
Two challenging aspects of inclusive
education are knowing what to teach
children with learning disabilities and
knowing how to teach the material.
Instructional decision making is con-
founded by variability in instructors’
personal teaching philosophies and
interventions. However, a fundamental
truth in effective teaching is that assess-
ment strategies, both formal and infor-
mal, must help the teacher determine
the most appropriate instruction, in
addition to assessing progress. The
question for teachers becomes, How do
we maximize instruction for students
with special needs in general education
classrooms? The answer may lie in
effective and appropriate assessment,
including rubrics, T-charts, and check-
lists for students.

Why Change How We Assess?
For generations, assessment and its
focus on standards and accountability
have controlled the public discourse
regarding the improvement of educa-
tion. Discussions about balancing
achievement within the curriculum,
making the goals of the individualized
education program (IEP) compatible
with high standards, and determining
what constitutes a thoughtfully directed
curricular focus are common. These
concerns focus attention on the per-
formance and progress of all learners
(Pugach & Warger, 2001). Assessment
drives instruction, but assessments
often lack the primary goal of guiding
instructional decisions (Olson, 2003).

In meeting IEP goals, the assessment
used—which is often a pencil-and-
paper test—should match the instruc-
tion given. In many instances, “the test”
is not an assessment that guides instruc-
tional decisions; it is, instead, just
another assignment that will become a

grade in the grade book. Matching IEP
goals to performance tasks and design-
ing assessments that offer guidance for
teachers, parents, and learners will
result in better individualized learning.
A comprehensive assessment tool fur-
nishes an academic or behavioral
growth measure that aligns with IEP
goals, content-area objectives, and
national standards; and it enables teach-
ers to identify trends toward meeting
these expectations and monitor them
(Olson, 2003).

According to the Individuals With
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 1997
regulations and amendments from the
U. S. Department of Education (1999),
educators must assess learners with dis-
abilities in the general education cur-
riculum, and they must show progress.
Educators must develop instruction that
is specifically designed to meet the
needs of learners with disabilities. Also,
the IEP requires that educators consider
how a learner will participate in
statewide and districtwide assessments
of achievement. The IDEA amendments
indicate that instruction designed to
meet the individual needs of learners
with disabilities must include instruc-
tional access to the general education
curriculum so that learners can meet
educational standards. 

However, the pencil-and-paper
assessments used for today’s learners
are often not relevant to the content
being taught. Expanding the repertoire
of assessment strategies will help teach-
ers meet the needs of every learner in
the classroom. The most important cri-
terion is making sure that the assess-
ment tool selected allows the teacher to
focus appropriately on the learner
(Olson, 2003). Such alternative assess-
ments as rubrics, T-charts, and check-
lists focus on individualized instruction
while meeting the instructional needs of
the class. 

Design a Rubric
A rubric, which is a set of criteria that
outlines expectations for a completed
product, can serve as an effective basis
for assessment and consequently, for
instructional decision making (Erick-
son, 1995). Rubrics require a Likert-type
scale to quantify decisions about per-
formance and a semantic scale to
describe different levels of learning for a
particular activity. A rubric also identi-
fies performance competencies that sep-
arate student performance into a num-
ber of interrelated instructional con-
cerns. For instance, Criteria 1 of the
rubric in Figure 1 refers to meaning. The
scales, or semantic descriptors, provide
details about the concept of conveying
meaning for the learner, the teacher,
and all members of the class. Every par-
ticipant understands the desired learn-
ing outcomes. 

The time spent designing the scale
proves its worth, because all students
gain a common focus of instruction and
the teacher maintains a basis for relat-
ing progress and performance within
the context of metacognition. The
teacher must remember to discuss the
rubric standards with the learners
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Assessment drives
instruction, but

assessments often lack the
primary goal of guiding
instructional decisions.



before giving the assignment. A clear
understanding of what will be assessed
and how it will be assessed is funda-
mental to obtaining an accurate under-
standing of what the learner may need.

