Functional goals


The next critical step to ensuring that a child’s intervention plan is meaningful for parents and other caregivers is making sure the caregivers’ priorities from the RBI are translated into functional goals. The RBI provides the process for identifying caregivers’ priorities and care should be taken to make sure the IEP goals clearly reflect those priorities. In addition, care should be taken to write those goals in a manner that relays function. This next section provides 
a step-by-step process for writing functional goals.

Defining goals
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Before describing the functional goal writing process, it is necessary to discuss briefly what we refer to as goals. States define goals differently and the expectations for goal writing vary greatly. For instance, some states conceive of goals as general statements about a particular area of development (i.e., Jonathan will increase his communication skills). Specificity is not required and a criterion is not needed. In these cases, the short-term objectives provide the precise information about the behavior(s) or skill(s) to be accomplished as well as the criterion. In other instances, goals must be written in measurable terms, and they must include a particular behavior to be accomplished and a specific criterion. 

In this model, a goal provides a clear level of specificity. It identifies the behavior or skill caregivers want the child to learn or accomplish, the context, and a useful level of criterion. If short-term objectives are included (according to the IDEA Improvement Act 2004, some circumstances do not require short-term objectives), they also must include a high level of specificity addressing particular steps to learning the goal or a set of behaviors needed to complete the goal. Refer to the following examples:


Goal: José will participate in meals, self-care routines and when moving from one activity to another by using three- to four-word phrases to make requests of adults, two times a day for two weeks. 

Short term objectives:

1. José will participate in meals by using one- to two-word phrases to make requests 
of adults, two times a day for two weeks.

2. José will participate in meals and in self-care routines by using one- to two-word phrases to make requests of adults, two times a day for two weeks. 

3. José will participate in meals, self-care routines and when moving from one activity 
to another by using one- to two-word phrases to make requests of adults, two times 
a day for two weeks. 

4. José will participate in meals, self-care routines and when moving from one activity to another by using two- to three-word phrases to make requests of adults, two times a day for two weeks.

Goal: With only a little help and using her walker, Tiana will get into her walker and walk 
to and from all activities at school, including inside the classroom, from the classroom to the playground or from the classroom to the bus, for eight out of 10 days. 

Short term objectives: 

1. With only a little help and her walker, Tiana will get from a chair into her walker 
and from the floor into her walker in less than “X” minutes, five times in one week. 

2. With only a little help and her walker, Tiana will walk to and from all activities 
in the classroom, four days in one week. 

3. With only a little help and her walker, Tiana will walk to and from the classroom 
to the playground and the bus, four days in one week. 

A new approach

Taking a new approach to writing goals is not always easy. However, the results gained by focusing on functionality make it worth the effort. Functional goals can be frequently and easily implemented because they occur within the child’s daily routine. Writing functional goals supports the practice of real-life skills for the child with disabilities.


The action of refocusing on functional versus developmentally based goal writing is sometimes difficult because of professional discipline backgrounds. Special education and allied health specialties, such as occupational therapy, speech and language therapy and physical therapy, have their roots in a deficit model of treatment. This model promotes the identification and correction of deficits in development. Specialists often work from models of typical development and try to identify where the child with disabilities is behind or what skills are missing. They sometimes emphasize a goal over years, thinking that it must be accomplished 
for the child to be successful in the world. If this approach continues to be applied to the creation of IEPs, valuable opportunities to promote the participation of children with disabilities in everyday normalized experiences will be missed.


In addition, many IEP goals reflect a focus on deficits in development. These goals 
often are developed directly from a diagnostic assessment tool. These tools are necessary for identifying disabilities, but not helpful in creating functional IEP goals. Using the RBI allows teams to develop functional goals that address the development of skills useful for the child 
in the home, classroom and community. 

Goal writing


The policies of the local educational representative usually suggest when the actual writing of the goals will occur, as well as the specificity of the goals. But the target skills and behaviors are best identified during an RBI. An RBI typically results in six to 10 family priorities that will be written as goals. The goals that came directly from the family, with input from other caregivers including teachers, can then be presented to the entire IEP team. Only when goals explicitly and incontrovertibly come from the family should they be determined before the IEP. If the RBI is conducted during the IEP meeting, there is no problem, because nothing is predetermined. The policies and procedures followed in creating IEP goals should be clearly explained to the parents before beginning the process. 
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Functional goals include three components. First, the goal should include an acquisition statement that clearly states what the child is expected to do — the behavior. The behavior should be measurable and easily observable. Remember when writing the acquisition statement to avoid verbs that are vague or not discernable. Good examples would include:

· Stay in circle.

