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Abstract: This article describes the procedures employed to develop a generic scoring rubric to evaluate
students’ responses on functional behavior assessment cases. The generic rubric was then used to develop
case specific scoring rubrics. The components of the generic scoring rubric, its effectiveness to reliably score
students’ responses across cases, and its utility in evaluating students’ responses for errors are described. The
components of the scoring rubric helped in reliably scoring students’ responses. The importance of scoring
rubrics, in the context of the recent mandates of accreditation agencies like National Council for Accred-
itation of Teacher Education, the limitations of the scoring rubric, and suggestions for further research are
discussed.

In the recent past there has been an em-
phasis in employing cases as teaching tools

in teacher education (Bronack & Kilbane,
1998; Morine-Dershimer, 1996; Pindiprolu,
Peterson, Rule, & Kraft, 2003). Cases are
context-based narratives that help students
understand the idiosyncrasies associated with
real-world practicalities (Bronack & Kilbane,
1998; Pindiprolu et al., 2003) and require
students to perform a task or generate their
own responses rather than identify a correct
response from a set of responses. Cases are
primarily employed by instructors as a teach-
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ing method to bridge the gap between theory
and practice (Knirk, 1991; Pindiprolu et al.,
2003).

During the last two decades the focus of
behavioral assessments has expanded from
defining and measuring problem behaviors
to identifying and analyzing the relationship
between problem behaviors and their envi-
ronmental events (Iwata, Vollmer, Zarcone,
& Rodgers, 1993; Umbreit, 1995). A variety
of methods have been employed to analyze
the relationship between problem behaviors
and environmental variables associated with
them. These methods, which identify and
verify events that maintain problem behav-
iors, are collectively referred to as functional
assessments or functional behavioral assess-
ments (Gable, 1996; The Center for Effec-
tive Collaboration and Practice, 1998; Um-
breit, 1995). Functional behavior assess-
ments are defined as ‘‘combining descriptive
and experimental methods to determine
whether problem behavior is positively rein-
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forced via attention and/or tangibles-or sen-
sory stimulation-or negatively reinforced via
escape from either task demands or aversive
sensory stimulation’’ (Umbreit, 1995, p.
267).

Functional assessment procedures are
broadly classified into three categories: indi-
rect or informant procedures; direct proce-
dures or descriptive analysis; and functional
analysis or experimental analysis (Gable,
1996; Iwata et al., 1993; Ward, 1998). Ex-
perimental analysis is generally conducted af-
ter indirect and/or direct methods have been
undertaken and the hypothesized functions
of a problem behavior are generated. During
systematic manipulations, the events or var-
iables that maintain or correlate with prob-
lem behavior are repeatedly introduced and
removed using single subject experimental
design tactics. The hypothesized functions
are verified by contrasting the occurrence of
problem behavior during conditions when
the events maintaining problem behavior are
introduced with the occurrence of the prob-
lem behavior during a suitable control con-
dition in which events (hypothesized as)
maintaining problem behavior are removed
(Iwata, et al., 1993). Unlike the direct and
indirect methods, which are suggestive of the
events affecting problem behavior, experi-
mental analysis helps in verifying the role of
the events in triggering problem behaviors
(Iwata et al., 1993).

Recently, cases were employed to teach
functional behavior assessment (FBA) skills
to preservice and inservice teachers (Chan-
dler, Dahlquist, Repp, & Feltz, 1999; Pin-
diprolu et al., 2003). To conduct functional
behavior assessments, students must have
knowledge in multiple skills areas. They
must understand (a) how to conduct indirect
and direct functional behavior assessments,
(b) the principles of positive and negative re-
inforcement, (c) hypothesis development and
how to design experimental conditions that
will examine variables associated with the
problem behavior(s), and (d) single subject
research designs (Pindiprolu, 2001). Further,
as the environmental variables affecting a
problem behavior are idiosyncratic (Iwata et
al., 1993), school personnel need to have
knowledge about modifying conditions of a
functional analysis in accordance with the

variables being verified (Pindiprolu, 2001).
Thus, training in functional assessments and
more specifically in functional analysis pro-
cedures require teaching tactics that can fa-
cilitate logical knowledge (when and how to
modify procedure) of functional assessments.
The failure to facilitate the logical knowledge
of assessment procedures with teachers and
other school personnel may inhibit the trans-
fer of learning to new situations (Pindiprolu,
2001). The ideal way to facilitate logical
knowledge of functional assessments is to
provide preservice teachers multiple oppor-
tunities to conduct functional assessments
with children who display problem behaviors
that serve different functions. However, in
the real world it is difficult to provide pre-
service teachers with such varied experiences
due to time constraints. One way to over-
come the problem is to use cases as tools for
teaching functional assessments.

FBA cases can help students understand
how to design experimental conditions and
how to modify those conditions. They also
offer multiple advantages to instructors.
They provide (a) real-life situations to pro-
mote students’ interest, (b) multiple exam-
ples to facilitate generalization of skills, and
(c) connections between theory and practice
in a non-threatening environment (Pindipro-
lu, 2001). Further, students’ performance on
cases is likely to reveal their understanding
and facility in application of what they are
learning (Arter & McTighe, 2001).

