Tips for School Psychologists

Assessment of Students with Autism

Written by Kristy Laine, School Psychologist

This document is provided as a resource to school psychologists in the Sarasota County School District.  Most of the information presented is based on my experience in working with students with Autism and is not necessarily a list of textbooks, journal articles, etc.  It is my hope that this information will provide you with hands-on information and strategies you can use immediately when working with students with Autism.

I have broken this document down into sections that are found on our psychological reports.  In each section I will provide tips and recommendations that have and continue to work for me as I work with students with Autism.  I will also add sections of reports I have written (with names changed, of course) to help illustrate examples.  The categories included in this document are as follows:

Background Information

Behavior Observations

Direct Assessment Measures

Behavior Rating Scales

Recommendations and Interventions

You will hopefully find this document easy reading.  I don’t plan to sound overly professional because I want it to be used as a substitute for sitting down with me and chatting about kids with Autism.  I hope you find it helpful.  Happy reading!

Background Information

Beyond completing the file review where I document past evaluations, diagnoses, etc., I make it a point to interview the teacher and the parent.  These are my “Informal Interview Assessments.”  With the teacher, I especially like to find out about the student’s current adaptive skills, the student’s academic grade levels (this especially comes in handy later on), and any concerns the teacher has about the student’s progress.  An example of the teacher interview is as follows:

An informal interview was conducted with Ms. Smith, Johnny’s classroom teacher, as she was not able to attend the re-evaluation review.  According to Ms. Smith, Johnny’s math skills are at the second grade level, his reading skills fall within the second to third grade levels, and his reading comprehension abilities seem to be at the first to second grade levels [Johnny is in the 6th grade].  Ms. Smith stated that her class has undergone many changes from last school year including moving to a smaller classroom and having new students enrolled in her class.  Ms. Smith stated that Johnny’s ability to focus is an area of concern.  She indicated that much of his play is nonfunctional as it often involves self-stimulatory behaviors.  Johnny also makes many faces in class and Johnny’s mother helps to interpret the communicative intent of specific faces for staff members at school.

I also have a similar interview with the parent.  Typically, this is done over the phone unless I am at the re-evaluation review meeting with the parent.  When I do the parent interview, I typically ask about their goals for their child, what they want to see for their child’s educational program, and what they perceive as their child’s strengths and weaknesses.  At this time, I might also ask the parent (and teacher too…) what they would recommend as reinforcers for their child during testing.   

An informal interview was conducted with Mrs. Jones regarding Billy’s educational program.  Mrs. Jones stated that Billy’s strengths are that he loves to learn and he is very visual.  With regard to Billy’s weaknesses, Mrs. Jones stated that Billy demonstrates difficulty when he is not the winner or the best at something and when he is involved in a power struggle.  Mrs. Jones also stated that Billy’s language skills, his ability to transition, and his behavior are still areas of concern; however, she stated that these areas have improved significantly over the past few years.  Mrs. Jones stated that she wants Billy to be in the right classroom that will support his learning needs.  She wants him to see appropriate behaviors, as he is currently modeling other children and has picked up some inappropriate behaviors.  Mrs. Jones stated that Billy is currently on an individualized diet that omits all foods to which he is allergic, he is still receiving private language and occupational therapies, he receives cranial sacral therapy, and is under a metabolic protocol, which she states has helped improve his symptoms associated with Autism.  

The above example is relatively typical of what I hear from parents who have children with Autism.  They often do much research regarding treatments for their child’s disorder and consequently, are heavily involved in their child’s education program, outside therapies, Autism support organizations, etc.

I have found that many parents of children with Autism truly seem to appreciate the 10-15 minute phone call I make to them before I pull their child for testing.  I think it helps them feel as if they are in fact, a part of their child’s evaluation.  The same goes for the teachers.  I have found that many skilled teachers of students with Autism require this time to express their concerns also.  These teachers have demanding jobs as they work daily with students who demonstrate challenging behaviors and with parents who are very involved in their child’s education, therapies, medical issues, etc.  In both cases, it seems to be therapeutic for me to do informal interviews.

Also in the background information section, I mention any pertinent modifications that I may use during the testing session(s).  I often do testing with Pat Wilson-LaVigne, Countywide Autistic Teacher or Ellie Ingerick, Speech Language Pathologist, in order to bounce around ideas, problem solve when behaviors arise, and simply to have another set of eyes, ears, hands, and opinions while conducting the assessment.

