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Overview of Social Problem

Many students with disabilities display behaviors that are
considered “inappropriate” in many schools. These
problem behaviors are often the reason a student receives
special education services or are removed from their
home school. The Individual with Disabilities Education
Act (2004) requires educators to complete a functional
behavior assessment (FBA) and Positive Behavior Support
Plan (PBSP) when a student demonstrates problem
behavior. Specifically, the FBA is designed to help
determine the underlying function or purpose of behavior.
Keep in mind, that all student behavior is purposeful and
goal-oriented. Although some problem behaviors maybe
socially undesirable, from a student’s perspective they
serve a function or purpose. In contrast to typical
intervention efforts, the “function” of the student’s
behavior is more critical than its "form."



Historically, a behavior plan would primarily focus on
decreasing problem behaviors with little emphasis on the
purpose or function of the behavior. Moreover, many
behavioral intervention plans were developed without
trying to identify and teach prosocial behaviors to the
student. However, intervention plans are unlikely to
achieve long term success if they do not directly address
these two issues. In fact, a problem behavior will often
return unless an intervention plan addresses the
underlying function of the problem behavior and
appropriately identifies an alternative behavior or
replacement skill. Both aspects of an intervention plan can
be accomplished by using a competing behavioral
pathway model.

Competing Behavior Pathway Model

The competing behavior pathway model provides a link
between the FBA and the developing PBSP. The model is
based on the logic that many different behaviors may
serve the same function (e.g., produce the same
reinforcing event). The likelihood that a person will use the
alternative behavior in the future increases when a
positive alternative behavior (e.g., replacement skill)
provides the same type of consequence as the problem
behavior. Thus, the competing behavior pathway helps to
design a multi-component PBSP that identifies competing
behavioral alternatives (i.e. Replacement Behavior) to the
Target Behavior and determine strategies for making the



Target Behavior ineffective, inefficient, or irrelevant
through changes to the routine or environment (Crone &
Horner, 2003). Stated differently, the basic idea in
developing a PBSP based on the competing behaviors
model is to make problem behaviors:

e irrelevant (there is no need to do them);

¢ inefficient (there are easier behaviors to engage in);
and

e ineffective (problem behaviors no longer work to
produce the desired outcome).

Identifying the Functions of Challenging
Behavior:

The competing behavior pathway model involves multiple
steps that begin with the completion of an FBA. The
primary goal is to determine the function of the problem
behavior by examining the variables in the environment.
Over the past 30 years, researchers have identified four
categories of possible functions for problem behaviors
(see Table 1 below). The function of a challenging
behavior helps determine what conditions are maintaining
or reinforcing a behavior. In fact, challenging behaviors are
learned and shaped by reinforcement. A student will
continue to repeat the behavior when it is positively
reinforced and will likely demonstrate the same behavior
when faced with similar conditions in the future. When a
behavior is positively reinforced, something in the
environment is added that increases a response (attention



or access to something). Whereas, negative
reinforcement is when a certain stimulus/item is removed
after a particular behavior is exhibited. The probability of
the particular behavior occurring again in the future is
increased because of removing/avoiding the negative
stimuli. For negative reinforcement, taking something
negative away which increases a response (allows escape
from something). Typically, the four functions associated
with problem behaviors are 1.) attention, 2.) access, 3.)
sensory stimulation, and 4.) multiple functions.

Table 1: Function of Behavior and Associated Outcomes and Communication

Function of Behavior Outcome and Communication

Access Access desirable object/preferred activities or attention
from peers or adults

Escape/Avoidance Escape/ avoid performance demands or undesirable
social situations

Autonomic Reinforcement Intrinsic or sensory outcome

Multiple Functions Two more outcomes achieved

When challenging, behaviors are positively reinforced,
they continue to occur or be maintained by gaining access
to attention, tangibles, or sensory stimulation. So, the first
step in addressing a student’s behavior is to
systematically examine the variables that influence their
interactions within the environment during the FBA.
Specifically, the antecedent-behavior-consequence (A-B-
C) to relate to the problem behavior are analyzed to
develop an initial hypotheses or summary statement that
identifies what the individuals “gets” or "avoids” as a
result of the behavior (Nelson, Roberts & Smith, 1998;
Roberts, Marshall, Nelson, & Albers, 2001).