However, the utility of cases as teaching
tools is limited by the quality of the scoring
rubrics employed to evaluate students’ per-
formance. When scoring rubrics are em-
ployed that globally describe important com-
ponents of a task, student responses (on a
case) are evaluated in a subjective way, which
could prevent meaningful and consistent
feedback to the students on complex tasks
like FBAs. A more specific scoring rubric, on
the other hand, can transform a subjective
evaluation process into a clear, consistent,
and verifiable procedure (Arter & McTighe,
2001). A good scoring rubric consists of a
(a) clear description of each component of a
task; (b) well operationalized definition of
each component; (c) clear and objective scor-
ing criteria that reflect current best practices
in the field; and (d) reliable and feasible cri-
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teria that can be applied to a wide variety of
tasks (Herman, Aschbacher, & Winters,
1992).

There are different types of scoring ru-
brics. Some are holistic and others are ana-
lytical. Holistic rubrics provide a single score
for a student product or performance (i.e.,
all the components of the task are evaluated
and a single score is assigned to a students’
performance/product). In an analytical scor-
ing rubric, the important dimensions of a
task are judged separately and assigned a
score. The score for each dimension is added
to obtain an overall score for a performance
or product. Analytical scoring rubrics help in
differentiating students’ performance on all
the important components of a task and in
assessing students’ errors, which in turn fa-
cilitates the instructor’s ability to provide ap-
propriate feedback (Arter & McTighe,
2001). In addition, analytic scoring rubrics
can help instructors design targeted learning
experiences, based on student errors, for spe-
cific components of complex tasks such as
FBAs. Finally, analytic scoring rubrics help
document student performance and learning
progress, which are required by the National
Council for Accreditation of Teacher Edu-
cation (NCATE) and other accreditation
agencies.

Scoring rubrics are further classified as
either task specific or generic. Generic scor-
ing rubrics help in using the same criteria
across different tasks that measure the same
skills or dimensions. They are generally use-
ful for measuring complex skills (Arter &
McTighe, 2001) like FBAs. Task specific ru-
brics, on the other hand, are applicable only
to one task and usually help in assessing par-
ticular facts and/or procedures of a particular
task. Thus, their utility in evaluating com-
plex skills, such as FBA skills, are limited.
However, task specific rubrics help in reliable
and consistent scoring of the product. Thus,
it is important to develop a generic scoring
rubric that delineates objective scoring cri-
teria that reflects current best practices in the
field and then to use the generic scoring ru-
bric guidelines to develop task specific scor-
ing rubrics to help assess a student’s perfor-
mance on a case.

Given the NCATE focus on students’
performance, which calls for documentation

of a student’s knowledge, skills, and dispo-
sitions and their progress over the years, a
need exists in the field of teacher education
for the development and dissemination of ex-
amples of scoring rubrics that facilitate as-
sessment of students’ performance in the es-
sential skill areas. For special education, the
essential areas, based on the Council for Ex-
ceptional Children Standards, include lesson
plans, individualized education programs, in-
dividualized family service plans, functional
behavior assessments and behavioral plans,
transition plans, and delivery of instruction.

The purpose of this paper is to describe
(a) the process undertaken to develop an an-
alytic scoring rubric to measure students’
performances on FBA cases, (b) the compo-
nents of an analytic scoring rubric to evaluate
students’ performance on FBA cases, and (c)
the effectiveness of the scoring rubric in ob-
jectively evaluating students’ responses. Fur-
ther, implications and suggestions for future
research in this area are discussed.

Context of the Study

An experimental pretest-posttest design
was used to examine the effects of three case-
based teaching tactics on the preservice
teachers’ knowledge and application of FBA
skills. Instruction in FBA was delivered be-
fore the students were exposed to teaching
tactics. The three teaching tactics were ad-
ministered with three groups of preservice
teachers. The groups were Acropolis text
group, Acropolis chat group, and Acropolis
chat group with student interactions. The
students in the Acropolis text group were
given access to all the assessment information
on a case and were asked to work on the
cases individually. The chat groups had to
elicit assessment information by asking ques-
tions of the first author. The students in the
Acropolis chat group worked on the cases in-
dividually whereas the students of the Acrop-
olis chat group with student interactions
worked on the cases in a group situation.
After all the members in a sub-group com-
pleted a case study, correct responses for the
five FBA questions on the case were dis-
played on the Website (each student accessed
different pages based on their group ID).
The three teaching tactics with cases were
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conducted online. At the end of the study,
all students were tested individually. The stu-
dents logged into the chat tool on the Acrop-
olis Website, the first author sent background
information on a case, which was a video clip
of a teacher asking for help to conduct FBA
on a 19 year old student with behavioral
problems. The students then elicited infor-
mation by asking questions and when they
had sufficient information answered five FBA
questions. The purpose of the study was to
examine the effects of the three teaching tac-
tics with cases for facilitating preservice
teacher’s skills in conducting functional be-
havioral assessments (i.e., can the students
identify relevant information about problem
behaviors, identify variables affecting a prob-
lem behavior, and develop a plan to test their
hypothesis). It is in this context a generic,
analytic scoring rubric was developed to as-
sess students’ ability to develop a FBA when
presented with cases and offered informa-
tion.

