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California Deafblind Services 
 

• Serve individuals who are deafblind from birth-21 years as well as 
their families and educational teams throughout the entire state. 

• Technical assistance to families and teams 
• Trainings 
• Network with other family service providers 
• Information and dissemination of products 

 
In this presentation you will learn… 

…the difference between capacity-building and deficit-framing perspectives 
and some of the assessment and educational outcomes associated with 
each perspective. 
…behaviors and strategies associated with a capacity-building perspective 
and used with an individualized, child-centered, authentic assessment 
approach. 
…the key components of the “follow the child” approach developed by Jan 
van Dijk, Catherine Nelson, and David Brown. 
 

Typical purposes of assessment 
• Provide a baseline of current skills, knowledge, and perhaps 

experiences. 
• To determine need, or eligibility, for services. 
• Identify supports & services needed by the child. 
• Provide a roadmap for intervention and instructional techniques to help 



the child develop more skills and knowledge. 
• Measuring child’s growth and skills based upon normative standardized 

groups or results. 
 

What about a different approach? 
• Still build a learning profile of the child. 
• Highlight current skills, interests, and knowledge, and experiences. 
• Focus on the individual, not normative standards. 
• Still identify needs, but focus is on identification of supports to help the 

child progress. 
• Expect, look for, and accentuate the child’s intelligence, adaptive skills, 

and potential. 
 

A CAPACITY BUILDING FRAMEWORK 
• Using a CAPACITY framework allows you to look for and recognize the 

unique characteristics, skills, talents, and interests of a person. 
• Is a way of understanding an individual that assumes their competence 

and values their contribution and participation 
• Allows you to recognize POTENTIAL and POSSIBILITIES. 
• It is INDIVIDUALIZED. 
 

A DEFICIT-FINDING FRAMEWORK 
• In contrast, a DEFICIT framework focuses on labels, limitations, barriers, 

and remediation.  
• It does NOT recognize POTENTIAL and instead focuses on “fixing”, or 

“getting ready”, or “meeting specific criteria”.  
• Views support needs as evidence of child’s problems. 
• It is LIMITING. 
 

Effects of a Capacity-building approach 
• Actively re-positions students  
• Removes “problems” from students and shifts them to educational 

professionals 
• Leads to more meaningful and student-focused educational decision-

making and learning opportunities  
 

Presuming competence 
 “Presuming competence is the underlying assumption that even 
those individuals who behave, move, communicate, learn, and interact with 



others in different ways share the same human desires we all have for 
personal growth, community membership, and fulfilling relationships and 
work. Often these differences disguise the competencies of these 
individuals due to our society’s narrow view of competency which does not 
allow us to recognize the atypical or unusual skills, abilities, behaviors, and 
contributions demonstrated by individuals with disabilities as competent or 
valuable.” 

~J. Maier (2014)  
 

The criterion of the least dangerous assumption…  
“The criterion of the least dangerous assumption holds that in the absence 
of conclusive data, educational decisions ought to be based on 
assumptions, which, if incorrect, will have the least dangerous effect on the 
likelihood that students will be able to functional independently as adults.” 
~Anne Donnelan (1984)  

 
Two different assumptions 

Case #1: A child with CHARGE syndrome who has significant visual 
impairments and profound hearing loss is provided with an object calendar 
and taught signed communication, basic literacy, functional math skills, and 
the use of a white cane early on in her school years.  
She is provided with daily integration opportunities with same age peers 
who receive modeling and support to communicate, interact, and play with 
her.  
She receives support from an intervener and her team regularly meets to 
discuss her progress and support needs. 
 
Case #2: Now consider that same child spending all day in a special  
education class and receiving primarily custodial care and no academic 
instruction or communication system because it was assumed that she is 
“not really aware of anything or anyone around her” and an academic 
curriculum will be too difficult for her due to her global delays. 
She must be led by hand to different activities in class and school by 
whichever staff is working with her at that time because she cannot see 
and hear and it isn’t safe for her to use a cane yet.  She plays alone by 
choice and because she is just not interested in her peers. 
 
Which assumption is more dangerous to follow? 
 

