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Middle School Students
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Abstract: Underachievement often begins in middle 
school for gifted students. Unfortunately, there is no single 
intervention that will ameliorate underachievement for all 
gifted students. To date, interventions aimed at reversing 
the underachieving behaviors of gifted middle school 
students have been inconsistent and inconclusive. To create 
an effective plan to reverse gifted underachievement, the 
field of gifted education must look closely at the research- 
based practices of special education. Functional Behavioral 
Analysis (FBA) is a viable way to accomplish this task. A 
team of individuals invested in the student’s success first 
target the source(s) of the student’s 
underachieving behavior, and 
then, together, they develop an 
individualized intervention plan.
Although there is no magical cure 
for underachievement, steps can 
be taken to help middle school 
gifted students become achievers.
This article will explore who the 
middle school gifted underachiever 
is and why he or she may begin to 
underachieve, review interventions 
that have been researched for this 
population, and provide a step-by- 
step plan for the reversal of gifted 
underachievement at the middle 
school level.

Keywords: underachievement, gifted education, at-risk 
students

D
eanna is a gifted seventh grader with a failing average 
in three of her four core classes. Despite scoring in the 
99th percentile on an aptitude test in sixth grade,

Deanna is in danger of repeating the seventh grade. Her 
teachers met with both Deanna and her parents. At these 
meetings, they discussed tutoring sessions and potential 
accountability systems. Her mother mentioned that Deanna’s 
older brother dropped out of high school and worried that 
Deanna is traveling down the same path. Although they are 
genuinely concerned, Deanna’s teachers are frustrated and 
ready to give up on her. What other options should the team 
explore?

Middle school marks a pivotal time for many students. They 
must navigate the social demands and expectations of their

peers, teachers, and parents. They are 
forced to make decisions and take 
responsibility for those decisions. 
Spending time with friends may 
become a priority over completing 
schoolwork. Many students who are 
gifted feel pressure to maintain a 
certain social appearance that may be 
counterproductive to the further 
development of their talents (Compton, 
1982; Moore, Ford, & Milner, 2005). 
Poor academic performance in middle 
school is important to address because 
of its potential long-term consequences. 
Eccles (2008) warned, “For a substantial 
number of America’s youth, early 
adolescence marks the beginning of a 
downward spiral that eventuates in 
academic failure [and] school dropout” 

(p. 1). When gifted students begin to underachieve, it becomes 
increasingly difficult to break that pattern (Peterson, 2001; 
Peterson & Colangelo, 1996). Many middle school courses are 
designed to prepare students for entry into higher-level high 
school courses, and without a strong middle school foundation, 
some students may not have the opportunity to succeed in the
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more challenging classes. Underachieving gifted students not 
only receive lower high school and college grades, but they are 
more likely to drop out of high school and less likely to 
experience college and occupational success (Hebert & Reis, 
1999; McCall, Evahn, & Kratzer, 1992; Reed, 2004; Reis & Diaz, 
1999; Renzulli & Park, 2000, Zabloski & Milacci, 2012).

Underachievement is a complicated phenomenon. Reis and 
McCoach (2000) define underachievement as the discrepancy 
between potential and actual performance that persists over 
time and is not a direct result of a learning disability. Students 
may underachieve while still meeting grade-level standards for 
multiple reasons. This may manifest itself as disengagement, 
disruptive or even combative behavior. When applying the 
definition to school environments, many questions arise: How 
large must the discrepancy be to cause concern? For example, if 
a student in the 99th percentile on an ability assessment is 
receiving all “B”s, should teachers and parents be worried? How 
long must the underachievement persist before intervention? 
Furthermore, after deciding that a student is officially 
underachieving, what should be done? The purpose of this 
article is to describe the implementation of a research-based 
intervention that will address these types of important 
questions.

To develop a plan for addressing underachievement, 
teachers, students, and parents must consider the impetus 
behind the student’s poor academic performance. 
Underachievement is like when a patient complains of a 
headache; the headaches may occur for a variety of reasons.
The patient may be dehydrated, need eyeglasses, or worse, may 
have a brain tumor. Doctors would never recommend brain 
surgery for the person who is simply dehydrated, and to avoid 
that mistake, they would take considerable care in identifying 
why the headache was occurring before prescribing the remedy. 
Identifying why a student is underachieving is similar in that 
while students’ behavior may appear very much the same, there 
are a myriad of reasons that behaviors are displayed.