· Give a toy to a friend.

· Use three- to four-word phrases.


Second, to be functional, a goal should clearly delineate the normalized context in which it will be useful. It should identify the activities or daily routines in which the behavior 
is expected. Below are two examples of context statements. 

· To sit at a table and know where to put his belongings.

· At meals, circle and moving from activity to activity.


Third, a functional goal includes a criterion that represents a useful level of the behavior. The conditions in which the goal will be assessed should be logical. Decide 
on reasonable criterion based on the individual child and the setting.
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Strategies should not be included in the goals. Goals define what the child will do. Strategies are what the teacher or specialist will do to enable the mastery of the behaviors or skills. Again, it is important to avoid the use of jargon in the development of objectives. Families are involved in the work of developing the child’s skills. They are in fact the major stakeholders in the development of their child. They must clearly understand the nature and purpose of the goals. 


Writing functional goals may take some time and practice but the practice produces great gains for children and teachers. The process of creating the goals is collaborative, practical and requires little referral to developmental tables or lists. You simply need to listen to parents, teachers and the children. Implementing them is even better than writing them!
Four principles for writing functional goals


Four principles for writing functional goals are proposed. Asking a variety of questions related to these principles can assist the writer in determining if the goal is indeed functional. 


The first principle suggests that goals should reflect the priorities of the family 
and other caregivers. The team should ask:

· Is this goal useful and meaningful to the child’s primary caregivers? 

· It should be immediately apparent why a goal is important for a child 
and family.

· Does the goal address engagement?

· Does the goal address social relationships?

· Does the goal address independence?
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The second principle suggests that goals should reflect real-life situations. The team would want to ask:

· Can the goal be addressed by a variety of people, at multiple times of the day 
and during daily routines and activities?

· Can the goal be easily integrated into naturally occurring activities and interactions? 

· Is the context clear? Are the priority routines, settings and activities clearly obvious? 



The third principle suggests that goals should be understandable. The team should ask: 

· Does the goal make sense?

· Can the parents and others clearly understand what is expected?

· Is the goal jargon-free?

· Does the goal include specific functional verbs (behaviors that can be clearly observed by everyone)?
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The fourth principle suggests that the goal should be measurable. When writing 
the goal, ask yourself:

· Does the goal state what the child is to do (acquisition statement)?

· Is the goal too general or too specific?

· Will everyone know when the skill will be accomplished (useful criterion)?


Evaluating goal functionality


The McWilliam Goal Functionality Scale II (GFS II, 2005) was designed to measure goal functionality as well as assist professionals in determining if their goals are indeed functional 
as they take this new approach to goal writing. On this tool, goals that (a) are useful and meaningful, (b) target engagement, independence and/or social relationships, (c) are jargon-free and understandable and (d) include a clear and useful criterion are considered functional. Each goal is given an initial score based on its usefulness. Points are then added or subtracted for inclusion or exclusion of key factors related to context, criterion and whether it can be easily understood. It yields a mean score for each intervention plan or goals can be evaluated individually. 

Helpful tools – functional goal writing

The following tools and handouts are designed to help in developing and monitoring functional goals. 

McWilliam Goal Functionality Scale II – GFS II (pg. 60)


The GFS II assists professionals when evaluating a child’s intervention goals. The scale allows professionals to score individual goals for functionality and yields a mean score for each intervention plan. Each goal is evaluated in three ways. First, the goal is reviewed for usefulness with a score of five indicating a generally useful goal, four indicating that the goal might not be useful and three indicating that the goal is not at all useful. Second, the goal is evaluated for content. Points are added to this initial score if the goal addresses the functional domains of engagement, social relationships or independence. Third, the goal is assessed for flaws. Points are subtracted if the goal does not include information about the normalized context in which the goal would be useful or sufficient criterion. In addition, points are subtracted if (a) the purpose is not clearly evident or the goal is unnecessary, (b) the goal is vague, does not make sense or includes jargon, or (c) the goal addresses only how a behavior will be decreased without stating the behavior to be increased. Points are added to and subtracted from the initial usefulness score of five, four or three. 


