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Review of the Special Education Programs and Services — Phase IlI-B

Strengths, Challenges, and Best Practices
with Assessment and ldentification of Young Children
at Risk for Learning Disabilities

INTRODUCTION

The Special Education Programs and Services Review began during the 2016-2017 school year, with a
phased implementation approach over three years. Each phase set out to address specific goals, and the
findings were used to inform the direction and activities of the subsequent phase.

Phase 1: this initial phase examined student enrolment trends in each of the Special Education categories
of exceptionality; student achievement trends; and student, parent, and staff perspectives regarding
Special Education programs and services. Results from Phase 1 identified the need for the Halton District
School Board (HDSB) to further examine elementary special education assessment, identification and
placement procedures for students with autism, learning disabilities, and giftedness. Specifically, this
phase identified: (1) concerns among school staff regarding the services, supports and increased needs
of students with these exceptionalities; (2) large achievement gaps between students not receiving
special education support and students with learning disabilities and autism; and (3) special education
enrolment trends demonstrating that almost 60% of students with exceptionalities were in the elementary
panel, with a sizable proportion representing these three exceptionalities (Love and Favaro, 2017).

Phase Il: Based on the findings in Phase I, Phase Il was structured to further explore the referral,
identification and placement pathways available for elementary students with autism, learning
disabilities, and giftedness. Focusing on the fidelity, consistency, efficiency, and effectiveness of
procedures and practices used throughout the pathways, Phase Il examined: (1) elementary enrolment
trends; (2) procedural pathways within the HDSB and in neighbouring school boards; (3) alignment
between HDSB’s practices and Ministry guidelines; and (4) stakeholder perspectives regarding pathway
procedures and practices. Findings from Phase 11 identified a variety of strengths and challenges with
the referral, identification and placement pathways. Subsequent recommendations were generated from
these findings, addressing areas relating to communication, assessment results, identification criteria and
processes, student support, staff professional development, and the Individual Education Plan (Gray,
2018).

Phase 1ll: Following completion of Phase Il, Student Services took action to address various
recommendations. Through discussions about the results and recommendations presented in Phase |
and Phase Il, members of the Special Education Programs and Services Review Steering Committee
agreed that more information was required for some exceptionalities before decisions or action could
take place. Specifically, the Steering Committee discussed the need to better understand evidence-based
best practices among two exceptionalities — giftedness and learning disabilities. Phase Il involved a
review of the literature for these exceptionalities, with a focus on primary, elementary, and/or secondary
levels; and incorporated HDSB student-based data including enrolment, achievement, and parent
perceptions of the Special Education program.
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This report includes the second section of Phase 11l (Phase 111-B), addressing areas of the elementary
and secondary Special Education program for students identified with learning disabilities. The report
addressing areas of assessment and identification of young gifted children is available in a separate
document (Phase I11-A).

ELEMENTARY LEARNING DISABILITIES PROGRAM

In the Special Education Plan (HDSB, 2018), the HDSB shares their Statements of Belief that embrace
effective practices for all students with exceptioanlites. These beliefs reflect the Board’s commitment
to support early identification of needs, shared responsibilities, equitable access for all students, and
sound pedagogy. For the primary years, the HDSB believes early identification and intervention is
essential for student success, and provides a range of student placements, services, supports, and
interventions that students with different abilities may require. In accoradance with legislative
requirements (Reg, 181/98), and in keeping with HDSBs’ beliefs and practices, placement in a regular
classroom, with appropriate education services, is given first consideration for all students when it meets
the needs of the student and is consistent with parental preferences (HDSB Standard 9, 2018, p. 1).

The Halton District School Board has offered the elementary Learning Disabilities program for the past
several years. Primary students who show signs of learning difficulties or disabilities are supported in
the regular classroom with Resource Support, and the board’s formal identification procedure for
elementary students begins in grade 3. If the criteria for learning disabilities are met, formal
identification and placement decisions are made through the Identification, Placement, and Review
Committee (refer to Phase Il for details regarding assessment and identification procedures; Gray,
2018). Between Grades 4-8, students who are identified with learning disabilities, and who continue to
experience significant challenges with grade level curriculum, may enter a Self-contained placement.

APPROACH TO THE REVIEW - PHASE I11I-B

The second section of the Special Education Programs and Services Review-Phase 1l was motivated
largely by findings from Phase | and 11 of the Review. In particular, enrolment and achievement trends
among students with learning disabilities, and feedback provided by school staff and parents, sparked
interest to further investigate the research literature and student population within the HDSB. The
purpose of this section was to:

1. Explore current research literature regarding the strengths, challenges and best practices relating
to assessment and identification of learning disabilities among young children;

2. Better understand HDSB’s student population with learning disabilities.

3. Better understand parent perspectives regarding their child’s progress and the Special Education
program.

Although the literature review focuses on the identification and assessment of young children, four- and
five-year trends are presented for both elementary and secondary students in the HDSB. The inclusion
of information reflecting secondary students was considered important to develop a picture of long-term
consistencies and variances in student enrolment and achievement trends among students identified with
learning disabilities.

Table 1 provides the Review framework outlining the methodology and data sources used to complete
this second section of Phase I1I.
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Table 1. Special Education Review Framework for Phase IlI-B

Cor\r’rfgloer\ll\(lant Review Goals Data Sources
Conduct a systematic review of evidence-based Educational i |
research and professional theories regarding the ucational journals
education of young children with learning Meta-analytic reviews

Literature disabilities. Books
Review |dentify strengths, challenges, and current best- Expert opinions
practices relating to the assessment, identification, | Research monographs
a_nd p_Iz_alg:ement of young children with learning Position statements
disabilities.
Student DleveIoE: a pictgre of trznds i? ((ajlnrcztlme_rs}t1 ?mon_g HDSB Student Information
Enrolment gii?beilri]ti:;y and secondary students with learning System databases
Student Develop a picture of trends in student achieve_ment, EQAO achievement results
: among elementary and secondary students with )

Achievement learning disabilities. Report card achievement results

Understand the perceptions of parents of
Parent elementary and secondary students with learning Parent survey results — from

Perceptions | disabilities regarding their child’s progress, school, | Phase |

and Special Education program.

Special Education Programs and Services Review Steering Committee

As with previous phases, Phase |11 employed a participatory approach to the review process. The Special
Education Programs and Services Review Steering Committee continued supporting all stages of the
Review. Ongoing guidance was provided throughout the project planning, data collection and
compilation of key findings. Steering Committee members included senior staff, Student Services staff,
a trustee, a Special Education Advisory Committee (SEAC) representative, school administrators, a
board researcher, and a program evaluation consultant. Steering Committee members are listed on the
inside cover of this report.

REVIEW METHODOLOGY

Literature Review

The literature review provides an overview of current research and professional theories involving
issues relating to the assessment, identification, and placement of young students at risk for learning
disabilities. The review provides information obtained from educational journals, books, meta-analytic
reviews, position statements, newsletters, interviews, and documented expert opinions. Although not an
exhaustive examination, the review includes current issues presented in the literature as being critical
considerations for young children with possible learning disabilities. Resources include local, national
and international research findings and theories; and, with the exception of a few key sources, the review
focused on literature from the past 10 years.
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Student Enrolment

HDSB enrolment data over five years were analysed and presented for elementary and secondary
students identified with learning disabilities. Data were disaggregated by panel, gender, and location.

Student Achievement Results

Report Card Achievement: Five-year trends for final elementary report card achievement results for
Reading, Writing, and Number Sense and Numeration strands were analyzed using yearly percentages
among students identified with learning disabilities, and among students without exceptionalities.

