
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cepp20

Educational Psychology in Practice
theory, research and practice in educational psychology

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cepp20

An exploration of the assessment for intervention
model in an Irish educational psychological
context

Carol Slattery, Margaret Egan & Therese Brophy

To cite this article: Carol Slattery, Margaret Egan & Therese Brophy (2021): An exploration of
the assessment for intervention model in an Irish educational psychological context, Educational
Psychology in Practice, DOI: 10.1080/02667363.2021.2009448

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/02667363.2021.2009448

Published online: 10 Dec 2021.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cepp20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cepp20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/02667363.2021.2009448
https://doi.org/10.1080/02667363.2021.2009448
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cepp20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cepp20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/02667363.2021.2009448
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/02667363.2021.2009448
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02667363.2021.2009448&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-12-10
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02667363.2021.2009448&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-12-10


An exploration of the assessment for intervention model in an 
Irish educational psychological context
Carol Slattery, Margaret Egan and Therese Brophy

Department of Educational Psychology, Inclusive & Special Education, Mary Immaculate College, Limerick, 
Ireland

ABSTRACT
The current research sought to explore the utility of the Assessment 
for Intervention (AFI) model in bridging the gap between assess-
ment and intervention, through the conceptual lens of Bio- 
Ecological Systems Theory (BEST) and Social Constructivist Theory 
(SCT). AFI is a five-stage assessment model that aims to provide 
useful and evidence-based recommendations. An exploratory ‘two 
case’ case study was employed and the AFI framework was applied 
to two case referrals made to a school psychological service in 
Ireland. A pilot study was conducted to inform the research design. 
Participants rated Likert statements exploring case propositions, 
before and after application of the AFI model. Semi-structured 
interviews were also conducted. Thematic analysis and pattern- 
matching were employed to analyse interview data. The findings 
suggest the AFI model, grounded in BEST and SCT, can address the 
gap between assessment and intervention, discussed in the litera-
ture. Implications for policy and practice in educational psychology 
are discussed.
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Introduction

Historically, the educational psychologist’s (EP) distinctive role involved psychometric testing 
and diagnosis of a Special Educational Need (SEN) for categorisation and special education 
provision purposes (Farrell, 2010; Filter et al., 2013). Over the decades, a global shift has 
occurred in assessment practices, from a traditional focus on within-child factors, reflective of 
the medical model, towards consideration of social and environmental factors indicative of an 
interactionist, ecological approach (Davis & Deponio, 2013; Kennedy et al., 2008). In Ireland, 
the traditional resource allocation system within mainstream schools reflected a medical 
model of practice, as assessment and diagnosis of disability and SEN were prerequisite to 
accessing limited resources (National Council for Special Education [NCSE], 2014). In 2013, 
a NCSE policy advice paper exposed several inequities within the system, including delays in 
accessing assessments and resource allocation contingent upon labelling and categorisation 
(NCSE, 2013). In 2017, a new model for allocation of special education teaching resources in 
mainstream schools was launched and stipulates that resource allocation should be based on 
identified needs rather than diagnosis (Department of Education and Skills [DES], 2017a).
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The stated aim of the ‘new’ Special Education Teacher Allocation Model is to provide 
additional support to enhance the child’s performance and participation in all school 
activities (DES, 2017a), which aligns with the European Agency for Special Needs and 
Inclusive Education (EASNIE2017) and Watkins (2007). To identify and support needs, 
schools in Ireland operate a ‘Continuum of Support’ process in collaboration with the 
National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS), under the guiding principle that 
students with the greatest level of need receive the greatest levels of support (DES, 
2017a). Relevant to educational psychological practice and within the context of the 
aforementioned allocation model, DES policy affirms that the focus of a professional 
assessment is on facilitating an understanding of a child’s needs, the nature of difficulties, 
and informing appropriate interventions (DES, 2017b, 2017c).

In an international review of procedures used to diagnose a disability or SEN, Desforges 
and Lindsay (2010) put forward three dominant models of assessment and intervention: 
the medical model, social model, and ecological model, also referred to as the ‘bio- 
psychosocial’ model. The bio-psychosocial model evolved from Bio-Ecological Systems 
theory (BEST) and proposes that presenting issues are a result of the systemic interaction 
between biological factors and factors at the micro, meso, exo, macro, and chronosystem 
levels (Bronfenbrenner, 1989; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Desforges & Lindsay, 2010). 
Key to EP practice, the international review recommends the bio-psychosocial model for 
informing SEN policy and assessment of students with SEN (Desforges & Lindsay, 2010). In 
the context of recent DES policy in Ireland and the shifting focus towards understanding 
a child’s needs and informing appropriate interventions (DES, 2017a, 2017b, 2017c), 
communication and interactions occurring at the meso and microsystem levels between 
services, schools, home and the child or young person (CYP) will need to be considered for 
the successful identification and support of student needs.

In accordance with BEST (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), it is 
proposed that the issuance of a revised SEN policy (DES, 2017b, 2017c) at the macro level 
has instigated a period of ‘ecological transition’ for the EP, school staff, parents and CYP 
with additional needs. According to Bronfenbrenner (1979) and Bronfenbrenner & Morris 
(2006), ecological transitions are experienced throughout the life course, whereby posi-
tioning in the ecological environment alters due to changes in role, setting, or both, and 
continued development is dependent on the process of mutual accommodation. From 
a socio-cultural perspective, Vygotsky’s (1978) view on constructivism implies that the 
specific structures and processes demonstrated by individuals originate from their inter-
actions with others (Palinscar, 1998).

