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Abstract: 

This paper presents a case-based synthesis of six converging assessment sources for a 

seven-year-old student with a chromosomal abnormality and mild intellectual disability, 

interpreted through Berman and Graham's (2018) educational casework framework and 

the ATRiUM capability domains. While three independent cognitive instruments 

administered across four years converge on a stable Full-Scale IQ estimate, subtest-level 

analysis reveals marked heterogeneity, with verbal knowledge in the average range 

contrasting sharply with impaired nonverbal reasoning and working memory. Cross-

source evidence identifies fine and gross motor delay as a systemic barrier to curriculum 

access, one that suppresses adaptive behaviour scores independent of conceptual ability. 

Attentional difficulties emerge as an under-assessed but functionally significant concern. 

Findings are situated within Australian legislative obligations under the Disability 

Discrimination Act 1992, Disability Standards for Education 2005, and the Nationally 

Consistent Collection of Data. The synthesis argues that rigorous, multi-method 

interpretation is essential to avoid deficit narratives and to support legally defensible, 

strengths-based, barrier-removing instructional adjustment. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Berman and Graham (2018) argue that assessment serves four principal purposes: 

summative, selective, evaluative and formative, and that value lies not in the data that 

assessment produces but in how that data is interpreted to guide responsive teaching and 

sustainable learning. This approach to responsive teaching is particularly important for 

students with complex needs, as the quality of assessment data and the rigour with which 
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it is synthesised directly correlate with the provision of quality education. This synthesis 

draws upon six sources of assessment data gathered about Alex, who is a student aged 

seven years and one month with a chromosomal abnormality and a formal diagnosis of 

mild intellectual disability, as shown in Appendix A. The synthesis constructs an 

evidence-based account of his learning needs and their classroom implications.  

 The synthesis is grounded in the educational casework framework of Berman and 

Graham (2018), which positions assessment as the foundation of assessment validity. It 

is structured around the ATRiUM capability domains: active engagement, thinking and 

understanding, relating to others, independence and managing self and using language 

and literacy (Berman & Graham, 2018) as an organising lens for interpreting what the 

assessments mean collectively. Furthermore, the synthesis considers relevant Western 

Australia and national Australian legislative and policy frameworks, including the 

Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA, Australian Government, 1992), the Disability 

Standards for Education 2005 (DSE, Australian Government, 2005) and the Nationally 

Consistent Collection of Data (NCCD, n.d.a). All of which provide the legal and 

professional obligations for teachers to provide equitable, adjusted, and evidence-based 

educational support to students like Alex (Page et al., 2024). 

 

2. Legislative and Policy Framework 

  

The DDA 1992 (Australian Government, 1992) and DSE 2005 (Australian Government, 

2005) set out the legal obligations for teachers to ensure that students with a disability 

can access and participate in education on the same basis as their peers, through 

reasonable adjustments. In Western Australia, the Department of Education (2023) 

stipulates that teachers must work collaboratively with allied health professionals when 

planning assessment and intervention. At the same time, school psychology services 

provide a critical gateway to formal assessment and multidisciplinary planning 

(Department of Education WA, n.d.a; Department of Education WA, n.d.b). The profile 

of Alex is of mild intellectual disability, combined with motor and attentional barriers 

that are documented across six sources of assessment, would likely qualify him for 

substantial NCCD adjustments, including a significantly adapted curriculum, 

environments and specialist input, given the pervasive nature of support needs across 

multiple disciplines (NCCD, n.d.a; NCCD, n.d.b.). 

 However, Page et al. (2024) stipulate that in Australian mainstream schools, over 

fifty per cent of NCCD identified students in 2021 have a cognitive disability, and most 

received only supplementary support. This identified gap between legislative obligation 

and educational practices underscores why rigorous, multi-sourced assessment synthesis 

is essential to ensure adequate adjustments are made so that all students can reach their 

full potential. A rigorous approach provides the level of professional judgement, based 

on evidence, required by the NCCD and establishes the case for the level of adjustment 

that will genuinely meet a student's needs (Berman & Graham, 2018). Kleinlein (2026) 

further argues that assessment in inclusive contexts must not label or stigmatise students; 
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rather, it should generate actionable data to improve student outcomes. This principle 

should guide the interpretation and application of Alex's assessment data.  