Behavior Observations

When assessing students with Autism, I observe the student in class before I pull them for testing.  Usually, I will review the file and observe the student on the same day so I have some time to decide what assessment instruments I want to use.  Then during assessment, I (obviously) observe their behavior.  Specifically, I look at how they relate to me and other ‘objects’ in the room, I watch for ritualistic behaviors, and I try to do determine the function of their behaviors (e.g., communicative intent, self-stimulatory, avoidance, requesting an object or activity, etc.).  An example of a behavior observation section is as follows:

Bobby was observed in his classroom by this examiner prior to beginning formal assessment.  At this time, students were allowed to play with toys in the classroom and Bobby was playing with plastic animals.  When playing alone, Bobby did not seem to vocalize, but rather played silently.  This examiner joined him, held up an animal, and said, “It’s a….”  Bobby often labeled the animal appropriately.  After that, this examiner manipulated the animal (e.g., made it walk, swim, etc.).  After the first time, Bobby picked up another animal and handed it to this examiner, seemingly requesting to do it again.  This mand happened once.

After free time, the students worked in centers where Bobby worked individually with Mrs. White.  When given the choice, Bobby chose crayons over candy as his reinforcer for work completion.  While working, Bobby made comments such as, “build it,” “circle,” “all done,” and “good job.”  Bobby worked well with a visual system where he earned pennies for completing tasks.  This system seemed to allow Bobby a visual illustration of how many tasks needed to be completed before his reward.  (Mrs. White stated that Bobby is now OK with her taking crayons away from him when reward time is over whereas a few months ago, he tantrumed.)  Bobby built with blocks to match a picture, labeled objects in pictures, and identified upper and lowercase letters.  

During formal evaluation, Bobby came to the testing session reluctantly and often told this examiner ‘no,’ despite this examiner’s attempts to show him toys they would use in the sessions.  During testing, Bobby showed interest in some objects that were later used as reinforcers between test items.  Giving Bobby preferred activities after non-preferred test items seemed to keep his attention and his interest level consistent.  Verbal test items required a higher frequency of reinforcement such as verbal praise, smiles, tickling, and clapping.  Bobby occasionally initiated communication during testing either as a request or as a comment while working.  Some examples include: “open,” “go play,” “block,” “go ahead,” “this one,” “that way,” “bye, see you later,” “it goes here,” “good job,” and “computer time.”  At one time during testing, Bobby requested “computer time” and was told that computer time would come later.  A few minutes later, Bobby found an easel with picture schedule pictures and gave this examiner the one that illustrated a computer.  Occasionally, Bobby demonstrated apparent sensory stimulation behaviors such as moving test items in his peripheral vision and perseverating on his reflection in a mirror.

In some cases, it’s necessary to have the teacher let the student know about testing ahead of time.  I usually ask the teacher if it’s something that needs to be part of the child’s picture schedule or if the child needs to be pulled by me once to do some ‘compliance’ tasks before formal testing begins.  I depend on the teacher’s judgment there.

Direct Assessment Measures

The types of instruments I typically use when testing children with Autism includes the Psychoeducational Profile – Revised (PEP-R), the Wechsler series, the TERA-3 and TEMA-2, and /or the WJ-III Academic for the older kids.  The following is my rationale for when I might choose these measures.

Psychoeducational Profile-Revised (PEP-R):  The PEP-R (which I affectionately call “Bessie” due to the size of the test kit!) was designed by Project TEACCH, an internationally known program for students with Autism at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  It assesses a child’s behavior (up to 7 years of age) in terms of areas most closely associated with Autism: Imitation, Perception, Fine Motor, Gross Motor, Eye-Hand, Cognitive Performance, and Cognitive Verbal.  Because it’s a developmental assessment, it is more flexible than standardized assessments for the little ones and allows them to explore the many interesting toys, while you assess their reactions.  It also allows the rater to score whether an item/skill has been passed, failed, or is emerging.  Examples of each rating are given for each item.  After assessing the child, individual scales can be scored in terms of age equivalents and an overall Developmental Quotient (somewhat analogous to an IQ) can be computed.  