Competing Behavior Model Pathway:

Based on the FBA, four pieces of information should be
identified for the competing behavior pathway model as
follows: 1.) a definition of the problem behaviors, 2.)
identification of the predictor events (immediate
antecedents) for problem behaviors, 3.) determination of
the maintaining consequence of problem behaviors, and
4.) identification of the setting events relevant to
occurrence of problem behaviors. Collectively, these four
pieces of information are put together in a summary
statement (or hypothesis) regarding the problem behavior
that is derived from the FBA. After the FBA summary
statement is completed the educational team should
determine 5.) the desired behavior in the situation (i.e.
what behavior(s) do you really want the person to do?), 6.)
the maintaining consequence for the desired behavior,
and 7.) the positive alternative behavior (e.g., replacement
skill) that will produce the same maintaining consequence
as problem behavior (Horner, Sugai, Todd, & Lewis-
Palmer, 2000; Mclintyre, (n.d.). The Diagram 1 represented
below provides a guiding template for the competing
behavior pathway and Table 3 provides an example of how
this model looks when completed.



Diagram 1 BEHAVIOR SUPPORT PLAN: COMPETING BEHAVIOR PATHWAY
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Table 3: Example of Competing Behavior Pathway
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Description of Replacement Behaviors: As you can see
in the example above, a replacement skill is an appropriate
skill that is maintained by the same consequences as the
challenging behavior. Replacement skills are important
because they help the individual meet a need in a more
suitable way. A replacement behavior also represents the
behavior you want to occur instead of the unwanted target
behavior (e.g., aggression, destructive behavior, self-

injury, or tantrums). For example, what if a student

engages in pulling out hair when faced with difficult



situations and the function of behavior is negative
automatic reinforcement to relieve anxiety. Behavior plans
can include response blocking or removal of rewards (e.g.,
token board) to decrease the behavior. However, while
that behavior may decrease, another behavior may pop-
up that provides the automatic reinforcement of relieving
the anxiety if need for that reinforcement is not
addressed. So, the team needs to think about ways the
student can access that automatic reinforcement via an
alternative behavior or replacement skill in order to truly
make a difference for the individual.

Important Considerations When Selecting a
Replacement Skill

When selecting replacement skills, there are a few
guidelines the team should consider. First, a replacement
behavior should be something a student can do or can
learn to do. Second, it is important to realize that the more
efficient and effective the replacement skill, the more
likely it will be used in favor of the challenging behavior. In
other words, the replacement behavior should have the
same qualities of the challenging behavior. For example, if
the student currently has tantrums in order to get
attention from the teacher, the student must have a way
to gain the same results from the person he/she desires
attention from. The replacement skills should always
require less effort to produce than the problem behavior.
Third, the rewards for engaging in the more appropriate



replacement skill should be far greater than that which the
student receives for exhibiting challenging behavior.
When these conditions occur, the replacement skill will be
more likely to increase or used compared to the
challenging behaviors (Carr & Durand, 1985). For this
reason, the replacement behavior needs to be more
efficient than the challenging behavior at accessing the
reinforcement.

There are generally three elements that make up
efficiency. The replacement behavior has to get the
reinforcement (e.g., attention, escape, automatic
reinforcement) faster, easier, and more reliably. We can
accomplish efficiency of the replacement behavior
through the choices we make about the form of behavior
we decide to teach as well as about differentiating our
response to them (e.g., delay reinforcement for the
challenging behavior while reinforcing each instance of
the replacement behavior immediately and every time).
So, if a tantrum behavior gets the student out of work
immediately (i.e., faster) but asking for a break requires
the student to do two more problems, then it is less
efficient than the challenging behavior and won't be used
to replace it.

Likewise, if it's easier to hit someone as opposed to
searching for the correct vocabulary word in a
communication device to tell the teacher what they want,
then hitting is going to prevail. Furthermore, the
replacement behavior has to get reinforcement more



frequently and more consistently than the challenging
behavior. To accomplish this, we need to make sure that
the replacement behavior is something that is easily
understood and will get the needed response in most
situations. If we are teaching a student to ask for attention
and the student does so using an idiosyncratic method
that is not easily understood by others, then the
replacement behavior will not be understood and
reinforced across environments. In general, replacement
skills must be relevant to the child's unique situation,
abilities, and must be an immediately efficient method for
communicating wants and needs (see Table 4 for
examples).

