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Using A Quaiity Indicator Checklist to Assess Technical
Assessing Needs For Technical Assistance

Defining Technical Assistance

The question often arises asking what ic technical assistance
(TA). The term is often misunderstood and often associated with
computers and other forms of assistive technology. Although these
may be components of TA, they do not comprise the main function or
definition of technical assistance. Technical assistance can
encompass a variety of activities, but in general what is meant by the
term is "a process employed to provide information generated through
legislation, research, and "recommended practices” to a specified field
of endeavor in a consistent, effective manner" (Dalke, 1991).
Specifically, persons providing TA use the expertise from a variety of
disciplines and share the information with teachers, families, and
direct service providers. Technical assistance serves as a type of
consultation or support system for teachers, dirt_act service providers,
and families. Technical assistance can take a variety of forms, on-
site, direct assistance, training, and/or referral, but its function
remains similar, to assist indivi‘uals in implementing recommended

practices in schools and homes.
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From this description of technical assistance, it appears to be a
straightforward activity of disseminating information. However,
when TA is viewed as a process, as defined, it becomes criticai to
insure that TA is delivered in a manner that "fits" with the recipients
and that the context in which TA will be provided is understood. The
identification of the areas in which service delivery personnel and
families need information and assistance is often overlooked as a
component of technical assistance. Unilateral decisions are
frequently made by professionals and providers about what should be
occurring in classrocoms and homes. However, what may be more
useful, is to use a needs assessment as part of the TA process. The
needs assessment involves determining the existing resources and
challenges of an individual and program from a variety of
perspectives. Then, meaningful technical assistance can be provided
according to assessed areas of need.

The focus of this article is on a needs assessment instrument
that utilizes 143 statements of recommended practice which wilil
serve to provide information and structure the technical assistance
process. The data obtained from the assessment do not solely

determine technical assistance needs; rather they guide the
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discussion with personnel and family members involved in the
technical assistance plan.
Assessment Tool

As previously stated, the intent of technical assistance is to
share recommended practice ideas with teachers, families, and service
delivery personnel. Therefore, this assessment tool is in the form of a
quality indicators checklist (see Appendix for the assessment tool and
references). The inclusion of items is based upon 17 supporting
principles and seven student and family outcomes cited in the
literature and felt to be important or valued in the area of serving
children with severe disabilities (Downing & Eichinger, 1990; Meyer,
Eichinger, & Park-Lee, 1987; Strain, 1991).

Using the supporting principles and student/family outcomes as
recommended practice values, the assessment instrument is
constructed around six essential elements which comprise an
educational program. The following six areas are included on the
assessment tool: (a) school, (b) classroom, (c¢) family, (d) student, (e)
instruction, and (f) transition. An assessment of these areas can

generate an overall picture of the program and individuals requesting
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technical assistance which provides useful information in planning

technical assistance.

Six Essential Elements

TA providers must have a general idea of the manner in which
the school functions in order to provide effective assistance. The
technical assistance provided must mesh with the overall school
philosophy, personnel, service delivery methods, inclusion models,
and evaluative procedures. Specifically, the TA providers should
know the school’s mission statement concerning students with
disabilities, the ratio of children with disabilities to nondisabled
children, the plan for including families in the educational process,
and the school’s respect for individual differences.

In addition to having a general idea about school philosophy
the TA providers benefit from understanding personnel issues. In
other words, does the school promote personnel collegiality and
professionalism, and does the whole school follow current
recommended practice ideas about teaming and collaboration for
service provision.

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) clearly

states that children should be educated in the least restrictive
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environment, and many school programs are moving toward
integration and inclusion (Campbell, 1991). In order to provide
technical assistance that follows recommended practice guidelines, it
is helpful to know where the school program falls on the continuum of
implementing integration and inclusion. Specifically, does the school
emphasize maximum participation, is there a peer tutoring program,
and are the children attending their neighborhood school rather thaﬁ
special scheols or classrooms?

In addition to understanding school level issues, observations
and assessments specific to the classroom are also important to
assess areas for possible TA. Issues within the classroom include
organization, scheduling, and data collection. Before implementing
new ideas and programs in a classroom it is better to understand how
the classroom is organized and how innovacive ideas may fit into the
existing structure/procedures. Specific questions concerning the age
appropriateness of the classroom and materials are included in this
section. Additionally, if a component of TA involves collecting data,
then having an understanding of the existing data collection system

is important so as to not overload an already busy system/person.
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For example, is there specific time blocked out for observation and
data collection in order to update and modify a student’s program?

The third element in the technical assistance assessment
focuses on the student. This area really serves as an assessment of
how the student is participating in the classroom program; does he
have the proper adaptive devices, equipment, and are his medical
needs and positioning needs being taken care of to promote maximum
participation in activities? As will be discussed in greater detail
later, information gathered from formal assessments and student
records are also included in the assessment.