An EP assessment consistent with Social Constructivist Theory (SCT) is dialogic and 
enables students to reflect as they take on increasingly independent roles in their own 
learning (Thomas & Oldfather, 1997). Observational data are invaluable in determining the 
learning potential of a student; for example, whether the student can complete 
a multistep task or assignments independently or with scaffolding and support (Green 
& Gredler, 2002). In the context of the aims of DES policy and understanding the nature of 
a CYP’s needs in order to inform appropriate interventions (DES, 2017b, 2017c), SCT and 
the interactions that occur between the CYP and significant others at the microsystem 
level also hold theoretical significance (Palinscar, 1998; Vygotsky, 1978). Both 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) BEST and Vygotsky’s (1978) SCT 
formed the conceptual framework for the present research study.
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The current research project

This paper reports on a research project that sought to explore the utility of the 
Assessment for Intervention (AFI) model (Pameijer, 2016, 2017) in bridging the gap 
between assessment and intervention, through the conceptual lens of BEST and SCT 
with participants in mainstream primary schools. AFI is a five-stage model of assessment 
and intervention underpinned by seven principles that outline the theoretical context and 
rationale of the model (Pameijer, 2017). The overall aim of AFI is to bridge the gap 
between assessment and intervention in order to provide recommendations that are 
both scientifically sound and useful for the CYP, teacher and parent (Pameijer, 2017). The 
collaborative assessment process facilitated by the AFI model produces goals and recom-
mendations that are co-constructed by the EP, teacher, parent and CYP. It was proposed 
that conducting the research through the conceptual framework of BEST and SCT would 
strengthen the theoretical underpinnings of the AFI model and that the findings may 
provide implications for policy and EP practice in Irish primary and post-primary schools.

The data reported on in this paper are extracted from a larger data set collected as part 
of a doctoral research project and the theme ‘Factors bridging the gap between assess-
ment and intervention’ is presented in the current research paper. In this context, activity 
and interaction are seen as those activities and interactions that resonate with BEST and 
SCT concepts, including molar activities, dyadic relations, Zone of Proximal Development 
and tools and signs. As there has been no published research on the AFI model in an Irish 
educational psychological context to date, qualitative methods utilising an exploratory 
‘two case’ case study were employed to explore the research question: 

Can the Assessment for Intervention model bridge the gap between assessment and 
intervention, through activity and interaction at the meso and micro system levels?

Literature review

There are several assessment frameworks for EP practice in existence that offer a series of 
systematic steps to ensure that theory is clearly and appropriately applied throughout the 
assessment process, and also enable the EP to explicate their reasoning and justify their 
choice of interventions (Kelly et al.,2008). Kelly et al.,(2008) outline a number of frame-
works for EP practice including the ‘Problem Solving Model’ (Monsen et al., 1998), 
‘Integrated Framework’ (Woolfson, et al., 2003) and the ‘Constructionist Model of 
Informed and Reasoned Action (COMOIRA) (Gameson and Rhydderch,(2008).) Linking 
assessment to intervention in educational psychological practice is a challenge according 
to academic discourse (Resing et al., 2017), and is described as ‘the next frontier for school 
psychology’ (VanDerHeyden, 2018, p. 51). In the context of recent DES policy in Ireland, 
a systematic review was conducted by the first author to explore assessment approaches 
that EPs are currently applying in practice and to determine if they are informing appro-
priate interventions for parents, teachers and CYP (DES, 2017b, 2017c). The review 
provided evidence of assessment approaches consistent with the medical model of 
practice, with classification and diagnosis of a SEN or disability described in twelve of 
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the twenty-one studies reviewed. Six of the twenty-one studies provided evidence of 
assessment approaches that inform intervention for parents, teachers, and the CYP (Bozic, 
2013; Cane, 2016; Lawrence & Cahill, 2014; Pameijer, 2017; Parker et al., 2016; Tobias, 2017) 
and discussion of findings indicated their alignment with elements of BEST 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) and SCT (Palinscar, 1998; 
Vygotsky, 1978).

Strength-based and solution-focused assessment approaches were applied in three 
case studies (Bozic, 2013; Bozic et al., 2017; Cane, 2016) with CYPs presenting with 
learning, social-emotional and behaviour difficulties. Assessment measures used with 
the CYP included the Sheffield Motivational Interviewing card-sort activity (Cane, 2016), 
the Child and Adolescent Strengths Assessment or Assets Interview (Bozic, 2013) and the 
Context Strength Finder (Bozic et al., 2017). The strengths of the CYP were identified 
across contexts and then used to inform intervention planning. These approaches were 
considered to resonate with BEST by identifying strengths across a range of ecological 
contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) and SCT, in co- 
constructing knowledge and information with the CYP and relevant adults, to develop 
intervention plans and strategies (Palinscar, 1998). Similarly, Lawrence and Cahill (2014) 
conducted twenty-four semi-structured interviews with CYPs, parents, and teachers to 
explore their views regarding the psychological reports produced from dynamic assess-
ment. Findings indicated that dynamic assessment yielded useful intervention 
approaches that were applied during assessment and were transferrable to both the 
home and school context to support the CYP’s learning and behaviour (Lawrence & Cahill, 
2014). The assessment process reflected how social constructivist and mediated 
approaches applied during assessment can be transferred to the classroom and home 
environment, for meaningful change.