Research on Gifted Underachievement in 
Middle School

Gifted middle school students tend to be more cognitively 
advanced than their same-aged peers. They often possess a 
higher mental age than their chronological age. A term used to 
describe this phenomenon is asynchronous development (Davis, 
Rimm, & Siegle, 2011). Some researchers believe “this 
asynchrony has social ramifications [for] gifted students” (Bailey, 
2011, p. 209). While the majority of adolescents experience 
discomfort in middle school, because of intellectual 
development, gifted students may specifically feel like they do 
not belong among their same-aged peers. Emotional stress, for 
example, may manifest in these students due to not 
experiencing a transitional state between concrete and abstract 
thinking like many of their peers. Their ability to think at a 
more abstract and complex level may lead to an earlier search 
for identity, again setting them apart from their peers (Bailey, 
2011).

Underachievement often begins in middle school (Peterson 
& Colangelo, 1996). It is surprising to teachers who meet 
underachieving students in middle school that the majority were 
considered academic achievers during their elementary school 
years (Peterson, 2001; Zabloski & Milacci, 2012). Lupart and 
Pyryt (1996) found that the attitudes of gifted underachievers 
toward school become increasingly negative in middle school 
and a decline is seen in overall achievement as they progress 
into Grade 7. In the science and mathematics domains, it is also 
during middle school where previously achieving female 
students decline in skill display and outward interest (Brown & 
Leaper, 2010).

An unchallenging middle school curriculum may 
intensify gifted students’ boredom, leading to academic 
underachievement (Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003).
Conversely, the middle school curriculum may represent a new 
challenge for gifted students who failed to develop study 
habits that involved self-regulatory skills in elementary school 
and now struggle to overcome this unexpected necessity. For 
example, Diaz (1998) found that middle school gifted students 
began to underachieve due to the effort and perseverance 
required for academic success. The inability to successfully 
triumph when faced with a frustrating or difficult to solve 
challenge leaves students vulnerable to poor self-efficacy and 
consequently, underachievement. Commonly, gifted students 
may begin to question whether they are still “gifted” once they 
enter middle school, which may in turn produce loss of 
self-confidence (Compton, 1982; Rayneri, Gerber, & Wiley, 
2006).

Research on Reversing Gifted 
Underachievement in Middle School

Effective interventions to help reverse the trend of 
underachievement in gifted middle school students have been 
inconsistent and inconclusive (Rubenstein, Siegle, Reis,
McCoach, & Burton, 2012). Unfortunately, there has not been an 
all-encompassing intervention that would guarantee academic 
achievement for all students. Most recently, two studies have 
attempted to systematically develop and implement 
interventions that targeted gifted middle school students’ 
underachievement. Rubenstein et al. (2012) reported on two 
separate studies examining different interventions. These studies 
were designed to consider a single factor leading to the 
underachievement of individual participants.

The first study used a randomized control experimental 
design in which middle school students were randomly 
assigned to either a control group or to an intervention group. 
The interventions, however, varied depending on the student. 
The students completed an instrument to assess five factors (i.e., 
goal valuation, motivation/self-regulation, attitudes toward 
school, attitudes toward teachers, academic self-concept) that 
are believed to influence achievement, according to McCoach 
and Siegle (2003). Results derived from the assessment led to 
the implementation of an intervention in each individual
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participant’s greatest area of deficit. The individualized 
interventions addressed the identified cause of each student’s 
underachievement. For example, the goal valuation intervention 
used individual student-teacher collaborative conferences to 
demystify the phenomenon of underachievement, to explain the 
components of goal valuation, to teach students how to set 
goals, to self-monitor goals, and to discuss activities that 
increase the value of specific classes.

Students’ grades in reading and mathematics, on average, 
increased by a full letter grade over the course of the 6- to 
9-week intervention period. A second analysis comparing the 
five different intervention strategies in use revealed a statistically 
and practically significant increase in students’ grades. Of the 
five interventions, students in the goal valuation and 
environmental perceptions groups demonstrated the greatest 
growth in academic grades.

