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What do you want to measure? 
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Choosing a Data Collection Method  

Description of Behavior Type of Behavior Data Collection 
Method  

The behavior does not occur that often.  Frequency, ABC  

We need to know exactly how many times 
the behavior occurs per day.  

Frequency, ABC  

The behavior is easy to count and the 
length of observation time is consistent 
day to day.  

Frequency, ABC  

The behavior occurs for long periods of 
time and the beginning and end of the 
behavior is observable.  

Duration  

The behavior does not occur often, but 
when it does, it occurs at long durations.  

Duration  

We need to know the length of time the 
behavior occurs.  
 

Duration  

We need to know how often or specific 
times that a behavior occurs.  

Interval  

The behavior occurs at a high frequency.  Interval  

The behavior occurs frequently and the 
duration of the behavior is really short.  
 

Interval  

The behavior occurs constantly.  Interval  

The student is presented with 
opportunities to engage in appropriate 
behavior.  

Opportunities  

We need to know how long it takes for a 
student to start engaging in a behavior 
when presented with the opportunity.  

Latency  
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Frequency Recording 

Definition 
The observer counts each occurrence of the behavior during a specific time period, 
often extended over a whole day if the behavior is of low frequency.  

Purpose  
Gives an accurate record of frequency within a designated time period, thus 
estimating a rate at which the behavior occurs.  

Application  
●​ When behavior has a clear beginning & end.  
●​ When behavior can be easily counted.  
●​ When behavior is of moderate to low frequency and occurrences are similar in 

length.  
●​ Can be used to record more than one behavior or more than one student's 

behavior.  

When NOT to use  
Do not use when behavior has such a high rate that accurate count is impossible (i.e. 
pencil tapping) or when the behavior occurs for extended period of time (i.e. 2 
tantrums but the duration of each tantrum is one hour).  

Examples  
Out of seat, hitting a peer, throwing items, raising hand, yelling out answer, asking to 
use restroom.  

How to collect the data  
●​ Tally marks on a data sheet  
●​ Tally marks on a dry erase board  
●​ Move items from one pockets to a different pocket (counters, pennies, 

paperclips)  
●​ Clicker  

Summarizing the data  
At the end of observation period, total the number of occurrences.  
Rate: Count the # of times behavior occurred, divide that by the length of time 
behavior observed. (kicked 30 times in 10 minute observation, rate would be 3 kicks 
per minute).  
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Duration Recording 

Definition  
The observer measures the total length of time that the behavior occurs during a 
predefined observation period. 

Purpose  
Provides a record of how long the behavior occurs within a given time period. Used 
for when your primary concern is the length of time the student engages in the 
behavior. 

Application  
●​ When behavior, of low to moderate frequency, has a clearly definable 

beginning & end.  
●​ For a behavior of long duration.  
●​ For a behavior with variable durations. 

When NOT to use  
Do not use if the behavior occurs at a high frequency or the behavior starts and stops 
rapidly. 

Examples  
Screaming fit, tantrum, engagement time in an activity. 

How to collect the data  
●​ Record the start and stop time on the data sheet  
●​ Use a stopwatch or timer  
●​ Write the times on a dry erase board or scrap paper until time is available to 

document on data sheet  

Summarizing the data  
●​ % of observations with behavior: Sum the total number of min/sec/hrs that the 

behavior occurred during observation, divide the sum by total number of 
min/sec/hrs of the observation, and multiply by 100.  

○​ (60 min obs, 3 tantrums for 3 min, 7 min, and 5 min for total of 15 min; 
15 divided by 60 .25 x 100 = tantrums occurring during 25% of 
observation) 

 
●​ Average Duration of Behavior: Sum the total durations and divide by the total 

occurrences.  
○​ (60 min obs, 3 tantrums for 3 min, 7 min, and 5 min for total of 15 min; 

15 minutes divided by 3 tantrums average of 5 minutes per tantrum) 
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Interval Recording 

Definition  
The observer divides the observation period (i.e. 1⁄2 hour) into smaller time intervals 
of equal length, usually ranging from five seconds to one minute. The observer then 
records whether or not the defined behavior(s) occurs in each interval. 

Purpose  
Provides a percentage of intervals in which the behavior occurs; easily understood by 
others. Gives a rough estimate of the frequency of the responses and the latency 
between responses.  

Application  
●​ When frequency and duration recording do not work.  
●​ For behaviors with high frequency or occurs continuously.  
●​ Behaviors need not have a clearly definable beginning & end.  
●​ The shorter the interval, the more accurate the representation of how often the 

behavior is occurring.  

When NOT to use  
●​ Do not use for low frequency behaviors.  
●​ Do not use long intervals (i.e. 1 hour). 

