Using Functional Communication
Training to Replace
Challenging Behavior

11

HANDOUT
Defining Functional Communication Training (FCT)
9

FCT is based on an understanding of the purpose of the challenging behavior.

9

FCT teaches socially appropriate behaviors that children can use in place of challenging behavior.

9

FCT strengthens a child’s communication skills and at the same time reduces his or her challenging
behavior.

Selecting the Replacement Behavior
9

Once the function or purpose of the child’s behavior is determined (see What Works Brief #9), a new
communication skill that serves the same purpose as the challenging behavior is selected. This new skill is
called the replacement behavior.

9

The replacement behavior, or new form of communication, should be something that (1) the child is already
capable of using, (2) can be taught very easily, (3) will be easily noticed and responded to positively whenever
the child uses it, and (4) works quickly for the child.

9

The replacement behavior can involve speech, gestures, signs, or pictures, as long as the strategy is
something readily available and appropriate to the child’s developmental level and is realistic to implement.

Implementing Functional Communication Training
9

Once the new communication form is selected, the intervention involves ignoring the old (challenging)
behavior and prompting and acknowledging the use of the newly selected replacement behavior.

9

The newly taught replacement behavior should be as effective or more effective than the challenging
behavior in terms of the child getting what the child wants.

9

FCT provides more opportunities for the child to be acknowledged for socially appropriate behavior than
for challenging behavior.

9

FCT is most effective when the child is given access to persons, objects, or activities that he or she prefers
as a result of using his or her new communication skills. When the child is given desired and meaningful
feedback, he or she is more likely to learn and perform the socially appropriate replacement behavior.

This material was developed by the Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations for Early Learning with federal funds from the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families (Cooperative Agreement N. PHS 90YD0119). The contents of this publication do not necessarily
reflect the views or policies of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, nor does mention of trade names, commercial projects, or organizations
imply endorsement by the U.S. Government. You may reproduce this material for training and information purposes.

July 2004

