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A ccountability is crucial for one very 
simple reason … to evaluate the 
e! ectiveness of a tool or strategy. 

Once collected, data can be used to docu-
ment progress in response to federal and 
local mandates, guide changes in strate-
gies being implemented, support funding 
requests, settle differences of opinion, 
and o! er necessary documentation in the 
event of due process. Unfortunately, there 
is a tendency to approach data with the 
philosophy “if a little is good, more is better 
and too much is just right.” When faced 
with a cumbersome or overwhelming data 
collection system, data simply may not be 
collected at all. Poorly planned data collec-
tion interferes with, rather than enhances, a 
program. It is possible to collect the ‘wrong’ 
kind of data and fail to document change. 
Happily and contrary to popular belief, 
one doesn’t have to be a rocket scientist to 
collect, analyze and respond to meaningful 
data.

Quality Indicators for Assistive Tech-
nology (QIAT) guides the provision of quality 
AT services. QIAT includes quality indicators, 
intent statements and common errors for 
eight areas important to the development 
and delivery of assistive technology services. 
The eight areas are Consideration, Assess-
ment, Inclusion on the IEP, Implementa-
tion, Evaluation of E! ectiveness, Transition, 
Administrative Support and Professional 
Development.  The area of Evaluation of 
E! ectiveness lists seven indicators critical to 
evaluating outcomes. These indicators are:

• Team members share clearly defined 
responsibilities to ensure that data are 
collected, evaluated and interpreted by 
capable and credible team members.

• Data are collected on speci" c student 
achievement that has been identi" ed by the 
team and is related to one or more goals.

• Evaluation of e! ectiveness includes the 
quantitative and qualitative measurement of 
changes in the student’s performance and 
achievement.

• E! ectiveness is evaluated across envi-
ronments, including during naturally occur-
ring opportunities, as well as structured 
activities.

• Data are collected to provide teams with 
a means for analyzing student achievement 
and identifying supports and barriers that 
in# uence assistive technology use to deter-
mine what changes, if any, are needed.

• Changes are made in the student’s assis-
tive technology services and educational 
program when evaluation data indicate 
that such changes are needed to improve 
student achievement. 

• Evaluation of e! ectiveness is a dynamic, 
responsive, ongoing process that is reviewed 
periodically.

The discussion that follows is rooted in 
these indicators and provides a context for 
considering how these apply to the process 
of collecting worthwhile data.

In order to ensure that data is being 
collected on what counts, consideration 
needs to be given to developing meaningful 
goals, criteria, implementation strategies 
and data collection systems. Data must be 
analyzed and adjustments in implementa-
tion strategies made in response to the 
analysis.

GOAL
One must start with a meaningful goal. 

How can meaningful strategies be deter-
mined, implemented and evaluated for 

effectiveness without a meaningful goal 
to guide the process? Some of the most 
common errors in selecting goals include 
lack of clarity; poor match between goal and 
the individual’s needs, interests and abilities; 
conflict between intention and goal; and 
inappropriate criteria. 

The goal must focus on the “task” rather 
than the “tool.”  Tools are a means to an end 
and the data is collected on the successful 
completion of the task while recognizing 
that successful completion of the task may 
require the use of a tool. For example, an 
individual may be presented with a switch 
to access a literacy activity and the goal 
needs to re# ect the student’s participation 
in that activity rather than the student’s 
switch interactions. In such a situation, the 
goal might be to “deliver the repetitive line 
in the story at the appropriate time” rather 
than “hit the switch X number of times”.

Data may be measuring something that 
is unrealistic, unrelated to, or in con# ict with 
the goal. Consider a goal that the student 
communicate to let someone know s/he is 
hungry “with 80 percent accuracy on five 
consecutive data days?” Now consider that 
the data is going to be collected at a prede-
termined time during the day when the 
student may or may not be hungry. Is the 
goal truly achieved when food is requested 
and thrown in response to prompting or 
when spontaneously requested food is 
consumed? In this case, collecting data not 
only on the specific performance of the 
task, e.g. “requesting food,” but also on the 
student’s satisfaction with the results of this 
request may be important.

CRITERIA
Determining the criteria necessary for the 

task at hand is critical. Even the professional 
athlete doesn’t have to hit a home run 100 
percent of the time he steps up to bat or 
make every basket he shoots!  Undoubtedly, 
someone is counting what counts to deter-
mine his ability and funding value. However, 
if a child is working on orientation and 
mobility and the task is to safely cross the 
street, 100 percent may mean the di! erence 
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between being hit by a car or not.  Accuracy 
of 100 percent would not often be expected 
in other activities of life, but would be neces-
sary when the skill is crossing the street. It 
is important to identify what the expecta-
tion is for the particular activity rather than 
selecting an arbitrary percentage.

Data that reflects only the number of 
times a request was made may not be an 
accurate measure of mastery. A goal with 
criteria that allow for the absence of a 
response, leading to less than 100 percent, 
may be a better indicator. That is to say that 
if the individual “consistently and predict-
ably” asks for more to eat when hungry (as 
judged by consequence satisfaction) and 
does not request food at other times, then 
the response is reliable in concert with the 
intended goal. A ‘consistent and predict-
able pattern’ of requesting ‘more’ provides a 
better indication of mastery since it allows 
for the INTENT of the goal. The pattern of 
the response and the satisfaction with the 
consequence may actually demonstrate 
goal achievement and, therefore, must be 
captured in the data.