In the second study, Project ATLAS (Autonomous Thinkers 
Learning as Scholars) was implemented with middle school 
gifted underachievers focusing on the goal valuation component 
found successful in the first study. The ATLAS intervention 
began with students assessing their short- and long-term goals 
and connecting those goals to school achievement. Then, 
students learned that educational standards led to curriculum 
development for their classes, and that there are multiple ways 
to achieve any given standard. The students discussed how 
teachers are required to meet these standards, but there is 
freedom in how they approach the standards. The students then 
considered a variety of ways in which they might meet the 
standard. For example, one student decided to teach younger 
students how to use non-fiction reading strategies as a way to 
demonstrate her own understanding of those strategies. She 
designed, proposed, and implemented the project. The 
overarching goal of the intervention was to provide students 
more freedom and control in their education. A causal 
relationship, however, was not found between the intervention 
and student in-class engagement or student achievement.

Functional Behavioral Analysis (FBA) and 
Gifted Education

Reversing the underachievement behaviors of gifted students 
in middle school has met limited success, indicating the need 
for a different direction. Collaboratively, we can borrow from 
the fields of special and general education in the use of the FBA 
process, which has been used effectively in general education 
settings to reduce problem behaviors, such as noncompliance 
and task avoidance, to increase desired behaviors, such as 
academic engagement and participation (Lane, Rogers, et al, 
2007; Lane, Weisenbach, Little, Phillips, & Wehby, 2007). In 
special education settings, research examining function-based 
intervention has demonstrated effectiveness with students with 
varying levels of disabilities, as well as attention deficit- 
hyperactivity disorder and those with or at risk of emotional or 
behavioral disorders (Burke, Hagan-Burke, & Sugai, 2003; 
Drasgow, Martin, O’Neil, & Yell, 2013; Dunlap, Kern-Dunlap,

Clarke, & Robbins, 1991; Ervin, DuPaul, Kern, & Friman, 1998; 
Hagan-Burke, Burke, & Sugai, 2007).

The FBA process identifies factors that influence behaviors 
and is based on the principles of effective problem solving 
(Steege & Watson, 2008). More specifically, The Technical 
Assistance Center on Social and Emotional Development define 
FBA as, “the collection of data, observations, and information to 
develop a clear understanding of the relationship of events and 
circumstances that trigger and maintain problem behavior.” 
Specifically in school settings, the FBA can be used to explain, 
intervene, and redirect academic and social behaviors of any 
student, and prevent the escalation of educational problems.

The process provides a useful understanding of how 
behavior relates to educational settings, environments, and in 
the determination of the factors leading to students’ educational 
difficulties. By knowing how the behavior serves the student 
(i.e., function), educators are able to develop an intervention 
that serves that function as well. The focus on identification of 
the behavioral function should be tempered with understanding 
that even though student behaviors may look similar, they 
should not routinely be treated with identical interventions as 
students do not always desire to achieve the same function. For 
example, a student may show underachieving behaviors such as 
not completing seatwork to stop teasing by a peer, whereas 
another student may display the same behavior to gain approval 
from a peer group. It follows that given information the teacher 
would not use the identical intervention for both situations.

Implementing the FBA With an 
Underachieving Gifted Middle School Student

What follows is a hypothetical example of how the FBA 
process and creation of an individualized intervention plan 
would be initiated with Deanna. The reversal of Deanna’s 
underachieving behaviors will require a careful examination of 
the underlying factors that affect her academic performance.
The fundamental premise is that her behavior(s) are learned 
and can be influenced by consequences that follow, and 
depending on Deanna’s response, the consequences can either 
increase or decrease the probability that she will continue the 
behavior(s). Therefore, once Deanna’s teachers understand the 
reasons behind her behaviors, they can develop a targeted, 
consequential plan. The new consequences can still meet the 
need Deanna has for displaying the behaviors but now will lead 
to a more positive academic outcome.

While there are varied, yet similar, procedural models for the 
FBA completion, we suggest following these basic steps when 
conducting one: (a) verify the seriousness of the problem, (b) 
establish a team and define the problem behavior(s) (i.e., the 
behavior must be defined in measurable, observable, and 
objective terms so data can be collected) and what the 
replacement behaviors would be, (c) collect information on tine 
function of the behavior, (d) hypothesize and verify the function 
(if possible, once the needs are identified, behaviors that would 
meet those needs while reversing toward achievement should
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also be identified), (e) develop and implement an intervention 
plan that is function-based (i.e., satisfies the needs of the 
underachieving behavior function(s)), (f) evaluate fidelity in 
implementation and effectiveness of the intervention plan, and 
(g) modify as needed.

