Section II: KNOW THE STUDENT

Chapter 3 

IDENTIFY INTERESTS, SKILLS, RESOURCES AND NEEDS

To help students move to a quality life as an adult, you must come to know your students, to hear their voice, to understand their interests, skills, resources, and needs. Towards this end, our goals for this chapter are to: 

· Describe a way of thinking about knowing students that can help you make way for them towards a quality life as an adult

· Discuss practical strategies for identifying student interests, skills, needs and resources 

· Become familiar with selected tools for identifying skills, resources, and needs

· Understand how to use formal assessment effectively in making way for students

A Story that Tells the Story

Nancy Wants To Be A Jet Mechanic
Here’s a story that illustrates concepts and strategies in this chapter about coming to know the interests and abilities of a student to make way, rather getting caught in deciding if. We hope it will be useful in cementing this key concept. 

When Nancy talked to the high school counselor and her special education teacher about what she wanted to do, she could only speak of wanting to be a jet mechanic. Nancy was a senior and had a significant visual impairment. She insisted that the position of jet mechanic was the only career she was interested in. The formal assessment for similar positions was based on the specifics of the position. The vocational assessment specialist, counselor, and teacher decided to consider the general roles and competencies of the jet mechanic as they may apply to multiple careers. The intent of the assessment was to understand Nancy and the jet mechanic position in order to create an ecology of success. Instead of asking is it possible for Nancy to become a jet mechanic the question was, “What will make it possible for Nancy to be a jet mechanic? A formula emerged: Nancy’s current roles and competencies + roles and competencies to be developed + roles and competencies to be supported = Jet Mechanic roles and competencies (a+b+c=d). The way opened as Nancy and professionals proceeded with a methodical and personalized look at how she could become a jet mechanic instead of trying to decide if if she could be a jet mechanic. Within two years after high school, Nancy had a job as a jet mechanic and has worked for several years as one of their most competent and organized mechanics.
Three Steps for Knowing a Student
How do you come to know your students? Notice how we’ve phrased the question. We did not ask, “How can you reliably assess students?” The latter term often implies that you view students from a distance, as a professional observer and evaluator, an approach that almost always mutes the voice of the student and takes your attention away from the practicalities of their actual lives. 

How do we come to know anyone - ourselves, our children, our family, our friends? Largely knowing another comes from spending time in a range of activities - talking, listening, watching, having fun, working together, playing together. So it is with our students. But can you do this? Is there time? It’s an issue. You never can spend as much time with people as you would like.  However, you seek to be a different type of professional, one who seeks to bring out the voice of students and support their self-determination and empowerment. 

Coming to know your students’ interests, skills, resources and needs is in many ways simple and in others highly complex. That’s the way it is in real life. Love, for example is a simple idea. We love and care for one another. On the other hand, a myriad of non-fiction and fiction books, music, paintings, and more have been created to explore the mystery of this most basic of all human needs. So it is with knowing your students. Here’s the simple version, 3 steps. 

1. Involve the student in rich experiences
2. Watch and listen 

3. Document what you learn 

Let’s talk about these steps. 

Reflection 3.1 Consider people you know well. How did you come to know them? Jot down some notes. As you meet new people, how do you learn about them and develop relationships with them? What lessons do these life experiences have for how you may come to know students with whom you work? 
1. Involve the student in rich experiences: access the school and community!! 

As you seek to understand student interests, skills, resources and needs it is very important to understand how interests and skills are developed in the first place - through experience. Only by experiencing tasks and activities associated with various jobs or community roles can students understand those in which they are interested. Students can watch videos, read about jobs and activities, and talk to people, but such information is only valuable to the degree that the student has experiences to understand this information. 

The same is true of developing skills. People learn to play the guitar, for example, not by reading a book, though that might be helpful, but by actually playing a guitar, much and often. In other words, we develop skills by performing an activity or task in a role. It’s what educators mean by authentic learning, learning that involves students in real, meaningful activities and tasks to learn skills. 

As you work with students, you must understand that to the degree that their experiences, both in and out of school, have been limited and restricted is the degree to which students will not develop interests and skills they would otherwise. If students’ experiences are impoverished, their lives are limited. They may have no idea of possibilities and, consequently, few clear interests. This is one of the most devastating impacts of segregated programs for students with disabilities – limiting their life experiences and thus narrowing tremendously their dreams, goals, and skills. This is why inclusive education and engagement in the local community are so important. Inclusive classes simply provide a richer set of experiences in typical classrooms. The curriculum is richer than is possible in a separate special education setting, no matter how good and creative the teachers are. 

