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Towards Strengths-Based,
Whole-Student Evaluations

From a Past of Deficits and “Normalcy” to a
Celebration of Strengths and Perspectives

The special education system comes from a
medical model where some students are
seen as in need of fixing and their
educational needs are determined by
measuring how far from “normal” students
are. Often special education evaluations are
understood as solely determining whether a
student qualifies as having a disability. The
students perceived to have the most
minimally disruptive disabilities in an
academic setting get more time in general

education classrooms with their nondisabled

158 4 [} peers. Students perceived to have the most

diverging needs or to be “furthest from the norm” are segregated in separate spaces, with

educational goals designed to manage behavior rather than focus on students’ access to, and

progress in, grade-level general education curriculum.

Under this approach, the student and their skills or performance levels are seen as the

problem, not the classroom environment or school system that was never built with student

variability, diverse learning needs, or meaningful access in mind. Ableism (bias towards non-




disabled people) and disablism (bias against disabled people) also shape evaluations and
learning environments. When adults see the problem as within the child because of their
disabilities, they set them up for failure. Disability is actually a mismatch between a person’s
needs and the environment created by others'— composed of everything from physical barriers

and ineffective instructional methods, to prejudice and educator communication preferences.

Building on Strengths from a Disability Justice and Whole-Child
Perspective

Much of the training that professionals in the school system receive to evaluate a student for
special education comes from this dated mindset that does not acknowledge wholeness, build
and honor positive disability identity, or see disability justice as part of anti-racist pedagogy and
diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging. However, schools do not need to be limited to these
outdated evaluation methods that often only serve to establish eligibility and offer little
information beyond that. Disabled students can thrive where systems and educators examine
how they need to adjust their approaches and their views about learning and disability rather
than assuming a student is not capable of much. When educators and systems are obligated to
uncover access needs and dismantle barriers, special education evaluations become an
essential vehicle for providing usable, empowering information for an inclusive Individualized
Education Plan (IEP).

“Defining Strengths-Based, Whole Child”

Strengths-based evaluations prioritize identifying and leveraging students’ strengths and
interests rather than focusing too much or solely on perceived deficits or divergencies. Every
student has unique strengths, assets, and preferred ways of being that offer meaningful and
student-centered ways to support their learning and engagement. A strengths-based approach

' Note the difference between disability and a person’s difference in mental or physical functioning
(impairment). For example, the Centre for Disability Studies at the University of Leeds distinguishes
between what is happening with a person’s body and/or mind and when they interact with the social
environment. “A disabled person is a person with an impairment who experiences disability. Disability is
the result of negative interactions that take place between a person with an impairment and her or his
social environment. Impairment is thus part of a negative interaction, but it is not the cause of, nor does it
justify, disability.” https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Northern-
Officers-Group-defining-impairment-and-disability. pdf




is also a whole child strategy because it encourages a positive self-concept and esteem and

enhances students’ engagement and participation by emphasizing their abilities, passions,

interests, and autonomy. Therefore, school becomes a place where any teaching or support

builds on existing strengths and resources and focuses on facilitating access for— not fixing—

the student.

Core Values of Strengths-Based Evaluation

Strengths-based evaluations begin with a shared commitment to these core values:

Presumption of Competence: Believing that all students can and will learn, offer
valuable perspectives, and thrive where adults and peers build authentic relationships
with them that honor who they are and how they communicate.

Strengths-Based Language: Using affirming and empowering language to describe
students, their abilities, and their achievements.

Collaboration: Involving students, families, and interdisciplinary teams in the
evaluation process as equal participants. Schools work with the student and family to
build positive relationships, trust, and rapport, through listening, humility, vulnerability,
and acceptance of changing dynamics.

Comprehensive and Holistic Approach: Considering and integrating information and
input from a variety of sources that capture multiple domains of functioning, including
academic, social, emotional, and physical strengths. Realizing that normed tools are
only the beginning and that evaluations can and should provide the groundwork for
authentically meaningful and empowering Individual Education Plans (IEPs)

Building Communities of Belonging: Prioritize tangible actions to foster communities
that value all members and whose members all participate in various roles. Shifting
focus from individuals, and limited ideas of achievement and success, towards the

functioning of a classroom and school community.




