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This study considers the effectiveness of Precision Teaching techniques and Functional Communication Training on problem behavior.  The participant, Terrence, was a nonverbal 12 year-old male with developmental delays and a diagnosis of autism.  The student’s problem behaviors involved pounding tables and mouthing.  Pounding was defined as hitting a clenched fist on a desk or table top, a counter, his thigh, his head, or any other object nearby such as a toy as well as using his feet to kick into the air, on the ground, or at an object or person.  Mouthing involved placing the collar of his shirt, his fingers, whole hand, or toes, and other objects such as pens and toys in his mouth.  This experiment was conducted with the hypothesis that some child behavior problems may actually be a nonverbal means of communication.  The effectiveness of functional communication training with a picture exchange system was examined using an AB single design.  The data indicated that the participant was escape maintained. Functional communication training reduced the child's rate of aberrant behaviors.  Suggestions for future research are made.  

Whenever a child displays problem behavior such as self-injury, aggression, and tantrums, there is obvious cause for concern.  A primary focus has been to eliminate those problem behaviors immediately, especially those that are serious enough to jeopardize the safety of the child and his peers.  Though the elimination of problem behavior is an important first step in remediation, responses must be replaced with socially useful behaviors (Goldiamond, 1974).

In a seminal article, Carr and Durand (1985) provide a method to both assess problem behavior and select appropriate replacement behaviors.  In their work, Carr and Durand classify the factors responsible for problematic behavior into two categories: escape 
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maintained, controlled by negative reinforcement processes, and attention maintained, controlled by positive reinforcement processes (Carr & Durand, 1985a).  Their results revealed that children learn to display behavior problems in the presence of aversive stimuli.  Following the pattern of negative reinforcement, these problems typically result in the elimination of the aversive stimuli (Patterson, 1982).  In a classroom setting, instructional demands serve as an aversive stimuli setting the occasion for the child’s problem behaviors to function as escape behaviors; thus, avoiding future participation in instructional activities (Carr, Newsom, & Binkoff; 1980; Romanczyk, Coletti, & Plotkin, 1980; Weeks & Gaylord-Ross, 1981).  When this occurs, effective treatment must include a) contingencies designed to reduce problem behavior (i.e., extinction or punishment) and b) contingencies designed to increase alternative behaviors (i.e., differential reinforcement).  The treatments need to also be closely monitored to anticipate when treatment modifications are needed.  The purpose of the current investigation was to further document the utility of precision teaching methods within the monitoring process.  

Method

Participant and Setting

Our participant, Terrence, was a 12-year-old male with developmental delays and a diagnosis of autism.  He was enrolled in an extended school year special day contained classroom for severely handicapped students consisting of seven students ages 11-13.  Classroom instruction focused on teaching functional activities which included a curriculum of individual life skills, functional daily living, community outreach, computer skills, and art.  Speech and language therapy were provided to the student for 60 minutes once a week in both small group and individual instruction.  Upon interview, the participant’s classroom teacher reported that the participant frequently leaves the classroom during the day up to ten times a day.  Of most importance, Terrence engaged in desk pounding and mouthing multiple times per day and these behaviors disrupted his educational and social growth.

The study was conducted in his home in the evening hours.  The participant attended school from 8:45 a.m. to 2:15 p.m. and worked with the first author in the evening for about 1 hour over a  2 week period.  The project was part of the research and practicum component for graduation from the special education program at Gonzaga University (McLaughlin, Williams, Williams, Peck, Derby, Weber, & Bjordahl, 1999).  

The child was chosen for the study to improve his communication skills in conveying his wants and needs to others.  His  communication repertoire consisted of high pitched squeaks, grunting noises and physically guide care providers to preferred activities.  According to his classroom teacher, Terrence demonstrated independence and an understanding of simple verbal commands.  In the classroom, a picture communication system was utilized throughout the investigation.    The special education teacher had noted that the subject reacts with the pounding and mouthing behavior when presented with demands.   As reported by the teacher, Terrence’s limited attention has made acquisition of communication systems like a communication board or sign language 
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difficult for him.  Thus, learning to communicate effectively would be beneficial to both the participant and his care providers.

Dependent Variable and Measurement Procedures

The first dependent variable was the number of times pounding and mouthing behavior were scored.  Pounding behavior was defined as hitting a clenched fist on a desk or table top, a counter, his thigh, his head, or any other object nearby such as a toy as well as using his feet to kick whether it be in the air, on the ground, or at an object or person.  Mouthing included placing the collar of his shirt, his fingers, whole hand, toes, and other objects such as pens and toys in his mouth.

Experimental Design

An alternating treatment design was used.  Phase 1 involved conducting a functional analysis.  A series of functional analysis conditions were first completed: Free Play, Escape I, and Escape II.  Sessions were conducted once a day in the evening for 15 minutes each.

Phase II introduced communication training which was conducted once a day in the evening for also 15 minutes in length.  Communication training was introduced to only one of the conditions.  A red stop sign was introduced in the Escape I condition.  