Experiences in typical situations in the community similarly provide a depth of experience and learning that cannot be replicated by ‘programs’ only for individuals with disabilities. In one city we know well, some individual spent huge amounts of time and money creating a ‘simulated city’ complete with people who would play the parts of doctors, bankers, store-keepers, and more. Frankly, it’s been a mystery to us. Why simulate a city when you have a real, actual community all around which provides a real, rather than pretend, experience? You can’t be fooled by the allure of wanting to create special programs and places because they can never provide genuine experiences. 

Therefore, you must work to facilitate student involvement in the full high school curriculum, extra-curricular programs, and to facilitate neighborhood connections. Respond to areas of interest students express but always encourage them to explore new areas. The more people with whom they personally identify the more their interests and skills will be, the more supportive resources they will have, and the clearer will be their needs for moving ahead towards their dreams. Their particular gift will emerge. 

Here’s one key piece of advice to strengthen support for students making the transition to a quality adult life: know the full opportunities in your school and community and develop connections and relationships with people in the community who may support your student. Get to know teachers and other educators in various programs in your school including extra-curricular programs. All high schools are filled with academic and vocational programs and myriads of extra-curricular efforts which are often linked to community resources. Be a facilitator of access to the full school programs, from band to sports to honors English to the chess club!! Walk around the neighborhood and community, build relationships, talk to employers, find out about groups, and use the internet to access information about the community. 

Here’s an example from one teacher who worked to connect a students to rich experiences related to his interests. He did this even though other educators thought that the student should be told that his interests were unrealistic. It’s a great story of making way. 

Jim wanted to be an airline pilot. I knew his intellectual disability would prevent him from doing so. However, I helped make way for him to go about finding out about becoming an airline pilot. In the process, he learned how to use the bus to get places. He went all sorts of places. While he did not become airline pilot he did learn a about the airline industry, people with whom he might like to work, and related opportunities – jobs at the airport and airline corporate office, and more. Even though I knew his interests were for a position he could not do, it was not my job to tell him that. I had faith that if he had enough experience he would gain information, develop other interests, and avenues would open. They did. 

Reflection 3.2 Make a list of 3 or your most important skills and 3 areas of interest that are the most important to you. Now consider the following questions: “How did you develop your skills. What experiences did you have to allow them to flourish?” Similarly, “Where did your interests come from? What experiences did you have that encouraged you in these areas?” 
2. Watch and listen

As students are involved in rich experiences, you will learn the most about their interests, skills, needs, and resources by observing and talking with them and those who know them well. You note the way they respond non-verbally indicating expressions of pleasure and displeasure related to particular tasks. You also talk with others who know the student well and ask them about their own observations of the student’s interests and skills. This can be done informally as you come into contact with people as well as through formal interviews. As we’ll discuss in chapter 7, a person-centered planning meeting with the student’s circle provides a very useful opportunity for those who know the student to share regarding their perception of students’ interests, skills, resources and needs. The same is true of formal planning meetings for education and service plans (chapter 10).

If you have in mind the type of information that would be most helpful regarding a student this can help guide us in putting together questions to ask students and knowledgeable people. You want to form a picture of the student, a profile. We’ve outlined such a student life profile in Figure 3-1 that provides an outline of practical information regarding the student. Note that this is not about test scores or clinical descriptions of the student’s disability and problems. Rather, you seek to develop a picture that shows, in pragmatic terms, information about the student’s present and future life in the community.

Figure 3-1

Student Life Profile

You can use this profile to guide you in putting together a series of questions that you can use to guide a personal interview or a discussion with the student, individuals who know the student well. You can also use them in a group discussion. It’s most helpful to use a semi-structured interview format where the questions to guide the interview or discussion but where the conversation can develop naturally. Alternatively, you can create a written questionnaire or survey you can give to students, family members of others. This can then be used as the basis for an individual or group discussion.  In Figure 3-2 below, we provide a few questions that you might use for interviews or written surveys. 