Rubrics are useful in characterizing a
learner’s strengths and weaknesses with
respect to instructional design. 
• One useful outcome of using a rubric

is a graph that allows a learner to see

his or her progress—or stagna-
tion—in a particular aspect of learn-
ing. Educators can tailor outcomes to
a specific objective, which may natu-
rally emerge from the IEP. For exam-
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Rubric for Creative Writing
Date ________________________________________
Teacher ___________________ Self ___________________    Peer  _______________________

Meaning
0-------------------1---------------------2--------------------3 Comments:

Editing
0-------------------1---------------------2--------------------3 Comments:

Organization
0-------------------1---------------------2--------------------3 Comments:

Creativity
0-------------------1---------------------2--------------------3 Comments:

Spelling and Punctuation
0-------------------1---------------------2--------------------3 Comments:

Figure 1. Rubric for Creative Writing

Unclear intent of
writer

Vague or weak
explanation of writer

Writer’s intent
somewhat clear, few
details

Writer’s intent is
easy to follow and
understand, numer-
ous details

No evidence of edit-
ing

Little evidence of
editing

Editorial marks
used, few correc-
tions made

Proficient use of edi-
torial marks, appro-
priate corrections
made

No organization Difficult to follow,
few transitions

Organization 
evident, transitions
used

Well organized,
ideas easy to follow,
logical sequence and
clear transitions

No imagination used Few creative details,
but unrelated to
topic, some imagina-
tion

Creative details 
evidenced, imagina-
tion used for the
reader’s enjoyment

Many creative
details, imagination
used for the reader’s
enjoyment

Final draft has more
than 3 spelling and
punctuation errors

2-3 spelling and
punctuation errors
in the final draft

1 spelling or punctu-
ation error in the
final draft

No spelling or punc-
tuation errors in the
final draft



ple, if basic writing is an IEP goal for
the year, the short-term objective may
be to use sight words in context. The
rubric given in Figure 1 includes
spelling and punctuation as one of six
criteria for evaluating a learner’s jour-
nal. The spelling and punctuation cri-
terion can be tailored to focus on a
particular spelling or punctuation
strategy, such as spelling sight words
correctly in context. As progress is
monitored, data can link daily
instruction with the IEP. More specif-

ically, the data generated can help the
teacher make daily instructional deci-
sions. 

• Accurate development of the rubric
links instruction and learning through
assessment in a continuous feedback
loop. The learning process becomes
more concrete with the narration and
feedback inherent in the rubric.
Sources of input to the rubric for a
student include the teacher, the stu-
dent, and his or her peers. 

• A learner’s use of a rubric paces the
student through an internal review of
a learning task. Using writing to
reflect on the learning task may
encourage self-assessment and self-
directed instruction (Erickson, 1995).
A student’s written metacognitive
reflections are helpful for the teacher
because committing the learning
processes to paper can illustrate a stu-
dent’s metacognitive processing. For
example, if a learner comments after
reading his or her own work that she
or he does not understand why he or
she received an editing score of 1, the
teacher then knows that the learner
does not understand how to edit or
has not generalized editing to his or
her journal. If the learner still contin-
ues to make 1s on editing after more

instruction from the teacher, the
learner may need to question himself
or herself about why he or she con-
tinues to make the mistakes repeated-
ly. Focused corrective feedback from
the teacher becomes more individual-
ized and specific. 

• Rubrics often make feedback easier to
share because the student knows
what will be evaluated and how the
work will be evaluated before the
teacher gives the assignment.
Feedback may be one of the most
neglected aspects of teaching special-
needs students because of the per-
ceived time involved in this level of
decision making. The rubric makes
the decision process more direct and
less time-consuming for a teacher and
a learner. Peer feedback, within the

framework of the classroom environ-
ment, can provide a structured social
context and often a less threatening,
yet inclusive, response to the special
learner and to his or her instructional
and assessment needs.

Developing a T-Chart 
A T-chart (see Figure 2) is an assess-
ment tool that easily indicates behav-
ioral goals or objectives. The T-chart is
designed to ask the learner what appro-
priate behavior looks and sounds like. 

