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PREFACE

Assessment is at the center of all good teaching, and
this book is designed to provide a clear, comprehen-
sive guide to the assessment of students with mild
disabilities. This book will give you an understand-
ing of the assessment process as well as the practi-
cal skills needed to assess students with special needs
successfully so that you can teach them well. To
structure the process, we offer an assessment ques-
tion model, and we have developed the idea of the
Individualized Assessment Plan (IAP). Our basis for
the assessment questions and suggested procedures is
a combination of best professional practices and legal
mandates. This approach allows you sufficient flex-
ibility to explore the areas and types of assessment in
which you are particularly interested. In accordance
with our belief that educators need useful informa-
tion, we maintain a strong educational orientation
toward assessment.

THE EIGHTH EDITION

This is the eighth edition of Assessing Students with
Special Needs, and it reflects many changes in profes-
sional thought and practice in both special educa-
tion and general education. Among the topics new to
or enhanced in this edition are updated research and
assessment tools in each chapter. This already success-
ful book in previous editions builds on a quality book
from the last edition and takes it to a new level.

NEW TO THIS EDITION

e Learning objectives are introduced at the beginning
of each chapter and summarized at the end of every
chapter.

e Breakpoint practices allow students to check their
understanding.

e Diversity is addressed in each chapter as related to
chapter context.

e Adaptive behavior skills and intellectual perfor-
mance have been separated into different chapters.

e In addition, oral language and English-language
learners have been separated into chapters in order to
take a deeper dive into content areas. These in-depth
areas of content allow for more detail than competing
books.

e Assessments and research articles have been updated.
In addition, examples have been added and figures
renewed. Legal information has also been updated.

The strengths of this book include the comprehensive
nature of the chapter content. This edition presents
reviews of dozens of tests, research articles, figures,
tables, and legislation in each chapter. This feature
allows students to be up to date with current prac-
tices and responsibilities.

An in-depth
authentic case study allows for application of the
chapter material. These assessment-to-instruction
learning materials allow students to practice learned
concepts before entering the classroom. In addition,
several short videos are provided to reinforce mate-
rial throughout the chapters. Multimodal methodol-
ogy allows for tapping into student learning styles for
optimum learning. These features enrich the textbook
and provide superior, robust chapters as compared to
textbooks by the competition.

Part I, Introduction to Special Education Assess-
ment, includes information on the purposes of assess-
ment, laws and regulations governing assessment, the
team approach to assessment, the organization of the
assessment process using the Assessment Question
Model, and the steps in assessment. Embracing parents
and families as a focal point in the assessment process
is new to Part I and provides a framework for this text.
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1V PREFACE

Part I1, Skills for Special Educators, contains chap-
ters on selecting the tools for assessment, administra-
tion, and scoring of standardized tests, and design and
use of informal assessment techniques and procedures.
All chapters have been updated and revised to increase
coverage of techniques for evaluating student progress
in classroom instruction.

Part III, Assessment for Special Education Eligi-
bility, centers on the areas most relevant to eligibility
assessment: intellectual performance, adaptive behav-
ior, learning disabilities, and classroom behavior and
behavioral disorders. In this update, adaptive behavior
assessment has its own chapter dedicated to this assess-
ment area.

Part IV, Assessment of Academic Skills, focuses
on the assessment of academic, English-language learn-
ers, reading, mathematics, writing, and oral language.
In this edition, diversity is highlighted in the entire
text, with a separate chapter concentrating on English-
language learners.

Part V, Important Considerations, provides infor-
mation on the topics of assessment during the early
childhood years and assessment for transition education
planning.

This edition also features new tests and assess-
ment procedures, many of which are revised versions of
measures described in earlier editions. Approximately
50 new published measures are included. Among the
new instruments discussed are:

o Woodcock-Johnson 1V Tests of Achievement

o Raufman Test of Educational Achievement—Third
Edition

e TerraNova SUPERA

o Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children—TFifth Edition

o Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children—Fifth Edition
(Spanish)

o Woodcock-Jobnson IV Tests of Cognitive Abilities

o Diagnostic Adaptive Behavior Scale

®  Gray Oral Reading Tests—Fifth Edition

o Woodcock Reading Mastery Tests—Third Edition

o Analytical Reading Inventory—Tenth Edition

o Test of Word Reading Efficiency

o Informal Reading Inventory—Eighth Edition

o Oral and Written Language Scales-11

o Test of Early Written Language—3

o Test of Written Spelling—>5

o Woodcock-Muiioz Language Survey—Revised Normative
Update

* BRIGANCE® Diagnostic Inventory of Early
Development—II1

o BRIGANCE® Comprehensive Inventory of Basic Skills—IT

o BRIGANCE® Transition Skills Inventory

FEATURES

Our goal in this book is to provide you with a foun-
dation for understanding the assessment process and
with the skills necessary for carrying out meaningful
assessments. The chief strength of this text remains its
balanced coverage of formal eligibility assessment and
the assessment practices that teachers carry out in class-
rooms. Critiques of the strengths and weaknesses of for-
mal tests and informal procedures help you to select the
tools that will supply the information you need.

We have chosen to speak about popular assessment
procedures as well as less well-known, but distinctive,
measures. On the one hand, popular instruments are
discussed in some depth, not necessarily because they
are always the best techniques, but because they reflect
current practice. On the other hand, information about
less well-known tests and techniques is provided to
acquaint you with promising procedures. With this
comprehensive coverage, you will find out not only
what is currently being done (and how well) but also
what needs to be changed and how to do that.

In addition, we provide the connection between
gathering assessment information and using it to make
decisions. There are regular reminders to consider assess-
ment data in relation to the classroom setting and sugges-
tions for making sense out of all the information gathered.
This process is described in the context of a team approach
to educational assessment but with particular emphasis
on the role of the special education teacher.

To make our book a more practical classroom
resource, we have included several useful Assessment in
Action student profiles, sample test profiles, checklists,
and illustrations. Also, information boxes throughout
the chapters summarize the important characteristics of
tests discussed in depth. We have tried to give you a
feel for the procedures you will use in assessment and to
critique and relate them to one another so that you can
better understand how to use them. Each chapter begins
with a brief topical outline of its contents and ends with
a summary of the important points in the chapter.



SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS
FOR STUDENTS AND INSTRUCTORS

Online Instructor’s Manual with Test Questions
0134254600/9780134254609

Each chapter of the Online Instructor’s Manual with
Test Questions contains the following: chapter over-
view, chapter outline, glossary terms, class discus-
sion questions, resources, and suggested activities. In
addition, the manual contains test questions (multiple
choice, true/false, short answer, and essay) as well as a
set of instructional aids that can be used in teaching an
assessment course to prospective special educators.

Online PowerPoint Presentations
0134254708/9780134254708

The lecture presentations (in PowerPoint) prepared
for the eighth edition highlight the key concepts and
content of each chapter.

Instructor Resource Center

To access both the online Instructor’s Manual with
Test Questions and the Online PowerPoint Presen-
tations, go to wwuw.pearsonhighered.com, click on the
Instructor’s Support button, and then go to the Down-
load Supplements section. Here you will be able to log
in or complete a one-time registration for a user name
and password. The Instructor Resource Center opens
the door to a variety of print and media resources in
downloadable, digital format. As a registered faculty
member, you can log in directly to premium online
products and download resource files directly to your
computer.

PREFACE V
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Revisions for the eighth edition were completed primar-
ily by Rena B. Lewis, one of the co-authors of the first
four editions and primary author of the fifth and sixth.
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Three contributors also participated in the devel-
opment of the seventh edition, and we thank them for
their willingness to share their perspectives and exper-
tise. They are Eleanor W. Lynch, author of Chapter 3,
Including Parents and Families in the Assessment Proc-
ess; Laura J. Hall, author of Chapter 16, Early Child-
hood Assessment; and Bonnie R. Kraemer, author of
Chapter 17, Assessment for Transition Education and
Planning.
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of Montana-Missoula; Melissa A. Heath, Brigham
Young University; Alicia Brophy, University of North
Carolina-Wilmington; and Andy V. Pham, Florida
International University.

Second, we would like to thank the many
publishers and agencies who answered our questions
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Special Education
Assessment

LEARNING OUTCOMES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

Define assessment

Provide examples of how assessments in the present differ from assessments
in the past.

List the three major purposes of assessment.

Discuss proper assessment procedures (outlined by IDEA or another
organization).

Compare and contrast the difference between IEPs and 504 plans for general
and special education assessment.

Name members of the collaboration team involved in special education
assessment.

Explain the major components and framework of special education
assessment.

52159681 /Fotolia



KEY TERMS

assessment formal assessment
individualized education program (IEP) standardized tests
individual transition plan (ITP) norm-referenced tests
individual family service plan (IFSP) informal assessment
prereferral strategies mild disabilities

ssessment” is the process of gathering information for the purpose of making

a decision. Everyone engages in assessment. As human beings, we all gather

information, sift and weigh that information, and make decisions based on
our judgments and conclusions. When we wake up in the morning, we look outdoors
to assess the weather. When we meet friends, loved ones, or acquaintances, we study
their demeanor to assess their moods. Before we make a purchase, we weigh the mer-
its of various products. Before we enter the voting booth, we investigate the worthi-
ness of political candidates. And, as teachers, we assess our students.

Educational assessment is an integral part of the instructional process. Teachers
observe their students as they enter the classroom, take their seats, and begin (or do
not promptly begin) to work. Teachers ask questions and evaluate students’ answers.
They monitor students’ behavior in the classroom and in the other environments of
the school.

Sometimes assessment is more structured and systematic. Teachers give quizzes
and exams. They assign a written paper or project, and they evaluate the results.
Teachers also take part in the school-, district-, and/or statewide administration of
standardized tests to evaluate students’ progress in mastering the curriculum.

Although assessment is an important skill for all teachers, it is particularly
important for special educators—teachers who serve students with disabilities. Gen-
eral education is designed to serve typical learners; special education, in contrast, is
designed to meet the individual needs of students with school performance difficul-
ties. The instructional plans for students with disabilities must be highly individual-
ized, which means that special education teachers require precise information about
their students’ educational strengths and needs. Special education assessment is at the
core of this process.

WHAT IS ASSESSMENT?

Special education assessment is the assessment of students to determine strengths and
needs. In addition, it is used to determine student eligibility for services, strategies to
support students and families, and progress with respect to goals. It can be defined as
the systematic process of gathering educationally relevant information to make legal

“Words appearing in boldface in the text are defined in the Glossary.



4 PART I INTRODUCTION TO SPECIAL EDUCATION ASSESSMENT

and instructional decisions about the provision of
special services. There are many important aspects
to this definition. First, assessment is an ongoing
process, not a one-time event. Assessments take
place when students experience difficulty meeting
the demands of the general education curriculum
and are referred for consideration for special edu-
cation services. Once students are found eligible
for special education services, assessment contin-
ues in the special education classroom and other
school environments where the special education
teacher and others gather information related to
the everyday concerns of instruction.

Second, special education assessment is sys-
tematic. In the early stages of the assessment
process, an interdisciplinary team meets to plan
strategies for the collection of useful information.
Professionals—such as special educators, psycholo-
gists, and speech-language clinicians—work
together to ensure that sufficient information is
gathered to answer important questions. Classroom
assessment of students with disabilities is also sys-
tematic. Teachers regularly monitor students’ prog-
ress toward important instructional goals and,
when necessary, modify instructional strategies.

Third, special education assessment focuses
on the collection of educationally relevant infor-
mation. School performance is a major concern,
and teachers and other professionals evaluate stu-
dents’ progress in all pertinent areas of the school
curriculum. In addition to academic achievement,
professionals are interested in students’ language,
social, and behavioral skills. Students’ learning
abilities and strategies for learning are concerns,
as are the characteristics of the learning environ-
ments in which students are asked to participate.
All of these factors contribute to a better under-
standing of students’ strengths and weaknesses
and the types of support they may require to suc-
ceed in school.

Fourth, special education assessment is pur-
poseful. Information is collected in order to make
important decisions about schooling for students
with special needs. Those decisions concern
issues such as determining whether students
meet legal criteria for special education services,
selecting the most appropriate program and
placement for students, setting instructional
goals, choosing instructional methods and

materials, and monitoring student progress and
the effectiveness of instructional approaches.

Special education assessment extends beyond
the school years because infants, preschoolers, and
young adults with disabilities are served by special
education. In the preschool years, assessment
focuses on development in important skill areas
such as language, cognition, social-emotional
behavior, and sensory and motor skills. In young
adulthood, the concern is successful transition from
the world of school into the world of work, higher
education, careers, and other areas of adult life.

The term assessment is sometimes confused
with two other terms: ftesting and diagnosis. Tests
are one type of assessment technique, and, as such,
they are one of the many strategies used to gather
information about students with special needs.
Assessment is much broader; it is the entire data
collection process and the decisions that result
from that process. Testing is only one of the activ-
ities that takes place in assessment, just as the use
of textbooks or any other instructional tool is only
one small part of the teaching process.

Diagnosis is a term borrowed from the medi-
cal profession. In a medical context, the cause of a
condition is identified or diagnosed so that appro-
priate treatment can be offered. The diagnosis
typically results in a label such as “autism,” and
that label is linked to treatment. In contrast, edu-
cational assessment is not designed to establish
causes, assign labels to students, or determine
educational treatments based on labels. When
students are identified as having disabilities, that
designation is given only to document eligibility
for special services. Furthermore, special instruc-
tional programs are developed for individual stu-
dents based on their strengths and weaknesses in
school learning, not on labels for global syn-
dromes or conditions. In other words, special edu-
cators would conclude from an assessment that a
student has needs in the area of reading, rather
than labeling the student with dyslexia.

ASSESSMENT PAST AND PRESENT

Educational assessment practices for students with
disabilities have been shaped by a variety of disci-
plines, forces, and trends. Changes in education,



psychology, and medicine, and in the beliefs that
society holds regarding the educational process
continue to influence how schools gather assess-
ment information to make decisions about the
students they serve.

While the measurement of personality and
other psychological factors was a topic of study in
the late 1800s, the work of Alfred Binet (1857—
1911) and others led to the major development of
assessment techniques in the early 1900s. Assess-
ments were created to meet a variety of needs,
including the screening of students in public
schools and the evaluation of military personnel
and potential employees. These early efforts
became the prototypes for many current group
and individual tests in psychology and education.

Controversy over the nature of intelligence
has affected the assessment practices used with
students with disabilities. One debate centers on
whether intelligence is one entity or whether it is
made up of a set of factors. Some tests attempt to
address a variety of factors that comprise intelli-
gence; these factors are then analyzed to identify
individual strengths and weaknesses within the
global set of abilities that make up intellectual
performance.

Another cause for discussion is the question
of whether intelligence is modifiable. Most pro-
fessionals consider intelligence a product of the
interaction between people and their environment
and, therefore, subject to change. Educational
assessment of students with disabilities now
incorporates procedures that analyze the environ-
ment as well as the person’s abilities.

The field of medicine has had a profound
effect on the development of educational assess-
ment procedures. Many of the pioneers in special
education were physicians who identified and
described children with various types of disabili-
ties and began the search for the causes and treat-
ments of those disabilities. Some of these searches
were successful, such as the development of vac-
cines to prevent diseases like polio. Others con-
tinue today in areas such as gene therapy and the
use of sophisticated medical technologies to study
the brain functioning of persons with dyslexia and
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorders.

