
what is functional communication
training

what is functional communication training is a specialized behavioral intervention
designed to replace challenging or inappropriate behaviors with effective communication
skills. This approach is widely used in educational, clinical, and therapeutic settings to
support individuals with communication difficulties, particularly those with developmental
disabilities or autism spectrum disorder. Functional communication training (FCT) focuses
on identifying the purpose or function behind a problematic behavior and teaching a more
appropriate way to communicate the same need. By addressing the root cause of the
behavior, FCT helps reduce frustration and improve social interactions, enhancing quality of
life. This article explores the definition, implementation, benefits, and challenges of
functional communication training, along with practical examples and best practices.
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Understanding Functional Communication
Training
Functional communication training is a behavioral strategy aimed at teaching individuals to
communicate their needs effectively instead of exhibiting problematic behaviors. It is
grounded in applied behavior analysis (ABA) principles and emphasizes understanding the
function behind a behavior. By recognizing whether a behavior is attention-seeking, escape-
driven, sensory-related, or access to tangibles, practitioners can tailor communication
interventions to meet the individual's specific needs. FCT is particularly valuable for
individuals who have limited verbal abilities or those who struggle to express themselves
clearly, such as children with autism or people with intellectual disabilities.

Definition and Purpose
The primary goal of functional communication training is to replace challenging behaviors
with appropriate communication responses that serve the same function. For example, if a



child throws tantrums to escape a difficult task, FCT would teach the child to request a
break verbally or through an alternative communication method. This approach not only
reduces undesirable behaviors but also empowers individuals by enhancing their
communication skills and promoting independence.

History and Development
Functional communication training emerged from research in behavior analysis during the
1980s and 1990s. Early studies demonstrated that understanding the function of behavior
was crucial for effective intervention. Over time, FCT has evolved into a widely accepted
evidence-based practice that integrates with various communication systems, including
speech, sign language, picture exchange communication systems (PECS), and
augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) devices.

Key Components of Functional Communication
Training
Functional communication training involves several critical elements that ensure its
effectiveness. These components are essential for accurately assessing behavior, selecting
the appropriate communication methods, and implementing the training consistently across
settings.

Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA)
A functional behavior assessment is the cornerstone of functional communication training.
FBA involves systematically observing and analyzing the antecedents, behaviors, and
consequences to determine the reason or function behind a behavior. Common functions
include:

Attention

Escape or avoidance

Access to tangibles or activities

Sensory stimulation or automatic reinforcement

Understanding these functions guides the development of appropriate communication
responses during FCT.

Communication Modalities
FCT can utilize various communication modalities depending on the individual's abilities
and preferences. These include:



Verbal communication

Sign language

Picture exchange communication systems (PECS)

Augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) devices

Selecting the right modality enhances the individual's ability to express needs effectively
and reduces reliance on problematic behaviors.

Reinforcement Strategies
Reinforcement is a vital part of FCT. Once an individual uses an appropriate communication
response, the desired outcome that previously maintained the challenging behavior is
delivered promptly. This positive reinforcement encourages the use of functional
communication and gradually decreases problematic behaviors.

Implementation Process of Functional
Communication Training
Implementing functional communication training involves a structured process that includes
assessment, planning, teaching, and monitoring. Success depends on collaboration among
behavior analysts, speech therapists, educators, caregivers, and the individual receiving
support.

Step 1: Conducting a Functional Behavior Assessment
The initial step is to perform a thorough functional behavior assessment to identify the
behavior's purpose. This assessment may include interviews, direct observation, data
collection, and environmental analysis to pinpoint triggers and consequences.

Step 2: Selecting Communication Responses
Based on the FBA results, appropriate communication responses are selected. These
responses should be easy to learn, socially acceptable, and effective in achieving the same
function as the problem behavior.

Step 3: Teaching Communication Skills
The individual is taught the new communication skills through modeling, prompting, and
reinforcement. Teaching strategies are individualized and may involve discrete trial
training, naturalistic teaching, or other evidence-based methods.



