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Assessment for Programming in Early Childhood
Special Education

AN OVERVIEW

by Monica McCarthy and Michael Gamel-McCormick

As we strive to define and implement best practices in the field of early childhood special education, the
topic of assessment always receives considerable attention. Current literature raises many questions regarding
the assessment of young children and offers options for assessment procedures. It is a given that assessment is
a key component of early childhood special education programming. In order to ensure quality programming
for young children with disabilities, we need to consider the definition and purposes of assessment, guidelines

for appropriate assessment of young children, and strategies for linking assessment with instructional
programming,.

This document will define and differentiate the purposes of assessment, focusing on assessment for

programming purposes. Relevant issues, concepts, and considerations as they are addressed in carrent literature
will be highlighted. Finally, implications for linking assessment with programming will be discussed.

Assessment and Evaluation Defined

Assessment can be defined as "the process of gathering information for the purpose of making a
decision” about a child (Bailey & Wolery, 1992, p. 96). This broad definition takes into account the many reasons
and phases of child assessment. It implies that assessment is a dynamic, continuous process that allows service
providers to make decisions about screening, diagnosis, placement, programming, and evaluation. Assessment

is a process that considers the whole child within the context of his or her surro'inding, family, culture, and
environments.

Evaluation, on the other hand, is usually a static, one-time examination of a child’s skiils. Evaluations
are typically conducted at the beginning and end of prc.gramming or at some point during the programming to
"determine the child’s rate of progress” (Bailey & Wolery, 1989, p. 4).

Purposcs of Assessment

While we sometimes think that all assessments are alike, in fact, there are at Ieast five reasons to conduct
assessments. These include: a) screcning children, b) eligibility, c) placcment, d) planning for programming, and
e) evaluation of intcrvention cfforts (Bailey & Wolery, 1989). These various assessment purposes necessitate
different procedures, instruments, materials, equipment, and personnel skills. Because different assessment
procedures are best for different tasks, some cautions should be taken when assessing children. These include:

* Screening techniques and information should not used to plan programming for children with

disabilities;

assessment procedures uscd to decide eligibility will not provide the information needed to plan
children’s individual cducation programs; and

assessment procedures uscd for eligibility or programming planning purposes will not provide
the information needed to evaluate a program’s effectiveness.
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The Two Headed Dragon In infant and preschool programs serving young children with disabilities,
the assessment procedures used to determine a child’s eligibility to receive services are also often mis-used to
plan the programming and intervention strategies for the child. This is comparable to trying to slay a two headed
dragon with a disposable sword that is good for cutting off only one dragon head. By using standardized, norm-
referenced assessment procedures you can determine a child’s eligibility to receive services. (One head down!)
However, teachers, therapists, and administrators often complain that it is very difficult to write an individual
family service plan (IFSP) or individual education plan (IEP) from the information obtained through eligibility
assessments. (One head remains.) This occurs because the procedures necessary to determine eligibility are not
the procedures needed to gather information to plan for a child’s intervention program. To use another
metaphor, when conducting assessments, it is difficult to find a stone that will kill two birds at one time.

To solve this dilemma, what is needed is a clear recognition that assessment for p ing
pwrposes is different from assessment  for eligibility. Procedures that are appropriate for screening or diagnosis
(e.g., standardization, norm-refesenced instruments; evaluation of isolated skills) should not be used to program

for children. Assessment for programming purposes must look at the whole child within the context of the home,
school, and community in which he or she lives.

When assessing for the purpose of instructional programming for young chiidren, Bailey and Wolery
(1992) suggest that six goals should be met. These include:

1) the identification of developmentally appropriate and functional goals;

2) the identification of the unique styles, strengths, and coping strategies of each child;

3) the identification of parents’ goals for their children and their needs for themselves;

4) the formation and reinforcement of parents’ sense of competence and worth;

5) the development of a shared and integrated perspective, across professionals and among
professionals and family members, on child and family needs and resources; and

6) the creation of a shared commitment to the collaboratively established intervention goals (pp.
97-99).