For many years, educators were hampered by
the use of a medical model in the assessment of

CHAPTER 1: SPECTAL EDUCATION ASSESSMENT O

students with disabilities. Students were diag-
nosed with a condition (e.g., intellectual disabili-
ties or learning disabilities) and an educational
treatment was prescribed based upon knowledge
about that condition rather than the characteris-
tics of the individual student. In some cases, the
condition was assumed to be permanent; in others
(most notably, learning disabilities), educators
sought to cure the disability through educational
remediation. Considerable progress has been
made toward developing an assessment model
that is more relevant to educational concerns.
While identification of a specific disability is still
part of current practice, the focus in assessment is
the study of the individual student, his or her
strengths and weaknesses, and the ways in which
the instructional environment can be adapted to
address the student’s educational needs.

Other fields have also contributed to the
assessment practices in special education. Tests of
perception allow the study of how information is
processed through vision, hearing, and other
senses. Psychoeducational test batteries combine
the analysis of psychological and educational fac-
tors. Applications of behavioral psychology have
resulted in the use of several systems for behavio-
ral observations of students in their school envi-
ronments, including a special interest in the
curriculum and the instructional tasks with which
students interact. Other forms of informal assess-
ment, like interviewing, have been borrowed and
adapted from fields such as anthropology and
sociology.

With the end of World War II and the baby
boom in the 1950s, services for students with dis-
abilities grew tremendously, with a subsequent
growth in assessment procedures, particularly
tests. Tests designed for administration to indi-
vidual students were developed in all academic
areas—and in language, social skills, and voca-
tional skills—with the help of commercial pub-
lishers. In addition, special educators and other
professionals created informal procedures directly
related to classroom needs. Criterion-referenced
testing played a major role in linking assessment
and instructional programming.

Unfortunately, many misuses and abuses of
assessment procedures accompanied this growth.
Invalid and wunreliable measures were used,
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sometimes administered by untrained individu-
als. Some assessments were too narrow; some dis-
criminated on the basis of the student’s language,
cultural background, or gender. Results were used
inappropriately, with students erroneously labeled
with a disability. The rights of students with dis-
abilities and of their parents to due process under
law were violated (Birnbaum, 2006).

In 1975, the passage of PL 94-142, the Edu-
cation for All Handicapped Children Act, exerted
a strong, positive influence on the content and
procedures used in the assessment of students
with disabilities. The individualized education
program (IEP) required a statement of (1) the
child’s current level of educational performance;
(2) annual goals, including short-term objectives;
(3) specific special education and related services
to be provided; (4) the degree to which a child
was able to participate in the general curriculum;
(5) the dates for the beginning of services and the
anticipated length the services would be in effect;
and (6) appropriate objective criteria and evalua-
tion procedures and schedules for determining
how well the short-term objectives were being
attained (Murdick, Gartin, & Crabtree, 2002).

In 1990, through the Individuals with Disa-
bilities Education Act (IDEA), also known as PL
101-476, transition services were more clearly
defined so that services to children between the
ages of 18 and 21 could be further described and
applied. An individual transition plan (ITP) was
also required, with discussion involving school-
to-adult transition beginning by age 14 and no
later than age 16. In addition, the student’s IEP
was to contain a statement of the transition ser-
vices needed before the student left school.

In 1991, IDEA or PL 102-119 was reauthor-
ized in order to reauthorize Part H, the section
that deals with young children and funding for
their services. Federal funds were allocated to
help states educate infants, toddlers, preschoolers,
children, and youth with disabilities (Murdick
et al., 2002). Rather than require an IEP for chil-
dren between birth and 3 years of age, an indi-
vidual family service plan (IFSP) was required.
Professionals were to support the family and the
child in determining its needs and deciding how
those needs could best be met. The IFSP included
information about the child’s status, family

information, outcomes, early intervention services,
dates, duration of services, service coordinator(s),
and transition information (Murdick et al., 2002).

The changes introduced in PL 94-142 are
maintained and extended throughout the years by
new versions such as PL 108-446, the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of
2004 (IDEA 2004). First and foremost, this law
guarantees that students with disabilities shall
receive a free, appropriate, public education in the
least restrictive educational environment. In the
area of assessment, the law mandates a set of due
process procedures to protect students and their
parents and detailed guidelines to correct past
problems. A team must adequately assess students
with disabilities, and an IEP must be developed.
In addition, state departments of education must
comply with federal requirements to receive fund-
ing for special education programming.

IDEA 2004 places special emphasis on assess-
ment of students’ involvement with and progress
in the general education curriculum. These areas
must be addressed in the development of IEPs as
well as how students will participate in state and
district assessments of school achievement. The
IEP team must also consider a range of special fac-
tors, including positive behavioral interventions
and supports for students with behavioral prob-
lems, the language needs of students who are not
proficient in English, and any requirements stu-
dents might have for assistive technology devices
and services.

Trends within the fields of education and spe-
cial education have also influenced the develop-
ment of assessment techniques and procedures. In
the early years of special education, assessment
focused solely on students and their deficits. That
approach gave way to increased emphasis on the
school curriculum and the specific instructional
tasks with which students were experiencing dif-
ficulty. At present, the approach is more balanced.
Both the student and the educational environ-
ment are of interest, particularly the ways in
which interactions occur between individuals and



school demands. In addition, influences from
educational theories such as constructivism have
contributed to special educators’ perspectives on
assessment. In the constructivist view, students
construct their own knowledge by building on
the prior knowledge they bring with them to the
learning situation (Bell, 2010; Bransford, Brown,
& Cocking, 2000; Cegelka, 1995a).

One challenge that special education contin-
ues to face is the development of appropriate pro-
cedures to assess culturally and linguistically
diverse students who are suspected of having a
disability (Benson, 2003; Waitoller & Artiles,
2013). Unsolved problems in this area have con-
tributed to overrepresentation of some groups in
special education programs and underrepresenta-
tion of others (Artiles & Trent, 1994; Losen &
Orfield, 2002; Patton, 1998; Sullivan, 2011).
This issue is likely to persist as the population of
the United States becomes more diverse in the
next decades.

The movement to educate students with dis-
abilities in more inclusive settings has created a
greater need for both general and special educa-
tion teachers to have tools to assess these stu-
dents in multiple environments, including the
general education classroom. Educators of stu-
dents with disabilities are held accountable for
ongoing evaluation of learning. They need to
monitor student progress frequently, without the
necessity of administering standardized tests.
Such tests are too costly in terms of both time
and money, and their results do not translate
directly to classroom interventions. Instead, edu-
cators have turned to curriculum-based assess-
ments, that is, procedures and techniques that
evaluate student growth in relation to the cur-
rent classroom curriculum. Curriculum-based
approaches such as criterion-referenced assess-
ment, curriculum-based measurement, and port-
folio assessment produce results that assist in the
development of instructional goals, objectives,
and procedures.

Major educational reforms in the United
States are making profound changes in the assess-
ment and evaluation of all students, including
those with disabilities. By the mid-1990s, most
states had adopted sets of academic standards and
begun to link assessment of educational outcomes
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to these standards (American Federation of Teach-
ers, 1996; Olson, 2006). In this evaluation model,
results of standards-based assessments are used as
the basis for judging student performance, decid-
ing whether schools and teachers are functioning
appropriately, and even forcing fundamental
changes in teaching methods and the structure of
schools.

The standards movement became even more
prominent with passage of President George W.
Bush’s education initiative, “No Child Left
Behind.” According to Bush (2001), this initia-
tive has four major goals:

o Increase Accountability for Student Performance:
States, districts, and schools that improve
achievement will be rewarded. Failure will be
sanctioned. Parents will know how well their
child is learning, and that schools will be
held accountable for their effectiveness with
annual state reading and math assessments in
grades 3-8.

o Focus on What Works: Federal dollars will be
spent on effective, research-based programs
and practices. Funds will be targeted to
improve schools and enhance teacher quality.

® Reduce Bureancracy and Increase Flexibility: Addi-
tional flexibility will be provided to states and
school districts, and flexible funding will be
increased at the local level.

o Empower Parents: Parents will have more infor-
mation about the quality of their child’s school.
Students in persistently low-performing schools
will be given choice.

As states, districts, and schools face increas-
ing pressure to provide comparative data about
the scholastic abilities of American students, the
issues surrounding inclusion of students with
disabilities in high-stakes testing become a
major concern. Federal special education laws
require that students with disabilities participate
in state and local assessments of academic
achievement alongside their general education
peers. Although it is important to ensure that
students with disabilities are not excluded, at
the same time, appropriate test accommodation
and modifications as well as alternative measures
must be provided to guarantee valid and reliable
evaluation.
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In summary, special educational assessment
today can be described in the following ways:

e Special education assessment, like special edu-
cation instruction, is individualized. It is tai-
lored to the needs of each student with
disabilities.

e Assessment data are used to make decisions
about the eligibility of students for special
education services and about the types of ser-
vices that are provided. Thus, decisions are
both legal and instructional.

e Assessment focuses on educationally relevant
information so that an appropriate IEP can be
developed, implemented, and monitored.

e Assessment also focuses on the student’s
involvement with and progress in the general
education curriculum.

e The student is not the only subject of assess-
ment. The learning environment is also evalu-
ated as well as the student’s interactions with
classroom tasks.

* A variety of procedures are used in assessment.
Assessment is not limited to the administra-
tion of standardized tests.

e Assessment is characterized by a team approach.
Parents and both special and general educators
are important members of that team.

* Professionals strive for nonbiased assessment of
all students, particularly those from culturally
and linguistically diverse groups.

e Assessment does not stop when instruction
starts. Instructional programs are continuously
monitored and evaluated.

PURPOSES OF ASSESSMENT

Special education assessment has several purposes
because it plays a role in each phase of program-
ming for students with disabilities. From the first
indication of a learning problem, special educa-
tion teachers and others gather information to aid
in decision making. In general, this information
is used to document eligibility for special educa-
tion services and/or adaptations of the general
education curriculum and to plan and monitor
the effectiveness of an IEP. The main purposes of

assessment are directly related to the steps in the
special education assessment process: identifica-
tion and referral, determination of eligibility, pro-
gram planning, and program implementation and
evaluation. These steps are described briefly in
the paragraphs that follow. A more detailed dis-
cussion can be found in Chapter 2.

[dentification and Referral

Identification of students who may have disabili-
ties is the first purpose of assessment. Two identi-
fication procedures are used: screening and
prereferral strategies. Screening is a large-scale
data collection activity used to quickly identify
those students out of the entire school population
who may be in need of further study. For example,
most schools administer vision and hearing
screening tests at regular intervals throughout the
grades. When potential problems are detected,
students are referred for a more in-depth
evaluation.

Prereferral strategies, in contrast, are aimed
at solving the school performance problems of
individual students. Prereferral interventions
begin when a general education teacher consults
with others at the school site about a student
experiencing difficulty in school. Information is
gathered about the student’s performance in areas
of concern and about the instructional environ-
ment. In most cases, the prereferral team will
develop a set of adaptations and modifications in
an attempt to meet the student’s academic and
behavioral needs. These interventions are imple-
mented, and data are collected to determine their
effectiveness. If the results suggest a persistent
learning problem, the student may be referred for
consideration for special education services.

Determination of Eligibility

Second, special education assessment is performed
to determine whether a student meets eligibility
criteria for special education services. Eligibility
is based on two interrelated criteria: the student
must have a school performance problem, and
that problem must be related to a disability. Each
state develops its own eligibility requirements
based upon federal laws, and individual districts



may set additional guidelines for assessment. Eli-
gibility assessment is much more thorough than
assessment for screening or prereferral. Also, it is
individualized; the assessment team determines
what types of information it needs to gather for
each individual student. Then, students are
assessed to determine their present levels of per-
formance in areas related to the suspected disabil-
ity. Typically, this involves investigation of the
student’s school skills, intellectual performance,
hearing and vision, social and behavioral status,
and language abilities. Information is also col-
lected about the student’s school history, current
classroom performance, and the characteristics
of the learning environment. Special attention is
paid to the student’s progress in the general edu-
cation curriculum and the types of support needed
to maximize the student’s probability of success
in the general education classroom.

Program Planning

Third, educational assessment data are used to plan
the IEP. After the student’s educational needs are
identified and prioritized, annual goals are devel-
oped. The IEP team decides what types of special
education and related services the student will
receive and what kinds of supplementary aids and
services will be needed to maintain the student
within the general education classroom, if at all
possible. The IEP indicates who will accomplish
the goals and objectives, the settings in which
services will take place, and the amount of time ser-
vices will require. The plan also outlines how the
student’s progress will be monitored and how par-
ents will be informed about their child’s progress.

Program Implementation and Evaluation

The fourth reason for assessment is to monitor the
student’s progress in the educational program.
Information is gathered by teachers (and others,
as appropriate) about the effects of instruction and
other types of interventions. This type of assess-
ment is usually performed at frequent intervals,
perhaps weekly or even daily. A variety of proce-
dures are used, although the most common are
informal techniques such as observation of stu-
dent behavior, review of student work, and direct
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measurement of performance in skill areas of
interest. At this stage in the process, assessment
and instruction blend together, with assessment
data providing the information needed to guide
instructional modifications.

The final purpose of special education assess-
ment is program evaluation. Federal special edu-
cation laws require that the IEP of all students
with disabilities be reviewed periodically. School
staff and parents examine the progress of the stu-
dent and the results of the program and decide
if special education services should be continued
as is, modified, or discontinued. In addition, the
student’s eligibility for special education services
is typically reviewed every 3 years. These types of
program evaluation are designed to ensure that
students with disabilities receive appropriate
interventions and that those interventions con-
tinue only as long as they are required.

TYPES OF ASSESSMENT
PROCEDURES

Many types of assessment procedures are availa-
ble, and they vary along several dimensions,
including the amount of professional expertise
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required for their use. In general, special educa-
tion assessment techniques can be divided into
two major types: formal and informal strategies.
Both are employed in all phases of assessment,
although formal strategies are often considered
more useful for gathering information for eligibil-
ity decisions and informal strategies are more use-
ful for classroom instructional decisions.

Formal assessment strategies are structured
assessment procedures with specific guidelines
for administration, scoring, and interpretation of
results. The most common example, standardized
tests, sometimes referred to as norm-referenced
tests, are designed to compare the performance of
one individual to that of a normative group. Thus,
their use is limited to students who are very simi-
lar to the group used in developing the test.

Norm-referenced tests may be designed for
group or individual administration and are avail-
able for most academic subjects, intellectual per-
formance, and other areas of learning. Directions
for administration, scoring, and interpretation of
these measures are usually very explicit. As a
result, professionals require training before they
can be considered skilled in the use of a specific
test. Test results are expressed in quantitative
scores such as standard scores and percentile
ranks, and as Chapter 5 explains, the test manual
provides information about factors such as the
development of the test, the standardization sam-
ple, and quality of the test as a measurement tool.
Results of norm-referenced tests are used in a
number of ways, including documentation of
eligibility for special education and identification
of general strengths and weaknesses in school
learning.

