of ‘these influences as possible and teach students skills for differ-
ent situations. Rarely does a single intervention do the job. Second, PBS
is"aimed at facilitating success in all settings in which a student lives,
plays, works, or goes to school. As such, sometimes different supports
are needed for different settings. For instance, influences on problem
behavior are likely to differ in diverse settings, requiring a different
intervention approach for each location. In addition, team members
must be concerned with selecting supports that can be realistically car-
ried out by people in different settings. Because people have different
values and skills, and have to deal with different setting demands and
routines, behavior supports necessarily need to be adapted to fit these
situations. For example, supports aimed at helping Levi to interact
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better with his peers in gym class are likely to differ from the social
interaction supports in the classroom.

The third reason for the comprehensive nature of behavior support
plans has to do with the purposes of PBS. Whereas conventional behav-
ior management plans focus on stopping problem behavior (usually by
punishing it), PBS plans focus on prevention, teaching, and facilitating
long-term effectiveness. Each purpose requires a different intervention
approach to achieve success and cannot be addressed with a single strat-
egy alone.

Comprehensive behavior support plans are built around four key
components. Each component serves a different purpose, and.when
combined, they emphasize prevention, teaching, and long-term éffective-
ness. As shown in Figure 5.2, these components are (1) antecedent/set-
ting event interventions, to change events that evoke problem behaviors;
(2) alternative skills instruction, to teach socially desired substitutes for
problem behaviors; (3) responses to problem behaviors, to change (in
effective and instructive ways) the reactions of others to problem behav-
iors; and (4) long-term supports, to make broad-curricular, social, or
lifestyle changes to support desired outcomes over time.

When designing a support plan, teamembers select support strat-
egies for each component by considefing what is most likely to be effec-
tive for the student given hypotheses for problem behavior and other
relevant assessment information, In.addition, the team selects strategies
by considering those that best.fit'the settings in which the plan will be

Antecedent/setting | Alternative skills Responses to
event interventions. [.instruction problem behavior | Long-term supports
e Modify or e Teach e Reduce o Make lifestyle
eliminate replacement outcomes for changes
problem skills that problem behavior Implement
antecedent and/ serve the same 4 Pprovide strategies to
or setting events purpose as the instructive sustain support
e Introduce problem behavior  feedback/
positive e Teach coping introduce logical
antecedents/ and tolerance consequences
setting events skills o Develop a crisis
e Teach general management
skills to plan
expand overall
competence

FIGURE 5.2. Components of a positive PBS plan.
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implemented. Fortunately, once team members understand the reasons
for problem behaviors, there are often numerous support strategies that
can address the same problem in different settings.

For most students with persistent and difficult-to-change problem
behaviors, all four components are necessary; however, in some cases,
not all components or support strategies may be implemented at the
same time. Some teams may decide to focus on antecedent interventions
first, and, once problem behavior is prevented, then direct their atten-
tion toward teaching alternative skills and designing long-term supports.
Other teams may decide to focus on lifestyle changes (a strategy ainder
long-term supports), and to determine, once the changes have) been
made, what alternative skills or antecedent interventions aré necessary.
Although it may be possible to implement less than four‘components at
any one time, it is never appropriate for a PBS plan to.consist entirely
of strategies for responding to problem behavior only. This would make
intervention consequence-oriented and reactive rather than instructive
and preventive. The following discussion provides a brief overview of
each component and its purpose.

Antecedent/Setting Event Interventions

Antecedent/setting event interventions serve a preventive purpose. Once
antecedents or setting events are identified in hypothesis statements,
team members can eliminate o¥ modify them so that problem behavior is
no longer provoked by these‘troublesome events. In addition to changing
problem events, team~members may introduce positive events, known
to promote desired-behaviors, into the student’s daily routines. When
conditions are built in to promote positive behaviors, problem behavior
is less likely.