This information should allow the team members providing intervention services with the information ncccssary

to make decisions about the strategies, activities, contexts, and interactions levels to assist families and children
to reach their stated goals and outcomes. '

Appropriate Assessmeat for Programming Purposes

What constitutes appropriate assessment for programming purposes for young children? The Southern
Association on Children Under Six (SACUS, now called the Southern Association for Early Childhood), NAEYC,
and numerous early childhood special education professionals define assessment as the process of gathering
accurate and appropriatc information about children in order fo make good judgments about their learning and
development (Bailey & Wolery, 1989; Bredekamp, 1987; Campbell, 1991; SACUS, 1990). More specifically, good
assessment for programming purposes should:

* involve multiple methods for collecting information;

use multiple measures to collect information;

only use instruments that are valid for the population being tested;

address the child as a whole instead of isolating skills;

consider the expectations placed on children in their homes and other settings;
consider the cultural background of the child;
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take place in the setting where the behavior or skills are expected to be used;
involve the child’s family in collection of information;

take into consideration children’s styles and rates of interaction;

involve repeated observations of the child’s behavior and skills; and

take place over a period of time.

Assessment information collected in the manner outlined above can be used to adapt the intervention
strategies being designed to assist children in reaching their stated goals and outcomes. These adaptations will
allow the teacher and other staff members to better address the needs of individual children and their families.
By using information from this type of assessment process, the curriculium remains current and responsive to the
children. It ensures that the program continues to meet the child’s individual needs on a daily basis.

Recording Assessment Information

Since assessment for programming data is different than eligibility information, one way to collect the
information is to use an assessment portfolio. A portfolio is a record of the teacher’s observations and comments
about the child’s activities and behaviors; a wide selection of the child’s work (e.g., art work, sketches of block
structures); video or audiotapes of significant activities; checklists of skills (e.g., vocabulary words used
spontaneously); photographs of children’s work; teacher observations; anecdotal events; information shared by
a parent or family member; and any other evidence of the child’s skills and progress. The information and
materials that are included in a portfolio can be selected by the teacher, therapists, paraprofessionals, family
members, or even the child (Grace & Shores, 1990).

The information that is collected in a portfolio meets many of the criteria for good programming
assessment. It is collected over time. It relies on multiple sources of information. It collects information from
many different individuals about the child’s skills. And possibly most importantly, it collects skill information in
the setting where the child has displayed the skill.

Linking Assessment Information and Programming Strategies

In order to use the information gathered from a good, on-going assessment procedure to plan the child’s
intervention program (e.g., an IFSP or IEP), the team working with the student must make some determinatiouns:

1) The team (family, teachers, and therapists) working with the student with disabilities must
determine what skills are important to this child’s overall development, autonomy, and
functioning at home and in other environments.

2) The team must determine how those skills should be used by the child in the settings that she
spends most of her time.

Curriculum-based and criterion-based assessment instruments can assist the team in making these
determinations (Bagnato, Neisworth, & Munson, 1989). These type of assessment instruments contain lists of
skills that can be taught. The skills arc selected and sequenced in a logica: order. Each assessment item is
linked to a specific educationa! objective. Children are assessed on objectives to be learned and then evaluated
on the achicvement of the targeted objectives. The irdividual child’s performance is then compared to
predetermined standards or criteria, rather than to a norm group (Fewell & Sandall, 1986). The criteria used
to determinc if a child has acquired a skill is often a flexible criteria that can have different interpretations for
different settings. This provides a level of flexibility that is not available with standardized, norm-referenced
instruments. It also allows staff members to determine how a skill is important in the context within which it
is being used. Thus allowing the tecam to make both of the necessary determinations.
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The information collected from curriculum-based or criterion-based assessment instruments can be used
to assist in planning a child’s intervention program. Because the skills being assessed using these types of
instruments are in context; are specific skills that have been determined by the child’s family, teachers, and
therapists to be valuable to his or her development; and are generally listed in a developmental sequence, they
can be used as one way to link assessment to program planning. (For information on curriculum-based and
criterion-based instruments, see document #4 of this Futures File.)