Step 1
Verifying the seriousness of the problem is essential. In 

Deanna’s case, she has come to the attention of all her teachers, 
her parents, and herself for failure in the academic arena. The 
situation appears serious enough to warrant completing an FBA, 
given that her teachers have already attempted to address the 
behavior without success. A checklist, similar to one created by 
Whitmore (1980) may also be used to identify whether an issue 
with underachievement exists. This particular checklist asks 
teachers to select common traits associated with 
underachievement (e.g., poor class test performance). If 10 or 
more traits are selected, especially those that are asterisked, an 
issue with underachievement is likely. The teacher should also 
look for a discrepancy between potential performance (i.e., 
testing) and actual performance (i.e., grades) as recommended 
by Reis and McCoach (2000) to confirm that a pattern of 
underachievement is present.

Step 2
As the need for the FBA becomes clear, a team of individuals 

who have an investment in Deanna’s success will need to help 
in the identification of the function(s) of the behavior that are 
leading to her underachievement. For Deanna, the initial team 
would consist of individuals invested in her improvement and 
familiar with her school performance (e.g., teacher(s), other 
support personnel, parent(s), and of course, Deanna). 
Consideration should be given to significant others in Deanna’s 
life that might be able to add valuable insight, support, and 
information (e.g., peers or siblings). The members of the team 
should choose one or two individuals who will take the lead on 
organization and dissemination of information.

The team will provide a great deal of pre-collection data 
because of their personal interactions and knowledge of 
Deanna. The team must identify and define the problem 
behaviors Deanna is displaying that led to her 
underachievement. These behaviors are often referred to as 
target behaviors and must be stated in ways that others can 
easily know them when they see them, particularly if colleagues 
are going to collaborate in data collection. It becomes necessary 
to identify target behaviors and replacement behaviors at the 
same time; it is common that when a teacher eliminates a target 
behavior, another unacceptable behavior quickly takes its place 
unless the teacher simultaneously reinforces an acceptable 
alternative replacement behavior.

For many students, it is necessary to provide the definition 
of what the teacher(s) expects to see as a replacement behavior 
in an example format and, to alleviate any confusion, to also 
provide what the replacement behavior does not look like (e.g.,

nonexamples). The teacher can use this exercise to hone the 
definition language of the behavior into observable and 
measurable terminology. See Table 1 for examples of target, 
replacement, and nonexample behaviors for Deanna that can be 
reliably identified, observed, and measured.

Step 3
There are several steps to the data collection necessary to 

identify the function of the behavior and student need(s) which 
the team can share responsibility in gathering. It is during these 
steps that the gifted and talented field can borrow from the 
special education field, as that field has developed a myriad of 
methods and tools that provide a nuanced understanding of a 
student.

Initially, assigned team members should conduct a review of 
records. Each member of the team may have an idea of what 
past and current records would be beneficial. Record review 
could include diagnostic and medical records, psychological 
information, educational assessments (both state and local), 
anecdotal records/incident reports/discipline summaries, and 
her individual learning plan. In addition, identification of 
previous strategies, motivators, and interest assessments can 
provide a great deal of insight into a student’s growth and 
developmental changes across time. Beginning with a review of 
school records helps the team avoid overlooking a lack of 
necessary skills that may be symptomatic of a learning disability.

Interviewing the individuals in Deanna’s daily life provides a 
picture of the behaviors she displays and possibly her needs. 
Through listening to these individuals, team members may 
begin to hypothesize what the function of Deanna’s behavior(s) 
is and what need she is trying to meet. The Functional Analysis 
Interview Form (O’Neil et al., 1997) may be used to conduct 
interviews with core teachers and significant people in a 
student’s life. The interview protocol investigates environmental 
conditions, contextual variables, biological and physiological 
status, functional replacement behaviors, barriers for 
achievement, and potential motivators. At the middle school 
age, youth often tell one another personal feelings and share 
deep beliefs rather than divulge to adults; therefore, peers may 
be a good source for interview. Team members who are able to 
avoid intrusiveness, maintain a caring attitude, and purport a 
desire to be thorough in creating an ecological picture related 
to Deanna’s academic achievement should be selected as 
interviewers.

