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It’s Monday morning and you dread 
opening your email. You have a child in 
your building who is engaging in the most 
challenging behaviors you’ve seen in your 
career. The staff, are looking to you, the 
building leader, for answers and solutions to 
this growing problem. Emails and in-person 
communication contain a tone of increas-
ing frustration and demands for meetings. 
You’ve got to handle this situation quickly, 
with a clear plan, before things get worse.

This fourth grade student has received 
academic IEP (Individualized Education 
Plan) services since kindergarten, but in 
the past few months his escalating and 
intense behavior during academic times has 
become an increasing concern. Challenging 
behaviors include refusal, throwing sup-
plies, shouting obscenities, and throwing 
furniture. The teacher is at her wit’s end and 
daily calls home regarding these issues are 
upsetting the parents. The situation is your 
top priority and as the administrator you 
wonder: What steps you should take to ad-
dress this problem?

Challenging behavior in the school 
setting is defined as any behavior which 
causes a barrier to the learning of self or 
others. For most students, a school-wide 
positive behavior intervention system 
teaches and reinforces pro-social behaviors 
while preventing many negative or 
challenging behaviors (Horner, Sugai, Todd, 
& Lewis-Palmer, 2005; Scott & Caron, 
2005). A smaller percentage of students 
need short-term targeted interventions 
such as social skills or anger management 

(Mitchell, Stormont & Gage, 2011). A 
still smaller fraction require intensive and 
individualized interventions which may or 
may not include special education services 
(Dunlap et al, 2010). This article will 
provide you, the building administrator, 
with a basic understanding of the response 
steps to follow when addressing the 
challenging behaviors of children receiving 
IEP services.

Children with challenging behaviors 
historically were and continue to be margin-
alized from schools, instruction and other 
settings. 

School staff may unconsciously 
view challenging behavior as an 

offensive violation of their deeply 
held social norms. 

These views inadvertently result in the 
responsibility for addressing the problem 
behaviors shifting away from staff to you the 
building administrator, for an immediate 
solution. Your response(s) should empower 
you and your staff to systematically address 
the needs of the child in question while 
maintaining procedural fidelity.

First and foremost keep in mind that 
children with IEP’s have protections under 
IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Act, 
1997). These protections outline the legal 
responsibilities of special education to 
address children’s challenging behaviors, 
reduce their barriers to educational access 
and ensure them a FAPE (Free and Appro-
priate Public Education; Yell & Katsiyannis, 

2000). It is possible to use strategies in cases 
like the situation described previously which 
allow staff to maintain compliance with 
IDEA regulations while producing lasting 
and positive behavior change. These strate-
gies are developed and implemented based 
on the model of Positive Behavior Support 
or PBS.

Positive Behavior Support
The PBS model assists teams with the 

assessment and planning of interventions 
to address challenging behaviors (Dunlap, 
Iovannone, Wilson, Kincaid, & Strain, 
2010). In the absence of the PBS mindset 
the child is viewed as the behavior prob-
lem (e.g. she is defiant). Alternatively, the 
PBS model describes the child as having 
a problem (e.g. she has a problem with 
following directions). PBS frames a child 
as an individual who is having a problem 
rather than a child who is the problem. The 
PBS view removes the blame from the child 
and redefines the situation to one requiring 
instructional interventions (O’Neill et al., 
1997). While most staff are comfortable 
planning instructional interventions to ad-
dress academic problems, their approach to 
behavior problems may differ. Based on the 
belief that behavior problems are volitional 
or the result of poor parenting, teams re-
spond to behaviors with punitive measures 
rather than instruction (Scott et al., 2005). 
Using PBS procedures guides teams to ad-
dress behavior problems as instructional tar-
gets that can successfully be addressed. The 
complete list of steps and tools used in the 
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PBS process and the resulting documents to 
be included in the IEP are listed in Figure 1. 
This flowchart can assist the administrator 
to guide teams through the steps of the PBS 
process.

