
what is functional communication training

what is functional communication training is a specialized behavioral intervention designed to
teach individuals effective communication skills that serve the same purpose as challenging
behaviors. This training is often utilized with individuals who have developmental disabilities, autism
spectrum disorder, or speech impairments. Functional communication training (FCT) aims to replace
problematic behaviors, such as aggression or self-injury, with functional communication responses
that are more socially appropriate and effective. By identifying the underlying reasons for a behavior,
FCT develops tailored communication strategies to meet the individual’s needs. This article explores
the definition, process, benefits, and applications of functional communication training, providing a
comprehensive understanding for educators, therapists, and caregivers. The following sections will
outline the core concepts, implementation methods, common challenges, and best practices for
optimizing functional communication training outcomes.
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Understanding Functional Communication Training
Functional communication training is a behavior analytic approach that focuses on teaching
alternative communication methods to replace problematic behaviors. These behaviors often serve a
communicative function, meaning the individual is attempting to express a need or desire but lacks
appropriate skills. By identifying the function of the behavior, practitioners can develop
communication strategies that fulfill the same need more effectively and appropriately.

Definition and Core Principles
Functional communication training involves teaching individuals to use specific communication
responses that are functionally equivalent to their challenging behaviors. The core principle is that
behaviors are maintained by their consequences, so replacing a behavior with a communication
response that leads to the same outcome reduces the need for the problematic behavior. This method
is grounded in applied behavior analysis (ABA) and often incorporates various communication
modalities such as verbal language, sign language, picture exchange systems, or augmentative and
alternative communication (AAC) devices.



Identifying the Function of Behavior
Before implementing functional communication training, it is essential to conduct a functional
behavior assessment (FBA). The FBA helps determine why a behavior occurs by analyzing
antecedents, behaviors, and consequences. The main functions typically include:

Attention seeking

Escape or avoidance

Access to tangibles or preferred items

Sensory stimulation or automatic reinforcement

Accurate identification of the behavior’s function is critical for designing effective communication
interventions.

The Process of Functional Communication Training
The implementation of functional communication training follows a structured process that ensures
the communication skills taught are effective and sustainable. This process involves assessment,
intervention design, teaching, and ongoing evaluation.

Step 1: Functional Behavior Assessment
The initial step involves comprehensive data collection and analysis to identify the antecedents and
consequences maintaining the challenging behavior. This assessment provides the foundation for
selecting appropriate communication responses that will replace the behavior.

Step 2: Selecting Communication Responses
Based on the FBA results, practitioners select an alternative communication method that matches the
individual's abilities and the function of the behavior. The communication response should be:

Functionally equivalent to the challenging behavior

Easy to use and understand

Socially acceptable

Motivating for the individual



Step 3: Teaching the Communication Response
During this phase, the individual is taught to use the selected communication method to request or
reject items, seek attention, or express needs. Teaching strategies may include prompting, modeling,
reinforcement, and shaping to promote skill acquisition.

Step 4: Reinforcing Communication and Reducing Problem
Behavior
As the individual learns to use the communication response effectively, immediate and consistent
reinforcement is provided to strengthen the new skill. Simultaneously, the reinforcement for the
challenging behavior is minimized or eliminated, leading to a decrease in the problematic behavior.

Step 5: Generalization and Maintenance
Ensuring that communication skills are used across different settings, people, and situations is vital.
Practitioners work on generalization by practicing communication in natural environments and with
various communication partners. Maintenance strategies help sustain the use of functional
communication over time.

Benefits of Functional Communication Training
Functional communication training offers numerous advantages for individuals exhibiting challenging
behaviors and those supporting them. The benefits extend beyond behavior reduction to overall
communication development and quality of life improvements.

Reduction of Problematic Behaviors
One of the most significant benefits of functional communication training is the reduction or
elimination of challenging behaviors. By providing an appropriate way to communicate needs,
individuals are less likely to engage in behaviors such as aggression, self-injury, or tantrums.

Enhanced Communication Skills
FCT promotes the development of functional communication, which is essential for social interaction,
learning, and independence. It empowers individuals to express themselves more effectively in
various contexts.

Improved Social Interactions
As communication improves, individuals experience better relationships with family members, peers,
educators, and caregivers. This can lead to increased social inclusion and participation.



Increased Independence and Quality of Life
Functional communication training supports autonomy by enabling individuals to request assistance,
express preferences, and navigate daily activities more independently, thereby enhancing overall
quality of life.

Applications and Target Populations
Functional communication training is applicable across diverse populations and settings, particularly
where communication deficits contribute to challenging behaviors.

Populations Benefiting from Functional Communication
Training
FCT is widely used with individuals who have:

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD)

Intellectual and developmental disabilities

Speech and language impairments

Traumatic brain injury or neurological disorders

Emotional and behavioral disorders

Settings for Implementation
Functional communication training can be implemented in various environments including:

Schools and educational programs

Home settings

Clinical and therapeutic contexts

Community and vocational settings

Challenges and Considerations in Functional



Communication Training
While functional communication training is effective, practitioners must address potential challenges
to maximize its success.