Figure 3-2

Questions for Interviews, Group Discussions or Surveys

In addition to observations and interviews, of course, two other general strategies for obtaining information about student interests and skills are often promoted: tests and simulations. Tests, by and large, can provide only limited practical information. In assessing skills, at best, they can only provide written scenarios of situations or events. Most tests do not even go this far and typically will use very abstract items to try to assess underlying skills, aptitudes or other traits (see discussion of these constructs below). The advantage to tests, of course, is that they can be administered in a relatively brief period of time. However, tests of skills should be used with extremely great caution. You’ll find observations in authentic situations much more useful. 

Interest tests typically provide either a list of activities and / or jobs or pictures of such. Sometimes students’ experiences will be too limited for either word or picture-based tests to be very useful. Picture interest inventories are most typically used with individuals whose reading abilities are limited. This can be helpful. However, pictures are often difficult to interpret. We all perceive images based on our own experiences. One person may see a picture one way, another person may see something very different. Again, understanding the meaning of pictures, like understanding words, is influenced by the experience of the student. These can provide some usefulness, particularly as a tool in which to engage students in thoughtful conversation about their interests. They should be used in this way, however. They can’t ‘tell’ students what they should do or be.

Simulations have most often been used related to job skills. The field of vocational evaluation has created work samples which are attempts to create simulations of work experiences as an assessment tool. Some vocational evaluators have developed their own work samples based on local jobs or vocational training programs. However, numerous commercially available work sample systems have been developed and marketed. In some other situations professionals have set up simulations related to living skills where students might be involved in preparing a meal at a kitchen in a classroom at the school or making beds in a simulation of a house set up in a classroom at school.

Certainly, simulations are a step ahead of pencil and paper tests. They do attempt to involve students in actual tasks However, even the best simulation is used in an artificial environment using directions that simply wouldn’t be used in an actual situation. This changes the nature of the task and activity in very important ways. 

As a result, quality programs of vocational evaluation have increasingly relied on what we have discussed above – eg. involving individuals in rich, authentic experiences and observing their interests and skills they demonstrate. In vocational assessment and evaluation these are typically called job try-outs or community-based assessments in which students actually go on a job site and perform the job for a period of time. Students are often paid for their work in such programs which increases the authenticity of the experience. Of course, this strategy has obvious drawbacks as well. We all know it takes time to get to know how to do a job. This will often be even more so for students with special needs. Thus, skills and interests demonstrated in, for example, a one week job tryout have to be taken with a grain of salt, so to speak. Nevertheless, they can provide some useful information. 
3. Document and share information

As professionals, you are asked to document information about students. The goal is to use these records to help provide quality services. Here are a few practical suggestions. First, keep an ongoing log of your observations. Jot down notes about interests, skills, and needs your students demonstrate and keep these in a notebook or folder in a section for each student. Date them and file them. It’s helpful to: 

· Record actual behaviors or words used by the student along with your interpretations. 

· Make a note about context – eg. reaction to reading Huckleberry Finn or working in a service project with older people.

In preparing for a conversation with the student, an IEP, or a meeting regarding transition with the family these notes can be organized in a logical manner and used. You can also use these notes of observations and interviews (formal and informal) to develop a formal report. If you need to do formal documentation, we recommend that you use the Student Life Profile (Figure 3-1) as an outline of a report that you will write. However, don’t spend so much time documenting in formal reports that you don’t have time to spend with students doing practical activities to help make way for them. However, do keep records that you can use effectively in planning with the student and communicating what you know about them to others. 

You can also create or adapt from others ways for others to document information about a student. We discussed surveys for students, parents, and others who know the student. You can use similar strategies with other educators and agency professionals. The same survey may be useful. You can obtain also records that teachers and other professionals already use. Some teachers may, for example, use rating scales of student behavior as part of their grading process. Such scales often have information regarding a student’s work behaviors. You may have specific questions of teachers and professionals related to the Student Life Profile that you can ask individually or, alternatively, provide them a tool that they can use to document responses. For example, You may want to know interests a student has shown in a class. You can talk to the teacher or put together a simple survey form and ask them to jot a few notes. (You have to keep it simple!!)