In summary, in order to provide efficient, effective intervention programming for young children with
disabilities, appropriate assessment must take place. These assessment procedures are distinctly different than
the assessment procedures necessary to determine eligibility for infant or early childhood special education
programs. Programming assessment must focus on what skills and behaviors the child needs to know rather than
only pinpointing what the skills that are missing from the child’s repertoire.
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Assessment for Programming in Early Childhood
Special Education

ECOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT PROCEDURES

by Michael Gamel-McCormick

Using the standardized, norm-referenced model of assessment, we often make the assumption that
<hildren of a certain age should possess certain skills. Twelve month olds skould be walking. Two year olds
should be saying two word sentences. Four year olds should be able to throw a ball. If children do not possess
these skills at the designated age, they are "delayed”. This approach works well for eligibility purposes but is
often lacking when we want to develop instructional programming for children.

The standardized, norm-referenced approach to assessment also makes the assumption that the context
in which children develop does not influence their acquisition of skills. Of course this is not the case. The
child who has never been provided with the opportunity to ride a tricycle or a big wheel will not have the ability

to ride such a toy. Likewise, the child who is not given a spoon or fork will not be able to eat with those
utensils.

In order to assess a child’s skills for the purpose of program and instructional planning, it is essential
that the environments in which the child lives and operates are considered during the assessment process. A
child’s skills do not develop and are not displayed in a vacuum. Environments place demands and expectations
on children. Some environments demand agile gross motor skills, while others value clear communication skills.
An ecological assessment approach takes into consideration the environments in which a child lives and the
expeciations placed upon the child in those environments and determines.

Often environments are thought of only as physical; the space in a room or the type of materials a child
might use. In reality, there are other very important aspects to environments. These include at least three other
components: a) the expectations of the caregivers, b) the cultural parameters, and c) the expected level of
participation due to the child’s age and disability. The demands placed upon children by these conceptual aspects
of the environment are just as important as the physical aspects.

This document will provide a step by step approach for conducting ecological assessments of children’s
environments. By assessing the environments in which children live and the expectations associated with those
environments, we can better determine which skills to target when teaching. Through using an ecological

approach to assessment, program planning can logically grow from the assessment information that has been
collected.

ECOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT: A DEFINITION

An ecological asscssment is one that assesses the skills needed by an individual child in order to
participate in his or her environments throughout the day. It is a process to determine which skills to observe
when evaluating a child for the purpose of program planning. The specific environments, expectations, and levels
of participation are defined by the child, his or her family and caregivers, the community, and the family’s culture.
This is distinctly different than the child assessment where the child’s skills are observed and recorded.

The product of an ecological assessment is not the skill level at which a child is operating. The product
is the context and expectations that are important for the child. For example, when conducting an ecological
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assessment for a three year old -who spends time at a child care center, you notice that there are six major
transitions during the morning. Transitions are an important part of this environment. The result of this
observation is not that the child does or does not have the ability to make these transitions, but the fact that the
transitions take place. With this information, the team conducting the child assessment will know to look at the
child’s ability to make transitions like the ones that occur in his child care setting.

The contexts, conditions, and expectations identified using an ecological assessment approach assist the
family and service providers in identifying those skills that should be examined during the child assessment
process. Once the ecological assessment information is collected, it is possible to plan a child assessment that
is very specific to the student’s situation. The ecological assessment will allow the child assessment team to
examine skills necessary for the child to be succ~ssful in his current settings. In other words, the result of the

ecological assessment is a "protocol”, or format, that can be followed to determine what skill areas and specific
skills should be observed when assessing the child.

An ecological assessment assumes that family members and caregivers are an important part of the
assessment process. Family members and caregivers might include parents, siblings, grandparents, other relatives,
child care providers, baby sitters, and neighbors. These individuals, in addition to service providers such as
teachers, OTs, PTs, speech-language pathologists and others, will determine what child skills are important to
assess during the child assessment.

AN ECOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT PROCESS

In order to conduct an ecological assessment, follow the steps listed below:

1) Determine the child’s important environments. For most children there will be at least two important
’ settings: home and a school or program setting. For many children there may be one or more
additional environments that are important to the child. These might include a child care facility, a

neighborhood play group, a church nursery or meeting group, a grandparent’s or other relative’s house,
or a baby sitter’s household.

You can determine these important environments by asking the child’s parents and/or primary
caregivers. Ask them to think about the child’s daily and weekly experiences. Any place that the child
spends great amounts of time are important environments.

2) Determinc the child’s routine within each of the important environments. Identify the primary
caregiver(s) in each environment. Ask them to identify the child’s routine within that environment. For
example, at home, you may ask the child’s father what his daughter’s morning routine is . It might
include waking up, washing, getting dressed, eating, and getting ready for day care.