In Levi’s situation, academic assignments that require him to use
nonpreférred writing instruments trigger Levi’s disruptive behaviors
(e.g.sgrunting, banging his fists on his desk, and/or throwing or swip-
ing materials off his desk). The members of Levi’s team can prevent this
problem behavior by considering how they might change this antecedent
event. Depending on what is possible or practical to implement in the
classroom, Levi’s team might consider presenting him with digital (e.g.,
computer, iPad) and nondigital (e.g., paper, pencil) options to complete
his assignments, thereby reducing the negative impact of writing on the
task outcome. Also, embedding instructional choices within writing
tasks and tasks that require Levi to continuously maintain focus for more
than 5 minutes, such as choice of assignments or locations to work, may
help increase Levi’s motivation and greater sense of control, reducing the
likelihood of escape. Levi’s team may also use noncontingent escape to
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preferred activities (e.g., drawing time, access to preferred technology,
classroom jobs helper) at established intervals during writing-intensive
tasks. To increase the robustness of the noncontingent escape procedure,
Levi’s teachers must remind him of his access to escape (“Levi, 5 more
minutes until iPad time”) at the start of a perceived difficult task and
as needed throughout the task, particularly if his teachers notice Levi’s
subtle facial expressions (e.g., furrowed brow, clenched jaw, eyes nar-
rowed, face reddening). In this option, building in opportunities for Levi
to engage in preferred activities that are not contingent on his behavior
can increase his motivation to persist during less-preferred tasks. The
team’s selection of intervention or combination of interventions depends
on what makes the most sense for Levi and what can be practically car-
ried out in the classroom.

Although antecedent/setting event interventions may only provide
a temporary solution, their chief advantage is that they quickly prevent
problem behaviors, because instigating factors are eliminated or modi-
fied. Their quick-acting nature can provide immediate relief for teach-
ers, for parents, and for the student who is tfroubled by the antecedent/
setting events, and in some cases they can result in very powerful out-
comes (e.g., placement in a more restrictive setting can be avoided). Just
as importantly, antecedent/setting eyéntinterventions play an important
role in creating positive conditions for learning new or alternative skills.
It is extremely difficult to teach-students new ways of responding when
they are engaging in probleni behaviors. But when troublesome anteced-
ent conditions or setting events are changed, learning new ways of deal-
ing with difficult situations'becomes easier and more enjoyable for the
learner. Various antecedent and setting event interventions, along with
guidelines for theirselection, are presented in Chapter 10.

Alternative Skills Instruction

The purpese of alternative skills instruction is to teach the student
socially~acceptable substitutes for problem behaviors. Whereas ante-
cedent/setting event interventions are dependent on the actions of oth-
ers, alternative skills instruction gives the student the power to achieve
desired outcomes and change conditions, so that problem behaviors are
no longer needed. Alternative skills instruction contributes to long-term
effectiveness, because the learner is less dependent on teacher or parent
interventions and has the ability to control his or her environment in
both effective and socially appropriate ways.

Three types of alternative skills interventions may be included in
a behavior support plan. The first type, replacement skills, teaches the
student to use a socially acceptable alternative that achieves exactly the
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same purpose or function as the problem behavior. This intervention is
predicated on the assumption that problem behaviors can be effectively
eliminated if the learner has another appropriate means of achieving
the same outcome as the problem behavior. Simply put, if an alternative
skill is as good or better than the problem behavior at obtaining the
desired outcome, the student will use it instead. For example, to replace
talking over teachers, speaking in a disrespectful tone of voice, destroy-
ing, throwing, and/or swiping materials off his desk in order to escape
teacher feedback, Levi’s team might consider teaching him how to calmly
communicate with his teacher that he is not ready to receive correetive
feedback and would like take a break (e.g., “May I take a break?”; “I'm
not ready now, I need to take some time”; “I'm upset, may L have'a break
please?”). Levi may also be taught to request a break instead of engaging
in problem behaviors during gym class or when working independently
on an assignments to escape nonpreferred situations.

The second type of alternative skills intervention focuses on teach-
ing coping and tolerance skills for dealing with difficult or stressful
situations. Like all of us, students who €ngage in problem behaviors
need to learn how to cope effectively with-difficult situations that can-
not or should not be changed or avoidéd./Targets for intervention might
include learning how to wait, relaxing during stressful events, control-
ling anger, persisting with difficult tasks, and learning how to problem-
solve independently rather than'relying on others to generate solutions
to problems. An importati, tatget for Levi is learning how to calmly
listen to and accept correéctive feedback from his teacher, and to use an
anger management strategy (e.g., put his head down and take a few deep
breaths) if he becomes upset or frustrated. Another coping skill criti-
cal to Levi’s suecess is accepting unfavorable outcomes of competitive
activities. Additionally, although antecedent/setting event interventions
can reduce(some of the burden for Levi, eventually he will need to learn
how to-persist with tasks that require sustained focus for more than 5
minutes.and accept losing without speaking disrespectfully and exhibit-
ing disruptive behaviors. In this option, Levi’s team may consider using
a contingency map, a cognitive-behavioral visual support strategy that
illustrates what to do and what not to do during difficult situations,
and the consequences of each. For example, the contingency may show
that when losing a game, Levi has the choice of remaining calm and
congratulating the winner, which will result in peer acceptance, teacher
praise, and participation points, or engaging in problem behavior, which
will result in peer rejection, teacher dissatisfaction, and loss of partici-
pation points. While Levi’s contingency map provides immediate visual
reminders of the consequences of his behavioral choices, it also encour-
ages him to be more involved in managing his behavior, sharpening his
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decision-making abilities, and ultimately helping foster his indepen-
dence.

