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Assessment in early childhood special education (ECSE) represents a specialized intersection of developmental 

psychology, clinical observation, and pedagogical planning. For practitioners working with infants and preschoolers 

(birth to age five), assessment is not a singular event but a continuous, multi-dimensional process designed to 

translate clinical data into actionable intervention strategies. As detailed in seminal works like Assessing Infants 

and Preschoolers with Special Needs by McLean and Wolery, the primary objective of assessment moves 

beyond mere diagnosis; it serves as the foundational blueprint for Individualized Family Service Plans (IFSP) 

and Individualized Education Programs (IEP).

The Theoretical Framework of Early Childhood Assessment

The contemporary approach to assessing young children with special needs is grounded in the Ecological 

Systems Theory , which posits that a child's development is inextricably linked to their immediate environment 

(family, caregivers, and classroom). Unlike adult assessments, which may focus on stable traits, infant and 

preschooler assessments must account for the rapid, non-linear growth patterns inherent in early development. 

This necessitates a shift from strictly norm-referenced testing to a more holistic criterion-referenced and 

curriculum-based approach.

Legal and Ethical Mandates

In the United States, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), specifically Part C (Birth to Age 2)

and Part B (Ages 3 to 21), mandates that assessment must be non-discriminatory. Technically, this requires that

assessment tools are validated for the specific purpose used and administered by trained personnel. Key

regulatory requirements include:

•  Multi-disciplinary Evaluation: No single procedure can be used as the sole criterion for determining eligibility 

or program planning.

•  Native Language: Assessments must be conducted in the child's native language or other mode of 

communication.

•  Natural Environments: For infants and toddlers, assessments should ideally occur in settings typical for 

children of the same age who have no disabilities.

Technical Assessment Metrics and Quantitative Models

To ensure technical accuracy, evaluators must understand the psychometric properties of the instruments they 

utilize. This involves a rigorous analysis of Standard Scores, Percentile Ranks, and Age Equivalents. However,

because young children have high levels of developmental variability, standard errors of measurement (SEM) are

often larger than in older populations.

Mathematical Modeling of Developmental Progress

In determining a Developmental Delay (DD), states often use a formulaic approach based on standard deviations 

(SD). A common technical threshold is a performance level that is 1.5 SD below the mean in two or more 

developmental domains, or 2.0 SD below the mean in one domain. The formula for the Z-score(used to determine



SD distance) is:

z = (X - ;Â’�ò�Ã

Where:

- X is the raw score obtained by the child.

- ;À is the mean score of the age-normed population.

- <0 is the standard deviation of the population.

Furthermore, when assessing premature infants, practitioners must calculate Adjusted Age (AA)to prevent the

over-identification of delays. The formula for AA is:

AA = Chronological Age (CA) - Weeks of Prematurity

Comparative Analysis of Assessment Models

The following table outlines the structural differences between the primary types of assessment utilized in early

intervention and preschool special education.



Assessment Type Primary Purpose Key Characteristics Example Tools

Norm-Referenced Eligibility determination 
and diagnosis.

Compares child's 
performance against a 
national peer sample.

Bayley Scales (BSID), 
Battelle Developmental 
Inventory (BDI-3).

Criterion-Referenced Skill mastery identification. Measures performance 
against a fixed set of 
criteria or milestones.

Brigance Early Childhood 
Screen.

Curriculum-Based (CBA) Instructional planning and 
progress monitoring.

Assessment items are 
directly linked to 
intervention activities.

Carolina Curriculum, 
AEPS-3.

Ecological/Environmental Contextual analysis of the 
child's surroundings.

Evaluates the demands 
and supports within the 
child's home or classroom.

Home Observation for 
Measurement of the 
Environment (HOME).

Core Mechanics of Curriculum-Based Assessment: The Carolina Curriculum

As referenced in technical literature, The Carolina Curriculum for Infants and Toddlers with Special Needs 

(CCITSN) and its preschool counterpart (CCPSN) represent the gold standard for linked assessment-intervention 

systems. The mechanics of this system are built upon 24 logical sequences of development.

Procedural Execution of the Carolina Curriculum

1.  Initial Screening: Identifying the approximate developmental ceiling of the child across domains (Cognition, 

Communication, Social-Emotional, Fine Motor, Gross Motor).

2.  Sequence Mapping: Selecting the specific developmental sequences most relevant to the child's needs. For 

example, in the "Social-Emotional" domain, a sequence might focus on "Self-Regulation" or "Interpersonal Play."

3.  Item Administration: Presenting tasks to the child in a naturalistic play-based format. Performance is coded 

as "+" (mastered), "-" (not present), or "+/-" (emerging).

4.  Intervention Linking: For every item coded as "-" or "+/-", the curriculum provides a corresponding teaching 

activity designed to facilitate that specific milestone.

The Multi-Domain Assessment Protocol

A comprehensive assessment must evaluate the "whole child." This requires deep-dive technical analysis into five

core developmental domains. Each domain requires unique observational techniques and specialized tools.

1. Communication and Language Development

Assessment in this domain must distinguish between Receptive Language (understanding) and Expressive 

Language (production). For non-verbal preschoolers, evaluators analyze Pre-linguistic Communication, such as 

joint attention, eye gaze, and gesturing. Technical tools like the MacArthur-Bates Communicative Development 

Inventories (CDIs) are often used to gather parent-report data on vocabulary acquisition.