The GFS II has additional applications. It is an extremely useful tool for training professionals to write intervention goals and a good reference tool when developing plans 
for individual children. 

Functional goals (handout; pg. 62)


This handout provides several examples of well-conceived and well-written functional goals. The document is designed to help professionals understand the important components 
of functional goals through examples from different areas of development. 

Functional (meaningful) emerging literacy and early math goals in preschool 

(handout; pg. 65) 

With the increasing emphasis on accountability and academic standards, teachers and parents now are considering early literacy and early math outcomes as priorities, and programs are struggling to develop outcomes in these areas that are meaningful and developmentally appropriate. This document provides a number of examples of emerging literacy and early math outcomes that could be meaningful given a child’s needs and easily embedded in developmentally appropriate context

Goal Functionality Scale II

	Child name/ID
	
	Domain(s)

Functional domains are below: E = engagement

I = independence

SR = social relationships
	Cognitive

Communication

Motor

Social-emotional

Adaptive

	Goal/outcome #
	
	
	

	Rater’s initials
	
	
	

	1. Is this skill generally useful (i.e., can you answer why 
and who cares; broad enough yet specific enough)? If yes,
	5

	2. …If not really useful,
	4

	3. …If not at all useful, 
	3

	4. Addresses duration of interaction with people or objects. (E)
	+1
	12.
Cannot tell in what normalized contexts it would be useful.
	-1

	5. Persistence. (E)
	+1
	13.
Purpose is not evident or useful.
	-1

	6. Developmentally and contextually appropriate construction. (E)
	+1
	14.
Some element makes little sense.
	-1

	7. Pragmatic communication. (SR)
	+1
	15.
Unnecessary skill.
	-1

	8. Naturalistic social interaction. (SR)
	+1
	16.
Jargon.
	-1

	9. Friendship. (SR)
	+1
	17.
Increase/decrease.
	-1

	10. Developmentally appropriate independence in routines (not just 
a reflection of prompt level). (I)
	+1
	18.
Vague.
	-1

	11. Participation in developmentally appropriate activities. (E)
	+1
	19.
Insufficient criterion.
	-1

	
	
	20.
Criterion present but does not reflect a useful level of behavior.
	-1

	SCORE
	


See reverse for scoring directions.
Directions

This scale is designed to rate one IFSP outcome or IEP objective at a time. Because IEP goals are often statements about the domain addressed (e.g., Johnny will improve in communication), they barely serve as behavioral goals. The appropriate behavioral goal therefore is the more specific short-term objective, sometimes known as benchmark.

1. Complete the three top-left boxes. Assign a number to each outcome or objective. 

2. Items one through three: Read the outcome/objective and circle the appropriate usefulness score of five, four or three. 

3. Items four through 11: Circle the scores matching the content of the outcome/objective. Note 
that the codes for these pertain to the functional domains listed in the top-right box.

4. Items 12 through 20: Circle the scores matching the flaws in the outcome/objective.

5. Score: Beginning with the general usefulness score, add 1 for each +1 circled and subtract 1 
for each -1 circled. Enter the resulting score in the score box. This score could be negative.


Functional goals 

Below are several examples of well-conceived and well-written functional goals or objectives. These examples are meant to help you understand the important components of functional goals and objectives. You will then want to individualize the goals or objectives you write to address the family’s priorities and the needs of the child. The comments section describes the reasons why each goal is considered functional. In addition, each of these goals/objectives is jargon-free and clear, the purpose is clear, the skills are necessary, and all elements make sense. 

	Area
	Goal/objective
	Comments

	Communication 
	José will use three- to four-word phrases to make requests of adults during meals, self-care routines and when moving from one activity to another at home and school, two times a day on three separate days.


	This goal/objective is certainly useful for the child and would be meaningful for his parents and teachers. The contexts (specific routines) in which this behavior is expected are clear and these particular routines should provide numerous opportunities for José to make requests. The goal/objective addresses social relationships — pragmatic communication and naturalistic social interactions. The criterion matches the purpose of the goal/objective and provides for acquisition, generalization (across routines) and maintenance (over time). 

