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FUNCTIONAL COMMUNICATION TRAINING

Functional Communication Training: An Overview

Functional Communication Training (FCT) stands as one of the most widely researched and
empirically validated behavioral interventions for addressing challenging behaviors displayed by
individuals across various developmental and acquired disabilities. Rooted deeply in the principles
of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), FCT operates on the foundational premise that all behavior,
including behavior deemed challenging or inappropriate, serves a function for the individual. Rather
than focusing solely on suppressing the undesirable behavior, FCT strategically focuses on
identifying the communicative purpose--the "function"--that the behavior serves, and subsequently
teaching the individual a more socially acceptable and effective way to achieve the same outcome.
This shift in perspective from punishment or extinction to skill building is what defines the success
and ethical strength of this intervention.

The broad application of FCT is notable. Initially developed primarily for individuals with intellectual
disabilities exhibiting severe problem behaviors, its utility has expanded significantly. Today, FCT
is a cornerstone intervention for individuals diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD),
various intellectual disabilities (ID), and those recovering from conditions like traumatic brain
injury (TBI), where communication deficits often lead to frustration and maladaptive coping
mechanisms. The essence of FCT is proactive and constructive; it teaches individuals how to
effectively communicate their needs, wants, and internal states--such as requesting attention,
escaping difficult tasks, or obtaining tangible items--thereby reducing the necessity for the
challenging behavior to occur in the first place.

Effective implementation of FCT requires a highly individualized approach, beginning with a
rigorous assessment process. The intervention is not a one-size-fits-all protocol; rather, it is
meticulously tailored to the specific context, communication abilities, and behavioral functions
unique to the individual learner. This customization ensures that the newly taught communication
response (the "replacement behavior") is functionally equivalent to the challenging behavior it is
intended to supplant, making it efficient, reliable, and easily executed by the learner. Successful
FCT implementation ultimately leads to a significant increase in communicative effectiveness
and a corresponding decrease in behaviors that interfere with learning, socialization, and overall
quality of life.

Defining Functional Communication Training (FCT)

Functional communication training is formally defined as a behavior-based intervention that
focuses on the development of verbal and nonverbal communication skills. It is an antecedent-
based procedure, meaning it manipulates the environment before the behavior occurs, designed to
increase the communicative effectiveness of individuals with disabilities and replace challenging
behaviors with more appropriate and socially acceptable communication skills. The intervention
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involves teaching the individual to communicate their wants and needs through the development of
a structured "functional communication system." This system ensures that the communication
response is reinforced immediately and consistently.

The key operative concept within FCT is the principle of functional equivalence. For the
intervention to be successful long-term, the replacement communication behavior must achieve the
exact same consequence (the functional outcome) as the challenging behavior. For instance, if a
child screams (challenging behavior) to gain access to a preferred toy (function), the FCT must
teach them an alternative communication skill, such as pointing to a picture or saying "toy, please,"
which reliably results in access to that toy. If the replacement behavior is less efficient, requires
greater effort, or is not consistently reinforced, the learner will likely revert to the original, more
established challenging behavior because it provides a faster route to reinforcement.

Central to the definition of FCT is the selection of the appropriate communication medium. This
choice is critical and must be based on the individual's existing skills and the speed required for
effective communication. Modalities can include vocal speech, sign language, simple gestures, or
various forms of Alternative and Augmentative Communication (AAC), such as the Picture
Exchange Communication System (PECS) or electronic speech-generating devices. The system
must be practical, reliable, and easily understandable by various communication partners to ensure
generalization across different settings, thus maximizing the overall communicative success of the
individual.

Historical Context and Development of FCT

The conceptual foundation for FCT emerged from a crucial shift in behavior analysis during the
1970s and 1980s, moving away from purely suppressive or aversive techniques for managing
severe problem behaviors. This paradigm shift was driven by the realization that challenging
behavior is rarely random; instead, it serves a clear, functional purpose for the individual, often
acting as the most effective, albeit maladaptive, form of communication. This understanding led to
a focus on proactive, skill-based teaching rather than reactive punishment.

The specific application of replacement behavior strategies, which forms the basis of modern FCT,
is often attributed to the groundbreaking work of Dr. Gary M. LaVigna. In 1977, LaVigna published
foundational work advocating for the use of functional communication as a primary intervention
for reducing challenging behaviors in individuals with intellectual disabilities. His proposals
underscored the importance of teaching constructive replacement skills that are functionally
equivalent to the problem behavior, thereby providing the individual with a socially appropriate
means to control their environment and achieve their desired outcomes.