Implementing Strengths-Based, Whole-Student
Evaluation

Before conducting any formal evaluation or rewriting the IEP, the school members of the team
should engage students and families as active, equal partners in understanding and setting the
purpose of the evaluation, exploring strengths and interests, and determining priorities. While
every special education evaluation must satisfy standards for IDEA, the law does not limit
schools and districts to using antiquated tools or valuing only professionals’ perspectives.
Students and families bring valuable, unique perspectives to the evaluation process.?

To recognize the student as a whole person in assessment, the evaluation team should
prioritize tools that build on the values of this model and incorporate student self-assessment,
observations, and alternative assessment methods to capture different assets, interests,
preferences, and skills across multiple contexts and environments. They can include formal
assessments, interviews, and portfolio reviews to gather meaningful data. However, any results
should be easy to share or summarize with the student and family members of the team
because their feedback is essential to a collaborative process.

The questions behind a strengths-based, whole-student evaluation should always be:
e How can we as a team, as a school, and as a community support the student in being
involved in and making progress in the grade-level general education curriculum?
e How can we support the ways the student communicates?
e How can we facilitate the student’s existing connections and relationships and facilitate
potential further connections?
e How can we acknowledge and honor the student’s learning preferences?

e How can we encourage intrinsic motivation and foster joy in learning?

2 For more information about going beyond compliance-oriented IEPs and evaluations to anti-

ableist pedagogy, see Jessica Murray’s “Resources for Practicing Anti-Ableist Pedagogy”
(focused on higher education, but applicable to K-12):

https://transform.commons.gc.cuny.edu/2022/11/16/resources-for-practicing-anti-ableist-

pedagogy/
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e How can we find ways for and support the student in demonstrating their knowledge
and learning?
e How can we establish and maintain general education classrooms that are responsive
to and respectful of the student variability in them?
The team can then create a strengths-based IEP that has (1) present levels and goals
consistent with general education standards; and (2) provides every support so that the student
can learn with their peers rather than be in a different place or prevented from accessing
general education

Resources to Consider:

e Anti-Ableist Teaching Project: https://www.antiableistteaching.com

e Building an Anti-Ableist Pedagogy: https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/building-an-anti-

ableist-pedagogy

e Many Benefits of Strengths-Based IEPs:
e https://www.edutopia.org/article/many-benefits-strengths-based-ieps/

e Understood: Strengths-Based IEPs: https://www.understood.org/en/articles/strengths-

based-ieps-what-you-need-to-know

e Unlocking Potential: https://www.teachtasticiep.com/post/unlocking-potential-the-power-

of-a-strength-based-approach-for-students-with-disabilities

e Writing Strengths-Based IEPs for Students with Disabilities in Inclusive Classrooms:

https://rdw.rowan.edu/cqi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1016&context=education facpub



https://www.antiableistteaching.com/
https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/building-an-anti-ableist-pedagogy
https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/building-an-anti-ableist-pedagogy
https://www.edutopia.org/article/many-benefits-strengths-based-ieps/
https://www.understood.org/en/articles/strengths-based-ieps-what-you-need-to-know
https://www.understood.org/en/articles/strengths-based-ieps-what-you-need-to-know
https://www.teachtasticiep.com/post/unlocking-potential-the-power-of-a-strength-based-approach-for-students-with-disabilities
https://www.teachtasticiep.com/post/unlocking-potential-the-power-of-a-strength-based-approach-for-students-with-disabilities
https://rdw.rowan.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1016&context=education_facpub

APPENDIX A

Strengths-Based Evaluation Tool from Our Partner Inclusion For
ALL

Inclusion For ALL (www.inclusionforall.org) created these forms to get educator, caregiver, and
student input for evaluations and IEPs that center students, promote anti-ableist teaching and
learning practices, and support reflection and relationship-building.

The questions in these forms are meant to engage both caregivers and educators in thinking
about all students competent learners whose learning can present in a myriad of ways. The
questions intentionally focus on identifying opportunities, barriers, and needs to aid in designing

for access, support, and belonging.




|IEP Input Form for Educators and Other Professionals

What are your student’s strengths? Reflect on whether your answer might include ‘teacher
pleasing’ or ‘classroom-management easing’ behaviors rather than strengths meaningful to the
student.

What are your student’s interests? Focus on interests that might create a bridge to
engagement and learning for the student.

