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Abstract 
The importance of assessment for children with special needs cannot be 
underestimated as a delay in assessment may lead a primary disability to a 
secondary and or permanent disability. Assessment for special needs 
children is of great concern to special educators. However, in conducting 
assessment for children with special needs, there are some potential 
problematic factors are extensively discussed in this paper, while some 
recommendations were also made. 

 
Assessment connotes different meanings of different people in various professional groups. 

To educators, assessment still may have to focus on different areas. Educators who work with young 
children or who are concerned with early childhood assessment may only focus and concentrate on 
readiness or development of basic skills. Those in secondary and tertiary levels may have their focus 
on how the learners would apply or utilize what has been learnt through the use of basic skills in 
specific or other areas. 
 

In whatever area or discipline assessment is involved, it is role is pertinent. For it is not a 
once-and-for-all-procedure, but rather a continuing process; forming an integral part of teaching 
through the school (Galloway 1987). Also, it is initiated to determine whether some particular 
students require special education services (classification) and which educational techniques and 
approaches are not appropriate (intervention) as well as for referrals, diagnosis, placement, vocational 
planning etc (Gearheart & Gearheart 1990). 
 

Assessment is a tool through which access to services is provided and through which progress 
based on those services is provided and evaluated for a variety of formal and informal purpose 
(Alfredo and Zamora-Duran 1997). 
 

Gearheart & Gearheart (1990) saw assessment as a process that involves the systematic 
collection and interpretation on which to base instructional/intervention decisions and when 
appropriate, classification or placement decisions. It further stated that assessment is primarily a 
problem solving process. 
 
Children with Special Needs  

Special needs are such needs that may be recognized as the fundamental, material, 
psychological and provided for in the needs that are not normally anticipated, planned and provided 
for in the regular or ordinary school system (Osatuyi 2004). 
 

Furthermore, children with special needs are also known as those children with learning 
and/or behaviour problems, children who are intellectually gifted or have special talent (Heward, 
2000). 
 

Olorunda (2004) saw children with special needs as a group of unfortunate individuals in the 
society who because of their disabilities are denied of their rights as citizens of a country, especially 
their rights to education. 
 

In addition, children special needs can be seen as children who may not or have a disability, 
but they lack parental care/love, acceptance, who face one form of abuse or the other, who may not 
even have homes, or the opportunity of ever seeing the four walls of a classroom, and in spite of their 
age, they work to fend for themselves. This group of children, require special education, they also 
required one form of assessment or the other (Osatuyi, 2004). 
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Need for Assessment of Children with Special Needs 
There is the need for individual assessment; both the Warnock Report and the 1981 Act 

emphasized the importance of individual assessment. This is pertinent for investigating the child’s 
needs as an individual. Also, it is necessary for the establishment of a social content and educational 
experience at school. Assessment is a necessary tool for identifying and meeting a child’s special 
needs. Considering the provisions at school, assessment can enhance the learning and socialization 
processes of the special child (Galloway 1997). 
 

When one considers who is responsible for assessment, it is important to state that assessment 
is recognized as a team effort. It involves the community resource persons, parents, psychologists, 
social workers, students, nurses, medical doctors, audiologist, etc. 
 

Nevertheless, sometimes those who would be involved in the assessment process may depend 
on the followings as outlined by Gearheat & Gearheart (1990). 
- Federal regulations  
- The state in which the assessment takes place 
- The purpose of the assessment  
- The nature of the assessment (test used and other types of information to be gathered) 
- The age of subject 
- To some extent, geographical considerations that dictate availability of certain specialized 

assessment personnel. 
 

However, in conducting and applying assessment data, a number of problems could be 
envisaged and involved. This should not discourage educators or all those involved assessment. All 
they requires is to assess with great caution and care, bearing in mind the problems involved in the 
course of assessment. Also, another reason for assessment being problematic is the charge that 
traditional standardized tests of ability and potential of some students is unmeasurable and 
substandard in procedure (Figueroa, 1990, Gerstern & Woodward 1994, Valdes & Figueroa, 1994). In 
addition, to the above, are the inappropriate measures and procedures that are seen as the prime reason 
for inaccurate and stigmatization labels and the disproportionate representation in various special 
education categories.  
 
Common Characteristics of Assessment    

One of the characteristics is the traditional measures in assessment. In the traditional standard 
the academic tasks can be presented in a compact, “objective” standard easy-to-score and interpret 
format (Howell & Rueda, 1996). These tests ate designed to be used across a wide range of 
educational settings. 
 

Another characteristic is that these tests normally do not accurately reflect real world or 
authentic classroom tasks and demands. They provide only summary scores, which are not useful in 
designing specific instructions, and do not give room for adaptation to local classroom content 
(Shepherd 1989). 
 

Again, in traditional standardized tests and tests data, there is often the narrow range of 
content response formats and background knowledge (Garcia & Pearson 1991, Mercado & Romero 
(1993). 
 

Furthermore, many claim that traditional assessment removes cognition and problem solving 
from authentic purposes and uses tests arbitrary and esoteric skills in isolation, ignores individual 
students prior knowledge and motivation, and therefore violates the principles of cognitive 
development as currently understood (Forman, Minick & Stone, 1993, Marshall 1992, Miller-Jones 
1989, Moll 1999). 
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Cultural Diversity 
Another major persistent problem in planning and carrying out meaningful assessment is that 

many assessment tools are of questionable value with a culturally diverse student population. This 
represents a special challenge for assessment personnel. Some are of the view that most tests of 
intelligent have an “Anglo centric” bias, it may be differences in language, or in the attitude of 
individual student, or it may be differences in critical life experiences, differences in how children 
relate to peers, or culturally related differences in attitude towards multiple-choice situations, or even 
in trial-and-error approaches or even other factors and influences. The bottom line here is that 
assessment of students must be approach with care and sensitivity considering all these differences 
(Ajobiewe & Ajobiewe, 2004). 
 