With regard to Deanna, the peer interviews may identify 
opposition between parents, differing beliefs about parenting, 
and/or inconsistency in her household. This difference between 
parent perspectives on child treatment would be a cue that 
vacillation between leniency and strictness within approaches to 
parenting exist, which is not unusual in households of 
underachievers (Rimm & Lowe, 1988; Weiner, 1992). The 
interview with parents could reveal that Deanna’s perspective is 
accurate and/or could confirm the extent to which her parents 
are able to support a gifted student who is underachieving or
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Table 1. Examples of Target, Replacement, and Nonexample Behaviors

Target behavior Replacement behavior Nonexample

Deanna does not begin or complete in 
class assignments when directed to 
do so.

Deanna will do work on class 
assignments when directed to do so 
with the teacher present.

Deanna doodles in her notebook 
after the teacher gives assignment 
directions.

Deanna does not turn in homework at 
all or in a timely manner.

Deanna will turn in completed 
homework when due or ask for help 
when needed to complete homework.

Deanna keeps her completed 
homework crumpled in her locker.

achieving. Throughout the interviews, which should be 
thorough but not time intensive, the team members must keep 
in mind that it is just part of the data, and until all the data are 
viewed as a whole picture, they do not tell a specific story.

Furthermore, interviews could reveal that Deanna’s social 
identity is tied to her small close peer group; her self-esteem 
may be partly derived from the value she puts on belonging to 
this group (Deaux et al., 2007). If members of her peer group 
are identified as having lower academic performance, they may 
negatively stereotype students identified as “gifted.” Being 
labeled “gifted” would adversely affect Deanna’s membership in 
her peer group (Schmader, 2002) and, in turn, easily cause her 
to avoid behaviors that identify her as gifted. Interviews can 
provide many cues regarding outward behavior or the internal 
feelings that are rarely verbalized, thus providing leads to 
hypotheses for the function of behaviors that would not have 
previously been considered. It is not unusual during interviews 
to find activities or assignments that teachers may have thought 
were helpful or even challenging, not to be within the student’s 
range of interest at all.

The team will begin to see patterns from the collection of 
behavioral interactions. Prior to implementing an intervention, 
the team should have at least three to five observational periods 
to establish a representative sampling of the baseline behavior 
that they have identified. Once the intervention is implemented, 
they will collect data again to compare the intervention data 
with the baseline data. This gives documentation that the 
intervention is effective.

Patterns of behavior and the consequences that sustain or 
maintain them can be accomplished through direct 
observational data collection. Direct observations can provide 
understanding of when and where, and the frequency, latency, 
and duration of behavior. Observational tools, such as the 
antecedent, behavior, consequence form (ABC) can help the 
team identify several patterns of behavior that contribute to 
academic underachievement. The ABC form allows the 
notations of the setting, time of day when and the frequency 
that behavior(s) occurs, what happened just before the behavior 
(i.e., antecedent), a description of the behavior itself (i.e., 
behavior), and the consequence of the behavior (i.e., 
consequence). Put simply, by watching, a pattern may emerge

across several settings as seen in the following information: 
When this occurs. . .  the student does X or Y . . .  the teacher or 
peers respond this way .. . The observation does not need to 
be done over a long period or collected throughout the entire 
school day, but can be performed in short durations of 5 to 10 
min several times during the time frame(s) of most concern. 
Once the ABC forms have been completed, the team can 
hypothesize the function of the behaviors observed for the 
student.