Many tools are available to more formally record observations of a student’s skills, interests, resources, and needs. Some tools aim to provide a comprehensive listing of skills related to adult living as well as working. Brolin’s Life Centered Career Education curriculum lists 22 competencies and 102 sub-competencies important for adult living. Knowledgeable informants, including students themselves, can rate the student’s abilities on these items and they can also be used to set learning goals. Wilcox and Bellamy’s Activities Catalog takes a related approach. It provides a description of key self-help and job tasks and community and leisure activities. Rather than assessing students on these activities, however, the Catalog is used to provide choices that students may decide to pursue. In the back of the Catalog is a list of pictures that can be used to sort based on a student’s interests. Many checklists and rating scales are also available that are intended to assess work behaviors, key behaviors thought to be important in the performance of jobs. Other checklists provide very detailed lists of skills and behaviors related to independent living. These are similar to those used by Brolin but often are much more detailed. Again, these can be used to help set learning goals for independent living skills for students. We will provide additional information on tools in subsequent chapters that focus on functional areas of the student’s life (eg. chapter 11, employment; 12, relationships; 13, home living; 15, recreation and leisure). 

These tools can be of assistance. They do provide a listing of what may be important skills or activities. However, they should also be used with great caution. It’s very possible to get enamored of working with multiple checklists, behavior rating scales, and job to person matching systems and avoid the real, concrete work to make way for the student. We suggest using these tools after students have had multiple experiences so that they can communicate what they have learned and seen– experience first, tools of assessment second, not the other way around. There is also a danger that if you assess students based on a comprehensive list of life skills, you may never get around to the specific goals that the student would like to pursue and work on skills associated with this specific goal. 

For example, Micah, a student with a cognitive disability, wanted very much to attend college. To do so, however, he needed to figure out how to ride the bus safely from his house to the college campus (since he did not drive and was not able to find another student who lived near him). Another student, he found, also rode the bus and he and Micah learned to ride the bus together. So Micah learned to ride the bus, not because it was a general ‘life skill’ he would need but because he wanted to get to the college campus. Of course, once he learned how to ride the bus for that purpose, he is also using that skill to get other places. 
We need to consider another important question at this point: “Who is this information about interests, skills, resources and needs of the student for?” The answer: for all who are involved in supporting students but, most particularly, for students themselves. If information is only for the professional, control remains in the professional rather than the student. 

On the other hand, as students understand themselves they can make better decisions and plans; they will be more able to advocate for themselves and set goals. As students participate in rich experiences in school and the community, you want to help them understand and think about the interests and skills they are demonstrating in response as well as resources that can help them and needs they may have. Many students have difficulties sorting through their reactions to various experiences. If you pay careful attention, you may be able to help the student process and understand. 

Several years ago my wife and I were eating at a restaurant. We were served some wonderful whole grain bread. She made the comment that I really liked bread. I looked at her and said, “I DO like bread!” If you observed my eating habits you’d think this was very obvious. However, I didn’t consciously know that I liked bread. This information was helpful. I could plan ahead to buy good bread at the grocery store, for example, so we could have some at home with our meals. Before I wouldn’t buy it unless my wife put it on the grocery list. 

What’s the point? Our students similarly may exhibit behaviors that tell you clearly they either really like or they do not like an activity. You may say, “John, you really seem to enjoy washing cars to raises money for projects. Why is that?” In this simple statement, you are telling John you care enough for him to notice how he is acting and feeling. You may also be helping him understand his own interests.

Reflection 3.3 Think about two children in your life – either yours or children in your family (your sibling’s children, friend’s children, etc.). You care about them and the interests and skills they are developing. How is it that you are right now coming to understand the skills and interests of these children? What lessons does this provide for how you might best understand students with whom you work? 
Ecological Framework for Life Adjustment 

Making Way Towards Matching Students and Social Roles

As you gain information about students, you will use that information to help them make decisions regarding pursuing future options in school, home, and the community. To do this, it’s helpful to have a framework to organize the interactions between the characteristics of students, expectations and rewards of various adult roles, and strategies for dealing with discrepancies between the two. We’ve developed such a framework that we call the ecological theory of life adjustment.  This is a modification of the Minnesota Theory of Work Adjustment that has been used as the basis for many tools that attempt to match people and jobs. A graphic representation of this framework is presented in Figure 3-3.

Figure 3-3 

Ecological Framework for Life Adjustment 

Let’s consider Jose and decisions he is making to illustrate this ecological framework. Jose has been involved in an occupational exploration program in high school over the summer and has decided that he would like to work towards a job as a welder. Jose has been classified as emotionally disturbed and also has a learning disability.  To become a welder, Jose knows that he must meet the requirements of the job.  He visited a welding shop and observed workers using gas and arc welding equipment. Jose likes what he knows about welding. The money is not bad and he liked some of the people he met who were welders. Jose's school has a welding program in the vocational education program. However, Jose is concerned that his reading will be a problem in the vocational class and that his temper will get him in trouble. His special education teacher, vocational education teacher and support counselor in the vocational program met with him to discuss strategies to help him work around his reading deficits and to help him learn to deal with reactions to stress he sometimes feels. Jose was encouraged. 

