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The BCBA® Test Content Outline (6th ed.; TCO)

Describes the content appearing on the BCBA® certification examination beginning
in 2025. The TCO represents the knowledge and skills identified as being necessary
for entry-level BCBA® practitioners by the most recent job task analysis. The
BCBA® examination includes 175 scored questions and 10 unscored pilot
questions.

The TCO includes 104 tasks organized in 9 domains as follows:

A. Behaviorism and Philosophical Foundations, 8 questions (5%o)

B. Concepts and Principles, 24 questions (14%)

C. Measurement, Data Display, and Interpretation, 21 questions (12%)
D. Experimental Design,13 questions (7%)

E. Ethical and Professional Issues, 22 questions (13%0)

F. Behavior Assessment, 23 questions (13%)

G. Behavior-Change Procedures, 25 questions (14%)

H. Selecting and Implementing Interventions, 20 questions (11%)

I. Personnel Supervision and Management, 19 questions (11%)

Total Questions 175 + 10
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Foundations
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A-1Identify the goals of behavior analysis as a science
(i.e., description, prediction, control).

/\ Watch Out! Students sometimes misinterpret "control" as manipulation in a negative sense. In ABA,
"control" refers to demonstrating a functional relationship between vatiables, not coetcion. Also,
remember description and prediction do not imply causality.

The science of behavior analysis pursues three primary goals: describing, predicting, and
controlling behavior. These goals establish behavior analysis as an empirical, data-driven science
dedicated to understanding how environmental variables influence behavior in observable,
measurable ways. Each goal forms and refines interventions, develops theories, and applies
scientific principles to produce reliable and meaningful behavior change.

The three levels of science, AKA Scientific Rigor

CONTROL is the highest level of scientific understanding (AKA Causation, Experimentation,
and Analysis component) achieved when an intervention reliably produces a change in behavior
by manipulating environmental variables. In behavior analysis, control demonstrates a functional
relationship between a specific independent variable (IV) and a dependent variable (DV), showing
that changes in the IV directly influence the DV. Purpose: Control allows behavior analysts to design
interventions that reliably change behavior by altering antecedent and consequence variables.
Control demonstrates causation, offering evidence that an intervention is responsible for behavior
change, not extraneous factors.

Example: A BCBA® implements a token economy to increase on-task behavior in a classroom.
By systematically introducing tokens as reinforcement for on-task behavior, the analyst observes
an increase in this behavior, showing that the reinforcement (IV) is responsible for changes in the
dependent variable (DV), which is the frequency of on-task behavior.

PREDICTION involves identifying consistent patterns or relationships between events or
behaviors. This allows behavior. Purpose: Prediction establishes correlation, showing reliable
relationships between specific antecedents and behaviors, although it does not imply causation.
This stage of scientific inquiry is critical for hypothesis formation and preparing intervention
designs.

Example: By observing that a student consistently engages in task-avoidance behaviors (e.g.,
leaving the desk) when given challenging assignments, a BCBA® predicts that this avoidance
behavior is likely to recur in similar contexts. This prediction allows the analyst to anticipate
behaviors and consider tailored interventions.

DESCRIPTION involves observing and systematically recording data on behaviors and
environmental contexts. Behavior analysts can accurately identify and quantify behaviors through
detailed, objective descriptions, setting a foundation for more advanced scientific inquiry. Purpose:
Description is the first step in the scientific process. It enables accurately identifying behaviors
and environmental factors. By using clear, measurable language, analysts avoid subjective
interpretations.
Example: A BCBA® records the frequency and duration of a child’s self-stimulatory behavior
across different environments (e.g., classroom, playground). By documenting these patterns, the

Do not distribute, reproduce, or duplicate without written consent. 13



analyst identifies specific contexts where the behavior is more prevalent, allowing for the
formation of initial hypotheses.

A\ Key Caution: Correlation # Causation. Predicting behavior (correlation) means you have
identified that two events reliably co-occur—say, on-task behavior tends to drop on Fridays.
Controlling behavior (causation) requires you to demonstrate that manipulating one event dzrectly
brings about change in the other, e.g., introducing a token economy increases on-task behavior on
Fridays.

e Correlation example: You observe that whenever the lights are dimmed, clients engage in
quieter vocalizations. That does not prove dim lighting causes quiet; perhaps your staff also
speak more softly at night.

e Causation example: You systematically alternate bright and dim lighting while holding all
other factors constant. If on-task responding reliably rises only during dim phases, you
have shown a causal effect of lighting.

Remember: prediction lets you anticipate what will happen; control shows you how to make it

happen.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS OF GOALS OF ABA:

O Using description in assessment: Detailed behavioral descriptions guide the initial stages
of assessment, setting a foundation for identifying behavior patterns and determining
intervention targets.