Now for the drawbacks…the PEP-R was published in 1990, so it’s quite old.  Every year I keep checking for a revised version to no avail.  It is also a bear to give.  It takes a long time to administer (depending on the kid) and it’s huge.  When I call it “Bessie,” I’m not kidding.  The kit is in a rolling “Jordache” suitcase with wheels and a strap.  I always give the test with someone else – usually Pat Wilson-LaVigne, County Wide Autistic Teacher.  While I am administering the test items and keeping the child occupied, Pat is scoring (or we’re discussing ambiguous scoring) and is getting the materials ready for the next test item.  (We’ve got it down to a science now!)  There’s so much that happens with this test that I don’t think it’s even possible to give it without another person who can offer another set of eyes, ears, hands, and opinions.

Now that I’ve mentioned all of that and you’re thinking you’d NEVER give this test, I think it gives great qualitative information for the little guys.  And frankly, I’d rather take good qualitative information rather than standard scores any day with this population.  The info I get from it translates directly into IEP goals and makes for very useful recommendations.  Although I don’t report the Developmental Quotient or the age equivalents, I calculate them for my own use to help me define areas of relative strength and weakness.  Also, when I give this test, it’s the ONLY direct assessment measure I give.  It takes a substantial amount of time and it also includes academic tasks to give you an idea of academic skills from number/letter recognition all the way to reading sentences.  

Wecshler Series:  I never gave the Wechsler series before the WPPSI-III and WISC-IV came out because of the heavy emphasis on language on even the Performance tasks.  Now, I think it’s much more user friendly to kids with Autism and kids with language impairments.  When I give a Wechsler, I obviously give the whole test for standardization reasons and in the report, stress the significance between the Verbal/Perceptual discrepancy.  Often, the student’s verbal scores are relatively commensurate with the scores from the SLP (this gives credence to your scores and to the SLP’s scores).  Given the discrepancy (which is almost always there – unless the child is also mentally handicapped), I use the Perceptual Reasoning IQ as the best estimate.  When I administer the WISC-IV, I also make a picture schedule for the student of the various subtests, boxes for them to check off when each subtest is completed, and break times as often as the student may need (e.g., every three subtests).

TERA-3 and TEMA-2:  If I’m not administering the PEP-R to one of the little guys, I will give them the TERA and TEMA as the academic measure.  What almost always happens on the TERA is that their alphabet score is great (rote letter recognition) and their convention and meaning scores are low (these items are much more abstract and language-based).  Obviously the discussion of results focuses on the difference in rote skills versus language-based skills.  Although the TEMA doesn’t offer the same subtest breakdown as the TERA, the same conclusion may be made based on the child’s performance of individual test items.

WJ-III Academic:  I typically give the WJ-III to the older kids who have aged out of the TERA and TEMA.  The subtests I give often depend on the student’s skills, but I have given Basic Reading, Reading Comprehension, Math Calculation, Applied Problems, and Written Expression.  Again, I often find discrepancies between the student’s rote skills and the more abstract, language-based skills and I explain that in the report.  

Earlier, I talked about the importance of the informal interview.  Here’s where the teacher’s report of academic skills comes in handy.  Often, it’s hard for the parents to hear that the child’s reading comprehension score is a 63, but when the teacher says that the child is at the end of the first grade level in reading comprehension and your 63 is ‘equivalent’ to a grade equivalent of 1.9, it supports your findings.  Any chance I get to support my findings, I will repeat over and over again in the report.  This includes findings from past evaluations, as well. 

Often when I conduct an evaluation on a student with Autism, I feel as if I’m reporting the same findings over and over.  With kids who have Average nonverbal intellectual ability, their verbal scores are often much lower, their academic scores reflect greater ease with rote information, and they show difficulties with language-based academic tasks.  In addition, most of these teachers I’ve worked with are very skilled and they’re doing everything they should be for the student!  So, when my report’s done, the findings are not usually a big shock to anyone.  My reports are typically explanations of strengths and weaknesses and the recommendation section often includes the phrase “continue to….”  This is important not only if the student moves, but again, it is validating for the teacher who deals with demanding behaviors every day.

