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Informal Assessment: 
The Gold Standard for 

Developing Supports for 
Students with ASD  

Ruth Aspy, Ph.D., & Barry G. Grossman, Ph.D. 
The Ziggurat Group 

Session presented at OCALI Conference November 16, 2016 

Formal Assessment 
Results: ADOS-2 

Domain ADOS-2 Classification 

Social Affect+Restricted 
and Repetitive Behavior 

Autism Spectrum Cut off met 

Level of Autism Spectrum-
Related Symptoms 

High 

    At the end of the ADOS-2 testing, behaviors and 
performance criteria were then rated with specific 
requirements based upon observation.  The following 
results were obtained: 

Scale  Rating  

Formal Assessment Results: ASRS Examples of ASRS Items 

•  Insist on certain routines? 

•  Line up objects in a row? 

•  Overreact to loud noises? 

•  Become upset if routines were changed? 

•  Insist on keeping certain objects with him/
her at certain times? 

•  Twirl, spin, or bang objects? 

Formal Tools Informal Tools 
Requires special consent No special consent 

Administered by specially 
trained personnel 

Administered by those who 
know the individual 

Completed every 3 years* Completed at any time 

Helpful in diagnosis/
identification 

Helpful in identification of 
needs/interventions/program 
planning 

Helpful in program 
development 

Useful in addressing daily 
specific needs 

Informal Assessment 

1. Ask a question 
2. UCC Checklists 
3. Ziggurat Five Level Assessment 
4. Drawing and Cartooning 
5. Charts, Continua, and Scales 
6. Ziggurat FBA 
7. Video 
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1.  Ask a Question 
Characteristic Strategies Goal 

Do not use “pat on the 
back” as a reinforcer 

Identify/prime for 
activities in which 
“bumping” is likely (e.g., 
recess, lunch line) 

Provide a sensory diet  

Teach perspective-
taking about types of 
touch - praise, 
accidental, aggressive, 
etc. 

Teach alternative 
response to being 
bumped 

 Will tolerate 
unexpected touch in 
various situations, 
such as standing in 
line, sitting next to 
other students at 
lunch, during PE 
games, as 
measured by 
decreased number 
of behavioral 
incidents 

Responds 
negatively to 
unexpected 
touch 

Characteristic Strategies Goal 

Mindblindness 
S. requires daily 
instruction in social 
understanding   

Teach S to identify facial 
expressions, tones of 
voice, gestures, and 
other expressions of 
emotion using the 
following strategies. 
●  Use video of band 

practice 
●  Cartooning 
●  Social narration 
●  Social behavior 

maps 
●  Photographs and 

photography 
●  Literature based 

Instruction 

Identify emotions of 
individuals using the 
following sequence 
85% of the time: 
● In drawings and photos 
● In simple stories and video 
● In actual settings with 
assistance 
● In actual settings without 
assistance 

After watching a brief video 
involving a social 
interaction, S will utilize a 
selected person’s facial 
expression, body language, 
and tone of voice within 
specific contexts to identify 
how that person is feeling 
with 85% accuracy 

Characteristic Strategies Goal 

Lacks tact or appears rude 
Teach S the “hidden 
curriculum” or unwritten 
social rules.  Never tell 
S what to do without 
teaching her WHY. 

Point out reactions that 
reveal that a person 
was   hurt or offended.  
Teach strategies to 
repair an interaction 
when another person 
has been offended. 

Based on video of actual 
interactions, literature, 
movies, or role play, 

● Identify a behavior that 
would be considered to be 
rude by most others. 
● Tell WHY the behavior is 

considered to be rude or 
offensive (even if it is 
honest) 
● Describe an alternative 

behavior 
    (8 out of 10 trials) 

What Happened At Lunch? Answer 

Student anxious in anticipation of the 
sound of the buzzer 
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Characteristic Strategies Goal 
Overwhelmed by 
sounds in the 
cafeteria 

• Stop using buzzer 
system – use light 
only. 
• Designate a safe 
place and allow F 
to leave the 
cafeteria when the 
light turns yellow. 
• Allow F to wear 
headphones when 
yellow light 
illuminates. 
• Reinforce F for 
using lunchtime 
noise strategies 

Given priming and a 
reinforcement plan, F 
will use her lunchtime 
strategies to remain 
in the cafeteria •  A descriptive instrument 

•  Absence of cutoff points helps 
to focus on the expression of 
characteristics 

•  Helps you to “see” the autism 
•  May be completed by a team 
•  Self-report for adolescents 

and adults 

2.  Underlying Characteristics 
Checklist 

UCC-HF (High Functioning) UCC-CL (Classic) 

UCC-EI  
Early Intervention UCC-SR Adolescent (12-18) 
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UCC-SR Adult (18+) The UCC Areas 
•  Social 

•  Restricted Patterns of Behavior, Interests, & Activities 

•  Communication 

•  Sensory Differences 

•  Cognitive Differences 

•  Motor Differences 

•  Emotional Vulnerability 

•  Known Medical or other Biological Factors 

UCC – Notes Section 

■  Social 
■  Behavior, Interests, 

and Activities 
■  Communication 
■  Sensory 
■  Cognitive  
■  Motor 
■  Emotional 

Individual Strengths and Skills Inventory 

Sensory Biological 

ReT 

ST 

O 

SS 

Sensory Biological 

Reinforcement 

Structure and Visual Supports 

Obstacle Removal 
Task Demands 

Skills to Teach 

3. Ziggurat: Five Level Assessment 

Sensory Biological 

ReT 

ST 

O 

SS 
What does he  
need to know? 

