Special Education: Testing
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Special Education Testing - Revised March 2006.

If your child is a special education student, or you think they need to be tested for
special education, it is important that you understand the testing process.

Your child will probably be tested several times while he or she is at school. The
results of these tests will be used to decide whether your child should have special
education, what types of services your child needs, and whether your child is making
reasonable progress in school.

When done properly, testing can help tell a child’s strengths and weaknesses. Test
results can help explain why your child is having difficulty in class. The tests may
also suggest ways to help your child learn.

Testing Timelines



If either you or an IEP team request testing of your child, there are timelines that
must be followed.

The school district has a maximum of thirty days to get “parental consent” to do the
testing. Once the school district gets your consent, they have sixty days to finish the
testing and hold a meeting.

This meeting is called an “eligibility conference.” At the eligibility conference, the
person who did the testing of your child will go over the results. It is very important
that you go to this meeting! The eligibility conference is where the decision is made
about whether your child has a disability and needs special education.

Parents must be given notice of the eligibility conference and an opportunity to be
present and participate. You are also allowed to bring other people to the meeting
who know about your child’s needs (family members, social workers, etc.).

Refusing Testing

If you refuse to consent to testing, the school district has a choice about what to do.
If the district feels strongly about having your child tested, they can file a due
process complaint and ask for permission to do testing over your objection. On the
other hand, they can choose to honor your refusal and do no testing. If the district
honors your decision not to do testing, you usually cannot come back later and
complain that the school district discriminated against your child because of a
disability.

Re-Evaluations

Once your child has been identified as a special education student, she must be re-
tested in certain circumstances. The district is required to conduct a re-evaluation if
you or the teacher request one or if the school district feels that a re-evaluation is
necessary due to changes in your child’s academic achievement and functional
performance.

At a minimum, testing must be completed at least every three years—unless you
and the school district agree that re-testing is not necessary. However, the district is
not obligated to test your child more than once a year. Finally, a school district must
re-evaluate your child before finding that she no longer qualifies for special
education services.
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School districts are supposed to get your consent for re-evaluations. However, unlike
the consent requirement for an initial evaluation, school districts can go forward with
a re-evaluation even without your consent if the district can show that it tried to get
your consent and you failed to respond.

Types of Tests

The law requires school districts to use a variety of assessment tools and strategies
to gather relevant functional, developmental and academic information. They can
not use one single measure or assessment as the sole reason for identifying or
denying your child as entitled to special education services. The district can only use
tests for the purposes which the tests are valid and reliable.

Educational, counseling and medical professionals can choose from hundreds of
tests. These tests fall into six basic categories:

1. Intellectual or Cognitive Tests. These tests are often called “I.Q.” tests. They
measure your child’s ability to learn.

2. Speech and Language Tests. Speech tests measure your child’s ability to actually
form words and make the proper speech sounds. Language tests measure your
child’s ability to communicate with other people.

3. Educational Achievement. These tests measure what your child has actually
learned.

4. Personality Tests. These tests give information about your child’s level of stress,
anxiety, and overall mental state.

5. Neuropsychological Tests. These are tests help to find out if your child has a
physical problem that make learning hard.

6. Behavior Rating Scales. These scales describe a child’s behavior. These
descriptions of behavior can be completed by the child, parents, teachers or others
close to the child.

Using Test Results



Understanding the tests results is not easy. Each test has its own technical terms.
Ask for an explanation of each term that is new to you. Ask why the test was chosen
and whether other tests were considered. At any meeting where the test results are
discussed, the school must have someone there who is knowledgeable and can
explain what the test results mean to you. Caution: Always ask questions until you
are sure you understand the tests given to your child, the reasons for the tests, the
results of the tests, and the meaning of the test results.

You know your child and his or her problems best. Think about how the test was
given. Was the child asked the questions? Did the child have to read the questions?
Did the child give the answers by speaking or by writing? Did your child’s problems
get in the way of taking or answering the test? If you think so, tell the school’s staff
your concerns.

Each test usually has lots of numbers. Ask for an explanation of what the numbers
mean. In most test results, the numbers compare your child to others of the same
age or grade. For example, your child’s math score may be at the 3rd grade level, or
her physical development may be at the age 6 level. Ask what these scores mean.

What are Percentile Ranks?

Test results are also often given in “Percentile Rank.” This is often abbreviated as
“PR.” The percentile rank tells where the child’s test score compares to other kids.
For instance, a PR of 50--out of a total of 100--means that half the children scored
higher and half of the children scored lower than your child. A PR of 32 means that
68% of children did better than your child and 32% did the same as your child or
worse. A PR of 2 means that 98% of kids did better and your child was in the bottom
2%.

Ask what these percentile ranks tell about your child’s educational problems.

What are Standard Scores?

Test results are often given as “standard scores.” For example, you may be told that
your child “scored” 85 on the IQ test. Is this a good score or not? The number 85
tells you, the parent, very little. Ask what it means. Ask how many kids did better



than that. Ask how this test result compares with your child’s other test results. For
instance, if your child’s 1Q test result is much higher than his or her achievement
test results, this may indicate a learning disability.

Subtests

It is also important to know that scores are often the result of a number of
“subtests.” These subtests measure different things that are included in the subject
being tested. For example, your child may have their reading tested. The reading
test may be made up of several subtests.

One subtest might look at how many mistakes your child made when reading
something out loud. Another subtest might measure your child’s ability to
understand what she is reading. The test results of these and other subtests will be
combine

Make sure that the person who did the testing goes over the subtests with you so
you understand your child’s strengths and weaknesses. Ask if the subtest scores are
very different from one another or if any subtest scores are very different from the
total combined score. For instance, one subtest may be way above average and
another way below average. Ask why this might occur. Can this information be used
to explain your child’s school problems?

Always Keep In Mind These Basic Testing Questions

1. Do the test results help explain why your child is having difficulty in school?

2. Do the test results help you and the school understand why your child is having
trouble learning new skills?

3. Do the tests results suggest methods that would help your child learn? Which of
your child’s problems are most important? Which needs should be addressed first?

4. Is the child goes through school, use tests and test results to measure progress.
Whenever possible, an IEP’s goals and benchmarks should be measurable and
objective. That is, progress toward a goal should be able to be tested. Ask which
tests will be used to measure progress.



5. As time goes on, your child will have test results that go back one or more years.
Review the test results as they change over time. Is your child making progress?
Have grade and age equivalent scores shown mprovement? Over the course of a
year, have the scores shown a year’s improvement? For example, if a year ago your
child was at a fifth grade math level, after a year of special education has the child’s
sores improved so that he or she is now at a sixth grade level? If not, more services
may be needed.

6. By skillfully using test results, experience, and personal knowledge, the IEP team
should be able to write an educational plan specific to the needs of your child. You
can help in this process by asking questions to make sure you understand the tests
(and the test results).

More Information on the Web

This discussion owes much to From Emotions to Advocacy by Peter and Pam Wright,
who have a web site with a number of useful resources.

Notice

Prepared by Missouri legal aid lawyers. Some material used with permission of Pine
Tree Legal Assistance. March, 2006. Sometimes the laws change. We cannot
promise that this information is always up-to-date and correct. If the date above is
not this year, call us to see if there is an update. We provide this information as a
public service. It is not legal advice. By sending you this information, we are not
acting as your lawyer. Always consult a lawyer, if you can, before taking legal
action.
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