Jose's story illustrates the dynamic interaction of a number of important variables.  Jose must meet the requirements of the vocational class and the job and a variety of services and support will assist him in this.  Jose wants training and a job because he thinks it will make his life better and meet his own needs. Life adjustment always involves, then, people fitting requirements of settings and environments meeting the needs of people. Both have to occur if successful adjustment is to occur. 

Let’s look at the model of ecological life adjustment as illustrated in Figure 3-3 in more detail.  For people to successfully participate in school, work, home, community, and leisure settings where they engage in valued social roles, two things must happen.  First, the individual must have skills to meet the requirements of the setting.  When this happens, we say that the individual is satisfactory and will, at minimum, be allowed to stay in the situation. Secondly, the situation must have a variety reinforcers to meet the needs of the person. These might include interesting activities, enjoyable relationships, a fit with personal image, and more. When a person’s needs are met, we say that the person is satisfied and will want to stay (Dawis, England, and Lofquist, 1964). It is also true, however, that a range of resources may be used to help support the student, bridging gaps between the degree to which the student meets the requirements of the roles in particular setting and the degree to which the environment meets the needs of the student. 

To think ahead regarding the potential match or discrepancies between characteristics of a student and an environment you develop a profile of the skills and needs of the student and compare this with a profile of the environmental requirements and reinforcers. You can also analyze the supports that are present in the life of the student and in the environment. Using this model informally may be sufficient. However, in working with students who may have many life challenges, it’s helpful to understand this framework explicitly so, if needed, it can be broken it apart and alternatives considered. 

When there are discrepancies between student characteristics and environments, several strategies can be used (see Figure 3-4). First, if the student does not meet the skill requirements of a role in a specific setting or environment, choices that include the following: 

· Help the student improve their skills and abilities. This is the most traditional response. However, there are other options. 

· Have the student use a different method of performing a task or activity. Perhaps vision is typically required to read orders that are sent from a website on a computer. The student might use assistive technology so that software reads aloud messages and conveys the information to the person. 

· Modify the tasks required of a student so that different skills are required. 

· Next we may look for other roles in the setting that have different skills requirements. 

· Support can also be provided. This might be a natural part of the environment (a friend, a supportive employer or co-worker), support provided by service providers (via supported employment of family support services), or natural support in the life of the individual (a spouse, parent, or friend). 

· If problems in one area of adjustment occur, a person can also compensate.  For example, an individual may have trouble performing one task in a job but does others extremely well; a person may not sing well in choir but others enjoy being around him.  These illustrate what Marc Gold (1972) called the "competency-deviancy hypothesis", which simply states that the more competency that we possess in valued areas, the more deviancy in other areas will be tolerated. 

· Partial participation allows individuals to participate in part of activities in a setting. Rather than requiring persons to meet all the requirements of a setting prior to participation in that activity, the individual will participate in activities of which they are capable and be given support, assistance, and training.  This strategy has often been used as a method of helping an individual learn.  Thus, a new employee may participate in part of activities while learning; similarly, a young child may help a parent cook a meal.  

· Finally, the student may leave the setting and find a situation where their skills more closely fit requirements. This is another traditional and most frequently used strategy. However, you want to use all the others first if the setting meets the needs of the student. Most of the time you’ll be able to solve the discrepancy using these strategies. 

If the environment does not meet the needs of the student, a related set of strategies can be used. However, rather than responding to the expectations of those with some authority in the environment, here the student sets the standard, expecting that the environment will respond to individual needs. Strategies include the following: 

· The environment can be changed so that student needs are more effectively met. Various strategies have been used by industry to better meet the needs of individuals to enhance their motivation for productivity and quality work.  These have included quality circles, job enlargement, enhancement of pay and benefits, and related methods. You can apply such concepts to accommodation for an individual.  You might, for example, help the person establish a network of relationships or alter job duties to those more preferred. 

· The student might also reevaluate his or her interests and needs and consider changes in expectations and needs. Care is need here, however, so that the students real needs are not ignored. 

· Sometimes a student might like a particular setting but not the specific role to which they have been assigned. Perhaps, instead of working as a dishwasher in the restaurant, for example, he might bus tables instead. 

