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Overviaw of the Assesanment Process

Thousands of adultsin literacy programs fit the fol lowing description. They are individuas who appear
to be able and bright. They have worked diligently for ayear, sometimes longer, to learn to read to
improve comprehens on skill s to improve their writing and spelling, or perhaps, to improve work skills
Yet, they makelittle, if any, progress. Could any of these individuals be having learning problems
because of a learning disability?

Practitioners need informal measures for determining whether or not aparticular learner may have a
learning disability. Given that most participantsin literacy programs are unable to afford formal teging
administered by trained profesd onds, the information gathered by the practitioner can be parti cularly
vauabl efor planning a practi cal approach to hel ping the individua meet redistic gods. In fact, the
information gathered through an informal process can be asuseful in planning ingruction as scores from
dandardized teding.

The process of identifying an individual who may have alearning disability begins with asimple

<cr eening. This screening process cannot aone be used to diagnose the individua 'ssituation. This step
of gathering relevant information can be accomplished through observation, interviews, sel f-reporting,
the use of ascreening tool (abrief tes and/or written answers to quegions), and through areview of
school, medical, or employment records. With this information in hand, the screener - typically an
individua who does not have a specia ized background i n leaming disabilities - plans and executesan
individuali zed program for the | earner, often after consulting with aqualified profess ond or
professiona organi zation on how to proceed. The information gathered through the screeni ng process
can d 20 be ava uable introduction to the forma process of assessment.

I lified Professional.



If it is determi ned through screening that thereisa srong posd bility that the individua hasa learning
disability, a for mal assessment can be undertaken. A forma assessment is carried out by a
professiondly-trained educational diagnogtician, counsel or, psychiatrist, or psychol ogist who selects,
administers, and interpretsdifferent kinds of tess (educationd, vocationd, psychological, and
neurologi cal instruments) from which a diagnosis and recommendations are made. It isthrough a
comprehend ve assessment that an individual's current level of devel opment is identified and aplan for
meseting the individua'sneeds is deve oped.

Whiletheliteracy practitioner may be neither prepared nor qudified to diagnose an individuad with a
suspected | earning disability, the practitioner can play a vauablerol ein getting the assessment process
&t in motion. The qualified profess onal may first refer to the screening in order to plan which tests to
administer. Or, if formal assessment does not foll ow, the practitioner's screening results become one of
the mog important sourcesfor developing aplan to hel p the individual with suspected learning
disabilities achieve higher god s

SCREENING

Screening is an initial step in the processof gathering perti nent information about theindividual with a
suspected | earning disability. Theliteracy practitioner can attain much va uable information if ghe
knows what to look for. In terms of academic performance and related behaviors, what kinds of

obser vations will the literacy practitioner be noting? T he foll owi ng characteristicstend to be displayed
in varying degrees by individuals with learning disabilities The lisgsare agood sampling, but, of course,
arenot all-inclug ve. M aking written notes of these observed characterisics, as well as coll ecting written
samples of thelearner's work, is very va uable to the screening process.

Does theindividual show unexpected underachievement, but demonstrates evidence of at least
average ability in someintellectual or social areas?

Does theindividual display signsof poor vison or hearing? Or, areyou observing the effects of
auditory or visual processing deficits?

In terms of academic perfor mance, istheindividual having problemsin thefollowing ar eas:
Reading (or al and silent), Expr esdve L anguage (wr iting, spelling, handwriting), Math?

Are you obser ving behavior s/psychol ogical manifestationsthat can inter fere with thelearning
pr ocess?

To help theliteracy practitioner think through the answers to these questions, three broad aress of
learning-related problems are bri efly described below.

1.Vison/Hearing and/or Auditory/Visual Processing Problems

If vision or hearing problems are suspected, it isimportant that the individua be examined by an eye
(optometrist) or hearing (audiologi ) secidist. It may be determined that thereisa physcd problem,
leadi ng to prescribed eye glasses or ahearing device. Many individuals with learning disabilities have
poor eye muscl e coordi nati on for focusing and refocusing at close range, have had hearing problems
gnce early childhood that hav e affected their ability to | earn, and may also have auditory and visua
process ng and memory problems.