Of all the assessment approaches reviewed, the Assessment for Intervention (AFI) 
model (Pameijer, 2016, 2017) was considered most consistent with the aims of DES policy 
(2017b, 2017c). AFI is a five-stage model of assessment and intervention and works to 
offer a better understanding of the CYP and the support he/she needs, to generate 
recommendations for teachers and parents, and for teachers to be able to apply the 
recommendations in their classrooms (Pameijer, 2016). Table 1 provides a summary of 
each of the five stages.

The AFI model has been applied by EPs in the Netherlands and Belgium in primary and 
post-primary schools for over twenty years (Pameijer, 2017). Publications on the AFI 
model have been issued for school counsellors, mental health professionals, teachers in 
primary and secondary schools and parents, suggesting the applicability of the framework 
to various settings (Pameijer, 2017). The model has been evaluated and adapted since it 
was first applied and an independent study conducted by Alegra (2013) in the 
Netherlands and reported in Pameijer (2017), is the first systematic evaluation of the AFI 
model published in the English language. Participants in that study included primary 
school teachers (n = 104), counsellors (n = 87), parents (n = 96) and assessors (n = 99), who 
were involved in the implementation of the AFI model during a three-year pilot. 
Participants completed researcher-designed print-based questionnaires evaluating the 
AFI model, with 105 multiple choice and open-ended questions related to the aims and 
principles of AFI. The findings of that study indicate that the stages of AFI structured the 
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assessment process from beginning to end, all involved worked in cooperation towards 
a shared goal and that outcomes were satisfactory to parents, teachers and CYP (Pameijer, 
2017). The findings suggest that working collaboratively together throughout the assess-
ment process resulted in meaningful intervention and change and were reflective of an 
ecological, social constructivist approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris, 2006; Palinscar, 1998).

According to Pameijer, further research is needed to determine whether the model 
leads to more ecologically valid case formulations and effective interventions than 
‘assessment as usual’ (Pameijer, 2017, p. 80). However, in the interim, Pameijer (2017) 
suggests that practical evidence may continue to demonstrate that the model bridges the 
gap between assessment and intervention, making the assessment process more mean-
ingful to teachers, parents and the CYP. Such a suggestion provided a rationale for the 
current study and as noted, this paper discusses one of the major themes emerging from 
the findings, ‘Factors bridging the gap between assessment and intervention’.

Methodology

The current research sought to explore the utility of the AFI model in bridging the gap 
between assessment and intervention, through the conceptual lens of BEST and SCT. The 
assumptions of the researcher’s conceptual framework were considered to resonate most 
with the constructivist paradigm. Table 2 presents the development of the conceptual 
framework for the current study, outlining key concepts of BEST, SCT and AFI principles. 
This is followed by a diagram of the conceptual framework outlining concepts and 
principles and the proposed ecological transition at the chrono, macro, exo, meso and 
microsystem levels (Figure 1).

Qualitative methods, utilising an exploratory ‘two case’ case study, were employed to 
explore the application of the AFI model in an Irish educational psychological context. 
A ‘two case’ case study design was employed to feasibly replicate the five-stage AFI 
process within a limited timeframe (Yin, 2009). A case study protocol was adhered to in 
carrying out the research in order to increase the study’s reliability and to guide the data 
collection process across both cases (Yin, 2009). The conceptual framework served as the 

Table 1. The five stages of the AFI model (Pameijer, 2016, 2017).
AFI Stages and Description

Stage 1: Intake, how can we collaborate? The first goal is to collect information so that the EP can determine a strategy 
for a particular case. Another key objective is to achieve compatibility with the school, CYP and parents/guardians, in 
order to create a constructive partnership.

Stage 2: Strategy, how to proceed in this particular case? The input of this stage is the information collected in the 
intake and the output is the strategy that best fits a specific situation. First, the relevant information is organised in 
four sections: CYP, instructional environment, parental support of learning and relevant history.

Stage 3: Investigation, answering the selected answers: This stage involves a goal-directed rather than a routine 
collection of data. The selected hypotheses determine the information to be gathered. The content of this stage thus 
varies in each case, ranging from using one instrument to several different tools.

Stage 4: Integration, goals and needs: The information is integrated into a specific case formulation: how can the 
situation be understood? This summary is translated into goals for the CYP, teaching strategies and parental 
support, educational needs of the CYP and support needs of his/her teacher and/or parents/guardians.

Stage 5: Recommendations, appointments and feedback: In this stage the clients are informed about the outcomes of 
the assessment. By providing them with clear and meaningful information, related to their personal theory, hopes 
and worries, they can choose for themselves which option is both desirable and achievable.
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Table 2. Conceptual framework.
Theories/Models Conceptual Framework

Assessment for Intervention model (Pameijer, 
2016, 2017)

Core principles of AFI: goal directed, transactional perspective, 
needs of CYP, parents and teachers, risk and protective factors, 
collaborative partnership, systematic and transparent process

Bio-Ecological Systems Theory 
(Bronfenbrenner,1979, Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris, 2006)

Key BEST concepts: micro, meso, exo, macro and chrono-systems, 
‘experienced’, developmental potential, molar activities, dyadic 
relations, balance of power

Social Constructivist Theory (Palinscar, 1998; 
Vygotsky, 1978)

Key SCT concepts: “zone of proximal development”, tools and signs

Figure 1. Diagram of conceptual framework.
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vehicle for generalising to other cases and in the generation of case propositions. Case 
study propositions were used to guide data collection and relevant analytic strategies 
(Yin, 2009). The propositions were developed in consideration of the conceptual frame-
work, research question and the aims of AFI (Pameijer, 2016, 2017):

(1) Parents, teachers and Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP) will have a better 
understanding of the CYP’s situation, as a result of interactions and activities that 
have occurred at the meso and microsystem levels.

