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44Functional Communication 
Training

Reem Muharib and Emily Gregori

Typically developing children as well as children with developmental disabilities may engage in challeng-
ing behaviors. Challenging behaviors range from noncompliance to more severe forms such as aggression 
(e.g., hitting, kicking, biting others), self-injury (e.g., self-biting, hair pulling, head banging), and property 
destruction (e.g., breaking furniture). Challenging behavior may interfere with the child’s learning, 
impede the child’s ability to develop healthy friendships with peers, and in severe cases, also cause harm 
to the child and others (Powell et al., 2007). Because of the negative effects of challenging behaviors, 
practitioners must be able to use evidence-based practices to reduce these behaviors and teach appropriate 
prosocial skills. One of these evidence-based practices is Functional Communication Training (FCT; Carr 
& Durand, 1985). FCT has accumulated sufficient research support to be deemed an evidence-based 
practice for children including children with autism, intellectual disability, other health impairments, 
behavior disorders, and multiple disabilities (Gerow et al., 2018; Muharib & Wood, 2018).

FCT involves three steps. The first step is to identify the function of the challenging behavior. In 
other words, a practitioner attempts to find out why the child is engaging in challenging behavior; 
what the child is getting or getting out of by engaging in challenging behavior. The second step is to 
select a new replacement behavior (i.e., an appropriate way to ask for the reinforcer). The third step is 
to teach the child a replacement behavior that will result in accessing the same reinforcer as the chal-
lenging behavior. For example, if the child engages in hitting to gain access to a toy (the function), 
then the practitioner may teach the child to say “can I have my toy, please?” and then provide the child 
with the requested toy.

�Functional Behavior Assessments

Conducting functional behavior assessments is the first step in FCT. The process of functional behav-
ior assessments typically involves several components: (a) indirect assessments, (b) direct assess-
ments, and (c) formulating a hypothesis regarding the function (purpose) of challenging behavior. 
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When conducting functional behavior assessments, a practitioner gathers information about the 
child’s challenging behavior and related contextual variables. For example, a practitioner may gather 
information about what happens right before and right after the challenging behavior occurs. A prac-
titioner may find out that every time mealtime begins, the child starts throwing a tantrum, and then the 
parent removes the child from the dining area. In this example, the practitioner learns that this chal-
lenging behavior is maintained by avoiding mealtime. In other words, the child engages in tantrums 
because she has learned that every time she throws a tantrum, her parent removes her from the dining 
area (i.e., an activity the child dislikes). The practitioner, in this example, also learns about the time 
(mealtime) and place (dining room) where the challenging behavior is likely to occur. By collecting 
such information (data), a practitioner can develop an FCT program where the child is taught an 
appropriate replacement behavior (e.g., saying “break, please”) and implement the program during 
the time and place where the challenging behavior is likely to occur.

�Indirect Assessments

Information regarding the function of challenging behavior and relevant contextual variables may be 
obtained using indirect and direct assessments. Indirect assessments involve interviewing people that 
are familiar with the child such as parents, teachers, and paraprofessionals. The purpose of these inter-
views is to gather information about (a) when and where challenging behaviors occur and do not 
occur, (b) when and where appropriate behaviors occur and not occur, and (c) what happens before 
and after challenging behaviors occur. This method is considered indirect because the practitioner 
assessing the behavior is not directly observing the child. Instead, the practitioner is asking others 
who interact with the child and have observed the child engage in these behaviors.

Rating Scales  Rating scales are surveys designed to obtain information on a specific challenging 
behavior, or group of challenging behaviors. The purpose of a rating is to obtain information regard-
ing the settings and contexts in which the challenging behavior is likely to occur and variables that 
may trigger and reinforce the behavior. Typically, rating scales list scenarios (e.g., “Does the behavior 
occur when you walk away from the child”) and ask the respondent to rate the extent to which that 
statement is accurate using a numerical scale (e.g., “1 = always true, 2 = true, 3 = sometimes true, 
etc.”). Sections with the highest ratings may indicate the function of the individual’s behavior. 
Common rating scales used during the functional behavior assessment process include the Motivation 
Assessment Scale (Durand & Crimmins, 1992) and the Questions About Behavioral Function 
(Paclawskyj et al., 2000). Rating scales are useful when you want to glean initial information regard-
ing a challenging behavior. Typically, rating scales can be implemented quickly (10–20 min) and 
require minimal training to administer, which make them feasible to use in classroom, home, and 
community-based settings. Rating scales, however, only provide the practitioner with an overview of 
the behavior, and more detailed information is often overlooked when using these tools.

Interviews  Interviews are structured conversations between the practitioner and individuals who 
know the target child (e.g., parents, teachers, related service providers). Behavioral interviews 
typically consist of questions designed to elicit information about the behavior of concern, and vari-
ables that influence the occurrence of the behavior. For example, interview questions may include “In 
what situations is the target behavior most likely to occur?” “What typically happens right before the 
behavior occurs?” or “Have there been any recent changes to the child’s regular routine?” There are 
many published interview tools available to behavior analysts and educational practitioners. The 
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Functional Assessment Interview (FAI; O’Neill et al., 1997) is a comprehensive interview tool that is 
commonly used during the functional behavior assessment process. The FAI gleans information 
related to the target challenging behavior, history of treatments for the target behavior, communicative 
abilities, environmental factors that may influence the target behavior, and variables that may rein-
force the target behavior. Like other interview tools, the FAI is more time intensive than rating scales, 
but gives the practitioner deep and rich information concerning the child and the target challenging 
behavior.

The process of conducting indirect assessments begins by identifying the key individuals who you 
will administer the assessments to. When conducting indirect assessments, it is important to obtain 
information from individuals who know the child well, spend consistent time with the child, and 
interact with the child in settings where the challenging behavior occurs. For example, if a practitioner 
is conducting a functional behavior assessment for a fourth-grade student in special education, he or 
she may consider implementing indirect assessments with the child’s parents, special education 
teacher, paraprofessional, and related service providers (e.g., speech therapist, occupational thera-
pist). The practitioner should conduct the interviews or administer the rating scales at times that are 
feasible and convenient for the respondent. For example, if the practitioner plans to interview a parent, 
they should schedule the interview in a way that reduces logistical barriers (e.g., in the evening, con-
ducting the interview over distance technology). The practitioner should also ensure that the respon-
dent is comfortable with and informed regarding the assessment procedures. Before beginning the 
assessment, the practitioner should explain the purpose of the assessment and ask the respondent if 
they have any questions.

After the practitioner has administered the assessments, the practitioner will analyze the results. The 
practitioner should summarize the results of the assessments and use the results to identify the settings in 
which they will conduct the direct observations. The practitioner may also use the information obtained 
during the indirect assessments to refine the definition of the target challenging behavior. Although the 
result of the indirect assessments may indicate potential functions of challenging behavior, they are often 
less reliable that direct assessment procedures, and therefore, should only be one of many tools used dur-
ing the functional behavior assessment process.