Tests can be designed for administration to a
group of individuals or to one person. Group pro-
cedures often penalize students with disabilities
because they may require students to read, follow
directions independently, and work under timed
conditions. Because students with disabilities
often lack these skills, results of group tests tend
to underestimate their abilities. However, group
tests are the norm in general education because
they are more efficient and require much less time
to administer. When students with disabilities
participate in such assessments, accommodations
are often necessary.

Tests that are individually administered are
preferred in special education. The professional
administering the test (usually called the exam-
iner or tester) establishes rapport with the student
and makes sure he or she understands the direc-
tions for the test tasks. Skills are measured sepa-
rately, so that it is possible to separate out a
student’s performance in reading from his or her
skills or knowledge in other areas such as mathe-
matics, science, or social studies. In many cases,
students respond orally, so that poor writing skills
are not penalized when writing is not the object
of assessment. In addition, professionals can care-
fully observe students as they interact with test
tasks to gain further insight into their strengths,
weaknesses, and general work behaviors.

The Assessment Tool Table of Contents at the
start of this book lists each of the individual and
group tests (and other published measures) dis-
cussed in depth in this text. Informal assessment
strategies are also included in the Index. Inclusion
of a test or strategy should not be considered an
endorsement; some of the measures that we have
described, though popular, do not meet recom-
mended standards for technical adequacy. Test
descriptions throughout this book include infor-
mation about technical adequacy as well as the
training required by examiners. In some cases,
administration is limited to members of certain
professional groups. For example, most states
restrict the use of individual aptitude measures to
licensed school psychologists.

Informal assessment procedures are used in
educational assessments to determine current levels
of performance, document student progress, and
direct changes in the instructional program. A dis-
tinction is often made between the formal measures
just described and these less formal techniques.

Informal procedures are usually less struc-
tured or are structured differently from standard-
ized tests. Rather than administering a formal
test, a teacher might observe a student with
behavior problems, give the class a test on the
spelling words studied that week, or assign math-
ematics homework. Like most informal measures,
these are designed by the teacher rather than by a
commercial publisher. Also, their purpose is to
gather information directly related to instruction.
There is an element of subjectivity in the design



of informal measures as well as in their adminis-
tration, scoring (if they are scored), and inter-
pretation. In fact, interpretation is often quite
difficult because of a lack of guidelines.

Although informal procedures lack the kinds
of scores yielded by standardized tests, their results
are relevant to instruction because they can be
expressed in instructional terms. Informal assess-
ment tools vary in how directly they measure stu-
dent performance and instructional conditions.
Some involve the student directly, whereas others
rely on informants such as teachers and parents.
Observation, curriculum-based assessments, and
other informal procedures are discussed in detail in
Chapter 6, the chapter on classroom assessment.

Because informal assessment strategies have a
clear connection to the curriculum, the potential
usefulness of the results they produce is high.
However, it is important to point out that just
because an assessment technique is informal does
not mean that it is appropriate for all students
with disabilities. Informal measures may contain
barriers like those in group, formal tests. For
example, a classroom quiz might be timed or a
math assignment might require reading and writ-
ing skills. As is the case with formal measures,
accommodations are often necessary.
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504 PLANS, IEPS, AND STUDENTS
WITH SPECIAL NEEDS

Special educational assessment involves students
with disabilities. As defined by federal law, these
disabilities include:

intellectual disability, a hearing impairment
(including deafness), a speech or language impair-
ment, a visual impairment (including blindness),
a serious emotional disturbance (hereinafter
referred to in this part as “emotional distur-
bance”), an orthopedic impairment, autism, trau-
matic brain injury, other health impairment; a
specific learning disability, deaf-blindness, or
multiple disabilities who, by reason thereof, needs
special education and related services. (IDEA
2004 Final Regulations, §300.8(a)(1))

Students qualifying for services are entitled to
receive a free and appropriate education from spe-
cial educators and other professionals.

IDEA 2004, like its 1997 predecessor,
expands the definition of “child with a disability”
to include young children ages 3 through 9 who
are “experiencing developmental delays . . . and
who, by reason thereof, need special education
and related services” (IDEA 2004, Part A, Section
602(3)(B)). This allows young children to receive
special services without the need to label them as
having a specific disability. The law requires that
delays be documented in one or more of these
areas: physical, cognitive, communication, social
or emotional, or adaptive development.

Another group of students benefiting from
federal protections are those identified as having
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorders (ADHD).
This disorder involves issues with attention and
behaviors of impulsivity and overactivity. A stu-
dent with ADHD could be distractible, often
moving around. A student with attention-deficit
disorder (ADD) has issues of attention without
impulsivity and overactivity. The student with
ADD appears inattentive. The U.S. Department
of Education ruled in 1991 that students with
ADHD are eligible for services under Section 504
of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. The regula-
tions for IDEA 2004 include both ADHD and
ADD in the list of conditions covered under the
“other health impairment” disability category.
According to the federal definition, other health
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impairment “means having limited strength,
vitality or alertness, including a heightened alertness
to environmental stimuli, that results in limited
alertness with respect to the educational environ-
ment” (IDEA 2004 Final Regulations, §300.8(c)X(9),
emphasis added). This limitation may be due to
a variety of health problems, including both
attention-deficit disorder and attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder. It is important that stu-
dents with ADHD or ADD who need a 504 plan
are provided this plan. This is different from an
IEP because a 504 plan is not special education,
whereas an IEP is. When a student qualifies for a
504 plan, accommodations are made in the class-
room. This plan is required under civil rights law.
The student does not meet a special education
classification but requires accommodations.

TABLE 1-1
Mild Disabilities

This book focuses on educational assessment
of students with mild disabilities. Mild disabili-
ties include intellectual disabilities, emotional
disturbance, speech-language impairments, and
learning disabilities. Because their disabilities are
mild, these students are often members of general
education classrooms and receive special educa-
tion services on a part-time basis. As Table 1-1
indicates, federal laws recognize the need for spe-
cial education services for students with disabili-
ties in the aforementioned areas. Students with
specific learning disabilities comprise the largest
group of all students with disabilities, followed

Intellectual Disability

Significantly subaverage general intellectual functioning, existing concurrently

with deficits in adaptive behavior and manifested during the developmental
period, that adversely affects a child’s educational performance. (IDEA 2004
Final Regulations, §300.8(c)(6))

Emotional Disturbance

A condition exhibiting one or more of the following characteristics over a long

period of time, to a marked degree, that adversely affect a child’s educational

performance:

(A) An inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or

health factors.

(B) An inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships
with peers and teachers.

(C) Inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances.

(D) A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression.

(E) A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal

or school problems.

Emotional disturbance includes schizophrenia. The term does not apply to
children who are socially maladjusted, unless it is determined that they have
an emotional disturbance (IDEA 2004 Final Regulations, §300.8(c)(4))

Specific Learning Disabilities

A disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in

understanding or in using language, spoken or written, that may manifest itself
in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or to do
mathematical calculations, including conditions such as perceptual disabilities,
brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. . . .
Specific learning disability does not include learning problems that are
primarily the result of visual, hearing, or motor disabilities, of mental
retardation, of emotional disturbance, or of environmental, cultural, or
economic disadvantage. (IDEA 2004 Final Regulations, §300.8(c)(10))

Source: Building the Legacy US Department of Education.



by students with speech-language impairments,
students with autism, and students with intellec-
tual disabilities (National Center for Educational
Statistics, 2015).

From an educational perspective, students
with mild disabilities share many common psy-
chological, academic, and social-behavioral prob-
lems that require assessment. Students with
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder also share
these characteristics. The educational assessment
strategies described in this book apply to these
types of students. Many of the procedures are also
useful for students with other types of disabilities;
however, educational assessment for students with
severe disabilities and those with sensory and
physical disabilities requires special considera-
tions beyond the scope of this text.

This book is primarily concerned with school-
aged students with classroom-related learning
problems. However, procedures for the assessment
of preschool children and their families are
described in Chapter 16 and those for the assess-
ment of adolescents and young adults in transi-
tion programs in Chapter 17.

COLLABORATION AND THE TEAM
APPROACH IN SPECIAL EDUCATION
ASSESSMENT

Important educational decisions about students
with disabilities are made by teams rather than by
a single individual. The team approach brings
together individuals from different perspectives
who contribute their expertise to the decision-
making process. The team may be composed of
the student’s parents and professionals represent-
ing general education, special education, psychol-
ogy, speech and language disorders, medicine, and
other areas as needed. Each team member gathers
data about the student and interprets them from
his or her perspective, sharing the data with
others on the team. The team then analyzes all
contributions, including those of the student’s
parents, in an attempt to make the most appro-
priate decision.

The team approach is not new to special edu-
cation, although it has gained impetus in recent
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years. Federal laws such as the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act and its amendments
explicitly require that teams rather than individu-
als make the following decisions:

1. Evaluation of the eligibility of students for
special education and related services;

2. Formulation of IEPs;

Evaluation and modification of IEPs; and

Periodic review of the need for special educa-

tion and related services.

NS

The membership of educational decision-
making teams varies. Different purposes require
different numbers of team members and the rep-
resentation of different disciplines. For example,
the team that assesses a student for eligibility for
special services is likely to have more members
than the team responsible for formulating the IEP
for the same student. The needs of the student
also influence team membership. A student with
several severe disabilities is likely to require a
larger team representing more disciplines than a
student with a mild disability.

Federal laws require that team decisions take
into consideration several areas of student func-
tioning, if those areas are pertinent to the educa-
tional needs of a specific student. Table 1-2 lists
several possible areas of concern and the team
members who are the primary sources of informa-
tion for each area. Although certain team mem-
bers take major responsibility for assessment in
certain areas, any team member may provide
additional information.

This book is written from the perspective of
one member of the team, the special educator.
Although many of the assessment procedures
described here can be used by other professionals,
the special educator is the team member who
focuses on the needs of students with disabilities.
Having the dual responsibilities of assessment
and instruction, the special educator is in a unique
position to maintain an educational focus in the
special education assessment process.

School Personnel

General and special education teachers who are
involved directly with the student on a day-to-
day basis are necessary team members. Teachers
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TABLE 1-2
Primary Sources of Information about Student Functioning
TEAM MEMBER TYPE OF INFORMATION
Social and
Emotional  General School Communicative Motor Transition
Health Status Ability  Performance Status Skills Factors
Educators * * * *
Parents * * * * *
Students * * *
Psychologists * * *
Speech-Language *
Pathologists
Medical Personnel * *
Counselors and Social *
Workers
Transition Specialists *
* *

Motor Skills Specialists

are able to provide information on all aspects of
student development, especially academic perfor-
mance and social and emotional status.

General education teachers contribute valua-
ble information about students’ social skills in
dealing with their peers. They are also the major
source of information about the instructional
programs and procedures used in their classroom
and have firsthand knowledge about the stu-
dent’s response to those programs and proce-
dures. Their assessment procedures often consist
of group-administered achievement tests, infor-
mal tests and inventories, classroom observations,
and portfolios. Consequently, they can describe
how well the student with a disability is pro-
gressing in the general education curriculum
compared to others in the classroom. These types
of information are particularly useful in deter-
mining the kinds of adaptations and accommo-
dations the student will need to succeed in the
regular classroom environment.

Special educators offer a somewhat different
perspective. Their assessment procedures are gen-
erally more individualized; they gather formal
and informal data not only about academic skills
but also about performance in areas such as
language and behavior. This information, when

added to that of general educators, helps the team
to make decisions about the types of services
needed by students with disabilities.

Special education teachers are often members
of school-based teams that collaborate with and
provide consultation to classroom teachers. In this
role, special educators may perform classroom
observations and work with the team to develop
possible strategies to address learning and behav-
ioral problems in the general education environ-
ment. When students are referred for consideration
for special education services, special educators
play a major role in the assessment process, serv-
ing as important members of the team, with
responsibility for gathering information about the
student’s current levels of performance in a num-
ber of areas.

School administrators on educational decision-
making teams may include building principals,
directors of special education, or other supervi-
sory personnel. Building principals or vice princi-
pals are often included to enlist their cooperation
in the education of students with disabilities at
the school site and to encourage their support of
special education and inclusion programs. Special
education administrators and other supervisory
personnel are able to share their knowledge of the



special education programming options available
in the school district or division.

Families and Students

The intent of federal special education laws is to
encourage the meaningful participation of parents
of students with disabilities and the students
themselves, when appropriate, in the educational
decision-making process. Parents and other fam-
ily members have much to contribute to the team.
They are knowledgeable about their child’s behav-
ior and have acted as the child’s teacher as part of
their caregiving role.

Like educators, parents provide information
on many aspects of the student’s current perfor-
mance. However, parents and other family mem-
bers have a somewhat different perspective
because their observations take place in the home,
neighborhood, and community. Another impor-
tant contribution of parents is information about
their student’s past educational experiences,
health history, and progress through the stages of
development. Parents can complete question-
naires about their children or be interviewed by
school personnel. They can be observed at home
while interacting with their child, or they can be
asked to gather informal observational data about
their child in the home environment. When par-
ents become full participants in the team process,
they contribute to better educational decisions
and are more likely to support their child’s
instructional program.

Students themselves are also members of
some educational teams, particularly in the higher
grades. Students can contribute information
about all aspects of school performance as well as
their feelings, attitudes, goals, and aspirations for
the future. Students assist in the data collection
process in many ways. In addition to participat-
ing in assessment procedures such as formal tests
and informal inventories, they may answer inter-
view questions, complete rating scales, or answer
questions on a questionnaire.

School Support Personnel

Psychologists, speech-language pathologists, and
assistive technology specialists often support
general and special educators, and they are
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frequently members of educational decision-
making teams. During assessment, school psy-
chologists gather data to help determine whether
students are eligible for special education pro-
grams. In this role, the school psychologist is usu-
ally the professional responsible for administering
and interpreting results of formal tests to deter-
mine the general intelligence level.

Assessment reports prepared by the psycholo-
gist address concerns about the student’s level
of general ability, the status of specific skills
involved in learning, and emotional and behavio-
ral status. When combined with results of aca-
demic reports from teachers, psychological reports
allow the team to compare a student’s actual class-
room performance with expected levels of achieve-
ment. In planning the educational program,
psychologists can assist in establishing reasonable
goals and provide information about the student’s
specific learning abilities.

Speech-language pathologists are involved in
the assessment and instruction of students with
speech and language disorders. They are responsi-
ble for evaluating the communication skills of
students, referring students to other specialists as
needed, providing direct instructional services,
and consulting with other professionals working
with those students.

The assessment procedures used by speech-
language professionals are both formal and infor-
mal; they frequently solicit input from educators
about a student’s classroom speech and language
performance. Special educators may screen stu-
dents for speech and language problems, and
then refer students with suspected problems to
speech-language pathologists for more in-depth
evaluation. Speech-language pathologists pro-
vide speech-language diagnoses. Furthermore,
knowledge of the communicative status of a stu-
dent helps the team understand academic and
behavioral problems with speech or language
components. In planning the IEP, speech-language
pathologists specify goals for the student and
indicate how others can support those goals. For
some students with disabilities, speech-language
instruction is the only special service received;
for others, it is one of several services.