(2) Parents, teachers and TEP will know what intervention supports the CYP’s needs at 
home and at school, as a result of interactions and activities that have occurred at 
the meso and microsystem levels.

(3) Teachers and parents will have greater perceived competence in supporting the 
CYP’s needs at home and at school, as a result of interactions and activities that 
have occurred at the meso and microsystem levels.

(4) The CYP will have a better understanding of their strengths and needs and what to 
do to reach their goals, as a result of interactions and activities that have occurred 
at the meso and microsystem levels.

(5) At a time of ecological transition, teachers will feel competent in their ability to 
work according to the aims of DES policy, in meeting and monitoring the needs of 
the CYP.

The number of participants taking part in this study was subject to case presentation. The 
cases were referrals to the school psychological service, NEPS, and formed part of the first 
author’s caseload during placement as a TEP. Table 3 outlines the pseudonyms applied to 
each participant and the reason for referral. Case 1 included a CYP in 4th class (9–10 years 
of age, Jim), his mother (Tina), class teacher (Michael) and Special Education Teacher (SET- 
Sarah) (n = 4). Case 2 comprised of a CYP in 6th class (11–12 years of age, Michelle), her 
mother (Mary) and class teacher (Anne) (n = 3). A Pilot Study, which included a CYP in 4th 
class (John), his mother (Louise) and class teacher (Grace) (n = 3), was also conducted. John 
presented with a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder. Ethical approval was obtained in 
May 2018 and approval to conduct the research project was granted by the school 
psychological service in June 2018. Table 4 provides an AFI case log of actions for the 
Pilot Case, in addition to the timescale for the assessment process.

Table 3. Participants.

Case
Participant/ 

Role Pseudonym Reason for referral

Pilot 
Case

Class teacher Grace Broaden interests beyond restricted interest
Parent Louise
CYP John

Case 1 Class teacher Michael Identify nature of learning difficulties in English and Maths and appropriate 
supportsSET Sarah

Parent Tina
CYP Jim

Case 2 Class teacher Anne Identify nature of learning difficulties in English and Maths and appropriate 
supportsParent 

CYP
Mary 

Michelle

EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY IN PRACTICE 7



Participants rated three Likert statements on a scale of 1–10, before and after applica-
tion of the AFI model, consistent with the evaluation study conducted by Alegra (2013) 
and reported in Pameijer (2017). The CYP was also asked to rate three Likert scale 
statements with smiley faces, in accordance with previous AFI research (Pameijier, 2017) 
to represent ‘Yes’, ‘Not Sure’ and ‘No’. Semi-structured interviews were also conducted 
with participants following engagement with the AFI model to explore the research 
question and case propositions. AFI templates served as a researcher diary and were 
recorded before, during and after application of the model. AFI templates function as 
a guide for EPs implementing the five-stage process with space for remarks, questions and 
examples (Pameijer, 2016). There are four templates pertaining to the stages and the 
researcher recorded actions accordingly. A reflective journal was also used to elucidate 
actions recorded and to reflect upon the process.

Case 1 and Case 2 were conducted in parallel due to time constraints. Upon receipt of 
informed consent and assent from participants, procedural phases for data collection 
were implemented as outlined below:

(1) Parents, teachers and the CYP rated Likert scale statements before engagement 
with the AFI model. Space for comments was provided. Instruction and clarification 
were provided as needed. The researcher documented the process and reflections 
in the researcher diary (AFI templates) and reflective journal.

(2) The researcher applied the five-stage AFI model to the case referral and adhered to 
the process outlined in Table 1. The researcher documented the process and 
reflections in the AFI templates and researcher journal to demonstrate transpar-
ency and reliability.

Table 4. Case log of actions Pilot Case.
Stage Actions

1. Intake: 
(October 17th)

-Initial consultation with CYP, parent and teacher

2.Strategy: 
(October 17th)

-TEP devised a strategy for moving forward, based on information gathered at 
intake

3. Investigation: 
(October 23rd)

-Functional Assessment Interview (FAI) to identify triggers and maintaining 
factors associated with restricted interest (TEP, parent and teacher) 
-Interest Inventory and pie chart task to demonstrate time spent engaging in 
the restricted interest and to explore alternative interests (TEP and CYP) 
-Classroom observation to identify triggers, interactions working well between 
the CYP and his teacher and interactions that may need to be modified (TEP)

3.Investigation: (October  
23rd–November 7th)

-Completion of behaviour observation charts to identify triggers, maintaining 
factors, interactions working well, interactions that may need to be modified 
and the CYP’s response to behaviour specific praise (Teacher and parent) 
-Co-investigator activity to record alternative interests that provide a sense of 
calm (CYP with support of parent and teacher)

4.Integration of assessment 
information: 
(November 7th)

-Meeting with TEP, parent and teacher to discuss assessment information 
-Meeting with TEP and CYP to discuss co-investigator activity 
-Integration of assessment information (TEP)

5.Feedback on report, goalsand 
recommendations: 
(November 14th)

-Meeting with TEP, parent and teacher to discuss needs, goals and intervention 
recommendations 
-Meeting with TEP, parent, teacher and CYP to discuss feedback on child 
friendly report, goals and intervention recommendations 
-Parent, teacher and CYP chose recommendations to implement
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(3) Parents, teachers and the CYP rated the same Likert scale statements from Phase 1, 
following engagement with the stages of the AFI model. Space for comments was 
provided. The researcher also conducted semi-structured interviews with parents 
and teachers to explore their views on the utility of the AFI model in bridging the 
gap between assessment and intervention (research question) and to address the 
case propositions. Interviews were also conducted with the CYP to explore their 
views on the process and to address case propositions. Interviews were recorded 
on a college recording device. The researcher documented reflections in the 
reflective journal.