Behavior Rating Scales

As for behavior rating scales, I typically give the Gilliam Autism Rating Scale (GARS) and the Adaptive Behavior Assessment System (ABAS) to both the teacher and parent.  When working with a student with Asperger’s Disorder, I will give the Asperger Syndrome Diagnostic Scale (ASDS).  Often the parent’s ratings of their child yield a score which is less symptomatic of autism (on the GARS) or is higher adaptively (on the ABAS) than the teacher’s ratings.  (Although I have seen the reverse, too.)  In these cases, I often state: 

“The differences in results may be due to differences in the interpretations of the respondents and/or to differences in settings.”    

On the GARS, I then go on to talk about areas of relative strength or weakness based on ‘subtest’ scores.  I also pull out some of the items indicated as difficult for the student and describe them in the body of the report.

On the ABAS, I pretty much do the same thing, but I also list skills the child performs routinely (as strength areas) based on the home and school ratings.  I try to pick out the most advanced skills from each area on the ABAS (e.g., the highest test item rated a 3).  Regarding weaknesses, I typically illustrate the lowest 1 or 0 score from each scale.  On both the GARS and ABAS, I note that the areas of weakness may be considered skills to incorporate into the student’s IEP.  

Recommendations and Interventions

Most of my recommendations revolve around continued instruction toward the visual modality.  Given the severe language concerns, any visual supports that could help the child receptively or expressively communicate with others is a plus.

· Sam’s educational program should provide him with a high degree of structure and routine as well as provide him with clear behavioral expectations in a positive environment.

· It is recommended that visual strategies (such as a picture schedule) continue to be used with Sam in both the home and school settings.  Sam’s picture schedule may be kept in a location where he has access to it and can check his schedule when needed.  Adults working with Sam can tell him to check his schedule during transitions until he is able to use it independently with minimal adult prompts.  Allowing him to turn over activity pictures as each activity is completed, may also offer Sam a sense of control over his environment.  This process is likely to reduce difficulties during transitions. 

· A work board may be one way to provide ongoing feedback to Sam during non-preferred activities.  A work board visually provides positive reinforcement while a child is working on a task and it also illustrates how much ‘time’ is left before the child can earn a chosen reinforcer.  

· Given Sam’s language difficulties noted throughout the evaluation, it is recommended that staff consult closely with Sam’s school-based speech and language pathologist in order to reinforce skills taught through therapy.

· Sam would likely benefit from continued instruction in language and social skills.  Social skills that may continue to be addressed include joining in with other children, asking for help, and helping others.  Such social skills may continue to be taught through the use of social stories, as well as other abstract skills.  With regard to Sam’s continued language instruction, the reader is referred to the current language evaluation for further information and recommendations.    

As mentioned above, social stories are often a great recommendation for students with Autism.  They are a visual way to describe more abstract social situations.  The adult essentially draws a picture (stick figures are fine!) for the child as they talk about a particular social situation.  The “inventor” of social stories is Carol Gray.  Her website is: www.thegraycenter.org .   I’ve used social stories personally with kids who have Autism and those who don’t.  It’s a great strategy to use for really little guys who have difficulties with language and social skills (regardless of an ASD diagnosis).

Picture schedules (or written schedules – depending on the student’s reading ability) are also a big hit for kids with Autism.  They seem to provide students with a sense of security as they are fully aware of what their day will look like before it happens.  The individual schedule minimizes surprises to the student, it fosters independence (as the student checks the schedule and not with an adult), and it provides a comforting routine during uncomfortable transition times.  These schedules can be reviewed with the student at the beginning of the day and as the day progresses, the student can flip over activity pictures indicating that this activity is completed and it’s time for the next activity.  The Boardmaker computer program is great in making these pictures for students – simple and easy.

“Warning” students that a transition is about to take place is also a good strategy for students with Autism.  Cindy McKinnon and Pat Wilson-LaVigne have a visual timer that makes no noise, but shows the time remaining in a visual way.  The timer reduces the amount of red that shows as time progresses.  It can even be placed away from the student as it is easy to see.  A student does not necessarily need to tell time to understand the concept of the visual timer. It’s as easy as, “No more red, all done.”

As an aside, this isn’t really a recommendation to put in a report, but rather it’s something I often do when working with little kids with Autism.  When I give them directions and talk to them, most of my comments are only a few words.  Often they take the format of “First…, then….”  For example, “First work, then bubbles.”  Of course, when I can, I pair the verbal with a visual, but sometimes that’s not always possible, so the fewer the words the better!