Is he in over his head? 

Is his world predictable? 
What does he need to SEE? 

Are positives for progress in place? 

Is he anxious or uncomfortable? 
 Is his body dysregulated? 

3. Ziggurat: Five Level Assessment 



11/22/16 

5 

Sensory Biological 

ReT 

ST 

O 

Sensory/Biological 

Reinforcement 

Structure and Visual Supports 

Obstacle Removal 
Task Demands 

O Skills to Teach 
What does he  
need to know? 

Are 
positives 
in place? 

Is he in 
over his 
head? 

Assessment 

•  Understanding of world is distorted 
(superhero/fantasy) 

•  Difficulty connecting behavior to 
consequences 

•  Overwhelmed by losing 

UCC Item Strategies Goal 
Exhibits rage 
reactions - or 
meltdowns   

Has difficulty 
losing 
games.   

Has low 
frustration 
tolerance  

Rages or meltdowns are often 
a sign that B is overwhelmed.  
His understanding is distorted.  
Recess and PE are stressful 
due to increased social 
demands.  Do not put B in 
competitive situations until he 
has the skills to handle them.   

Use a 5-point scale to help B 
to identify his feelings.  

Teach B to lose a game. 
Practice losing. Decide in 
advance who will win/lose. 
Reinforce for successful 
practice. Work towards typical 
play.   

Given an identified 
reinforcer, using a 
five point scale with 
strategies for each 
level of frustration or 
anger, will use a 
strategy for moving 
from a higher level of 
frustration to a lower 
level of frustration 
 - in a practice 
session 
 - in a role play 
 - in actual practice at 
school 

Germs 

Sensory Biological 

ReT 

ST 

O 

Sensory/Biological 

Reinforcement 

Structure and Visual Supports 

Obstacle Removal 
Task Demands 

O Skills to Teach 
What does he  
need to know? 

Characteristic Strategies Goal 
Has difficulty 
maintaining 
personal space 

Difficulty 
understanding 
connection 
between 
behavior and 
resulting 
consequences 

Teach B the unwritten 
rules for the boys 
bathroom including 
rules for eye contact 
and physical contact. 
Never tell B what to 
do without telling him 
WHY.   
For example: In the 
bathroom, do not look 
at others’ or their 
bodies – it makes 
people uncomfortable 
and they could get 
angry. 

Using cartooning, B 
will describe the 
interpersonal 
consequences (i.e., 
what others will feel 
or think) when he 
intrudes on the 
personal space of 
others. 

Accurately describe 
the reason for a rule.    
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5. Charts, Continua, and 
Scales  

Sensory Biological 

ReT 

ST 

O 

Sensory/Biological 

Reinforcement 

Structure and Visual 
Supports 

Obstacle Removal 
Task Demands 

O Skills to Teach 

What does she  
need to know? 

What does 
she need to 

SEE? 

Is she in 
over her 
head? 

UCC Item Strategies Goal 
Has difficulty 
understanding 
others’ 
nonverbal 
communication 

Displays poor 
problem 
solving skills 

• Cartooning 
•  Narrating, video and 
photographs to teach 
facial expressions and 
body language. 

Use problem solving 
visual to teach 
strategies 

With a visual and 
adult support, G will 
“let it go and move 
on” if a preferred 
friend does not want 
to interact. 

G will identify facial 
expressions and 
body language that 
indicate that 
someone does not 
want to interact. 

Specific 
Behaviors 

Underlying 
Characteristics* # ___  ____________________________  

# ___  ____________________________ 
# ___  ____________________________ 
# ___  ____________________________ 
# ___  ____________________________                                                  

Antecedent(s) Behavior Consequence(s) 

N    
N    
N   
N   

© Ruth Aspy, Ph.D. and Barry G. Grossman, Ph.D. 

6.  FBA: ABC-Iceberg 

Focus interventions on the 
Underlying Characteristics 
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UCC Item Strategies Goal 
Tends to be less 
involved in group 
activities than 
most same age 
individuals 
S – have to make 
her join groups 

Has difficulty 
joining an activity 
S – would not join 
cooperative 
groups  

Identify activities 
that are more 
rewarding for G 
if shared with 
others.  Begin 
practicing 
initiation with 
these activities.  
Practice in 
structured 
setting with 
“trained” peers & 
adults 

Given carefully 
selected group of 
peers (preferably 
including a trained 
buddy), & a clearly 
defined task that G 
has been trained to 
do, & a reinforcement 
plan, G will participate 
in classroom group 
activities along with 
her peers without the 
need for additional 
prompting  