The third type of alternative skills intervention focuses on teach-
ing general adaptive skills to expand social, communicative, and aca-
demic competence. Teaching general skills addresses some of the broad
or underlying skills deficits that may be contributing directly or indi-
rectly to problem behavior. The greater students’ general competence
becomes, the more control they will have to circumvent problems and
pursue desired outcomes for themselves through positive means. Team
members can target general skills by looking carefully at what outcomes
are important for a student and what skills are needed to be successful
now and in the future. With regard to Levi, it is important not 6nly to
teach him to appropriately escape and tolerate nonpreferred situations,
but to also teach social skills that allow him to work cooperatively with
all peers, including nonpreferred ones (e.g., peers whom he perceives as
less skilled than other peers) across a variety of sitaations. To amplify
the impact of his targeted social skills instruction,.Levi’s teachers need
to provide structured opportunities for him o practice managing vari-
ous social situations (e.g., cooperating with peers during noncompetitive
activities, showing empathy, learning perspective taking) and reinforce
his attempts to interact appropriately with his peers. Levi’s team may
also want to consider other general adaptive skills that would lead to
meaningful lifestyle improvements; such as learning teacher-pleasing
behaviors. Showing competedrassignments to his teachers, for example,
may help to recruit teacher praise, add to his feelings of success, and, as
a result, begin to erode the 'impact of his negative learning history on
his current and future.achievements. Strategies for teaching alternative
skills are discussed-in.Chapter 11.

Responses to\Problem Behaviors

The third component of a behavior support plan describes how teachers,
parénts;-and others should respond to instances of problem behavior. If
the antecedent/setting event modifications and alternative skills training
are working, then the frequency of problem behavior should be dramati-
cally reduced. Nevertheless, team members need to consider how they
and others can respond to problem behaviors, if they should occur, in
both effective and instructive ways.

Responses to problem behaviors are structured around several
goals, although not all may be incorporated in a single support plan.
One goal is to reduce outcomes for problem behavior. When combined
with alternative skills instruction, a critical goal of PBS is to teach
the student that alternative skills work to bring about desired results,



120 INDIVIDUALIZED SUPPORTS FOR STUDENTS WITH PROBLEM BEHAVIORS

whereas problem behaviors do not. If problem behavior no longer serves
a useful purpose for the student (e.g., grunting, banging his fists on his
desk, and/or throwing or swiping materials off his desk does not result
in Levi’s avoiding his written academic tasks), then problem behavior
will stop. Levi’s team may attempt to extinguish his escape-motivated
behaviors by using planned ignoring of his disruptive behaviors, coupled
with prompting of replacement behaviors, such as requesting a break or
using a coping strategy. It is important for Levi to learn that his disrup-
tive behaviors no longer provide escape; rather, only through the emis-
sion of replacement behaviors will Levi be successful in avoiding wiritten
tasks, corrective feedback, and competitive games.

Another goal is to provide instructive feedback and inttoduce nat-
ural or logical consequences to problem bebavior. The general objec-
tive here is to establish clear social boundaries by communicating what
behaviors are acceptable and not acceptable in school, at home, or in
the community. Specifically, the goal is to teach'students that problem
behaviors can violate certain school or societal rules, and that nega-
tive consequences will follow (e.g., “If you throw food, you will have
to clean it up,” “If you break the iPad, you will have to pay for it”).
If students are to become good community citizens, then they need to
understand the consequences of their actions. In order to be consistent
with the values of PBS, however, negative consequences must be selected
and implemented judiciously=Not all natural or logical consequences are
beneficial or appropriate for all students, and the consequences chosen
for a particular studert should be linked as closely as possible to the
team’s hypotheses for, problem behavior. Furthermore, in order to be
maximally instructives negative consequences must be age-appropriate,
respectful, and matched to the student’s cognitive understanding.