Phase 1-Functional Analysis

Free Play  The experimenter provided Terrence with continuous attention, and he had access to preferred toys.  No demands were placed on him and all aberrant behaviors were ignored.

Escape I.  During this condition, Terrence sat at a desk, and the experimenter presented him with a high demand task (tracing hands, fingers, writing out his name and letters) using a three-step prompt sequence: a) verbal instruction, b) modeling of the requested task, and c) hand-over-hand guided compliance.  Task demands were presented continuously as long as Terrence displayed appropriate behavior.  If aberrant behavior occurred, Terrence received a 30-second break.

Escape II.  As in Free Play, Terrence has access to preferred toys.  However, his grandmother provided unsolicited attention and simple demands such as Take your hands out of your mouth, Sit up, or Stop that, Terrence.  If he engaged in aberrant behavior, the grandmother would leave Terrence alone for 30 seconds.

Phase 2-Communication Training

Communication Training during Escape I.  This condition was similar to the Escape I condition during functional analysis.  The experimenter presented the task with the following statement:  Terrence, we are going to work.  If you want to take a break you need to touch the stop sign.  The experimenter first verbally prompted Terrence to request a break by saying, Terrence, do you want a break?  What do we do when we want a break?  And then physically prompted him to touch the red stop sign.  When Terrence touched the red stop sign he was given a 30-second break with preferred items and activities available.  If he engaged in inappropriate behavior, the experimenter provided hands-over-hand physical guidance.  After 30 seconds of task completion, he was then asked, Terrence, do you want a break?  What do we do when we want a break?  As time 
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progressed, the number of verbal and physical prompts to request a break decreased.  By the end of the intervention, if Terrence did not touch the sign independently he was prompted to complete 30 seconds of work at the table.

Results and Discussion

Phase 1-Functional Analysis

Results of the functional analysis found that Terrence exhibited a various range of problem behavior during the free play condition.  His mouthing behavior during free play ranged from 0 to 5.7 movements per minute while the pounding behavior was recorded at 0 to 0.8 movements per minute.  Terrence appeared more content and exhibited no or little behavior during Free Play when he was engaged in a preferred independent activity.  He showed agitation and thus demonstrated to two target behaviors when his activity was interrupted by his siblings or grandmother.  Because of this particular observation, the experimenter chose to run the Escape II condition.  In the Escape I condition, Terrence demonstrated a range from 2.5 to 3.6 movements per minute for mouthing behavior and a range from 0.4 to 0.5 movements per minute for pounding behavior.  In the Escape II condition, the participant’s mouthing behavior ranged form 3.3 to 5.2 movements per minute and his pounding behavior ranged form 0.5 to 1 movements per minute.

Phase 2-Communication Training

 The treatment probes for Escape II condition indicate that Terrence would benefit from communication training.  During the Escape II condition, Terrence’s mouthing behavior decreased from a range of 2.5 to 3.6 movements per minute to a range of 0.8 to 2.7 movements per minute.  His pounding behavior also decreased from a range of 0.5 to 1.0 movements per minute to a range form 0.1 to 0.5 movements per minute.  In addition, Terrence touched the red stop sign with a range of 0.2 to 0.5 movements per minute.

The results of the study indicate that Terrence’s behavior was escape maintained.  His inappropriate behavior functioned as an escape from tasks he finds difficult or uninteresting as well as from unwanted social attention.

These results suggest that time out from demands should be avoided as an intervention, because it will most likely increase the occurrences of problem behaviors during work activities.  Because of some of Terrence’s inappropriate behavior may occur due to decreased activity, intervention involved teaching him a more appropriate way to request breaks.  Communication training was introduced in only the Escape I condition for this present study.  Although the experimenter would have liked to introduce communication training in the Escape II condition, there was difficulty in manipulating certain variables (grandmother’s behavior, home environment) as well as time limitations.  

According to his mother, Terrence’s mouthing and pounding behaviors have been dealt with in either two ways in the past at home.  If certain behaviors (mouthing) are not harming anyone, it is ignored.  When the behavior (pounding) is more severe individuals would attempt to appease him by trying to decode what his need or wants were.  In the classroom setting, Terrence’s teacher reported that the subject rarely demonstrated the 
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two behaviors.  When the pounding behavior occurred, teaching personnel would switch activities.  Given the current results, we encouraged school personnel to abandon this strategy because of the potential for task removal, which could reinforce the escape maintained behavior. 

Severe behaviors restrict a person's options (Carr & Durrand, 1985a, b; Iwata, 1994).  Some intervention procedures with the purpose to reduce challenging behaviors have involved physical or chemical restraint (Iwata, Dorsey, Slifer, Bauman, & Richman, 1994).   Procedures of functional analysis help pinpoint motivating factors for certain behaviors in order to provide effective interventions.  A functionally equivalent alternative to such methods is communication training (Iwata et al., 1994).  These interventions such as communication training allow the subject to replace aberrant behavior with functionally equivalent appropriate behavior.  Thus, communication training helps make an individual's life better (Heward 2002).  For example, with problem behavior reduced, Terrence has a greater opportunity to become a participating and productive member of society.  
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