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Introductions
Clelia

● Paraprofessional and special 
education teacher (2 years + 3 years)

● Practicum student, predoctoral 
intern, postdoctoral fellow in public, 
private, and high intensity school 
and clinical settings

● Currently BCBA-D and school 
psychologist doing severe behavior 
work and eligibility evaluations

● Half of Learning Behavior Analysis 
(we do cool stuff!)

Patrick

● Special education teacher (8 years)

● K-12 district special education coach 
(2 years)

● BCBA for an elementary school 
district 

● Provide individual student behavior 
consultation, staff coaching within 
the PBIS framework, and monitor 
restraint usage/training

● The other half of Learning Behavior 
Analysis
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What’s this all about?

Working in schools can be a tricky ethical proposition for 

behavior analysts. In this presentation we will discuss ways to 

proactively create effective practices that meet ethical 

guidelines set forth by the BACB. We will cover ways to avoid 

ethical trap doors from case conception (informed consent) all 

the way to appropriate client discharge.
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Learning Targets
The participant will differentiate between scope of practice and scope of competence.

The participant will identify one strategy to self-assess competence. 

The participant will identify the main functions of all three tiers of support in PBIS.

The participant will identify when consent is needed in school based practice.

The participant will differentiate between procedural and clinically meaningful FBA 
processes in schools. 

The participant will identify the key components of BST and how they can be used in 
schools. 

The participant will identify key components of meaningful use of data in the school 
setting.

The participant will identify one strategy to increase safety for a team/student in crisis. 
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We’re not here to give clinical advice. 
Only professionals who are 
appropriately credentialed and familiar 
with each individual clinical case can do 
that. Don’t do things just because we 
talked about them!

Additionally, it’s important to be aware 
of any applicable state/country laws 
and employer/organization policies. 
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There will be three “secret” 
words displayed throughout 
the slideshow. Please write 
them down to redeem your 

CEU certificate.



Scope of 
Competence
Knowing what it is, and 
staying within it!

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com
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The trap:
Providing 
services beyond 
our abilities 



Active Student Responding (ASR)

Let us know in the chat…

Have you ever felt pressured to do work 
beyond your scope of competence?

Type YES or NO



Scope of practice and scope of 
competence…what’s the difference?

Scope of Practice

What the profession, as a whole, is 

able to do. (Some states have more 

restrictive rules about this than the 

BACB itself.)

Examples: Consulting on classroom 

behavior, feeding disorder treatment, 

and lots of other things!

Non-examples: surgery, piloting 

planes, giving dietary advice.

Scope of Competence

What the professional, as an 

individual, is able to do well. These 

skills are based on their education, 

training, and experience. 

Examples: domains of practice in 

which the professional is educated 

and trained.

Non-examples: everything else (even 

if it is within scope of practice)!
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Scope of competence (skills within scope of 
practice which the person can actually perform 
well, based on training). This is where we want 
to be!

Example: toilet teaching for young children 
(after training/supervision).

Scope of practice (everything that can be 
done within the profession of behavior 
analysis). This is neither good nor bad; it’s our 
framework.

Examples: functional analysis of severe 
behavior, school consultation, behavioral safety 
coaching for construction businesses, etc.

Outside scope of 
competence (professional 
activities that are okay for 
behavior analysts to do, but 
that a specific individual cannot 
personally do well). This is not 
okay.

Example: offering classroom 
consultation without 
training/supervision needed to 
be good at it.

Outside scope of practice 
(professional activities that 
behavior analysts are not 
allowed to do). This is not okay 
unless we’re practicing with a 
separate credential.

Examples: offer psychotherapy, 
provide diagnoses.

Irrelevant (skills that are not being performed 
as a professional - not bound by behavior 
analytic practice considerations). This is okay 
outside of work. 

Example: recommending a diet plan to a friend.
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Behavior Analysis Scope of Practice/Competency Download this as a PDF 

handout on our website!



Remember:
Scope of competence is directly 

referenced in our ethics code, which we 
agree to abide by when we become 

certified. 