Sometimes a parent or primary caregiver can tell you what the routines are for different environments.
It is often best, however, to talk with the person or people directly responsible for the child’s activities
while in that environment. A parent may know the general schedule or routine at her child’s day care
center but the child’s day care provider or the day care director will probably know more specifics about

the child’s routine. When possible, talk directly to the people most responsible for the child in a
particular environment.

3) Determinc the skills that are important for the child to have in each environmient according to the child’s
family. The child’s family has the greatest impact a young child’s development. They will have specific
preferences and beliefs about what skills are valuable in different environments and what skills are not
as important. For example, a family that has an active social life may feel that the ability to greet and
interact with other children is far more important than pre-writing or other pre-academic skills because
of their values regarding social interactions and friends.

4) Determinc the skills that arc important for the child to have according to the primary carcgivers in each
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environment. Each caregiver and service provider will have opinions about which skills are most
important to a child in his or her environment. A teacher may identify the need for a child to choose
an activity as an important skill in the classroom environment. A child care provider may identify the
ability to share with other children as important in her environment.

S. Identify common skills that are important to the child across all or many cnviron.mcnts.' The importance
of these skills should be determined first by the child’s family and then by the child’s primary care givers
and service providers.

6. Compile all identified skills and prioritize the importance of the skills. Compile a complete list of the
skills identified as important to the child in all of her environments. Ask the family, caregivers (child
care providers, baby sitters, relatives), and service providers (teachers, OTs, PTs, speech-language
pathologists, etc.) to prioritize the import..~c= of each of the skiils.

7. Give the list of identified skills to the child assessment team members. The list of skills generated by
the ecological assessment team should be communicated to those professionals and family members who
will be conducting the child assessment process. The ecological information will allow the child-
assessment team to know what the most important skills are for this child and will allow them to focus
on the child’s ability to perform these skills.

The resulc of this ecological assessment process will be a list of skills that are important for the child
to have in all of the settings in which she currently pariicipates. The list of skills may include tasks that the child
can already do and abilities that she needs to develop. The list will provide those responsible for assessing the
child’s skills with a personalized assessment focus defined by the child’s environments. This process eliminates
testing the child in areas that are irrelevant to her ability to function in the settings in which she spends time.

USING THE ECOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT INFORMATION

The list of skills generated by the ecological assessment is the map that can guide the child’s individual
assessment. Depending upon which skills are identified, decisions can be made regarding: a) where the child
assessment should take place; b) over what period of time the assessment should take place; ¢) what assessment

instruments to use; d) what materials should be included; and €) which disciplines should be involved in the
assessment.

Where to Asscss.  The best place to determine if a child has a functional skill is in the environment(s)
where she uses that skill. Conducting an ecological assessment will help those evaluating a child to determine
where they want to assess her skills. For example, if feeding herself during meal times is an important skill, the
assessment team will know that they need to do some portion of the assessment during a meal.

When to Assess. Certain skills need to be assessed over time or in a number of different settings. If
the ecological assessment has determined that a child’s skill at initiating interactions is important the team may
want to do some portion of their assessment at the beginning of a school day to see how the child greets other
children and adults. The ecological assessment process will provide the evaluators with the information they need
to determine at what time of the day or during what portion(s) of a child’s routine they need to evaluate the skills
that are important to her functioning well in her many environments.

What Asscssment Instruments to Use.  Depending which skills are identificd as important to the family
and service providers, some assessment instruments will be more useful than others. As a general rule, criterion-
based or curriculum-bascd assessment instruments will provide clear, specific, criteria by which the evaluators
can determine whether or not the child possesses a skill. For example, the Hi-Comp assessment/curriculum
is very strong at assessing pre-academic skills but not as thorough with fine and gross motor skills. The Hi-

Comp might be used when the family and service providers are most concerned about problem solving and other
cognitive abilities.
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What Materials to Use. Children will have clear preferences for materials and different experiences
with materials. The ecological assessment will help the assessment team members to determine which materials
may be best to use during the child assessment.