Assistive technology (AT) specialists are
relatively new members of educational teams.
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Their role involves the use of assistive technol-
ogy to increase the student’s ability to partici-
pate in the educational program. IDEA 2004
specifically requires that the IEP team “consider
whether the child needs assistive technology
devices and services” (IDEA 2004 Final Regula-
tions, §300.324(a)(2)(v)). The AT specialist
assists by evaluating the current functioning
levels of the student and the ways in which
devices such as adapted computers, communica-
tion devices, and aids for students with visual
and hearing impairments might improve cur-
rent performance.

Medical Personnel

Medical information about the student is obtained
from the student’s physician, the school nurse,
and other medical specialists. This information
may include results of vision and hearing screen-
ings, the student’s health history, as well as his or
her current physical status.

All students should be screened for possible
visual and hearing impairments. This screening is
generally carried out by the school nurse (or the
school health aide), who then refers students with
possible problems to the appropriate specialists.
The results of screening and any subsequent eval-
uations are reported to the team by the school

nurse. Of particular interest to the team is how
vision and hearing problems affect assessment
performance and subsequent programming.

The school nurse or physician may also report
information about any relevant health problems,
conditions, or diseases. Pediatricians, neurologists,
psychiatrists, and other physicians may be
involved. Also of interest is whether the student is
currently receiving any medical treatment, such as
drug therapy. All medical information should
be reported so that the educational implications
are clear. The team must consider data from the
assessment of classroom performance and other
areas of functioning in light of any medical
problems.

Social Workers and Counselors

Social workers and school counselors provide
information about the social and emotional status
of the student. In the schools, social workers assist
by preparing a social or developmental history of
the student conducting group and individual
counseling with the child and his or her family,
working with problems in a student’s living situ-
ation that affect adjustment in school, and mobi-
lizing school and community resources.

The assessment procedures used by social
workers include interviews and home visits. Data
gathered regarding a student’s background and
home environment could help the team interpret
other assessment data. Social workers may also
assist team members, particularly parents, in
identifying goals and strategies for action at home
and in the community.

Counselors also help in the area of emotional
development. Counseling services, according to
federal special education laws, may be provided
by a variety of professionals such as social work-
ers, psychologists, school counselors, and voca-
tional rehabilitation counselors. Counselors use
both formal and informal procedures to gather
information about the emotional and social devel-
opment of the student and sometimes that of
other family members. Counselors can add impor-
tant information to the student profile. For
instance, data from counseling may indicate the
need for specific goals or may shape decisions
about placement or instructional strategies.



Transition Specialists

Current federal laws require that the IEPs for older
students contain a description of the transition
services needed by the students to meet post-
secondary goals “related to training, education,
employment, and, where appropriate, independ-
ent living skills” (IDEA 2004 Final Regulations,
§300.320(b)(1)). Professionals who contribute to
assessment and instruction in this area include
vocational rehabilitation counselors; special educa-
tion teachers at the secondary level who provide
instruction in areas related to transition; and per-
sons with special training in the assessment,
instruction, and coordination skills needed for the
provision of transition services. While transition
specialists focus on this area in assessment, other
team members—such as teachers, parents, and
students themselves—can also contribute valuable
information.

Motor Skills Specialists

Information about the motor development of the
student may be obtained from adaptive physical
education teachers, physical therapists, and
occupational therapists. In addition, the school
nurse or a physician, such as an orthopedic sur-
geon, may also provide information about motor
skills.

The adaptive physical education teacher is
involved with the instruction of students who
require special physical education programs,
and he or she can provide information about the
student’s current motor abilities. Teachers, psy-
chologists, and others may also have input
about the student’s gross and fine motor skills.
In some cases, motor skill problems may be
related to other kinds of difficulties, such as
poor handwriting. Adaptive physical education
teachers specify goals for the student and assist
team members in programming for motor
needs.

Physical and occupational therapists also
contribute information. Some authors distinguish
between physical therapists, who are concerned
with gross motor development, and occupational
therapists, who work with fine motor develop-
ment. According to the American Physical
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Therapy Association (2013), physical therapists
assist individuals with limited movement and
performance of activities due to medical or health
problems. In contrast, occupational therapists
provide assistance to help students in body func-
tions and body structures involved in everyday
life activities (American Occupational Therapy
Association, 2011). Both kinds of therapists use
specialized assessment procedures; their data may
be supplemented by results of interviews or expe-
riences of other team members.

Teachers can report on classroom demands for
motor skills and their observations of the stu-
dent’s strengths and weaknesses. Parents may also
have useful data. The IEP contains goals related
to motor development, if necessary, and allows the
therapists to suggest strategies that are useful in
the development of better motor coordination or
realistic transition goals.

Other Personnel

Occasionally, team members other than those
just described are needed to present important
information about the student. Tutors or para-
professional aides who work closely with the
student may provide insight based on their expe-
riences. Members of the community, such as
employers or work supervisors, may be able to
give the team a better understanding of realistic
vocational goals and needed transition services.
Other family members, such as grandparents, can
sometimes supplement input from the parents
and student.

In summary, the purpose of the team approach
is to assemble all the information necessary for
educational decision making through members’
combined skills, knowledge, experience, and
expertise. Teams are viewed as being more objec-
tive than individuals because they represent mul-
tiple viewpoints. Teams differ in size depending
on the types of decisions under consideration.
However, as a general rule, teams should be kept
as small as possible so that parents feel comforta-
ble making contributions. In some cases, such as
some IEP teams, only the parents and educators
may participate. In others, there is a need for
wider representation because several different
types of information are required.
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A FRAMEWORK FOR SPECIAL
EDUCATION ASSESSMENT

One of the best ways to ensure effective practice in
special education assessment is to use a systematic
structure or framework to guide the process of col-
lecting data, analyzing results, and making impor-
tant educational decisions. In this book, the
framework is based on the steps in the assessment
process and the important assessment questions
that must be addressed in each step. As Figure 1-1
illustrates, the four steps in the assessment process
are related to five major assessment questions.

Is There a School Performance Problem?

This major question is asked in the first step of
the assessment process—identification of poten-
tial problems and possible referral for in-depth
special education assessment. Students with pos-
sible school problems are identified through rou-
tine screening procedures or through teacher
referral. The student’s general education teacher
may bring the student to the attention of a school-
based team in an attempt to find solutions for
the student’s learning problems. Several types of
assessment data can be collected, including school
history data (e.g., past grades and results of tests
of achievement); information from parents about
family background and the student’s medical,
developmental, and educational history; current

grades and classroom work samples; and reports
of current teachers about the types of instructional
approaches used and their success.

Classroom assessment procedures can also be
used to determine whether a learning problem
exists. Systematic behavioral observations may
identify a pattern of events affecting the student’s
achievement. Teachers may see a pattern of diffi-
culty when they systematically analyze classroom
activities and subsequent student responses. The
general education curriculum itself serves as the
framework for assessment as the student’s profi-
ciency in component skills and performance at
different levels are examined.

Based on this information, teachers may make
instructional and environmental modifications
and note an immediate change in the student’s
school performance. In this way, any student with
temporary or situational learning problems will
be identified, and further concern and assessment
can be avoided. Students who do not respond to
these efforts and whose learning difficulties are
clearly documented are then referred for in-depth
assessment. The outcome of the questioning is the
identification of general problem areas, an assess-
ment of their approximate severity, and a clear
indication of the need for further assessment.

Is the School Performance Problem
Related to a Disability?

After a student has been formally referred for con-
sideration for special education services, an assess-
ment team forms to determine the student’s
eligibility. Students with learning problems qual-
ify for special education only if they meet the cri-
teria for a disability as set forth in federal, state,
and local guidelines. Although these criteria dif-
fer somewhat from one location to another, two
major requirements must be met: the student has
a school performance problem and that problem is
related to a disability. According to federal special
education laws, the disability must have an
adverse effect on school performance. The pres-
ence of a disability alone, without an accompany-
ing school problem, is not sufficient. Likewise,
students with school performance problems that
are not related to disabilities are not eligible for
special education.
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Students with all types of disabilities show
school performance problems. These problems are
documented with referral information, results of
academic achievement tests, and data concerning
the student’s ability to conform to classroom
behavioral requirements. All students are also
assessed to determine general aptitude for learn-
ing. In the case of most mild disabilities, students
show average or above-average intellectual perfor-
mance. However, in the case of intellectual disa-
bilities, intellectual performance as well as
adaptive behavior skills are below average. A
learning disability is documented by poor perfor-
mance in one or more specific learning abilities or
learning strategies. Students identified as being
emotionally disturbed must meet criteria related
to classroom behavior, interpersonal relationships,
and social-emotional development. To gather the
information necessary to make these types of deci-
sions, four assessment questions are asked.

What Are the Student’s Levels of Academic
Achievement and Strengths and Weaknesses
in School Learning?

The information needed here is an individualized
assessment of the student’s current school achieve-
ment. Although there is already strong indication
of possible learning problems, additional data are
gathered to describe the student’s strengths and
weaknesses. Norm-referenced achievement tests,
administered individually, indicate the student’s
overall achievement level in relationship to other
students of the same age or in the same grade.
These results help to determine whether a serious
problem exists. Other procedures, such as inter-
views, classroom observations, and analysis of stu-
dent work samples, help to describe the student’s
current skill levels. An academic assessment should
identify global areas of need for further assessment
and indicate the more severe problem areas.

What Are the Student’s Levels of Intellectual
Performance and Adaptive Bebavior?

These two areas are assessed to determine general
aptitude for learning. Intellectual functioning
involves a composite of skills related to thinking,
problem solving, and general academic aptitude.
Adaptive behavior involves the ability to cope

with environments other than the school class-
room. Included are self-help, communication, and
social and interpersonal skills. Normative data are
needed in each area. The team must determine
how students perform in comparison with their
peers and whether that performance falls within
average ranges. This information must be related
to academic and other performance data before
final judgments are made.

Norm-referenced tests, administered indi-
vidually, provide information about intellectual
performance. Both formal and informal proce-
dures are appropriate for assessing adaptive
behavior skills. Parents, teachers, and others
familiar with the student may be interviewed or
asked to complete adaptive behavior rating
scales. School and home observations and exami-
nation of cultural practices contribute to a clearer
understanding of the student’s mastery of func-
tional skills. Results of these assessments indicate
whether students are markedly different from
peers in global cognitive skills and adaptive
behavior. This information is useful in making
decisions about the presence of mild disabilities
and in designing the IEP.

What Are the Student’s Levels of Development
of Specific Learning Abilities and Learning
Strategies?

Specific learning abilities are generally considered
to underlie academic skills and other areas of
development. Examples are specific abilities such
as attention, perception, and memory. Learning
strategies, in contrast, relate to the ways in which
students use their learning abilities in the com-
pletion of school tasks. Students with learning
disabilities often experience difficulty not only in
one or more specific abilities but also in strategies
for learning.

There are several formal procedures for the
evaluation of specific learning abilities. These
include both norm-referenced tests and standard-
ized rating forms for teachers. Learning strategies,
in contrast, are typically studied with less formal
measures and procedures. Examples are observa-
tions, checklists and rating scales, and interviews
of teachers and students themselves. Results of
these assessments are used to determine whether



students have significant problems in specific
learning abilities or strategies. This information
may shed light on problems the student is
encountering in academic and behavioral areas; it
is also necessary for documentation of the disabil-
ity of learning disabilities.

What Is the Status of Classroom Behavior
and Social-Emotional Development?

To answer this question, the team assesses the stu-
dent’s classroom behavior, including conduct
problems, interactions with teachers and peers,
and the influences of the physical and instruc-
tional environments on the student’s ability to
meet expectations. Of interest is whether the stu-
dent currently has the necessary social and behav-
ioral skills to engage in learning activities in a
general education classroom setting.

Many types of procedures are used in the
assessment of behavioral status. For example,
results of norm-referenced rating scales completed
by parents, teachers, and others are used to iden-
tify which behaviors at school and in other envi-
ronments are considered inappropriate for the
student’s age, grade, and gender. Systematic
behavioral observations are used to study specific
behaviors; particular attention is paid to the con-
ditions under which the problem behavior occurs
and the consequences of the behavior. Other pro-
cedures include sociograms, analyzing interactions
between the student and the teacher, and examin-
ing any relationships between behavior and medi-
cal and psychological considerations. Results of
these assessments identify problems in the area
of behavior and contribute to decisions about
whether the student meets criteria for disabilities
such as emotional disturbance. In addition, infor-
mation about specific behavioral problems is use-
ful for planning intervention programs.

What Ave the Student’s Educational Needs?

Once it has been established that the student is
likely to meet the criteria for special education
services, questions about educational needs should
be considered. Two major assessment questions
are asked. The first relates to the basic school
skills: reading, mathematics, written language,
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and oral language. Students with disabilities fre-
quently have difficulties in one or more of these
areas, and their problems with skill acquisition
impede the learning of other school subjects, such
as science and history. The second major question
related to the student’s educational needs asks
about the relationship between school perfor-
mance problems and the demands of the student’s
classroom or classrooms.

What Are the Student’s Educational Needs
in Reading? Mathematics? Written and Oral
Language?

The needed information in each skill area is the
same: (a) an indication of the current level of
performance and whether achievement is below
average compared to other students; (b) specific
strengths and weaknesses; and (c) the relationship
of skills in one area to skills in other areas, such as
the influence of reading upon mathematics. Both
formal and informal devices and procedures are
needed to gather this information.

Three main areas of concern in assessment of
reading achievement are the student’s ability to
recognize or decode words, to comprehend what
is read, and to use reading as a tool to learn new
material. Formal tests provide information about
the student’s overall level of reading performance
in relation to peers; these tests also help pinpoint
skill areas that are possible strengths or potential
weaknesses for the student. These skill areas are
then studied in more detail using informal pro-
cedures such as criterion-referenced tests, infor-
mal reading inventories, teacher-made checklists,
and analyses of reading errors and reading
materials.

In mathematics, the areas of concern in the
assessment of educational needs are computation,
problem solving, and application skills. Like
reading, both formal and informal techniques are
used. For example, assessment may begin with a
diagnostic mathematics test. Informal procedures
such as classroom observations and analyses of
student work samples are then used to gather
additional information about areas of need.

Spelling, handwriting, and composition skills
are the major concerns in the study of written lan-
guage. Assessment often begins with a broad-based
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test of writing skills that includes collection of a
student-writing sample. Rating scales may be
used to evaluate handwriting, formal tests to eval-
uate spelling skills, and informal procedures to
gain more information about the student’s ability
to write connected text. As with other academic
skills, both formal and informal procedures con-
tribute to the team’s understanding of the stu-
dent’s educational needs.

In oral language, the major areas to be assessed
relate to the student’s ability to understand and
express the four dimensions of oral language:
phonology, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics.
These dimensions are concerned with the sound
system of language, language rules, the meaning-
ful aspects of language, and the use of language for
communication. Also of interest with regard to
students who speak languages other than English
is their proficiency in English and in the other
language spoken. Again, both formal and informal
measures are used in the assessment of educational
needs. In many cases, assessment duties in oral
language are shared with speech-language pathol-
ogists and bilingual educators.