�Direct Assessments

Often times, indirect assessments are not sufficient to determine the function of challenging behaviors 
and the relevant contextual variables that influence the behavior. While indirect assessments are an 
important first step in identifying the function of challenging behavior, other methods, such as direct 
assessment, can provide more accurate and reliable information regarding the behavior of concern. 
Direct assessments provide a practitioner with opportunities to observe the child during natural rou-
tines without disturbing the flow of events (e.g., classroom routines). Unlike indirect assessments 
wherein a practitioner relies on reports from others, a practitioner can observe and record challenging 
behaviors as they occur to determine the environmental variables that trigger and maintain the chal-
lenging behaviors. Direct assessments involve the practitioner directly observing the child using (1) a 
scatterplot to determine the settings and times of day the challenging behavior is most likely to occur 
and (2) antecedent-behavior-consequence (A-B-C) recording method to identify environmental vari-
ables associated with the challenging behavior to determine the function of challenging behaviors.

Scatterplots  A scatterplot is a matrix relating challenging behavior to the time of day and is used to 
gather information about when challenging behaviors occur. Scatterplots are used to record the extent 
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Fig. 44.1  A Scatterplot durning a 5-Day Observation

to which the challenging behavior occurs more often at certain times of the day or certain contexts 
than others. To use a scatterplot, a practitioner creates a matrix and divides the day into several blocks 
of time (see Fig. 44.1). After a practitioner collects data for several days using scatterplots, a practi-
tioner can analyze the data to detect any patterns. A practitioner may find out that a challenging 
behavior occurs more often during a certain time of the day such as a certain time of the day wherein 
the child is expected to complete a set of non-preferred tasks. It is important to note that a practitioner 
should collect data using this method over several days to be able to see a pattern of the challenging 
behavior.

As an example of a scatterplot (Fig.  44.1), a practitioner observed Sara in her preschool from 
arrival time at 8:00 until departure time at 12:00 Monday through Friday. Using a scatterplot, we can 
see that Sara hits and throws objects at others during circle time and center time more often than any 
other time of the school day. Finding this information about when Sara is more likely to engage in 

R. Muharib and E. Gregori



945

challenging behavior will help the practitioner choose the time of the day in which these behaviors 
occur to conduct A-B-C recording. In this next step, a practitioner uses A-B-C recording to gather 
information about the function of challenging behavior.

A-B-C Recording  After identifying the times and locations that the challenging behaviors occur 
most frequently using a scatterplot, a practitioner will observe the child during those times using 
antecedent-behavior-consequence (A-B-C) recording method. The purpose of the A-B-C recording 
is to identify the relationship between environmental variables and the target challenging behavior. 
Ultimately, the results of the A-B-C observations will be used to determine the function of the chal-
lenging behavior (i.e., what does the child get or get away from by engaging in challenging behav-
ior?). A-B-C recording has several advantages: (a) like scatterplots, a practitioner can observe the 
challenging behaviors as they occur without disturbing the child’s natural routine, and (b) a practi-
tioner can gain a better understanding of the environmental variables that trigger and reinforce the 
challenging behavior. Before conducting an A-B-C recording, a practitioner must be familiar with 
the three-term contingency (A-B-C) that governs behavior. Challenging behavior (or any other 
behavior) does not occur in isolation. Before a behavior occurs, an antecedent (something in the 
environment) triggers the challenging behavior. Examples of antecedents include placing a non-
preferred worksheet in front of the child, a peer taking a toy from your target child, or a peer telling 
your child “you can’t play with us.” When the antecedent takes place, a behavior occurs. What 
occurs immediately after the behavior is called a consequence. A consequence in the form of rein-
forcement (i.e., giving the child what she wants or removing what the child does not want) increases 
the chances that the child will keep engaging in challenging behavior in the future. Examples of 
reinforcement include removing a non-preferred worksheet after the child hits the teacher or giving 
the child a toy after the child yells at her peer. Figure 44.2 illustrates the three-term contingency 
involving a child who hits and spits at her teacher.

A-B-C recording involves directly observing the child in settings where the challenging behavior 
is most likely to occur. As seen in Table 44.1, the practitioner will record every challenging behavior 

Fig. 44.2  The three-term contingency
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Table 44.1  A-B-C recording

Time Antecedent Behavior Consequence
9 am (center time) Peer playing with a tea pot Sara hits the peer Peer cries and gives Sara 

the tea pot
9:02 (center time) Peer approaches Sara and 

says “my turn”
Sara pushes peer with one hand Sara keeps the tea pot

9:05 (center time) Peer playing with a potato 
head

Sara grabs the potato head from 
the peer

Peer walks away and 
Sara keeps playing with 
the potato head

9:08 (center time) Peer tries to grab a toy from 
Sara

Sara slaps the peer on the face Sara keeps playing with 
the toy

10 am (snack time) Peer shows others a toy he 
brought from home

Sara grabs the toy from peer Peer cries and teacher 
takes the toy from both 
of them

10:01 (snack time) Teacher takes the toy Sara cries and throws her snack 
on the floor

Teacher throws the snack 
in the trash

occurrence (e.g., hitting), what happens right before the behavior (antecedent; e.g., a peer is in a pos-
session of a toy in the housekeeping center), and what happens right after the behavior (consequence; 
e.g., the peer cries and gives Sara the toy). By gathering such information, a practitioner can see a 
pattern of behavior and what occurs before and after the behavior. Consequently, a practitioner can 
formulate a hypothesis about why the child is engaging in challenging behavior. Based on the infor-
mation gathered in the A-B-C report, we can see and hypothesize that Sara engages in challenging 
behaviors to obtain toys from her peers.

�Selecting a Replacement Behavior

After a practitioner has formulated a hypothesis regarding the function of the challenging behavior, the 
practitioner, along with people that often interact with the child (e.g., parents, teachers), select a new 
replacement behavior to teach the child that will replace the challenging behavior. Specifically, this 
new replacement behavior is taught to the child as an alternative way to ask for the functional reinforcer 
(e.g., toy, attention, break) instead of engaging in challenging behavior. For example, if a child engages 
in hitting when they are thirsty, a practitioner could teach the child to say, “Drink, please” instead of 
hitting. Selecting a new replacement behavior should be done as part of a collaborative team that 
includes individuals who interact with the child such as caregivers, the classroom teacher, and a speech 
and language pathologist. There are a few considerations to keep in mind before selecting a new 
replacement behavior: (a) it must be easy to learn, (b) easily recognizable by others, and (c) must result 
in getting access to reinforcement consistently and immediately (Dunlap & Duda, 2004).

Easy to Learn  The first rule to increase the effectiveness of FCT is that the child should have the 
skills to emit the replacement behavior or the ability to learn the replacement behavior with their exist-
ing skills. For example, if a child has complex communication needs and is unable to communicate 
vocally (a skill they do not have), a practitioner should not select a vocal response. Instead, the prac-
titioner may teach the child to exchange a card that includes a picture of the preferred item or activity. 
However, if a child is able to form simple sentences (a skill they do have), the practitioner may choose 
to teach the child to make a simple vocal request such as “toy.” Regardless of the level of support the 
child requires to learn a new skill, the practitioner should select a skill that is most appropriate for the 
child’s needs and preferences.
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The second consideration a practitioner needs to make is to ensure that the replacement behavior 
requires less effort to emit than the challenging behavior; in other words, the practitioner should select 
a replacement behavior that is easy for the child to emit. For example, a child engages in head banging 
to get away from one-on-one work and has no appropriate replacement behaviors in her repertoire. A 
practitioner may teach a child to point to a “break” picture. The practitioner, for example, does not 
teach the child to pick up the “break” picture and hand it to him/her because this may require more 
effort from the child than simply banging her head. If a practitioner selects a new replacement behav-
ior that requires more effort than engaging in challenging behavior, then the child is more likely to 
engage in the challenging behavior than the new replacement communicative behavior.