	Communication 
	Kyle will say words clearly, to be understood by adults, at meals, circle and when moving from one activity 
to another in five attempts at communication in one day.
	This goal is a functional articulation goal with a meaningful and useful purpose — being understood. The context (specific routines and activities) is clear and appropriate to the goal/objective. While this goal/objective focuses only on seeing this behavior in school, home routines also could be included. It addresses social relationships — pragmatic communication and social interactions. The criterion is specific to the goal/objective and represents a useful level of the behavior. 


	Area
	Goal/objective 
	Comments

	Cognitive/

communication
	Pam will independently follow one-step directions during three small- 
or large-group activities a day to participate appropriately in those activities for one week.
	Following directions is useful for a variety of reasons. Following directions during group activities (context) is essential to participation (engagement) in developmentally appropriate activities. The criterion addresses acquisition, generalization (three activities) and maintenance (over time).



	Cognitive
	Sha’quan will try at least two ways of playing with objects (puzzles, cars and garage, sort box, etc.) when he does not succeed the first time on four separate occasions in one week.
	This goal/objective addresses engagement (duration of interaction with an object and persistence) making this very useful. The setting is any toy play opportunity. The criterion is appropriate to the purpose and focuses on acquisition.



	Cognitive
	Jake will correctly respond to his printed name to know when it is his turn during circle, where to sit at a table, and where to put and retrieve his belongings, when his name is moved around, two times in one week for three weeks. 
	This goal/objective combines function with a pre-academic skill. The context 
is clearly defined, as well as a condition (when his name is moved around). The criterion includes the expectation that 
he will respond in all situations (note 
the and) and identifies an appropriate rate to indicate acquisition. 



	Cognitive
	Isabel will stay in circle, doing what is expected through the whole activity (no more than 15 minutes), three days 
out of five for three weeks. 
	This is an engagement goal/objective that focuses on participation and is both useful and meaningful. The setting is clear and the time limit is specified to be individually appropriate for the child. The criterion is logical for the purpose and identifies acquisition and maintenance. 

 


	Area
	Goals/objectives
	Comments

	Cognitive 
	Cassidy will use objects appropriately (e.g., not putting them in her mouth) during art, free play and structured activities for three whole activities 
in one day. 
	Cassidy needs to interact with objects 
in a more sophisticated manner than just mouthing them. This is certainly a useful and meaningful goal/objective for both her parents and teachers. The settings are clearly identified and represent priority settings for this goal/objective. The criterion focuses primarily on acquisition. As written this criterion may be difficult to achieve, but would be a good indicator that she has learned to engage with objects in a more sophisticated manner. An additional goal/objective might then address generalization to additional settings. 

	Self-care
	Michael will remove three different pieces of clothing (e.g., coat, paint shirt and sweater) at arrival, art, dress up or when coming inside, three times in one week. 
	This self-care goal/objective is useful for Michael’s independence when caring for his needs in the classroom. The routines are identified and logical to the skill. Criterion considers generalization (three pieces of clothing) and acquisition.

	Social 
	Akmed will approach other children 
to play with them, by talking, joining or sharing during free play, art and outside, three times in one week. 
	This social relationships goal/objective encourages naturalistic social inter-actions. The goal/objective would be important for Akmed at school, but this may also be a priority for his family. The routines/activities are identified and appropriate to the purpose. The criterion 
is clear and meaningful.

	Motor
	When given only a little help, Tiana will walk, using her walker, to and from all activities (inside the classroom, from the classroom 
to the playground, etc.) at school 
for three consecutive days. 
	This skill is important to Tiana’s independence in the classroom. The criterion is specific to the goal/objective and is a useful level of the behavior.

	Motor
	During clean-up times, Harry will use his fingertips and thumb to grasp at least five small items to put them away in three clean-up times. 
	This goal/objective will increase Harry’s independence and participation and should provide many opportunities for him to work on refining his grasping skills. The criterion sets the limit for acquisition (five items) and addresses 
a minimal level of maintenance (three clean-up times). 