Which Discipline Representatives to Include on the Assessment Team. The list of skills generated by
the ecological assessment process will assist in determining which professional from specific disciplines should
be involved in the child evaluation. If the list of skills generated includes initiating conversations and
communicating wants and needs, a speech-language pathologist is would be a crucial team member. If pulling
to stand and walking are identified as important skills, a physical therapist would be important to include. At
all times, on all teams, family members should be included (if taey so desire). Because family members will have
extensive information about their child across many of the environments, their input will be very important.

/

Through the use of an ecological assessment approach more precise child assessment can take place.
Assessment teams will know what skills to focus on during their evaluations. They will know what materials the
child prefers and they will know in which settings to do their evaluations. The end result of a good ecological
assessment is a road map for the child assessment that will provide valuable information for program planning,
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A "TOPDOWN" APPROACH
TO ASSESSMENT FOR PROGRAMMING

by Michael Gamel-McCormick

If the decision has been made, either consciously or unconsciously, to have two assessment processes
for young children with disabilities, one for eligibility purposes and one to plan individual programming, then a
"top down" approach might be used for the programming assessment process. Campbell (1991) has suggested
that our typical model of assessment is a "bottom up" approach. That is, we identify a problem, deficit, or
weakness with the child and then program to eliminate that deficit. This "bottom up" approach is one that is
efficient for determining weaknesses and deciding whether or not children are eligible for early intervention
services. It is not, however, efficient or effective for determining programming strategies and approaches.

Campbell suggests what she calls a “top down" approach to assessment (see diagram). Instead of starting
from the weaknesses or deficits of a child, she proposes to ask the question, "What outcomes or goals do we want
to accomplish with and for this child?* According to this model, assessment for programming purposes can not
begin before this question is answered. :

Once the goals

" or outcomes are

determined, a two .
pronged approach to Top Down Approach
the assessment process to Assessment

is used. The first
bell, 1991
prong asks, "What are (Campbe )

the strengths of this
child?® The second Desired Outcomes (Goals)

prong questions, "What / ——— ;

are the obstacles to A Identification

this child reaching the Ientification of Strengths €
stated outcomes and ¥ of Obstacles

goals?"

Strengths
might include such
developmental traits as
language and cognitive Strategies to Improve
skills, fine motor Performance
dexte:ity, and
locomotion. However, INTERVENTION FLAN
strengths might also and Strategies
include the child’s
curiosity, his desire to
be in a group, her
caregivers’ willingness
to do programming at home, a teenage sister who can build adapted seating arrangements, or the presence of
a supportive extended family.

Obstacles might also be traditional developmental traits that we see as deficits or weaknesses. For
example, we might identify that a child’s expressive language skills are limited or that frustration at not being able
to communicate effectively causes him to use disruptive behavior to get attention and have his needs met.

Strategies to Bypass
Obstacles

~Ioogwaecnn>
~Z®Jnanvwan

?
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However, obstacles could also be that the people in his environment do not understand his less disruptive efforts
to communicate. Therefore, obstacles can be found within the child, within the child’s environments (including
those around him), or as an interaction between the child and his environments.

Once the child’s strengths and the obstacles to reaching the outcomes are identified, strategies for
reaching the stated goals and outcomes can be formulated. Family members, therapists, teachers, and
paraprofessionals can begin to put those strategies into action. Through evaluation, if the plans are successful,
the team can reconvene to develop new goals and outcomes. If the strategies do not accomplish the desired
outcomes, the team can further assess the strengths and obstacles and develop new plans.

Uniqueness of the "Top Down" Approach

The "top down” approach to assessment is different from the typical approach taught to diagnosticians.
It emphasizes a team approach to planning, the child’s strengths, adaptation of the envircnment, the interaction
of the child and her settings; and continuous evaluation and feedback regarding the accomplishment of goals
and outcomes. The importance of each of these points is explained below.

Team Planning. Through the "top down" approach to assessment, the child’s intervention team identific
the skills, behaviors, or tasks that they see as most important for the child to accomplish. This allows the team
members to focus on skills that are important to the child and his family. Using a typical assessment approach,
developmental milestones dominate the assessment process. While developmental milestones are important for

determining how a child is progressing in relationship to her peers, those milestones are not always important
to the child’s daily functioning.

