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  Introduction

  Special education is instruction that is specially designed to meet the unique needs of students who have disabilities. This education is offered at no cost to the parents. Special education can include special instruction in the classroom, at home, in hospitals or institutions, or in other settings.

  More than 5 million students ages 6 through 21 receive special education and related services each year in the United States. Special education is defined as follows (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act [IDEA] 2004): Each student receives instruction that is specially designed

  •   to meet the student’s unique needs (which result from having a disability); and

  •   to help the student learn the information and skills that other students are learning.

  Certain students with disabilities are eligible for special education and related services. IDEA provides a definition of a child with a disability. IDEA lists 13 separate categories of disabilities under which children may be eligible for special education and related services.

  •   Autism

  •   Deafness

  •   Deaf-blindness

  •   Emotional disturbance

  •   Hearing impairment

  •   Mental retardation

  •   Multiple disabilities

  •   Orthopedic impairment

  •   Other health impairment

  •   Specific learning disability

  •   Speech or language impairment

  •   Traumatic brain injury

  •   Visual impairment, including blindness

  According to IDEA, the disability must affect the student’s educational performance. The question of eligibility, then, comes down to a question of whether the child has a disability that fits in one of IDEA’s 13 categories and whether that disability affects how the child does in school. That is, to be eligible, the disability must cause the child to need special education and related services.

  To determine if a student is eligible for classification under one of these areas of exceptionality, an evaluation, or assessment, of the student must be conducted. Every year, millions of students ages three and up are assessed for the presence of a disability and are found eligible for special education and related services because they are in need of support in order to succeed in school.

  Understanding Assessment in the Special Education Process: A Step-by-Step Guide for Educators focuses on the assessment process—the ways and primary skill areas in which school systems collect information in order to determine if a student is eligible for special education and related services and to make informed decisions about that student’s educational placement and instruction. Under IDEA, this process must involve much more than just giving the student a standardized test in the area of his or her suspected disability. Valuable information about the student’s skills and needs can come from many sources, including parents, teachers, and specialists, and by using a variety of assessment approaches, including observations, interviews, testing, and methods such as dynamic assessment or ecological assessment. In this way, a comprehensive picture of the student can be obtained and used to guide eligibility decisions and educational programming.

  The format for Understanding Assessment in the Special Education Process: A Step-by-Step Guide for Educators is based on your needs as a teacher to have a practical, user-friendly, useful, and clearly understood reference book. We have given you “assessment the way it really happens in schools.” We have provided you with the practical tools necessary to understand the process of assessment in schools and to learn how to “put it all together.”

  After reading Understanding Assessment in the Special Education Process: A Step-by-Step Guide for Educators, you should have a thorough understanding of the assessment process in special education from start to finish. Assessment in special education is a step-by-step approach; the goal of this book is to give you all the tools necessary to understand what really happens in the assessment process.


  Step I

  Understanding Assessment and Special Education Assessment

  Assessment in special education is the process used to determine a student’s specific learning strengths and needs and to determine whether or not that student is eligible for special education services. It is a process that involves collecting information about the student for the purpose of making decisions. Assessment can be seen as a problem-solving process (Swanson & Watson, 1989) that involves many ways of collecting information about the student. According to Gearheart and Gearheart (1990, p. 3) assessment is “a process that involves the systematic collection and interpretation of a wide variety of information on which to base instructional/intervention decisions and, when appropriate, classification and placement decisions. Assessment is primarily a problem-solving process” (cited in Pierangelo and Giuliani, 2006b, p. 4).

  Importance of Assessment

  The importance of assessment should never be underestimated. The decisions made about a student during this process can affect him for the rest of his life. Ultimately, these decisions are critical in meeting the needs of his present and future educational situations.

  In working with students in special education, you will work with many professionals from different fields. You are part of a team, often referred to as a multidisciplinary team, that tries to determine what, if any, disability is present in a student. The team’s role is crucial because it helps determine the extent and direction of a student’s personal journey through the special education experience (Pierangelo & Giuliani, 2006a). Consequently, the skills you must possess in order to offer a student the most global, accurate, and practical evaluation should be fully understood. The development of these skills should include a good working knowledge of the following components of the assessment process in order to determine the presence of a suspected disability:

  •   Collection. The process of tracing and gathering information from the many sources of background information on a student, such as school records, observation, parent intakes, and teacher reports

  •   Analysis. The processing and understanding of patterns in a student’s educational, social, developmental, environmental, medical, and emotional histories

  •   Evaluation. The evaluation of a student’s academic, intellectual, psychological, emotional, perceptual, language, cognitive, and medical development in order to determine areas of strength and weakness

  •   Determination. The determination of the presence of a suspected disability and the knowledge of the criteria that constitute each category

  •   Recommendation. The recommendations concerning educational placement and program that need to be made to the school, teachers, and parents or guardians.

  Purpose of Assessment

  Assessment in educational settings serves five purposes (Pierangelo & Giuliani, 2006b):

  1.   Screening and Identification. To screen students and identify those who may be experiencing delays or learning problems

  2.   Eligibility and Diagnosis. To determine whether a student has a disability and is eligible for special education services, and, if so, to diagnose the specific nature of the student’s problems or disability

  3.   IEP Development and Placement. To provide detailed information so that an individualized educational program(IEP) may be developed and appropriate decisions made about the student’s educational placement

  4.   Instructional Planning. To develop and plan instruction appropriate to the student’s special needs

  5.   Evaluation. To evaluate student progress

  The Difference Between Testing and Assessment

  Many times, teachers will say, “I’m concerned about my student. She needs to be tested.” In actuality, this is not the appropriate language to use. There is sometimes confusion between the terms “testing” and “assessment.” While they are related, they are not synonymous. Testing is the administration of specifically designed and often standardized educational and psychological measures of behavior. Testing is a part, but just one part, of the assessment process. Assessment encompasses many different methods of evaluation, one of which is testing.

  Role of the Education Professional in the Special Education Process

  The professional involved in special education in today’s schools plays a critical role in the overall education of students with all types of disabilities.
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