Five cases portraying pupils with prob-
lem behaviors were developed for the study.
The cases were based on real-life examples of
pupils with problem behaviors for whom the
functional behavioral assessments were con-
ducted in order to identify functions of the
problem behaviors. Each case consisted of
background information and assessment in-
formation. The background information in-
cluded the name of the student with problem
behavior, age, class he or she is attending,
teacher name and his or her concerns, dis-
ability information, and types of assessment
information available on the student (i.e.,
student-assisted and/or teacher-assisted inter-
views). Assessment information included de-
scriptions of the topography of behaviors,
their frequency, the conditions under which
the behaviors did or did not occur, typical
class routines, ecological events, staffing pat-
terns, and past interventions and their ef-
fects. The Student-assisted Functional As-
sessment Interview (Kern, Dunlap, Clarke,
& Childs, 1995) format was used to develop
the student interview content. The Func-
tional Assessment Interview (O’ Neill, Hor-
ner, Alnbin, Storey, & Sprague, 1990) format
was used as the framework to structure and
develop teacher interview content for each
case.

The assessment information on each case
consisted of necessary information to identify
all the possible functions of the problem be-
havior(s). After the content for each case was
developed, the fourth author examined the
content for its coherence and completeness
(see Pindiprolu, 2001). The cases varied in
terms of age of the pupil with problem be-
haviors, disability conditions, and functions
of problem behavior. Out of the five case
studies, three were used for intervention pur-
poses and one each for pretest and posttest
measures to test application of FBA knowl-
edge of students (see Pindiprolu, 2001). The
purpose of the cases was to provide students
with practice deciding what kinds of FBA
data to collect, determining what hypotheses
a particular data set support and developing
a strategy to test their hypotheses. The prob-
lem solving real-life cases provided opportu-
nities to practice these analytical skills in a
non-threatening situation and also to develop
some fluency with analytical skills by expos-
ing students to multiple examples of pupils
with problem behaviors.

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of 79 students
who were enrolled in the SPED 5050: Ap-
plied Behavior Analysis course, a semester-
long (15 weeks) course at Utah State Uni-
versity. The course was offered in two sec-
tions: an on-campus and a distance educa-
tion section. The on-campus class was
comprised primarily of typical undergraduate
students (i.e., full-time students) and the dis-
tance education class was comprised primar-
ily of students who were working in class-
rooms (as paraeducators or instructors with
temporary licenses) and completing their un-
dergraduate degrees. The sample was selected
based on the following criteria: The student
(a) had taken the introductory course in Ap-
plied Behavior Analysis, (b) had participated
in a series of pretests evaluating knowledge
of the course content, and (c) was not a
teacher at the Utah Schools for the Deaf and
Blind. Seven students who wanted to partic-
ipate but did not meet one or more of the
criteria were assigned to a pilot group.
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Development of the Scoring Rubric

A literature review was undertaken to
identify existing scoring rubrics employed
with functional behavioral assessment cases.
Computer searches of the ERIC and
psychLIT databases revealed one dissertation
study (Ward, 1998) that employed a scoring
criterion for assessing participant’s perfor-
mance on FBA cases. In this study, inservice
teachers worked with a real student with
problem behavior(s) and the teacher’s reports
were evaluated using a checklist for the pres-
ence or absence of 12 components: adult
and/or student interview; motivation assess-
ment scale; behavioral definition; antecedent
or predictor; consequence or function; sum-
mary statement/hypothesis; functional direct
observation; problem behavior diagram; test
hypothesis; problem analysis; intervention
plan; and progress monitoring. In addition,
participants’ case reports were coded for
quality on the following seven indicators: (1)
behavioral definition, (2) hypothesis state-
ment, (3) functional direct observation, (4)
test hypothesis, (5) problem analysis, (6) in-
tervention plan; and (7) progress monitoring.
The authors employed a 5-point scale/rubric
to evaluate the quality of the case reports on
the above listed 7 dimensions (see Ward,
1998).

The scoring rubric used in the present
study employed similar dimensions, but fo-
cused on the analytical skills to conduct a
functional behavior assessment. Specifically,
the purpose of this training was to refine pre-
service teachers’ analytical skills. Thus, in the
present study the preservice teachers needed
to (a) define a pupil’s problem behavior; (b)
request information about the pupil that
would be helpful in determining a hypoth-
esis; (c) formulate a hypothesis about the
function of the problem behavior; (d) de-
scribe the data that supports the hypothesis;
(e) develop a plan for testing the hypothe-
sized function(s) of the pupil’s problem be-
havior (i.e., antecedent or consequence anal-
ysis); and (f ) develop a graph to display the
patterns of data regarding problem behavior
for each phase of the functional analysis. In
essence the scoring rubric needed to reflect
the quality of preservice teachers’ thinking
about the functional assessment process,

what they need to find out about the pupil
to derive hypotheses and the strategies they
should use to confirm or reject their hypoth-
esis.