Process: Step by Step
Functional Behavior Assessment
A Functional Behavior Assessment 

(FBA) is the first tool used in the PBS 
process to address a child’s challenging 
behaviors. Beginning in 1997 the FBA was 
legally mandated to protect the rights of 
the IDEA-eligible child. This process helps 
teams determine the purpose(s) or “func-
tion” of a child’s behavior which is deter-
mined by its relationship to environmental 
predictors and consequences. FBA’s can 
help teams make educated guesses about 
what maintains the problem behavior. For 
example, consider the child who tantrums 
during math time resulting in him being 
placed in time out. Through the FBA, the 
team determines that this behavior occurs 
in a certain setting (math) and allows the 
student to escape the task demands of math 
(Regan & Michaud, 2011). Armed with this 
information, the team plans function-based 
interventions specific to math class. These 
might include intensive skill instruction, a 
change in grouping or altering task diffi-
culty. The team may also include a conse-
quence strategy such as allowing a break for 
work completed. Interventions based upon 
assessed function have been shown to be 
more effective than using universal inter-
ventions (McIntosh, Brown & Borgmeier, 
2008; O’Neill et al., 1997). The FBA is 
informed by assessment data and input from 
key stakeholders including educational staff 
and parents or caregivers. FBA components, 
descriptions, and purposes are detailed in 
Table 1. 

Table 1 indicates that data collection 
activities are a critical component of the 
FBA process. Decisions should not be based 
upon group discussion alone. The admin-
istrator can support the FBA process by 
helping teams (1) focus on one or two well-
defined behaviors, (2) define the behaviors 
instead of labeling the child, (3) encourage 
all voices to be heard, (4) identify sources of 
assistance for selecting and designing data 
collection tools, (5) monitor attitudinal 
barriers that may exist (Scott et al., 2005), 
(6) remember that the FBA precedes an 
intervention plan, (7) create an individual-
ized rather than “boiler plate” plan and (8) 
engage in the process early to prevent more 

intense difficulties (Scott, Liaupsin, Nelson 
& McIntyre, 2005). Your strong leadership 
is critical to ensuring that the FBA process 
is followed. A quality FBA based upon 
legitimate and careful assessment will lead 
to the development of an effective behavior 
support plan.

The FBA process is often foreign 
and difficult for general education staff to 
embrace. The technical FBA terminology 
and less than adequate pre and in-service 
training makes implementation of the FBA 
process difficult (Scott, Alter, & McQuillan, 
2010). Obtaining high quality training for 
your general and special education staff can 
head off potential problems later. Train-
ing should address behavioral theory, legal 

requirements, assessment procedures, data 
collection tools, and interventions address-
ing hypothesized functions. It is far better to 
train first rather than defend an inadequate 
plan later. 

Positive Behavior Intervention Plan
Following the completion of the FBA 

and the identification of the hypothesized 
function, the team will begin to draft the 
Positive Behavior Intervention Plan (PBIP). 
The hypothesized function informs the plan 

Figure 1. FBA and PBIP Decision Making Flow Chart
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and strategies the team will recommend. 
The primary purpose of the PBIP is to 
develop and teach replacement behaviors, 
allowing the child to use new behaviors that 
will serve the same “function” as the old 
challenging behavior. The new behaviors 
should be easy for the student to do, accept-
able to everyone, and gain access to rein-
forcement quicker than the “old” behaviors. 

Component Description Purpose(s) and Norms
Student Strengths A list of child-specific positive attributes and interests. Creates a strength-based tone. Provides key interest 

areas that can be used to reinforce newly learned be-
haviors. These strengths should be identified by both 
the staff and the parents or caregivers.

Description of 
Challenging 
Behaviors

Visible behaviors that are countable and devoid of 
personalization. These should be described with 
frequency (how often they occur), with intensity 
(frequency and level of impact), and duration if 
appropriate (how long they occur).

Organizes the team around a few key behaviors that 
everyone agrees should be targeted. These behaviors 
are not personality characteristics. The behaviors 
should be described using specific data rather than 
opinion.

Settings Where the behaviors do and do not occur. Specific settings may incur more or less behavior. 
These settings may give us information about what 
works to make the behaviors irrelevant as well as 
what settings tend to trigger the behavior. Data col-
lection will reveal where behaviors are most and least 
likely to occur.

Setting Events Anything that influences the likelihood of the behavior 
occurring. These can be distant or immediate. Distant 
setting events do not happen directly before the 
behavior but still influence them, such as missing 
medications or lack of sleep. Immediate setting events 
might be a fire alarm triggering a behavior (behavior 
immediately follows the event).

Setting events must be considered so that teams can 
plan preventative procedures. For example, if lack of 
sleep is an issue the team might work with the family 
to change sleep routines or adjust demands the next 
day. Setting events are often identified by the family 
or caregivers.

Antecedents and 
Consequences

An antecedent directly proceeds a behavior, such as 
a directive to complete work. A consequence is what 
happens after the behavior, such as attention from a 
teacher or a time out.

Antecedents give the team information about what 
is possibly triggering the behavior and is often 
patterned. Consequences tell the team what hap-
pens after the behavior. Behavior that is repeated is 
described as being maintained by the consequence. 
Both of these must be based upon data collection 
rather than opinion.