The outcome of the assessment of educational
needs is a clear statement about the student’s lev-
els of performance, strengths, and weaknesses in
each important area. When reviewing results, it is
important to examine how task demands influ-
ence performance. For example, a student might
do well in written computation but have diffi-
culty with mental computation. The learning
strategies of the student become more apparent
when performance varies based on the characteris-
tics of the task.

It is also important to ask how problems in
one area might influence performance in another
area. For example, poor oral reading skills might
be related to poor spelling skills. Relationships
such as this may suggest a common underlying
factor and lead to a plan for an instructional
intervention.

The results of academic assessments should
be considered in relation to the results of assess-
ment for specific disabilities. Information about
the student’s general aptitude for learning, spe-
cific learning abilities and strategies, and class-
room behavior and social-emotional development
may aid the analysis of his or her educational

needs, thereby facilitating the program planning
process. For example, classroom conduct prob-
lems interfere with all types of learning, and
interventions for students with these needs may
focus on different skills than interventions for stu-
dents whose difficulties are primarily academic.
The educational plan for a student who does not
complete assignments despite having the neces-
sary skills, for instance, might address work com-
pletion first, rather than acquisition of new skills.
Medical, social, and cultural factors may also
affect student performance. Among the medical
considerations are the student’s general health sta-
tus, vision, hearing, and motor development.
Important social factors may include characteristics
of the family constellation (e.g., primary caregivers
in the home, the number and age of siblings),
emphasis on literacy at home, and provisions for
doing homework. Cultural factors include linguis-
tic differences, forms of communication, and cul-
tural perceptions of the value of school learning.

What Is the Relationship of Learning
Problems to Classroom Demands?

To obtain a clear picture of educational needs, the
student’s current school performance must be
considered within the context of classroom
demands: the physical environment of the class-
room and the tasks, methods, and materials used
in instruction. Task analysis is a useful technique
to determine what aspects of a learning task are
creating difficulty for the student. If the student
lacks prerequisite skills, these can become part of
instruction. Sometimes it is also necessary to
modify the task itself; for example, allowing stu-
dents to answer questions orally rather than in
writing may dramatically improve their perfor-
mance on a science test.

The classroom learning environment can be
studied through observations, interviews, and
analysis of instructional materials. Possible ques-
tions the assessment team might ask are:

1. What are the features of instructional materi-
als? What prerequisite skills are required?
What objectives do the materials address? Is
the pace of instruction appropriate? Is the
format clear? Do these materials match the
learning needs of the student?



2. What instructional procedures are used by
the teacher? Does the teacher use modeling,
prompting, and reinforcement? Are the
methods of instruction appropriate for the
needs of the student?

3. Are the physical surroundings (lighting,
heating, work space, noise level) conducive
to learning? Will the physical environment
facilitate the student’s learning rather than
impede it?

Poor student performance in one or more skill
areas may be directly related to inappropriate
classroom conditions. If this is the case, then the
problem lies with the environment, not with the
student. Environmental modifications become a
priority, and these data can guide the changes.

The assessment team can make better deci-
sions when planning the instructional program by
noting interrelationships between the different
types of information gathered and integrating the
findings of the various members of the assessment
team. This helps to put the results of the assess-
ment in context. For example, although poor
vision may partially explain a reading disability,
both corrective lenses and an instructional pro-
gram in reading may be necessary. Or a problem
in academic achievement may be considered less
extreme if the student’s general ability to learn is
low, if he or she is inattentive in class, if the tasks
in the classroom have an inappropriate response
requirement, or if the student has a hearing loss.
Noting interrelationships produces a clearer
understanding of the student’s educational needs.

What Educational Program Is Required
to Meet Those Needs?

The team of concerned professionals and the stu-
dent’s parents (as well as the student in some cases)
is now ready to develop an educational plan. For
students with disabilities, there are several areas to
consider. Requirements for the IEP, spelled out in
federal laws such as IDEA 2004, form the basis for
this group of assessment questions.

What Are the Annual Goals?

The first step in development of the plan is
a description of the student’s most pressing
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educational needs and identification of priority
goals. First, the student’s current levels of perfor-
mance in important areas are described. Second, the
team determines which problems identified in the
assessment process constitute the most important
educational needs. To do this, it is necessary to con-
sider the student’s age and grade in school, the con-
cerns and priorities of the parents and those of the
student, and the family’s culture and value system.
For example, if a junior in high school is concerned
about preparing for a career, instruction in basic
phonics skills may not be considered as important
as learning to read job-related vocabulary words.

Next, the team sets annual goals for the stu-
dent. These goals shape the direction of the stu-
dent’s program and become the guidelines for
evaluation of its effectiveness. In the language of
IDEA 2004, the IEP must contain “a statement of
measurable annual goals, including academic and
functional goals” (IDEA 2004, §614(d)(i)ID)).
Benchmarks or short-term objectives may then be
identified for each goal. Although no longer
required by federal law, these objectives represent
the intermediate steps the student must complete
to reach the annual goals; as such, they guide teach-
ers and others responsible for implementing the
program.

What Special Factors Must Be Considered?

In developing the educational plan, the team
must consider several special factors when identi-
tying goals and making decisions about services.
These factors are:

e The needs of students with behavioral prob-
lems, including the need for positive behavio-
ral interventions and supports;

e The language needs of students with limited
proficiency in English;

* The need for instruction in Braille for students
who are blind or visually impaired;

¢ The communication needs of all students, includ-
ing those who are deaf or hard of hearing; and

e The need for assistive technology devices and
services for all students.

These factors focus on important dimensions,
although it is unlikely that all will apply to any
one individual.
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What Types of Special Education and Related
Services Are Needed?

The next step involves making decisions about
the special education and related services needed
to implement the educational program. A range
of special education services is available, depend-
ing on the severity of the student’s needs. These
services include full-time placement in a special
classroom, part-time services outside the general
education classroom from a resource or itinerant
teacher, and instruction provided in the general
education classrooms by special education person-
nel. The last two options are the most common
because the majority of students with disabilities
spend at least part of the school day in the general
education environment.

Related services are other types of services
required by the student in order to benefit from
special education. Included in this category are
speech-language pathology and audiology services,
physical and occupational therapy, social work
services, and counseling.

What Types of Supplementary Aids, Services,
Modifications, and Supports Are Needed?

Federal special education law requires that the
IEP specify the ways in which the educational
environment is to be modified to support the par-
ticipation of the student with disabilities. The
intent is to make the educational environment,
including the general education classroom, more
accessible to students with disabilities. Supple-
mentary aids and services are defined as “aids, ser-
vices, and other supports that are provided in
regular education classes, other education-related
settings, and in extracurricular and nonacademic
settings to enable children with disabilities to be
educated with nondisabled children to the maxi-
mum extent appropriate” IDEA 2004 Final Reg-
ulations, §300.42).

Thus, the team must consider how best to
include the student in the general education
program and develop strategies to make that
inclusion successful. Examples of some of the
types of supports that might be provided are
consultation to the general education teacher,
special learning materials, in-class instruction
delivered by special education personnel, and

modification of assignments or tests by the class-
room teacher.

What Types of Accommodations
Are Needed for Testing?

IDEA 2004 requires that students with disabili-
ties participate in state and district assessments
of academic achievement administered to general
education students. In developing the IEP, the
team decides what types of modifications are
needed, if any, in the administration of these tests.
The team can also determine that these assess-
ments are not appropriate for a particular student;
in that case, an alternative assessment procedure
must be described.

What Transition Services Are Needed?

According to IDEA 2004, transition services are
“a coordinated set of activities for a child with a
disability that is designed to be within a results-
oriented process, to facilitate movement
from school to post-school activities” (§602(34)
(A)). When the student reaches the age of 16,
the IEP must contain appropriate postsecondary
goals and a description of the transition services
needed to attain those goals. The types of ser-
vices to be provided may include “(i) Instruc-
tion; (ii) Related services; (iii) Community
experiences; (iv) The development of employ-
ment and other post-school adult living objec-
tives; and (v) If appropriate, acquisition of daily
living skills and provision of a functional voca-
tional evaluation” (IDEA 2004 Final Regula-
tions, §300.43(a)(2)).

How Effective Is the Educational Program?

Once the IEP is implemented, its evaluation
begins. The question here concerns the effective-
ness of the educational program. Teachers and
others responsible for implementation collect data
as they provide services. At periodic intervals,
parents receive progress reports, and the IEP is
reviewed most typically on an annual basis. Every
few years, the student’s need for special education
services is reconsidered. All of these actions
require assessment information, and all are
directed toward one goal—modification of the



program, if necessary. Three assessment questions
relate to the evaluation process.

Is the Student Making Adequate Progress
in the Educational Program?

Assessment of the student’s progress begins when
instruction begins. Teachers observe the student
during instruction, analyze the responses the stu-
dent makes, and evaluate performance on class-
room learning tasks, assignments, and tests. These
data are collected to gauge the effectiveness of
instructional strategies. If the student is not pro-
gressing at the expected rate, the instructional
approach must be modified.

The IEP for each student contains not only
annual goals but also a plan for measuring prog-
ress toward those goals. The assessment proce-
dures outlined in that plan may be limited to the
curriculum-based measures most often used by
teachers or may include other more formal meas-
ures. In any event, teachers must inform parents
of their child’s progress on a regular basis. IDEA
2004 requires that parents receive progress reports
at least as often as report cards are issued for gen-
eral education students.

How Does the Educational Program
Need to Be Modified?

Under current law, the IEP team must evaluate
the educational plan at least once each year and
modify it as needed. Prior to the IEP meeting,
assessment information is collected in order to
describe the student’s current level of performance
in each annual goal area. The team reviews the
student’s progress and discusses the effectiveness
of the instructional program. Then a decision is
made about whether the program should continue
and, if so, how it should be modified. Typical
modifications are a revised set of annual goals and
changes in the types of services and supports
provided.

Does the Student Continue to Require
Special Education Services?

Every 3 years, or more often if necessary, the stu-
dent’s eligibility for special education services
must be reevaluated. This process may require the
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collection of assessment data about the student’s
disability if the team believes such information is
necessary. The purpose of this evaluation is to
ensure that special education services are not pro-
vided when they are no longer needed—and that
students who continue to require assistance from
special education will receive that assistance.

In this textbook, students with mild disabili-
ties are the focus, although both formal and infor-
mal assessment procedures and strategies can be
used with all students. The assessment process is
implemented by a team of professionals, with the
special educator playing a central role. Educational
assessment questions are used to structure this
process (as well as this textbook). That is, they
guide the choice of assessment procedures and the
ultimate use of the information that is gathered.

Assessment in Action

Meet Sandy

Sandy is 10 years old and in the fifth grade. She
was referred for special education because of
poor academic performance throughout her
school years. Sandy is in your classroom, and
you have identified that she has problems proc-
essing information and paying attention to direc-
tions. You have attempted prereferral strategies
in the classroom, and she still exhibits difficul-
ties. Sandy’s mother has left you a message
with questions regarding the evaluation process,
including the paperwork and her legal rights.
Sandy is also bilingual. Her mother has
requested involvement of an interpreter or a
bilingual professional in Spanish.

What information do you provide Sandy’s
mother?

What other individuals should be involved in
the discussion?

What are Sandy’s rights?

Sandy’s family should be informed of their
rights in writing and in their native language.
Sandy’s mother should be informed about safe-
guards that will be used during the evaluation
process. Furthermore, all participants in the
evaluation of Sandy should be actively involved
in the process. Participants include the psychol-
ogist, the social worker, occupational and
speech therapists, as well as special education
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and inclusion teachers. Teachers should list pre-
referral strategies used in the classroom. More
input should also be obtained from Sandy.

Sandy has the right to a free, appropriate
public education in the least restrictive
environment based on a nondiscriminatory
assessment. The informal and formal assess-
ment tools should be written in her native
language. They should be administered by
properly trained administrators, and the instru-
ments should be standardized for the purpose
for which they are being used. Any variation in
the standardization procedures should be
noted and described in the evaluation report.
Her family members should have a voice in
the decision-making process. Sandy is enti-
tled to due process and to protections under
the law that will provide her an individualized
education based on her needs.

Multicultural Considerations

Multicultural considerations and discriminatory
practices have shaped and continue to shape the
field of special education in relation to changes in
the law. Cases have changed the rules regarding
special education services, and specific aspects of
assessment are addressed within these laws. Stu-
dents should be tested in their native and primary
language. The parents should also be informed of

SUMMARY

As you reflect on this chapter and the impact that prac-
tice and application has on learning, consider the follow-
ing main points:

e Assessment is a systematic process for gathering
information about the educational needs of children
and adolescents with disabilities. Special education
assessment is the assessment of students to deter-
mine strengths and needs. In addition, it is used to
determine student eligibility for services, strategies
to support students and families, and progress with
respect to goals.

¢ In the past, assessments were created to meet a vari-
ety of needs, including the screening of students in

their rights and are provided interpretation of test
results in their native language. Cultural rules are
provided in the laws so that students are given
every opportunity to succeed. These considera-
tions include bias-free testing and placement.

Researchers have supported the use of prere-
ferral of students in need of special education
services to reduce overidentification and under-
identification of students who are culturally or
linguistically diverse (Nelson, Smith, Taylor,
Dodd, & Reavis, 1991; Sullivan, 2011). Impor-
tant considerations during the prereferral process
include carefully choosing the individuals on the
prereferral team and addressing proactively differ-
ences in language that can affect communication
and collaboration. Also, learning styles must be
considered, as well as concepts of time (impor-
tance of being exactly on time) and cooperation
(working in groups versus competition) during
the process (Dodd, Nelson, & Spint, 1995).

Standardized tests are also flawed when eval-
uating students who are culturally and linguisti-
cally diverse. Many of these tests do not provide
fair opportunities for the students who speak a
language other than English. Using performance-
based, curriculum-based, and dynamic assessment
could increase the validity of the assessment proc-
ess (Salend, Garrick-Duhaney, & Montgomery,
2002; National Joint Committee on Learning
Disabilities, 2010).

public schools and the evaluation of military person-
nel and potential employees. Today, assessment
focuses on educationally relevant information so that
an appropriate individualized education program
can be developed, implemented, and monitored.

¢ The main purposes of assessment are directly related
to the steps in the special education assessment
process: identification and referral, determination of
eligibility, program planning, and program imple-
mentation and evaluation.

e Special education assessment techniques may utilize

formal and informal strategies. Both strategies are
employed in all phases of assessment, although



formal strategies are often considered more useful
for gathering information for eligibility decisions
and informal strategies more useful for classroom
instructional decisions.

A 504 plan is different from an IEP because a 504
plan is not special education, whereas an IEP is spe-
cial education. When a student qualifies for a 504
plan, accommodations are made in the classroom.
This plan is required under civil rights law. The stu-
dent does not meet a special education classification
but requires accommodations.

The collaboration team involved in special educa-
tion assessment may be composed of the student’s
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parents and professionals representing general edu-
cation, special education, psychology, speech and
language disorders, medicine, and other areas as
needed. Each team member gathers data about the
student and interprets it from his or her perspective,
sharing it with others on the team.