Family issues fall under several categories, but are also
included as a separate section assessing the degre» to which the
program is family guided (Slentz & Bricker, 1992). The child will
receive maximum benefits from technical assistance efforts if there is
continuity between what happens at school and what occurs at home.
In order that TA be generalized across settings, the level and type of
communication among participants needs to be addressed as well as
the degree of inclusion of the family into the decision
process. Questions pertaining to family participation in the IEP/IFSP

process are also included.
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Instructional issues are the fifth element in the assessment,
and focus primarily on systematic instruction and positive behavioral
intervention. Questions concerning prompting and partial
participation are included. Although technical assistance will impact
on the school, classroom, and family, the core of the assistance and
information will center around instructional strategies and
curriculum. Assistance that is provided in the classroom will be more
useful if it builds upon existing curricula and practices.

Transition becomes an issue for children at both ends of the
educational system, very young children transitioning into schools
from agency sponsored programs or home services and older students
transitioning out of schools into work environments. For both groups
of students, and individuals involved with these students, transition
can be a stressful time and a time when technical assistance becomes
critical (Turnbull & Turnbull, 1990). Regardiess of the specific focus
of technical assistance, transition issues will arise at some point for
each student, and transition planning for each students should be
evident. Technical assistance and transition plans should reciprocate
to facilitate the transition process.

Gathering Information
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Gathering information to formulate the assessment must be
done in the most efficient manner that still respects the schedule of
the school, teacher, and student. The method and procedure in which
information is gathered can often influence the type and
quality of information and, subsequently, the decisions based on the
information.

Since many of the outcomes or goals of technical assistance
depend on the quality and focus of the information gathered, multiple
sources and techniques for gathering information are included on this
assessment tool, including record review, observation, and interview.
Information gathering should be viewed as a process that does not
end with the initial discussions with participants, but as an ongoing
activity that is embedded in the needs assessment process.

Useful information concerning children and students can be
collected from reviewing records (Borich & Nance, 1987). After
appropriate permission is received, both school and medical records
can yield valuable information for the technical assistance needs
assessment. Often students for whom technical assistance has been
requested have extensive dossiers containing information collected

over a number nf years. Record protocol which may be idiosyncratic

10
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for each situation should be adiiered to strictly. School personnel are
very sens.cive to confidentiality issues and should be assured that
technical assistance participants will be equally respectful of student
and family privacy. Examining school and medical records in
chronological order often helps to place the current concerns in a
meaningful context. Problems repeatedly mentioned over time, across
settings or service providers can help set priorities for technical
assistance needs assessments. The determination of the exact
amount and type of information will be dictated by the individual
situation as well as guided by the supporting principles of the needs
assessment tool.

Observations in the classroom and other pertinent school
environments and home environments can yield useful information
for assessing technical assistance needs. Everyday school routines
offer multiple oppnrtunities for gathering information that can shape
technical assistance activities. Observations should be planned at
varying times during the school day and week to accurately reflect
the complete range of the activities comprising the student’s school
experience and home experience, if appropriate. Non-academic and

non-classroom activities such as bus unloading and loading, lunch,

11
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recess, and assemblies should be observed as well as the classroom
instructional routine. The resulting observational information will
provide data for absence or presence of activities that support the
principles identified in the needs assessment tool.

The third method for gathering information is the structured
interview. Due to t .2 constraints of technical assistance providers,
service delivery personnel and families, the structured interview
which includes some open-ended questions yields the
maximum amount of usable information in the least amount of time.
Consideration for interviewees’ schedules may dictate that interviews
be conducted in pieces rather than in large blocks of time. Often
service delivery personnel and family members do not have the
luxury of large blocks of uninterrupted available time. Making clear
the goal and scope of an interview can assuré that the information
gather is focused enough to provide useful information while
providing opportunity for open ended responses.

The organization and presentation of information once it has
been gathered often determir..s the ultimate usefuls. »ss of the
information. Therefore, the design of the forms which present and

organize the information should promote ease of use and efficiency of
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time. Using a matrix format which utilizes a simple coding
mechanism can enable the person filling out the form and later
various personnel who use the form to enter and access information
easily. Coding sy stems that allow for circling the ppropria code or
merely filling in a few letters of an assigned code can be particularly
helpful. Listing the legend for the code on the page for which it is
used avoids unnecessary confusion. Simple graphic dividers such as
shaded bars can help users find information in particular sections
quickly. The overall goal is a simple clean visual format that clearly
presents the information to both TA providers and participants.

As mentioned, the overall goals of TA include supporting best
practice principles and improving student outcomes; therefore, the
participants determining technical assistance needs should keep these
goals in mind throughout the process. The precious time and
resources of family members, service delivery personnel, students,
and technical assistance providers dictates that determining TA
needs be focused, yet flexible, and provide information which coupled

with appropriate practice can promote positive student outcomes.
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