Following data collection, a participant database was created. The anonymity of partici-
pants was protected throughout the research process. Alpha-numeric codes were 
assigned to protect anonymity and to link participant Likert scale data to semi- 
structured interview data. Pseudonyms were applied in the transcription of interview 
data and the write up of the results and discussion sections. No identifiable details were 
reported, including names of participants, schools and regional locations. Sensitive 
assessment information gathered during Phase 2 of the data collection procedure was 
kept confidential. To enhance reliability, a case study database was created, to compile all 
anonymised data from each case study, including the researcher’s diary (AFI templates) 
and interview transcripts (Yin, 2009). Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and pattern- 
matching (Yin, 2009) were employed to analyse the interview data. The prevalence of 
codes across the data set was observed and a process of categorising codes was engaged 
in to form themes and subthemes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Themes that related to case 
propositions were documented under the corresponding proposition in each case report. 
To establish dependability and credibility of findings, the researcher documented each 
step of the analysis process to produce a ‘chain of evidence’ and recruited an objective 
peer to review examples of coded interview data (Yin, 2009).

Changes in ratings on Likert statements were presented in tabular format and analysis 
of all data were informed by the researcher’s conceptual framework.

Findings

In this section, Likert scale rating scores are presented in tabular format followed by the 
pattern-matching logic applied to interview responses. Four themes and associated 
subthemes were generated through thematic analysis and the theme ‘Factors bridging 
the gap between assessment and intervention’ is presented in the current research paper.

Likert scale ratings

Average parent and teacher Likert scale ratings outlined in Table 5 indicate greater 
understanding of the situation, knowledge of intervention supports and greater per-
ceived competence in supporting the CYP’s needs following engagement with the AFI 
model. Averages were rounded to the nearest decimal point, consistent with the Alegra 
(2013) evaluation study reported in Pameijer (2017) and are reported for participants who 
completed the Likert scale statements before and after engaging with the AFI model. With 
regard to CYP ratings, Likert scale ratings provided by John, in the Pilot Study, indicate 
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that he was ‘not sure’ of his strengths following engagement with the AFI model. His 
ratings indicate that he now knows what he needs help with at school but still does not 
know what he can do to improve on needs at school. Likert scale ratings provided by Jim 
in Case 1 indicate he knew what his strengths and needs were before and after engaging 
with the AFI model. Jim’s rating changed from not knowing what he can do to improve on 
needs at school to being ‘not sure’ following engagement with the AFI model.

The Likert scale ratings were supported by pattern-matching logic applied to interview 
responses, presented in the following section.

Pattern-matching logic

Pattern-matching logic was applied to the responses of participants who took part in 
interviews following engagement with the AFI model in each of the three cases. Pattern- 
matching logic provided supportive evidence for Propositions 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 in each of 
the three cases and responses indicate activities and interactions that occurred at the 
meso and microsystem levels, including dialogue between team members, co- 
investigator observation tasks and 1:1 assessments/joint activity tasks, that had taken 
place during the Investigation stage of the model were connected to:

(1) Greater understanding of the CYP’s situation (Proposition 1)
(2) Knowledge of intervention supports the CYP needed (Proposition 2)
(3) Greater perceived competence in supporting the CYP’s needs (Proposition 3)
(4) Greater understanding of strengths, needs and what to do to address needs 

(Proposition 4-CYP only)
(5) Greater perceived competence to meet and monitor needs moving forward 

(Proposition 5-teachers only)

See Table 6 for examples of pattern matching logic applied to interview questions 
addressing case proposition 1.

The following section expands upon Proposition 2 findings under the theme ‘Factors 
bridging the gap between assessment and intervention’, within the context of the 
conceptual framework.

Table 5. Average Likert scale ratings.

Likert Statement Participant
Before engagement with the 

AFI model
After engagement with the 

AFI model

I understand the CYP’s situation Teacher 
(n = 4)

5.5 8.9

I understand my CYP’s situation Parent 
(n = 2)

6 6.5

I know what support the CYP needs 
at school

Teacher 
(n = 4)

5.5 8.9

I know what support my CYP needs 
at home

Parent 
(n = 2)

3.5 9

I am able to the CYP’s needs at school Teacher 
(n = 4)

4.8 9

I am able to support my CYP’s needs 
at home

Parent 
(n = 2)

5 9
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Thematic analysis

The theme ‘Factors bridging the gap between assessment and intervention’ had four 
associated subthemes; ‘Experiencing or observing intervention effectiveness’, ‘Practical 
interventions’, ‘Shared awareness of strengths, needs and goals identified’ and ‘A colla-
borative approach to implementing and monitoring interventions’. Two of these sub-
themes are expanded upon in the sections below. Figure 2 delineates the themes and 
subthemes in a thematic map of analysis.

