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Transcript: Module 2 Lesson 2 

Disability or Difference 

Welcome to the Framework and Formula for Writing Meaningful 

IEPs. This is the second module on disability or difference, and 

we're in particular on lesson number two, which is all about data-

driven decisions. And so, as we start to think about data-driven 

decisions, you might wonder, "What does this really have to do 

with writing an IEP? We understand that later we're going to have 

to track progress and performance over time, we know we did a 

lot of testing, and assessment, and gathering to get the child 

eligible, but what does data-driven decision have to do with the 

actual IEP document?" 

So let's talk a little bit first about what is a data-driven decision-

making model, and then let's unpack how it applies to the IEP and 

the different purposes for which we do assessment in early 

childhood. So, the data-driven decision-making model is one that 

has five steps, or this flow if you will, that goes from gathering, to 
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documenting, to summarizing, to analyzing, to interpreting. And 

I'm going to make an argument that we need to gather the right 

information if we're going to develop an IEP that is more 

meaningful, and we need to interpret that information in a way 

that helps us understand what we learned in module one, about 

being IEP worthy. So let's talk a little bit about how this data-

driven decision-making model applies across the purposes of 

assessment, as well as where the IEP interfaces with these five 

steps. 

So there are six purposes for which we engage in assessment in 

early childhood. The first is screening, and we definitely want to 

engage in that five step process. We're going to gather, 

document, summarize, analyze, and interpret, to determine 

whether a child needs to have more or additional testing 

conducted. So the screening and the IEP are related in the sense 

that if we've not done due diligence at screening we're going to 

have higher referrals, maybe more kids making it through the 

filters than should, and then we're going to struggle writing an 

IEP that looks different than what is the general curriculum, or 

what are common expectations. 

Another purpose for assessment in early childhood is, for sure, 

determining eligibility under IDEA, or, the Individuals with 
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Disabilities Education Act. And so, in the United States, when we 

determine eligibility, this is where we need to remove our hat and 

put our hat on when we shift gears. So, when we look at our data 

from screening, all we can interpret is whether or not additional 

testing is warranted. That brings us to an evaluation. When we 

put our evaluation hat on, now we're determining if the child 

meets eligibility criteria set forth in our particular state, or region, 

or providence.  

We need to take that hat off when we start interpreting around 

the IEP, because the IEP is now making its way into the third 

reason we do assessment, which is planning the instruction. So if 

we didn't gather the right information during eligibility, it's going 

to be really hard to write our present level, to identify IEP worthy 

goals, to determine what is the dimension of behavior that we 

want to track, and what really matters. So you need to take off 

that eligibility hat, and begin to gather information, document, 

summarize, analyze, and certainly interpret for planning 

instruction. And if your IEP meeting and your eligibility 

determination are either the same day, or very close in time, it's 

hard for team members to take one hat off and put the other on. 

So make sure that you go through the data-driven decision-

making process for both eligibility, and for planning instruction. 

Don't leave the same hat on. 
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We also, the bookend to the decision that we make around 

planning, is, how do we revise instruction. So this is the fourth 

purpose we engage in for assessment in early childhood- it's that 

ongoing performance monitoring, which should also be tiered. 

Meaning, we collect less data on common outcomes, more data 

when children are struggling, and lots of data when we have 

individualized goals that are set for children. 

That brings us to our fifth purpose of assessment, which is 

program evaluation, which can include how are children doing in 

terms of making progress towards their IEPs, what is a family’s 

satisfaction with the services being provided, are children being 

served in the least restrictive environment, do we have inclusive 

programming, and do we meet the standards for high quality 

programming? 

And then, the sixth purpose is, in this age of accountability...this 

tends to take a lot of our time, for those of us who work on day to 

day teams, but it doesn't have a lot of impact on the day to day 

interactions. So it takes a lot of time, but may not give you a lot of 

data. But again, you're going to go through the five steps; you 

need to be gathering information for accountability, documenting 

it, summarizing it, analyzing it, and interpreting it, and you want 

to make sure that you're interpreting for high-stakes decisions 
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around accountability, that you're using appropriate tools to 

make those decisions. 