Practicing within our scope is a theme running through multiple code 

items, directly and indirectly. See items 1.05, 1.06, and 3.03 in particular.
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Consider this…

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com

One of the last places we ever want to be is a 
situation where we don’t know what we don’t 
know. If we know almost nothing about a particular 
area of practice, it can seem “simple” and lead us 
to make huge mistakes.

● Example: providing a minor client opportunities to 
masturbate at school, not knowing that doing so is a 
sex crime in certain states.

● Example: treating attention-maintained elopement 
with extinction, not realizing the potential risks to the 
individual client based on their overall profile.

● Example: assuming that suicidal statements from a 
client are “just to get out of work demands.”



Competence self assessment: broad considerations 
(Brodhead and colleagues, 2018)

● Coursework/literature mastery
○ Prior to credentialing and as part of 

ongoing development

● Supervised practical experience
○ Prior to credentialing and as part of 

ongoing development

● Competence cuts across multiple 

dimensions of our work:
○ Procedures and Strategies 

○ Populations 

○ Setting 

In practice, we should also consider the resources available to us, and how those impact our potential to 

practice competently in specific situations. 
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Brodhead MT, Quigley SP, Wilczynski SM. A Call for Discussion About Scope of Competence in Behavior Analysis. Behav Anal Pract. 2018 Oct 24;11(4):424-435. doi: 10.1007/s40617-018-00303-8. 
PMID: 30538919; PMCID: PMC6269378.



Dimensions 
of 

Competence

Population 
(who our 

clients are)

Setting 
(where we are 

helping/ our 
client’s 
context)

Procedures 
/strategies 
(what we 

do to help)

Current 
Knowledge

Am I up-to-date on the 
issues related to this 
area? This includes 
advances in our 
published literature, as 
well as knowledge of 
social issues related to 
the area.

Didactic

Have I had the 
graduate coursework 
and/or professional 
development 
experiences necessary 
to give me 
foundational 
knowledge in this 
area?

Supervision

Have I had the 
supervision 
experiences necessary 
to demonstrate 
mastery of pivotal 
skills in this area?

Steps to Competence

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com

Scope of Competence 
Considerations Consider 

available 

resources 

throughout 

Download as a PDF on our website!



I’m not competent to work with this client. Now what?

Here are some suggested options if you receive a referral you don’t have the 
competence to serve:

● Set a firm, client-centered boundary. Listen actively to team concerns.

● Option 1: Transfer the case to a colleague within your organization, and 
then participate in treatment under the guidance of your colleague to 
grow your own competence while the client’s needs are met by your 
colleague.

● Option 2: Transfer the case to a colleague either within or outside your 
organization, and step back from the case.

● Option 3: Provide the family or administrator with a referral list of 
outside providers who may be able to assist. 



Working within 
Multi-Tiered 
Systems of Support
Collaborating and 
synergizing!
www.learningbehavioranalysis.com
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The trap:
Working in 
parallel with (or 
even against!) 
system-level 
behavior supports 



Active Student Responding (ASR)

Let us know in the chat…

If you are in schools, does your 
building/district have systems-level 
behavior support programming in place?

Type YES or NO



MTSS, RTI, PBIS, oh my!

Multi-Tiered System of Supports 
(MTSS): an umbrella term referring 
to a system in which recipients of 
services (such as students) receive 
support based on their level of need 
in each area (for example, academics, 
behavior, mental and physical health). 

Response to Intervention (RTI): generally 
used to refer to a multi-tiered system of 
academic support, which aims to identify 
and assist struggling learners before they 
fall significantly behind in core academic 
subjects. RTI can also be referred to as the 
model by which some states identify 
students with certain kinds of disabilities. It 
gets confusing because there is such a thing 
as RTI for behavior, which uses similar 
principles to PBIS. 

There are a lot of acronyms in the K-12 education space, and it can be particularly 

confusing to find that several of them all refer to multi-tiered supports of some kind! 

The terms MTSS and RTI are often confused with PBIS. Very basically, here is what we 

have:
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PBIS is organized 
as a tiered system 
so that students 
are met where 
they are

Image credit: PBIS.org

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com
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Hey, this smells like behavior mod!

As behavior analysts, we pride ourselves on…well, analyzing 
behavior!