For children who do not produce vocal speech or only produce unintelligible speech, a practitioner 
may opt to teach the replacement behavior using Augmentative and Alternative Communication 
(AAC) systems. AAC systems are used to supplement or replace vocal speech and are commonly used 
for children with developmental disabilities. AAC systems include aided system where an external 
tool is used such as pictures, speech-generating devices (e.g., microswitches), or tablets loaded with 
communication applications (apps), as well as unaided systems wherein no external tool is required 
and this includes the use of manual signs.

It is important for a practitioner to consult with parents, as well as other people who frequently 
interact with the child (e.g., teachers, paraprofessionals), regarding what AAC system to select for the 
child. It is also key to assess the child’s ability to use an AAC system before selecting one. Specifically, 
the team should assess the child’s vision and hearing abilities and fine motor skills (Alzrayer & 
Banda, 2017). For example, for a speech-generating device or tablet to be selected, the child must 
have the ability to see the icons, hear the speech output that the device produces, and have the motor 
strength to tap an icon. Some modifications can be made when using such devices. For example, if the 
child has low hearing ability, then a practitioner may place the tablet in a case with a sound amplifier 
feature. If the child has low vision abilities, then a practitioner may enlarge the icons on the tablet 
screen, and if the child has hand tremors, a practitioner may decrease the screen sensitivity (e.g., two 
taps required to operate an icon instead of one tap). If the child does not have the minimum abilities 
to use such devices (e.g., blind), then a practitioner will rule out this option. Similar considerations 
also apply to selecting printed pictures as an AAC system. For pictures to be selected, a child must be 
able to see the pictures and touch them (or hand them to the other person). On the other hand, if a 
practitioner and other stakeholders (e.g., parents) consider manual sign to teach the child (e.g., 
“break”), then the child must have the necessary fine motor skills to manually do the sign.

After assessing the child’s necessary skills, an AAC system is selected. Regardless of which AAC 
system is selected for the child, it is important to teach the child one response only to increase the 
effectiveness of FCT. For example, Johnny is a nonvocal child with autism. His challenging behavior 
is maintained by access to attention from adults. After assessing his abilities, a tablet that is loaded 
with a communication app is selected as an AAC system. A practitioner programs the app and allows 
only one icon “play please” on the screen. By allowing only one icon on the screen, the child does not 
need to learn to discriminate between multiple icons, thus, decreasing his response effort in engaging 
in the new appropriate replacement behavior. In other words, if Johnny had to select the correct icon 
out of multiple icons to request attention, it might be just easier for him to simply engage in challeng-
ing behavior. The same consideration must be kept in mind when selecting a communicative response 
in the form of a manual sign, picture, or even a vocal response. For example, a practitioner wants to 
teach Peter to vocally request a break from work instead of engaging in challenging behavior. The 
practitioner teaches Peter to say “break” instead of “may I have a break, please?” Although saying 
“may I have a break, please?” may be more socially appropriate than just saying “break,” teaching 
Peter to only say “break” may increase the likelihood that he will use this vocal response to ask for a 
break because it does not require a lot of effort compared to “may I have a break, please?”
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Fig. 44.3  The three-term contingency in reinforcing appropriate replacement behavior

Easily Recognized by Others  The second consideration for selecting a new replacement behavior 
for the child is that it must be easily recognized by others such as parents, siblings, peers, and other 
individuals who interact with the child. If the child uses a new replacement behavior correctly but 
others are not able to recognize it, then the child is likely to return to engage in challenging behavior. 
For example, Alex is a child with Down syndrome who is now able to sign “play” to request attention 
from his teacher in the classroom. Alex goes home and signs “play” to request attention from his 
sibling but his sibling does not recognize the sign. Because Alex does not get attention from his sib-
ling when he signs “play,” Alex screams and his sibling immediately turns his attention to Alex. In this 
scenario, even though Alex was able to sign correctly, the sign was not recognizable by others who 
interact with him. For this reason, it is important to select a communicative behavior that can be easily 
recognized by others so that they respond to the child’s appropriate communication, which conse-
quently decreases the child’s likelihood of returning to challenging behavior. This may require train-
ing people who interact with the child to recognize the new replacement behavior. For example, a 
teacher may explain to other children in the classroom what the “play” sign means and how they 
should respond when Alex uses this sign. A teacher may also model or verbally prompt other children 
when Alex signs “play” to get their attention.

Consistently and Immediately Reinforced  The last consideration for selecting a new replacement 
behavior is that it must be reinforced consistently and immediately. For FCT to be effective, the new 
replacement behavior (e.g., saying “break please”) must immediately and consistently produce rein-
forcement. For example, every time a child uses the new replacement behavior to ask for a break from 
a demand, the teacher should immediately provide the child with a break. The reason behind the need 
for reinforcing each appropriate replacement response immediately is to teach the child the contingency 
between asking appropriately and getting access to the requested reinforcer, and also to weaken the 
contingency between the challenging behavior and the reinforcer. In other words, when a practitioner 
provides the reinforcer every time the child asks for it appropriately, then the child is likely to use this 
appropriate replacement response more often and refrain from engaging in challenging behavior. See 
Fig. 44.3 for an example.
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�Teaching the New Replacement Behavior

After selecting the new replacement behavior, a practitioner begins teaching the child the new replace-
ment behavior. A practitioner may teach the new replacement behavior (a) in a one-on-one format or (b) 
during natural teaching opportunities. Teaching in a one-on-one setting involves repeatedly presenting 
antecedents that evoke challenging behavior, teaching the replacement behavior, and reinforcing the 
replacement behavior during a predetermined instructional session. For example, a practitioner selects a 
demand that has a history of provoking the challenging behavior of Alex whose challenging behavior is 
maintained by escape (getting away) from demands. The practitioner places the demand in front of Alex 
and immediately prompts Alex to engage in the new replacement behavior to ask for a break. The prac-
titioner immediately provides Alex for a break whether he requests a break appropriately with or without 
a prompt. The practitioner may give Alex a 30- or 60-s long break and then present the demand again 
and repeat the steps. The practitioner would repeat this process until the instructional session has ended. 
The purpose of providing the child multiple consecutive opportunities to engage in the new replacement 
behavior is to build the contingency between the new replacement behavior and accessing the requested 
reinforcer. That is, the child learns that every time she uses her replacement behavior, she immediately 
gets what she asks for (e.g., a break). One main advantage of teaching a new replacement behavior in a 
one-on-one format is that the practitioner does not need to wait for a natural teaching opportunity to 
present itself. Instead, a practitioner can direct when the teaching occurs and how many teaching oppor-
tunities to present to the child. Another advantage to this teaching format is that the child can have mul-
tiple opportunities to engage in the new replacement behavior in one teaching session; thus, learning the 
new replacement behavior may occur more rapidly. However, this approach may not facilitate general-
ization. For example, a child who learns to ask for a break during the one-on-one teaching session may 
not be able to ask for a break during small group instruction. This may happen because the child was 
only presented with opportunities to engage in the new replacement behavior in one setting/situation, so 
the child may associate the new replacement behavior with that one setting/situation only.