So when it comes to that IEP, and really making sure that we're 

going to write more meaningful IEPs, we need to make sure that 

we go through the five step process five times, or six times rather; 

you need to go through all the steps for all the purposes. And 

while we can link assessment and use information from one 

purpose to the next, we can't rely on just the information 

collected at one purpose to make a decision for a different 

purpose. So when we think about IEPs, we're really thinking about 

determining eligibility, because we know that evaluation report, 

and what we determine at eligibility, is going to drive the IEP. So 

we need to make sure that we're gathering information in a good 

way there, as well as that other hat of planning instruction. 

So have we gathered information about the whole child, about 

the family's priorities, about the family's concerns...have we 

looked at the child's strengths, and gifts, and talents? Have we 

looked, again holistically, not just for areas of need or deficit? And 

then we want to interpret the information that we collected, both 

for eligibility decisions as well as IEP decisions, which are going to 

be around what would be the goals, what should be the services, 

what should be the placement. And those are very different 

interpretations than "Is this is child or student eligible?" 
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So we're going to shift gears quickly, and for those of you who are 

watching, we're going to move outside of the PowerPoint to one 

of the handouts. For those of you who are listening, you might 

want to pause for a minute and grab the next handout for module 

two, lesson two, which is the one about disability versus 

difference. And so we're really going to walk through how this 

handout can help a team make decisions, whether they're at the 

eligibility phase, if they're trying to come into an eligibility, 

meeting, should we make a referral? As well as, how do we start 

thinking about IEPs, and interpret the data to make sure that they 

are meaningful? 

So as we move to that handout, we really want to think about 

several different categories of data. So again, remember, you 

might be trying to decide if we should go to referral, you might be 

listening to a concern from a family or colleague. You might be 

experiencing a concern. So I'm going to chunk this out, and not in 

a linear way, but just in, if you will, groups of questions that you 

should be considering individually and certainly as a team. So 

what do we see as the child's strengths? This is going to serve us 

well, regardless of whether we are making decisions around 

eligibility or we're developing IEPs, so we always want to make 

sure that we're working from a place of strength. 
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When we also talk about strengths, we're triggering the positive 

emotional attractor1 in others, which allows them to be more 

open, more ... Well, just have better ideas, right? Like, we're not 

going to think about what the child can't do, but we're really 

going to allow our mind to think about their gifts and 

contributions. When there is a concern, again, whether this is a 

referral, or we're actually writing up a report, or we're moving 

towards the IEP document itself, regardless of what it might look 

like in our neck of the woods, we want to think about have we 

dug deep enough into the concern? Do we understand sort of 

that why behind? Do we understand what is motivating people? 

Is there any fear behind this that we need to address before we 

move forward? And then, what do we know for sure? 

Sometimes we jump over, and think about only what do we need 

to know, versus what do we know, what have we experienced, 

what data do we have, what sort of observations have led us to 

the point where we are? We can also think about what is true 

about the child's current environment. And I use the word 

educational environment very broadly, especially for three, four, 

and five year olds. The educational environment does not mean 

preschool. If you think about it, until a child is eligible or qualifies 

for an entitlement program, three, four, and five year olds can be 

just about anywhere, at least in the United States, where we don't 
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have universal PreK. Not everyone goes to childcare, not 

everyone qualifies for Head Start, not everyone at five goes to 

kindergarten.  

So we need to think about the education environment being 

wherever this child is as a three year old, or soon to be three year 

old for those transitioning, a four year old or five year old, and 

then really think about, what do we know about the current 

settings and supports, what are they being exposed to? Do the 

people that interface with that child (so the educational team 

members, certainly means the family, childcare providers, Head 

Start team members), what do we know about them, and their 

perspective of the child? 

These are things to help us remember there might be other 

factors that are really at play when we think there might be a 

disability, that really is just leading to a difference. And then, 

again, before the team heads to suspect a delay or disability, 

again, depending on where you are (you may have already made 

this determination), do one final check. We're always asking 

things like, "Is the child young?", "Aha, they are. They're two and a 

half. They're four and a half. They're five and a half." And we may 

be rushing development. Is this something about the child's 

temperament, so it's not something that we need to change? Be 

very careful about cultural norms and individual differences. Think 
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about a child's preferences. Think about if the child's struggling, 

and just needs jump started.  

So we go through those questions, and then if you need a little bit 

more support there's some sentence starters that you can ask 

yourself or others, to help you sort of get at what matters. And in 

module three we'll go much deeper into thinking about what 

matters, what's relevant, what is at the heart of all of this effort to 

generate a meaningful IEP. 
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