Following LaVigna's initial contributions, research rapidly expanded, driven by clinicians like
McClannahan and Krantz, who refined and formalized the procedural aspects of FCT throughout
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the 1980s and 1990s. Their work emphasized the necessity of detailed functional assessments,
the critical role of prompt fading, and the importance of ensuring generalization and maintenance
of the new communication skills across different settings, people, and time. This extensive body of
research solidified FCT's position as an evidence-based practice and facilitated its widespread
adoption across educational, clinical, and residential settings for individuals with complex needs,
including the expansion into populations with ASD and TBI.

Core Components and Procedures of FCT

The successful implementation of FCT follows a rigorous, multi-step sequence designed to ensure
the replacement behavior is effective and efficient. The procedural steps begin with the
identification of the function of the challenging behavior via a Functional Behavior Assessment
(FBA). Once the function is confirmed (e.g., to gain attention, to escape a demand, to access a
tangible item), the intervention focuses on teaching a new, alternative communication response
that serves that exact same function. This step involves selecting appropriate communication
mediums, such as vocal words, pictures, or devices.

The teaching phase involves several key elements, typically utilizing intensive instruction and
differential reinforcement. The alternative communicative response is taught using prompting
procedures, often employing high-density schedules of reinforcement initially. Prompts (e.g., verbal
cues, physical guidance) are used to elicit the appropriate communication response, and the
functional reinforcer is delivered immediately and consistently upon its successful execution.
Simultaneously, the challenging behavior is placed on extinction, meaning that when the
challenging behavior occurs, the functional reinforcer is withheld. This sharp contrast in
consequence teaches the learner that the new communication skill is the most efficient and reliable
path to reinforcement.

Furthermore, effective FCT protocols often incorporate antecedent manipulation strategies to
reduce the likelihood of the challenging behavior occurring. If specific environmental triggers are
identified during the FBA (e.qg., the presentation of a difficult task), these triggers can be modified.
Strategies might include providing choices, modifying the task, or enriching the environment with
preferred activities. The ultimate goal of the training is to systematically fade out prompts and
transition the reinforcement schedule from continuous to intermittent, thereby ensuring the
communication skill is maintained by naturalistic levels of reinforcement in the individual's daily life,
promoting long-term stability.

Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA): The Foundation of FCT

The Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA) is the indispensable prerequisite for effective FCT. It is
a systematic process used to gather information about the environmental factors that precede
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(antecedents) and follow (consequences) a challenging behavior, ultimately revealing the specific
function or purpose the behavior serves for the individual. Without an accurate FBA, the
subsequent communication training will be misdirected, resulting in a replacement behavior that is
not functionally equivalent and therefore destined to fail.

The FBA typically involves three major categories of data collection. First, indirect assessment
involves interviews and questionnaires with caregivers, teachers, and other communication
partners to generate hypotheses about the behavior's function. Second, direct observation
involves systematic data collection in the natural environment, frequently using A-B-C data forms
(Antecedent, Behavior, Consequence) to identify reliable patterns and correlations between
environmental events and the occurrence of the challenging behavior.

The most rigorous component of the FBA is the functional analysis, which involves the
experimental manipulation of environmental variables. In a controlled setting, specific conditions--
such as conditions designed to test for attention, escape from demands, tangible access, and an
alone or control condition--are systematically introduced. The condition under which the
challenging behavior reliably increases confirms the function. This empirical verification is
paramount for ensuring that the FCT intervention targets the underlying motivation rather than just
the superficial manifestation of the problem behavior, thus guaranteeing that the selected
replacement communication response will be effective.

Applications and Target Populations

FCT has demonstrated remarkable versatility and efficacy across a diverse spectrum of clinical
populations and behavioral challenges. Its most extensive use remains within the population of
individuals with Intellectual Disabilities (ID) and Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), particularly
those who exhibit severe forms of challenging behavior such as aggression, self-injurious behavior
(SIB), or property destruction. In these populations, FCT is often the intervention of choice because
challenging behaviors significantly impede educational attainment, social integration, and physical
safety. By teaching functional alternatives, FCT directly facilitates greater inclusion and
participation in community activities.

Beyond developmental disabilities, FCT principles are successfully applied in populations
experiencing communication deficits due to acquired conditions. Individuals with Traumatic Brain
Injury (TBI) often experience profound changes in executive function and communication abilities,
leading to increased frustration and subsequent challenging behaviors. FCT helps these
individuals relearn or develop new, reliable ways to express their needs and manage
environmental demands. Similarly, adapted FCT procedures can be utilized in geriatric settings for
individuals with advanced dementia or stroke-related communication impairments, where problem
behaviors may be the only available means to signal pain, confusion, or unmet needs.
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The applicability of FCT extends beyond just managing severe problem behaviors; it is also highly
effective in addressing milder, socially inconvenient behaviors, such as excessive repetitive
questioning, complaining, or crying used to gain attention or control. In all applications, FCT
provides a durable framework for teaching individuals to exert control over their environment
through socially mediated means. The overarching goal is to foster independence and self-
determination by equipping the individual with effective, generalized communication tools that
replace reliance on maladaptive behavioral patterns.

