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Understanding Function of Behavior
As we start to put the information together, we form the basis for a behavior pattern.  The pattern forms because the student is receiving reinforcement (either negative reinforcement or positive reinforcement) when they engage in the behavior.  Let’s look at the difference between these two types of reinforcement and what it means in terms of function of behavior.

Negative Reinforcement

When the behavior results in the removal of an unwanted stimulus (e.g., work demand), it is called negative reinforcement.   This means the student is getting out of or avoiding something they do not want to do.  Think of it like a subtraction problem the unwanted ‘thing’ is subtracted from the equation.

1. Teacher says “Start your math work.”

2. Student says “This is stupid, I’m not doing it.”

3. Teacher provides a second verbal prompt “You need to get started.”

4. Student refuses and puts head down

5. Teacher says “If you don’t do the work, you will get a zero.”

6. Students “I don’t care and keeps head on desk.”

In this example, for a reason we do not know the student is using behavior to avoid doing the work.  Maybe the work is too hard or they don’t understand the directions.  Maybe they don’t feel well or something happened at home this morning.  Whatever the reason, the student, through their behavior, is communicating that something is wrong.  The effect is that they are getting out of doing the work.  This pattern negatively reinforces the student by having something they don’t want to do is removed.

While this exchange is happening, the student is delaying or getting out of the work demand.  The behavior effectively circumvents having to do the work.  The pivotal question is to understand why the student is using the behavior to get out work.  For that we have to reflect back on the setting events and antecedent triggers.  When we put all the pieces together, we can understand the function pattern occurring.

In the example provided, an important intervention question we should ask is:  “If the student is engaging in behavior to escape out of work, how do we address the academic needs to improve access to the work and what skill should we teach so that student can handle challenging work appropriately (e.g., asking for help)?”

Positive Reinforcement

When a student gains access to something as a result of the behavior, it is called positive reinforcement.  This means that something was ‘added’ to the equation that the student wanted.  Positive reinforcement could be access to attention, assistance, confrontation.  Or, access could be to a tangible or a privilege.   

1. Teacher says “Start math work.”

2. Student says “This is stupid, I’m not doing it.”

3. Teacher comes over and pulls up chair next to the student “Let me help you with the first one”

4. Student doesn’t respond. 

5. Teacher says “Let’ me show you how to do the first problem.”

6. Teacher models and explains the first problem.

7. Teacher begins to coach student through the next problem.

In this example, the student may have been frustrated by the work or not sure how to start.  By 1:1 attention and assistance as a result of the student’s behavior she was able to re-engage the student back into the work routine.  We have to make sure that we fit all the pieces (setting events, antecedent triggers and consequences) together when we interpret function.  We want to make sure we have a well-rounded pictured of the pattern occurring.  In this example, an important intervention question to ask is:  “If the student is engaging in problem behavior to gain access to teacher assistance, what skill(s) do we teach them to gain access in an appropriate way?”
Competing Pathway Model
In Positive Behavior Support, the accepted convention for explaining the pattern and function of behavior is called the Competing Pathway Model.  The Competing Pathway helps us to structure what we know about the behavior pattern and the complimentary interventions so that we are thinking through all parts of the problem and can effectively plan for transforming the cycle of reinforcement.  The following provides a summary explanation of the competing pathway and an example for a 7th grade student. 

















Maintaining Reinforcement


Positive reinforcement (access something desirable)


Negative reinforcement (escape something unpleasant)





Competing Pathway Worksheet for Mapping-out Behavior Patterns:  EXPLANATION








Setting Events


Global life influences that undermine our ability to cope and self-manage emotional responses


Reinforcement history with people or settings


Medical-physiological Issues


Structure & organization of the environment


Relationships & social support with  adults


Peer networks


Social & cultural influences








Behavior


What the student says and does 


Precursor signals


Initial occurrence


Peak occurrence





Antecedent Triggers


What happens immediately before the behavior








Antecedent Interventions


Fast acting interventions and strategies that eliminate or modify the problematic triggers.  For example:


Reducing length


Adjusting difficulty


Adding scaffolds 


Using cues and pre-corrections








Replacement Skill(s)


Teaching specific skills that replace the problem behavior with a functional alternative


Replacement skills are a bridge between the problem behavior and the desired behavior





Maintaining Reinforcement


Strategies and interventions that support the student to access the reinforcement that would otherwise be obtained by acting out


Positive reinforcement


Negative reinforcement 





Setting Event Interventions


Short and long term strategies and interventions to address key setting events.


Examples may include:


Check-in Check-out systems


Academic remediation


Relationship building





Desired Behavior


The behavior expected of all students during the routine








Behavior


Looks around, pencil down, puts head back looks at ceiling


Comments under his breath, tries to engage peers through conversation or action (e.g., kicking back of desk, flicking head)


Refuses to work, curses, huffs & puffs, puts hand up to indicate teacher should stop talking





Competing Pathway Worksheet for Mapping-out Behavior Patterns:  EXAMPLE








Maintaining Reinforcement


Negative reinforcement:  escapes challenging tasks by not doing the work or being sent out of the room





Antecedent Triggers


2-3 minutes into a challenging task (e.g., work is too hard, doesn’t understand the directions, not sure what to do, etc.)





Setting Events


History of academic failure going back 3 years


Lacks basic academic skills


Decoding and comprehension are below grade level


Difficulty managing multiple assignments


Is easily overwhelmed and gives up quickly





Setting Event Interventions


Daily extra help to develop decoding and comprehension 


Having a weekly check-in with teachers to manage assignments and materials


Check-in check-out each am and pm





Maintaining Reinforcement


Negative reinforcement:  asking for a break provides Randy with a couple of minutes away from the task to re-group;  asking for help reduces the frustration associated with difficult tasks


Positive reinforcement:  incentive system provides extra motivation by having preferred incentives for using the replacement skills and meeting expectations





Antecedent Interventions


Reduce the:


difficulty level of work that involves reading


length of tasks & assignments


number of steps presented to Randy at one time


Increase the frequency of praise and check-ins


Provide proactive reminders to use the help and break skills





Replacement Skill(s)


Ask for help


Ask for break





Desired Behavior


Begins working on tasks


Raises hand and asks for help when there is a problem


Remains quiet and engaged





Competing Pathway Worksheet for Mapping-out Behavior Patterns:  WORKSHEET








Setting Event Interventions








Maintaining Reinforcement








Maintaining Reinforcement








Behavior








Antecedent Triggers








Setting Events








Replacement Skill(s)








Desired Behavior








Antecedent Interventions
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