Barring a purdy physical cause, the following problems can be considered indicators of a possible
learni ng disability:

Eyes water and/or become red after a short time of work

Complains of tired eyes; rubs eyesa lot

Putshead on desk to read

Ord reading is choppy: words skipped, endings left off, frequent repetitions
Loses place when reading

Taks loudly

Often asks you to repeat yourself

Comments about getti ng headaches after ashort time working at reading or writing
Squints and peersclose to see print

Peersat work on desk from an angle

Lifts eyesfrom page frequently to glance around

Closes one eye whilereading or writing

Misundergands you

Turns an ear towardsyou when you speak

2. Academic Performance

Reading: Thelearner showsmarked difficulty in oral and sil ent reading.

Reading patterns are slow and deliberate

XKipswords, re-reads linesin ord reading

May substitute, delete, add or transpose letters and syllables

Loses place on page

Avoidsreading out loud

Reads wordsor syll ablesbackwards; e.g., was for saw, net for ten

When reading silently, appears to be re-reading or reading very dowly (this can be attributable to
poor visua process ng)

Cannot use bas ¢ phonicsto sound out words

¢ Reads with an overdependence on guessing and, as such, comprehension i scompromi sed,

evidenced in errorsin answering questions related to the text
Reading syleishalty and jerky

Expresgvel anguage: (Writing, Spelling,including Handwriting SKill s)

Probl ems with grammar and syntax

Writes| etters or numbers backwards or upside down, e.g., b for d, p for g, u for n, M for W
Soells words differently in the same document

Wesak visual memory for spdling

Spells phonetically, cannot remember elling patterns, e.g., Munday,Toosday, Wingday,
Thirsday

Writi ng reveals poor organization

Inconsistent memory for sentence mechanics

Reverses letters in spelling, e.g., Friday becomes Firday, girl becomes gril

Mixes capitdand lower case letters inappropriately, e.g., SunDay, MoNey

Poor handwriting; letter formati on inconsistent

Punctuation errors are common

Continuously whispers to self while writing



Math:

¢ Trouble remembering math facts and procedures

Demonstratesinconsistent magery of math facts (additi on/subtraction, multipli cation/division)
due to problems with | ong-term memory

Difficulty copying numbers and working with numbers in columns

Trouble with left/right orientati on

Cannot remember in which direction to work in carrying out simple math

Confuses similar numbers or trangposes numbers

Reads numbers backwards, e.g., 18 for 81, 21 for 12

Trouble following sequential proceduresand directions with multiple seps

In terms of academic performance, what practitionerdinstructorsare looking for are patter ns of errors
exhibited by the student'swork. Error patternsare important in hel ping to differentiate between the adult
wi th poss ble | earning disabiliti es and the adult whose | ow achievement is the result of other factors.
Therefore, it isimportant that practitioners famili arize themselveswith typica error patterns.

3. Behaviorg/Psychological M anifestations

The foll owi ng behaviors may indicate the posg bility of alearning disability if observed over a
considerabl e period of time.

Attention: difficulty concentrating/focusing; easily distracted; difficult sitting still/ restless; di gl ays
off -task behavior; lack of productivity; seemingly confused at times; fidgets; impati ent; tal ks
excessivey; impulsive (acting without thinking and without seeming concern for conseguences, saying
one thing and meaning another, bl urts out answers, interrupts); displays memory problems

Organization: poor organization of phydcal environment and time, as well as conceptsand tasks,
including sequencing, prioritizing, grouping or categorizing, grasping similarities between items
relating partsto the whol € orientation probl ems/di fficul ty with directionality: left/right, up/down, and
north/south/ east/west

Other General Behaviors: variabl e or unpredi ctable performance; difficulty absorbing mgor i deas
from an ora presentations (instructions, | ectures discuss ons); information mug be repeated and
reviewed before understanding is achieved; problems with foll owing directions; difficulty retaining
information without excesd ve rehearsal and practice; cannot recall familiar facts on command, yet can
do =0 at other times; visua difficulties, auditory difficulties, poor deci s on-making kills; difficul ty
drawi ng concl usions, making inferences, dedling with abstractions; poor motivation and/or extreme
driveto compl ete a task; most comfortable with familiar, unchanging settings; perseveration (gaying on
task or using aprocedure past the point of itsbeing appropri ae); rigi dity

Social: socid stuations difficult, noticeably out of placein group setting; misinterpretswhat others say,
tone of voice, facid expressions, the subtleties in socid situations, lacks awareness of one's personal
goace; difficulty in establishing friendships