Advantages and Evidence Base

Functional Communication Training is universally recognized as an evidence-based practice,
supported by decades of rigorous research published in peer-reviewed scientific literature. A
primary advantage of FCT is its fundamentally positive and constructive orientation. Unlike
interventions that rely on aversive or suppressive measures, FCT focuses entirely on teaching a
new, desirable skill, creating a therapeutic environment that minimizes negative emotional side
effects and promotes a positive instructional relationship between the learner and the
communication partner. This focus on skill acquisition makes FCT an ethically superior and
sustainable intervention strategy.

A significant benefit of FCT is the demonstrated generality and maintenance of treatment effects.
Because the replacement communication response is directly tied to the highly motivating
functional reinforcer, the new skill is naturally reinforced across various settings and
communication partners. Studies consistently show that when FCT is implemented correctly, the
reduction in challenging behavior is often dramatic and sustained over long periods, provided that
communication partners maintain consistency in their responding. This stability contrasts sharply
with suppression-based techniques, where behavior often rapidly returns (a phenomenon known
as recurrence or rebound) once the suppressive contingency is removed.

Furthermore, FCT provides intrinsic benefits by significantly improving the overall communication
repertoire of the individual. By expanding the ability to make requests, refuse demands, or
comment on the environment, FCT enhances social interaction and reduces the perceived stress
and burden on caregivers and educators. The development of reliable communication skills serves
as a crucial competing behavior that directly interferes with the opportunity for the challenging
behavior to occur, leading to a profound improvement in the individual's ability to participate
meaningfully in educational and community activities, significantly elevating their overall quality of
life.

Implementation Challenges and Considerations

Despite its robust evidence base, the successful implementation of FCT requires careful planning
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and fidelity, as several challenges can impede its effectiveness. One major hurdle is the complexity
and time required for a thorough and accurate Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA). If the
function of the behavior is misidentified due to insufficient data or poorly executed functional
analysis, the subsequent FCT intervention will teach a non-functionally equivalent response. This
failure to match the intervention to the motivation will result in the learner continuing to use the
challenging behavior, as it remains the only effective means to achieve the desired outcome.

Another critical consideration relates to the logistical demands of reinforcement consistency. For
FCT to be effective, the communication response must be consistently and immediately reinforced,
especially during the initial acquisition phase. This often requires communication partners to deliver
the functional reinforcer (e.g., attention, escape) instantaneously every time the new skill is used.
In busy, real-world settings like classrooms or group homes, maintaining this level of immediacy
and consistency across all staff members can be difficult. If the challenging behavior occasionally
accesses the reinforcer while the communication behavior is sometimes ignored, the effectiveness
of the intervention will be severely compromised, as the learner will be operating under a mixed
reinforcement schedule.

Finally, ensuring generalization and maintenance often poses a long-term challenge that
requires proactive planning. Training must transition seamlessly from structured, intensive
sessions to natural, varied environments. This necessitates systematically teaching the learner to
use the communication skill with different people (parents, teachers, peers), in different settings
(home, school, community), and under varied schedules of reinforcement. Effective FCT teams
must develop explicit plans for prompt fading and schedule thinning (moving from continuous
reinforcement to intermittent reinforcement) to ensure the newly acquired skill persists long after
formal training concludes, preventing the relapse of the challenging behavior.

Conclusion

Functional Communication Training represents a highly effective, evidence-based paradigm shift in
the treatment of challenging behavior across populations with developmental and acquired
disabilities. By prioritizing the identification of the communicative function of behavior through
rigorous functional assessment, FCT allows practitioners to replace maladaptive behavior patterns
with socially appropriate, functionally equivalent communication skills. This proactive, skill-building
approach adheres to the highest ethical standards while delivering profound and sustained
behavioral improvements.

The success of FCT hinges on the principles of functional equivalence and differential
reinforcement, ensuring that the new communication response is the most efficient and reliable
pathway to the desired outcome. Its inherent flexibility allows for the incorporation of various
communication modalities, tailored specifically to the individual's strengths and context. Ultimately,
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FCT empowers individuals by providing them with the tools necessary for effective self-advocacy,
leading to enhanced independence, reduced frustration, and significantly improved quality of life
across all domains of functioning.
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