Step 4: Reinforcing Functional Communication
When the individual uses the functional communication response, the desired outcome is
provided immediately to reinforce the behavior. Consistency across environments and
caregivers is crucial to maintain effectiveness.

Step 5: Monitoring and Adjusting
Ongoing data collection and monitoring help evaluate the progress and effectiveness of
FCT. Adjustments are made as necessary to address any challenges or changes in the
individual's communication needs.

Benefits of Functional Communication Training
Functional communication training offers numerous benefits for individuals with
communication difficulties and their support networks. These advantages contribute to
improved behavior, social integration, and overall well-being.

Reduction in Challenging Behaviors
By teaching appropriate communication alternatives, FCT significantly reduces the
occurrence of challenging behaviors that often result from unmet needs or frustration.

Enhanced Communication Skills
FCT promotes the development of functional communication abilities that are practical and
meaningful in everyday life, increasing independence.

Improved Social Interactions
Effective communication fosters better relationships with family, peers, and caregivers,
enhancing social engagement and acceptance.

Positive Impact on Quality of Life
Reducing problematic behaviors and improving communication leads to greater
participation in educational, recreational, and community activities, improving overall
quality of life.



Challenges and Considerations in Functional
Communication Training
While functional communication training is effective, certain challenges and considerations
must be addressed to optimize outcomes.

Individual Differences
Each individual has unique communication needs and abilities, requiring tailored
interventions and flexibility in teaching methods.

Consistency Across Environments
Implementing FCT consistently across home, school, and community settings is essential
but may be difficult due to varying levels of training and support among caregivers and
educators.

Maintenance and Generalization
Ensuring that communication skills are maintained over time and generalized across
different contexts requires ongoing support and reinforcement.

Resource Availability
Access to trained professionals, communication devices, and materials may limit the
implementation of FCT in some settings.

Practical Examples of Functional Communication
Training
Illustrative examples demonstrate how functional communication training can be applied in
real-world scenarios to address specific behaviors.

Example 1: Teaching a Child to Request Breaks
A child exhibits tantrums to avoid difficult tasks. Through FCT, the child is taught to use a
picture card or simple phrase like "break please" to request a pause. When the child uses
this communication, the break is granted, reducing tantrums.



Example 2: Replacing Aggression with Verbal Requests
An individual with limited speech uses hitting to gain attention. FCT teaches the individual
to say "look at me" or use a gesture to request attention. Reinforcing the communication
reduces aggressive incidents.

Example 3: Using AAC Devices for Communication
A nonverbal adult uses an augmentative communication device to express needs such as
requesting food or expressing discomfort. Training focuses on navigating the device to
replace behaviors like yelling or self-injury.

Key Steps in Practical Application

Identify the function of the problematic behavior through assessment.1.

Select an appropriate communication method suited to the individual's abilities.2.

Teach the communication skill using consistent prompting and reinforcement.3.

Reinforce the communication immediately to strengthen the behavior.4.

Monitor progress and adjust strategies as needed.5.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Functional Communication Training (FCT)?
Functional Communication Training (FCT) is a behavioral intervention that teaches
individuals alternative and appropriate ways to communicate their needs and wants,
replacing challenging behaviors with functional communication skills.

Who can benefit from Functional Communication
Training?
FCT is beneficial for individuals with communication difficulties, including those with autism
spectrum disorder, developmental delays, or other disabilities that impact communication.

How does Functional Communication Training work?
FCT works by identifying the function or purpose of a challenging behavior and teaching the
individual a communicative response that serves the same function, thereby reducing the
problematic behavior.



What are common communication methods used in
Functional Communication Training?
Common methods include using gestures, sign language, picture exchange systems,
speech-generating devices, or verbal communication depending on the individual's abilities.

Why is Functional Communication Training important?
It is important because it helps individuals express their needs effectively, reduces
frustration and challenging behaviors, and improves their overall quality of life and social
interactions.