Scaling

A three-point scale/rubric with descrip-
tive task specific criteria was developed for
each trait (see Table 1). The rubric was then
pilot tested with a group of students who
were not part of the experimental study.
Based on this initial field test, four limita-
tions were identified. First, some of the stu-
dents’ responses did not fit into the catego-
ries. For example, if a student identified two
problem behaviors and described the third
behavior (when there were three target be-
haviors listed in a case), the task specific scor-
ing rubric did not have a category to accom-
modate the response (see Table 1). Second,
students received the same score on a trait in
spite of differences in quality of their an-
swers. For example, students who identified
one, two, or three problem behaviors re-
ceived the same scores. Third, students’ an-
swers did not show a relationship across
traits. For example, if a student identified
three hypothesized functions for a problem
behavior(s), in some cases s/he did not pro-
vide a plan for testing all three hypotheses.
Fourth, the scoring rubric was task specific
(the number of problem behaviors and func-
tions of the problem behavior for each case
determined the number of correct responses
and their spread on the 3-point scale) and
hence a separate scoring rubric was required
to assess students’ responses across cases. For
example, a case that had two problem be-
haviors were more spread out on a 3-point
scale than a case with three problem behav-
iors. For the former, the students received 1
point for identifying the two problem be-
haviors and 1 point each for describing the
problem behaviors. In the latter, the students
received 1 point for identifying all problem
behaviors and describing a problem behavior,
1 point for describing two problem behaviors
and 1 point if all the behaviors were de-
scribed. Thus the scoring criteria were de-
pendent on the case and the students’ scores
were not comparable across cases (i.e., a stu-
dent received 1 point on a case when s/he
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Table 1. Initial Analytic, Task Specific Scoring Criteria

Traits 3 Points 2 Points 1 Point

Defining Problem
Behavior

All three behaviors identi-
fied and described

One or two problem be-
haviors described

Problem behaviors iden-
tified (one or two or
three)

Hypothesized Function Both functions listed with
A-B-C components

One function listed with
A-B-C components

Only correct function or
functions mentioned

Sources of Data and
Specific Information

Both functions are listed
and supporting data
from interviews provid-
ed for each function

Both functions are listed
and supporting data
provided for one
function

The supporting data is
mentioned as obtained
from interviews

Plan to Test the
Functions

Consequence analysis:
Free play, escape, and
tangible conditions are
listed and described

Consequence analysis:
Only two conditions
identified and de-
scribed

Consequences analysis:
Only conditions men-
tioned

Antecedent analysis: Con-
ditions for both func-
tions mentioned and
described correctly.

Antecendent analysis:
Conditions for one
function is correctly
described

Antecedent analysis:
Conditions for one
function partially
correct

Graphs All the conditions for all
functions listed, data
reflects hypothesized
function, number of
data points are three for
each phase, axes infor-
mation correct.

All conditions for one
function given, data re-
flects hypothesized
function; data points
are three for each
phase, axes information
correct.

Only the number of data
points and axes labels
are correct. Data dis-
play is incorrect

might have described only one of the three
problem behaviors and 1 point on another
case when s/he only listed the problem be-
haviors). This hindered the documentation
of students’ progress and the analysis of stu-
dents’ errors across cases.

Based on these initial data, the delinea-
tion of sources of data and specific information
considered for formulating the hypothesized
functions trait was left intact. For the remain-
ing traits or questions, (behavioral definition
of the pupil’s problem behavior(s), formulat-
ing a hypothesis regarding the function(s) of
the pupil’s problem behavior(s), a plan for
testing the hypothesized function(s) of the
pupil’s problem behavior, developing
graph(s) to display the patterns of data re-
garding problem behavior for each phase of
functional analysis) a generic scoring rubric
was developed that included a separate scale
score for quality and quantity dimensions of
each trait (see Table 2).

The operationalized definition of each
component of the revised rubric and the ob-
jective scoring criteria employed to score the
responses are described with the help of a
case that the participants in the study re-
sponded to as part of the intervention. The

participants in the study, depending on
which group they are assigned, were either
given information or elicited the information
on the case by asking questions of the first
author (see Pindiprolu, et al., 2003). The sa-
lient information about the case is presented
below.

Case Example

B.J. is a 4-year-old male diagnosed with
communication delays and is currently at-
tending the self-contained classroom for pre-
schoolers at an elementary school. The pre-
school unit serves three and four year olds
with special needs. B.J. has attended this
class for the past year. The class teacher, Mrs.
Heidi, is worried about B.J.’s non-compli-
ance and aggressive behaviors. According to
Mrs. Heidi, the problem behaviors of con-
cern are B.J.’s non-compliance and aggressive
behaviors. B.J.’s non-compliance behaviors
include saying ‘‘no’’ and/or ‘‘I can’t do it’’,
yelling above conversation level, stamping his
feet on the ground and running away. Ag-
gressive behaviors include pushing and/or
hitting other children. These behaviors gen-
erally occur when B.J. has to stand in the
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Table 2. Components of Generic, Analytic Scoring Rubric

Traits Quantity Quality

Defining Problem
Behavior

One point for each correct identifi-
cation of problem behavior.

One point for each description of a prob-
lem behavior.

Hypothesized Functions One point for correct identification
of each function.

One point for correct description of the
A-B-C components for each correct
function.

Source of Data and
Specific Information

Half a point for each piece of in-
formation for each function.
The information is obtained
from student or teacher inter-
view data/records (maximum
four points).