· Numerous ways of providing students support may also help meet their needs. 

· Compensation also applies to meeting the needs of persons.  If one aspect of a situation does not meet an individual's needs, other aspects may balance this.  Perhaps, for instance, I do not think I am paid enough but enjoy people with whom I work.  Relatedly, compensation may be used across settings so that if a student is unhappy with work, she can compensate via involvement in church and community activities.  

· Finally, the student may decide to leave and go somewhere else and looking for a different environment that may better meet needs. 

Figure 3-4
Solving Discrepancies Between

Personal and Environmental Characteristics

Reflection 3.4 Consider an environment in which you engage in roles and positions in your own life. For example, at home you may be a spouse or a parent. At work, you are a teacher. Use the ecological model above to consider your profile of skills and needs, the requirements and reinforcers in the environment via the role you play, resources available to you that provide support for you. What is the match between these and what strategies have come into play to bridge the gap between you and the environment? 

Concepts for Knowing a Student 

Numerous constructs have been used regarding assessment of interests, skills, needs and resources of human beings. Let’s review these constructs listed in Figure 3-5. Let’s briefly discuss these to provide a basis for clearer understanding regarding how to create a useful Student Life Profile. 

Domains refer to major areas of life functioning including work; home; community; leisure; and relationships.  Domains provide the basic categories in which we live our lives.  We work, we live, we engage in relationships. 

Positions describe the roles that individuals fill which involve specific tasks and activities.  For example, in work situations the term position describes an actual job--e.g., secretary, president, truck driver. Positions in the home include that of parent, child, and teenager. In the community, positions abound-- member of a local garden club, finance committee chairperson for a local church. A position may be specific to a particular environment or be more general--for instance, a manager in a particular grocery store versus managers in general.  

Figure 3-5 

Constructs in the Assessment of Human Beings

An environment is a physical space which has social meaning.  While positions are based on behaviors in various roles, environments are the location where individuals perform these roles.  Examples of common environments include churches, stores, schools, work places, public parks, and homes. Expectations for appropriate behaviors and actions may be different for a person in a given role in different environments and sub-environments.  Thus, we would expect and tolerate different behaviors of a customer on the parking lot than we would in line to check out groceries.  Every environment contains many positions.  For example, a typical grocery store would include customers, children, a manager, assistant manager, stockers, warehouse workers, sackers, and others.  

Activities include meaningful clusters of tasks that have inherent meaning in our lives. Most of us, when asked to describe what we did today or what we do in our jobs, will list activities.  Activities describe what we do in positions and environments Examples of leisure activities for example might include:  bowling, skating, or camping.  Work activities in a secretarial position might include typing letters, answering the phone, and receiving people into the office.  

Tasks involve specific descriptions of behaviors and actions required of the individual to accomplish activities.  Thus, tasks involved in the activity of writing letters may include setting margins, inserting the paper in the printer, typing, giving a command to print the letter, removing the paper from the printer, and trouble shooting when problems occur. The level of detail for both activities and tasks may vary greatly depending upon your needs.  For example, task ‘setting the margins’ could be broken down into much smaller steps. 

Functional Knowledge describes what people need to know to perform activities in life domains. For example, to work in an office a personal must know how to turn on and operate the computer and copy machine, who to call when these things break, and what is expected by the supervisor on the job. 

Relationships describe the interactions between an individual and other living beings. These will include--relationships with people, animals (e.g., pets), plants, and spiritual relationships. To understand relationships, we pay attention to non-verbal and verbal communications, statements and thoughts about the perceived value of relationships ("she is the center of my life"), behaviors, and the amount of time spent in relationships. 

Behaviors are actions that can be observed and measured - counting, timing, judging their degree of intensity. Understanding the behaviors of individuals in various settings provides a more complete understanding and picture of them.

Skills involve clusters of abilities needed to accomplish certain activities.  Generic skills include behaviors and abilities related to activities important in many functional life settings.  Such generic skills include: writing; speaking; physical abilities such as walking; and interpersonal interactions.  Skills may involve both knowledge and performance.   