Socio-Cultural Factors that Influence Assessment Results  

Collier (1988) asserted that the primary emphasis on the identification and assessment of 
socio-cultural factors, linguistic backgrounds etc, which permeate various learning or behaviour 
problems of students, exist and they influence assessment results. Also, that our educational 
programmes are based mostly on culturally based assumption about what should be learned, how, 
where and why they are important. Considering the fact that students come from different 
backgrounds it wage a lot of influence on how they react to assessment procedures. Assessment 
personnel must consider these and work hard to understand the students’ cultural and linguistic 
background and make sure that the student understands the language, intent and content of assessment 
instruments. 
 
Experiential Background 

Like cultural background, experiential background is a highly complex factor which overlaps 
cultural background (Gearheart & Gearheart 1990). Most often, students who live and school in rural 
areas have limited experiences and operate on that level of experience. Very likely they may not have 
had educational experiences that place them on the same level with their counterparts who live and 
school in urban areas with all modern gadgets and facilities. Considering the assumption on which 
assessment tools are based, one would simply realize that they are not valid for many of these 
students. 
 

However, Collier (1988) pointed out some areas which may be required for assessment, to 
include, use of inquiry techniques, practice in making cause/effects association, discovery (versus 
role) learning, and other commonly used instructional strategies which may lead to below average 
achievement and perhaps referral for assessment etc. These areas should be adequately taken care of 
by assessment team, while considering students experimental background. If assessment is not 
properly handled it could also lead to serious underestimation of ability or achievement level, 
misinformation/misunderstanding. Consequently, the student should be lead or taught to adapt to 
general culture and the culture of the school and what obtains in their environment. This in fact brings 
to focus the issue of acculturation.  
 
Acculturation  

Another factor of importance is acculturation (i.e. adapting to a new cultural environment). 
Some students exhibit a significant relationship between ethnic majority group membership and 
referral for special education services. (Finn, 1982 & Collier, 1985). In Nigeria, the acculturation 
programme is utilized mostly for students who study different languages outside their ethnic majority 
group. Hence, referral is made to the ethnic majority group in order to relate to more experienced 
school staff and assessment personnel. 
 
Testing/Assessment Condition 

The condition under which assessment takes place is important in the procedure and type of 
assessment. For example there should be a conducive, well spaced and significant reduction of 
extraneous and/or well lighted environment. The time for the test is equally very important especially 
when it is meant for younger children. Also, the test material as well as the examiners appearance and 
mannerism may influence test result too. Thus, when there are such condition that would influence 
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test result of assessment, all these unusual conditions and deviation from normal test procedures must 
be carefully recorded by assessment personnel, so that adequate consideration and planning would be 
put in place. 
 
Test Anxiety  

This is another problem of assessment. Most often, students may overdo their claims about 
test. Most exhibit a high degree of anxiety which may lead to stress and tension. Others do so in jest. 
Sometimes, the anxiety results in poor grades and results. This might eventually lead to improper 
education programmes/services. It may even lead to underestimation of level of intellectual 
functioning. In order that these problems be limited or eliminated, test administrators would greatly 
reduce inaccurate conclusions. 
 
Validity and Rehabilitation of Measurement  

The validity and reliability of test instrument are absolutely essential. Validity is the most 
important consideration in test evaluation, if it is not valid for the purpose for which is meant for, the 
results would not be meaningful. Each test must be evaluated with respect to validity for the purpose 
it is meant for, and for purposes of convenience, most often the test is categorized into the following-
content validity, predictive validity, concurrent validity, and construct validity. Where test instruments 
are not reliable or valid, measures does not exist. The data collected or assessment would be 
influenced, wrongly interpreted or biased and decision affected. However, the more the questions on 
the authenticity, validity and of test instrument the more the depth of assessment required for critical 
decisions and discussions. 
 

Reliability means stability or consistency. Reliability focus on the reliability of scores or 
measure obtained when successive measures are taken with the same instrument or with equivalent 
tests (Gearheart & Gearheart 1990). Reliability can be determined, when data on most tests are 
meaningful, and test has a lower standard error or measurement. However, the problem with 
reliability is that “reliability” can be drastically reduced through test administrators, improper 
administration. This should be another area of consideration during assessment. 
 
Recommendations  

In recent times, a number of changes have occurred in the context in which the assessment for 
children with special needs is carried out. These have generated questions in such areas as the nature 
and role of assessment, both in and outside special education. One of the solutions to these questions 
in the increasing adoption of newer forms of assessments is known as “performance-based” and 
related authentic measures. 
 

Furthermore, the search for new ways to assess the continuing concern for equity and the 
view that traditional, especially standardized approaches to assessment results in biased data, has led 
to an additional alternative commonly referred to as ‘portfolio assessment’. This could be useful or 
adopted by many educators in the assessment of language-and-ethnic minority of students, linguistic 
and culturally diverse students in special education. (Robert & De Blassie (1983). 
 

Also, it is important for professionals to develop their own versions of ethical standards in 
assessment. E.g. the Council for Exceptional children in the year 1983 adopted a code of ethnics and 
standard for professional practice, which addressed appropriate assessment procedures for exceptional 
individuals. Professional organization for children with special needs in Nigeria could follow suit by 
adopting its own code of practice for practitioners in the field of special education. 
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