A practitioner may also take advantage of natural opportunities to encourage the child to use the 
new replacement behavior. For example, Sara whose challenging behavior is maintained by access to 
toy was approaching her peers in the housekeeping center. Before Sara engages in challenging behav-
iors (e.g., hitting peers to get toys), the practitioner immediately prompts Sara to say “toy, please.” 
Once Sara uses this new replacement behavior, the practitioner prompts the peer to give Sara the toy. 
As another example of looking for natural opportunities to teach the new replacement behavior, Alex 
is having trouble opening a box of blocks. A practitioner sees this as an opportunity to prompt Alex to 
ask for “help.” The practitioner prompts Alex to ask for “help” when the challenging behavior is trig-
gered (having difficulty opening the box) rather than waiting until Alex engages in challenging behav-
ior. Once Alex uses the new replacement behavior, the practitioner opens the box. Using natural 
opportunities to teach the new replacement behavior has several advantages. First, the child’s natural 
routine is not disturbed. A practitioner only waits for a natural teaching moment to teach the child the 
new replacement behavior. Second, this teaching method may facilitate generalization. Because 
teaching happens during natural routines, a child may learn to generalize the new replacement behav-
ior across different people or settings more easily compared to the one-on-one format. For example, 
Alex who had trouble opening a box of blocks now has trouble opening his lunchbox. The practitioner 
prompts Alex immediately to ask for “help” and opens the lunchbox for him once he says “help.” Now 
that Alex has had multiple situations where he was taught to say “help,” he is more likely to be able to 
say “help” in similar situations. For example, Alex had a hard time opening his milk box. Without 
teaching, Alex asked his teacher for “help.” This happened because Alex was exposed to multiple 
natural opportunities that represented a range of similar situations (i.e., box of blocks and lunchbox). 
A disadvantage of this approach, however, is that learning the new replacement behavior may take 
longer as the practitioner must wait for natural teaching opportunities.
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Table 44.2  System of prompts

Prompt type Definition Prompt type Definition
Most 
supportive

Least 
supportive

Full verbal Practitioner models full word (e.g., “Milk”) Full 
physical

Hand-over-hand 
assistance

Partial 
verbal

Practitioner models partial word (e.g., “Mil”) Partial 
physical

Hand-on-elbow 
assistance

Initial 
phoneme

Practitioner models initial phoneme of the 
target word “M”

Partial 
physical

Hand-on-shoulder 
assistance

Model Practitioner demonstrates desired response
Gesture Action that indicates what the learner should do (e.g., pointing, nodding)

�Systems of Prompts

The efficacy of FCT relies, in part, on the child learning to emit the replacement communication 
response. As mentioned earlier, not all children have an appropriate communicative response in their 
repertoire. In these cases, the practitioner must teach the child the response. Prompting is a procedure 
that involves a practitioner using various levels of verbal and physical support to evoke a specific 
response. Prompts range from less supportive to most supportive (see Table 44.2). The level of prompt 
support provided to a child should be selected based on the child’s needs and preferences, and the 
mode of the communicative response (i.e., vocal, gesture, picture exchange). Various prompting 
methods exist for teaching communicative responses including least-to-most prompting, most-to-
least prompting, graduated guidance, and time delay (Collins et al., 2018).

Least-to-Most Prompts  Least-to-most (LTM) prompting is a prompt hierarchy that involves provid-
ing increasing levels of physical or verbal support until the child is able to engage in the target behav-
ior. To begin LTM prompting, the practitioner should select three prompts and order them from least 
to most supportive (e.g., initial phoneme, partial verbal, full verbal). To implement LTM prompting, 
the practitioner should first provide the antecedent and provide the predetermined wait time (e.g., 5 s). 
If the child does not respond to the antecedent, the practitioner should provide the first, least support-
ive, prompt. If the child responds correctly, the practitioner should provide praise and reinforcement 
(e.g., “Nice job saying, ‘Cookie please.’ Here is your cookie”). If the child does not respond, the 
practitioner will provide the second, next supportive prompt. If the child responds correctly, the prac-
titioner should provide praise and reinforcement. If the child does not respond, the practitioner should 
provide the third and most intrusive prompt. After the child responds to the most supportive prompt, 
the practitioner should provide praise and reinforcement. If at any point the child makes an error or 
does not respond, the practitioner should provide the next most supportive prompt.

To illustrate how LTM works, read the case scenario of Marcus and his social worker, Mrs Lu. Mrs 
Lu is using FCT to teach Marcus to request juice without engaging in challenging behavior. Marcus has 
complex communication needs and uses a picture exchange system to communicate. Mrs Lu conducts 
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FCT sessions right before snack time, when she knows Marcus will be thirsty for his juice. To begin the 
session, Mrs Lu asks Marcus to sit across from her at the snack table and places Marcus’ juice cup in 
sight but out of reach. Mrs Lu then waits 5 s for Marcus to touch the picture of the juice on his commu-
nication book. When Marcus does not respond within 5 s, Mrs Lu points to the picture of the juice (i.e., 
model prompt) and gives Marcus another 5 s to respond. When Marcus does not point to the picture of 
the juice, Mrs Lu places her hand on Marcus’ elbow (i.e., partial physical prompt). After 5 s elapses and 
Marcus still does not respond, Mrs Lu places her hand on top of Marcus’ and guides him to point to the 
picture of juice (i.e., full physical prompt). When Marcus points to the picture of juice, Mrs Lu says, 
“Great job pointing to juice” and hands Marcus the juice cup.

Most-to-Least Prompts  Most-to-least (MTL) prompting is a prompt hierarchy that involves provid-
ing the most supportive prompt first and decreasing the supportiveness of the prompt based on child 
responding. To implement MTL prompting, the practitioner should select three prompts and order 
them from most supportive to least supportive. MTL prompting begins with the practitioner providing 
the antecedent and immediately providing the most supportive prompt. When the child responds cor-
rectly, the practitioner will provide praise and the reinforcer. On the next opportunity, the practitioner 
will provide the antecedent and simultaneously provide the second most supportive prompt. If the 
child responds correctly, the practitioner will provide praise and access to the reinforcer. On the next 
opportunity, the practitioner will present the antecedent and the third most supportive prompt. If the 
child responds correctly, the practitioner will provide praise and access to the reinforcer. If at any 
point the child makes an error or does not respond, the practitioner should provide the next most sup-
portive prompt.

Read the example of how Mr Johnson used MTL prompting during FCT to teach Hakeem to 
request crackers during lunch time. During lunch, Mr Johnson sat across the table from Hakeem and 
placed a cracker on his plate. After Hakeem consumed the cracker, Mr Johnson looked at him and 
said, “Cracker.” Hakeem then immediately said, “Cracker.” In response, Mr Johnson said, “Great job 
asking” and gave Hakeem another cracker. After Hakeem finishes his cracker, Mr Johnson says, “Cr,” 
and waited for Hakeem to respond. When Hakeem said, “Cracker,” Mr Johnson replied, “Excellent 
job asking for more,” and gave him another cracker. Once Hakeem finishes his second cracker, Mr 
Johnson looks at him and says, “C.” Once Hakeem says, “Cracker” Mr Johnson offers praise and 
another cracker.