A third (goal is crisis management. Despite intervention efforts,
some studénts engage in very dangerous behaviors that can cause harm
to themselyves or others, or engage in highly disruptive behaviors that
can significantly disrupt school, home, or community activities. In such
cases;a crisis intervention plan should be developed. Crisis management
plans describe specific steps that teachers, parents, and others should fol-
low to defuse potentially dangerous or disruptive behaviors, and to keep
the student and others safe. It is important to note that unlike the first
two strategies described in this section, crisis management is not consid-
ered an intervention that reduces problem behavior. Its sole purpose is
to protect and deescalate, not to instruct or decrease problem behaviors
in the future. Although Levi has not physically aggressed toward peers
since preschool, his team might consider using a room clear procedure
(i.e., removing other students from a potentially dangerous situation by
escorting those students to a “safe place” in the school environment) in
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the event Levi exhibits unsafe and potentially violent behaviors. One
teacher would remain with Levi to support his deescalation process and
provide prompts for him to engage his anger management strategies as
necessary. Strategies for responding to problem behavior are presented
in Chapter 12.

Long-Term Supports

The fourth and last component of a behavior support plan contributes
to long-term prevention and maintenance of positive outcomes. Qne
way to ensure that problem behavior is prevented in the long termand
that the other intervention components are supported and maintained
over time is to make lifestyle changes for the student. Problem behavior
may continue to persist despite smaller antecedent changes or alterna-
tive skills training, because broader issues in the student’s life, educa-
tional program, or social network impede positive, growth and work
against the other interventions. For example, despite'small instructional
adaptations to make schoolwork more interésting, some students may
persist in refusing to work and may eventually-drop out of school if they
believe that their entire educational curriculum is not relevant to their
vocational goals. Other students, despite alternative skills instruction,
may continue to interact inappropriately with peers if they are routinely
excluded from social activities;and*have limited social outlets. And still
others, despite being given something to do during some “down periods,”
may continue to engage i self<stimulation if, overall, their daily school
and home routines are/boring or repetitive and provide little opportunity
for meaningful or enjoyable activities. Unless changes in these broader
contexts are considered, interventions that focus only on the immedi-
ate conditions that'surround problem behaviors are likely to fail. Obvi-
ously, team members cannot intervene in all problematic aspects of a
student’s life; and many problems are beyond a team’s resources and
control-Hoewever, when professionals and families work together, teams
can/make very specific lifestyle changes that support desired outcomes
for students. For example, an important lifestyle focus for Levi is to cul-
tivate peer friendships and membership in his classroom. One strategy
considered by his team is to purposely use Levi’s strengths and interests
to engage his peers in noncompetitive activities. Levi enjoys drawing
and discussing ecosystems. Levi’s plan should include opportunities for
him to share his passion for ecosystems and enjoyment of drawing. For
example, Levi’s teacher might begin each science class with an oppor-
tunity for peers to briefly share information about their favorite science
topic (e.g., “Students, please turn and talk to an elbow partner about a
science topic that excites you. You will each have 2 minutes to share”).
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Deliberately increasing opportunities for successful interactions with his
peers will build Levi’s social relationships and self-confidence. Unless
supports are developed for Levi to help him to become an accepted mem-
ber of his class, intervention efforts to change his grunting, scowling,
and name-calling will be futile in the long run. To practice generaliza-
tion, Levi’s parents may enroll him in an after-school program, such
as an art class, where he has opportunities to socialize with peers and
engage in preferred activities outside of a classroom setting.

In addition to making lifestyle changes, this component consists of
strategies to sustain supports and positive outcomes over time. Oneof,the
most frustrating realities, especially for parents, is that problenybehav-
ior will resurface year after year, because team members have-failed to
consider how successful supports can be transferred and adapted to new
settings and teachers. When selecting interventions for'this component,
a team plans longitudinally by considering how supports can be adapted
and introduced to new settings or situations, howtsupports will be com-
municated and learned by new teachers and-other support staff, and
what alternative skills the student should learn-to apply in new settings.
Strategies to sustain support also refer to~téam needs: What do team
members need in order to sustain their efforts to develop and implement
PBS interventions? Long-term supports are discussed more completely
in Chapter 13.