Shared awareness of strengths, needs and goals identified
Relevant to Proposition 2, thematic analysis of interview responses indicates shared 
awareness of strengths, needs and goals identified during the five-stage process further 
contributed to knowledge of intervention strategies and competency to monitor the 
CYP’s needs. In the Pilot Study, Grace (class teacher) referred to the benefit of the CYP 
being ‘aware’ that needs and goals identified were shared amongst the team. Similarly, in 
Case 1, Sarah (SET) commented on Jim’s (CYP) awareness of strategies that he could 
implement to achieve goals, following engagement in the AFI process. In Case 2, Anne 
(class teacher) noted her appreciation for shared knowledge of appropriate interventions 
between the teacher and TEP.

I think in terms of the intervention and the recommendations that if he’s [CYP] aware that 
I know of the things that he’s been talking about and . . . the interest he said that he was willing 
to try out and that he’s willing to reduce his time spent on [the restricted interest], I think that’s 
going to be a huge support as well, just having that knowledge. (Pilot, Class Teacher)

He’s [Jim] aware of strategies that he can do and that he can put in place as well for him to 
achieve, he knows what he needs to achieve in. (Case 1, SET)

And sometimes as well it’s good even things that you have been doing in the past but just to 
sort of know that we had similar ideas on that, so that you know I’m working towards the 
right way of doing it, do you know what I mean? (Case 2, Class Teacher)

Table 6. Pattern-matching codes applied to interview responses.

Proposition 1
Interview Questions Addressing 

Proposition

Pattern- 
matching 

Codes Applied Sample Quotes

‘Parents, teachers and TEP will 
have a better understanding of 
the CYP’s situation, as a result 
of interactions and activities 
that have occurred at the meso 
and microsystem levels’

1. Do you feel your 
understanding of X’s situation 
has changed after working 
through the five stages of the 
AFI model?  

2. Can you describe your 
experience of working with the 
Assessment for Intervention 
model?

‘understanding’   

‘interactions 
and 
activities 
during 
the AFI 
process’

‘I think I do understand the 
situation a bit more’ (Pilot, 
Class teacher)  

‘I understand more about 
Jim (Case 1, Parent)  

‘There was this kind of 
opening up of 
communication between 
home and school’ (Pilot, 
Class teacher)  

‘Discussing things like you 
know, about Jim and his 
work (Case 1, Parent)
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Shared awareness of the CYP’s learning potential in Case 1 and Case 2, achieved through 
observations conducted by team members at home and in the classroom and engaging in 
1:1 assessment and scaffolding with the TEP, helped to form realistic and achievable goals 
and intervention recommendations, in accordance with Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal 
Development (Vygotsky, 1978) and AFI principles (Pameijer, 2017).

Experiencing or observing the effectiveness of intervention recommendations
Pertinent to Proposition 2, experiencing or observing intervention effectiveness, 
during the Investigation stage, contributed to knowledge of intervention supports. 
Participants were co-assessors during the Investigation stage and reported on the 
effectiveness of recommended strategies, during the assessment process. Anne 
(Class Teacher, Case 2) observed the effectiveness of a self-monitoring checklist, 
which encouraged Michelle (CYP, Case 2) ‘to get started independently’. Similarly, 
in the Pilot Case, Grace (class teacher) observed John’s (CYP) responsiveness to 
one-to-one behaviour strategies during the Investigation stage and applied this 
knowledge and experience when considering additional recommendations at the 
Feedback stage. John’s mother also observed the effectiveness of a pie-chart tool, 
in helping to broaden his interests and implied during interview that she would 
continue to use this approach following the assessment process:

And having the other strategies like the close proximity, the behaviour specific praise like 
they’re all things I think are . . . they’re really useful and are useful for any other child in the 
class as well but for him especially because he [CYP] does seem to be responding to them. 
(Pilot, Class Teacher)

Factors bridging 
the gap 

between 
assessment and 

intervention

Shared 
awareness of 

strengths, 
needs and 

goals identified

Experiencing 
or observing 
intervention 
effectiveness 

Practical 
interventions

A collaborative 
approach to 

implementing 
and monitoring 
interventions 

Figure 2. Factors bridging the gap between assessment and intervention.
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I found the little pie chart very very useful because the little pie chart for him [CYP], the fact 
that he participated in the pie chart himself and sometimes when he gets distracted and he 
wants to go back to talking about [the restricted interest], you can kind of bring the pie chart 
back into it and it makes him think and pause for a minute, and I think the pie chart has 
helped in our situation somewhat. (Pilot, Parent)

Conceptual analysis of these findings suggests that team engagement in observation 
tasks, during the Investigation stage, is reflective of strengthening dyadic relations 
between the teacher and CYP, through participation in one another’s activities 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). In addition, in Case 1, Sarah 
(SET) and Tina (parent) commented on the effectiveness of a mnemonic spelling aid 
during the Investigation stage at school and at home, which was translated into an 
intervention recommendation at the Feedback stage. Jim (CYP) also referred to this tool 
during interview when discussing his goal to progress in his spellings:

His one that he [CYP] produced in class on Friday, he said for the word ‘X’, so how he was 
going to remember this and do you know he presented it to the class and it was a confidence 
builder . . . I remember it so clearly because he was so good and he was beaming which was, 
such a simple strategy that he loved and that all of the class wanted to take on. (Case 1, SET)

Yeah because at home with the spellings and stuff . . . like if I told him [CYP] to do spellings at 
home, if I was doing it like you were doing, he would do it after me, he would do it. (Case 1, 
Parent)

Spellings like . . . just make up silly sentences like and then for maths, like use counters and 
you’ll get better. (Case 1, CYP)

Collectively, data have implications for EP practice and it is proposed that the findings 
may help to address the gap between assessments being conducted and the interven-
tions that clients receive identified in the literature review.