Graduated Guidance  Graduated guidance is a procedure used to prompt communication that 
requires a motor response (e.g., sign language, picture exchange). Graduated guidance involves the 
practitioner providing the most supportive prompt to evoke correct responding (e.g., full physical 
prompt) and gradually fading amount of support based on the child’s responding. For example, a 
practitioner can use graduated guidance to teach a child with complex communication needs to press 
an icon on her speech-generating device. First, the practitioner would use hand-over-hand prompting 
by placing their hand over the child’s and gently guiding them to press the correct icon. Once the 
child starts responding with the most supportive prompt, the practitioner would fade the support. For 
example, the practitioner could place their hand on the child’s elbow and guide them to the correct 
icon. After the child starts responding, the practitioner would once again fade the supportiveness of 
the prompt. For example, the practitioner could place their hand on the child’s shoulder to facilitate 
pressing the correct icon. Eventually, the practitioner should lessen the prompts until they are no 
longer providing physical support. Like other prompt hierarchies, if at any point the child makes an 
error, or does not respond, the practitioner should increase the supportiveness of the prompt.
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Time Delay  Time delay is a procedure used to increase the amount of time in between an antecedent 
and the delivery of a prompt. To begin, the practitioner should select the controlling prompt. The con-
trolling prompt is the prompt that the practitioner expects the student to respond to (e.g., full verbal 
prompt). To start a time delay session, the practitioner should provide the antecedent and immediately 
provide the controlling prompt. The immediate delivery of the controlling prompt is known as a 0 s 
delay. Once the child reliably responds with a 0 s delay, the practitioner will insert the time delay. 
There are two methods for implementing time delay: constant and progressive. Constant time delay 
involves keeping the delay consistent across teaching trials (e.g., 5 s). Progressive time delay involves 
gradually increasing the duration of the delay across teaching trials. It is important that the delay 
increase gradually, in small increments (e.g., 2 s, 4 s, 8 s, 16 s) until the final time delay is reached. 
Both constant and progressive time delay have been shown to be effective (Duker et al., 2004), so 
practitioners should select the method they feel is most appropriate.

To illustrate, let’s read about how Mrs Jeffries used time delay to teach her student Chan Woo to 
request his toy car during shared play. To start, Mrs Jeffries says, “My turn,” takes the car and imme-
diately says, “Car.” When Chan Woo says, “Car,” she gives him the car and says, “I liked the way you 
asked for car.” After Chan Woo reliably says, “Car” with a 0 s delay, Mrs Jeffries increases the time 
delay. After saying, “My turn,” and removing the car, she waits 2 s before providing the full verbal 
prompt (i.e., “Car”). Mrs Jeffries continues this process until Chan Woo begins requesting the car 
before the controlling prompt.

�Additional Considerations to FCT

In addition to prompting the appropriate replacement behavior, it is also important to acknowledge 
and reinforce replacement behavior every time the child uses it. For FCT to be effective, the new 
replacement behavior should work more efficiently for the child than challenging behavior. This 
means that the child gets what she asks for when she uses the replacement behavior rather than exhib-
iting challenging behavior. If the challenging behavior works more efficiently for the child (e.g., Alex 
spits on a worksheet, the teacher lets him leave the work area), then the child is likely to continue to 
use challenging behavior and less likely to use the new replacement behavior. On the other hand, if 
the replacement behavior works better for the child (e.g., the teacher lets Alex leave the work area 
every time Alex says “break please”), then the child is more likely to use the replacement behavior 
and less likely to engage in challenging behavior.

Equally important, for FCT to be effective a practitioner places the challenging behavior on extinc-
tion (Hagopian et al., 2011). In other words, a practitioner does not provide a reinforcer when the 
child engages in challenging behavior. For example, Mikey’s challenging behavior is maintained by 
access to toys. A practitioner removes a toy from Mikey to provide him with an opportunity to engage 
in the new replacement behavior. The practitioner verbally prompts Mikey (e.g., saying “touch the 
picture”) to engage in the replacement behavior in the form of touching a picture depicting (toy 
please). Instead of touching the picture, Mikey screams and pulls the practitioner’s hair. The practitio-
ner does not provide the toy to Mikey, but instead, the practitioner moves up in the prompt hierarchy 
(e.g., physical prompt) to help Mikey engage in the appropriate replacement behavior without exhibit-
ing challenging behavior.

For many children with disabilities, challenging behavior is their only form of communication. 
This means, that over the course of their life, the challenging behaviors have been reinforced numer-
ous times and may be resistant to change. In other words, the child may engage in challenging behav-
ior more often because the child is used to getting what she wants (or getting out of what she does not 
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want) by exhibiting challenging behavior. By being consistent in ignoring challenging behavior and 
only reinforcing the replacement behavior, the child learns that the new replacement behavior is more 
useful than challenging behavior to get what she wants.

In practical settings, such as in the classroom, it may not be possible to place challenging behavior 
entirely on extinction. For example, it is likely impossible, and always unsafe, for a teacher to ignore 
a child that is hitting his peers. In this situation, a practitioner may remove the child away from others 
to keep the child and others safe even though responding to the child’s behavior that way may provide 
the child some attention (i.e., the reinforcer).

It is important to note that while extinction can be effective in reducing challenging behavior, it may 
lead to a temporary increase in the challenging behavior. This temporary increase in behavior is known 
as an extinction burst. Although the increase in challenging behavior is not expected to last, it is impor-
tant that the practitioner and team develop a safety plan. The safety plan should include procedures for 
blocking challenging behavior and other relevant safety measures (e.g., protective equipment). It is also 
important that the safety plan align with the guidelines for crisis intervention in place at the school or 
other organization where FCT is being implemented. For example, if the school’s crisis plan indicates 
that the school counselor should be called if dangerous challenging behavior (e.g., aggression, self-
injury) occurs, then the child’s safety plan should include those procedures as well.

While FCT is effective in reducing challenging behavior and increasing appropriate communica-
tion, it is important the children learn to use the appropriate communicative response in all contexts 
where challenging behavior may occur. Learning to use communicative skills in other settings or 
contexts beyond the initial teaching setting is known as generalization. Planning and teaching for 
generalization is critical because we want to ensure that children are able to use important skills like 
communication in the contexts that are important in their life. For example, we want children to be 
able to request bathroom at home, at school, and in the community.

Generalization Across Individuals  It is important that the child learn to use the communicative 
response with individuals who they interact with in their daily life including teachers, parents, peers, 
and other relevant educators and related service providers. The practitioner should train all relevant 
individuals in the FCT procedures and create opportunities for the child to use the communicative 
response with them. For example, if Lucy is learning to say, “My turn,” after a toy is taken away, the 
practitioner should teach the child to use this response during free play with peers. First, the practitio-
ner should teach Lucy’s peers that if she says, “My turn,” that they should give her a turn with the toy. 
The practitioner should also closely observe during free play and provide any necessary support the 
peers need (e.g., prompts, reminders, reinforcement).

Generalization Across Settings  It is also important the child learn to use the communicative response 
in all of the settings where the challenging behavior is likely to occur. Using FCT across settings will 
increase the likelihood that the child uses the communicative response any time they need it. For 
example, if a child screams anytime they want water, it would be important to teach the child to ask 
for water at home, at school, on the playground, and when the child is at a friend’s house.