Step 5: Implement, Evaluate, and Modify the Plan

Key Questions: Is the-behavior support plan working? Is progress
being made? If not,-what modifications are needed to make it
more effective?

The last step inthe PBS process is to implement the behavior support plan,
and just'as importantly, to decide whether the support plan is working
and,-f ‘not, what modifications are necessary to improve effectiveness.
Because comprehensive support plans may be implemented across set-
tinigs and involve multiple people (e.g., teachers, support staff, parents),
coordination among team members is essential. Effective behavior sup-
port requires team members to meet regularly, set specific student out-
come goals, and based on the data collected, problem-solve about what
to do next. The team needs to make decisions about refining, eliminat-
ing, or introducing new interventions and gradually fading out certain
interventions over time. Team members may also decide to gather more
assessment information and modify their hypotheses based on interven-
tion data and new assessment information. In short, evaluation in the
PBS process is ongoing; it begins as soon as the plan is implemented,
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and continues until desired outcomes are achieved and maintained for
reasonable periods of time. The process for evaluating and modifying a
behavior support plan is described in detail in Chapter 14.

In order to evaluate progress, the team needs to take some impor-
tant actions. First, team members need to establish student outcome
goals by which progress can be judged. Like behavioral objectives,
goal statements are observable and measurable, and include the condi-
tion and criteria for performance. In addition to writing goals pertain-
ing to the reduction of problem behaviors, goals should also be written
for expected or desired behaviors, especially when teaching alterna-
tive skills. Furthermore, goal statements may be both short term7and
long term (Dunlap et al., 2010). Short-term goals focus on the eéxpected
immediate outcomes of the behavior support plan, whereas/long-term
goals may reflect broader academic or social outcomes as-a result of the
intervention. Table 5.2 provides examples of outcome goals for Levi.

Second, the team needs to decide how to measure implementation
of the plan. Student outcomes or the effectiveness of a behavior sup-
port plan cannot be evaluated unless the team.can determine whether
the plan is being implemented as intended. To-measure implementation,
team members can create simple integrity checklists that translate com-
ponents of the behavior support plan into actionable steps (see Chap-
ter 14 for examples). Integrity checklists are then used by a designated
team member (e.g., behavior~specialist) to periodically observe the

TABLE 5.2. Sample Goals for Levi

Short-term

1. With modifications eutlined in his behavior support plan, Levi will
complete assigned.academic tasks with no incidents of disruptive behaviors
(e.g., grunting,-banging fists on desk, throwing or swiping materials).

2. When confronted with nonpreferred writing materials or tasks that require
sustainedfocus for 10 minutes or less, Levi will quietly raise his hand and
ask forjalternative writing materials or a short break.

3. Levi'will listen to teacher feedback on his assignments with no incidents
of disruptive behaviors (e.g., speak disrespectfully, destroy or throw
materials), requesting a break from feedback as needed.

Long-term

1. Given independent assignments, Levi will work independently on all
assigned tasks for 20 minutes with no incidents of disruptive behaviors (as

defined above).

2. Levi will participate in a variety in school social activities, demonstrating
good sportsmanship (e.g., turn taking, positive peer statements, acceptance
of defeat) with no incidence of disruptive behaviors for 3 consecutive weeks.
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interventionist’s (e.g., teacher, paraprofessional) implementation of the
plan. Integrity checklists can also be written in a self-evaluative format,
so that interventionists can self-monitor or judge their own adherence
to the plan.

Third, the team needs to decide on data collection methods for eval-
uating student outcomes. This includes direct observation methods for
measuring student outcomes (e.g., reductions in problem behaviors, use
of alternative skills), as well as social validity measures that assess team
member satisfaction with the outcomes of the plan. In addition to decid-
ing what and how to measure, the team should consider data colléction
systems that are easily implemented; otherwise, they will not.be used.
Chapter 7 describes various strategies for measuring behavior’ change
and assessing social validity.

As data are gathered, the team members meet regularly to deter-
mine whether progress is being made and what to.de next. If progress
is being made, the team may decide to continue‘with the plan. If stu-
dent outcomes have been achieved and team members are satisfied with
the results, they might consider expanding the‘support plan to address
other problem behaviors, teach new skills for new settings, and/or con-
sider fading all or parts of the intervention components that are no lon-
ger needed. However, many studénts, with complex needs are likely to
require some continued adaptations and supports to be successful in
home, school, or community-environments. Continued interventions are
often needed to teach new teachers how to set up positive learning envi-
ronments and respond toalternative skills, so that positive behaviors are
maintained (see Chapter 13).