EQAO Achievement: Four-year trends for Grade 3 and Grade 6 EQAO Reading and Mathematics
assessment results, and five-year trends for Grade 9 Mathematics and Grade 10 Ontario Secondary
School Literacy Test (OSSLT) achievement results, were analyzed using yearly percentages among
students identified with learning disabilities, and among students without exceptionalities. Grade 6
Reading and Mathematics assessment results were also analysed for the 2015-2016 school year, using
percentages, for students identified with learning disabilities who were receiving Resource Support, and
those who were in Self-contained placements.

Skopus Data Warehouse, Trillium (Student Information System), and Board Interface Tools comprise
of large system databases which house a variety of student information. The majority of student-related
data were retrieved from these databases.

Parent Survey Results

Results from the parent/guardian survey administered during Phase | of this review were analyzed using
percentages, for levels of satisfaction and ratings reflecting their child’s improvement, among parents
of students identified with learning disabilities. Survey items included parental satisfaction with their
child’s experiences in school and the Special Education program, and perceptions of their child’s
academic and social-emotional progress. Results are disaggregated by program placement type for
elementary parent respondents, and by parents of students receiving Resource Support in secondary
school (results for parents of students identified with learning disabilities in Self-contained classes in
secondary school were supressed due to a low survey response rate among this group).

The Special Education Programs and Services Review—Phase I11-B was conducted by an external
evaluation consultant. Independent reviews provide organizations with an objective approach, analysis
and interpretation of program and service strengths, challenges and opportunities for improvement.
Throughout the review process, the consultant approached each component with a clear awareness of
stakeholder investment while maintaining a neutral and open-minded perspective. As such, the reported
findings are based on the evidence acquired throughout this review, and are presented with the intent to
guide future decisions regarding the provision of special education programs and services in the HDSB.
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STRENGTHS, CHALLENGES, & BEST PRACTICES WITH
ASSESSMENT & IDENTIFCATION OF YOUNG CHILDREN
AT RISK FOR LEARNING DISABILITIES

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction and Background

The purpose of this literature review is to explore current research and expert theories regarding issues
and best practices relating to assessment and identification of young children who may be at risk for
learning disabilities. The motivation behind this literature review was based on the collective feedback
obtained by school staff and parents of elementary students identified with learning disabilities in Phase
Il of the Special Education Programs and Services Review. Specifically, staff and/or parents conveyed
the following concerns as they relate to elementary students who may be at risk for learning disabilities:

1. The absence of formal assessment and identification practices in the early primary grades;

2. The implementation of non-identified IEPs in primary grades; and

3. The absence of Self-contained placement options for primary students (Gray, 2018).

In addition, among the recommendations provided in Phase Il, it was suggested that the Halton District
School Board “Use the Grade 4 screening assessment results to build learner profiles” (Review Phase
I, p. 40), thereby prompting a search to investigate the utility and value of CCAT-7 results for students
with different learning profiles. Given HDSB’s recent implementation of the CCAT-7, the timing is
ideal. Overall, the information gathered in this review is intended to help guide future decisions
regarding procedures and processes towards the provision of Special Education programs and services
in the HDSB.

The following section contains a review of current issues related to assessment and identification that
are presented in the literature as being critical considerations for young children with possible learning
disabilities. This review provides information obtained from periodical journal articles, books, research
monographs, meta-analytic reviews, position statements, and documented expert opinions. Resources
included local, national and international research findings and professional theories from the past 15
years.

This literature review is one of two sections connected to the Special Education Programs and Services
Review — Phase I11. While this section focuses on issues relating to learning disabilities, the other section
covers issues related to strengths, challenges, and best practices with gifted assessment and
identification of young children (Phase I11-A), and is available in a separate document.
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Brief Overview of Early Childhood Development

Professionals in early childhood education have established that early child development and learning
proceed continuously and rapidly, at varying rates between children, and at a differing pace physically,
emotionally, cognitively and socially (Jiban, 2013; National Association for the Education of Young
Children [NAEYC], 2009; National Research Council, 2008). The notion of this developmental
variability in young children has been researched for several years. The Learning Disabilities
Association of Ontario (LDAO) (n.d.) states that children entering school arrive with “highly diverse
environmental, social and linguistic experiences, with various degrees of enrichment or deprivation,
with a history of individual learning opportunities, and with a significant range of developmental
maturity” (p. 9). Guddemi and Case (2004) agree that early childhood development is “highly
influenced by the environment (e.g., family, culture, experiential background), and that children
experience periods of rapid growth and frequent rest” (p. 3). These variances in development, combined
with environmental factors, influence a child’s functioning in all domains.

Implications for Assessing Young Children at Risk for Learning Disabilities

Child development experts and researchers have examined and documented the challenges associated
with assessing young children in general. Many agree that assessment requires sound and
comprehensive procedures and instruments due to the differing and uneven manner in which all children
develop and learn (Miles, Fulbrook, & Mainwaring-Magi, 2016; NAEYC, 2009). As with child
development, the development of learning delays and disabilities may also be “manifested differently
among individuals over time, in severity, and across settings” (National Joint Committee on Learning
Disabilities [NJCLD], 2010); and may be related to “individual variations in rates and patterns of
maturation, environmental factors (i.e., language exposure), and quality of [prior] learning
opportunities” (NJCLD, 2007, p. 63). For these reasons, and concerns regarding the accuracy of
instruments used to determine intellectual levels and achievement, some professionals have noted
caution with the assessment of young children (Learning Disabilities Association of Minnesota, 2018).

The Ontario Psychological Association (OPA) (2018) agrees that, historically, assessment practices for
the diagnosis of learning disabilities have been postponed due to the above mentioned developmental
and environmental variabilities among young children, the absence of sound assessment instruments,
and the belief that the ability-achievement discrepancy criteria (now highly-discredited) could not be
documented for younger children. However, the OPA (2018) states that “with advances in test
construction, knowledge of early risk factors associated with [learning disabilities], and expertise among
clinicians in evaluating young children effectively, there have been many gains in our ability to assess
neurocognitive development and learning during the early academic years” (p. 22). The OPA believe
that risk factors may be recognized during the early stages of development, and, once the child is in
school, academic difficulties can be reliably assessed, along with the consideration of a diagnosis of
learning disabilities.
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A Closer Look at Assessment and Identification
of Young Children at Risk for Learning Disabilities

Considerations for Developmentally Appropriate Assessment & Identification

During the primary school years, the assessment of children’s learning and developmental levels may
be conducted for the purposes of instructional program planning, monitoring child progress, measuring
child outcomes, screening, determining eligibility for special education services, and/or program
evaluation (Division for Early Childhood [DEC], 2014; Jiban, 2013; Macy & Bagnato, 2013). Harrison
(2005) notes that screening determines which students are “at risk for academic problems without
specifying a particular diagnostic category or identification label” (p. 23); and assessment determines
that “one specific identifiable problem, and not another, is the cause of a child’s academic difficulties”
(p. 23). Furthermore, the World Health Organization (WHO, 2012) states that “comprehensive tracking
and follow-up systems can ensure that children who are identified through screening subsequently
receive assessments and appropriate services, [and that] assessment should be linked to intervention and
should be an ongoing process of systematic observation and analysis” (p. 22). The notion of early
intervention, and tracking and monitoring children throughout the process is also strongly supported by
many organizations and advocacy groups. For example, the NJCLD (2007) recommends that
identification includes: screening, examination of risk indicators and protective factors, systematic
observations, and, when indicated, a comprehensive evaluation. Similarly, the Promoting Early
Intervention (PEI) working group of the LDAO recommends that the identification process include:
screening, provisions of appropriate supports and remedial interventions for at risk or vulnerable
children, progress tracking, and when necessary, a comprehensive diagnostic assessment. (Harrison,
2005).