Previous 
Interventions

Description of things staff have tried to address the 
child’s behavior.

Consideration of previous intervention can assist the 
team to document what has been tried as well as to 
avoid repeating ineffective procedures.

Summary 
Hypothesis

This section should provide a basic description of the 
team’s best guess of what is maintaining the behavior. 
The statements should include the student, behav-
ior, the antecedent and consequence. For example, 
“Johnny tantrums during math independent work in 
order to escape task demand.”

These statements identify the behavior as well as 
what is thought to maintain it. It also provides 
the conditions under which the behavior occurs. 
It should be described in terms of what the child 
does, what they obtain or escape, and should avoid 
value judgments. For example, teams should avoid: 
“Johnny tantrums during math because he doesn’t 
want to do it.”

Recommendations This section should list the tentative recommendations 
for prevention and intervention after the hypothesis has 
been developed.

Recommendations should always occur after study 
of the behavior, settings, antecedents, consequences 
and setting events have been determined. Teams 
often go straight to recommendations rather than 
following this process. Recommendations should 
always occur last and will drive the next step in the 
process.

Table 1. FBA Components, Description and Purpose

Like the FBA, the key stakeholders for the 
PBIP should include instructional staff and 
family or caregivers (O’Neill et. al, 1997; 
Reagan & Michaud, 2011). The compo-
nents of the PBIP are defined and described 
in Table 2. 

The administrator assists the team by 
(1) encouraging staff to consider prevention 
through changes to the environment, in-

struction and presentation, (2) keeping the 
team focused on behaviors to be replaced, 
(3) assisting the team to create replace-
ments that will meet the same function, 
(4) reminding the team that the purpose is 
to teach new behaviors rather than elimi-
nate the “old” ones and (5) ensuring that 
everyone’s voice is heard. This is critical, as 
parents or guardians are often the recipients 
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of documents rather than co-creators of 
them (Tucker & Schwartz, 2013).

The team should include anyone who 
may or will be implementing any part of the 
behavior plan including general educators. 
In addition, the team may need to include 
a staff or outside member who has special-
ized training in behavioral intervention for 
intensive behaviors (Benazzi, Horner & 
Good, 2006). Benazzi et al. (2006) found 
that interventions designed by behavior spe-
cialists paired with school based teams were 
effective in creating technically adequate 
behavior support plans. The next step in the 
process is to meet and amend the IEP before 
implementation occurs. Refer back to Figure 
1 for the steps in the process.

Next Steps: 
Amend, Implement and Revisit

The finalized FBA and PBIP should be 
added to the IEP through an amendment 
process with implementation of the plan 
beginning immediately. Once the plan is 
implemented administrators can provide 
leadership in a number of ways. They can 
support teams and the fidelity of the process 
by (1) ensuring ongoing data collection, (2) 
participating in meetings to review the plans 
effectiveness, and (3) providing profes-
sional development that will enable staff to 

skillfully implement the planned interven-
tions. Supporting plan implementation will 
build capacity for future assessments, plan 
development and interventions (Chandler, 
Dahlquist, Repp & Feltz, 1999).

Avoiding Pitfalls
School teams inevitably vary in their 

skill and knowledge regarding the steps for 
addressing behavior while maintaining fidel-
ity to the process. Adhering to a clear set of 
procedures helps teams avoid errors as well 
as poorly written or implemented plans. 
While there are many potential problems 
typically encountered in this process, the 
most common pitfalls to avoid involve team 
composition and decision making.

Placement Before or 
Without Evaluation
The first pitfall is making placement 

decisions outside of the IEP team process. 
Statements of any type recommending a 
program or placement change should oc-
cur only in the context of evaluation data. 
Placement can be considered only after an 
initial or re-evaluation to determine the 
child’s instructional needs has occurred. 
As the administrator, advise your staff to 
avoid defining a solution before they have 
defined the problem. The key message to 
send at all times is “follow the process.” The 

team should follow the steps as outlined in 
Figure 1 to develop or revise the FBA and 
PBIP based upon data collection and team 
collaboration before making any other deci-
sions regarding program or placement. The 
PBIP should be implemented to determine 
the effectiveness of the interventions.