Functional (meaningful) emerging literacy 
and early math goals in preschool 

When the routines-based interview is used for intervention planning, emerging literacy or early math, outcomes (goals and objectives) frequently are not identified as a priority. Areas such as communication, interacting with others or increasing the duration or the sophistication of engagement often are identified as most important. However, with the increasing emphasis on accountability and academic standards, teachers and parents now are considering early literacy and early math outcomes as priorities, and programs are struggling to develop outcomes in these areas that are meaningful and developmentally appropriate. Below are a number of examples of emerging literacy and early math outcomes that could be meaningful given a child’s needs and easily embedded in developmentally appropriate context. But first, a framework for considering when emerging literacy, early math or other pre-academic outcomes should be included on 
a child’s Individual Education Plan (IEP) is offered. 

Framework for considering need

Environmental opportunities 

Before determining the need to include specific emergent literacy or early math outcomes on an IEP, it is important to assess the overall educational environment. Quality early childhood educational environments should offer a multitude of meaningful developmentally appropriate experiences to learn about print and reading and numbers. For instance, to support emergent literacy, physical spaces should provide comfortable places for adults and children to sit and look at or share books as well as writing and listening centers. A variety of books should be easily accessible in the classroom and times should be scheduled to look at books independently or for teachers to read with the children. Print and numbers should be displayed throughout a classroom and letter, sound and math games should be embedded throughout daily activities and transitions (Sandall & Schwartz, 2002). Often ensuring consistent exposure to concepts and opportunities for practice or providing minor accommodations, such as sitting near the teachers during book reading or instructional prompts during a group activity, is enough to allow the child to make good progress in developing these important skills. 

Assessment 

When the environment is rich with literacy and math experiences and minor accommodations have not proven to be sufficient to see good progress, assessment information, such as RBI, checklists and observations, from both the parents and teachers can help the IEP team determine whether it is a specific skill (rote counting) that should be the focus of intervention (the goal) or if there is some other more significant concern, such as duration of engagement that is interfering with the child’s ability to learn from the daily literacy and numeric activities. This information will allow the IEP team to identify priority contexts and write outcomes that are individually meaningful. The likelihood that these outcomes will then be addressed both at home and in the classroom will be high and the team can identify appropriate strategies that will support acquisition.

Developing emergent literacy and math outcomes

The next step is to make sure that the outcomes are written in a meaningful and functional manner. As mentioned above, assessment information should provide you with information about why an outcome is important (useful/meaningful and necessary) and the daily routines or activities (context) in which the outcomes most successfully can be embedded. Also, remember that the outcome should be written free of jargon (clear to everyone) and the criterion should represent a useful level of the behavior. 

A number of examples of emergent literacy and early math outcomes are presented below. These examples are meant to help you understand how emergent literacy and early math outcomes can be written so that skills can be embedded within developmentally appropriate activities and the routines of the child’s day. The outcomes you write will then be individualized to meet the family’s priorities and the needs of the child. 

Emergent literacy – print awareness 

· Adam will correctly go to, point to or say his name to indicate he knows when it is his turn at circle, where to sit and where to put his belongings, when his printed name is moved around, three out of five times in one week. 

· In order to access materials and activities, Thomas will correctly point to five environmental signs (e.g., boys/girls, stop/go, on/off, hot/cold) he encounters when moving from activity to activity and during center time, outside play and toileting when asked which sign is which, five times each. 

· On walks, when reading a book or when riding in the car, James will read five words that he sees frequently, such as girls, boys, stop, dog and train, two times each in two different settings over two weeks. 

· In order to participate in group activities, Phillip will correctly name five letters 
in unison with the group and when called on individually, three times each. 

· Tyrell will point to or name 10 letters found in his name or letters that frequently occur in his environment in order to participate in games with his friends or participate in other group activities, one time for each letter in four different activities. 

Emergent literacy – book-reading skills 

· When books are available to Keona, she will independently pick them up, open them, turn them right side up (if necessary), turn their pages one at a time and point to 
the pictures, maintaining her attention on the book for at least three minutes, four times in two settings. 

· Brooke will ask an adult to read a book to her and then stay with the adult while they look at or read the book for at least five minutes, at least one time a week for three weeks. 

· In order to participate in group book-reading activities, Tiana will correctly make two, two- to four-word statements about people or events in the story being read, 
at least one time per week for three weeks. 

