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ABSTRACT: Designing treatments to address the function of problem behavior is cur-
rently considered best practice. One of the most common behavioral functions is
that of contingent social attention. The present article describes several function-
based treatments for attention-maintained problem behavior, and it discusses the
unique challenges associated with this behavioral function in school settings. Clini-
cal recommendations are provided for selecting and modifying treatments based on
individual student needs.

Functional behavioral assessment (FBA) is the process of identifying
environmental events associated with problem behavior, which al-
lows school psychologists to generate hypotheses about behavioral
function (Asmus, Vollmer, & Borerro, 2002; Gresham, Watson, & Skin-
ner, 2001). This information can be used to design treatments that
alter important environmental antecedents or consequences to pro-
duce positive behavior change. Before the development of FBA, treat-
ments often consisted of selecting arbitrary reinforcers or punishers to
overpower preexisting reinforcers for problem behavior (Pelios, Mor-
ren, Tesch, & Axelrod, 1999). Treating problem behavior based on its
operant function has several advantages. First, research suggests that
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treatments based on FBA outcomes are more effective in reducing
problem behavior and increasing appropriate behavior than are treat-
ments selected without knowledge of behavioral function (e.g., Iwata,
Pace, Cowdery, & Miltenberger, 1994). Second, knowledge of behavior
function allows the clinician to avoid irrelevant or contraindicated
treatments that might otherwise be reasonable treatment options. For
example, guided compliance is a commonly recommended treatment
for escape-maintained noncompliance. If noncompliance is main-
tained by attention, however, guided compliance may be contraindi-
cated because the copious attention provided contingent on problem
behavior might actually further reinforce the behavior.

Over the past 2 decades, research on FBA and function-based treat-
ments in school settings has become increasingly important (Ervin et
al., 2001). The 1997 amendment to the Individuals With Disabilities
Education Act mandates FBA when suspension or a change in place-
ment occurs because of behavioral difficulties (Drasgow, Yell, Bradley,
& Shriner, 1999). Specific assessment methods are not mandated by
the act, but they do allow the individualized education plan team to
determine methods for assessing behaviors of concern. FBA methods
include interviews (Sturmey, 1994), rating scales (Paclawskyj, Matson,
Rush, Smalls, & Vollmer, 2000), descriptive assessments (Mace, Lalli, &
Pinter-Lalli, 1991), and functional analyses (Iwata, Dorsey, Slifer, Bau-
man, & Richman, 1982/1994). These methods vary in terms of the re-
sources required to complete the assessment, as well as the quality of
information they provide. Thus, it is not uncommon for clinicians to
use a range of methods during the FBA process.

Indirect FBA (e.g., rating scales, interviews) involves obtaining in-
formation from knowledgeable informants, such as teachers and
other caregivers, to identify the form of the behavior (e.g., tantrums,
self-injury), the settings in which behavior is likely to occur, and the
events that precede and follow occurrences of problem behavior
(O’Neill et al., 1997; Sturmey, 1994). Direct observation is not re-
quired, but reliance on an informant’s ability to accurately report crit-
ical events can render the validity of verbal report suspect and make
it difficult to conclusively determine the function of problem behav-
ior. Alternatively, descriptive assessment methods (e.g., ABC assess-
ment) involve direct observation of problem behavior and proximal
environmental events (Mace et al., 1991). Although such methods are
an improvement over indirect methods because they include direct
behavioral observation, the data they yield can only suggest, rather
than identify, a behavioral function. By contrast, functional analyses
are able to conclusively identify causal relations between problem




