Discussion

The collective findings of the case studies suggest the AFI model can bridge the gap 
between assessment and intervention through activity and interaction at the meso and 
microsystem levels. Average parent and teacher Likert scale ratings indicated greater 
understanding of the situation, knowledge of intervention supports and greater per-
ceived competence in supporting the CYP’s needs following engagement with the AFI 
model. This is consistent with findings presented in Pameijer (2017), where 90% of 
teachers and 65% of parents indicated the assessment offered a better understanding 
of the CYP, 70% of teachers and 52% of parents reported the assessment offered them 
recommendations and 65% of teachers felt they could apply the recommendations in 
their class. The current research extends these findings with the application of pattern- 
matching and thematic analysis to participant interview responses. The findings are also 
consistent with studies identified in the systematic review conducted prior to this overall 
study, which provided evidence of assessment informing appropriate interventions for 
clients (Bozic, 2013; Cane, 2016; Lawrence & Cahill, 2014; Pameijer, 2017; Parker et al., 
2016; Tobias, 2017).

EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY IN PRACTICE 13



It should be noted that due to the small sample size of the current research project, 
reported Average Likert Scale ratings are not generalisable but provided supportive 
evidence for propositions along with pattern-matching logic of interview responses. For 
example, Average parent Likert Scale ratings increased by just 0.5 with regard to under-
standing of the CYP’s situation (see Table 5). However, pattern matching of parent inter-
view responses connected understanding of the child’s situation to interactions and 
activities that occurred during the AFI process, at the meso and microsystem level. In 
Case 1, Tina (parent) commented ‘I understand more about Jim’ as a result of ‘discussing 
things’ during meetings at the mesosystem level. Similarly, Louise (parent, Pilot Case) 
noted that she felt ‘a bit more restrictive about feeding into it [the restricted interest]’ 
following ‘information taking’ and the ‘team approach to identifying what the issue was’.

There were several factors identified as bridging the gap between assessment and 
intervention in the present study including ‘shared awareness of strengths and needs 
identified’ and ‘experiencing or observing intervention effectiveness’. In Case 1 and 
Case 2, shared awareness of students’ learning potential, achieved through observations 
conducted by team members at home and in the classroom as co-assessors (Pameijer, 
2017), and engaging in 1:1 assessment of actual and learning potential with the TEP, 
helped to form realistic and achievable goals and intervention recommendations, con-
sistent with Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978).

Experiencing or observing intervention effectiveness occurred during the Investigation 
stage in each of the three cases and these interventions were later translated into 
recommendations. For example, in Case 1, Sarah (SET), Tina (parent) and Jim (CYP) 
commented on how they tried the mnemonic aid for remembering tricky spelling 
words during the Investigation stage and observed it to be effective. In Case 2, Anne 
(class teacher) and Michelle (CYP) observed or experienced the effectiveness of interven-
tions during the Investigation stage, including the self-monitoring checklist and graphic 
organiser, which became intervention recommendations at the Feedback stage. This is in 
agreement with findings presented in Lawrence and Cahill (2014), where student and 
teacher interview responses provided evidence of the utility of interventions in the 
classroom context, and parent comments indicated intervention effectiveness in the 
home setting. The findings demonstrate consistency with social constructivist assessment 
approaches, outlined in discussion papers by Green and Gredler (2002) and Thomas and 
Oldfather (1997), where learning is considered a reciprocal process as the CYP takes on an 
increasingly independent role and observations of how a CYP solves problems inform 
intervention planning.

The AFI model offers a systematic, decision-making process for EPs to apply in 
practice and the five stages provide a framework for assessment and intervention 
activities (Pameijer, 2017). It has been successfully applied in practice, as demonstrated 
in the findings of the current research project and previous evaluation studies 
(Pameijer, 2017). Despite its strengths, there are challenges associated with the AFI 
model, including difficulty assessing what is only strictly necessary and the time- 
consuming nature of applying a tailored approach to casework (Pameijer, 2017). In 
the current research, the class teacher in the Pilot Case discussed the time commitment 
involved in engaging in the AFI process, but also acknowledged the cost-benefit in 
terms of strength of information gathered and improved communication links between 
home and school.
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In terms of its application in EP practice, it should be acknowledged that the AFI 
model is just one of many frameworks in existence. The AFI model is considered 
distinctive however, as it provides practical guidelines on how to gather and integrate 
relevant information, in close collaboration with teachers, parents and CYPs (Pameijer, 
2017). The AFI checklists support this process, guide the EP through the five stages and 
provide opportunity for continuous feedback and reflection. In addition, the AFI model 
explicitly promotes the active participation of all relevant personnel during the assess-
ment and intervention process (Pameijer, 2017). It is proposed that the collective 
findings of this exploratory research project satisfy the stipulations for professional 
assessment outlined in DES policy in providing an understanding of the CYP’s needs, 
the nature of difficulties, and in informing appropriate interventions (DES, 2017a). 
A number of limitations are noted however in this study and are discussed in the 
following section.

