LEARNING NEEDS SCREENING TOOL

Background & Development

The Learning Need Screening Tool is a brief, oral interview developed through an intensive authentic research project for the State of Washington Division of Employment and Social Services Learning Disabilities Initiative (November 1994-June 1997).

Funded by federal and state resources, the research as well as the Learning Needs Screening Tool are in the public domain and can be accessed by anyone who wishes.  However, prior to implementation or use in a program or system several facts must be noted:  

· The research was conducted with a welfare clientele; thus the tool is not valid with other populations.  Use with other populations not having the same or similar characteristics as the research study could lead to misinterpretation of information and put the client screened by the Tool at risk as well as the entity using the Tool.

· The Learning Needs Screening Tool has not been validated and is not an appropriate tool to use in its present form with populations who have limited English proficiency (LEP).

· Criteria for implementation and use must be explored and clearly established in order to minimize discrimination or perceived bias when providing services.  A set of standards for services should be established to ensure protection of the client and the entity using the Tool.

· All individuals should be screened for health-related needs (physical, vision, hearing, etc.) as well as other impacts (mental and emotional health) that may manifest as learning disabilities.  This may mean adopting a more intensive interview protocol as a next step after initial screening.  Simply screening for a condition does not allow the user to make the assumption that the individual has the condition for which he/she is being screened.

· Appropriate referrals and resources must be put into place prior to implementation.  An organization or program cannot simply screen individuals without having the next steps in place.  The Tool has been validated through the research and in using the Tool, the user accepts the responsibility associated with using a valid screening tool.

· Protocols for confidentiality and disclosure of information must be established.  

· The organization or system’s capacity to serve individuals with learning disabilities and other cognitive disorders must be evaluated. 

· The Learning Needs Screening Tool is not a diagnostic tool and should not be used to determine the existence of a disability.
The Learning Needs Screening Tool is a powerful tool that with the right planning, implementation, and evaluation protocols put into place, can promote a strong service delivery model for welfare to work participants and the entities serving them.
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Overview:

In 1997, Washington State implemented Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) and WorkFirst.  Families have a life time limit of five years for the receipt of TANF.  WorkFirst emphasizes employment as the first option to achieving economic self-sufficiency.  Some TANF families experience barriers to employment and self-sufficiency as a result of family violence, medically fragile children, alcohol/substance abuse, physical and mental disabilities.  Learning Disabilities (LDs) among the adult population may also impede successful employment.  Many families with special needs obtain employment without any special assistance while others may require intervention in order to obtain and retain employment.  These families have often been referred to as the "hard to serve".

According to estimates derived from the latest research conducted through the National Institutes of Health on related disabilities, 15 to 20% of the U.S. population have some form of LD. Most people who experience LDs often have a higher than average IQ.  Research also indicates that most adults adapt to these disabilities enabling them to lead productive and meaningful lives.

Purpose:

Identifying barriers to employment and job retention enables the Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS) to provide the appropriate interventions.  In 1994, Washington State began a pilot project to develop a brief screening tool to assist DSHS Case Managers and Social Workers in identifying participants whose LD might impede successful employment and attainment of self-sufficiency.  In partnership with Job Service Specialists, some Private Industry Councils, Community College educators, and other social service agencies could provide meaningful interventions for participants of the former Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and current TANF programs.

Project Goals:

· Provide instructional accommodations and medical interventions;

(
Develop a brief screening tool to be used to identify TANF recipients who may need further assessment; and

(
Increase WorkFirst Case Managers' and Social Workers' knowledge of the specific needs of persons with LD.

Findings:

The Brief Screen for LD correction classified 74% of the participants as LD or non-LD, positively identifying 70% of the participants with LD and correctly ruling out 79% of those without an identified special learning need.  Compared to those who were not identified by the screen, participants without a special learning need who were positively identified by the screen tended to have lower IQ scores and were more likely to report problems with long term substance abuse, multiple sinus problems, and prolong high fever.

The LD Project was timely in that it coincided with welfare reform.  Families with special needs have the greatest barriers to overcome, and potentially require the greatest amount of time to resolve their issues.  Early intervention assists these families to move off of welfare and to become self-sufficient. The Learning Needs Screening Tool will be helpful in identifying possible learning needs or deficits that potentially impact the participant's ability to obtain and maintain employment failing job search or participants demonstrating an inability to remain employed, are likely candidates for LD screening. This information will help participants find occupations that match the participant's strengths and avoid occupations that require performance in areas of weakness.

Participant research data – collected 1994 - 1998
Nine Sites
Mix of Urban & Rural

Number of participants 672

Majority of participants Single Parents (Mothers)
Age 16 - 58 with average age 26

Other Demographics
23% High School Diploma

14% GED

60% No Completion

36% working on Secondary Completion

10.3  Average  Grade  Left
FINDINGS from RESEARCH
44% Learning Disabilities

3% Mental Limitations

10% Slow Learners

43% No Detectable Disorder

40% of Participants (17-24) reported previous diagnosis of LD
43% of Participants (above 25) reported previous diagnosis of LD