 



Same view, different perspective 
 “A capacity-building lens is not limited to identifying strengths, but 
rather shifts the focus. The view is of the same student, yet the 
perspective is very different. Educators who use a capacity lens look 
beyond what the student with disabilities is  or isn’t “doing” … and 
instead consider why the student is or isn’t doing something, and will 
then identify and consider systems of support that could enhance and 
develop the student’s capabilities. These educators also understand that 
the “problems” that challenge them the most are actually evidence of 
student capability.”         

~J. Maier (2014) 
 

Support Needs 
• A deficit-framing view judges the type and intensity of supports as 

another way to acknowledge the limitations and deficits of the 
individuals.  

• What if supports were viewed as a means to expand the individual’s 
participation and contribution and self-determination?  

• Why is a visual or tactile checklist used to complete a job or task 
often viewed as, “This person cannot perform this job without help,” 
instead of “Wow, with this checklist this person can independently 
complete this job.”  

• We all rely on supports in our lives, but when the need for supports is 
viewed as a deficit or limitation, then that colors a person’s view and 
perspective of the capacity and contributions of another.  

~J. Maier (2014) 
 

Two views of Jacob 
What Jacob can do… 

• Ride a bike and can buckle seatbelt 
• Use sign language and picture symbols to communicate 
• Put his glasses and cochlear on 
• With some help can wash hands and brush teeth  
• Push a grocery cart & put items on the checkout conveyer belt 
• Shred paper 
• Put away clean dishes 
• Put dirty clothes in the washer and wet clothes in the dryer 
• Choose to use hot tub & get in and out independently 

What Jacob cannot do… 
• Cannot drive a car 



• Cannot speak  
• Cannot see or hear very much 
• Cannot wash his hands or brush his teeth independently 
• Cannot read a recipe  
• Cannot cook a meal 
• Cannot grocery shop, wash dishes, or do laundry independently 
• Rips paper, so he should not have paper 
• Cannot live alone 

 
The IMPORTANT question here is… 

Which list would be more helpful in helping Jacob live a life that will be fulfilling for him and bring him happiness? 
 

A child-centered authentic assessment approach 
 

Jan van Dijk (2001) 
“The multi-sensory impaired person is a unique human being with a unique 
line of development, who is more dependent on the professional’s 
willingness to accept this and act accordingly than any other group of 
disabled persons.” 

 
Authentic Assessment 

“Authentic assessment involves obtaining information about children in their 
everyday environments during normal activities. It provides a way to learn 
what children know and can do, as well as the types of situation and 
settings that encourage them to learn. It emphasizes identifying a child’s 
strengths, which serve as building blocks for further development and skill 
acquisition.” 
~NCDB Practice Perspectives (2010) 

 
Key Points of Authentic Assessment 

• Assessment is the starting point of a child’s education.  
• Family involvement in the assessment process is essential.  
• Information should be gathered using a combination of techniques 

including interviews with people who know a child well, informal and 
structured observations, and evaluations by specialists.  

• Assessment of children who are deafblind must go far beyond the use of 
assessment instruments.  

• Standardized tests may be necessary to qualify a child for services but 
are inappropriate as tools to guide educational planning.  



~Source: NCDB “Authentic Assessment” (2010) Practice Perspectives, Vol. 
6 

 
My approach 

• Positive 
• Capacity-based, rather than deficit-framing 
• Child-centered (or student-centered) 
• High expectations for child 
• Assume child wants to and can learn 
• Assume child can and wants to communicate and interact with others 
• Child’s motivation and interests are windows you should use 
• Realize that parents are the real experts 
• Learning and progress never stop when the right opportunities are 

provided 
 

Steps in the process 
Step 1: Planning & Gathering Information 
(before assessment begins) 
• What do you want/need to know? 
• What information do you already have? 
• What information do you still want or need? 
• Who else might have this information? 
• Gather important medical and developmental information prior to 

assessment from family and current teacher(s). 
 