Functional life skills describes capacity to be able to perform activities and tasks. The difference between the a skill and activity is important. An activity is a cluster of tasks and behaviors that one does. However, the construct of a skill describes behaviors that a person has the capacity or ability to do.  In making way for students, it is most important to have students actually engage in real, meaningful activities where they are learning skills to perform those activities in an authentic context. If the focus is only on developing skills, apart from participation in meaningful activities, outcomes for students can be very limited. 
Traits are understood to be underlying cognitive, perceptual, affective, or psychomotor characteristics seen as important in the development of skills, which, in turn, are important in the performance of life activities and tasks.  However, while skills, tasks, activities, and behaviors are observable and measurable, traits are inferred constructs. Aptitudes are traits that are thought to indicate potential for effective performance of tasks that depend on specified skills like mechanical or mathematical aptitude. Traits are further typically considered to vary little, if any, across time and environment.  Thus, so goes trait theory, if you can validly and reliably assess the traits of an individual, you can predict specific behaviors and measure the capacity of the person to perform specific tasks and activities. 

The vast majority of tests developed over the years are based on this fundamental concept of traits. These include tests of intelligence, achievement, aptitude, personality, mental health, and more. Great amounts of research have been conducted using these tests. Since tests are often used in a selection rather than making way mode, they often are used to actually deny opportunities for individuals rather than making way. Much has also been written critiquing tests of traits and their social impact on individuals and human service systems, including education. Fundamentally, tests provide very limited information that is useful in making way for students.

Reflection 3.5 Think about the various ways your students are assessed in your school. Which constructs are used? Which are not? Describe improvements needed so that you and the student might have practical information that would better help them plan for transition into a quality adult life. 

Using Formal Assessment to Make Way for Students

Despite the many problems in tests of traits and skills, schools and adult service agencies often require formal assessment using various forms of standardized tests. Much money, time, and energy is spent on a range of formal and informal assessment tools. One recent study in New York city found that if formal testing were abolished and resources put into instruction and support instead that every school could have an additional special education teacher. Testing has become a huge industry that creates substantial profits. Assessment has also become organized as a series of programs for which various professionals are involved. It’s a fact of professional life that cannot be escaped presently. 

A fundamental question is this: “Do you attend to the voice of the student voice or the voice of the professional diagnostician?” The fundamental challenge is to hear the student's voice. If the voice of the professional dominates you promote a form of cultural imposition where the focus on students is at risk of being lost. Assessment becomes tools of control rather than a means of knowing and making way. 

Often 10-15 page reports are written that use technical language, most often the language of deficits. Many professionals engage in writing such reports: psychologists, social workers, vocational evaluators, and more. It is a simple truth that these reports provide a detailed description of the perceived deficits and problems of the person. Few focus, however, on positive strengths on which to build or obtain information about resources and possibilities. There is little real human information because it is not the voice of the person. 

So how do you make the best of this situation? 

For sure, formal assessment is used in schools and adult service agencies to justify many decisions that are important for students. Initial testing often will be used to establish eligibility for receiving services from (for example) special education, vocational rehabilitation, and community mental health. Such results often are used to develop service plans for students. In other situations, additional specialized assessments may be conducted whose purpose is to provide additional information to be used in developing service plans. When considering a vocational education program in high school, school-based vocational assessment may be conducted. Similarly, a vocational rehabilitation counselor may fund a vocational evaluation designed to identify employment goals for a student. Additional assessment might be conducted by occupational therapists, physical therapists, or speech therapists concerning needs of students in those areas. 

One way to effectively use formal assessment is to know the student as a person and understand areas that formal assessment may be used to justify. In other words, you use formal assessment as a tool to make way for students, to help them access resources and opportunities in which they are interested. 

We discussed Jose, above, who was interested in entering a vocational program in welding. Jeremy, his vocational rehabilitation counselor, had helped Jeremy meet welders, observe them on the job, and meet owners of welding companies. When it was time for the vocational assessment to make a recommendation regarding his entry into the welding program, Jose, the rehabilitation counselor, and his special education teacher all knew what they wanted the outcome of the vocational assessment to be – a recommendation supporting Jose entering the program along with specific recommendations for support. The vocational assessment specialist listened to the teacher and rehabilitation counselor and developed such a report. This was used then to help Jose gain access to the program. As another example, a speech therapist is conducting an initial assessment of speech and language skills and needs. You know the student wants to be fully included in all aspects of her school program. You could discuss with the speech therapist the options for helping the student via push-in services in the general education class and ask him to be looking for strategies to do this as he conduct the assessment.  In both situations, the teacher interacted with the professional conducting the assessment to help prompt questions and set up a situation to focus the assessment report in ways helpful to the student. The teacher interacted with the evaluator to help shape what that report would become and then to use it to justify and support the person in the system. You are able to use formal assessment as a tool in making way for a student.