A framework for special education involves the use
of a systematic structure to guide the process of col-
lecting data, analyzing results, and making impor-
tant educational decisions. This framework could
include the identification and referral, determina-
tion of eligibility, program planning, and program
implementation and monitoring.



The Assessment Process

LEARNING OUTCOMES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

* Name and describe two main types of decisions made by special educators
in the assessment process.

e Name and describe the four main steps in the assessment process.

* Provide examples of three identification and referral stages special educators
use in special education assessment.

» Define the individualized assessment plan professionals use in discussion
regarding determination of eligibility.

e Discuss elements of the IEP professionals use in program planning.

* Provide definitions of two monitoring techniques in program
implementation and monitoring.

KEY TERMS

individualized education program (IEP)  curriculum-based assessments

due process curriculum-based measurement (CBM)
individualized assessment plan (IAP) response to intervention (RTI)

least restrictive environment (LRE)
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mation needed to make important decisions about students’ educational pro-

grams. The types and number of assessment procedures vary at different stages in
that process because the reasons for gathering data are different. This chapter text
describes the entire assessment sequence, beginning with identification of possible
learning problems and ending with the monitoring and evaluation of special educa-
tion services. First, however, it is useful to describe the types of decisions that educa-
tional teams must make and the ways in which these decisions influence the collection
of assessment data.

f ; pecial education assessment is a systematic process designed to gather the infor-

Assessment in Action
William and the Challenges of Second Grade

William is a 7-year-old student in the second grade. His teacher, Ms. Trapp, is
concerned about his behavior in school and his achievement. On the group tests
administered to all students, William scored in the average range in reading but
experienced difficulty with mathematics. He has trouble remembering number facts
from one day to the next and often becomes confused when trying to solve a
computational problem. William’s classroom behavior is also a concern. He doesn’t
seem to attend to directions and is often disruptive when he is supposed to be
working independently. His assignments, both in-class and homework, are rarely
completed.

Ms. Trapp is an experienced teacher who is familiar with the signs of learning
problems in young children. She is worried about William and seeks help from
the student study team at her school. She collects response to intervention data
and tries various instructional interventions. She uses manipulatives, peer tutors,
and additional resources for home use prior to lessons (i.e., outlines, notes, and
additional manipulatives). While examining the academic and environmental
demands in the classroom, she decides to slow the pace of William’s lessons and
add more visual cues and prompts. She also tells William that he’ll be able to visit
the classroom computer center only if he completes all of his work and is less
disruptive. Ms. Trapp carefully observes William to see if changes occur but sees
only minimal improvements in his behavior.

William’s mother is also concerned about his school problems and his behavior
at home. It upsets her that he doesn’t listen and won’t do what he’s told to do.
She’s tried to help him with his schoolwork at home, but he refuses to work on
assignments and study his math facts. William’s mother wonders if there is
something wrong with him. When Ms. Trapp talks with William’s mother, they
agree that further study of William’s school problems is needed. Ms. Trapp refers
William for assessment.

TYPES OF DECISIONS

Special education assessment provides the information needed to make two types of
decisions: legal decisions and instructional decisions. These decisions differ in several
important ways.

29
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Legal Decisions

The determination of eligibility for special ser-
vices and the reevaluation of eligibility are essen-
tially legal decisions. These decisions concern the
person who will receive special education services.
Their purpose is to determine whether individual
students meet the legal requirements for one or
more disabilities to allow allocation of special
education funds, resources, and personnel.

Federal special education laws such as IDEA
2004 specify two major eligibility criteria: The
student must be determined to have a disability,
and that disability must have an adverse effect on
the student’s educational performance. These cri-
teria guide the assessment process by indicating
the essential information needed. Federal laws
and state regulations also define each disability.
However, federal definitions tend to be general
descriptions of conditions, as can be seen in
Table 1-1 in Chapter 1. State guidelines may pro-
vide more specificity, although they usually do
not mandate particular assessment procedures. In
most cases, these decisions are left to the profes-
sional judgment of team members. Considerable
expertise is needed to put legal definitions into
operation.

Legal decisions about mild disabilities require
the contributions of several team members,
including parents, general and special educators,

school psychologists, speech-language patholo-
gists, and school nurses. Other professionals—
such as physicians, adaptive physical education
teachers, school social workers, and assistive tech-
nology specialists—participate when necessary.

In making decisions about the existence of
mild disabilities, most states require assessment
information about three areas of functioning:
(1) general intellectual performance, (2) educa-
tional performance, and (3) performance related
to specific disabilities. Table 2—1 compares the
general criteria for the various mild disabilities in
these three areas. Note that the terms behavioral
disorder is used instead of emotional disturbance
and intellectual disability instead of mental retarda-
tion; the latter terms are legal terms not favored
by educators.

General intellectual performance is assessed
in all mild disabilities. It is assessed by individual
tests of intelligence and, in cases where intellec-
tual disability is suspected, measures of adaptive
behavior. Intellectual disability is indicated when
performance falls within the below-average range.
In other mild disabilities, the opposite is true.
Intellectual performance must be at least average.

Educational performance is also a concern
for all mild disabilities (Zentall & Beike, 2012).
In intellectual disability, the pattern is typically
poor performance in most or all areas. In
contrast, other mild disabilities require low or

TABLE 2-1
Comparison of Eligibility Criteria
GENERAL
INTELLECTUAL EDUCATIONAL
DISABILITY FUNCTIONING PERFORMANCE INDEX OF DISABILITY

Intellectual Disability ~ Below average

Learning Disability Average or above

Behavioral Disorder Average or above

Attention-Deficit/
Hyperactivity
Disorder (OHI)

Average or above

Below average in most areas

Low or below average in at
least one area

Low or below average in at
least one area

Low or below average in at
least one area

Low or below average in adaptive
behavior and most other areas

Low or below average in at least
one specific learning ability or
learning strategy

Low or below average in at least
one area of behavior

Low or below average in
attention, activity level, or both




below-average performance in only one area.
However, it is not uncommon for older students
with learning disabilities, behavioral disorders,
and other health impaired (OHI) disorders to
show poor performance in several school skills.

The third major area of concern, the index of
disability, differs across the four mild disabilities.
Intellectual disability is a comprehensive disabil-
ity affecting school skills, adaptive behavior, and
most other areas of functioning. Learning disabil-
ities are indicated when students have deficits in
one or more specific learning abilities or learning
strategies, despite adequate general intellectual
performance. Both behavioral disorders and
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorders require
evidence of specific types of behavioral problems.
Like learning disabilities, these disabilities occur
despite adequate intellectual performance.

Eligibility decisions rely heavily on results of
norm-referenced measures such as standardized
tests. These instruments provide information that
allows the team to compare a student’s perfor-
mance with that of other students. For example,
results of academic achievement measures may
indicate that the student’s school performance is
sufficiently different from that of age or grade
peers to warrant considering it to be a problem.
Salvia, Ysseldyke, and Bolt (2006) maintain that
norm-referenced tools could provide data that
could protect students from inappropriate labe-
ling, if used correctly. Guidelines for interpreting
standardized test results for eligibility decisions
are presented in Chapter 4.

Informal assessment procedures also play a
role in legal decisions. Checklists, interviews,
rating scales, observations, portfolios, criterion-
referenced tests, and other informal measures are
used to confirm the results of norm-referenced
tests and to provide information not available
from standardized measures. The team approach
to making legal decisions helps to ensure that all
important areas of functioning are considered and
that the assessment procedures selected are the
most appropriate for the task at hand.
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Instructional Decisions

Planning, monitoring, and evaluating the stu-
dent’s special education program require instruc-
tional decisions. In fact, once a student has been
found eligible for special education services, the
majority of decisions to be made are instructional
rather than legal. The major concerns are the con-
tent of the student’s curriculum (i.e., what to
teach), the instructional methods used to imple-
ment the curriculum (i.e., how to teach), and the
overall effectiveness of the instructional program.

The first step is preparation of an individual-
ized education program, or IEP, for the student.
Results of the eligibility assessment are reviewed,
and additional information is gathered as needed.
The student’s current levels of performance in
important skill areas then serve as a basis for iden-
tifying annual goals and short-term objectives,
selecting appropriate services and curricular mod-
ifications for the student, and planning strategies
for evaluation of the individualized program.

Once the IEP is implemented, the teacher
and other professionals responsible for delivering
educational services continue to make instruc-
tional decisions. These decisions are an integral
part of the teaching process; data collection is
ongoing, and instructional decisions are made on
a regular and frequent basis. Instruction takes
place, the teacher gathers data on the student’s
response to instruction, and modifications are
made based on the student’s progress. This cycle
is repeated continuously as the teacher monitors
the effects of the intervention.

More formal evaluations of the instructional
effort also take place. Several times during the
school year, the teacher communicates with the
student’s parents about progress toward the annual
goals specified in the IEP. This typically occurs
when report cards are prepared for all students in
the school. In present practice, the entire IEP is
reviewed at least once each year by the student’s
parents and teachers. Progress toward the stu-
dent’s goals is reported, the effectiveness of the
educational program is discussed, and a new plan
is developed for the coming year. Instructional
decisions require specific information about the
student’s performance in relation to the classroom
program. Because of this requirement, informal
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assessment strategies are more useful than formal
measures. Although standardized test results may
help the assessment team identify areas of strength
and weakness for the IEP, these measures are not
designed for frequent assessment of progress
toward specific instructional goals. Informal tech-
niques such as observation, informal inventories,
portfolios, and criterion-referenced tests are more
appropriate.

STEPS IN THE ASSESSMENT PROCESS

Table 2-2 presents the steps in the assessment
process. There are four main phases in assessment:
identification and referral; determination of eligi-
bility; program planning; and program imple-
mentation and evaluation. Each phase is made up
of several steps, and the overall sequence parallels
the purposes of assessment, the types of educa-
tional decisions to be made, and the assessment
questions introduced in Chapter 1.

Two major factors influence the steps in
assessment: (1) special education laws and regula-
tions at the national, state, and local levels and
(2) professional beliefs about preferred assessment
practices. IDEA 2004 and its predecessors guaran-
tee free, appropriate, public education to all stu-
dents with disabilities. This guarantee requires
that all students with possible disabilities be iden-
tified and, if appropriate, assessed. Accompanying
this guarantee are strict guidelines for the ways in

TABLE 2-2
Steps in Educational Assessment

Identification and Referral

e Screening and teacher identification of students
with school problems

e Prereferral intervention strategies
e Referral and notification of parents
Determination of Eligibility

e Design of the individualized assessment
plan (IAP)

e Parental permission for assessment

¢ Administration, scoring, and interpretation of
assessment procedures

e Reporting results
e Decisions about eligibility
Program Planning

e Design of the individualized education
program (IEP)

e Parental agreement to the IEP
Program Implementation and Evaluation
e Implementation of the IEP
¢ Ongoing monitoring of student progress
* Annual review of the IEP

e Periodic reevaluation of eligibility

which assessments must be carried out. Students
and their parents are protected by legal require-
ments for due process, procedural safeguards, non-
discriminatory assessment, placement in the least
restrictive educational environment, confidential-
ity of information, and development and regular
monitoring of the IEP. States must conform to
these regulations to receive federal aid for special
education services.

Due process procedures are designed to safe-
guard the rights of students with disabilities and
their parents (O’Halloran, 2008). This legal
requirement has been described as a practice that
balances fairness for both families and educational
professionals in the outcome of special education
assessment (Turnbull, Strickland, & Brantley,
1982). Due process provides protection to the con-
sumers of the assessment process—for example, by
requiring that parents give their consent before
their child is assessed.



Although laws and regulations provide the
general structure for assessment, specific proce-
dures must be developed at the state and local lev-
els. For example, there is considerable variation
among states in the terminology used to identify
the different disabilities; within states, there are
differences in the forms that local districts develop
to document referrals, parental consent for assess-
ment, and IEPs. This flexibility allows profes-
sionals to consider local needs and act upon their
beliefs about preferred practices in assessment.

IDENTIFICATION AND REFERRAL

The first phase in the assessment process is the
identification of students with possible disabili-
ties. This phase involves the largest number of
students. However, identification does not neces-
sarily result in referral for special education assess-
ment. In some cases, students are referred for
consideration for other types of services, such as
bilingual education. In others, school problems
are resolved through classroom interventions dur-
ing the prereferral stage. When problems persist
despite such efforts, students may be referred
for assessment to determine their eligibility for
special education.

Screening and Teacher 1dentification

According to federal special education laws, state
education agencies are responsible for “child
find,” that is, the identification, location, and
evaluation of all students with disabilities. States
use several types of child find strategies, includ-
ing mass media information campaigns, in an
attempt to make the general public more aware of
the needs of individuals with disabilities. These
campaigns stress the signs and symptoms of disa-
bilities as well as the availability of services within
the state or a particular region.

School districts and other educational agen-
cies also participate in child find activities.
Screening procedures are used to gather informa-
tion about large groups of students to identify
those in need of more in-depth assessment. Teach-
ers and other staff members are alerted to signs of
various disabilities as well as the prereferral and
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referral processes. Teachers may be asked to com-
plete checklists or rating forms for each of their
students to help identify those with potential
problems. School records may be examined to
locate students with poor report card grades or
low performance on group achievement tests.

Anyone within the community may identify
a child with a possible disability. In the preschool
years, parents often bring their child to the atten-
tion of education professionals. Once the child has
entered the elementary grades, it is typically the
general education teacher who first notices a
potential problem. This is particularly true for
mild disabilities because these disabilities often
first become apparent when students are unable to
meet classroom academic and behavioral expecta-
tions. When teachers identify students with prob-
lems in school, the first step is not referral.
Instead, prereferral strategies are used in an
attempt to ameliorate the problem.

Prereferral Strategies

General education teachers are expected to make
modifications in a student’s instructional pro-
gram before beginning formal procedures for
referring that student for special education assess-
ment. The purpose of this prereferral interven-
tion stage is twofold. First, many students who
experience minor or transitory learning and
behavior problems can be helped to succeed by
relatively simple adaptations of the standard cur-
riculum, of instructional procedures, or of the
behavior management program within the gen-
eral education classroom. Also, there may be
resources within the school, in addition to special
education, that can assist the student; examples
are peer tutoring programs and bilingual educa-
tion. Second, when prereferral strategies are not
effective in improving the student’s performance,
the information gathered during this stage pro-
vides direction for the special education team in
its decisions about eligibility, intervention strat-
egies, and placement options.

In many schools, the prereferral intervention
stage is coordinated by a team of professionals
(e.g., a child study or student assistance team) that
includes general educators as well as special educa-
tors. A teacher with a student who is experiencing
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difficulty in school may ask the team for assistance
in identifying strategies for modifying the class-
room learning environment to improve the stu-
dent’s chances for success. Prereferral strategies can
take many forms: conferences with students and
parents, review of school records and results of
medical screenings, changes in instruction, intro-
duction of learning aids, and modifications of the
classroom behavior management system. Check-
lists such as this are used to document the adapta-
tions made in general education so that their
effectiveness can be evaluated.

When prereferral interventions do not bring
about desired changes, one option open to the
team is referral for special education assessment.
The team or the student’s classroom teacher may
institute the referral. Others interested in the stu-
dent’s welfare can also make referrals: parents,
tutors, physicians, or even the student himself or
herself. However, general education teachers
remain the most common source of special
education referrals.