�Reinforcement Schedule Thinning

In applied settings such as the classroom, home, or community settings (e.g., grocery store, library, 
park), it may not be possible to provide the child with the requested reinforcer every time the child 
asks for it appropriately. Excessive requesting for a break or a toy, for example, may impede the 
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child’s learning and prevent engagement in other prosocial behaviors or activities (e.g., school work; 
Muharib et al., 2022). On the other hand, not providing the child with the reinforcer when the child 
asks for it appropriately may teach the child to revert back to engaging in challenging behavior 
(Hagopian et al., 2011; Muharib & Pennington, 2019). For example, Tony has learned to ask for his 
favorite toy by touching an icon on his speech-generating device. Every time he touches the icon to 
ask for the toy, his mother gives him the toy. One day while the mother was on the phone, Tony asks 
for the toy using his device but mother was too busy on the phone to respond to his appropriate 
request. Tony, then, screams and bangs his head against the wall. The mother hangs up immediately 
and gives Tony the toy.

Unfortunately, variations of this scenario are not uncommon in applied settings. Fortunately, 
research has identified effective methods to prevent challenging behavior from recurring while simul-
taneously teaching the child to wait for access to reinforcement. These methods are referred to as 
reinforcement schedule thinning. Reinforcement schedule thinning involves teaching the child to tol-
erate delays to reinforcement by gradually increasing the number of tasks required to complete before 
accessing a break (Chained Schedules of Reinforcement) or gradually increasing the time of no access 
to attention or tangible items (Multiple Schedules of Reinforcement).

Chained Schedules of Reinforcement  In applied settings, it may be problematic and impractical to 
provide the child with a break every time the child asks for it appropriately. This may lead to frequent 
interruptions of educational routines and may also impede the child from receiving academic instruc-
tion. Chained schedules of reinforcement (also known as demand fading) addresses this issue by allow-
ing a practitioner to program for one task or a series of tasks to be completed before allowing the child 
to receive a break (Hagopian et al., 2011). Chained schedules of reinforcement are most suitable for 
children who engage in challenging behavior maintained by escape from non-preferred tasks (e.g., 
instructional demands). In this procedure, a practitioner gradually increases the number (or difficulty) 
of tasks the child must complete before reinforcement (i.e., a break) is provided. This procedure 
increases the child’s tolerance for non-preferred tasks and also to delayed reinforcement.

Steps to Implement Chained Schedules of Reinforcement  Following successful implementation of 
FCT (e.g., low rates of challenging behavior, consistent use of the replacement behavior), a practitio-
ner implements a chained schedule of reinforcement by requiring the child to complete one small task 
or one step of a long task. If the child asks for a break appropriately before completing the task, the 
practitioner delivers a wait signal (e.g., “good job asking nicely, but first finish your work”) and does 
not attend to nondangerous challenging behavior. Once the child completes the task, the practitioner 
allows the child to take a break. Gradually, the practitioner increases the number of tasks or time 
required to be engaged in a task before giving the child access to a break.

Multiple Schedules of Reinforcement  In applied settings, children need to learn when it is appro-
priate to ask for reinforcers (e.g., a toy) and when it is not appropriate to ask for reinforcers. For 
example, it may be appropriate to ask for a tablet to play video games during break periods in the 
classroom, but it may not be appropriate to ask for it during instructional periods. Similarly, it may be 
appropriate for a child to ask her mother to play with her when the mother is reading a newspaper, but 
it may not be appropriate to ask her mother to play with her when the mother is talking on the phone. 
When a child asks for a reinforcer (e.g., a toy, attention) during an inappropriate time, it is likely that 
child will not get access to the reinforcer which may lead to engagement in challenging behavior. For 
example, if a child asks her mother to play with her while the mother is busy talking on the phone, it 
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is unlikely that the mother will be able to respond to the child’s request for attention. In this case, the 
child may revert to challenging behavior. Multiple schedules of reinforcement address this issue. 
Using this procedure, a practitioner teaches the child to differentiate between periods/situations when 
reinforcers are accessible and periods/situations where reinforcers are not accessible (Muharib & 
Pennington, 2019; Saini et al., 2016). This procedure is most appropriate for children whose challeng-
ing behavior is maintained by attention (e.g., from peers, teachers, parents) or tangible items (e.g., toy, 
tablet). By teaching the child to differentiate between appropriate and inappropriate periods/situa-
tions, a practitioner does two things: (a) increases the child’s tolerance for not receiving a reinforcer 
during inappropriate periods, and (b) decreases the likelihood that the child returns to using challeng-
ing behavior to get her wants or needs met.

Steps to Implement Multiple Schedules of Reinforcement  Following a successful implementation 
of FCT (e.g., low rates of challenging behavior, consistent use of the replacement behavior), a practi-
tioner selects two distinct visual cues (e.g., two colored cards). These cues will be used to signal that 
reinforcement is or is not available. When the visual cue for reinforcement is in place (the appropriate 
periods/reinforcement periods), every time the child asks for a reinforcer, the child is immediately 
given the reinforcer. When the visual cue signaling that no reinforcement is in place (the inappropriate 
periods/no-reinforcement periods), the reinforcer is not given to the child even if the child asks for it 
appropriately.

For example, a practitioner selects a red card to use during the no-reinforcement period and a green 
card to use during the reinforcement period to help Johnny differentiate between when it is appropriate 
to ask for a tablet (his reinforcer) and when it is not. After selecting the visual cues, the practitioner 
should explain how the system works and use a rule to help Johnny understand the new procedure 
(“when the green card is out, you can ask for your tablet and I will give it to you, when the red card is 
out, no tablet”). After presenting the rule, the practitioner models the expected behavior and then pro-
vides Johnny with opportunities to engage in the appropriate replacement behavior during the rein-
forcement period. For example, the practitioner might say, “Johnny now that the green card is out, you 
can ask for tablet. Let me show you how you can ask. Now you try.” The practitioner should also be 
prepared to provide error correction if the child uses the replacement behavior during no-reinforcement 
times. For example, if Johnny does engage in the replacement behavior during the no-reinforcement 
period, the practitioner should acknowledge (“good job asking nicely, but you need to wait for the green 
card”) and then redirect the child to other appropriate activities or tasks.

Using this procedure, it is critically important to keep three rules in mind: (a) select visual cues that the 
child is familiar with and is able to differentiate between, (b) reinforce the replacement behavior only 
during the reinforcement period, and (c) keep the no-reinforcement period short in the beginning of using 
this procedure. To address the first rule, a practitioner pre-tests the child’s ability to differentiate between 
the visual cues before using them. For example, a practitioner presents the red card in the presence of 
other colored cards and asks the child to select the red card. A practitioner also presents the red card and 
asks the child (“what color is this?”). If the child is able to answer correctly, then the practitioner can 
select this visual cue to use in the multiple schedule procedure.