Study limitations

While the findings of this study can be used to inform future practice, the exploratory case 
study design would suggest generalisability of findings is limited to theory, similar 
settings, population and age group (Yin, 2009). The researcher adhered to a case selection 
protocol with specified selection criteria and a larger, more varied group of participants 
may have provided greater variation and depth to findings. Due to the referral of 
participants through the school psychological service, participant and researcher bias 
could have influenced responses on the Likert scale statements, interviews and researcher 
diary and journal. Although the constructivist paradigm promotes the co-construction of 
knowledge between researcher and participants (Mertens, 2015), the potential for social 
desirability bias in responses should be considered as a possible limitation of findings. 
Finally, although the researcher had received training on the AFI model, their level of 
experience and competency as a TEP, applying the model in practice, should be con-
sidered in the interpretation of findings. That said, the findings of the study indicate that 
a more extended exploration of the AFI model in an educational psychological context 
may be warranted.

There are a number of opportunities for further research to consolidate and enhance 
the findings of the current research. The study could be replicated for a more extended 
exploration of the AFI model in an Irish Educational Psychological context as well as other 
jurisdictions, and also to evaluate the effectiveness of intervention recommendations 
following a specified period of implementation. The current research was conducted 
with participants in mainstream primary schools and could be replicated with participants 
in post-primary schools, to explore the utility of the model in addressing the aims for 
professional assessment in a different educational context. For a richer data set, the 
research could include the views and perspectives of additional stakeholders, including 
School Principals and Special Needs Assistants and also consider the impact of habitus on 
views held. In accordance with recommendations for future research discussed in 
Pameijer (2017), further research is warranted to investigate if AFI produces more ecolo-
gically valid case formulations and effective interventions than ‘assessment as 
usual’ (p. 80).
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Conclusions

The research has potential implications for the discipline of educational psychology in the 
Irish context. The first key implication for EP practice is the presentation of the AFI model 
(Pameijer, 2017) as an assessment framework consistent with ecological and social con-
structivist perspectives that can satisfy the aims of current DES policy on SEN (DES, 2017a). 
A second implication is the consideration of factors that bridged the gap between 
assessment and intervention in the current research project, and their transferability to 
EP practice.

The current research proposed that communication and interaction at the meso and 
micro system levels would be necessary to successfully meet the aims of extant DES 
policy with regard to a needs-based approach to identifying, meeting and monitoring 
SEN (DES, 2017b, 2017c), and is supported to some extent by the findings presented. AFI 
provides a structured framework for communication and interaction at the meso and 
microsystem levels, between school psychological service, school, home and CYP, and 
strengthens the developmental potential (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris, 2006) of these settings to work together to meet the needs of the CYP, in line 
with DES revised policy (DES, 2017b, 2017c). Furthermore, the CYP’s voice and their 
active participation was facilitated and encouraged throughout the process, shifting the 
balance of power towards the CYP as the developing person (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 
Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). AFI provides a framework for the inclusion of the voice 
of the CYP, which is consistent with the inclusive assessment approaches promoted by 
the EASNIE (2017) and Watkins (2007). These findings highlight the potential of the AFI 
model in EP practice to facilitate the CYP’s active involvement in working towards 
meeting their needs.

Stipulations for professional assessment in DES policy (DES, 2017b, 2017c) outline the 
role of the EP in supporting an understanding of a CYP’s needs, the nature of difficulties, 
and informing appropriate interventions. The overall aim of the AFI model is to bridge the 
gap between assessment and intervention in order to provide recommendations that are 
both scientifically sound and useful for the CYP, teacher and parent (Pameijer, 2017). 
Factors identified as helping to bridge the gap included shared awareness of strengths 
and needs identified between the CYP, parents, teachers and TEP and experiencing or 
observing intervention effectiveness during the Investigation stage. These factors could 
be considered by EPs in practice as they work towards best outcomes for the CYP and 
their families.

The AFI model was discussed as having practical applicability to educational settings 
by teachers in each of the case studies, reflecting the model’s developmental validity 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Teachers indicated the model 
could be applied to consider the home situation when a CYP is having difficulties at 
school (Pilot Study), to assess and meet the needs of other CYPs in the class and in any 
situation where communication is required (Case 1) and its applicability ‘across the board’ 
as information gathered and interventions were useful to other children (Case 2). This 
feedback on the applicability of the AFI model in educational practice suggests its 
relevance in this field and specific recommendations for practice are proposed as an 
outcome of this research.
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In terms of recommendations for practice, training and input on the AFI model 
(Pameijer, 2017) could be considered on a national level by school psychological services 
and professional training bodies as the unique role of the EP continues to shift away from 
a medical model of practice, towards an ecological, interactionist approach. Additionally, 
in consideration of the aims of education policy in Ireland (DES, 2017b, 2017c) and the 
endorsement of inclusive assessment by the EASNIE (2017) and Watkins (2007), training 
and input on the AFI model (Pameijer, 2017) could be considered for teachers and school 
staff. Working together, at a systems level, to apply the aims and principles of AFI would 
support the developmental potential of home, school and school psychological services 
in identifying, meeting and monitoring the needs of the CYP (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 
Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).

To conclude, this research paper provides some insight into the application of the AFI 
model in educational psychological practice, through the theoretical lens of BEST 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) and SCT (Palinscar, 1998; 
Vygotsky, 1978). The findings suggest that the AFI model can bridge the gap between 
assessment and intervention, through activity and interaction at the meso and micro-
system levels. The findings also address assertions for professional assessment outlined in 
extant educational policy (DES, 2017b, 2017c), indicating the scholarly significance of this 
research with practical implications for EP and educational practice (Yin, 2009). 
Limitations include the exploratory case study design and limited generalisability of 
these findings to theory, similar settings, population and age group (Yin, 2009). 
However, this study may be the foundation for a more extended exploration of the AFI 
model in Irish educational psychological practice, as detailed in the recommendations for 
future research.
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