Types of Assessments

Although research evidence clearly supports the need for a variety of measures, procedures and
practices, diverse perspectives are held about the types of assessments that provide the most accurate
reflection of a young child’s learning and developmental profile. While many experts respect formal,
objective measures of intelligence, cognitive ability, and relative performance; others support authentic,
naturalist assessment approaches for evaluating development, learning, and behaviour in young
children. Standardized quantitative measures remain among the most widely used tools to determine
eligibility for special education services, due to their well-defined procedures, adequate psychometric
properties, diagnostic potential, and their ability to determine eligibility (Macy & Bagnato, 2010; Macy,
Bagnato, Macy, & Salaway, 2015). On the other hand, authentic assessments involve observations of
individual behaviours and typical functioning within each child’s daily routines. An important strength
of authentic assessments includes the ability to establish a baseline of strengths and deficits based on
the profile a child’s functional skills that are exhibited in a variety of natural settings. This information
can assist in the tracking and monitoring of performance and progress, and inform the child’s learning
and developmental goals, instruction, and program planning (Bagnato, Macy, Salaway, & Lehman,
2007).

Ultimately, standardized, norm-referenced tests are used to a determine eligibility for special education
services and programs (Macy and Bagnato, 2010); however, for young children, proponents of authentic
assessment believe that these methods are more “developmentally appropriate [as they] capture a more
accurate holistic, and contextualized portrait of each child’s profile of assets and needs” (Lee, Bagnato,
& Pretti-Frontczak, 2015, p. 165). Guddemi & Case (2004) explain that since young children “construct
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knowledge in experiential, interactive, concrete, and hands-on ways... [and to learn, they] must touch
and manipulate objects, build and create in many media, listen and act out stories and everyday roles,
talk and sing, and move and play in various ways and environments,” the “expression of what young
children know and can do” should not be limited to traditional paper and pencil assessments (p. 2).
Given the noted strengths of both standardized and authentic assessments procedures, Jiban (2013)
proposes that the combination of cognitive explanations via standard tasks and performance, and
behavioural observations conducted in natural environments, can work together to effectively generate
a comprehensive picture of a child’s unique strengths, progress, and needs.

Screening and Assessment in the Ontario Context

The Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario
(n.d.) states that even with the range of
developmental patterns and experiences, the
majority of young children will adapt to the level
of programming and learning expectations
throughout the primary school years. However,
some children will continue to demonstrate
learning difficulties that “place them significantly
behind their peers in key areas of readiness for the
acquisition of appropriate literacy and numeracy
skills” (p. 9). Given that these learning difficulties
may be due to a variety of individual, social and/or
environmental factors, it is recommended that
young children (i.e., kindergarten age) participate
in a screening process to determine if they are,
indeed, at risk for academic problems (Harrison,
2005). The Ontario Ministry of Education (OME)
supports early and ongoing screening through
Policy/Program Memorandum No. 11 (1982),
requiring school boards to employ “procedures to
identify each child's level of development, learning
abilities and needs. .. [and that] these procedures...
should be initiated when a child is first enrolled in
school or no later than the beginning of a program
of studies immediately following Kindergarten
and should continue throughout a child's school
life” (para. 1).

Similar to recommendations noted earlier, for
children as young as Kindergarten age, the LDAO

Learning Disability

One of a number of neurodevelopmental disorders
that persistently and significantly has an impact on
the ability to learn and use academic and other
skills and that:

o affects the ability to perceive or process verbal or
non-verbal information in an effective and
accurate manner in students who have assessed
intellectual abilities that are at least in the
average range

results in (a) academic underachievement that is
inconsistent with the intellectual abilities of the
student (which are at least in the average range)
and/or (b) academic achievement that can be
maintained by the student only with extremely
high levels of effort and/or with additional support

results in difficulties in the development and use
of skills in one or more of the following areas:
reading, writing, mathematics, and work habits
and learning skills

may typically be associated with difficulties in one
or more cognitive processes, such as
phonological processing; memory and attention;
processing speed; perceptual-motor processing;
visual-spatial processing; executive functions.

e may be associated with difficulties in social
interaction, with various other conditions or
disorders, diagnosed or undiagnosed; or with
other exceptionalities.

is not the result of a lack of acuity in hearing
and/or vision that has not been corrected,;
intellectual disabilities; socio-economic factors;
cultural differences; lack of proficiency in the
language of instruction; lack of motivation or
effort; gaps in school attendance or inadequate
opportunity to benefit from instruction.

(n.d.) suggests that learning difficulties be Ontario Ministry of Education
determined using screening measures and

approaches that are non-categorical in nature, whereby children are determined to be “at risk, without
specifying a particular diagnostic category or identification label” (p. 9). A non-categorical approach to
assessment can “serve children who may not meet specific categorical criteria. Therefore, children can
be served earlier, who would later be found eligible for special education” (Macy & Bagnato, 2013, p.
6). Following the determination of vulnerability, appropriate remediation and interventions should be
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implemented to address challenges and build skills; as well as ongoing tracking and assessment to
monitor student progress, evaluate program effectiveness, and adjust intervention efforts (Harrison,
2005). The focus on addressing individual strengths and needs prior to diagnosis is also reflected in
Policy/Program Memorandum No. 8 (Ontario Ministry of Education [OME], 2014) stating that “the
determining factor for the provision of special education programs or services is not any specific
diagnosed or undiagnosed medical condition, but rather the needs of individual students based on the
individual assessment of strengths and needs” (p. 4).

Similar to the Response to Intervention approach presented throughout the literature, the OME’s
Learning for All (2013) promotes the use of a “tiered” approach to early identification and intervention,
describing this process as:
a systematic approach to providing high-quality, evidence-based assessment and instruction
and appropriate interventions that respond to students’ individual needs. It is based on frequent
monitoring of student progress and the use of assessment data, focusing on learning rate and
level, to identify students who are facing challenges in learning and to plan specific assessment
and instructional interventions of increasing intensity to address their needs effectively. (p. 24)
Robinson and Hutchinson (2014) note that this tiered approach lends to students being “assessed based
on risk, rather than deficit” (p. 1), and its proactive nature can result in early identification of students
with learning disabilities, reduce identification bias, and focus on student outcomes. The three tiers of
intervention begin with using principles of Universal Design for Learning and differentiated instruction
for all students (Tier 1). Students may then progress to more intensive instruction and interventions in
Tier 2. Tier 3 involves targeted, individualized support and resources for students requiring more
intensive instruction. Students receiving support at the Tier 3 level are often referred to the formal
assessment process for identifying potential learning disabilities (OME, 2013; Robinson and
Hutchinson, 2014). Finally, continuous progress monitoring is considered a key strategy used
throughout the tiered approach and is also advocated through policies and guidelines describing the
assessment of students with special education needs as being a “continuous, cyclical process” (Ontario
Ministry of Education, 2017, p. C9); and that “the nature, intensity, and duration of interventions are
always determined on the basis of evidence gathered through frequent and systematic monitoring of
the student’s progress (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014, p. 4).