To address the second rule, a practitioner should only give the child the requested reinforcer when 
the child engages in the replacement behavior during the reinforcement period and never give the 
child the requested reinforcer when the child engages in the replacement behavior during the no-
reinforcement period. A practitioner should also refrain from giving the child the reinforcer when the 
child engages in challenging behavior during either period. Finally, to address the third rule, a practi-
tioner should keep the no-reinforcement period short initially. For example, a practitioner may start 
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with only 1 min in which the target reinforcer is not accessible. Gradually, the practitioner can increase 
the duration in which the reinforcer is not accessible (e.g., 2 min, 3 min). Keeping the period short 
initially may help the child build tolerance for not receiving the reinforcer and it may also help prevent 
the child from returning to challenging behaviors.

To make multiple schedules of reinforcement more practical, a practitioner may pair visual cues 
with specific activities and then fade out the visual cues. For example, a practitioner may present a 
green card during break time to signal the availability of the reinforcer and present a red card during 
one-on-one time to signal that reinforcement is not available. For example, a mother may present a 
green card while she is reading a newspaper to signal the availability of the reinforcer and present a 
red card while she is one the phone to signal the unavailability of the reinforcer. Once the child con-
sistently differentiates between the two conditions (i.e., requesting a reinforcer appropriately during 
the reinforcement period, and not requesting a reinforcer nor engaging in challenging behavior during 
the no-reinforcement period), then the colored cards may be removed.

For some children who have strong language receptive repertoire, visual cues may not be needed. 
Instead, a practitioner presents the child with at least two different scenarios wherein one represents 
the reinforcement period and the other represents the no-reinforcement period (Kuhn et al., 2010). For 
example, a practitioner may begin by stating a rule (e.g., “when I’m not talking to someone, you can 
talk to me, when I’m talking to one of your friends, I can’t talk to you, you need to wait”). Then, the 
practitioner may prompt the child to talk when the practitioner is not talking to others (e.g., “OK, 
Johnny, I’m not talking to anyone, you can talk with me if you want to”). The practitioner gives Johnny 
attention by talking and listening to him as he is talking. Then, as the second situation, the practitioner 
talks to another child in the classroom for a brief period (e.g., 20 s). If Johnny tries to ask for the 
practitioner’s attention, the practitioner acknowledges his replacement behavior only once (e.g., 
“good job asking, but I’m talking to your friend, you need to wait”) and then ignores any other occur-
rences of the replacement behavior during the waiting period to teach Johnny that he needs to wait 
while she is talking to others.

For some children whose challenging behavior may persist in the no-reinforcement periods, a 
practitioner can give the child an alternative reinforcer when the targeted reinforcer is not available 
(Fuhrman et  al., 2018). For instance, when a child’s reinforcer is her teacher’s attention, and the 
teacher cannot attend to the child, the teacher may give the child an alternative activity to engage in 
while waiting. The alternative activity must be (a) preferred by the child and (b) given before the child 
starts engaging in challenging behavior.

To identify the child’s preferred activities, a practitioner can conduct one or more preference 
assessments which may involve (a) asking the child’s parents, teachers, and others who frequently 
interact with the child about the toys/activities the child likes to do during free time, (b) observing the 
child during free play and noting the toys/activities the child engages with, or (c) giving the child a 
few choices and asking the child to select one (Cannella-Malone et al., 2013). For instance, using the 
information gathered from an observation, the teacher presents the child a few options (e.g., toy car, 
squishy ball, coloring book) and asks the child to choose one at the beginning of an instructional 
period. The first selection (e.g., squishy ball) is likely to be the most highly preferred activity for the 
child. Then, once a waiting period (i.e., no-reinforcement period) starts, the teacher immediately gives 
the child this selected alternative activity while waiting to get the teacher’s attention (e.g., “OK, you 
can play with the squishy ball while I help your friends, I will right back”).
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�Recommendations for Successful Implementation of Reinforcement 
Thinning Procedures

As previously stated, to make FCT feasible and practical in applied settings such as home and school, 
it is important to use a reinforcement thinning procedure following a successful implementation of 
FCT. There are a few recommendations to consider to enhance the effectiveness of reinforcement 
thinning procedures. First, it is important for all stakeholders (herein referred to as the team) to be on 
the same page. This can include parents, teachers, paraprofessionals, and any other individuals who 
interact with the child on a regular basis. Before implementing an intervention, a practitioner meets 
with the team, describes the intervention and the rationale behind using the intervention with the 
child, and provides a step-by-step description in jargon-free language about how to implement the 
intervention with the child. It is important to make the team feel their input being valued and to answer 
their questions clearly. This may increase the team’s buy-in. Without their buy-in, the team is less 
likely to implement the intervention with fidelity. After a clear description of the intervention and 
answering the team’s questions, a practitioner models to the team how to implement the intervention 
with the child and provides different scenarios of how to react to a child’s replacement behavior or 
challenging behavior when they occur. Then, the practitioner provides multiple opportunities for the 
team to practice the intervention in a role-play format wherein the practitioner plays the child’s role 
until each member of the team can implement the intervention with 100% accuracy. This is especially 
important because lack of consistent accurate implementation of the intervention across all the team 
members may lead the child to revert to challenging behavior. For example, a teacher has been imple-
menting a chained schedule of reinforcement with Johnny where Johnny is required to complete one 
academic task before he can take a break. When Johnny engages in challenging behavior, the teacher 
ignores it and prompts Johnny to complete the task. However, when a paraprofessional implements 
the intervention with Johnny and Johnny engages in challenging behavior, the paraprofessional lets 
Johnny take a break. This inconsistent implementation teaches Johnny to engage in challenging 
behavior with certain people or in certain contexts (Muharib & Pennington, 2019). Therefore, it is 
critical to make sure every member of the team follows the intervention steps accurately. In Johnny’s 
scenario, the teacher may provide positive and corrective feedback to the paraprofessional. When 
providing feedback to any team member, it is important to provide it in a positive calm tone and start 
off highlighting the steps the team member implemented correctly. Then, a practitioner provides the 
corrective feedback (e.g., “I liked the way you presented the task to Johnny. Next time Johnny spits 
on the worksheet, let’s ignore it and prompt Johnny to complete the task”). It is also important to 
provide the feedback immediately and privately. A practitioner provides immediate feedback so that 
the team member remembers what they exactly did during the implementation. A practitioner refrains 
from providing feedback in front of other people because doing so may make the team member feel 
uncomfortable which consequently may build a wall between the team member receiving the feed-
back and the practitioner giving the feedback (Reid & Parsons, 2018).