Table 4: Different functions and possible replacement behaviors

Function is to Possible replacement behaviors could be request a break, set work
escape an activity, goals, request help by raising hand, follow a schedule. participate in a
demand or routine, select from a choice, demonstrate self-management skills, say
sacial interaction “no”, say “all done”, identify and express feeling, anticipate transitions

Possible replacement behaviors could be follow a schedule, participate
Function is to gain in a routine, demonstrate self-management (coping skills), request help,

attention or control demonstrate waiting behavior, request attention by raising hand, select
from a choice, ask for a hug, ask for a turn, request an item

Effectiveness of PBSP

After the competing behavior pathway is completed, the
team outlines and finalizes a PBSP that includes
interventions for setting events, antecedents, teacher and
consequence interventions. The setting and antecedent
strategies focus on prevention of the problem behavior.
These pieces of the plan explain how staff will adapt the



environment to reduce or eliminate setting events and
antecedents that trigger the problem behavior. Examples
of these strategies could include classroom management
techniques, accommodations and modifications to work,
visual strategies, or sensory diets. The teaching strategies
focus on what skills can be taught to the student to
replace or meet the same function as the students target
behavior. Lastly, the consequences strategies focus on
how staff will respond effectively and consistently in order
to support positive behavior and reduce the intensity and
frequency of the target behavior (See Table 5).

Table 5: PBSP Plan Components

Setting Event
Intervention
Strategies

Antecedent
Intervention
Strategies

Teaching
Intervention
Strategies

Consequence
Intervention
Strategies

What follows is an example of a PBSP and its related
components. The plan is based on the competing
pathway example found in Table 3.




* Establish Priorities: When several challenging behaviors exist, it is important to
establish priorities. You may want to first target behaviors that are particularly dangerous,
or skills that would help to improve situations across several behavioral scenarios.

* Set Realistic Goals: Remember to set goals that are realistic and meaningful. Start with
small steps that can build over time.

* Simplicity: Supports should be simple, practical and accessible so that everyone on the
team can be successful in making it happen.

* Continuation: Even as behavior improves, it is important to keep the teaching and the
positive supports in place to continue to help your loved one develop good habits and
more adaptive skills.

* Organize and provide structure: Provide clear and consistent visual schedules,
calendars, consistent routines, etc. so that the person knows what is coming next.

* Inform transitions and changes: Recognize that changes can be extremely unsettling,
especially when they are unexpected. Refer to a schedule, use countdown timers, give
warnings about upcoming changes, etc.

* Provide a safe place and teach when to use it: A calming room or corner, and/or
objects or activities that help to calm (e.g., bean bag) provide opportunities to regroup
and can be helpful in teaching self-control.

* Celebrate and build strengths and successes: Strive to give positive feedback much
more frequently than any correction or negative feedback

* Alternate tasks: Do something that is fun, motivating, or that your student is good at.
Then try something hard. The student will be less inclined to give up or get agitated if
they are already in a positive framework.

* Give choices, but within parameters: Everyone needs to be in control of something,
even if it is as simple as which activity comes first. A teacher can still maintain some
control in the choices that are offered.

* Provide access to breaks: Teach the individual to request a break when he needs to
regroup (e.g., use a card that represents “break™). Be sure to provide the break when the
student asks so they learn to trust this option.

* Use positive/proactive language: Use language that describes what you want the

individual to do (e.g., “I love the way you raise your hand.”) and try to avoid saying ‘NO’
or ‘don’t.”

Once the PBSP is developed, it is important to monitor the
effectiveness of the plan. This should include measuring
the problem behavior as well as the replacement behavior.
Additionally, it is important to monitor if the plan is being
implemented as intended (e.g., treatment fidelity/
integrity). PBSP data should be graphed and compared
against baseline data to determine the effectiveness of
the plan. The use of the replacement skills should be
documented to determine if students are learning the skKill
and if the behavior is maintained over time and/or across



settings. If minimal progress is made in decreasing
challenging behaviors, increasing replacement skills, the
behavior support plan should be reevaluated and refined
to improve the effectiveness of the plan (See Table 7).
Consequently, the development of the FBA and PBSP
should not be viewed as a static event but rather as an
ongoing process that is conducted on an ongoing basis to
revise the PBSP or address new behavioral concerns.

Behavior is a form of communication that serves a
purpose. As educators, we need to teach and reinforce
the behaviors we want to see in the classroom. Educators
should use the competing behavior pathway model to
identify the purpose (function) of behavior and
collaboratively develop a PBSP that focus on teaching
replacement behaviors in a pro-social manner. In turn, a
PBSP that includes setting, antecedent, replacement
behavior, and consequence strategies can provide a
comprehensive and multi-faceted plan that moves beyond
the goal of only reducing problem behaviors by providing
a powerful and positive plan that can change a student's
life.
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