Optimal Age for Screening and Assessment of Students at Risk for Learning Disabilities

Children demonstrate different strengths and weaknesses, and decisions regarding the age of assessment
and identification of these strengths and weaknesses are child dependent. For some children, delays are
temporary and are resolved over time, yet for others, the issues or delays may persist in various degrees
and in different domains. During the early years it is difficult to determine which children will continue
to demonstrate learning difficulties and which will make adequate progress with time (NJCLD, 2007).
Early childhood professionals, organizations, and advocacy groups typically agree that assessment
procedures of young children differ from the assessment of older children (Guddemi & Case, 2004;
LDAO, n.d.). For younger children, experts lean towards screening for strengths, needs, and children at
risk during Kindergarten and Grade 1; and suggest administering comprehensive diagnostic assessments
to children who continue to demonstrate learning difficulties between Grade 3 — Grade 4. The following
perspectives represent opinions regarding the optimal age for screening and assessment of children at
risk for learning disabilities:
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» The Ontario Psychological Association (OPA) (2018) recommends that screening occur in
Kindergarten and Grade 1 for the purpose of early identification and access to early intervention.
Children determined to be at risk should participate in evidenced-based intervention throughout
Kindergarten and early primary grades; and a comprehensive psychoeducational assessment
should be conducted, for diagnostic purposes, with children “whose reading or other academic
problems are severe and seemingly intractable following early intervention efforts in Grade 1 or
2” (p. 22).

» The PEI working group of the Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario recommends that
screening be conducted for all children in Senior Kindergarten and Grade 1, using measures of
early literacy and numeracy skills. Following remedial interventions, children who do not
benefit from these supports by Grade 2 or 3 should be referred for a comprehensive diagnostic
assessment (Harrison, 2005).

» Miles, Fulbrook, & Mainwaring-Magi (2016) note that it is critical to conduct screening between
the ages of 4 — 7 years so problems can be identified and addressed using early interventions.

» Harrison (2005) notes that screening measures for Kindergarten students help teachers assess
early literacy and numeracy skills, of which typically focus on phonological, orthographic, and
morphological awareness, and number sense skills. Measures such as the Teacher School
Readiness Inventory (TSRI; Simner, 1997), and the Rosner Test of Auditory Analysis (Rosner,
1975) are designed specifically for teachers of students as young as Kindergarten, to assess these
skills and help flag those who may be at risk.

» The Learning Disabilities Association of Minnesota (2018) recommends assessing children’s
academic strengths and weaknesses at an early age, but does not recommend diagnosing children
for a learning disability less than 8 years of age.

» As cited in Guddemi & Case (2004) the National Education Goals Panel on Early Childhood
Assessment suggests that standardized assessments for high stakes purposes not be administered
until grade 3 or 4, due to the fact that these assessments are “not as accurate, valid, and reliable
for young children as they are for older children” (p. 7).

» A longitudinal study following students from grades 1 — 12, conducted by Ferrer, Shaywitz,
Holahan, Marchione, Michaels, & Shaywitz (2015), demonstrated that children at risk for
dyslexia can be identified as early as grade 1. The researchers also propose that identification
can begin as early as preschool or Kindergarten. However, Fisher (2015) cautions that screening
and identifying children before they can read is complicated, and that pediatricians typically do
not screen children for reading difficulties as young as 5 or 6 years of age.

The Ontario Ministry of Education (2014) notes that “early screening and interventions are important
in determining whether a student’s difficulties in learning may be due to learning disabilities (p. 2).”
Although the OME does not recommend an optimal age range for assessment, it states that “many
students with learning disabilities have already shown precursors or signs of learning disabilities before
they enter school... however, for most students with learning disabilities, difficulties in learning may
not be noticed until the early school years” (p. 2). Furthermore, the NJCLD (2007) states that regardless
of age, “young children who demonstrate difficulties in early development may or may not be at risk
for LD; nevertheless, screening, evaluation, enhanced learning opportunities, and possibly intervention
services should be provided. It is not in the child's best interest to ‘wait and see’ or hope that the child
will ‘grow out of” his or her problems” (p. 65).
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Issues Related to Assessing Young Children for Learning Disabilities

Stability of Early Assessment Results

As researchers continue to study assessment outcomes of young children over time, results indicate that
children’s intra- and inter-individual variability, along with the shortage of strong psychometric
screening measures, prevents the ability to determine the stability of assessment results in a valid and
reliable way (Dockerell & Marshall, 2015; Frans, Post, Huisman, Oenema-Mostert, Keegstra, &
Minnaert, 2017; Guddemi & Case, 2004). The following research and perspectives represent key issues
and findings related to the stability of assessment results over time:

» Ellingsen (2016) noted that the use of cognitive assessment and intelligence tests on young
children with potential developmental delays or disabilities is challenging due to the low
reliability and predictability of measures, the standardized administration process, and poor
utility of assessment data for intervention planning.

» The Division for Early Childhood (DEC) (2007) states that due to unpredictable rates of learning
and growth among young children, “scores from assessments administered to very young
children tend to be unstable. Tests of cognitive development (e.g., 1Q tests) are the most frequent
culprit of this phenomenon, but it is [also] true of assessment in other developmental domains”
(p. 15). The DEC also states that “young children with disabilities introduce even more
instability to results because although they experience growth spurts just like young children
without disabilities, their rates of growth in general tend to be more unpredictable” (p. 15).

» A key study conducted by Frans et al. (2017) assessed the stability of language and mathematics
achievement scores among children 4 — 8 years of age, paying particular attention to scores in
the lower regions. The results demonstrated that only a small proportion of students initially
identified as at-risk remained in this category four years later, with the majority of low-scoring
children showing large fluctuations in scores over time. Furthermore, a large number of low-
achieving children (at follow-up) were not identified as at-risk during the initial assessment.

» Schneider, Niklas, & Schmiedeler (2014) conducted a longitudinal study following children
from age 4 — 23 years using measures of intelligence over time. Results demonstrated that the
stability of intelligence scores was higher between shorter measurement intervals; and
correlations between measurements were significantly higher from age 7 years and onwards.
Furthermore, children who attained initial scores in the lower category remained more stable
over time than those scoring in the medium and high categories, from preschool age onwards.
However, 20% of children initially demonstrating low levels of intellectual ability, attained
scores above the overall mean at the end of elementary school, and some attained 1Q scores
above 120 at the age of 17.
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Predictive Validity of Early Assessment Results

A key motivation for assessing early academic development is to “identify and improve skills to
increase the likelihood of later educational and life success for a child” (DEC, 2007, p. 15). Therefore,
it is essential to use instruments with evidence of predictive validity. However, research addressing the
predictive validity of early childhood assessments has resulted in inconsistent findings and thus
conflicting conclusions and perceptions among practitioners, researchers, and early childhood experts.
The following perceptions and findings suggest a relationship between early assessment results and
later achievement:

» Miles, Fulbrook, & Mainwaring-Magi (2016) emphasized the importance of screening children
between preschool and early school age (4 — 7 years), because “test scores at this time are
predictive of future academic achievement and school success” (p. 2).

» A longitudinal study conducted by Ferrer, et al. (2015) examined reading and verbal 1Q scores
of children between grades 1 — 12 and found that “typical and dyslexic readers differ in the
trajectories of their reading scores and verbal 1Q over time, from childhood to adolescence, [and
concluded that] these differences are not so much a function of increasing disparities over
time, but instead, because of differences already present in first grade between typical and
dyslexic readers” (p. 1121).

» A 10-year longitudinal study showed strong correlations between language assessment
scores at 5 years of age and academic achievement in grades 4, 7 and 10 (Einarsdottir,
Bjornsdottir, & Simonardottir, 2015).

» Dale and Patterson (2017) reviewed results of various studies demonstrating that young
children (2 years of age) identified with slow expressive language development were at 2 to
5 times higher risk for language impairment continuing into elementary school years, when
compared to children without slow expressive language development.

Conversely, other research has demonstrated that the relationship between early test scores and future
development and performance varies widely and remains unclear (DEC, 2007; Dockrell & Marshall,
2015: Frans et al., 2017).

» Dollaghan and Campbell (2009) found no association with low language scores in children at 3
years of age and later impairment at ages 4 and 6 years. However, children with a vocabulary
deficit at 4 years old had a significantly increased risk of demonstrating a vocabulary deficit at
6 years.