Example: A BCBA® observes and records a child’s tantrums, noting specific triggers,
intensity, and duration. This descriptive data helps identify antecedent variables that may be
linked to tantrum occurrences.

O Applying prediction to identify patterns: Prediction is used to develop hypotheses about
behavior patterns, allowing analysts to anticipate behaviors and design proactive
interventions.

Excample: Based on data indicating that clients often engage in off-task behavior following
complex math problems, the BCBA® can predict that similar behaviors will occur in the
future unless support is provided. This prediction can guide the development of
interventions like task modification or reinforcement.

O Demonstrating control to evaluate interventions: In applied settings, control is achieved
by implementing evidence-based interventions and measuring their effectiveness in changing
the target behavior.

Example: In functional analysis, a behavior analyst systematically alters environmental
conditions (e.g., attention, escape) to demonstrate that a client’s self-injurious behavior
increases in response to specific contingencies. Control over these conditions helps identify
the functional relationship and guides intervention planning.

Note: For clarity and conciseness, all references to “practice” or “application” throughout this
guide are grounded in Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), unless otherwise noted.

intervention can be evaluated accurately, ensuring that all data collected is directly related to
the target behavior.

3. ANALYTIC, AKA functional relation/experimentation, demonstrating functional relationships
by manipulating variables and observing the impact on behavior. Analysis confirms that the
intervention, not extraneous factors, is responsible for the change of behavior.

Do not distribute, reproduce, or duplicate without written consent. 14
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B-1 Identify and distinguish among behavior,
response, and response class.

A Watch Out! Students often confuse a single behavior with a response class. A behavior is one specific
action, while a response class includes multiple behaviors that serve the same function. Also, be careful not
to confuse form (what the behavior looks like) with function (why it happens)—different topographies can
still belong to the same response class if they produce the same outcome. Remember, only overt,
measurable actions count as “behavior”—covert events (thoughts, feelings) are not directly observable.

Understanding the DISTINCTIONS BETWEEN BEHAVIOR, RESPONSE, AND RESPONSE
CLASS is foundational for analyzing and modifying behavior. Each term represents a different
level of analysis in how individuals interact with their environment, guiding behavior analysts in
identifying, categorizing, and changing behavior effectively.

BEHAVIOR refers to any observable and measurable action performed by an organism. In ABA,
behaviors are defined objectively, allowing them to be reliably observed and recorded. Behavior
encompasses everything an individual does, including motor actions, vocalizations, and even
private events like thoughts (in the framework of radical behaviorism).
Example: A child raising their hand in class, a person walking, or a dog barking are all examples
of behavior. Each behavior can be seen and measured, allowing it to be recorded systematically.

0 CHARACTERISTICS OF BEHAVIOR:

1. Observable and measurable.
2. Occurs within an environmental context.
3. Antecedent and consequent stimuli influence behavior.

RESPONSE is a single instance or occurrence of a specific behavior. While behavior refers to the

overall category of actions, a response is a specific, individual action within that category.
Excample: 1f a teacher asks a question and a student raises their hand, the student’s hand-raising
at that moment is a single response. Each hand raised following the teacher’s question can be
counted as a separate response.

¢ CHARACTERISTICS OF RESPONSE:

1. A response is a single, observable instance of behavior.
2. Each response can be measured individually in frequency, duration, latency, etc.

RESPONSE CLASS, AKA functional response class, is a group of responses that produce the
same effect on the environment, often sharing a common function or outcome. Responses within
a response class may vary in form but still serve the same function for the individual, such as
gaining attention, avoiding a task, or obtaining a specific outcome.
Example: For a student attempting to get the teacher’s attention, responses within the response
class might include raising their hand, calling out, or waving their hand. Each action has a
similar function (gaining attention) despite having different responses.

TYPES OF RESPONSE CLASS:

1. Topographical response class: Defined by the form or shape of the responses, regardless
of their effect on the environment.

Do not distribute, reproduce, or duplicate without written consent. 16



Excample: Saying “hello” in different languages (e.g., “hi,” “bonjour,” “hola”) represents
different topographies but serves the same general greeting function.

2. Functional response class: Defined by the effect or function of the responses, regardless of
their form. ABA often uses Functional response class to define behaviors that serve the same
purpose.

Example: Various actions that serve as requests for help, such as raising a hand, calling out
“help,” or using a visual cue card, all belong to the same functional response class since they
each result in assistance.