If there is no orinsufficient progress toward student outcome goals,
the team must ask, “Why?” In asking this question, team members
consider severaltlikely factors that could contribute to an ineffective
plan, then{problem-solve solutions that will lead to modification and
eventual'success. Chapter 14 presents several important troubleshoot-
ing questions for team members’ consideration. In Levi’s case, the rise
of problem behaviors in his third-grade classroom created the impetus
for“the team to conduct a new functional assessment. After review-
ing the intervention integrity data, it was clear to the team members
that they were following the intervention procedures developed for sec-
ond grade, but somehow the interventions were not working well in
the third-grade classroom. This caused them to wonder whether the
triggers for problem behavior might have changed and whether Levi
needed to learn new skills to adjust to the more challenging demands
of a third-grade classroom. This then prompted the team members to
gather new data to revise their hypotheses and behavior support plan
as described in this chapter.
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SUMMARY

Our purpose in this chapter has been to overview the five basic steps for
designing a PBS plan for an individual student. Specific information on
how actually to conduct a functional assessment, develop hypotheses,
select interventions for each support plan component, and evaluate the
effectiveness of a support plan are described in detail in later chapters
of this book. Continuing with our overview of the basic principles and
processes of behavior support, Chapter 6 addresses collaborative team-
ing. As will be discussed, building a team is just as important as design-
ing a support plan for students. Chapter 6 addresses how team-building
strategies can be infused into the five-step process.

CASE EXAMPLES

To illustrate the complete PBS process for designing individualized
behavior support plans from beginning to end; we offer two student
case examples. The stories of Malik and Bethany, and the development
of their support plans, are described in selected chapters (beginning with
this chapter and ending with Chapter13). The case information pro-
vided at the end of each chapter is intenided to demonstrate application of
the content within that chapter. Inithe end, these case illustrations pro-
vide examples of how the four intervention components work together
to form a comprehensive behavior support plan.

Background Information-for Malik

Ten-year-old Malik is a Black boy diagnosed as having Down syndrome,
ADHD, and oppositional defiant disorder. Malik was born in a large
city in the Northeast. His father died of a drug overdose when Malik
was not.yet 2 years old; he never had contact with Malik. His mother,
Marinaywas 17 when she gave birth. She was living with a friend, did not
have'ajjob, and was unable to care for Malik. His maternal grandparents
obtained temporary custody. When Malik was 18 months old, Marina
obtained a job with a regional newspaper. She worked the 11:00 P.M. to
7:00 A.M. shift, inserting flyers into newspapers in preparation for deliv-
ery. At that time, she took custody of Malik. However, she was fired from
her job after 1 month because of drug involvement, and her parents once
again obtained temporary custody of Malik. During the years that fol-
lowed, Marina entered various drug rehabilitation programs. Although
she sometimes experienced brief success, she was unable to remain
drug-free for longer than a month or two. When Malik was 4 years old,
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Marina was arrested for prostitution. At that time, Malik’s grandparents
were awarded permanent custody. Marina had only infrequent contact
with Malik, and he never established a close relationship with her.

Malik lives in a small, well-kept, single home. In addition to Malik,
his grandparents cared for their son’s children, 19-year-old Jenna and
17-year-old Thomas. Malik’s family members were very devoted to his
care and well-being. Although Malik’s grandparents asserted that they
sometimes felt the lack of energy needed to care for a young boy, they
were very grateful for the support and assistance of Jenna and Thomas.
In fact, Malik often treated Jenna as a mother, which Jenna enjoyed.
Malik was eager to please Jenna and took pleasure in assisting her with
household routines. Thomas was active in sports; he was often busy with
practice or games, which kept him away from home during the evenings
and weekends. However, when he was home he playeda “big brother”
role, teaching Malik to throw and to catch, and to stream movies and
TV shows. Periodically, his grandparents expressed-concern that Jenna
and Thomas would soon be moving out on their own, and that they
themselves might not be able to meet all of Malik’s needs.