Team Members
Another pitfall includes failing to have 

the right team members at the table. A 
well-developed FBA and PBIP will need 
to include multiple relevant voices so 
that everyone is informed, has input into 
the process and can claim ownership of 
the team’s recommendations (McIntosh 
& Av-Gay, 2007). There are several key 
considerations when assembling the team. 
Be sure to include the service providers 
who will likely implement the plan. Failure 
to include these key members could lead 
to a lack of implementation or inadequate 
planning. A team may be tempted to ask 
an outside behavioral consultant or staff 
behavior specialist to assess and write the 
documents for the team rather than working 
in tandem with the group. If at all possible 
this should be avoided. Plans created by 
consultants or specialists alone are not as 
contextually relevant as ones created by 
a team with the specialist’s partnership 
(Benazzi et al., 2006). In addition plans 

Component Description Purpose(s)
Summary or 
Hypothesis 
Statement

Statement from the FBA that describes factors 
maintaining the challenging behavior.

Links the FBA to the PBIP and assists with structuring 
interventions.

Preventative Tactics Adjustments to the environment, instructional 
arrangement, or other changes.

Preventative changes render the current challenging 
behavior irrelevant or less powerful.

Target Behaviors Behaviors to be replaced or reduced with new 
behaviors.

Documents behaviors to be changed.

Replacement 
Behaviors

New behaviors to be taught and reinforced. Must meet 
the same need. In other words, if the child’s behavior 
is maintained by escape, these new behaviors must 
allow the child to do so. These behaviors need to be 
agreeable to all adults.

The PBIP includes new behaviors to be taught and 
reinforced. These behaviors should meet the same 
need as the “old” behaviors. This area is the plan for 
what to teach.

Teaching and 
Reinforcement 
Tactics

A description of how the behaviors will be taught and 
reinforced.

New behaviors will not last or become permanent 
in the absence of instruction. This plan informs the 
teaching staff on the strategies and techniques for 
teaching skills. Reinforcement involves arranging the 
environment so that the new behaviors access what 
originally maintained the behavior (e.g. escape is a 
break earned for 10 minutes of on-task work with 
math).

Responsibility A description of staff or other instructional team 
members, their teaching responsibilities, and the 
person(s) identified to monitor the plan.

Key members should be identified with instructional 
and monitoring responsibilities within this document.

Table 2. PBIP Components, Description and Purpose
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written by someone else will always be “that 
person’s plan” rather than the team’s plan. 
This lack of ownership can be problematic. 
The expertise of a behavior specialist can 
and should be sought for children with 
severe behavioral challenges but should 
not usurp the team as a whole. Ensure that 
all general, special education, educational 
service associates, parents and specialists 
if needed are represented at the table to 
properly constitute a team for assessment 
and production of plans.

While there are many other potential 
pitfalls to avoid, the most important thing 
for you as the administrator is to understand 
and assist your team to follow the processes 
leading to effective plan implementation. 
Your ability to be the calm in the storm can 
guide a team to navigate the difficulties that 
children with challenging behaviors bring to 
the table. When you support your team to 
successfully follow the PBS process you will 
find it far less stressful to deal with those 
Monday morning emails.

Summary
Behaviors in the school setting present a 

difficult challenge to school teams as well as 
the administrators in charge. Administrators 
have the unique ability to provide leadership 
in a number of ways including supporting 
teams to follow processes in order to have 
clear and effective outcomes. As can be 
seen from this brief review, there are a 
number of considerations to keep in mind 
when supporting a team planning and 
designing interventions for students with 
challenging behaviors. The team should be 
convened before making any programmatic 
or placement recommendations. The FBA 
process should be viewed as the first step 
to address the current behaviors and as a 
preventative tool to avoid new and more 
intense ones from occurring. The team 
should be constituted of members who 
will not only implement the plans but who 
are key informants regarding the child’s 
behavior. This includes the parents or 
caregivers who provide socially important 
information about their preferences and 
home contexts. The team should be 
very familiar with FBA processes as well 

as the content that should be reviewed 
during assessment. Training for teams is 
recommended as well as partnership with 
a skilled behavior interventionist for severe 
cases. However the behavior interventionist 
should not independently create these 
plans—this should be a collaborative team 
effort. The PBIP should directly address the 
hypothesized function(s) from the FBA. 
There should be a focus on preventative, 
instructional and consequence strategies 
that are easy to implement, agreed to by 
all members and achievable by the child. 
Interventions should teach replacement 
behaviors that meet the same function 
as those targeted to replace along with a 
noticeable lack of punitive strategies. The 
team should receive training in specialized 
interventions and data collection to build 
capacity. IDEA has many requirements, 
among them the need for compliance with 
procedures. Your leadership goes a long way 
toward achieving this as well as guiding your 
team toward better decision making for 
every child with challenging behaviors.
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