» Frans et al. (2017) present their own study, as well as others, that found slight to moderate
correlations between early (ages 3 — 5 years) and later math and/or language test scores; and
between preschool academic assessments and future school success.

» The Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario (n.d.) states that “in children younger than age
7, a clear diagnosis of a learning disability, in areas other than language processing, may be
hampered by relatively weak reliability and/or predictive validity of measures of thinking and
learning, a relatively narrow range of measurable areas of academic achievement, and a broad
band of normal developmental fluctuations” (p. 10).

» Dockrell & Marshall (2015) caution that many current screening measures do not demonstrate
psychometrically sound properties for the identification of early language problems, and are
unlikely to accurately predict future language difficulties.

Special Education Programs and Services Review — Phase I1I-B May 2019
Strengths, Challenges, and Best Practices with Assessment and Identification of Young Children
at Risk for Learning Disabilities Page 12



Implications for Assessing Young Children at Risk for Learning Disabilities

Frans et al. (2017) caution that educators should be careful with the interpretation of test scores among
young children, given the potential for a “wide margin of error when it comes to early identification”
(p. 713). Between instrument limitations and children’s varying development trajectories, researchers
caution the limitations with single assessment or screening outcomes when looking to predict later
performance (Dockrell & Marshall, 2015). Although standardized instruments can provide a valid and
reliable method of assessment, it is only one mode of assessing young children. In order to effectively
inform decisions regarding identification and placement of young students, researchers and specialists
are recommending a multidimensional assessment approach. This process should include frequent
assessments, using multiple sources of information through a variety of assessment methods, including
developmental checklists, interviews, portfolios, and play-based and observational assessments (Frans
etal., 2017; Miles et al., 2106; NAEYC, 2009; NJCLD, 2007).

While the above research has established that the stability of assessment results among young children
is variable, interestingly, the Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario (n.d.) suggests the following:

If a thorough and comprehensive assessment is completed after age seven, and a diagnosis
rendered, repeated assessment to re-establish the presence of a learning disability should not be
required. Reassessment is recommended, however, at times when the individual is making
significant transitions (such as from elementary to high school, or high school to post-secondary
school), or whenever specific questions arise that cannot be answered by other means. Such
reassessments will likely be undertaken to understand better how the individual’s specific
learning disability presently manifests itself, and the types of programming and
accommodations that are most appropriate for the needs of the individual at that time. (p. 7)

Furthermore, the Association notes that “a diagnosis based on competent and comprehensive evaluation
that was performed after age 18 is considered definitive... [and] further reassessment undertaken to re-
establish a diagnosis past this age is not typically required” (p. 7).

Universal Screening — Application of the CCAT 7

Research evidence indicates that universal screening of children in Kindergarten and primary grades is
an important step in the early determination of students at risk for learning disabilities. Although, a wide
range of standardized screening and assessment measures exist, researchers emphasize that instruments
should be suitable, useable, technically adequate with standardized norms, and be aligned with
instructional practices (Burns, Haegele, & Petersen-Brown, 2014; Miles, Fulbrook, and Mainwaring-
Magi, 2016). As mentioned earlier, a systematic approach to supporting the learning needs of younger
students involves the process of universal screening, coupled with interventions involving increasingly
intensive instruction and interventions, and continuous progress monitoring.

Identical to the CogAT Form 7 (with the exception of Canadian norms), the CCAT 7 has been found to
have strong psychometric properties (Slocumb & Olenchak, 2006). The CCAT 7 is used in many school
districts across Ontario as a screening measure to assess verbal, quantitative, and nonverbal reasoning
abilities. The majority of these districts, including the Halton District School Board (HDSB), use the
CCAT 7 as afirst step in identifying gifted students for the purpose of determining educational program
placements in elementary school. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (2013) support the use of the CCAT 7 for
these purposes, and state that the multidimensional nature of the test assesses abilities that “reflect the
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overall efficiency of cognitive and processing strategies that enable students to learn new tasks and
solve problems” (p. 1). They also emphasize three primary uses of the CCAT 7 scores:

» to guide efforts to adapt instruction to the needs and abilities of students,

» to provide a measure of cognitive development, and

» to identify students whose predicted levels of achievement are markedly discrepant from their

observed levels of achievement (p. 4).

Given its intention to inform instruction in the classroom, and the fact that all Grade 4 students in the
HDSB complete the CCAT 7, it seems prudent to use the CCAT 7 test results as an additional piece of
data to help inform the learning profiles of all students, and to adapt instruction with the intent to build
on individual strengths and improve areas of weakness. With this in mind, it appears that the utility of
the CCAT 7 results can extend beyond screening for giftedness, and also work to benefit students who
demonstrate challenges in their cognitive and processing abilities.

Lakin & Driver (2017) note that the CCAT 7 score profile provides both a picture of overall ability, as
well as specific strengths and weaknesses. They also note that instructional strategies can be created to
address each level of these results. Throughout the CogAt Form 7 Teachers Guide, a clear emphasis is
placed on the use of CCAT 7 scores to help teachers adapt instructional methods and resources in order
to help meet the diverse learning needs of students. Practical ideas and strategies for differentiated
instruction are provided in detail for strengths and weaknesses demonstrated in overall ability and
among the verbal, quantitative, and nonverbal components. For example, for weaknesses demonstrated
in verbal reasoning, the guide provides a detailed profile of learner characteristics, indicators of relative
weakness including possible areas of difficulty and learning preferences, and suggestions for
instructional adaptations and learning strategies. Given the multidimensional nature of the CCAT 7, and
the instructional support offered through the Teachers Guide, it seems reasonable to conclude that the
results of the CCAT 7 can work to help teachers better understand student learning profiles, support
differentiated instruction in the classroom, and ultimately benefit all students — including those with
learning challenges.

Best Practices for Assessing and ldentifying
Young Children for Learning Disabilities

Prior to the formal assessment of learning disabilities, it is recommended that screening for learning
difficulties be performed on young children (Harrison, 2005; National Center for Learning Disabilities,
n.d.). As mentioned earlier, this systematic, non-categorical approach works to determine if young
children are at risk for learning difficulties, and sets the stage for increasingly intensive and remedial
interventions that respond to students’ individual needs. Through evidence-based instruction,
continuous monitoring of student progress, and frequent examination of student outcomes, informed
decisions can be made about the learning profiles of young students. Those students who do not progress
in response to the increasingly intensive instruction can then be referred for a comprehensive assessment
of learning disabilities and eligibility for special education services and programs (Robinson and
Hutchinson, 2014). The National Centre for Learning Disabilities (n.d.) maintains that this Response to
Intervention approach must be implemented rigorously and with fidelity, using: (1) high-quality,
scientifically based classroom instruction; (2) ongoing student assessment, (3) a multi-tiered
instructional approach, and (4) parent involvement (para. 2).

Research findings pertaining to the stability and predicative validity of learning outcomes, observed
limitations of assessment instruments, and the variability experienced during early childhood has
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encouraged researchers to further investigate effective assessment and identification procedures.
Whether assessments of young children are conducted to understand a child’s patterns of abilities and
needs, determine program placement, or investigate educational trajectories, professionals agree that a
comprehensive assessment process is required (NAEYC, 2009). Multiple measures and a variety of
perspectives that provide different types of information are considered essential to ensure sound results,
accurate diagnoses, and appropriate placement decisions (Gillis, West, & Coleman, 2014; LDAO, n.d.;
NAEYC, 2009; NJCLD, 2007).

The following assessment components have been noted throughout the literature to represent evidence-
based best practices critical to the implementation of comprehensive and effective identification of
young children for learning disabilities:

» Early and ongoing assessment of learning strengths and challenges.
» Assessments should be tailored to a specific purpose.

