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Use the assessment information collected about the behavior and decide what purpose or function it has for the student. The following checklist may be helpful in developing a theory. Write a theory statement at the bottom.

Determining the Purpose of a Problem Behavior

N
S
O




N = Never

S = Sometimes

O = Often

The purpose of the behavior may be Attention if . . .

(
(
(
It occurs when you are not paying attention to the student (e.g., you are talking to someone else in the room, talking on the phone, too busy to have a chat, etc.).

(
(
(
It occurs when you stop paying attention to the student.

The purpose of the behavior may be to Get/Obtain Something if . . . 

(
(
(
It occurs when you take away a favorite activity, food, toy, free time, etc.

(
(
(
It stops soon after you give the student what he or she seems to want or has recently requested.

(
(
(
It occurs when the student can’t have what he or she desires.

The purpose of the behavior may be Escape/Avoidance if . . .

(
(
(
It occurs when you ask the student to do something (e.g., getting ready to change activities, write assignments, speak in front of peers, read in class) that he or she doesn’t seem to like or want to do.

(
(
(
It stops after you stop “making demands.”

The purpose of the behavior may be Play if . . .

(
(
(
It occurs over and over again in a cyclical manner with friends or peers.

(
(
(
It occurs when no else is around or the student seems to enjoy performing the behavior (e.g., smiles, laughs).

(
(
(
The student seems to be in his or her “own world” and can’t do other things at the same time.
The purpose of the behavior may be Self-Stimulation if . . .

(
(
(
It tends to be performed over and over again, in a rhythmic or cyclical manner.

(
(
(
It tends to happen when there is either a lot going on or very little (e.g., noise, movement, people, activity).

(
(
(
The student can still do other things at the same time as performing the behavior.

The purpose of the behavior may be Control/Power if . . .

(
(
(
The student tends to be bossy.

(
(
(
The student wants to show others he or she can’t be pushed around.

(
(
(
The student often refuses to comply and seems to want to disrupt the established order.

	The main purpose or function of the behavior is . . .




*Adapted from Durand & Crimmins, 1988.