 

3. Cognitive Profile: Consistency and Heterogeneity 

  

There is a clear convergence across all three cognitive assessments: the Griffiths Mental 

Development Scales (GMDS, 2012; 2014), the Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scales of 

Intelligence, Third Edition (WPSSI-III, 2014), and the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scales, 

Fifth Edition (SB5, 2026). The assessment data provide a longitudinal picture of Alex. The 

GMDS general quotient of 63 at age 55 months, the WPSSI-III Full Scale IQ of 60 at age 4 

years and 7 months, and the SB5 Full Scale IQ of 62 at age 7 years 1 month are all coherent 

across a timeline of four years and three independent instruments (Roid, 2023; Wechsler, 

2002). Berman and Graham (2018) note that assessment data gains credibility when it 

converges across multiple independent sources. This convergence can provide classroom 

teachers with confidence in using the assessment findings as a true basis for planning and 

provide the NCCD with the evidential documentation that substantive adjustments are 

required.  

 The data from the cognitive assessments present a stable IQ picture; however, the 

pattern within that profile is considerably more complex, and this heterogeneity carries 

direct instructional implications. Sajewicz-Radtke et al. (2022) demonstrate that the 

population of students with mild intellectual disability does not present uniformly. 

Instead, it comprises distinct cognitive subgroups that have meaningful variations in 

verbal and nonverbal strengths. The research by Sajewicz-Radtke et al. (2022) can be 

applied directly to contextualise Alex's results and reiterates that interpreting only Full-

Scale IQ data obscures critical educational decision-making. On the SB5, Alex's Verbal IQ 

(72, 3rd percentile, borderline range) is 17 standard score points above his Nonverbal IQ 

(55, 0.1st percentile, mild disability range). At the same time, the five-factor range 

domain, knowledge: reflecting accumulated general information, falls in the average 

range (Index = 91, 27th percentile), in striking contrast to quantitative reasoning (Index = 

50, <0.1st percentile). This contrast is not merely a statistical pattern; it signals that Alex's 

capacity to process and communicate through language is considerably more developed 

than his capacity to operate on abstract, visual, or numerical materials. Berman and 

Graham (2018) situate this position squarely within the ATRiUM using language and 

literacy domain, which is identified as the most productive scaffold for students for 

whom other modalities present barriers. Alex's SB5 Working Memory Index (63, 1st 

percentile) and inconsistent performance on sequential and numerical tasks are 

consistent with Gravråkmo et al.'s (2023) argument that suggests working memory and 

processing speed deficits are predictive of functional learning difficulty in students with 

mild intellectual disability. The consistency between Alex's results and Gravråkmo et al.'s 

(2023) research suggest that working memory limitations may compound the impact of 

intellectual disability on tasks that require students to manipulate information. Such 

tasks may include multi-step instructions, phonics blending or tracking patterns in 
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mathematics. Berman and Graham (2018) argue that the direct practical implication of 

this should flow from assessment and instructional design, meaning that Alex's 

programme should leverage his verbal strengths through oral modelling, scaffolded 

questioning, and language-rich instruction. At the same time, cognitive load should be 

reduced by removing abstract, nonverbal, and quantitative demands.  

 

4. Motor Skills as a Systemic Barrier to Learning 

 

The most consistently documented barrier in Alex's profile is not his intellectual 

disability, but isolation, compounded by the gross and fine motor delays in all areas of 

curriculum participation. There is evidence across four sources to support this assertion. 

The GMDS at age 55 months placed Locomotor at 24.5 months, far below Alex's language 

and personal-social age equivalents. The occupational therapy (OT) assessment reported 

a Berry-Buktenica Visual-Motor Integration standardised assessment age equivalent of 5 

years 2 months at age 7 (5th percentile), handwriting at a 4-5-year level, and identified 

low muscle tone as a probable psychological contributor. At the same time, the Vineland 

Adaptive Behaviour Scales (VABS) placed Alex's Daily Living Skills at the 0.1st 

percentile, with the school psychologist explicitly attributing this to the impact of motor 

difficulties on functional independence. The classroom observation also confirms 

difficulty with bimanual tasks during writing and pasting activities.  