» Current instruments are based on Canadian norms (where possible), have adequate psychometric
properties, and are culturally, linguistically, developmentally, and age appropriate.

» Multiple sources of quantitative and qualitative information, including:

¢ student background information — home language, developmental, medical and educational
history through interviews with parents, educators, related professionals, and students;

e a variety of standardized and non-standardized assessments and information provided by
professionals, caregivers, and students that yield information in multiple settings and on
various occasions, such as: teacher/parent rating scales, developmental checklists, norm-
and criterion-referenced tests, curriculum-based assessments, portfolios, interactions, play-
based and observational assessments of children.

e continuous progress monitoring repeated during instruction and over time.

» Employ a multidisciplinary team approach.

» Facilitate the inclusion of family members in the assessment process in an engaging and
collaborative manner.

» Consider all components and areas of specific learning disabilities. Examine functioning and/or
ability across all domains, including specific areas of cognitive and integrative difficulties in
perception.

» Adhere to the recommended procedures for administration, scoring, and reporting of
standardized measures. Integrate the standardized and informal data collected. Convey
assessment results using standard scores. Provide confidence intervals and standard errors of
measure, if available.

» Personnel involved in the assessment process are appropriately trained in the administration,
interpretation, and use of the instrument.

» Balance and discuss the information gathered from all data sources, describing the student's
current level of academic performance and functional skills, and informing the development of
the student’s IEP and decisions about identification, eligibility, and services.

(DEC, 2014; Gillis, West, Coleman, 2014; LDAO, n.d.; Miles et al., 2016; NAEYC, 2009: NJCLD,
2010; NJCLD, 2007; Ontario Ministry of Education, 2014)
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The NJCLD (2010) notes that the emphasis on a comprehensive assessment process is, in large part,
due to the diverse set of characteristics or manifestations of learning disabilities. These manifestations
may be different among children over time, in severity, and across settings. They may also be subtle, or
hidden when compensatory or avoidance strategies are used. As a result, it is recommended that the
following characteristics of learning disabilities be considered during the assessment and identification
process:
Learning disabilities:

» vary with the individual — differences in strengths and weaknesses on achievement and/or
performance should be considered relative to age, grade, and intellectual level;
exist on a continuum from mild to severe;
can appear differently in various settings (academic and non-academic);
may vary depending on task demands;
may include difficulties in a variety of areas, including language, math, memory, perception,
cognition, fine motor expression, social skills and/or executive functioning; and
can occur in children who are intellectually gifted (NJCLD, 2016)

vvyyvyy

v

During the elementary years, the assessment of learning and development should be conducted for the
purposes of screening children who may be at risk for academic difficulties, monitoring children’s
learning outcomes and progress, and determining specific diagnoses and eligibility for special education
services and programs. Many researchers and early childhood specialists concur that initial screening
should be coupled with needs-based intensive instruction and continuous progress monitoring prior to
conducting a comprehensive evaluation of learning disabilities. Subsequent formal assessment
procedures should involve a multidimensional process using developmentally appropriate sources of
quantitative and qualitative information, in a range of settings, while considering the diverse set of
characteristics associated with learning disabilities. This proactive approach to assessing learning
strengths and challenges will enable educators to address the diverse needs of young children with the
intent to improve student outcomes.
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ENROLMENT AMONG ELEMENTARY and SECONDARY STUDENTS
= IDENTIFIED WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES IN THE HDSB
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Figure 1a: ENROLMENT of Students Identified with Learning Disabilities Over Five Years
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Figure 1b: ENROLMENT of Students Identified with Learning Disabilities by Gender Over Five Years
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Figure 1c: ENROLMENT of Students Identified with Learning Disabilities by Area Over Five Years
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Key Findings — Elementary and Secondary Students

Over five years in the HDSB, enrolment among students identified with learning disabilities was consistently
higher in the secondary panel, and among male students in both panels. Overall, enrolment decreased by 45%,
in the elementary panel, and by 41% in the secondary panel.

In the elementary panel, enrolment decreased by: In the secondary panel, enrolment decreased by:
® 43% among males, and 49% among females * 40% among males, and 43% among females
© 30% among students in the North * 26% among students in the North
¢ 53% among students in the West * 47% among students in the West
¢ 56% among students in the East * 41% among students in the East
Special Education Programs and Services Review — Phase I1I-B May 2019
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ELEMENTARY REPORT CARD RESULTS
® Student Achievement Among Elementary Students
Identified with Learning Disabilities in the HDSB

[ Figure 2: Elementary REPORT CARD Results (Grades 1-8)
Percentage of Students with a Learning Disability Who Achieved the Provincial Standard in Semester 2
Over Five Years — by Curriculum Strand
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Key Findings — Report Card Results

Over five years:
o the average percentage of students identified with a learning disability who achieved the provincial
standard was 62% in Reading, 56% in Writing, and 64% in Number Sense and Numeration.

o the percentage of students identified with a learning disability who achieved the provincial standard in
semester 2 increased by an average of 17% across the three curriculum strands. Specifically, provincial
standard achievement:

» increased in Reading by 20%
» increased in Writing by 17%
» increased in Number Sense and Numeration by 14%

e the percentage of students without exceptionalities who achieved the provincial standard in semester 2
remained relatively stable.

o elementary report card results demonstrated achievement gaps between students identified with learning
disabilities, and students without exceptionalities; with average achievement gaps of 25% in Reading,
26% in Writing, and 22% in Number Sense and Numeration.

Special Education Programs and Services Review — Phase I1I-B May 2019
Strengths, Challenges, and Best Practices with Assessment and Identification of Young Children
at Risk for Learning Disabilities Page 18



EQAO GRADE 3 & GRADE 6 RESULTS
® Student Achievement Among Elementary Students
Identified with Learning Disabilities in the HDSB
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Figure 3: GRADE 3 EQAO Assessment Results
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Over Four Years — by Subject
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Note: Due to labour action, the primary EQAO assessment was not conducted
during the 2014-2015 school year.
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Figure 4a: GRADE 6 EQAO Assessment Results
Percentage of Students Who Achieved the Provincial Standard

Key Findings — EQAO Results

Over 4 years:

o the average percentage of students identified
with learning disabilities who achieved the
provincial standard was:

Grade 3: 46% in Reading, 44% in Mathematics
Grade 6: 49% in Reading, 21% in Mathematics

e improvement in achievement is seen in Grade
3 by 18% in Reading and by 7% in
Mathematics, and a slight decrease in
achievement in Grade 6 by 7% in Reading and
by 8% in Mathematics.

ein Mathematics, a considerably smaller
proportion of students with learning disabilities
in Grade 6 achieved the provincial standard,
when compared to students with learning
disabilities in Grade 3.

e large achievement gaps are noted between
students identified with learning disabilities,
and students without exceptionalities, with
these gaps widening between Grade 3 and
Grade 6.