Reflection 3.6 Think about the tests that are given in your school or agency. Think now about two students you know well. What interests do they have? How might you communicate to those who conduct formal assessment to help them document information that would help you make way for your students? 
On the Road:

Towards Knowing Your Students

In this chapter we’ve introduced a way of coming to know and understand students that will help us make way for students and support their emerging self-determination. We’ll explore other aspects and tools in later chapters. However, at this point, we encourage you to apply the thinking in this chapter to your own life. 

Reflection 3.7 Ask someone you know and trust to interview you using variations on the questions in Figure 3.2. Ask them to make notes. After this interview, reflect on your responses. What would a written report on you look like if you made a formal report using the Student Life Profile (Figure 3-1) as an outline? What lessons do you learn from this very personal experience regarding coming to know and understand students with whom you work?  
Figure 3-1

Student Life Profile
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Figure 3-2

Questions for Interviews, Discussion Groups, or Surveys

Personal life situation. Tell me about your life at home. Who do you live with? Where do you live? Tell me about your house and neighborhood? What’s a typical day like for you during the week and on the weekend? What do your parents do? How do you get along with them? 

History. Tell me about your past. What are the key events in your life? How long have you lived where you are now? Where did you live before? What do you remember that was very important to you in the past? 

Relationships and connections in the community. Who are your best friends? Where do they live? What do you do together? What neighbors do you know? People at church? Local stores? What do you do in your neighborhood or community? What places do you go to? 

Interests and dreams. What do you like most to do? If you could, what would you like to do that you don’t do right now? What would make you the happiest if it could happen? What do you hope your life will be like in the future? What type of job would you like to do? If you could do something to help other people what would you do? What would you like to do to make your neighborhood or community a better place? Where do you hope you will be able to live when you are an adult? What type of place do you want to live in (an apartment, a house, a condo, etc)? What would it be like? What would help you figure out what you want for your future? 

Experience and skills. What are some important things you’ve been involved in at school? What about at home? What about in your neighborhood, your church (or synagogue or temple)? 

Resources. What people can you count on to help you do what you’d like to do? In what ways does your family help you? What people you know in your neighborhood, church, and community help you? How do they do this? If you needed money to do something you want to do would you be able to get it? How? 

Needs. What do you think needs to happen to help you work towards your interests, dreams and goals we talked about earlier? 

Figure 3-3

Ecological Framework for Life Adjustment

Matching People with Roles, Activities, and Places 
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Figure 3-4

Solving Discrepancies Between

Personal and Environmental Characteristics

	When the skills of the student do not match requirements of the environment. . . 


	When the reinforcers of the environment don’t meet the needs of the student. . .  



	1. Help the student improve skills

2. Provide alternative methods of performing a task or activity  

3. Modify the required tasks and activities of the role so skill expectations change

4. Select a different role in the setting that has different skill requirements 

5. Provide support and assistance in accomplishing tasks and activities

6. Compensate for deficits in one task with skills in another

7. Select a different environment


	1. Design ways to change the environment so needs of the student can be met

2. Work with the student to see if they can change their expectations and needs in the situation

3. Modify tasks and activities of roles so that they better meet student needs. 

4. Select a different role in the setting that has different types of reinforcers

5. Provide support to the student and others in the environment to help meet the needs of the student

6. Compensate for problems in one arena in the setting with strong reinforcers in another 

7. Select a different environment 




Figure 3-5

Constructs in the Assessment of Human Beings
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Personal life situation. What is the a student’s life situation? Where does the student live and with whom? What is home life like? What are the daily routines in which the student engages? What special events occur at various times in the student’s life?   





History. What are key events in the life of the student that have shaped who the student is to date? 





Relationships and connections in the community. What key relationships does the student have with peers, family, people in the community? 





Interests and dreams. What interests, goals and dreams has the student indicated. Note that no interest is trivial as all interests are rooted deeply to an important need. If the student has too little information or experience to have clear interests what experiences could help them develop their interests?   





Experience and skills. What experiences have students had and what skills did they demonstrate? What additional experiences would help them build skills in areas of interest? 





Resources. What resources does the student have that can provide support in working towards goals an dreams (relationships, fiscal resources, and connections in the community, etc.)? 





Needs. What is needed to help a student move towards their interests and dreams? 
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