 The identified level of cross-source convergence provides strong evidence for the 

inference that motor limitations constitute a systemic barrier to curriculum access, not 

merely an isolated physical difficulty (Kavanagh et al., 2023). This barrier must be 

addressed through a critical lens when interpreting assessment data, treating it as a 

barrier to learning rather than a deficit within the student. That intervention validity 

depends on removing those barriers rather than working around them (Berman & 

Graham, 2018). DSE 2005 (Australian Government, 2005) provides the legal context to 

support this framing, making a mode of assessment itself a barrier if it does not support 

a student's learning, for example, requiring handwritten responses when writing is not 

the learning objective. By failing to remove identified barriers to student learning 

opportunities, the school is failing in its legal obligation to provide education on the same 

basis as peers (Bani Odeh & Lach, 2024; Paige et al., 2024).  

 

5. Research Support and Classroom Implications  

  

Wang and Wang (2024) identified consistent evidence that fine motor skills are associated 

with performance across a range of subjects, including literacy and mathematics, and 

overall academic achievement, with the relationship particularly strong for early writing 

tasks. In research conducted by Top (2023) on fine motor skills and attention in children 

with mild intellectual disability across inclusive and special education settings, the 

research found that additional difficulties compounded fine motor deficits. This pattern 

closely aligns with Alex's profile. While Jylänki et al. (2022) demonstrate that motor skills 
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interventions for students with special education needs demonstrated positive effects on 

cognitive and academic outcomes, suggesting that addressing Alex's motor skills is an 

academic priority, not merely a welfare concern. OT delivered interventions within a 

school context are associated with meaningful improvements in participation and 

academic engagement, supporting the OT's recommendation for continued, school-

integrated intervention.  

 There are several explicit classroom implications across Alex's reports: computer-

based or typed-based spelling tasks; double-sided tape or non-slip mats for paper 

stabilisation; a sloped writing surface and pencil grip aids; seating at the correct table 

height for postural support; and placement in a quieter setting for focused writing work. 

However, beyond these, several other implications follow. All academic assessments of 

Alex's knowledge should, by default, offer an alternative to a handwritten response, for 

example, oral, digital, or manipulative, unless handwriting is itself the learning objective 

(Berman & Graham, 2018). The OT notes that Alex's conversation improves during his 

integration time in the mainstream environment. This improvement implies that motor-

inclusive social contexts are important for language and cognitive development beyond 

what a remedial setting alone can provide. Task length and pacing should be considered 

reasonable adjustments to accommodate Alex's low muscle tone and the associated 

experience of writing fatigue, which he experiences more rapidly than his peers 

 

6. Adaptive Behaviour 

  

Berman and Graham (2018) emphasise that adaptive behaviour, what a student does in 

everyday life, is a distinct construct from intellectual ability as measured by standardised 

tests. Therefore, the Vineland Adaptive Behaviour Scales (VABS) are a critical 

complement to Alex's cognitive assessments. The VABS measures habitual real-world 

functioning through the caregiver rather than a maximum potential summative 

assessment (Sparrow et al., 1984), which is central to interpreting Alex's profile correctly. 

Alex's Daily Living Skills score (52, 0.1st percentile) is notably lower than his cognitive 

scores. The school psychologist's explicit inference that motor skill difficulties are 

suppressing Alex's Daily Living Skills performance is supported by Dakopolos et al.'s 

(2024) longitudinal study of the relationship between cognition and adaptive behaviour 

in intellectual and developmental disability (IDD). When these factors are considered 

collectively alongside Alex's very low Daily Living Skills score, they should not be read 

as a ceiling on his conceptual potential; instead, they reflect the functional impact of his 

motor limitations on independence, not a limit on his understanding. This inference is 

critical to ensure that Alex's knowledge-based learning is not artificially constrained. 

Conversely, Alex's Socialisation score (72, 3rd percentile) and the VABS communication 

domain consistently identify social and communication engagement as Alex's strongest 

functional area. This finding is endorsed across the GMDS personal-Social domain (46 

months, the highest GMDS result), the classroom observation data and the OT report, 

maps directly to the ATRiUM domains of relating to others and using language and 
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literacy (Berman & Graham, 2018). The classroom implication is that responsive planning 

and delivery should include cooperative, language-rich, and peer-supported learning 

formats that are structured to meet motor and written output demands, thereby fostering 

an engaging and productive learning environment for Alex (Berman & Graham, 2018).  