OPERATIONAL-DEFINITION GUIDELINES
When you define a response class, be sure to:

e Specify Topography Clearly: Describe the exact form of each response (e.g., “any vocal/verbal
utterance beginning with ‘hi,” ‘hello,” or ‘hey™).

e List Inclusion Criteria: State what features must be present for an instance to count (e.g.,
“must be directed toward the therapist within 3 seconds of therapist’s greeting”).

e List Bxclusion Criteria: State what should not be counted (e.g., “exclude non-social
vocalizations such as humming or singing”).

e Use Observable, Measurable Terms: Avoid private events or vague language—define only
what can be seen and timed or counted.
Excample: “Response class = any animated hand wave initiated within arm’s-length of the
therapist, consisting of at least one full back-and-forth motion; excludes finger-pointing or
open-palm ‘high-five’ gestures.”

PRACTICAL APPLICATION:

O Behavior identification: Behavior analysts identify and describe behavior objectively to set
clear intervention targets.

Excample: Describing “out-of-seat behavior” as “standing up from the desk and walking
around the room” helps define a specific behavior.

0 Response measurement: Measuring responses within a behavior allows analysts to assess
patterns, frequency, and effectiveness of interventions.

Example: The BCBA® can measure engagement by counting each “raising hand” instance in
response to the teacher’s question.

O Response class in intervention design: Identifying the response class helps design
interventions that address the function of the behavior, not just its form, supporting
generalized outcomes.

Excample: To reduce a child’s disruptive attempts to gain attention, a behavior analyst might
teach alternative responses within the same response class (e.g., raising a hand instead of
shouting).

ADDITIONAL EXAMPLES

1. Reguesting Help
o0 Behavior: Requesting assistance.
o Response: Say "Help me," raise a hand, or sign "help" each time the child needs assistance.
o Response Class: All actions (verbal request, hand raise, or sign) fall under the response class
of "requesting help," as they all serve the same function of secking assistance. In ABA,
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reinforcing each of these responses when the child needs help encourages flexibility in
communication.

2. Gaining Attention

@)
@)
@)

Behavior: Getting someone’s attention.

Response: Calling someone's name, tapping their shoulder, or waving at them.

Response Class: These different responses belong to the same response class of "gaining
attention." ABA can reinforce any of these responses when the child tries to get someone’s
attention, helping the child understand that each response serves the same purpose.

3. Social Greetings

@)
@)
@)

Behavior: Greeting someone.

Response: Saying "Hi," waving, or nodding.

Response Class: Each action serves to greet someone, so they all fall under the same
response class of "greetings." Reinforcing any of these responses helps the child learn to
use multiple ways to greet someone effectively.

4. Avoiding Tasks

@)
@)
@)

Behavior: Avoiding a challenging task.

Response: Saying "I don’t want to," pushing the task away, or walking away from the table.
Response Class: Any response that seeks to evade the task, whether through verbal refusal,
physical withdrawal, or non-verbal cues, fits into the “task avoidance” response class. ABA
can tackle these responses by reinforcing task completion or promoting more suitable ways
to express avoidance.

5. Accessing Preferred Items

@)
@)
@)

Behavior: Gaining access to preferred items.

Response: Pointing to an item, asking for it verbally, or reaching towards it.

Response Class: All of these actions request a desired item, placing them in the response
class of "requesting items." Reinforcing any effective request method ensures the child
learns multiple ways to request their preferred items.

6. Expressing Discomfort

@)
@)
@)

Behavior: Communicating discomfort.

Response: Crying, saying, "I don’t feel good," or holding one’s stomach.

Response Class: Each action communicates discomfort, so they fall under the same
response class of "expressing discomfort." In ABA, practitioners can reinforce alternative
or mote appropriate ways of expressing discomfort while addressing the same function.

7. Complying with Instructions

o Behavior: Following instructions.

o Response: Nodding, verbally saying "yes," or beginning the requested task.

o Response Class: Each action indicates compliance with an instruction, so they are part of
the "compliance" response class. Reinforcing any compliance response helps reinforce the
behavior of following instructions.

SUMMARY TABLE
| Concept H Description ” Example

Behavior Obse@able, measurable actions performed by an Talking, walking, hitting

organism
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Domain E: Ethical and Professional Issues

Bright Life

Behavioral Solutions
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E-1 Identify and apply core principles undetrlying the
ethics codes for BACB Certificants.

/A Watch Out! It is not just about knowing the rules, it is about understanding and applying
core ethical principles like benefiting others, treating individuals with dignity, and maintaining
professional competence. These values should guide real-world decisions, not just be memorized
as definitions. Look for how they apply in practice, especially when navigating complex or
ambiguous situations.