Talking with the learner and clearly
articulating what is meant by appropri-
ate behavior results in clearer commu-
nication and a better understanding of
what is expected from the learner. The
teacher and the learner have defined
expectations within the vocabulary of
the learner. 

The teacher may often find that giv-
ing examples of what is not appropriate
is beneficial. Such examples indicate
and model what the expected behavior
does not look like and does not sound
like. Learners often understand what is
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Figure 2. Sample T-Chart

The pencil-and-paper
assessments used for

today’s learners are often
not relevant to the content

being taught.

Every participant
understands the desired

learning outcomes. 
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Figure 3. Checklist for Appropriate Cafeteria Behavior



expected of them more clearly when
given a nonexample. Fully describing
behavioral goals or objectives ensures
that the learner has a clear understand-
ing of what is expected because she or
he has participated in defining the
behavior or objective. 

Devising a Checklist 
After developing and monitoring the T-
chart, educators can derive a more con-
crete assessment from it. A checklist
(see Figure 3) that is based on a T-chart
can help facilitate the growth and devel-
opment of instructional and behavioral
expectations, all of which lead to clear-
ly defined assessments.
[Insert Figure 3 about here]

Figure 3 shows how  key behaviors
can be exhibited in varying degrees. The
teacher should clearly define the terms
“almost always,” “sometimes,” and
“never” in a way that is appropriate to
the age and needs of the individual. As
in developing the T-chart, the teacher
will find that showing models and
examples of what is and what is not
appropriate for the behaviors and
actions contained on the checklist is
helpful. 

Final Thoughts
Assessment must be derived from
instruction. After meeting the basic
requirements of the assessment needs,
the teacher should consider these final
aspects of the decision-making process: 
• Provide information on how a learner

is performing on a unit of instruction.
• Set long-term goals and note achieve-

ments as they are reached.
• Show the learner his or her perform-

ance on individualized, district-, and
statewide assessments.

• Design and build instructional deci-
sions on the basis of assessment
results.

• Inform learners, parents, and other
relevant decisionmakers about the
learner’s progress (Olson, 2003). 
The assessment process must move

to learner-centered methods, because
learners need to clearly understand the
task and understand how the teacher
will assess the task. 

The greatest advantage to using
more authentic assessments is that they

are concrete and establish an under-
standing of expectations for learners,
teachers, and parents. Rubrics can also
be individually tailored to meet specific
objectives or needs of learners with dis-
abilities. Furthermore, T-charts provide
clarity of expectations within a context
of mutual understanding. When the
learner understands what is expected,
the likelihood becomes greater that she
or he will master the goal. A checklist
provides learners, teachers, and parents
with more structure and a better under-
standing of the assessment being used.
When the learners and their parents ask
precise questions about assessment and
instructional decisions, all learners can
receive the most accurate individualized
education available.  
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JOIN A DYNAMIC SPECIAL 
EDUCATION TEAM!

Alexandria City Public
Schools

The Alexandria City Public
Schools is a small urban K-12
district located in Northern
Virginia in the heart of the cos-
mopolitan area of Washington,
DC. Our diverse multicultural stu-
dent body of 11,000 pupils rep-
resents 51 countries and 43
native languages. Employment
in one of our 18 schools pro-
vides excellent student–teacher
ratio, quality staff development,
and support of a dedicated lead-
ership team committed to provid-
ing for students with special
needs. We are seeking a collab-
orative team of special educa-
tion teachers for students
with emotional impair-
ments, mental retardation,
specific learning disabili-
ties and speech language
impairments. If student suc-
cess is your number one priority
and you want to be a part of our
plan to make it happen, visit us
at http://www.acps.k12.va.us!
Entry level salaries range from
$34,865 to $44, 000 depend-
ing on experience and educa-
tion, with a premium benefits
package. We give a signing
bonus to special education
teachers. Join our dynamic
team of high energy pro-
fessionals ready and will-
ing to teach children!