Second, before implementing any of the reinforcement thinning procedures, it is important to 
determine how long you expect the child to tolerate periods of no reinforcement (i.e., terminal goal). 
This goal should resemble what is acceptable in the setting and should be age appropriate. This deci-
sion should be made as a team. In other words, a practitioner consults with other team members such 
as teachers and parents and asks them what would be acceptable in the classroom or home. For 
example, a teacher may say that other children in the classroom are allowed to take a break for 5 min 
every 30 min. Another example, a mother may say that she wishes her child would only play video 
games on the tablet during a certain time of the day (e.g., before dinner). Based on the information 
gathered from the team members, the ultimate goal can be selected. So, for Johnny, for example, his 
ultimate goal would be receiving a 5-min break after engaging in activities (e.g., circle time, center 
time, one-on-one time) for 30 min.
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Fig. 44.4  Reinforcement thinning procedures

Third, as with any intervention, it is important to collect data to assess the effectiveness of FCT and 
reinforcement thinning procedures. Data collection serves as a guide tool. For instance, a data pattern 
that shows a lack of progress may suggest a need to revisit and modify the procedure. A data pattern 
that shows a lack of progress may also suggest that team members may not have been implementing 
the procedures accurately which may explain the lack of child’s progress. In this case, a practitioner 
does not modify the procedure. Instead, a practitioner re-trains the team members using modeling, 
role-play, and feedback.
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Finally, a practitioner must gradually thin the schedule of reinforcement and base any changes in 
the criteria (e.g., changing from requiring the child to complete one task to requiring the child to 
complete two tasks) on data indicating the child’s success on the current criteria. Changing criteria 
rapidly or arbitrarily (e.g., increasing the 1 min to10 min of no reinforcement in a multiple schedules 
of reinforcement) may lead the child to return to engage in challenging behavior. Thus, criteria 
changes must be gradual and not easily detectable by the child (e.g., going from 1 to 1.5 min). If a 
practitioner makes a criterion change and the data pattern indicates a high level of challenging behav-
ior, a practitioner can adjust the criteria or go back to the previous criteria. For example, a practitioner 
implementing a multiple schedule of reinforcement changes the waiting period (no-reinforcement 
period) from 1 to 3 min. The practitioner sees a data pattern that indicates an increased level of chal-
lenging behavior of Alex and, therefore, adjusts the waiting period from 3 to 2 min. After adjusting 
the criteria, Alex’s challenging behavior decreases. The practitioner continues to have Alex wait for 
2 min for a few more days to ensure the decreased level of challenging behavior continues, and then 
increases the waiting period for Alex from 2 to 3 min (Fig. 44.4).

�Summary

•	 Functional communication training is an evidence-based practice that involves teaching a child an 
appropriate replacement behavior that matches the function of challenging behavior.

•	 To identify the function of challenging behavior, a practitioner conducts indirect and direct func-
tional behavior assessments and then formulates a hypothesis about why the challenging behavior 
occurs.

•	 A practitioner uses a team approach to select a new replacement behavior for the child that is easy 
for the child to learn and use, and can be easily recognized by others in the child’s environment.

•	 A practitioner teaches the child the new replacement behavior using a prompt procedure (e.g., least 
to most, most to least) and ensures teaching takes place in different contexts and across different 
individuals to ensure that the child is able to generalize the new replacement behavior across settings 
and individuals.

•	 A practitioner gradually thins the schedule of reinforcement using either a multiple schedule of 
reinforcement (for challenging behavior maintained by attention or tangible items) or a chained 
schedule of reinforcement (for challenging behavior maintained by escape from non-preferred 
activities).

References

Alzrayer, N. M., & Banda, D. R. (2017). Implementing tablet-based devices to improve communication skills of stu-
dents with autism. Intervention in School and Clinic, 53, 50–57.

Cannella-Malone, H. I., Sabielny, L. M., Jimenez, E. D., & Miller, M. M. (2013). Pick one! Conducting preference 
assessments with students with significant disabilities. TEACHING Exceptional Children, 45, 16–23.

Carr, E. G., & Durand, V. M. (1985). Reducing problem behaviors through functional communication training. Journal 
of Applied Behavior Analysis, 18, 111–126.

Collins, B.  C., Lo, Y.  Y., Park, G., & Haughney, K. (2018). Response prompting as an ABA based instructional 
approach for teaching students with disabilities. TEACHING Exceptional Children, 50, 343–355. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0040059918774920

Duker, P., Didden, R., & Sigafoos, J. (2004). One-to- one training: Instructional procedures for learners with develop-
mental disabilities. PRO-ED, Inc.

44  Functional Communication Training

https://doi.org/10.1177/0040059918774920
https://doi.org/10.1177/0040059918774920


960

Dunlap, G., & Duda, M. (2004). Using functional communication training to replace challenging behavior. What works 
brief. Retrieved from http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/briefs/wwb11.pdf

Durand, V. M., & Crimmins, D. B. (1992). The Motivation Assessment Scale (MAS) administration guide. Monaco and 
Associates.

Fuhrman, A. M., Greer, B. D., Zangrillo, A. N., & Fisher, W. W. (2018). Evaluating competing activities to enhance 
functional communication training during reinforcement schedule thinning. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 
51, 931–942.

Gerow, S., Davis, T., Radhakrishnan, S., Gregori, E., & Rivera, G. (2018). Functional communication training: The 
strength of evidence across disabilities. Exceptional Children, 85, 86–103.

Hagopian, L. P., Boelter, E. W., & Jarmolowicz, D. P. (2011). Reinforcement schedule thinning following functional 
communication training: Review and recommendations. Behavior Analysis in Practice, 4, 4–16. https://doi.
org/10.1007/BF03391770

Kuhn, D. E., Chirighin, A. E., & Zelenka, K. (2010). Discriminated functional communication: A procedural extension 
of functional communication training. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 43, 249–264.

Muharib, R., & Pennington, R. C. (2019). My student cannot wait! Teaching tolerance following functional communi-
cation training. Beyond Behavior, 28, 99–107. https://doi.org/10.1177/1074295619852106

Muharib, R., & Wood, C. L. (2018). Evaluation of the empirical support of functional communication training for chil-
dren with autism spectrum disorder. Review Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 5, 360–369. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s40489-018-0145-5

Muharib, R., Dowdy, A., Rajaraman, D., & Jessel, J. (2022). Contingency-based delay to reinforcement following 
functional communication Training for autistic individuals: A multilevel meta-analysis. Autism, 26, 761–781. 
 https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613211065540

O’Neill, R. E., Horner, R. H., Albin, R. W., Sprague, J. R., Storey, K., & Newton, J. S. (1997). Functional assessment 
and program development for problem behavior: A practical handbook. Brooks/Cole.

Paclawskyj, T. R., Matson, J. L., Rush, K. S., Smalls, Y., & Vollmer, T. R. (2000). Questions About Behavioral Function 
(QABF): A behavioral checklist for functional assessment of aberrant behavior. Research in Developmental 
Disabilities, 21(3), 223–229.

Powell, D., Fixsen, D., Dunlap, G., Smith, R., & Fox, L. (2007). A synthesis of knowledge relevant to pathways of ser-
vice delivery for young children with or at risk of challenging behavior. Journal of Early Intervention, 29, 81–106.

Reid, D. H., & Parsons, M. B. (2018). Working with staff to overcome challenging behavior among people who have 
severe disabilities: A guide for getting support plans carried out. Habilitative Management Consultants.

Saini, V., Miller, S. A., & Fisher, W. W. (2016). Multiple schedules in practical application: Research trends and impli-
cations for future investigation. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 49, 421–444.

R. Muharib and E. Gregori

http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/briefs/wwb11.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03391770
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03391770
https://doi.org/10.1177/1074295619852106
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40489-018-0145-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40489-018-0145-5
https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613211065540

	44: Functional Communication Training
	Functional Behavior Assessments
	Indirect Assessments
	Direct Assessments
	Selecting a Replacement Behavior
	Teaching the New Replacement Behavior
	Systems of Prompts
	Additional Considerations to FCT
	Reinforcement Schedule Thinning
	Recommendations for Successful Implementation of Reinforcement Thinning Procedures
	Summary
	References