Examples  
Crying, tantrums, talking with peers, on-task/off-task behavior  

How to collect the data  
●​ Break observation period into short intervals of time  
●​ Note whether the behavior occurred (yes) or did not occur (no) during the 

interval.  
●​ Regardless of whether the behavior occurs once, twice, or five times, it is 

checked only once to indicate that it occurred during the interval. (observing 
whether or not child disrupts during 10 min interval; teacher sets a timer to 
beep every 10 min; teacher marks the corresponding interval on data sheet; 
teacher does not record again until next interval)  

Types of Interval Recording 
●​ Whole Interval Recording 

○​ The observation period is divided into equal intervals and the target 
behavior must occur during the entire interval 

○​ Used when you are concerned with episodes that last at least the length 
of an entire interval 

●​ Partial Interval Recording 
○​ Observances are scored if target behavior is exhibited at any point 

during the interval 
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○​ May be a better estimate of frequency than whole interval 
●​ Momentary Time Sampling 

○​ Records whether behavior is occurring at the end of the interval only 
○​ May yield the grossest method of frequency if intervals are too long or 

infrequent 
○​ Best when behaviors have a long duration 

Summarizing the data  
To calculate the percentage of intervals, count the number of intervals in which the 
behavior was recorded, divide by the total number of intervals during the observation 
period and multiply by 100. (out of seat 4 out of 10 intervals → 4 divided by 10 = .40 x 
100 Student out of seat during 40% of intervals recorded during observation)  
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Latency Recording  

Definition  
The observer measures the length of time that it takes a student to start a behavior. 

Purpose  
Used when you are interested in how long a student takes to begin  
performing a particular behavior once the opportunity has been presented.  

Application  
●​ If teacher makes a request of student to put an activity away, observer would 

be interested in length of time it takes for the student to comply with the 
request.  

●​ Use when the behavior has a clear beginning and end.  
●​ Helpful to measure if the goal is to reduce the amount of time it takes for a 

student to start an appropriate behavior or increase the amount of time 
between an environmental trigger and the occurrence of inappropriate 
behavior. 

When NOT to use  
●​ Do NOT use when opportunities are continuous if they start and stop rapidly.  

Examples  
Starting an assignment, compliance with requests, time between peer instigation and 
aggression.  

How to collect the data 
Note when the opportunity is presented (request given) and when the student begins 
the response (compliance with request). This can be done by using a stopwatch, 
timer, and recording the start and stop times on a data sheet.  
 

Summarizing the data  
Data is summarized by calculating the average latency (average time it takes for the 
behavior to start). To calculate, sum all of the latencies and divide by the total number 
of opportunities.  
Teacher assigned work 4 times during the observation. Student took 60 seconds, 90 
seconds, 35 seconds, and 50 seconds to start the four assignments. So, 
60+9035+50=235 divided by 4 = Student took an average of 58.75 seconds to start 
her assignments during the observation.  
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Opportunities Recording 

Definition 
Determine how frequently a behavior occurs when given an opportunity to 
demonstrate the behavior.  

Purpose  
Useful for determining how often a behavior occurs when given the opportunity. 

Application  
Definition of opportunity must be previously established prior to collecting the data.  
If you would like for the student to comply with teacher requests, the opportunity 
would be defined at any time the teacher makes a request. Must remember to record 
each opportunity in order to produce an accurate representation of the behavior. 

Examples  
Compliance or non-compliance with request, completing assignments, greeting peers, 
responding appropriately when told "no".  

How to collect the data  
Use a plus (+) or minus (-) to indicate whether the behavior occurred when the 
opportunity was presented. 

Summarizing the data  
Calculate percentage of opportunities. To calculate, sum the total number of time the 
behavior did occur when opportunity was presented (+), divide by total number of 
opportunities (+ and -), and multiply by 100.  
(Presented a request to student 15 time in one day; student complied with 10 of those 
requests; 10 divided by 15 = .66 x 100; Student complied with requests during 66.7% 
of opportunities)  
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ABC Analysis  

Definition  
When the behavior of interest occurs, the observer records the target behavior, the 
antecedent (event that immediately preceded the behavior), and the consequence 
(event that immediately followed the behavior).  

Purpose  
This method involves recording the environmental variables related to the problem 
behavior. Use this method during a functional assessment observation to identify 
information regarding the possible function of the target behavior. If using this method 
as a progress monitoring data collection method, use only with behaviors that are not 
high in frequency and are easy to observe and count.  

Application  
●​ The ABC method is typically used during functional assessments and not for 

routine day to day data. Because it requires the observer to record multiple 
variables, it may require more time and effort to record every instance of 
behavior, especially high frequency behaviors.  

●​ The ABC method only demonstrates correlation relationships between the 
problem behavior and observed antecedents and consequences.  

When NOT to use  
Do NOT use this method with high frequency behaviors.  

Examples  
Throwing items, inappropriate comments to peers, leaving one's seat, hitting or other 
forms of aggression, walking out of class without permission, refusal to follow 
instructions, etc.  

How to collect the data  
Record contextual information (e.g., date, time, activity taking place, people present, 
and location). When a problem behavior occurs, immediately record the event that 
happened right before the behavior (antecedent) and the event that happened right 
after the behavior (consequence). 

Summarizing the data  
If the team is using the information as part of the functional assessment, the team 
should look at the patterns across behavior, such as a certain time of day, activity 
occurring, or antecedent observed. If the team is using the information to monitor the 
progress of a goal or intervention, the data should be summarized as a frequency 
count. At the end of each observation period, total the number of occurrences of 
behavior.  
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