It is important to note that many of these observed | earning characteri gics and behaviors result from
problems that the individua experiences in the areas of visual discrimination and visual memory, as
wel| as auditor y discrimination and auditory memory. Visual discrimination refersto thelearner's
ability to detect differencesin forms, letters, and words. Visual memory is concerned with the
individud's ability to retain a full mental image of what §he has seen. In both instances, the central



nervous system is not process ng symbols correctly. Auditory discrimination invol ves the ability to
recognize the differences between sounds Auditory memory refers to the learner'sability to store and
reca | what hasbeen heard. Theresult of an auditory deficit is that the individud fails to hear vowe or
s0ft consonant sounds in spoken words. Auditory and visual deficitsaffect one's ability to develop and
use language effectively; the effects are apparent in reading, writing, and spelling skills.

Other M eansof Information-Gathering

Samplesof thelearner's work and observations of the individual's learning characteristi cs and behaviors
can be recorded on an obser vation checklig . In addition, the information-gatheri ng process can include
(1) reviews of school, medicd, and employment records (wherein patterns of problems may be evident
and should be noted); (2) a scr eening inter view during which theindividua can be encouraged to self-
report problems in academic, socia, medical, and employment areas, including 9 milar information
about family membersto help determine possibl e familial factors known to correl ae with learning
disabilities; (3) a scr eening questionnaire; and (4) a str eening tool (an instrument for which the
administrator shoul d be trained to use). For excd lent exampl es of an observation checklis and a
creening quegtionnaire, seethe Learning Disabilities A ssoci ati on of Canada (LDAC) publication listed
under"References.”

For samples of screening tool s, see the Tennessee Literacy Resource Center's publication, listed in
"References.” Operating under agrant from the U.S. Department of Education and working with
Tennessee educators the Tennessee Literacy Resource Center, University of Tennessee Knoxville,
edabli shed aresearch project that reviewed a variety of screening tool sused for "identifying and helping
adultswho find | earning difficult,” reporting strengthsand limitations of each tool.

Heading thelig of the Tennessee Literacy Resource Center's recommendations for screening incoming
literacy participantsis”Informa Observation and Work Samples” The research group found that careful
observation was so va uable to the assessment process that it recommended traini ng to sharpen the
practitioner's observation kills. "After careful observation, and using a checklist or other

documentati on, we were abl e to talk with sudents about how they I earn, the strategies they use, and

thei r preferences, in amuch more focused and productive manner." Obvioudy, the literacy practitioner
isin aposition to make valuabl e input into the assessment process

Whileforma testing provides the most accurate basis for planning an i ndivi dudi zed | earning program,
the observations noted in the informal screening process serve anumber of purposes:

* Streening sets the stage for the practitioner to hel p learners with suspected learning disabilities to
understand their strengths and wesknesses and the reasons behind their sruggles and difficulties

¢ Theinforma nature of theinformati on gathering process in screening enablesthe practitioner to
include the [ earner in determining appropri ate instruction.

¢ Informa screening opensthe door for discussion between the practitioner and the learner
regarding which grategies and/or interventions, if any, have been tried in the pad.

* Screening can hel p establish the foundation for discuss on between the practitioner and the | earner
about realisti c long-range god stranslated into short-term obj ectives.

e Screening helps the practitioner identify speciad material sand srategies to be used in setting up an
individudized learning dtuation for the Sudent.



For follow-up, the practitioner needs to be aware of loca sources of testing and other services to which
the learner can bereferred. The adult educati on/adult literacy program/literacy council with which the
practitioner is adigned should have alist of recommended resources. Depending on the particular local e,
these resources may include (1) the State V ocational Rehabilitation Agency, (2) community menta
hedlth agencies, (3) specid education departments, disability support services offices, counseling, and
gudy kills centers at universities or loca community colleges, (4) educationd therapists or leaming
goecidists in private practice, (5) Orton Dyslexia Society, (6) the local chapter of L earning Disabilities
of America (LDA), (7) private schools or institutions specidizing in learning disabilities and (8)
university affili ated hospitals.

Literacy practitionerscan be a vital link in the overd|l assessment process. If theindividua with
suspected | earning di sabilities does not undergo a compl ete assessment, informal screening provides the
magjor source of information for esabli shing both |ong-range goa sand short-term obj ectives, and for
identifying ingructi onal methods and materia sneeded to establish an individuaized program that meets
the learner's needs.
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