We’re generally taught that we need to understand the 
unique individual/environment interactions for each client. 
That’s a good thing, and we should do continue to do it!

PBIS helps us make sure that everyone has access to healthy 
contingencies, so that we can individually serve those who 
need specific help beyond a proactive environment. 

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com



For access to this handout: https://learningbehavioranalysis.com/aba-topic-handouts/

https://learningbehavioranalysis.com/aba-topic-handouts/


Obtaining Consent
When does a student 
become a client, and who 
cares?

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com
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The trap:
Providing services 
without consent 
because the 
school culture 
allows it 



Active Student Responding (ASR)

Let us know in the chat…

Have you ever felt pressure to observe an 
individual or provide recommendations 
without first obtaining consent?

Type YES or NO



Ethical Considerations…can you relate?
You find yourself constantly getting calls and 
consult requests from general education 
staff regarding student behavior. 

When you investigate, you find that evidence 
based classroom management strategies are 
not in place, and that a logical first step is to 
do teacher consultation on classroom 
management rather than take on individual 
students as clients. 
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Ethical Considerations…can you relate?
Teachers and administrators often ask 
you to “pop in” to a room to observe 
and give suggestions about a student. 

These requests may involve writing a 
plan, or just providing vocal 
recommendations or suggestions. 

Other times, teams ask that you review 
student information in PBIS team 
meetings in order to problem solve 
specific student concerns. 

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com



Ethical Considerations…can you relate?

We know that we need consent to provide services. Ethically, 
these scenarios bring up concerns regarding who our client is. 

The client is the person whose behavior we are primarily concerned 
with changing. 
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Ethical Considerations…classroom 
level support

When doing classroom management training with 
teachers, we do not need consent from individual 
students’ guardians because the person whose behavior 
we’re changing is the teacher. 

Same goes for other skill building with staff beyond 
specific student programming…how to use Excel, how to 
use a blocking pad to prevent harm during aggression, etc. 

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com



Ethical Considerations…individual support
Consider what you’re being asked to do. Is it a clinical service; something that would mean 
that the student is now your client?

○ Reviewing files or listening to identifiable information about the student

○ Observing the student for the purpose of gathering information or making 
recommendations

○ Writing something about the student’s programming

○ Trialing interventions

○ Etc.

We need consent for all these things! We do not provide services without consent, even if the 
school culture allows it. 
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Remember:
Obtaining informed consent is directly 

referenced in our ethics code, which we 
agree to abide by when we become 

certified. 

Practicing within a defined agree-upon role, and obtaining consent prior 
to providing services, are themes throughout the code. See items 1.04, 

2.11, and 2.16 in particular.
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Consent paperwork…oh my!
● School based behavior analysts are almost always completely 

responsible for creating their own forms and making sure they 

are signed.

● Communicate with administration, proactively if possible!

● Consider having an overall “Service Agreement” document for 

ABA treatment, and separate consent documents for specific 

needs (for example, FA consent vs adaptive skills consent)

● Get clinical and legal consult if you need it! (State or national 

organization, colleagues, etc.)



Secret word: consent



Meaningful 
Assessment
We should get something 
useful out of it!

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com
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The trap:
Working 
through the FBA 
process as if it 
were a box to 
check



Active Student Responding (ASR)

Let us know in the chat…

Have you ever been in an environment 
where FBA referrals were made primarily 
to meet procedural expectations?

Type YES or NO



The Meaningful FBA Process: Understanding How to Help

We know that we should use the FBA process and 

specialized intervention to help students struggling 

behaviorally. 

The Functional Behavioral Assessment process can look 

different based on the needs of the case. 

The language of IDEIA includes FBA, but there is a wide 

range of practices used in schools to meet the 

requirement!
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Focus on understanding and action!

The foundational questions guiding an FBA are:

● What are the relevant variables contributing to 

the behavior(s)? (In other words, what’s the 

unmet need?)

● How can we effectively teach a better (safer, 

happier) way?

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com



Flexibility and “thinking like a scientist” are key!

Remember, the FBA process is about 
solving a problem, not checking a box. 

Avoid a standard list of protocols you use 
for every case.