How would you describe your student as a learner? Are they hands-on, like to listen and
observe from afar, do they like to see things happen, are they enthusiastic or prefer to wait and
see, etc. Are they consistent in this, or does it vary?

When your student is both happy and engaged, what circumstances are in place? Reflect
on your expectations and focus on the ones that are recognizably anti-ableist and equitable.
Focus on how the student’s environment might be facilitating a sensory-safe space or how you
might be offering moments of felt-safety, connection or co-regulation.

What helps to make your student feel successful? Reflect on your perceptions and focus
on the ones that are recognizably anti-ableist and equitable.

What helps your student focus and maintain focus? Reflect on your perceptions and focus
on the ones that are recognizably anti-ableist and equitable. Focus on moments during which
the student’s nervous state is primed for learning. Differentiate between authentic focus and
perceived focus.




How does your student like to communicate and be communicated to?

What in different environments might your student find distracting or bothersome? Are
there tasks your student finds distracting or bothersome? Reflect on the environmental aspects
and tasks and categorize these as either potentially ableist and inequitable or anti-ableist and
equitable in your answer. Reflect on when environmental aspects might provoke nervous states
of unsafety, disconnection and produce a barrier to co-regulation.

What situations does your student find difficult? How does your student negotiate or
deal with these situations? Categorize these situations as either potentially ableist and
inequitable or anti-ableist and equitable in your answer. Reflect on your role as providing
safety, connection or co-regulation.

What tools does your student use, or do you think they would benefit from? Some
examples of helpful tools include but are not limited to: phone, tablet, apps, Augmentative and
Alternative Communication (AAC), alarms, timers, schedules, fidgets, weighted items, and
visuals. Mention any access gaps you’'ve observed.

How do you see your student make friends and relate to others? Are you aware of
reciprocal and balanced friendships? Does the student seek connections with peers?




|IEP Input Form for Caregivers

Caregivers: Please discuss these questions with your child and include their input in your

responses, or have them fill out their own Student Input form (attached).

What are your child’s strengths?

What are your child’s interests?

How would you describe your child as a learner? Are they hands-on, like to listen and
observe from afar, do they like to see things happen, are they enthusiastic or prefer to wait and
see, etc. Are they consistent in this, or does it vary?

When your child is both happy and engaged, what circumstances are in place?

What helps to make your child feel successful?

What helps your child focus and maintain focus?

How does your child like to communicate and be communicated to?

What in different environments might your child find distracting or bothersome? Are
there tasks your student finds distracting or bothersome?
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What situations does your child find difficult? How does your child negotiate or deal with
these situations?

What tools (e.g., phone, tablet, apps, Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC),
alarms, timers, schedules, fidgets, weighted items, visuals, etc) does your child use or want
to use?

What things are happening right now that are working well for your child at school that
you wouldn’t want to change?

What is the biggest area of stress or frustration for your child at school? Is there
something that makes them feel like they are not successful? What needs to change?

How does your child make friends and relate to others? Does your child have friends?
Does your child want friends?
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IEP Input Form for Students

What are your strengths? What are you good at?

What things interest you?

Think about when you are learning something new. How would you describe yourself as
a learner? Do you like to try new things right away, or do you like to wait and see first? Do you
like to listen and watch? Do you like to learn by doing it yourself? Do you always learn best
the same way, or does it change?

Think about when you feel happy and interested. What is happening when you feel
happy and interested? What helps you feel this way?

What does success mean to you?

What helps you feel successful?

What helps you get focused when you are distracted? What helps you stay focused?

How do you like to communicate? How do you want people to communicate with you?

What is distracting or bothersome to you in classrooms or other spaces? Are there tasks
you find distracting or bothersome?
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What situations are difficult for you? What do you do in those situations?

What tools (e.g., phone, tablet, apps, Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC),
alarms, timers, schedules, fidgets, weighted items, visuals, or other tools) do you use or wish
to use?

What things are happening right now that are working well for you at school and you
wouldn’t want to see change?

Is there something at school that feels stressful right now? Is there something that
makes you feel like you don’t belong? What needs to change about it?

How do you feel about your friendships? Do you find it easy or difficult to make friends and
relate to others? Would you like to make more friends, or are you happy with the way things
are now?