The Behavior Analyst Certification Board (BACB®) outlines ethical principles to guide behavior
analysts in making responsible, client-centered decisions. The core principles of beneficence,
compassion, respect, and integrity are foundational to Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) ethical
practices. These principles ensure that behavior analysts provide services that are in the best
interest of their clients, maintain professional standards, and foster respectful, culturally responsive
relationships. To uphold these standards, it is imperative for practitioners to familiarize themselves
with the latest version of the BACB® Ethics Code for Behavior Analysts.

The updated Ethics Code for Behavior Analysts (Behavior Analyst Certification Board®,
effective January 1, 2022) is the official ethics code referenced and applied throughout this guide.
It provides detailed guidance on addressing contemporary challenges in the field, promotes ethical
decision-making, and ensures alignment with evolving societal and cultural expectations. By
adhering to this code, behavior analysts can maintain ethical integrity and contribute positively to
the field.

KEY PRINCIPLES AND EXAMPLES

e Benefit others (beneficence): Behavior analysts prioritize the welfare of their clients,
implementing interventions that maximize positive outcomes. This principle requires behavior
analysts to focus on client-centered, evidence-based practices that benefit the individuals they
serve.

Example: Suppose a client engages in self-injurious behavior. The BCBA® might choose the
least restrictive intervention, such as differential reinforcement of alternative behavior (DRA),
before considering more restrictive methods like response blocking. This approach balances
the need for effective intervention with respect for the client's autonomy and minimizes
unnecessary restrictions on the client’s behavior.

e Compassion and respect: Behavior analysts are expected to treat clients, their families, and
other stakeholders with empathy and understanding, showing respect for individual
differences, including cultural, social, and personal values. This principle encourages analysts
to adapt interventions in a culturally sensitive manner.

Example: A BCBA® working with a family from a specific cultural background might
incorporate culturally relevant reinforcers that resonate with the client and family. For instance,
if a family values certain foods or activities, the BCBA® might use these as reinforcers to
strengthen the client’s engagement in the intervention, thereby aligning the intervention with
the family’s cultural practices and preferences.

e Integrity involves maintaining honesty and transparency in all professional interactions,
including data reporting, communication about intervention outcomes, and adherence to
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ethical guidelines. This principle is essential to building trust with clients and other
stakeholders and ensuring that interventions are accurately represented.

Example: A BCBA® reports intervention outcomes to a client’s family with complete
transparency, acknowledging any limitations or challenges faced during implementation.
Rather than guaranteeing specific results, the BCBA® provides realistic information on the
expected outcomes, ensuring that all stakeholders accurately understand the intervention’s
impact.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS OF THE CORE ETHICAL PRINCIPLES

= Informed consent and client rights: Behavior analysts use the principle of beneficence to
obtain informed consent before implementing any intervention. Informed consent requires
that clients (or their guardians) fully understand the intervention's benefits, risks, and potential
alternatives.
Exanmple: A BCBA® working with a minor obtains consent from the parents while involving
the child to the extent possible in discussing the intervention goals, ensuring that both the
client’s autonomy and the family’s preferences are respected.

= Cultural competency in intervention planning: Compassion and respect emphasize
cultural responsiveness. Behavior analysts are encouraged to understand their client's cultural
background, values, and family structure and integrate these factors into the intervention plan.
Example: 1f a family observes specific religious practices or dietary restrictions, the BCBA®
ensures that reinforcers and intervention activities are consistent with these practices. This
respect for the client’s background enhances the intervention's relevance and acceptability.

= Transparency in data reporting: Integrity requires that behavior analysts maintain accurate,
objective records of client progress and communicate these findings openly with stakeholders.
This includes not overstating an intervention's effectiveness and being upfront about any data
or intervention outcomes limitations.

Example: During a progress review, a BCBA® provides parents with objective data on their
child’s behavior change. Rather than highlighting only the improvements, the BCBA®
presents a balanced view that includes areas where further intervention may be needed,
ensuring transparency and building trust with the family.

= Professional boundaries and conflict of interest: Upholding integrity involves maintaining
clear professional boundaries and avoiding conflicts of interest. Behavior analysts must be
vigilant about situations compromising their objectivity or the client’s welfare.
Example: A client’s family offers a BCBA® a gift. To maintain professional integrity, the
BCBA® politely declines and explains that professional boundaries prevent accepting gifts,
ensuring that the relationship remains focused on the client’s therapeutic goals.

= The role of the ethics code in aba practices: The BACB® Ethics Code provides behavior
analysts with a framework for navigating complex situations that may arise during practice. By
adhering to the principles of beneficence, compassion, respect, and integrity, behavior analysts
not only promote the well-being of their clients but also uphold the credibility of the ABA
profession.
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