Is Functional Communication Training evidence-based?
Yes, FCT is an evidence-based practice supported by research demonstrating its
effectiveness in reducing problem behaviors and increasing functional communication
skills.

How long does Functional Communication Training take
to show results?
The duration varies depending on the individual, severity of behaviors, and consistency of
implementation, but improvements can often be seen within weeks to months.

Can Functional Communication Training be used with
children and adults?
Yes, FCT can be adapted for individuals of all ages who have communication challenges and
exhibit behaviors that serve communicative functions.

Who implements Functional Communication Training?
FCT is typically implemented by trained professionals such as behavior analysts, speech-
language pathologists, special educators, or therapists, often in collaboration with
caregivers and families.

How is the function of a behavior determined in
Functional Communication Training?
The function is identified through functional behavior assessments (FBA), which analyze the
antecedents, behaviors, and consequences to understand why the behavior occurs.

Additional Resources
1. Functional Communication Training: A Practical Guide for Teachers and Therapists
This book offers a comprehensive introduction to functional communication training (FCT),



emphasizing its application in educational and therapeutic settings. It provides step-by-step
strategies to replace challenging behaviors with appropriate communication skills. The text
includes case studies and practical tips for implementation, making it accessible for both
professionals and caregivers.

2. Applied Behavior Analysis and Functional Communication Training
Focusing on the integration of applied behavior analysis (ABA) principles with FCT, this book
explores evidence-based techniques to enhance communication in individuals with
developmental disabilities. It covers assessment methods, intervention planning, and data-
driven decision making. Readers will find detailed examples that illustrate how to tailor FCT
to diverse client needs.

3. Communication Interventions for Challenging Behavior: Functional Communication
Training and Beyond
This volume delves into various communication interventions with an emphasis on FCT as a
key approach to reduce challenging behaviors. It discusses the theoretical foundations of
FCT and compares it with alternative methods. The book also addresses common
challenges and solutions encountered during intervention.

4. Teaching Functional Communication: Strategies for Individuals with Autism Spectrum
Disorder
Designed specifically for educators and therapists working with individuals on the autism
spectrum, this book highlights FCT as a vital tool for promoting effective communication. It
presents practical techniques for teaching functional communication skills through
structured and naturalistic settings. The text also includes tips for generalizing skills across
environments.

5. Functional Communication Training in Early Childhood: Enhancing Social and
Communication Skills
Targeting early childhood practitioners, this book emphasizes the importance of early
intervention using FCT to develop communication and social abilities. It outlines age-
appropriate strategies and activities for young children exhibiting communication delays or
challenging behaviors. The book also discusses family involvement and collaboration with
multidisciplinary teams.

6. Behavioral Interventions for Communication Disorders: Implementing Functional
Communication Training
This resource provides in-depth coverage of behavioral techniques for addressing
communication disorders through FCT. It combines theory and practice, offering detailed
guidance on assessment, intervention design, and progress monitoring. The book is
suitable for speech-language pathologists, behavior analysts, and related professionals.

7. Functional Communication Training: From Assessment to Intervention
This text guides readers through the full process of FCT, starting with functional behavior
assessments to identify communication needs and ending with intervention strategies. It
highlights the importance of individualized programming and ongoing evaluation. Practical
worksheets and forms are included to assist practitioners in clinical settings.

8. Innovations in Functional Communication Training: New Approaches and Technologies
Exploring recent advances in FCT, this book discusses the role of technology, such as
augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) devices, in enhancing functional



communication. It presents innovative intervention models and research findings that
expand traditional FCT practices. The book is ideal for professionals seeking to incorporate
modern tools into their work.

9. Reducing Problem Behavior Through Functional Communication Training: Evidence-
Based Practices
This evidence-based guide reviews the scientific literature supporting FCT as an effective
method to reduce problem behaviors. It summarizes key research studies, highlighting best
practices and common pitfalls. The book aims to equip practitioners with the knowledge to
implement FCT with fidelity and achieve meaningful outcomes.
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