Remain nimble, allow your assessment to 
guide your next steps.
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Meaningful, assessment-informed intervention: 
Explaining to staff

● Informed directly by the outcomes of the FBA

● Often includes teaching:

○ A communication response

○ How to wait, tolerate unavailability, and be flexible

○ New skills to access exciting stuff!

● No one “right” plan

● The plan process is “right” if it is:

○ Safe and respectful

○ Demonstrates clear effectiveness

○ Makes the student’s world bigger not smaller (build skills!)

○ Sensitive to changes (how will we know if we need to adjust?)

● It’s ok to need training and support!

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com



Training Staff
Supporting mastery of skills 
and high implementation 
fidelity!

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com
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The trap:
The dreaded 
“train and hope” 
model  



Active Student Responding (ASR)

Let us know in the chat…

In your current setting, do you typically 
see hands-on training to mastery?

Type YES or NO



Consider the following scenario

A BCBA works with a school-based team to complete a functional behavioral 
assessment and a behavior intervention plan for student who engages in 
attention maintained behavior (1:1 assistance with classwork). The team 
decides that they will use functional communication training to teach the 
student how to ask for help. The BCBA reads the plan with the team, and vocally 
reviews the BIP with the paraprofessionals and teachers who work directly with 
the student. Data taken after intervention show little success, and the team 
decides to utilize a punishment procedure in addition to FCT, which shows some 
but little improvement. The student continues to struggle to access academic 
instruction.

A restrictive intervention was implemented in this case due to an unsuccessful 
intervention (FCT), however, did the team really do all they could do? Without 
quality training, and high fidelity we can be doing our clients a major disservice, 
and possibly even cause harm to individuals.

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com



So how can we prepare staff better?
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How do we support teacher skills?

Behavioral Skills Training (BST) sessions can be a time-effective and supportive 
way for BCBAs to have a school-wide impact by empowering paraprofessionals, 
teachers, and other school staff.

Steps of BST:

● Instruction (tell learners what they will learn and why, and agree on 
mastery criteria)

● Modeling (show learners how to do the skill by doing it yourself)

● Rehearsal (have learners practice the skill)

● Feedback (give immediate feedback on the skill during practice)

● Continue rehearsal and feedback until mastery criteria are met

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com



As behavior analysts, we are 
aware of the vast amount of 
research that supports the 
use of behavioral skills 
training, but the time 
needed to train can be a 
barrier to implementation.
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So what do we do?

● Creating sustainable routines around staff training can 
help you be efficient and effective

● Building effective routines happens when we plan how 
we are going to train, have organized, concise materials 
for training, and regularly utilize the skills that make up 
BST

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com



What do we need to prepare going 
into staff training?

● Create a BST plan that includes key considerations for each step of 
BST

○ Each step should be described in observable terms

○ We will provide you a template and time to review it!

● Utilize a fidelity/performance checklist to help you coach staff to 
mastery

○ We will provide you a template and time to review it!

● After training, reflect on the parts of your training that were effective, 
and those that weren’t
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Scenario

You have been asked to conduct a consultation with a general 

education teacher (Mr. Jones) who is struggling with 

classroom management. You begin planning your 

consultation, and decide to begin with a two hour 

observation. During the observation you notice the teacher 

teaches to classroom expectations somewhat regularly, but 

doesn’t provide students much feedback at all.
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BST for Behavior Specific Praise
● You observe a teacher to conduct a coaching cycle and ID 

possible skills for acquisition

● Meet with the teacher during prep, decide together to target 
BSP

○ During this time, provide didactic training and a handout on BSP

○ Explain BST process and determine mastery criteria (4:1)

● Co-teach a period/subject with the teacher and model the use 
of BSP

● Teacher takes the lead the next period/subject and you take 
data on BSP (components and ratio)

● Provide feedback at the end of the period, repeat until 
mastery criteria are met

www.learningbehavioranalysis.com



Secret word: impact



Using Data
(You know, that stuff in the 
cabinet.)

Patrick



The trap:
Gathering data 
and admiring the 
problem without 
taking action 



Active Student Responding (ASR)

Let us know in the chat…

Are data actively used to make decisions 
in your setting?