Plan to Test Hypothe-
sized Function

A point for mention of each cor-
rect contrast condition needed
to test each correct function.

One point each for the correct description
of manipulation of variables in contrast
conditions for each correct function. Be-
havior ignored or reinforced, easy and
hard tasks mentioned, and one variable
manipulated while others are kept con-
stant (the varible depends on the func-
tion).

Hypothesized Graph A point for data correctly displayed
in control and contrast condi-
tions for each correct function.

A point for graph for each correct function
and axes labeled and underlined, mini-
mum of three data points for each
phase, and data points within each phase
connected.

line to access books in the library or go to
his bus, when requests are made to partici-
pate in a small group activity, and while play-
ing at the toy center.

According to Mrs. Heidi, B.J. is diag-
nosed has having delays in expressive com-
munication and, more specifically, with ar-
ticulation of speech sounds. Mrs. Heidi also
reported that B.J. sleeps on the bus almost
every day before coming to school, but not
in the classroom. Mrs. Heidi doesn’t think
that the problem behaviors are associated
with or a result of his sleep patterns and/or
his eating routines. B.J.’s typical schedule in-
cludes, large group activities from 8:30 to
9:00 a.m., small group activities from 9:05
to 9:30 a.m., and recess at 9:30. After recess
the class has snack at 9:45 a.m., free play
from 10:00 to 10:30 a.m. and wind up ac-
tivities from 10:30 to 10:45 a.m. His daily
activities are very predictable. At school, B.J.
has the opportunity to choose classroom
jobs, snack items, puzzles, blocks, and books.
At home, B.J. is with his mother and receives
one-to-one attention from her. At school, he
is with four adults and approximately 13
other children. According to Mrs. Heidi,

noise and confusion seem to make B.J. more
aggressive. Training of the staff or their social
interactions doesn’t seem to impact B.J.’s
problem behavior.

Mrs. Heidi reported that B.J.’s problem
behaviors are most likely to happen through-
out the time he is in preschool. The problem
behaviors occur in the classroom, in the hall,
or outside the classroom. The problem be-
haviors occur in the presence of all the staff
persons. The activities that are most likely to
produce the behaviors are transitions from
large group to small group, being required to
wait to access books/to go to the bus, coming
inside after outside play, and when he is not
given his first preference to choose a toy. The
behaviors are least likely to occur when he is
allowed to have his first preference, during
the large group activities, and at snack time.
Another situation that seems to ‘‘set off ’’ the
behaviors is when there is noise or confusion
in the classroom. Mrs. Heidi reported mak-
ing demands such as, ‘‘you need to go a par-
ticular table/small group activity’’ would
most likely make the undesirable behaviors
occur. Mrs. Heidi reported that when she
asked B.J. to perform a difficult task (e.g.,
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trace his name), he would say, ‘‘I don’t want
to!’’ She also reported that if a desired activity
was interrupted (e.g., when told to come in-
side), B.J. would ignore her/adult, run away,
or not move at all. Mrs. Heidi was not sure
how B.J. would react if the typical routines
were changed or if B.J. was not given atten-
tion for 15 mins. However, she reported that
B.J. likes one-on-one play and/or reading ac-
tivities.

According to Mrs. Heidi, some things
that might be done to improve the likelihood
that a teaching session will go well with B.J.
are ignoring inappropriate behavior, keeping
activity and noise level down, and structur-
ing transitions. She felt that not giving him
a turn and confronting him would escalate
the problem behaviors. According to the
teacher, B.J. likes candy, bread, cookies, rolls,
puppets, puzzles, dinosaur books, someone
reading books to him, bus rides, and going
to the park.

Quantity Dimensions

For the behavioral definition of the pupil’s
problem behavior(s) trait, 1 point was award-
ed for correct identification of each problem
behavior. For the above case, 1 point was
awarded for correct identification of each be-
havior, i.e., non-compliance, aggression, etc.
For formulating a hypothesis regarding the
function(s) of the pupil’s problem behavior(s)
trait, 1 point was awarded for correctly iden-
tifying each function. For B.J..’s case, the hy-
pothesized function of non-compliance was
to ‘‘escape’’ from tasks. The participants re-
ceived 1 point for identifying the correct
function ‘‘escape’’. Participants were not pe-
nalized for commissions of errors for a prob-
lem behavior. That is, if the participants
identified an extra function or a wrong func-
tion such as attention for non-compliance,
s/he did not earn or lose any points.

For the plan for testing the hypothesized
function(s) of the pupil’s problem behavior
trait, 1 point was awarded if a student’s re-
sponse included reference to the control and
experimental (or contrast) conditions needed
to test the correct function of a problem be-
havior(s). For B.J..’s example, if a student
identified ‘‘escape’’ as the function of the
non-compliance behavior, the mention of

‘‘high demand task’’ vs. ‘‘low demand task’’
conditions for an antecedent analysis or a
‘‘free play’’ and ‘‘escape from high demand
tasks’’ conditions for a consequence analysis
was required in the response to receive a
point. Similarly, for the developing hypothe-
sized graph showing the data patterns in dif-
ferent phases trait, 1 point was awarded for
correct display of data patterns in the control
and contrast conditions. For example, for a
behavior with an escape function, hypothe-
sized graphs that depicted behavioral prob-
lems occurring at low rates during a ‘‘low
demand’’ condition and at high rates during
the ‘‘high demand’’ condition (for an ante-
cedent analysis) received a point.