Referval and Parental Notification

Referrals are initiated when the parent, teacher, or
another professional completes a referral form.
Although forms differ from district to district,
most require the person making the referral to
describe the student’s problem, tell how long the
problem has been occurring, and discuss the types
of classroom modifications that have been intro-
duced in an attempt to solve the problem.

Once a student is formally referred for spe-
cial education assessment, a chain of events is
set in motion. School districts usually have an
individual or team that receives referrals from
schools in the district or, in the case of new
students, from other agencies or individuals. A
team forms and processes the referral by alerting
the student’s parents and by gathering all
available data.

Federal special education law requires that
parents be informed of any referral in writing.
They must also be informed whenever any testing
for possible special education program changes
will take place. Parents have the right to partici-
pate in the assessment and in subsequent deci-
sions about their child’s program. They must give

their permission for assessment and should receive
an explanation of the results and any proposed
action. They can ask for an independent evalua-
tion, inspect all school records, and request a
mediation due process hearing whenever they dis-
agree with a proposed action, such as placement
in special education.

Students with disabilities have the right to
be represented in assessment and other matters.
When no parent or guardian can be identified,
when his or her whereabouts are unknown,
or when the student is a ward of the state, the state
or local education agency can assign a surrogate par-
ent. The person chosen must be qualified to serve
the best interests of the child. He or she represents
the student in all the matters mentioned here and
cannot be employed by the school district.

DETERMINATION OF ELIGIBILITY

The eligibility determination stage of assessment
begins with careful planning. Parents are
informed of the assessment plan, and their partic-
ipation in team deliberations is encouraged.
When the assessment has been carried out, results
are reported, and team members, including the
student’s parents, make legal decisions about
eligibility for special education services.

Design of the Individualized Assessment Plan

Assessment of students with suspected disabilities
must be systematic. To ensure this, a plan of
action should be developed by the professionals
responsible for the assessment. In this text, we
call that plan an individualized assessment plan,
or IAP. Although it is not a legal requirement,
the IAP serves to individualize the assessment
process so that each student’s unique needs are
addressed. Standard sets of assessment procedures,
administered by some districts to all students
referred for special education assessment, are nei-
ther appropriate nor useful.

An TAP describes the steps in assessment and
the procedures used in each step. It should address
the reason the student was referred for assessment,
focus on areas relevant to education, and provide
information needed for decisions concerning



instructional design, placement, and other aspects
of the educational program. The three main con-
cerns are (1) the student’s skills and abilities
(including performance in the areas related to the
suspected disability), (2) the general education
curriculum and the tasks with which the student
is having difficulty, and (3) the classroom learning
environment. The IAP may also consider physi-
cal, social, and behavioral characteristics as they
relate to the student’s educational needs. For
example, a student may have a severe reading dis-
ability due in part to a vision disorder.

Chapter 1 presented a framework for special
education assessment that suggested important
assessment questions for each stage of the process.
Those questions can be used to develop the IAP.
Questions are arranged in sequential order, and
each major question is followed by a set of more
detailed questions. For example, depending on
the answers to broad questions such as “What are
the student’s levels of achievement and strengths
and weaknesses in school learning?” the team
might also ask, “What are the student’s strengths
and weaknesses in mathematics?”

IAPs include formal and/or informal assess-
ment procedures, depending on the questions
under consideration. The questions may address
any area relevant to education; examples are aca-
demic skills (e.g., reading), social-emotional con-
cerns (self-concept), and the physical environment
of the classroom (seating arrangement). The types
of information needed to answer the assessment
question often influence the choice of assessment
procedures. For example, norm-referenced tests
provide information to answer questions about
level of proficiency, but they do not describe spe-
cific skill deficits. A parent interview, rather than
a formal test, would be used to gather data about a
student’s family history and medical background.
Other criteria for the selection of appropriate
assessment procedures are described in Chapter 4.

Federal special education laws make several
specific provisions for evaluation. Before a student
receives special education services, a team of
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qualified professionals must assess the student to
determine eligibility. This team is made up of
individuals similar to those who serve on the IEP
team. According to IDEA 2004, such teams
should include:

e The student’s parents;

* A general education teacher if the student is or
may be participating in general education;

e A special education teacher;

e A representative of the educational agency who
can provide or supervise special education ser-
vices and who is knowledgeable about the gen-
eral curriculum and resources available within
the agency;

e An individual able to interpret assessment
results and their educational implications (this
individual may be one of the professionals just
listed);

e Others, as needed, with special expertise or
knowledge about the student; and

e If appropriate, the student.

The law makes clear that one of the major
purposes of the evaluation is to gather informa-
tion for program planning. IDEA 2004 also
places great emphasis on the general education
curriculum. In development of the educational
program, the team must describe how the disa-
bility affects the student’s involvement with and
progress in the general curriculum.

In designing the IAP, the evaluation team
should follow these principles:

1. Focus assessment on the education of the
student; consider noneducational factors
only as they contribute to understanding the
educational problem.

2. Plan the assessment by asking important
assessment questions, and then select proce-
dures that will gather the information needed
to answer those questions.

3. Choose assessment procedures of the highest
quality.

4. Coordinate the efforts of team members. Avoid
duplication and take advantage of the expertise
of persons with different perspectives.

5. Begin assessment in each area of interest by
surveying general performance; continue
assessment with more in-depth procedures
only if a problem is identified.
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6. Consider not only the student but also the learn-
ing tasks and the instructional environment.

7. Compare findings from different procedures
to confirm the accuracy of assessment results.
Be sure to include information about the stu-
dent’s current classroom performance in this
comparison.

Decisions about eligibility for special education
and program planning are important. These prin-
ciples help to ensure that students are assessed
accurately, fully, and fairly so that useful informa-
tion is available for decision making.

Parental Permission for Assessment

Once an assessment plan has been developed, the
student’s parents must give their permission
before the assessment can take place. Federal spe-
cial education laws require that parents be noti-
fied in writing. The notice must be given a
reasonable time before the school proposes to do
the assessment, and it must include information
about procedural safeguards, a clear explanation
of the reasons for the assessment, and a descrip-
tion of each assessment procedure to be used.

There are additional legal requirements. The
request for permission for assessment and all
related communications must be clearly written
in understandable language. When necessary, the
notice must be translated into the parents’ native
language or other mode of communication (e.g.,
Braille), unless this is not feasible. If the parents
do not use a written language for communication,
the notice must be translated orally. The educa-
tional agency must document that these proce-
dures have been followed. The goal is to ensure
that, when parents agree to the assessment, the
consent they give is an informed consent.

Administration, Scoring, and Interpretation
of Assessment Procedures

Guidelines for administration, scoring, and inter-
pretation of formal assessment procedures such as
norm-referenced tests are discussed in detail in
Chapter 5. These guidelines are supplemented by
the specific directions that appear in the manuals
that accompany published tests.

Chapter 6 describes similar procedures for
informal assessment procedures such as observa-
tions, interviews, and inventories. Although man-
uals are not available for most informal measures,
principles of good practice guide professionals in
their use of these assessment tools.

Like other aspects of the assessment process,
special education laws govern the selection and
use of assessment procedures. For example, assess-
ment devices must be technically sound, and
standardized tests must be administered by
trained professionals who follow the directions
provided by the test producer. A more complete
discussion of these legal requirements appears in
Chapter 4.

Reporting Results

When students are assessed for possible special
education services, results must be reported to
parents, whether or not the student is ultimately
found to be eligible for services. The results are
presented at a meeting of the evaluation team,
and parents are to serve as members of this team.
Parents must be clearly told if the student has
a disability and is eligible for special education
services. If so, the components of an IEP are
developed.

Federal special education laws also specify
that parents must be informed of their right to
have access to all school records concerning their
child’s identification, assessment, and placement
in special education. In some cases, parents may
wish to examine the records to better understand
the school’s basis for concern. In addition, the
school system must provide information about
where parents can obtain an independent educa-
tional evaluation, if requested.

Decisions About Eligibility

Decisions about eligibility are usually made at the
team meeting when results are reported. These
legal decisions are based on the eligibility criteria
in federal laws and regulations as well as state and
district policies. According to federal guidelines,
the team must decide whether the student has a
disability and, if so, if that disability adversely
affects school performance. The disability must be



one covered by federal law. Also, students with
school performance problems due to limited pro-
ficiency in English or lack of appropriate instruc-
tion in reading or math are not considered

disabled.

PROGRAM PLANNING

The team now turns its attention to instructional
matters and meets to develop the educational plan
for the student. Once the student’s parents have
agreed to the proposed plan, the student’s special
education program can begin.

Design of the Individualized
Education Program

The IEP meeting must take place within 30 days
of the determination that the student has a disa-
bility and is in need of special education services.
The IEP must be developed before the student
begins to receive special services and must be
implemented without any undue delay after the
meeting. Furthermore, a similar meeting must be
held regularly (most typically annually) to reex-
amine the appropriateness of the IEP and revise
it, if necessary.

The IEP team is composed of the same
members as the assessment team. Thus, the
team includes the student’s parents and the
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professionals who will provide services to the
student, such as special education teachers, gen-
eral education teachers, and others as needed.
Other required team members include a repre-
sentative of the educational agency who has
knowledge about special education, the general
curriculum, and school resources (often the
school principal or vice principal) and a person
who is knowledgeable about the interpretation
of assessment results (often the special education
teacher or school psychologist). Students them-
selves may serve as members of the IEP team,
when appropriate.

Schools must take steps to encourage parents
to attend IEP meetings and participate in the
development of their child’s IEP.

1. Parents must be notified early enough in
advance of the meeting that they have an
opportunity to attend.

2. Parents must be informed of the purpose of
the meeting, its time and location, and the
persons who will attend.

3. Meetings must be scheduled at a mutually
agreed-upon time and place.

4. When parents cannot attend, the school
must use other means of communication to
ensure parental participation (e.g., individ-
ual and conference telephone calls).

5. An IEP meeting may be held without the
student’s parents if the parents choose not to
attend. In this case, the school must keep
detailed records of all attempts to communi-
cate with the parents and any responses.

6. At the meeting, every effort must be made to
ensure that parents understand the proceed-
ings. This may involve the use of interpreters
for parents who are deaf or those who speak
languages other than English.

7. Parents must receive a copy of their child’s
IEP at no cost.

Professionals and parents make decisions
about the student’s educational program based on
the data gathered in the assessment. Many types
of assessment data are needed to develop the com-
ponents of the IEP. In fact, the full array of
educational assessment procedures described in
Chapter 1 may be used to make these instructional
decisions.
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TABLE 2-3
IEP Requirements

Content of the IEP (§300.320(a))

(@) General. As used in this part, the term individualized education program or IEP means a written statement for
each child with a disability that is developed, reviewed, and revised in a meeting in accordance with
§8300.320 through 300.324, and that must include—

(1)

(2)

3)

“D

5)

©6)

)

A statement of the child’s present levels of educational achievement and functional performance,

including—

(i) How the child’s disability affects the child’s involvement and progress in the general curriculum
(i.e., the same curriculum as for nondisabled children); or

(ii) For preschool children, as appropriate, how the disability affects the child’s participation in
appropriate activities;

(i) A statement of measurable annual goals, including academic and functional goals designed to—

(A) Meet the child’s needs that result from the child’s disability to enable the child to be involved
in and make progress in the general education curriculum; and

(B) Meet each of the child’s other educational needs that result from the child’s disability;

(ii) For children with disabilities who take alternate assessments aligned to alternate achievement
standards, a description of benchmarks or short-term objectives;

A description of—

(i) How the child’s progress toward meeting the annual goals described in paragraph (2) of this section
will be measured; and

(i) When periodic reports on the progress the child is making toward meeting the annual goals (such as
through the use of quarterly or other periodic reports, concurrent with the issuance of report cards)
will be provided;

A statement of the special education and related services and supplementary aids and services, based on
peer-reviewed research to the extent practicable, to be provided to the child, or on behalf of the child,
and a statement of the program modifications or supports for school personnel that will be provided to

enable the child—
(i)  To advance appropriately toward attaining the annual goals;

(ii) To be involved in and make progress in the general curriculum . . . and to participate in
extracurricular and other nonacademic activities; and

(iii) To be educated and participate with other children with disabilities and nondisabled children in the
activities described in this section;

An explanation of the extent, if any, to which the child will not participate with nondisabled children in
the regular class and in the activities described paragraph (a)(4) of this section;

(i) A statement of any individual appropriate accommodations that are necessary to measure the academic
achievement and functional performance of the child on State and districtwide assessments. . . .

(ii) If the IEP Team determines that the child shall take an alternate assessment on a particular State or
districtwide assessment of student achievement, a statement of why—

(A) The child cannot participate in the regular assessment; and
(B) The particular alternate assessment selected is appropriate for the child; and

The projected date for the beginning of the services and modifications described in paragraph (a)(4)
of this section, and the anticipated frequency, location, and duration of those services and
modifications.
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TABLE 2-3  continued

Transition (§300.320(b))

(b) Transition services. Beginning not later than the first IEP to be in effect when the child is 16, or younger if

determined appropriate by the IEP Team, and updated annually, thereafter, the IEP must include—

(1) Appropriate measurable postsecondary goals based upon age-appropriate transition assessments related
to training, education, employment, and, where appropriate, independent living skills; and

(2) the transition services (including courses of study) needed to assist the child in reaching those goals.

Consideration of Special Factors (§300.324(2))

(1) In the case of a child whose behavior impedes the child’s learning or that of others, consider the use
of positive behavioral interventions and supports, and other strategies, to address that behavior;

(i) In the case of a child with limited English proficiency, consider the language needs of the child as
such needs relate to the child’s IEP;

(iii) In the case of a child who is blind or visually impaired, provide for instruction in Braille and the use
of Braille unless the IEP Team determines, after an evaluation of the child’s reading and writing
skills, needs, and appropriate reading and writing media (including an evaluation of the child’s
future needs for instruction in Braille or the use of Braille), that instruction in Braille or the use of
Braille is not appropriate for the child,

(iv) Consider the communication needs of the child, and in the case of a child who is deaf or hard of
hearing, consider the child’s language and communication needs, opportunities for direct communi-
cations with peers and professional personnel in the child’s language and communication mode,
academic level, and full range of needs, including opportunities for direct instruction in the child’s
language and communication mode; and

(v) Consider whether the child needs assistive technology devices and services.

Source: Building the Legacy US Department of Education.

Specific guidelines govern the content of the
IEP. According to current federal laws, the IEP
must contain information about:

1. The student’s present levels of educational
achievement and functional performance;

2. Measurable annual goals;

3. Needed special education and related services,
supplementary aids and services, and pro-
gram modifications and supports;

4. The extent to which the student will not par-
ticipate with nondisabled students in the
general education classroom and other school
activities;

5. Procedures for the student’s participation in
state- or districtwide assessments of student
achievement;

6. Strategies for measuring progress toward
annual goals and informing parents of that
progress;

7. Transition services for older students; and

8. When appropriate, special factors such as
behavioral needs, language needs, instruction
in Braille, communication needs, and assis-
tive technology devices and services.

Table 2-3 presents excerpts from the Final
Regulations for IDEA 2004 that address the con-
tent of the IEP.