At age 6 years, Malik first attended public school in an inclusive
kindergarten classroom. At that timej/Malik appeared to understand
simple requests and questions, and would respond affirmatively or nega-
tively by shaking his head. He began to develop spoken language, but
his speech was very difficultto understand. For his academic and lan-
guage difficulties, he received Support services from the special educa-
tion teacher and language therapist several times a week. However, he
had difficulty making friends due to his lack of spoken language. During
the school year, his‘teacher noticed that Malik began to push and shove
his peers when they would not let him play or did not understand him.
He also began'to refuse engaging in activities that were difficult for him,
such as cuttingy’identifying letters, and tracing objects. Because of con-
cerns about Malik’s failure to progress academically and socially, the
following school year he was placed in a special education classroom
for most of the school day, with the exception of recess, lunch, art, and
physical education. He remained in that classroom for 2 years.

Because Malik had begun to develop a verbal repertoire, his special
education teacher felt it was important to promote verbal language as his
mode of communication. Thus, she encouraged him to respond verbally,
often using prompts or requiring him to imitate her. In addition, Malik
could discriminate objects and a few letters by pointing to them. There-
fore, she determined that a traditional academic program was appropri-
ate. She vigorously and enthusiastically worked on letter and number
discrimination and identification, as well as other early academic skills.
However, Malik’s challenging behavior started to escalate. He began to
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engage in disruptive and aggressive behaviors that included destroying
materials, throwing objects, hitting and kicking his teacher, and (on two
occasions) biting her. Not knowing what to do, she consulted the district
behavior specialist. The behavior specialist hypothesized that Malik’s
teacher was allowing him to get out of his assigned work, and encour-
aged her to ignore Malik’s behavior problems and “work through” tasks,
even if this required physically guiding him to complete the task. In addi-
tion, despite Malik’s reluctance to speak at times, the behavior specialist
encouraged the teacher to continue prompting him to speak and not let
him “get away with” nonverbal communication. Malik’s teacher con-
sented to these recommendations but saw no improvements in Malik’s
behavior. In fact, she noted that Malik became more aggressive when she
physically guided him through task completion or repeatedly’prompted
him to respond. Furthermore, she was beginning to see aggression occur-
ring outside of the classroom, directed toward peers.and other school
staff members. This resulted in phone calls to the principal by a number
of parents who believed that their children were at tisk of being injured.
A meeting was held in which the principal stated‘that Malik “could not
stay in this school and put the other students-in harm’s way.” His spe-
cial education teacher agreed that her classroom was not an appropriate
placement for Malik, because he had made little progress in academ-
ics and his behavior had deteriorated. Thus, in third grade, Malik was
moved to a private school serving students with behavior problems.

Malik’s new school offered sérvices to approximately 100 students,
all of whom had been remioved from their public school setting. He was
placed in a classroom with seven other students, a teacher, and two
teaching assistants. There was a schoolwide behavior system in place
that encouraged positive behaviors. After the proverbial “honeymoon”
at his new school;Malik began to engage in very high rates of aggressive
and destructivesbehavior, similar to those of the previous school year.
An additiofnal teaching assistant was hired to work on a one-to-one basis
just with.Malik. Although once hopeful that Malik’s new school would
lead to,success, Malik’s grandparents were now alarmed by his lack of
progress and initiated a team meeting with his school. The school agreed
to work with the family to approach Malik’s behavior problems in a
systematic and comprehensive way.

Background Information for Bethany

Bethany, a 12-year-old White girl, attends middle school in a suburban
area that serves students grades 6 through 8. Bethany was labeled as
having ADHD and an emotional/behavioral disorder. Bethany’s parents
had separated several times in her first few years of life. They worked



128 INDIVIDUALIZED SUPPORTS FOR STUDENTS WITH PROBLEM BEHAVIORS

hard at reconciliation but were unable to work out their differences and
live compatibly. They divorced when Bethany was 4. Bethany was an
only child and had lived with her mother since the divorce. Her father
had had difficulty maintaining employment since high school, due to
mental health issues (he experienced bipolar disorder, for which medica-
tion had limited effectiveness). Shortly after his divorce, he moved back
in with his parents to save expenses. Unfortunately, his parents lived
almost 300 miles from Bethany, so he was unable to spend time with her
on a regular basis. Bethany did, however, visit him on weekends when-
ever it could be arranged, and for a month every summer.

Bethany’s mother, Ms. Delope, worked for a cleaning “agency,
making slightly over minimum wage. She received very little‘financial
support from Bethany’s father, who sent money only sporadically even
when he was employed. Ms. DeLope had a very difficult time making
ends meet and described this as a constant source of stress for her. She
felt compelled to work extra hours whenever shé ‘had the opportunity
to improve the family’s financial situation but did not enjoy doing so,
because she missed out on time with Bethany-Also, when she worked
late, Bethany was home alone until early evening, and Ms. DeLope was
worried that her daughter did not have'ample supervision.