Focus on the Child’s Strengths. This approach to assessment emphasizes looking at the child’s
st-engths. The approach encourages team members to identify child skill and behavior strengths, environmentai
and setting strengths, and interaction strengths. These strengths can form a foundation for the programming plan
that will be implemented to reach the desired goals and outcomes.

Examination and Adaptation of the Environment. Traditionai assessment approaches identify
weaknesses or deficits in the child and design plans to have the child learn those behaviors or skills. The "top
down" approach to assessment encourages the team to look at the seitings that the child is in and the obstacles
that they create as well as the skills that may not be present in a child’s repertoire. As a simple example, imagine
a child with spina bifida. He may not be able to walk. That is a child characteristic or deficit. However, if the
he learns to use a walker but there is not enough room in his preschool class to maneuver, that is an
environmental obstacle. The "top down" approach emphasizes that obstacles that prevent a child from
accomplishing a goal may be within the child but may also be part of the environment.

Continuous Evaluation and Feedback. Because they are usually driven by end-of-the-year evaluations
or eligibilities, traditional assessment approaches do not include continuous feedback about the child’s movement
toward reaching goals and outcomes. The "top down" approach stresses that the assessment process is an on-
going event. Anecdotal, systematic, or criterion data are collected to determine if goals and outcomes are being
met. If they are, the team can meet to set new goals. If outcomes are not being met, the assessment process
can focus on identifying new strategies to be used to assist in meeting the outcomes.

The unique characteristics of "top down" assessment make it an approach that is appropriate to use when
planning programming. Because of its structure, it links the collection of information about a child and her
settings to the curriculum and intervention approaches to be used to meet the identified outcomes.

Implementing A "Top Down" Approach to Asscssment

To implement the "top down" approach to assessment, follow these steps:

1) Identify the desired outcomes or goals for the child. With parents, caregivers, teachers, therapists, and
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2)

3)

4

5)

6)

7)

8)

other significant service providers and people in the child’s life, identify the behaviors and skills to
accomplish during the next six (6) to twelve (12) months. Ask questions like, "What do we want Tasha
to be doing at home during meals?" or "What would we like to see Jesse doing at circle time?" As a
group identify goals that are important to everyone. Do not overwhelm yourselves or the child. Five
or six goals is plenty and reasonable to accomplish. You can always reconvene the team to identify more
goals

Identify the child’s sirengths in relationship to the outcomes or goals selected. Define strengths as
broadly as possible. Often a skill that a child has that seems unrelated to an outcome can be used to
accomphsh that goal Also remember that strengths include the child’s relationships with others and the
settings where he interacts.

Identify obstacles that are inhibiting the child from obtaining the goals or outcomes selecied. Obstacles
might be child related (e.g., does not sit in group longer than five minutes). Obstacles can also be
environmentally defined (e.g., group is 15 minutes long). By looking at obstacles from a child point of
view and an environment,/routine point of view, the team can begin to see that intervention can occur
within the environment rather than only directed at the child’s behavior or skills.

Identify strategies to bypass the identified obstacles. Focusing on the child’s strengths as identified by
the team, the group can begin to develop strategies to by pass the obstacles. Strategies can take three
general forms: a) focusing on the child’s strengths to obtain the desired goals, b) adapting and
augmenting the environment (including individuals in the environment) to obtain the goals, and 3)
improving, augmenting, or increasing the child’s skills to obtain the goals. A combination of these
approaches can be used to develop the intervention plan.

Develop an curriculum and intervertion pians based on the strategics identified by the team. Using the
routines and daily activities of the settings where the child spends most of her day, develop intervention
activities based on the strategies to reach the desired outcomes and goals.

Evaluate the cffectiveness of the intervention plan. Those implementing the plan can evaluate its

effectiveness on a frequent (at least twice a month) basis to determine if the strategies are assisting in
reaching the desired goals.

Re-cxamine the strengths and obstacles and develope new intervention plans. If the evaluation reveals
that the intervention plan is not resulting in the desired outcomes, the process of assessment continues
until a new intervention plan is developed. This keeps the curriculum responsive to the child’s needs
and avoids program strategies that are not effective.

Determine ncw goals and outcomes. If the evaluation of the intervention plan determines that the goals

are being met, the team can reconvens to establish new goals and outcomes. This ensures that the
program continues to work on skills that are valuable to the child and her family.

Reference
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