Early math

· During play activities or clean up, Tyrone will sort objects into two to four groups by function, color, size or shape, one time per week for four weeks. 

· Adrian will count in correct sequence from one to five or 10 in order to participate in group activities or participate as a helper, two times a week for three weeks.

· Patel will count the number of objects or people, up to five, counting one number for each object or person, in order to participate in group activities or participate as a helper, two times a week for three weeks.

· When helping in the classroom and asked to give one, one more, two or three objects to his friends or teachers, Conner will give the correct number of objects, two times each in four settings. 

Early writing

· In order to participate in art activities, Chelsea will pick up a crayon, paint brush or marker in either hand and hold them against the palm of her hand using all fingers and scribble or paint on and off for five minutes, in four different activities across two weeks.

· Pick up and hold between fingertips.

· Pick up and hold between middle finger and thumb with middle finger stabilizing (tripod grasp). 

· In center or play activities, Nicole will pretend to write simple messages to her friends or lists, four times. 

· When participating in art activities, Saul will draw a recognizable shape, such 
as a circle, square or triangle, three times each.

· Samuel will independently attempt to put his name on art and craft projects when he is done, four times. 

· When given his name in broken lines at the top of art or craft activity, Eduardo will trace each letter of his name, starting with the first letter, four times.
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( See it in action: Sharia


Using routines-based assessment, Sharia’s parents identified a functionally based priority for the IEP team — play skills. Validating their observations of Sharia’s needs is critical in establishing the parents’ roles as leaders in developing the IFSP and in establishing the culture of collaboration necessary to create a purposeful and functionally based IEP.


Laura, the special educator, added that Sharia did best in activities that were structured and monitored by an adult. Given adult supervision and intervention, Sharia was able to take turns with peers and the desired toys. 


Curtis said that the family did have time after supper to play together and that when he or Deborah was there it went well. The problems occur when they step away to prepare for bath and bedtime routines. Deborah agreed and said that the greatest difficulty arose around doll play and sharing clothes for the dolls. She really wished that Sharia could share her toys with her sister. 











(See it in action: Sharia


At the IEP meeting for their four-year-old daughter, Deborah and Curtis identified their primary goal as improving Sharia’s play interactions. Deborah reported that Sharia engages in play with her younger sister but doesn’t play fair. She often takes her sister’s toys away, which causes a fight. Susan, Sharia’s teacher, agrees that Sharia has great difficulty maintaining play with peers and often requires adult intervention to prevent a fight. 








(See it in action: Sharia 





Goal: When given a little help from an adult, Sharia will play with her sister after dinner or with a friend at school, sharing play materials, such as dolls and their clothing, and space for at least five minutes, two times a week for three weeks. 





Acquisition statement: Will play … sharing play materials, such as dolls and their clothing, and space.


Normalized context: After dinner or with a friend at school.


Criterion: For at least five minutes, two times a week for three weeks.








(What’s your ‘functional perspective’? 





The next time you are writing goals, imagine the child performing the task �you describe. 





Can you tell if the child is working on the specific skill?


Is the child in a typical setting such as the home or classroom? 


Is the child participating in a classroom routine? 





If you can imagine a situation where the child is practicing the goal in a real-life situation, you are on the right track. Remember that the goal should reflect real-life situations, not artificial activities. The child should be building skills that �are practical and immediately useful to them.











( Jargon-free


	Ambulate			�	Walk 


	Pincer grasp			�	Thumb and index finger 


	MLU				�	Two- to three-word phrases


	Oral motor skills		�	Bite, chew and swallow


	Min. physical assist.		�	With a little


( Verbs 


Useful	Avoid


write 	improve 


name 	tolerate


say	initiate


point					exhibit


go to 					receive


ask 					begin to 


share/give


put away


stay in/with





(Four types of criteria 





Acquisition – Child demonstrates the behavior or skill.


Generalization – Child demonstrates the behavior or skill across time, places, people, situations and materials.


Maintenance – Child demonstrates the behavior or skill over time.


Fluency – Child performs the behavior or skill smoothly and efficiently.





A good goal statement actually has three criteria — acquisition and maintenance paired with a criterion for generalization or fluency.
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