Important areas for assessment 
All 7 senses (including vestibular and proprioceptive) 
Communication 
Concept development 
Self-care and daily living skills (e.g. expanded core curriculum) 
Orientation & mobility 
Personal-identity & self-image 
Assistive technology 
Behaviors 
Social/emotional needs 

 
Step 2: Observation 

• Observe child in natural contexts and familiar environments using 
familiar and/or interesting  materials 



• Look for functional use of vision during familiar & meaningful tasks 
(consider quantity and quality) 

• Watch for changes in behavior or patterns of behaviors using any of the 
senses. 

• What supports and accommodations does the child use? 
 

Step 2: Observation 
• Focus on current abilities, interests, strengths. 
• Pay attention to posture, position, movement, and behaviors 
• Observe across the day. Other specialists and team members can help 

collect the data. 
• What other senses is the child using? How are they working together? 
• Attend to how the child communicates (might be very subtle) 
• What types of interactions does the child enjoy? 

Step 2: Observation  
Attending to functional vision during observation 
• Teller Acuity cards 
• Checking for visual fields (finger or motivating materials) 
• Preferred color contrasts 
• Interest in movements or light 
• Size of materials or text for comfortable use of vision 
• Distance and position and placement of materials 

 
 

Step 3: Talk to others, ask questions 
• Assessors are often unfamiliar to the child. 
• People closer to the child (family members, teachers, support staff, other 

service providers) hold  a lot of valuable information. 
• Some good questions: 

o Why? 
o What do you think that means? 
o How often? 
o Does she do that when                              ? 
o When he does that how you usually respond? 
o Do you think she enjoys/prefers that toy/behavior? 

 
Jan van Dijk (1966) 

“In the educational atmosphere I describe, the child holds the central 
position, the teacher ‘follows’ the child and, when the child responds, the 



teacher is present to answer the child’s request.” 
 

Van Dijk & Nelson  “Principles of Assessment” (2001) 
• Make the child at ease 
• Determine the child’s bio-behavioral state 
• Determine the child’s interest 
• Follow the child’s interest 

 
The Van Dijk Approach to Assessment 

• Child-guided 
• Fluid 
• Looks at the processes children with multiple disabilities, including 

sensory impairments, use to learn & to develop 
• Assessment is summarized in terms of strengths and next steps for 

intervention  
 

Areas of the Van Dijk Assessment Framework 
• Ability to maintain & modulate state 
• Preferred learning channels 
• Ability to learn, remember & anticipate routines 
• Accommodation of new experiences with existing schemes 
• Problem solving approaches 
• Ability to form social attachments and interact 
• Communication modes 

 
David Brown’s “Follow the Child” assessment approach  

 “The emotional needs of the children will exert a direct and powerful 
influence on their ability to function, so that serious consideration of 
questions like “How do you feel?” “What do you like?” and “What do you 
want?” will provide the best basis for successful assessment. People often 
think that “What can you do?” is the key question to pose to any child 
during an assessment, but with this group a better question to begin with 
would be ‘What do you do?’ ”  

D. Brown “Follow the child” reSources Vol. 10 (9). Winter 2001 
  

Assessment Questions  D Brown, “Follow the Child” (2001) 
• How do you feel? 
• What do you like? 
• What do you want? 



• What do you do? 
 

D Brown ‘Follow the Child’ (2001) 
• Consult those who know the child better than you do 
• Identify the child’s motivators 
• It’s okay to match different sensory inputs 
• Relax/arouse the child 
• Position the child to facilitate functional skills 
• Allow the TIME necessary for the loop of sensory perception, 

interpretation, and response 
Child-centered Approaches 

 
Van Dijk & Nelson “Principles of Assessment”  (2001) 

• Make the child at ease 
• Determine the child’s bio-behavioral state 
• Determine the child’s interest 
• Follow the child’s interest 
 

Assessment Questions  
D Brown “Follow the Child”  (2001 & 2014) 

• How do you feel? 
• What do you like? 
• What do you want? 
• What do you do? 
 
Questions? 
 
Contact Information: 
Julie Maier 
Educational Specialist  
California Deaf-Blind Services 
jmaier@sfsu.edu 
415-405-7559 
www.cadbs.org 