In Figure 1, the sample ABC forms indicate a repeat pattern 
of behavior on Deanna’s part, as well as how the behavior is 
being maintained and reinforced. The teacher uses ignoring 
several times through the algebra class without the desired 
response of Deanna engaging in class as directed. Deanna 
shows noncompliance with teacher directive. The 
noncompliance is obvious in the first ABC at the beginning of 
class. Analyzing that data from that ABC alone, the team could 
conclude or hypothesize that the function of Deanna’s 
behavior was to escape the class work. With the addition of 
the second data collection at the end of the Algebra I class, 
another function could be hypothesized, one of a need for 
power or control. The function of her behavior may be to 
control the environment to also avoid a task she finds boring 
and/or uninteresting. The second ABC form data eliminates 
possible questions regarding whether the work is too difficult 
or whether Deanna does not know how to follow directions. It 
would behoove the team to complete one or two more ABC 
forms to see whether the hypothesized functions can be 
confirmed. These observational data are also analyzed with 
the interview data and previous record reviews to detect an 
established pattern of behavior. When the teacher uses 
ignoring misbehavior as an intervention, it serves to maintain 
and even reinforce Deanna’s unengaged and noncompliant 
behavior. The consequence (or lack of negative or positive 
consequences) is a reinforcement to continue/increase the 
behavior(s) she is displaying. The use of ignoring often causes 
a lack of engagement to continue on the student’s behalf 
(Colvin, 2004), whereas a directive may be all that is needed 
in the moment. Ultimately, not completing “boring” tasks may 
lead to unfinished work and poor grades. Wood, Umbreit, 
Liaupsin, and Gresham (2007) found that lack of challenging
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ABC Observation Form

Student Deanna_ Date and Time: _9:10-9:13am Today_ Context/Activity _Algebra I class

Antecedents Consequences
Time (What happened right before the Behavior (What happened as a result

(Begin -End) behavior?) (What did the student do?) of the behavior?)
9:10 Teacher welcomes class and asks D looks around room, chooses Teacher is looking down at

everyone to take a seat a seat attendance
+30 seconds Teacher asks everyone to turn to D opens notebook and begins T begins lecture
9:12 page 78 drawing

Teacher asks class question about D continues drawing does not T calls on D
graph on page 79 look up —----------------

"ITsKrugs shoulders T calls on next student
+05 seconds 
9:13 T continues lecture D goes back to drawing

T continues lecture

Student Deanna Date and Time: 9:50-10:05 am Today_ Context/Activity Algebra I class

Antecedents Consequences
Time (What happened right before the Behavior (What happened as a result

(Begin -End) behavior?) (What did the student do?) of the behavior?)
9:50 Teacher lectures on slope as a rate D taps pencil on paper, Teacher continues

of change stretches out in desk, looking 
around room

9:55 Teacher finishes and gives D is drawing on notebook T comes by D desk and
assignment paper and continues, does not 

begin assigmnent
asks her to get to work

D continues drawing, has not T stops by D desk
9:56 Teacher comes back by D desk begun assignment 

D shrugs shoulders, turns page T says nothing and moves
+45 seconds T taps on D notebook drawing in notebook, opens math book, 

and appears to begin
around room

T comes back by D to look at assignment
9:56:45 progress D covers notebook with arms T says “let me see what

T again says to D, let me see what D uncovers notebook and leans you have done”
+ 10 seconds you have done back in desk with arms folded T says “you haven’t done 

anything. You are wasting 
time -  what can I do to

D shrugs and completes help you?”
10:05 T stands by D desk, waits for 5 assignment in last 5 minutes of T says nothing when

more seconds and walks away 
without saying anything more

class assignment is turned in

Figure 1. Examples ABC form showing pattern of behavior for Deanna.
Note. ABC = antecedent, behavior, consequence.

assignments lead to the same outcome, as well as social 
misbehaviors.

Overall, school personnel should invest heavily in this initial 
data collection stage, as it should save time when experimenting 
with interventions. Being thorough in this stage includes 
consulting with the various teachers each of whom have 
different approaches when interacting with Deanna. Using 
record reviews, interviews, direct assessment tools, and 
observations provide a comprehensive picture of the student,

which will lead to a collective approach at the intervention 
design stage. Triangulation of sources and data establishes a 
stronger case for any given intervention.