For the delineation of sources and specific
information considered for formulating the hy-
pothesized function(s) of the pupil’s problem be-
havior trait, ½ point was awarded for each
correct information piece that was listed in
the student/teacher interview portion of the
assessment information that supported the
hypothesized function. The maximum points
awarded were 4 points. For B.J..’s case, a stu-
dent’s response should have included that (1)
the problem behavior did not occur during
snack time or large group activities that B.J.
liked, (2) or time out employed by the teach-
er did not help decrease the problem behav-
ior, etc.

Quality Dimensions

For the behavioral definition of the pupil’s
problem behavior trait, 1 point was awarded
for correct behavioral description of a prob-
lem behavior(s). For B.J..’s case, a student’s
response indicating that the non-compliance
behavior involves saying ‘‘no’’ and/or I can’t
do it, yelling above conversation level,
stamping feet on the ground and running
away received 1 point.

For the formulating a hypothesis regarding
the function(s) of the pupil’s problem behavior
trait, a student received a point for correctly
describing the antecedents, behavior, and
consequence of each correct behavior/func-
tion. For B.J..’s example, a student’s response
received 1 point if it contained the following
information: When Mrs. Heidi asks B.J. to
trace his name or go to a particular group
activity, B.J. exhibits non-compliance behav-
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ior and avoids tracing his name or going to
the group activity. The hypothesized func-
tion of B.J..’s behavior is to escape from
tasks.

For a plan for testing the hypothesized
function(s) of the student’s problem behavior
trait, 1 point was awarded if the response for
each function indicated (a) whether the
problem behavior is reinforced or ignored
during contrast phases, (b) a list of environ-
mental variables held constant during differ-
ent experimental phases, and (c) specific en-
vironmental variables that were manipulated
for testing a function. For example, to receive
1 point for a plan to test an escape function
using an antecedent analysis, a response
should indicate that (a) all the problem be-
haviors will be ignored throughout the anal-
ysis, (b) a high demand task such as tracing
name should be used during the high de-
mand condition, and (c) a low demand task,
such as playing with puzzles should be used
during the contrasting low-demand condi-
tion. To receive 1 point for a consequence
analysis, a response should have indicated (a)
a description of the free play condition
(100% teacher’s attention, easy task such as
playing with his favorite toy) and (b) a de-
scription of the escape condition (100% at-
tention, the task is a demanding task like
tracing his name, and break is provided con-
tingent upon B.J. displaying non-compli-
ance).

For the developing hypothesized graph
showing data patterns in different phases trait,
1 point was awarded if each of the following
three criteria present in the student graphs
for each function: (a) labeled axes and a leg-
end to describe the data paths, (b) a mini-
mum of three data points in each phase, and
(c) connected data points in each phase.

Relationship

The students’ responses were also scored
for consistency of information on a function
among the following four questions: (a) for-
mulating a hypothesis regarding the function(s)
of the pupil’s problem behavior, (b) delineation
of sources of data and specific information for
formulating the hypothesized function (s), (c) a
plan to test the hypothesized functions(s) of the
pupil’s problem behavior, and (d) developing

graphs to display the data patterns of problem
behavior in different phases of experimental
manipulations. For example, if preservice
teachers identified a hypothesized function
but did not develop a plan to test the func-
tion, they received a low relationship score.
If the students’ responses had information on
all four questions/traits for all the functions
they identified (even if the functions identi-
fied were incorrect) they received a full score
of 4 points on the relationship component.
The relationship score was included in an ef-
fort to ensure that the students were not sim-
ply ‘‘guessing’’ the function of behavior and
also to highlight the importance of devel-
oping a plan that was cohesive. That is, there
was a clear relationship among the hypoth-
eses, the sources of supporting data, the plan
to test the hypotheses, and the expected data
patterns if the hypotheses were confirmed
(see Table 3). For B.J..’s example, two func-
tions were reasonable given the information
provided in the case: attention and/or escape
for the problem behavior (these are indicated
with A and E in the Table 3). If a student
identified both hypothesized functions, the
student’s response should then indicate
sources of data and specific information con-
sidered for both functions, a plan to test both
the functions, and hypothesized graphs that
displayed data patterns of problem behavior
for both functions to receive a full score of 4
points. If the student did not provide infor-
mation on one of the four questions for a
function, s/he received 3 points. If a student
failed to provide a response to the same trait/
question across two hypothesized functions
or to one question when s/he identified one
hypothesized function, s/he received 2
points. If a student identified two hypothe-
sized functions and failed to provide a re-
sponse on different traits/questions for dif-
ferent hypothesized functions or for two
questions on a hypothesized function, s/he
received 1 point. All other responses did not
receive points on this dimension for this case
(see Table 3).