IMPLEMENTATION
Implementation strategies are the plans 

designed to address the achievement of 
meaningful goals. These strategies are devel-
oped in response to assessment or baseline 
data on which an implementation plan is 
developed. Assessment data can be gath-
ered following the SETT (Zabala) framework, 
which defines the student’s interests and 
abilities, the environment’s strengths and 
weaknesses and the task to be achieved. 
Developing a Written Productivity Pro! le (de 
Coste) also offers strategies for gathering 
both baseline and implementation data. The 
result of this careful compilation of informa-
tion drives the implementation of the plan 
or strategies that lead the team to support 
the student’s e! orts in the IEP. 

Implementation strategies must be care-
fully thought out, written down and clearly 
communicated to the IEP team. As the strat-
egies are implemented, the data collection 
system monitors progress and the e! ective-
ness of the strategies and tools. The process 
is ongoing and as diligent monitoring and 
analysis takes place, adjustments need to be 
made to goals and/or strategies. 

DATA COLLECTION SYSTEMS
Check marks and tallies are not the only 

way to collect data. Video examples of the 
student performing the task, samples of a 
‘product’ and student or sta!  interview can 
also provide documentation of change.  It 
is necessary to consider the individual, the 
task and the potential barriers when devel-
oping a measurement method. Meaningful 

data must provide a means by which to do 
error analysis in order to identify obstacles 
that may be preventing the student from 
reaching the desired goal.

ANALYSIS
An IEP demands an IMP or an Individu-

alized Measurement Plan. The IMP must 
provide a means by which progress can be 
effectively and efficiently monitored for a 
particular individual doing a speci" c task in 
certain environment(s) with varying poten-
tial barriers. Each of these factors can be 
di! erent for each student, even though they 
may be working on a similar skill. 

In developing a data collection format 
that will support error analysis, consider 
what might prevent the individual from 
reaching the goal and how the data collec-
tion format can be structured to identify not 
only whether the criteria is achieved, but 
also, if it is not, which of the obstacles might 
be the reason? What information will you be 
able to glean from the data that will support 
problem solving the obstacles to progress? 
How Do You Know It? How Can You Show 
It? (Reed, Bowser and Korsten) provides 
samples of data collection strategies and 
formats to answer a variety of AT questions. 

In the development of meaningful data 
collection systems, consider the following:

• What is the goal?

“When you plant lettuce, if it does 
not grow well, you don’t blame the 
lettuce. You look for reasons it is not 
doing well. It may need fertilizer, or 
more water, or less sun. You never 
blame the lettuce.
Yet if we have problems with our 
friends or our family, we blame the 
other person. But if we know how 
to take care of them, they will grow 
well, like the lettuce. Blaming has 
no positive effect at all, nor does 
trying to persuade using reason 
and arguments.
…That is my experience.
… No blame, no reasoning, no 
argument, just understanding.”

– Thich Nhat Hahn
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• What is the ‘minimum performance criterion’ for the task at 
hand?

• What would it take to convince you that the strategy was 
successful?

• What are the possible obstacles to success?
• How and/or what can you measure that will allow you to identify 

not only whether criteria is achieved – but also, if not – why not?
• Who will collect the data? When? Where? How often?
• Who will analyze, summarize and share the data?
Lack of progress signals a need for change and, as with the lettuce, 

it is necessary to understand what needs to be changed. Failure to do 
this is a sign that the student is being blamed for his lack of progress. 

Everyone can learn when the appropriate strategies are employed. 
For example, given the importance of frequent experience with a 
technology tool, perhaps the " rst data point is not with respect to 
the consumer’s production, but rather to his environment. How often 
does the environment provide opportunities for the use of the identi-
" ed technology? Does the absence of progress re# ect an absence of 
experience or opportunity? What needs to be changed to accelerate 
growth?  Data should provide not just a ‘score’, but also the informa-
tion necessary to make the appropriate changes in implementation 
strategies and support for funding requests.

Goals and objectives or benchmarks that continue unchanged 
from one IEP to the next, indicate that no error analysis has taken place. 
When properly collected, analyzed, reviewed and shared, the data will 
document progress, identify barriers and guide changes in strategies 
and tools.  It is not enough to merely collect data; it is necessary to 
analyze and respond to that analysis by making adjustments to imple-
mentation strategies. Good data collection systems ultimately depend 
on unique variables for a speci" c individual, in a particular situation, 

with the targeted skill. Your setting and your knowledge of the indi-
vidual should determine the type and frequency of the necessary data 
collection system. Rarely is one strategy or tool ‘clearly’ better than the 
alternatives and " nal decisions are seldom made without consulting 
the ‘available data’ with respect to several key aspects of the choice at 
hand.  Yet, how often does one recognize that these decisions have 
involved ‘data’ of some kind?  

Federal and state guidelines demand ‘evidence’ and data is 
evidence. Teaching with technology can be challenging, exciting, 
rewarding and fun or frustrating, discouraging, disappointing and 
di$  cult – for all concerned! The direction taken from the beginning 
will determine the outcome. The time, thought and systematic plan-
ning invested at the outset can yield a successful solution. Meaningful 
goals, criteria, strategies, data analysis and response are crucial to 
the evaluation of the e! ectiveness process. Good data provides the 
answer to well framed questions and guides changes in implementa-
tion.
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