Although federal laws mandate the compo-
nents of the IEP, the IEP form itself is not. The
form is developed by individual school districts or
other educational agencies, causing some variation
from one locale to another.

Several components of the IEP focus on the
general education curriculum and the student’s
access to and participation in that curriculum.
In describing the student’s present levels of educa-
tional performance, the team must address the
effects of the disability on the student’s ability to
participate in the general curriculum. The team
must develop annual goals related to involvement
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and progress in the general curriculum. The team
can specify several types of services for the student,
if these are needed. These services include not only
special education and related services, but also ser-
vices and supports in the general education class-
room. In addition, the team must describe how the
student will participate in the state- or districtwide
assessments of achievement (or, if participation is
not considered appropriate, the alternative assess-
ment procedures). The IEP must identify strate-
gies for measuring the student’s progress toward
annual goals and specify a schedule for notifying
parents of that progress; that schedule must be at
least as frequent as the report card schedule for
students without disabilities. Finally, the IEP
team must explain any placement that constitutes
a removal from the general education classroom.
Although current federal laws do not require that
students with disabilities remain in the general
education classroom at all times, the IEP team
must justify any removal to another educational
setting or any action that curtails students’ ability
to participate in extracurricular activities or other
nonacademic school activities.

Placement of students with disabilities is
governed by the principle of least restrictive envi-
ronment (LRE). The IDEA 2004 Final Regula-
tions define LRE in this way:

To the maximum extent appropriate, children
with disabilities . . . are educated with children
who are nondisabled, and special classes, separate
schooling or other removal of children with dis-
abilities from the regular educational environment
occurs only when the nature or severity of the dis-
ability is such that education in regular classes
with the use of supplementary aids and services
cannot be achieved satisfactorily. (§300.114(a)(2))

These regulations also require that local edu-
cational agencies maintain a continuum of alter-
native placements for students with disabilities.
This continuum must include services provided
in conjunction with regular class placement (e.g.,
resource rooms and itinerant instruction) as well
as separate placements, such as special classes,
special schools, home instruction, and instruction
in hospitals and institutions. Although these

requirements appear somewhat contradictory,
they are not. In fact, they underscore one of the
most important assumptions underlying the pro-
vision of special education services: All decisions
about students with disabilities, including deci-
sions about placement, must be made on an indi-
vidual basis. Thus, the IEP team considers the
needs of an individual student in order to design
an educational program tailored to that student’s
unique needs.

Parental Agreement to the IEP

After parents and professionals work together to
design the student’s educational program, the
parents must give their consent before the IEP
can be implemented. Parents must approve the
provisions of the IEP, including the educational
services to be provided to the student. As with
other important decisions, parents must give
informed consent. This means that the IEP must
be explained to parents in clear, understandable
language with written or oral translations, as
needed. The school must document that this
and all other due process procedures have been
followed.

Sometimes the parents and the school do not
agree on one or more aspects of the IEP, such as the
amount of support to be provided or the place-
ment recommended for the student. In such cases,
several options are available to both parties in the
dispute. The first is voluntary mediation. In medi-
ation, the parents and the educational agency meet
with an impartial mediator in an attempt to
resolve the dispute. If the conflict is resolved, a
written mediation agreement must result.

If mediation does not end in an agreement, or
if either party does not choose to participate, the
next option is an impartial due process hearing.
At such hearings, parents have the right to be
advised by legal counsel and by persons knowl-
edgeable about students with disabilities. The
educational agency must inform the parents of
free or low-cost legal services and other relevant
services, if available in the area. An impartial
hearing officer presides over the deliberations;
that officer may not be an employee of the state or
local educational agency. At the hearing, both
parties have the right to present evidence, con-
front and cross-examine witnesses, and call their



own witnesses. Both parties must disclose evalua-
tions and recommendations they plan to present
at least 5 days prior to the hearing. A record of
the hearing, the finding of facts, and the decision
must be provided to parents at no cost.

Decisions made in impartial due process
hearings are final, unless the parents and/or school
wish to appeal to the state educational agency. The
decision made by the state is final, unless either
party wishes to take civil action. Civil actions can
be brought in a state or U.S. district court.

Federal special education laws set up time-
lines for conducting both the impartial due proc-
ess hearing and the state-level review so that
decisions are made in an expeditious manner. In
most cases, the student remains in the current
educational placement during this period, unless
the parents and the school system agree to an
alternative placement. However, there are special
procedures for placement in alternative educa-
tional settings for students charged with serious
offenses such as use of illegal drugs or carrying a
weapon to school.

Several modifications to IDEA took place in
regards to eligibility and IEPs. Students with dis-
abilities must have accessible materials. In addi-
tion, several language changes to parental consent
are included in the updated law. For example, the
phrase “reasonable efforts to obtain consent from
the parent for an initial evaluation” was added.
Language regarding “special education environ-
ment” was changed to “special class.” In addition,
stronger language was added to encourage dis-
tricts to purposefully involve family members in
the IEP meetings. Clarification language was
added in regards to transfer students. Also, a
requirement was added to inform the IEP team, if
changes were made to the IEP (Wright, 2006).

PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION
AND MONITORING

Once the student’s parents have given their con-
sent, the IEP can be implemented. The student’s
progress in the program is monitored, and the
IEP is reviewed and revised on a regular basis,
typically annually. Also, at least every 3 years, the
student’s eligibility for special education is recon-
sidered. The purpose of these evaluation strategies
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is to determine whether the student’s educational
program is effective and, if it is not, to modify the
program so that it more adequately meets the stu-
dent’s needs.

LEP Implementation and Ongoing
Monitoring of Progress

The IEP must be implemented as soon as possible
after it has been designed by the team and
approved by the student’s parents. All persons
with responsibility for delivering services must
have access to the IEP and be informed of their
specific responsibilities in its implementation.
This includes general education teachers involved
in the student’s education as well as special educa-
tion teachers and others such as counselors and
speech-language pathologists. In particular, pro-
fessionals must be made aware of the supports,
accommodations, and modifications to be pro-
vided to the student.

The IEP sets forth the annual goals for the
educational program, and these goals become the
framework for evaluation of the student’s pro-
gress. The IEP must specify how the team will
assess progress toward annual goals and how that
progress will be reported to parents. Several types
of assessment procedures are used to gather the
data needed to monitor progress, but in most
cases, informal assessment strategies are preferred.
For example, observations, analysis of work sam-
ples, criterion-referenced tests, and informal
inventories provide information about student
performance and help professionals determine
whether changes should be made in the instruc-
tional program.

In addition, the IEP describes the student’s
participation in state- or districtwide assessments
of student achievement. There are three possible
options. First, the student can participate in the
assessments under conditions identical to those
for typical students. Second, modifications may
be made in administration procedures. For exam-
ple, the student may be given extra time to com-
plete a test or be allowed to type, rather than
handwrite, essays. Third, if the IEP team deter-
mines that participation in such assessments is
not appropriate for the student, the team must
explain why and describe how the student will be
assessed to monitor his or her progress in the
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general curriculum. Strategies for making deci-
sions about test accommodations and modifica-
tions are discussed later in this book in Chapter 4.

Annual Review of the IEP

At minimum, the IEP must be reviewed on an
annual basis. In this review, the team evaluates
the student’s progress toward the annual goals.
Both formal and informal assessment procedures
may be used to gather data for this review. Norm-
referenced tests may be administered to deter-
mine whether the student’s performance has
improved in relation to the performance of age or
grade peers. Teachers and other team members
may report results of classroom observations,
portfolio assessments, criterion-referenced test-
ing, and interviews with students and parents.
These data are used to decide whether the educa-
tional program described in the IEP should be
continued, modified, or discontinued. If the
annual goals have been achieved and no further
special education needs are apparent, the student
may be dismissed from special education. How-
ever, if all goals have not been fully accomplished
or if additional goals are necessary, the IEP is
revised and the student continues to receive
special education services.

Schools must provide the special education
and other services listed on the IEP and make a
good-faith effort to assist students to meet their
annual goals and objectives. However, schools and
teachers may not be held accountable if students
fail to meet those goals. When students do not
achieve as expected, parents have the right to ask
that the IEP be revised. For example, parents
might request a change in the types of services
provided to their child or an increase in the
amount of services.

Although the law now requires annual review
of the IEP, IDEA 2004 authorizes a feasibility
study of multiyear IEPs in a limited number of
states. Multiyear IEPs would address no more
than 3 years and would focus on natural transition
points for students (e.g., the transition from mid-
dle school to high school). Gartin and Murdick
(2005) explain that this change is in response to
criticisms of the amount of paperwork required in
special education.

Curriculum-Based Measurements

Over the past few years, curriculum-based meas-
urements (CBMs) have been used often in the
classroom for purposes of continuous assessment
tied to instruction. Although CBMs are utilized
in the classroom, they are not necessarily informal
assessment (Hosp, Hosp, & Howell, 2012). CBMs
are criterion-based measurements and generally
have reliability and validity established. In addi-
tion, standardized procedures are used.
Curriculum-based measurement (CBM) is a
measurement tool used for assessing students’ aca-
demic growth repeatedly over time, providing
additional strategies to support students’ needs,
and ascertaining the need for additional diagnos-
tic testing (Howell & Nolet, 1999). Curriculum-
based measurement was developed to utilize
formative measurement information in evaluating
and improving instructional efficacy (Deno,
1985). This avenue of repeated measures provides
teachers with the data as tools to monitor and
adjust their instruction (Deno & Mirkin, 1977).
Deno (2003) studied the literature and offered
the general characteristics and uses of CBM. Gen-
eral characteristics include reliability and validity,
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standard tasks, specific instructional materials,
specifics in terms of administration and scoring,
sampling through direct observation, repeated
sampling, time efficiency, and ease of teaching.
General uses include improving instructional pro-
grams, predicting performance, developing norma-
tive samples, increasing collaboration, identifying
high-risk students, appraising prereferral interven-
tions, decreasing bias, finding different identifica-
tion systems, investigating inclusion placements,
predicting performance on high-stakes tests,
looking at content area growth, evaluating English
language learners (ELLs) (Esparza, Brown & Sanford,
2011), and predicting performance in the early
grade levels.

Fuchs and Fuchs (1999) offered criteria for
successful measurement structures, which include
meeting standards for reliability and validity;
modeling growth over time; being affected by
instructional adaptations quickly; not involving
just one specific instructional program; and being
quick, inexpensive, and efficient.

CBM is progress monitoring rather than mas-
tery measurement (Fuchs, 2006b). Safer and
Fleischman (2005) also tap into the concept of
monitoring instruction through continuous assess-
ment. They discuss a rate of progress through the

10 11
Date
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use of probes and their connection to improved
instruction. That is, the teacher looks at samples
of skills the student is expected to learn by the
end of the year. The teacher examines the probes
on a weekly, biweekly, or monthly basis. Teachers
can then graph the students’ progress to see if
instruction must be altered. Altered instruction
would then yield better student outcomes. Stu-
dents could also be involved in graphing and self-
monitoring. Students can take responsibility for
meeting with the teacher if the aim line is not
reached three days in a row (see Figure 2—1). Data
would be shared with family members.

Swain (2005) tapped into the students’ self-
monitoring, that is, the self-determination aspect
of CBM. She studied goal-setting awareness,
knowledge, and setting daily reading goals in stu-
dents with learning disabilities. Students in the
goal-setting treatment group increased knowl-
edge but had difficulty setting realistic goals.

Progress monitoring has been tied into
standards-based assessment and connected posi-
tively to accountability, expectations, and out-
comes (Quenemoen, Thurlow, Moen, Thompson,
& Morse, 2003). Monitoring of the student’s prog-
ress provides a continuous feedback loop to the
teacher and student, which improves assessment
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and instruction outcomes (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1986a,
1986b). Furthermore, this method provides
graphic displays of each individual’s data and
qualitative accounts of student demonstrations of
skills (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2002). More specifically,
this method can be used for designing effective
individualized programs, including setting goals
and monitoring progress toward goals (Fuchs,
20006a).

In concentrating on the instructional or inter-
vention aspect of this CBM process, response to
intervention® (RTI) (Gresham, 1991) is a con-
cept that is critical to the discussion of students
with and without disabilities (Fuchs, 2006b).
Gresham (1991) referred to RTT as a change in
performance due to intervention. He also
described resistance to intervention as academic
performance that does not change in response to
research-based intervention.

RTI has also been discussed as a possible
alternative to using a questioned discrepancy
model (VanDerHeyden & Jimerson, 2005; Vellu-
tino, Scanlon, & Lyon, 2000) when identifying
learning disabilities (Massanari, 2004; Fuchs,
Fuchs, & Compton, 2012). Researchers included
issues such as variability in the number of stand-
ard deviations used in this model, differentiation
and difficulties with reliability, and waiting until
student failure occurs (Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003).
Mellard (2004) notes the following as strengths
of RTIL: high-quality instruction, instruction
grounded in research, students’ assessment in the
classroom curriculum, universal screening, prog-
ress monitoring, interventions grounded in research,
progress monitoring during interventions, and
technical adequacy.

RTT looks at student performance after educa-
tional interventions (Hoover, 2010). Instruction
is changed based on what the data reveal regard-
ing the effectiveness of those interventions. Dif-
ferent methods work for different students.
Several tiers of this method reveal useful informa-
tion regarding the student. As we progress in the
three-tier continuum of interventions, intensity
increases (Barnett, Daly, Jones, & Lentz, 2004),
and identification of difficulties becomes more
evident (Fuchs, 2006b). Those tiers include tier
one, where the student fails to show improvement

(even with research-based interventions) in the
general education classroom. In tier two, a multi-
disciplinary team attempts to problem-solve dif-
ferent and more intense interventions regarding
the student in question. In tier three, an eligibil-
ity evaluation for special education services takes
place (CASP Board of Directors, 2003).

Therefore, CBMs provide us not only with
tools for monitoring and enhancing student
growth and reflecting and changing our instruc-
tional practices, but also with information in
the area of diagnostic evaluation. Fuchs and
Fuchs (2002) described identifying students
with disabilities and the notion of nonrespond-
ers. In their dual discrepancy approach, they
refer to this notion as students who are non-
responsive to otherwise effective instruction.
Traditionally, special educators have looked at a
discrepancy between achievement and intelli-
gence measures. However, we can look at learn-
ing disabilities from a different perspective. We
are providing specialized instruction to students
who perform below expectations and show a
significantly lower learning rate. Utilizing
CBM, we can identify and enhance learning in
nonresponders.

In terms of showing a need for special educa-
tion services, a CBM must show that discrepan-
cies exist in performance and growth rate between
the student and his or her peers, the student’s
learning rate with adaptations is below level, and
special education services result in enhanced
progress (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1997; Tindal, 2013).

Periodic Reevaluation of Eligibility

A review of each student’s eligibility for special
education must be held every 3 years, or more
often if requested by the student’s parent or
teacher. The purpose of this review is to deter-
mine whether the student continues to require
special education services. As with the initial
eligibility decision, a team meets to plan the
data collection process. Existing information
about the student is reviewed, an assessment
plan is prepared, and parents are asked for their
consent before the assessment is conducted. In
some cases, the team may decide that no