Results

Reliability

The first author scored all five cases us-
ing the scoring criteria developed. Using the
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Table 3. Criteria for Relationship Scores

Points Criteria

Four When one or more functions identified (correct or incorrect), a student’s response provides informa-
tion for all four questions.
Examples:

One function: attention (A) or escape (E)
Aa1A1A1A or Eb1E1E1E

Two functions: attention (A) and escape (E)
A1A1A1A
E1E1E1E

Three When two functions are identified, a student’s response lacks information on one question (O) for
one of the functions.
Examples:

Two functions: attention (A) and escape (E)
A1A1A1Oc or A1O1A1A or A1A1O1A
E1E1E1E or E1E1E1E or E1E1E1E

Or
A1A1A1A or A1A1A1A or A1A1A1A
E1E1E1O or E1E1O1E or E1O1E1E

Two When one of two functions are identified, a student’s response lacks information (O) on a particular
question.
Examples:

One function: attention (A) or escape (E)
A1A1O1A or A1A1A1O or A1O1A1A

Or
E1E1O1E or E1E1E1O or E1O1E1E

Two functions: attention (A) and escape (E)
A1O1A1A or A1A1O1A or A1A1A1O
E1O1E1E or E1E1O1E or E1E1E1O

One When two functions are identified, a student’s response lacks information (O) on two questions for a
function or two different questions for each function.
Examples:

Two functions: attention (A) and escape (E)
A1A1A1O or A1A1O1A or A1O1A1A
E1O1E1E or E1E1E1O or E1E1O1E

Or
A1A1A1A or A1A1O1O or A1O1A1O
E1E1O1O or E1E1E1E or E1E1E1E

a Indicates the presence of information on a question for the function ‘‘attention’’
b Indicates the presence of information on a question for the function ‘‘escape’’
c Indicates the absence of information for a question in a student’s response

pilot group’s responses, a research assistant
was trained in the scoring procedures. After
90% agreement was achieved between the
first author and the research assistant on 25
practice case responses, the research assistant
scored 20% of the students’ responses on all
five cases. Two types of interobserver agree-
ments were calculated: (a) Interobserver
agreement calculated by dividing the number
of agreements on the total score with the
number of agreements plus disagreements
and the quotient was multiplied by 100 to

obtain a percentage score and (b) interob-
server agreement calculated by dividing the
number of agreements on each trait with the
number of agreements plus disagreements
and quotient multiplied by 100 to obtain a
percentage score. The interobserver agree-
ment was 100%, 86%, 79%, 83%, and 92%
respectively on the total scores and 100%,
98%, 96%, 96% and 99% on the traits.
Most of the disagreements occurred with the
relationship scores and on the quality dimen-
sions of traits across cases.
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Analysis of Student Errors

The purpose of the revised scoring rubric
was to examine the students’ errors across
cases and the types of errors students made
so as to understand the strengths and limi-
tations of interventions employed in the ex-
perimental study. As part of the experimental
study, the student responses were examined
for the consistency of mistakes across cases
and the types of errors made on a posttest
case. In the experimental study students’ per-
formances on the posttest FBA cases revealed
a low score on the relationship trait and also
a low score on the plan for testing the hypoth-
esized function(s) of the student’ problem be-
havior (i.e., antecedent or consequence anal-
ysis) trait. Further examination (across cases
and on the posttest case) revealed that some-
times the errors were on the quality dimen-
sions and sometimes on the quantity dimen-
sions (see Pindiprolu, 2001). For example,
some of the error patterns were (a) some stu-
dents made the mistakes in displaying data
trends in graphs that was similar across cases,
(b) students had graphs that did not have a
control or experimental condition, (c) stu-
dents provided intervention plans instead of
developing experimental conditions to con-
firm the hypothesis, and (d) the plans to test
the hypothesized functions (quality dimen-
sion) were poor (see Pindiprolu, 2001). The
revised scoring rubric thus helped in differ-
entiating students’ errors on quantity, quality,
and relational dimensions, which would not
have been possible with the initial 3 point
scoring rubric.

Discussion

This study extends the limited published
literature on scoring rubrics for assessing stu-
dents’ performance on FBA cases. Initially, a
specific analytic scoring rubric was developed
that contained five FBA traits and was pilot
tested. Based on the limitations found with
this scoring rubric, a generic scoring rubric
was developed that guided development of
case specific scoring rubrics/responses. The
generic scoring rubric assessed students’ re-
sponses on three dimensions: (a) quantity,
(b) quality, and (c) relationship. The rela-
tionship trait measured if the students’ re-
sponses were consistent in providing infor-

mation on a function across four FBA traits.
The results of interobserver agreement indi-
cate that the scoring rubric facilitated con-
sistent judgments of students’ performance
on FBA cases.

