
 

What are Functional Skills and Behaviors? 
Instructions 

https://ectacenter.org/eco/pages/training_activities.asp  

Objective: Identify the difference between isolated (discrete) skills and functional skills. 

Time: 30 minutes 

Materials 

• Understanding Functional Skills: Background for the COS Process (one per participant) 

• What are Functional Skills and Behaviors? Worksheet (one per participant or group) 

• A way to take notes and record responses (pens, pencils, and paper, or laptop) 

Instructions 

Review the What are Functional Skills and Behaviors? Handout with the participants and facilitate a 

short discussion using the following: 

• What does it mean for skills and behaviors to be observed in children in everyday routines and 

activities? 

• How would you look at the functional use of skills and behaviors across settings and situations? 

• What are the benefits of gathering information about a child’s functioning that goes beyond 

discrete skills on standardized or domain-based tests? 

• How are children’s functional skills and behaviors and the three global child outcomes rated in 

the Child Outcomes Summary (COS) process connected? If your program integrates the IFSP or 

IEP with the COS Process, include the connection between individual child outcomes or goals to 

functional skills and behaviors and the three child outcomes. 

Have participants complete the What are Functional Skills and Behaviors? Worksheet alone or in 

groups of 4–6 people. 

Facilitate a review of each skill. Discuss the extent to which the skill is functional or not. If participants 

completed the activity in groups, begin by asking which items their group did not agree on. 

https://ectacenter.org/eco/pages/training_activities.asp
https://ectacenter.org/eco/pages/cos-functional.asp
https://ectacenter.org/eco/pages/cos.asp
https://ectacenter.org/eco/pages/ifsp-iep.asp
https://ectacenter.org/eco/pages/ifsp-iep.asp
https://ectacenter.org/eco/pages/childoutcomes.asp#breadth


Participant Worksheet: Answer Key 

Skill Functional Rationale 

1. Knowing how to imitate a 
gesture when prompted by 
others. 

No Knowing how to imitate a gesture doesn’t mean a 
child gestures for their own purposes. Using 
gestures to indicate preference for toys would be 
functional. 

2. Using finger in pointing 
motion. 

No The ability to point doesn’t mean a child uses 
pointing for a functional purpose, for example, 
communicating a wants or need. 

3. Using two-word utterances. No Using two-word utterances doesn’t mean the 
child is using their words to convey a message. 

4. Watching what a peer says or 
does and incorporating it into 
own play. 

Yes This skill reflects the child’s ability to observe 
other children and imitate their behavior in a 
meaningful way. 

5. Pointing to indicate needs or 
wants. 

Yes Unlike 2. Using finger in pointing motion, this skill 
indicates the child points for a specific purpose. 

6. Engaging in back-and-forth 
verbal exchanges with 
caregivers using two-word 
utterances. 

Yes Unlike 3. Using two-word utterances, this skill 
describes a meaningful use of words. 

7. Using pincer grasp. No It would be more functional to assess how the 
child applies their pincer grasp in everyday life. 

8. Eating dry cereal with fingers. Yes This skill describes the purpose (as opposed to 
the presence or absence) of fine motor skills. 

9. Touching toy or adult’s hand 
to restart an activity. 

Yes This skill emphasizes purposeful movement. 

10. Making stepping movements. No This skill’s description lacks information about 
how the child uses the ability. 
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