Step 4
Once the team has collected the data that will give a 

comprehensive perspective on Deanna’s behavior, they will 
hypothesize the function(s) of that behavior (see Figure 2 for 
needs and functions that may drive behavior). For example,
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Protection To protect self or others from shame or harm
Escape To escape a consequence or leave a situation
Avoidance To avoid an unpleasant task or activity
Power To be in control of others
Control To be in control of self, to make predictable
Attention To be the focus of a situation
Affirmation To distinguish self from the group
Acceptance To be acknowledged
Affiliation To connect or relate to others
Sensory To stimulate self or reduce pain
Gratification To enjoy or reward self
Tangible To get something real or touchable

Figure 2. Possible needs and functions that drive behavior.

when the team considers Deanna, they need to determine why 
she does not comply with teacher class directives and why she 
does not complete class and homework assignments. In 
examining the function they must remember that nearly all 
behavior occurs so that the student can obtain or avoid 
something (eg., attention, tangible item or activity, or a sensory 
condition). The Function of Behavior matrix is helpful when 
analyzing this data to confirm the hypothesized function. The 
matrix (see Figure 3 for a matrix example adapted from 
Umbreit, Ferro, Liaupsin, & Lane, 2007) provides team members 
with a way to organize the data to identify the primary 
function(s).

Step 5
After the collection of data, team members should meet to 

discuss the confirmation of the function(s) or need(s) Deanna 
wants to satisfy through her behaviors and, in turn, develop an 
intervention plan. Then the team can design a specialized 
intervention plan that is function-based. In Deanna’s case, her 
academic performance is influenced by her peer group and the 
mixed messages she feels her parents are sending. She is not 
performing well in any of her major classes and appears to be 
bored, so the replacement behaviors would include an increase 
of her class engagement that would earn at least a “C” in each 
of her main courses.

We will assume for Deanna’s case that the team had 
collected enough data to hypothesize and confirm that the 
functions of her behaviors were (a) to avoid an unpleasant task 
because assignments are not challenging, which simultaneously 
leads to her need to avoid appearing “gifted” to her peers, and 
(b) to control the creation of predictable environments for 
herself. The primary function for Deanna is avoidance. A strong 
secondary function is control.

First, the team might consider increasing academic attention 
from teachers during independent work time. The team could 
provide the teachers with ways in which to respond to students 
who are nonresponsive when given a directive or asked a 
question other than ignoring and moving on. Environmental

redesign could be set in place concerning how teachers in the 
core classes engage with students who appear nonresponsive in 
class. Instructional strategies could include more group work 
and positive class reinforcement for all students to complete 
homework and in-class independent work. As avoiding the task 
appeared to be the function of Deanna’s off-task behavior, the 
team could support Deanna by providing her teachers with 
ways to create more challenging assignments for her while 
supporting her peer group in their successful completion of 
work at their level.

Second, as the team considers her peer group in the 
intervention Deanna may be included in an after school activity 
in her and her peers’ interest area. This would allow Deanna to 
spend time with some friends who may share her interests. She 
may also be interested in working with a staff member or 
teacher to develop a club if one does not already exist in her 
passion area. Deanna appears to be motivated to address issues 
of social justice (Siegle, Rubenstein, & Mitchell, 2014), so 
arranging opportunities to work on meaningful service projects 
may also provide a supportive peer group.

The other issue that was influencing Deanna was the mixed 
messages her parents were sending and as a result the lack of 
control she felt she had over her education. The family may 
need to work with a counselor to change the manner in which 
they interact with each other. Part of the intervention plan could 
include suggesting regular counseling visits with Deanna and 
her parents. An alternate option could be that the school 
counselor provides a biweekly or monthly family support group 
not only for Deanna and her parents but also for any family 
associated with the school who wish to participate. Potential 
topics could include consistent parenting strategies and ways to 
reinforce self-regulation skills when students who are gifted 
disengage from non-challenging environments or tasks.

Step 6
The success of this plan is based in the fidelity of 

implementation. Within the intervention design stage, the 
logistics of the intervention should be clearly delineated. There 
should be a specific, implementable plan identifying who is 
responsible for each component (e.g., in class intervention 
steps, after school club, parent groups). The team must establish 
who will do what, when, how long, what will happen, a 
schedule of what data will be collected, how it will be collected, 
and who will do so.