2. Social-Emotional and Behavioral Functioning

This is often the most complex domain to quantify. Assessment focuses on attachment patterns, temperament, and 

the ability to self-regulate. Functional Behavioral Assessments (FBAs) may be conducted if a child exhibits 

challenging behaviors, utilizing the ABC Model(Antecedent, Behavior, Consequence) to determine the

communicative function of the behavior.



3. Cognitive Processing and Problem Solving

For infants, cognition is assessed through sensorimotor interactions—how a child explores objects (e.g., object 

permanence, cause-and-effect). For preschoolers, the focus shifts to symbolic play, categorization, and early 

memory skills. The Mullen Scales of Early Learningprovides a technical breakdown of cognitive sub-domains,

including visual reception and fine motor integration.

4. Motor Skills (Fine and Gross)

Occupational Therapists (OT) and Physical Therapists (PT) lead this portion of the assessment. Technical 

indicators include muscle tone (hypertonia/hypotonia), primitive reflex integration, and bilateral coordination. 

Evaluators use tools like the Peabody Developmental Motor Scales (PDMS-2) to derive a Quotientfor gross and

fine motor proficiency.

5. Adaptive and Self-Help Skills

This domain measures the child's ability to perform daily routines independently, such as feeding, dressing, and 

toileting. Assessment data is frequently gathered via Structured Interviewswith primary caregivers, as these skills

are often context-dependent and best observed in the home environment.

Advanced Implementation: The Transdisciplinary Play-Based Assessment 
(TPBA)

The TPBA2model (Linder) is a specialized procedural workflow where a team of professionals observes a child in

a structured play session. This model reduces the stress on the child and allows for the observation of integrated

skills that are often missed in isolated domain testing.

The TPBA2 Workflow:

•  Unstructured Play: The child initiates play with a variety of materials while a facilitator follows the child's lead.

•  Structured Facilitation: The facilitator introduces specific challenges to elicit latent skills (e.g., placing a 

desired toy in a clear, hard-to-open container to test problem-solving and communication).

•  Child-Child Interaction: A peer is introduced to assess social reciprocity and cooperative play.

•  Parent-Child Interaction: Caregivers engage with the child to observe attachment and instructional support.

•  Motor Observation: A PT or OT observes natural movements during play to assess balance, reach, and gait.

Technical Challenges and Troubleshooting in ECSE Assessment

Assessing young children with special needs is fraught with potential error modes. Practitioners must be vigilant in

identifying and mitigating these factors to ensure data validity.

Common Failure Modes and Solutions



Operational Challenge Technical Impact Strategic Solution/Mitigation

State Labity Child's performance varies wildly due 
to fatigue, hunger, or mood.

Conduct assessments over multiple 
sessions at different times of day.

Floor Effects Test is too difficult; child scores at the 
lowest possible level, masking true 
ability.

Utilize an assessment tool with a 
lower "basal" or use curriculum-based 
assessments.

Cultural/Linguistic Bias Scores reflect lack of exposure to 
specific stimuli rather than disability.

Use dynamic assessment (test-teach-
retest) to measure learning potential.

Sensory/Motor Interference Physical impairments prevent the 
child from demonstrating cognitive 
knowledge.

Employ Assistive Technology (AT) or 
modified response modes (e.g., eye 
gaze instead of pointing).

Case Study: Integrating Assessment into Intervention Planning

Consider a 30-month-old child, "Liam," referred due to expressive language delays. A technical assessment using 

the Bayley-4indicates a raw score of 12 in Expressive Communication, yielding a scaled score of 4 (well below the

mean of 10). However, the evaluator notices that during the assessment, Liam used complex gestures and

successfully navigated a tablet to find a preferred video.

Assessment-to-Action Plan:

1.  Refined Hypothesis: Liam possesses strong Visual-Spatial and Intentional Communication skills but 

struggles with motor-speech production or phonological retrieval.

2.  Follow-up Tool: Administration of a Curriculum-Based Assessment (CBA) like the Carolina Curriculum to 

identify specific pre-verbal sequences.

3.  IFSP Outcome: Instead of a generic goal like "Liam will say 10 words," the technical goal becomes: "Using a 

Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS), Liam will request preferred items with 80% accuracy across 

three settings."

4.  Progress Monitoring: Weekly data collection on the frequency of PECS use to adjust the instructional 

intensity.

Executive Synthesis: The Strategic Value of Precise Assessment

The technical rigor applied to assessing infants and preschoolers with special needs is the primary driver of early

intervention efficacy. By moving beyond a "deficit-only" model and embracing a multi-faceted framework—

incorporating norm-referenced data for eligibility, curriculum-based data for teaching, and ecological data for

environmental support—practitioners can significantly alter a child's developmental trajectory. 

The 3rd edition of Assessing Infants and Preschoolers with Special Needsunderscores that the most effective

assessment is one that leads directly to better services. As the field moves toward more digitized and data-driven

models, the core principles remains: assessment must be family-centered, developmentally appropriate, and

scientifically sound. For the senior technical writer and educational strategist, the goal is to ensure that every data

point collected translates into a meaningful milestone for the child and their family. This systematic approach

ensures that resources are allocated where they can have the greatest impact, facilitating early childhood

outcomes that promote long-term academic and social success.
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