Type YES or NO



Does this apply to 
assessment and 
data systems, or 
what?



Let’s not forget the 
point of all this



Considerations for using data
● Start with understanding the problem (hello, meaningful 

assessment!) More goals and more data do not equal 
more success. 

● Come back to the question, “Are these data informing 
helpful decisions?” If not, maybe you don’t need the 
information!

● Train fidelity and data collection! 

● Minimize steps needed to gather and analyze data (ex: 
self graphing, digital tools, etc.)

● Create data routines for analysis and sharing (ex: 5 
minute review at every staff meeting)



Creating Safety for 
Students in Crisis
Reducing Restraint and 
Seclusion

Clelia



The trap:
Using physical 
management out 
of desperation or 
as a routine 
means of control 



Active Student Responding (ASR)

Let us know in the chat…

Are you concerned about over-reliance 
on physical management strategies in 
school settings?

Type YES or NO



Preventing harm

Myth: The only way to physically prevent harm in a 
dangerous situation is to restrain or seclude the 
individual engaging in dangerous behavior.

Truth: This is often false. Body blocking, blocking pads, 
protective equipment, and moving targets away from 
the person could all be helpful options. 

Dangerous behavior ≠ restraint/seclusion needed
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Plan for high-quality 
assessment and 

treatment. This could 
include a descriptive 

or experimental 
analysis, 

consultation or 
supervision, etc.

I have a client in 
crisis right now, 
and the team 

needs to 
increase safety 

immediately

Turn down the 
heat on the 

problem. What will 
stop the behavior 
now? Do that, and 

keep doing it.

Make staff 
(aggression) or 

client (SIB) safer 
with blocking pads 
and/or protective 

clothing

Make the 
environment safer 
(remove or cover 
unsafe objects or 
surfaces; close 

doors, etc.)

DO keep open lines of 
communication with all 
team members, and get 
consent for intervention!

DON’T blame 
parents or staff, 

or frame the client 
as the problem

Student in Crisis: Immediate Safety Priorities

For access to these handouts: https://learningbehavioranalysis.com/aba-topic-handouts/
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“My team needs help right now!”
Go-to recommendations for crisis cases

● Make the environment safe(r) in the immediate term (whatever that means for the 
situation)

○ Could mean avoiding music class for now.

○ Could mean removal of all demands for now.

○ Must be team-based decision!

● Connect  the team with safety materials they need (protective equipment, pads, bins…)

● Maintain dignity and respect

● Communicate with family openly and often

○ No shaming, assigning blame, or framing the child as a problem.

● Consider the risks associated with “pushing buttons” in the absence of a solid plan

○ Will the student benefit compared to maintaining safety? Will the team benefit? Is there a power 
or punishment mindset?



“We have physical safety, now what?”
Recommendations for moving from safety to long term problem solving for crisis cases

● Connect with relevant resources (PBIS  team, admin, BCBA, psychologist, speech pathologist, 
occupational therapist, outside consultation, etc.)

○ Will likely depend on student history, profile, and sped identification status

● Assess the needs contributing to the interfering behavior, and identify skills to teach based on those 
needs.

○ Could be observations or a formal FBA, with or without an FA

● Systematically teach the replacement skills

○ Very important to bring “triggers” back into the picture to build quality of life, but only as part of an individualized 
plan.

● Use data (just enough to make good decisions)

○ There’s no glory in data for its own sake!

○ STOP doing things that don’t work. Be guided by data and logical thinking. Do not wait unnecessarily. 
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Secret word: dignity



Please check out our website for tons of free 
Task List 5 breakdowns, review slides, and 

other goodies! 

Find us on Facebook at 
www.Facebook.com/LearningBehaviorAnalysis 

Thank you so much 
for your time!

The Learning Behavior Analysis LLC team: 

Clelia Sigaud, PsyD, BCBA-D  
Patrick Jecmen, BCBA

Please feel free to reach out via email! 
info@LearningBehaviorAnalysis.com 

http://www.facebook.com/LearningBehaviorAnalysis
mailto:info@LearningBehaviorAnalysis.com