 

7. Additional Difficulties  

  

Attentional and concentration difficulties are documented as a functional concern across 

two sources: the classroom observation and the OT parent questionnaire. During the 

classroom observation, Alex was easily distracted by surrounding activity, losing focus 

for a substantial portion of the observation, though his teacher readily redirected him. 

The OT parent questionnaire identified concentration, processing and listening 

difficulties as parental concerns alongside motor issues. These two sources, drawing on 

school and home contexts, respectively, provide convergent informal evidence of a 

generalised attentional pattern. No formal attention assessment is identified in Alex's 

profile, and this represents a gap in the assessment information. Jacob et al. (2021) state 

that sustained attention during instruction is a primary mediator of the relationship 

between intellectual ability and academic performance in children with mild intellectual 

disability. Consequently, the research found that multimodal supports can significantly 

improve attention span, which would greatly benefit Alex. When evaluating Alex's 

observations, the difficulty of attending to everything in the room rather than his task 

supports the theory proposed by Zagaria et al. (2021) that individuals with mild 

intellectual disability show specific deficits in selective attention, including the ability to 

focus on relevant stimuli while inhibiting irrelevant ones. At the same time, García-Pintor 

et al. (2024) suggest that sustained attention accounted for 40% of the variance in daily 

living independence among individuals with an intellectual disability, confirming its 

functional significance. 

 The explicit recommendation of placing Alex in a quieter setting for written work 

addresses the attentional concern at the level of environmental adjustment but does not 

constitute a full response. A more complete approach would include pedagogical 

strategies, including the use of visual and pictorial task supports; structured task 

chunking with defined completion points; and, over time, consideration of whether a 

formal attentional assessment is warranted to determine whether Alex's attentional 

difficulties exceed what would be expected given his level of intellectual disability. This 

approach to Alex's attentional concerns would address identifying patterns that should 

be investigated sufficiently to determine if additional targeted interventions are required 

to support Alex, rather than leaving them as informal observations (Berman & Graham, 

2018). 
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8. Strengths for Inclusive Teaching 

  

A rigorous synthesis needs to attend equally to identified strengths that will underpin 

any effective intervention. Across Alex's profile, there is consistent, cross-source evidence 

of relative strengths in three main areas: general knowledge, verbal and expressive 

language, and social engagement. The SB5 Knowledge Index of 91 (27th percentile, 

average range) at age 7 years 1 month is the most important single finding across Alex's 

assessment profile. This data demonstrates that, despite the challenges Alex faces with 

fluid reasoning and nonverbal processing, his capacity to accumulate and retain general 

knowledge through lived experiences and social interactions is age-appropriate (Jacob et 

al., 2021; Perera et al., 2022). Berman and Graham (2018) position the ATRiUM thinking 

and understanding domain as the foundation of curriculum engagement, which 

demonstrates that Alex's capacity in this domain is meaningfully stronger than a single 

composite IQ score would suggest. Using pedagogical strategies such as discussion, 

storytelling, and structured questioning is likely to activate the identified strength more 

effectively than visual, written or procedural formats (Jacob & Pillay, 2022). 

 

9. Convergence, Divergence and Limitations of Inference 

  

There is strong convergence across all six data sources on four propositions: Alex presents 

with mild intellectual disability that is characterised by uneven cognitive development; 

fine and gross motor delays constitute systemic barriers to curriculum access across all 

learning areas; verbal, communicative and social interaction domains are genuine 

strengths; and motor difficulties are directly suppressing adaptive functioning scores, 

such that the Daily Living Skills result does not reflect Alex's conceptual ceiling. As this 

convergence is evident across independent instruments administered by different 

practitioners across four years, it constitutes a highly reliable basis for planning and for 

the NCCD judgement documentation that substantive adjustments are required to 

support Alex in his learning (Berman & Graham, 2018; NCCD, n.d.a.).  