UCC Item Strategies Goal 
Seems to be unmotivated 
by customary rewards 
H - unless immediately 
relevant to her  

Has eccentric or intense 
absorption in own unique 
interests 
S – books, fascination 
with small things on the 
floor, princesses, acorns 
H - intensely absorbed in 
reading, princesses, and 
creative handiwork 

Frequent 
reinforcement for 
new skills  and a 
reinforcement menu.  
Use her special 
interests as 
reinforcers and 
structure them so 
they are not 
disruptive to her 
school day. Interests 
will evolve – 
reinforcer menu 
should be updated 

When 
prompted 
select 
reinforcer 
to earn at 
end of 
challenging 
tasks  

  G’s Reinforcement Menu 

Read to First Graders 

5 minutes to look at Disney Books 

5 minutes with “art treasure chest” 

Extra helper task 

Princess Sticker 

UCC Item Strategies Goal 
24 - Interprets 
words or 
conversations 
literally. Has 
difficulty w/ 
figurative 
language 
S- When given 
directions, if not 
exact, she will not 
do it and will say 
“you didn’t say…” 

Teach G  that directions 
may not be “exact” and 
that is ok.  If the teacher 
needs to clarify directions 
during the task, follow the 
new directions.  If the 
directions need to be 
clarified, it is ok to ask for 
more information. 

Practice giving unclear 
directions & then changing 
them.  Reinforce G for 
following the new 
directions. 

Given a 
reinforcer G 
will correctly 
interpret or 
accept 
clarification 
of non-exact 
language 
used in 
directions 
with 80% 
success & 
moderate 
cueing. 

UCC Item Strategies Goal 
Interprets words 
or conversations 
literally. Has 
difficulty w/ 
figurative 
language 
S- When given 
directions, if not 
exact, she will not 
do it and will say 
“you didn’t say…” 

Point out multiple meaning 
words used in verbal or 
written instructions.  
Identify the meaning as 
used in the instructions 

Given a 
reinforcer G 
will correctly 
interpret or 
accept 
clarification 
of non-exact 
language 
used in 
directions 
with 80% 
success & 
moderate 
cueing. 

Sensory Biological 

ReT 

ST 

O 

SS 

Sensory Biological 

Reinforcement 

Structure and Visual Supports 

Obstacle Removal 
Task Demands 

Skills to Teach 

What does she  
need to know? 
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7. Video 

UCC Item Strategies Goal 
Has difficulty 
understanding 
the thoughts 
and feelings of 
others 

Using high interest 
materials and visual 
supports, teach G to 
identify the feelings of 
others based on tone of 
voice, facial expressions, 
body language and 
context. 

Identify emotions of 
individuals using the 
following sequence 
85% of the time: 
• In drawings and 
photos 
• In simple stories 
and video 
• In actual settings 
with assistance 
• In actual settings 
without assistance 

Sensory Biological 

ReT 

ST 

O 

SS 

Sensory Biological 

Reinforcement 

Structure and Visual Supports 

Obstacle Removal 
Task Demands 

Skills to Teach 

What does she  
need to know? 

UCC Item Strategies Goal 
1.	  Have	  difficulty	  
recognizing,	  
understanding,	  or	  
responding	  to	  the	  
feelings	  of	  others

8.	  Am	  o=en	  taken	  
advantage	  of	  by	  
others	  	  

14.	  Have	  difficulty	  
understanding	  why	  
other	  people	  find	  
things	  funny	  	  

Teach hidden curriculum 
information about 
relationships and safety 

Provide learning 
opportunities for F to 
understand age-
appropriate sarcasm, 
humor and jokes.  Provide 
her with opportunities to 
identify multiple kinds of 
humor in others’ speech 
as well as practice using 
a variety of humor with 
others.  

Identify 
emotions of 
individuals using 
the following 
sequence  
85% of the time: 
• In literature 
• In actual 
settings without 
assistance 

Sensory Biological 

ReT 

ST 

O 

SS 

Sensory Biological 

Reinforcement 

Structure and Visual Supports 

Obstacle Removal 
Task Demands 

Skills to Teach 

What does she  
need to know? 

UCC Item Strategies Goal 
29 - Has 
difficulty asking 
for help 
S – all the time 
H – prefers help 
to be offered, 
often rejects 
offers  

Provide visuals or teach G 
non-verbal ways to ask 
adults for help when 
needed 
Provide G opportunities to 
practice ways to verbally, 
and appropriately ask adults 
for help 
Use 1:1 or small group 
opportunities to teach G 
common times that she 
might need to ask for help 
from others throughout her 
school day and at home  

When 
watching a 
video of the 
classroom, G 
will identify 
why and or 
how children 
asked for 
help in ¾ 
opportunities 
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Sensory Biological 

ReT 

ST 

O 

SS 

Sensory Biological 

Reinforcement 

Structure and Visual Supports 

Obstacle Removal 
Task Demands 

Skills to Teach 

What does she  
need to know? 6. Video 

Contact Information 

Ruth Aspy, Ph.D.                

aspy@texasautism.com 

Barry G. Grossman, Ph.D. 

grossman@texasautism.com 

www.texasautism.com 