The practice of functional assessments or
the methods to identify the functions of a
behavior have been quite varied (Choi &
Kim, 1998; Gable, 1996). The Amendments
of IDEA do not mandate any specific meth-
ods or procedures for identifying the func-
tions of a behavior (The Center for Effective
Collaboration, 1998). However, it is gener-
ally accepted in the field of behavior analysis
that multiple methods or sources of infor-
mation provide more accurate information
on a problem behavior than a single source
or method of information. As each method
has its own advantage over others. For ex-
ample, indirect methods may provide infor-
mation on the history of the problem behav-
ior and past interventions that the direct and
experimental analyses do not; in that case, a
multi step or multi stage functional assess-
ment is recommended (Gable, 1996; Mace,
Lalli, Lalli, & Shea, 1993). The multiple
steps of a functional assessment include, (a)
operationally defining a problem behavior,
(b) conducting indirect and/or descriptive
analysis of natural conditions, (c) developing
a hypothesis of possible functions the prob-
lem behavior serves, and (d) conducting ex-
perimental manipulations (Gable, 1996;
Mace et al., 1993). We agree with the rec-
ommended practice. Even though it may not
be necessary or feasible to conduct functional
analysis in all the situations, students should
be prepared to conduct them when required
during their job-roles. In particular, we be-
lieve students should be given an opportu-
nity to develop and practice analytical skills
required to gather information needed to de-
velop a hypothesis and skills to plan and test
their hypothesis. As students do not get mul-
tiple real life opportunities to practice ana-
lytical skills needed to develop a hypothesis
and verify their hypothesis due to time con-
straints, we recommend that instructors em-
ploy FBA cases (and scoring rubric) to facil-
itate students’ preparedness to conduct mul-
ti-step functional behavioral assessments.

When FBA cases are employed as a
teaching tool to teach multi-step FBA skills,
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a generic scoring rubric is necessary to assess
students’ responses across cases. The scoring
rubric should assess students’ responses on all
the important traits and dimensions of the
task and in an objective/reliable manner. Fur-
ther, the generic analytic nature of the rubric
should help in pinpointing areas to target in
future interventions/instruction (to instruc-
tors). Such data-based analyses, based on
scores students’ received on various dimen-
sions of a generic analytic scoring rubric; can
help instructors focus on the individual
needs of the students and to design addition-
al practice activities. They also can help in-
structors document the growth of student’s
skills over a period of time. This being an
experimental study, the students were not
given feedback or access to the scoring ru-
bric. Also, no specific training was undertak-
en based on students’ errors. However, in-
structors can employ the FBA scoring rubric
that we developed as a teaching tool to high-
light the important parts of a task/response
and students can use the scoring rubric as a
guide to solve FBA cases. Such practice may
help students understand and learn complex
tasks such as FBAs more efficiently.

Possible Changes that Might be Made to the
Scoring Rubric

The objective of the scoring rubric de-
veloped was to measure students’ analytical
FBA skills, discover patterns in students’ per-
formances overtime, and examine the differ-
ential effects of the three teaching tactics.
Due to experimental nature of the study the
scoring scale and weights for different traits
were kept uniform. However, this need not
be the case and certain modifications might
better suit the needs of teacher trainers. First,
the FBA traits were given equal weight and
this need not be the case. Teacher trainers
may weigh various traits of a task differently.
For example, the students’ ability to describe
the behavior or identify the function of a
behavior or a detailed plan (quality) to test
the behavior may be more important than
identifying the different experimental con-
ditions (quantity) for testing the function of
a behavior. These aspects may be given more
weight than the functional analysis portion
(quantity) of the exercise.

Second, the scoring scale for each di-
mension (for the rubric developed for the
study) was artificially limited. The criteria
under each quality dimension might be fur-
ther task analyzed and assigned points to
highlight all the critical aspects. For example,
when testing hypothesized functions, assign-
ing 1 point each for (a) indicating whether
the problem behavior is reinforced or ig-
nored, (b) a list of environmental variables
held constant during different experimental
phases, and (c) specific environmental vari-
ables that were manipulated for testing a hy-
pothesized function (rather than assigning 1
point for the presence of all three compo-
nents). The scoring scales may also vary to
accommodate the complexities of a case (cas-
es with one problem behavior and one func-
tion vs. cases with multiple problem behav-
iors with multiple functions). The increase
in range of the scale scores may be critical to
document slight changes in student progress
and performance over time.

Third, the scoring rubric has not been
used as a teaching tool to improve student
achievement (in that the students were not
exposed to the scoring rubric). So the effects
of the scoring rubric in facilitating student
learning are not known. Further research
needs to be undertaken to (a) identify the
effects of scoring rubric in facilitating pre-
service teachers learning and (b) study the
feasibility and usefulness of such scoring ru-
brics in practice.

Conclusion

With increasing focus on performance-
based assessments for preservice teachers, an
emphasis on employing cases to prepare pre-
service teachers for the complex tasks for
their jobs, and the requirement to document
preservice teachers’ progress for NCATE and
other accreditation agencies, a need exists for
the development and dissemination of effec-
tive generic scoring rubrics. FBA includes a
complex set of tasks and is an essential skill
that special education teachers need to learn.
However, it is difficult to provide enough live
learning opportunities to preservice teachers
to conduct FBAs during their coursework.
One way to overcome the limited experienc-
es is to provide the preservice teachers with
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multiple examples of cases that they can solve
in a non-threatening environment. For in-
structors to employ cases and document stu-
dent’s progress, they need to use clear scoring
rubrics. This study contributes to the litera-
ture on scoring rubrics for FBA cases by (a)
describing the components of a generic FBA
scoring rubric and (b) providing a model for
using the scoring rubric to objectively score
student responses and analyze students’ er-
rors overtime.
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