Ensuring Accurate Functional Assessments
Misidentifying the function of a behavior can lead to ineffective communication interventions.
Comprehensive and ongoing assessments are necessary to maintain accuracy.

Individualized Communication Methods
Choosing the right communication modality requires careful consideration of the individual's
cognitive, motor, and sensory abilities. There is no one-size-fits-all approach, and customization is
essential.

Consistency Across Caregivers and Settings
Inconsistent reinforcement or lack of collaboration among caregivers and educators can hinder
progress. Training and communication among all stakeholders are crucial for consistent
implementation.

Addressing Skill Generalization
Some individuals may struggle to generalize communication skills across different environments or
with different people, which requires deliberate planning and support.

Best Practices for Effective Functional Communication
Training
Employing evidence-based strategies and maintaining fidelity in implementation enhance the
effectiveness of functional communication training.

Collaborative Approach
Engaging families, educators, therapists, and the individual in the planning and execution of FCT
promotes consistency and supports holistic development.

Use of Reinforcement Strategies
Providing immediate, meaningful reinforcement for communication responses strengthens learning



and helps maintain new skills.

Data Collection and Progress Monitoring
Systematic data collection allows for monitoring progress, making necessary adjustments, and
ensuring the intervention remains effective over time.

Incorporating Technology and AAC
Utilizing augmentative and alternative communication devices can expand communication options,
especially for individuals with limited verbal abilities.

Professional Training and Development
Ongoing education and training for practitioners ensure that interventions align with current best
practices and emerging research.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Functional Communication Training (FCT)?
Functional Communication Training (FCT) is a behavioral intervention designed to teach individuals
alternative, appropriate ways to communicate their needs and desires, replacing challenging
behaviors that serve the same function.

How does Functional Communication Training work?
FCT works by identifying the function of a problematic behavior and then teaching the individual a
more appropriate communication method to achieve the same outcome, thereby reducing the
occurrence of the challenging behavior.

Who can benefit from Functional Communication Training?
FCT is beneficial for individuals with communication difficulties, including those with autism spectrum
disorder, developmental disabilities, and other conditions that affect communication skills.

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



Why is Functional Communication Training important in
behavioral therapy?
FCT is important because it addresses the root cause of challenging behaviors by providing functional
communication alternatives, leading to improved social interactions and a reduction in problem
behaviors.

Can Functional Communication Training be combined with
other therapies?
Yes, Functional Communication Training is often integrated with other therapies such as Applied
Behavior Analysis (ABA), speech therapy, and occupational therapy to provide a comprehensive
approach to communication and behavior improvement.

Additional Resources
1. Functional Communication Training: Principles and Practice
This book offers a comprehensive overview of Functional Communication Training (FCT), detailing its
theoretical foundations and practical applications. It covers assessment strategies, intervention
techniques, and case studies demonstrating successful implementation. A valuable resource for
behavior analysts, speech therapists, and educators working with individuals who have
communication challenges.

2. Applied Behavior Analysis and Functional Communication Training
Focusing on the integration of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) with FCT, this book explains how to
design and deliver effective communication interventions. It provides step-by-step guides to
conducting functional assessments and developing functional communication responses. The text also
discusses troubleshooting common problems and measuring treatment outcomes.

3. Teaching Functional Communication Skills to Individuals with Autism
This book addresses the use of FCT specifically for individuals on the autism spectrum. It explores
how FCT can reduce challenging behaviors by teaching appropriate communication alternatives.
Practical tips, program planning, and data collection methods are included to support educators and
therapists.

4. Strategies for Functional Communication Training in Schools
Designed for school-based professionals, this book outlines how to implement FCT in educational
settings. It emphasizes collaboration among teachers, speech-language pathologists, and behavior
specialists. The book includes examples of individualized communication systems and ways to
generalize skills across environments.

5. Functional Communication Training: A Behavior Analytic Approach
This text delves deeply into the behavior analytic principles underlying FCT. It examines the role of
reinforcement, stimulus control, and shaping in teaching communication. Readers will find detailed
discussions on functional analysis and modifying antecedents and consequences to support
communication development.

6. Communication Interventions for Challenging Behaviors: Functional Communication Training and



Beyond
Beyond FCT, this book explores a range of communication interventions aimed at reducing
challenging behaviors. It highlights the importance of identifying communicative intent and teaching
appropriate responses. Case examples and research summaries provide evidence for various
approaches including FCT.

7. Functional Communication Training for Children with Developmental Disabilities
This resource focuses on young children with developmental disabilities who exhibit communication
difficulties and challenging behavior. It offers practical guidance on assessment, intervention design,
and parent training. The book stresses early intervention and creating individualized communication
supports.

8. The Science and Practice of Functional Communication Training
Combining research findings with clinical practice, this book presents an evidence-based perspective
on FCT. It reviews experimental studies and clinical trials that validate the effectiveness of FCT. The
authors also discuss future directions and innovations in communication training techniques.

9. Functional Communication Training in Clinical Settings
Targeted at clinicians, this book provides detailed protocols for implementing FCT in various clinical
environments such as hospitals and outpatient centers. It covers interdisciplinary collaboration,
ethical considerations, and adapting interventions for diverse populations. Practical worksheets and
data collection tools enhance its usability.
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