The evaluation of the intervention should be deliberately 
planned and scheduled as a part of the initial intervention plan. 
The schedule should delineate when the team will report 
progress on Deanna’s academic achievement. Without these 
specific details, it is easy for busy, well-intentioned individuals 
to not follow through with the intervention plan. Fidelity 
adherence guards against interventions not being implemented 
as designed. Fidelity has implications for teachers’ claims that 
interventions are “working” or “not working.” Teachers must 
implement interventions closely aligned to guidelines as 
outlined; otherwise, they may discard an effective intervention
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Function o f  Behavior Matrix
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Record Review: D was class leader in grades 1- 
5.
Teacher #3 interview: D volunteers to lead 
class team s in outside games.
Parent interview: (m other) D will not continue 
in conversations that she cannot sway others to 
her opinion. She doesn’t let anyone know  if  she 
cares about her future and w ill probably 
dropout o f  school.
D eanna interview: 1 feel like I should be able to 
do w hat I w ant with my time and 1 get tired o f 
arguing w ith my m other about my level o f  
caring for school.
Ranking on m otivation scale: from 3 o f  D 
teachers - A ttention averaged the highest 
ranking

ABC analysis: Function found in #2 appears to 
be Control.
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Record Review: D did very well in class 
participation in grades 1-5.
Teacher interview: D does not follow 
directions, w o n ’t do assignm ents on time or at 
all w ithout me harassing her. I think she can 
do the work.

Parent interview  (father): D spends all her time 
in her room, on the phone w ith friends, or 
escaping into her books.
D eanna interview: 1 d o n 't like it when my 
friends m ake me feel stupid because I can 
answ er a question in class.
Ranking on behavior rating scale: from 3 o f  D 
teachers -  A voidance o f  tasks averaged the 
highest rank.
ABC analysis: Function found in #1 appears to 
be avoidance.
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Figure 3. Partial example of Deanna’s function of behavior matrix.
Note. A B C  =  a n t e c e d e n t ,  b e h a v io r ,  c o n s e q u e n c e .
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due to inconsistent or incorrect implementation (Gersten et al., 
2005). The intervention procedures for Deanna have to be 
considered by the team members for both accuracy and 
consistency of intervention implementation to ensure that they 
are giving their best attempt at the desired results.

After the plan is created and agreed on, it is then 
implemented for a certain amount of time. It is important to 
give the intervention enough time to make a difference. One 
counseling session or one after school meeting will more than 
likely not be enough time to see academic improvement; 
however, waiting a full year to assess the efficacy will not allow 
for the negotiation and the adaptation of an ineffective 
intervention.

Step 7
Prior and during intervention implementation, the team 

should reconvene to discuss fidelity and progress made. Deanna 
should be asked to reflect on whether the selected strategies 
have helped her achieve in school. Initially, she can keep a 
journal and meet with the team or a designated team member at 
the end of every other week to discuss progress.

Several interventions or combinations of interventions may 
be required to find the appropriate support Deanna. Think of 
this as an experiment rather than an immediate cure. This is one 
of the reasons research in this area is challenging. Researchers 
design and test an intervention, but if that is not the appropriate 
intervention for the student, the research protocol should be 
ceased and a new intervention adopted. School personnel 
should have flexibility in their approach, yet should document 
any variation as to why they could not follow procedures, and 
the team should make frequent intervention evaluation a 
priority to ensure the appropriate match between the 
intervention and the student. At this point in Deanna’s 
intervention, the team can determine whether the plan is 
effective by comparing the baseline data they had collected 
with intervention data they currently have obtained. In addition, 
they can analyze the intervention data to determine whether 
Deanna is progressing toward the desired function-based 
intervention outcome.

Conclusion
Given that academic performance is one of the strongest 

predictors of students’ decisions to drop out of school 
(Matthews, 2006), waiting until high school to identify 
underachievers and then attempting to intervene is too late. 
Interventions designed to increase the achievement of gifted 
underachievers need to start no later than in middle school. 
Unfortunately, because underachievement is complex, there will 
most likely never be a single intervention that will reverse the 
academic underachievement of gifted middle school students. A 
team of individuals invested in the student’s success must first 
target the source(s) of his or her underachieving behavior (FBA 
is a viable approach) and then develop an individualized 
intervention plan. Reversing gifted underachievement in middle

school is not an easy task, but it is more likely with a careful 
and knowledgeable approach to identifying the function of the 
behavior, implementing an intervention, evaluating the 
intervention, and modifying as necessary. Ungifting the gifted 
underachiever should not be an option (Ritchotte, 2015). Caring 
and supportive people in students’ lives have the opportunity to 
encourage students like Deanna to make the most of their 
potential.
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