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Understanding the
Function of Behavior

Part 1

V.A



Why?



ALL BEHAVIOR SERVES A FUNCTION:

GET OR OBTAIN

• desired activities, 
• tangible items, 
• attention, or 
• sensory stimulation

AVOID OR ESCAPE

• aversive activities, 
• tangible items,  
• attention, or 
• sensory stimulation

V.A
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“Function” = outcome, result, purpose, consequence

Non-examples 
of Function-Based Approach

– “Lantana, you skipped 2 school days, so we’re going to suspend 
you for 2 more.”

– “You want my attention?! I’ll show you attention,…let’s take a walk 
down to the office & have a little chat with the principal.”



V.A

To Determine Function of Behavior

What 
typically

precedes?

What do the 
behaviors 
look like?

What 
typically 
follows?

Based on observing patterns across time, we can 
infer the probable function of behavior.

ANTECEDENT BEHAVIOR CONSEQUENCE



Let’s practice

Teacher lecture 
(limited 

attention)
Calling out 
repeatedly

Teacher 
attention

What Function? Get/obtain Attention

Antecedent? Behavior? Consequence?

During teacher lectures, Martha repeatedly and loudly 
calls out (without raising her hand).  Each time, the 
teacher gives her a look, a redirection, or occasionally 
calls on her.



Let’s practice

Difficult 
writing 

assignment

Throw pencil, 
rip paper, 

head down

Nothing 
(doesn’t do 
assignment)

What Function? Escape Task

Antecedent?

When given a difficult writing assignment Susannah 
regularly throws her pencil down, rips up her paper, 
and puts her head down.  Her teacher ignores this 
behavior (and Susannah never completes her 
assignment).

Behavior? Consequence?





V.A

How can we 
prevent?

What should we 
teach the student 

to do instead?

How do we 
respond to  make 
sure the new skill 

“works”?

We can make simple tweaks to the antecedents, 
behaviors, and consequences, to prevent, teach, 

and respond, respectively.

ANTECEDENT BEHAVIOR CONSEQUENCE

By understanding function, we can  
intervene more effectively.



Let’s practice

Provide attention 
ahead of lecture 
and frequent eye 

contact during 

Teach and prompt 
hand raising

Call on her ONLY 
when she raises 

her hand 
(otherwise ignore)

Prevent? Teach?
Respond/
Reinforce?

During teacher lecture, Martha repeatedly and loudly 
calls out (without raising her hand).  Each time, the 
teacher gives her a look, a redirection, or occasionally 
calls on her.

Simple strategies like this are part of good “Tier 1” 
responses to minor disruptive behavior.



Let’s practice

Modify writing 
assignment

Teach and prompt 
her to ask for 
help/break

Give immediate 
help/break when 

asked.  Otherwise, 
redirect to task.

When given a difficult writing assignment Susannah 
regularly throws her pencil down, rips up her paper, 
and puts her head down.  Her teacher ignores this 
behavior (and Susannah never completes her 
assignment)

Prevent? Teach? Respond/
Reinforce?

With these simple tweaks, we’ve made it less likely for her to 
engage in disruptive behavior to escape difficult tasks.



Activity:
Function of Behavior

• Consider a common problem 
behavior in your non-
classroom or classroom 
settings

• Describe the “ABCs”
• Identify strategies to prevent, 

teach, and respond/reinforce

V.A



Thank you 

• If you have questions on how to apply this function-based 
support, reach out to your trainers for assistance.  