 As adaptive behaviour scores in children with IDD do not always track 

proportionally with cognitive development, especially where motor skill difficulties 

compound functional limitations, careful interpretation of the data is required 

(Dakopolos et al., 2024). Alex's Daily Living Skills score of 52 should not be used to set 

lower expectations for knowledge-based learning, as this would constitute a misreading 

of what the VABS measures, and would contradict the DSE 2005 (Australian 

Government, 2005) obligation to provide education that allows Alex to realise his 

potential (Berman & Graham, 2018). There is a risk that the breadth of data available in 

Alex's profile creates what Graham et al. (2018) describe as a deficit narrative, being a 

cumulative list of limitations that obscures strengths and constrains teachers' 

expectations. Instead, best practice should be adhered to that stipulates a teacher's role is 

not to catalogue what Alex cannot do, but to construct a responsive, strengths-based 

teaching plan that removes barriers and creates a safe and engaging learning 
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environment in which Alex's genuine competencies in knowledge, language and social 

engagement can develop (Berman & Graham, 2018; Kleinlein, 2026).  

 

10. Key Technical Terms 

  

Several technical terms appear across Alex's assessment data that require clarification to 

be accurately translated into classroom practice. A norm-referenced assessment compares 

a student's performance to a representative sample of same-age peers. Hence, a percentile 

rank of 1 means Alex scored as well as or better than 1% of children his age — not that 

he answered 1% of items correctly; standard scores (mean = 100, SD = 15) and age equivalents 

express this comparison statistically, with Alex's total age equivalent of 4 years 6 months 

on the SB5 indicating his overall profile resembled that of an average child of that age, 

while his Knowledge domain age equivalent would be considerably higher (Roid, 2003; 

Farmer et al., 2023). Mild intellectual disability is defined by an IQ of approximately 55-

70 alongside concurrent deficits in adaptive behaviour that are present since childhood; 

however, it does not preclude meaningful learning, social connection, or growth (Roid, 

2003). Adaptive behaviour, as measured by the VABS, refers to what a student can 

habitually do in daily life, not what they are cognitively capable of; therefore, a low score 

may reflect motor or environmental barriers rather than an intellectual limitation 

(Sparrow et al., 1994). Low muscle tone refers to reduced muscle tone, which contributes 

to Alex's postural instability, grip compensation, and fatigue during sustained writing 

tasks, and is not a weakness in the conventional sense (Hidalgo Robles et al., 2024). Visual-

motor integration is the ability to coordinate visual perception with hand movements, 

which is central to handwriting, copying, and cutting. Alex's Beery VMI score, which 

measures the coordination of visual and motor skills is at the 5th percentile at age 7 

indicates significant difficulty in this area (Lamb et al., 2023).  

 

11. Conclusion 

  

Alex's assessment profile is multi-method and longitudinal, with evidence-based 

methods. When all the data is synthesised through the lens of Berman and Graham's 

(2028) education casework framework and considered with the legal obligations of the 

DDA 1992 (Australian Government, 1992), DSE 2005 (Australian Government, 2005) and 

NCCD (n.d.a.; n.d.b.) it produces a clear set of defensible conclusions: Alex has a mild 

intellectual disability with an uneven cognitive profile in which verbal knowledge and 

language are genuine strengths; motor difficulties are the most pervasive barrier to 

curriculum access and must be systematically removed from academic assessment 

wherever motor production is not the learning objective; Alex's attentional difficulties 

require environmental management and ongoing review, which may warrant a formal 

review and Alex's social communicative, and relational strengths are powerful platforms 

that should be promoted to provide Alex with an inclusive, language-mediated peer rich 

learning environment.  
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 An inference can be drawn from three areas: the attribution of low Daily Living 

Skills scores to motor limitations rather than cognitive deficits, the hypothesis of 

attentional difficulty as a distinct and under-assessed concern, and the risk that 

standardised assessments systematically underestimate Alex's knowledge and 

understanding by embedding motor and processing demands into tasks where they are 

not the intended focus. These inferences are supported by current research and are 

identified across multiple sources within Alex's profile, but should be treated as a 

professional hypothesis to be tested and refined through ongoing formative assessment 

and classroom observation (Berman & Graham, 2018). Classroom teachers must read and 

interpret multi-source assessment data correctly, as it is their legal and professional 

obligation to provide an equitable education for students like Alex.  
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