Over Four Years — by Subject
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Figure 4b: 2015-2016
GRADE 6 EQAO Results
Percentage of Students Identified with a
Learning Disability Who Achieved
the Provincial Standard —
by Subject and Placement Type
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Key Findings — 2015-2016 Grade 6 EQAO Results

In 2015-2016, among students in Grade 6 receiving special education support for a learning disability, a significantly
larger proportion of students receiving support in regular classrooms achieved the provincial standard in Reading and
Mathematics, when compared to students receiving support in Self-contained classrooms.
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EQAO GRADE 9 & GRADE 10 RESULTS
® Student Achievement Among Secondary Students
Identified with Learning Disabilities in the HDSB

Figure 5: GRADE 9 and Grade 10 EQAO Assessment Results
Percentage of Students Who Achieved the Provincial Standard
Over Five Years — by Subject
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Key Findings — Secondary EQAO Results
Over 5 years:

o the average percentage of students identified with learning disabilities who achieved the provincial standard:
on the OSSLT was: 59% of students

in Mathematics was: 50% of students in Grade 9 Applied Mathematics
81% of students in Grade 9 Academic Mathematics

o the average percentage of students without exceptionalities who achieved the provincial standard:
on the OSSLT was:  92% of students

in Mathematics was: 59% of students in Grade 9 Applied Mathematics
91% of students in Grade 9 Academic Mathematics

o the percentage of students identified with a learning disability who achieved the provincial standard decreased by
7% on the OSSLT, and decreased by 13% in Academic Mathematics.

e Grade 10 OSSLT results demonstrated large achievement gaps between students identified with learning
disabilities, and students without exceptionalities — with an average achievement gap of 33%.

e Grade 9 Mathematics results demonstrated relatively similar results between students identified with learning

disabilities, and students without exceptionalities in both applied (gap average of 9%) and academic Mathematics
(gap average of 10%).
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PARENT SATISFACTION & PERCEPTIONS OF SCHOOL AND THE
2 SPECIAL EDUCATION SUPPORT THEIR CHILD IS RECEIVING

Parent/Guardian Survey Results — 2016-2017 School Year
Parents of Students Identified with Learning Disabilities in Elementary and Secondary Schools

The following data reflect parents’ reported satisfaction and perceptions of elements related to school and the special education
support their child is receiving. The survey was distributed to all parents of students with an exceptionality in the HDSB during

the 2016-2017 school year, as part of the Special Education Programs and Services Review — Phase | (Love and Favaro,
2017).

Total # of parent/guardian survey respondents with children identified with a learning disability = 287.

» Parents of students in elementary & middle school — 57%: Resource Support: n= 96; Self-contained placement: n=45
» Parents of students in secondary school — 43%: Resource Support: n= 95; Self-contained placement: n=10

/ Figure 6: Reported Satisfaction of SCHOOL ELEMENTS Among Parents of Students

Identified with Learning Disabilities in Elementary and Secondary School
During the 2016-2017 School Year
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Key Findings — Parent Survey Results for SCHOOL ELEMENTS

Compared to parents of ELEMENTARY students identified with learning disabilities in Resource Support placement,
parents of students in Self-contained placement reported higher levels of satisfaction with their child’s progress over

the school year, school-to-home communication, assistive technology, and opportunities for parent involvement during
the 2016-17 school year.

Parents of ELEMENTARY and SECONDARY students identified with learning disabilities in Resource Support placement
reported relatively similar levels of satisfaction with various school elements over the 2016-2107 school year.
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/ Figure 7: Reported Satisfaction of PROGRAM ELEMENTS Among Parents of Students

Identified with Learning Disabilities in Elementary and Secondary School
During the 2016-2017 School Year
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Key Findings — Parent Survey Results for SPECIAL EDUCATION PROGRAM ELEMENTS

Compared to parents of ELEMENTARY students identified with learning disabilities in Resource Support placement,
parents of students in Self-contained placement reported higher levels of satisfaction with their child’s assessment or
evaluation process, IEP development, use of their child’s IEP, and the special education support their child is
receiving.

Compared to parents of ELEMENTARY students, parents of SECONDARY students identified with learning disabilities
in Resource Support placement reported slightly higher levels of satisfaction with various Special Education
program elements over the 2016-2107 school year.
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Figure 8: Extent to Which Parents Reported IMPROVEMENT in their Child’s

Academic Skills & Social-Emotional Skills in Elementary and Secondary School
During the 2016-2017 School Year
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Key Findings — Parent Survey Results for ACADEMIC & SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL SKILLS

Compared to parents of ELEMENTARY students identified with learning disabilities in Resource Support placement,
parents of students in Self-contained placement reported higher levels of improvement with their child’s Reading, Writing
and Mathematics skills; as well as their child’s self-regulation skills, behaviour skills, and social skills, during the 2016-
2017 school year.

Parents of ELEMENTARY and SECONDARY students identified with learning disabilities in Resource Support placement
reported relatively similar levels of improvement in their child’s social emotional skills and academic skills (with the
exception of Reading, where parents of elementary students reported relatively higher levels of improvement).
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( Figure 9: Reported Overall Program SATISFACTION Among Parents of Students

Identified with Learning Disabilities in Elementary and Secondary School
During the 2016-2017 School Year
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Key Findings — Parent Survey Results for OVERALL PROGRAM SATISFACTION

Compared to parents of ELEMENTARY students identified with learning disabilities in Resource Support placement,
parents of students in Self-contained placement reported considerably higher levels of satisfaction with their child’s
Special Education program during the 2016-2017 school year.

Parents of ELEMENTARY and SECONDARY students identified with learning disabilities in Resource Support

placement reported similar levels of satisfaction with their child’s Special Education program during the 2016-2017
school year.
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H HIGHLIGHTS OF REVIEW FINDINGS

The purpose of the Special Education Programs and Services Review—Phase I11-B was to gain a better
understanding of HDSB’s population of students with learning disabilities, and identify evidence-
informed best practices for assessment and identification of students in elementary grades. As such, the
review set out to: (1) explore the research literature regarding the strengths, challenges and best practices
with assessment and identification of young students at risk for learning disabilities; (2) develop a picture
of elementary and secondary students identified with learning disabilities; and (3) understand the
perceptions and levels of satisfaction among parents of students identified with learning disabilities, in
both Self-contained and Resource Support placement. Following is a summary of the key findings
established throughout the review.

Research Literature Highlights

Itis clear in the literature that development and learning proceeds at varying rates among young children,
and that these variances, combined with environmental factors, influence a child’s functioning in all
domains. Similarly, the development of learning delays and disabilities tend to manifest differently
among individuals, and may be related to variations in rates and patterns of maturation, environmental
factors, and the quality of learning opportunities. While many experts caution the assessment of young
children due to their developmental variabilities and inherent limitations among assessment instruments;
others believe that advancements in knowledge of child development and measurement have led to
increased accuracy in assessing academic difficulties and learning disabilities during the elementary
years. Proponents of objective measures believe that standardized quantitative measures provide the
psychometric properties and diagnostic potential to determine eligibility for special education services,
and others support authentic assessment approaches that are more developmentally appropriate, and
capture a holistic picture of young children’s unique learning profile. Given the strengths of both
assessment approaches, researchers and developmental experts agree that the combination of
standardized assessments and behavioural observations can effectively provide a comprehensive profile
of a child’s strengths, progress, and needs.

Within the range of developmental patterns exhibited by children throughout the primary grades, many
will progress adequately over time, and others will continue to show delays in various degrees and in
different domains. With these children in mind, experts and advocacy groups support universal, non-
categorical screening procedures to determine those who are at risk for learning difficulties and
subsequent academic problems. Results of early screening procedures can inform the type and level of
remediation needed through a multi-tiered approach to intervention, which should include continuous
progress monitoring, and when necessary, a comprehensive diagnostic evaluation. There is strong
agreement among experts that early assessment of learning strengths and needs is essential, with many
supporting universal screening during Kindergarten and Grade 1. Due to varying developmental
trajectories and instrument limitations, comprehensive diagnostic assessments are best conducted
between Grades 3-4 for children who continue to demonstrate learning difficulties. Along with
challenges relating to standardized administration procedures, assessment measures among young
children have demonstrated low reliability and stability of results. In addition, while some research has
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demonstrated reasonable correlations between early test scores and future achievement; other evidence
indicates that the predictive validity of early assessment results is variable and unclear.