Bethany and her mother had moved several times, because they were
unable to afford rent increases. They currently live in a two-bedroom
apartment in an area of town with a relatively high crime rate. Ms.
DeLope has always tried to'make sure that Bethany is inside by dark, but
this had become a serious problem in the past few years. Bethany pre-
ferred hanging out svith her friends in the neighborhood. Bethany often
failed to inform her-mother of her whereabouts and often did not return
home until pastimidnight. After staying out late at night, Bethany did not
want to get up,the next morning for school. Ms. DeLope also worried
because shé thought that Bethany’s friends were a bad influence on her.
She suspected that they might drink alcohol and do drugs.

Bethany had difficulty with preacademic skills beginning in kin-
dergarten. Although she was quite verbal and articulate, she had a hard
time paying attention and completing tasks. An intelligence test indi-
cated that her IQ was above average. Bethany’s mother requested advice
from her pediatrician but was told that Bethany was just “immature”
and would catch up. School personnel attributed her school difficulties
to adjustment problems resulting from her parents’ breakup. They also
assured Bethany’s mother that she would do just fine, once she got used
to the school environment. Because of these assurances, Ms. DeLope did
not seek additional assistance for Bethany.

Bethany’s academic problems persisted into elementary school.
Because of her strong verbal skills, she was able to compensate and get
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by. But she gradually fell further and further behind. Her academic dif-
ficulties caused her a great deal of frustration in school. In third grade,
Bethany’s behavior problems accelerated. Her teacher determined that
Bethany was capable of doing the assigned work, but was not trying.
She was also convinced that Bethany’s previous teachers had failed to
be stern enough, and was sure that her no-nonsense approach to school-
work would solve the problem. She constantly stayed on top of Bethany,
reminding her to get to work or reprimanding her for not finishing.
Bethany found this very embarrassing. In an attempt to redeem herself,
she began refusing to do her work by saying “No” or “Make me” to her
teachers when they gave her work assignments that seemed overwhelm-
ing. Unwilling to tolerate this behavior, Bethany’s teacher kept herinside
the classroom during recess and free time to complete her assignments.
She also punished her by giving her after-school detention<In addition to
her problems with classwork, Bethany began to have difficulties with her
peers. As her classmates were making friends and ‘enjoying socializing
together, she was overlooked. On the few occasions'she was permitted to
join them in play, she felt like an outsider. Shé began to lash out at them
by verbally criticizing them and ordering them' to stay away from her.
She grew to hate going to school.

By the end of fourth grade, Bethany’s behavior and academic per-
formance had deteriorated. She was completing fewer academic assign-
ments, had become disruptive imthe classroom, and was aggressive with
her peers. At the end of thesehool year, Bethany’s teacher referred her
for a special education evaluation. Bethany was tested at the beginning
of her fourth-grade schoel year, and it was determined that she had an
emotional/behavioral ‘disorder. Her pediatrician also diagnosed her as
having ADHD.

Convinced that Bethany’s problems were rooted in poor motiva-
tion, her fifth-grade teacher believed she would respond positively to
a structured-point and level system. However, as the year passed, the
teacher-and staff members were very surprised to find that her prob-
lembehaviors not only continued but in fact increased. She appeared
to be~uninterested in earning points for tangible rewards and weekly
activities. Bethany regularly failed to complete her assigned work and
was required to remain in the classroom almost every Friday afternoon,
while her classmates enjoyed weekly activities (free time, movies, swim-
ming excursions, etc.).

Bethany is now a sixth grader in a new middle school. Bethany’s
mother and teachers were very surprised when triennial testing, admin-
istered in the beginning of the school year, revealed that Bethany was
only slightly behind grade level in all academic areas. During the past 2
school years, Bethany had never received a grade in any academic area
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that surpassed a C. Although Bethany continued attending general edu-
cation classes with support from the special education, her team deter-
mined that her current supports were not adequate. The team members
decided to attempt additional and more individualized supports, so that
Bethany could be maintained in general education. They decided that a
functional assessment was the most parsimonious way to specify indi-
vidualized supports that were likely to be effective.

The stories of Malik and Bethany continue at the end of Chapter 6
with a discussion of their support teams.
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