Similar to other school Boards throughout Ontario, the Halton District School Board offers universal
screening in Grade 4, using the CCAT 7 assessment. The results of this multidimensional assessment
provides insight into various cognitive and processing abilities at an individual student level. This
information, along with instructional support offered in the Teacher’s Guide, can help teachers build their
student’s learning profiles, and support instructional interventions for those students who demonstrate
learning challenges. The research literature notes that following increasingly intensive remedial
interventions and continuous progress monitoring, those students who continue to struggle academically
should be referred for a comprehensive assessment of learning disabilities for the purposes of
identification and eligibility for special education programming. Given the inherent limitations among
assessment instruments and learning outcomes among young children, developmental variabilities, and
the diverse manifestations of learning disabilities; a comprehensive and multi-dimensional assessment
process is recommended in order to accurately diagnose learning disabilities. Throughout the literature,
evidence-based best practices highlight the importance of early and ongoing assessments involving a
multidisciplinary team approach to gather multiple sources of quantitative and qualitative information
that address a range of developmental domains, within various settings. Such a comprehensive approach
can work to ensure a collection of information that will contribute to fully understanding the child’s
learning profile, accurately diagnosing learning disabilities, determining appropriate program placement,
and ultimately improving the academic outcomes of students with learning disabilities.

Student Enrolment

Enrolment among students identified with learning disabilities has decreased over five years (2013-2017)
by an average of 42% across the HDSB. In addition, enrolment has been consistently higher in the
secondary panel, and among male students. In both the elementary and secondary panels, enrolment
among students identified with learning disabilities has decreased most in the East (by 56% and 41%,
respectively) and the West (by 53% and 47%, respectively), followed by the North (by 30% and 26%,
respectively)

Student Achievement

Elementary Report Card Results

Final report card results over five years (2013-2017), demonstrated improvement in achievement among
elementary students identified with learning disabilities. The percentage of students who achieved the
provincial standard increased by 20% in Reading, 17% in Writing, and 14% in Number Sense and
Numeration. However, achievement gaps among the curriculum strands were noted, with a consistently
lower percentage of students identified with learning disabilities achieving the provincial standard, when
compared to those without exceptionalities (with average achievement gaps ranging from 22% to 25%).

Elementary EQAO Assessment Results

Over four years, EQAO Reading and Mathematics assessment results demonstrated improved
achievement in Grade 3, and a slight decrease in achievement in Grade 6. The percentages of students
achieving the provincial standard in Grade 6 Mathematics are consistently lower than results in Grade 3.
Similar to report card results, achievement gaps in EQAO results were noted. Throughout the four years,
a significantly lower percentage of students identified with learning disabilities achieved the provincial
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standard, when compared to those without exceptionalities, with average achievement gaps ranging from
34% to 47%.

In the 2015-2016 school year, Grade 6 EQAO Reading and Mathematics assessment results demonstrated
that achievement among students identified with learning disabilities receiving Resource Support in the
regular classroom was significantly higher than students identified with learning disabilities in Self-
contained classes.

Secondary EQAQ Assessment Results

Over five years, secondary EQAO assessment results demonstrated a slight decrease in achievement on
the OSSLT and the academic Mathematics assessment, among students identified with learning
disabilities. In addition, OSSLT results demonstrated large achievement gaps between students identified
with learning disabilities, and students without exceptionalities. Achievement results for the two groups
were comparatively closer for the Grade 9 academic and applied Mathematics assessments.

Overview of Achievement Gaps

Over the years, it can be seen that achievement gaps between students identified with learning disabilities
and students without exceptionalities are consistently large across elementary literacy-based curriculum
strands and EQAO assessment results for Grade 3, Grade 6 and Grade 10 (Reading and OSSLT).
Similarly, large achievement gaps are seen in the Mathematics-based elementary curriculum strand and
EQAO assessment results in Grade 3 and Grade 6. However, these gaps decrease greatly among Grade 9
applied and academic Mathematics assessment results.

Parent Satisfaction and Perceptions

During the 2016-2017 school year, compared to parents of students with learning disabilities receiving
Resource Support, parents of elementary students in Self-contained placement reported higher levels of
satisfaction regarding school-based elements and factors related to their child’s Special Education
program; and higher levels of improvement in their child’s academic and social-emotional skills.

During the 2016-2017 school year, parents of elementary and secondary students identified with learning
disabilities receiving Resource Support, reported similar levels of satisfaction regarding school-based
elements, improvement in their child’s academic and social-emotional skills, and overall satisfaction with
their child’s Special Education program. Parents of secondary students receiving Resource Support,
reported slightly higher levels of satisfaction with various elements of their child’s Special Education
program, when compared to parents of elementary students receiving Resource Support.
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KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE
o ASSESSMENT and IDENTIFICATION OF
ELEMENTARY STUDENTS AT RISK FOR LEARNING DISABILITIES

Phase Il of the Special Education Programs and Services Review identified various strengths and
challenges of the referral, identification and placement pathways for students identified with learning
disabilities. Findings from Phase 111-B also identified a variety of strengths, challenges and best practices
relating to the assessment and identification procedures used with young children who may be at risk for
learning disabilities. Enrolment trends and achievement outcomes among elementary and secondary
students identified with learning disabilities in the HDSB were examined; and parent perceptions of the
Special Education program were further explored. The following key findings from Phase 11 and Phase
I11 are considered to be important for decisions regarding assessment and identification of young students
at risk for learning disabilities within the Halton District School Board.

1. Research established theories regarding the impact that developmental and environmental factors
have on the development and functioning of young children.

2. Various characteristics and manifestations of learning delays and disabilities among children over
time, in severity, and across settings.

3. The importance of early and non-categorical screening among young children for the purpose of
determining those who are at risk for academic problems.

4. Expert opinions regarding the optimal age for screening (Kindergarten — Grade 1), and for
diagnostic assessment of learning disabilities (Grade 3 — Grade 4).

5. Research evidence demonstrating the instability and variability in predictive validity of early
assessment results.

6. Evidence-based research regarding the effectiveness of the multi-tiered instructional approach to
intervention and continuous progress monitoring, prior to conducting diagnostic assessments on
young children.

7. The multidimensional cognitive and processing information provided by CCAT 7 results, and the
instructional support provided in the Teacher’s Guide.

8. Consistently declining five-year enrolment of 45% among elementary students identified with
learning disabilities.

9. Increasing report card achievement outcomes, over five years, among elementary students
identified with learning disabilities.

10. EQAO achievement results demonstrating that less than 50% of elementary students achieved the
provincial standard in Reading and Mathematics over four years.
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11. Large achievement gaps in elementary and secondary literacy-based, and elementary Mathematics-
based, EQAO assessment results between students identified with learning disabilities and those
without exceptionalities.

12. Higher levels of satisfaction with school and program elements, and higher levels of reported
improvements in their child’s academic and social-emotional skills, among parents of elementary
students identified with learning disabilities in Self-contained classes, relative to parents of
students receiving Resource Support.

13. Concerns among parents of elementary students identified with learning disabilities regarding
lengthy wait times for assessments and support, and perceived resistance of formal assessment and
identification of students in primary grades (Phase II).

14. Concerns among parents of elementary students identified with learning disabilities regarding
inequities between exceptionalities in screening and assessment practices, and the availability of a
primary Self-contained placement option (Phase II).

15. Strong beliefs among school staff regarding the value of non-identified IEPs for primary students
who show signs of struggling (Phase II).

16. Strong parental support for Self-contained placement for elementary students with learning
disabilities, based on their children’s increased self-confidence, independence, and academic
progress (Phase II).

17. Strong support throughout the literature for a comprehensive, multidimensional assessment
approach, using multiple sources if information, in a variety of settings.
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