
Unlocking Student Strengths 

with the DESSA System



Goals for Today’s 
Session

By the end of today’s session, you will be 

able to:

• Understand how social and emotional 

assessments can support students receiving 

special education services.

• Use students’ DESSA data as a guide when 

writing present level of performance 

statement(s) and individualized education 

plan goal(s).

• Choose strategies and resources based on 

DESSA data to promote skill building.



Opening Activity

What strengths do you recognize 

in your students receiving special 

education services?



Social Emotional 

Competence and 

Special Education



Social Emotional Competence and Special 
Education 

Complex Needs

Identify Student
Strengths Using 
Research-based 
Assessments

Personal, 
Behavioral

Social, 
and Emotional

Academic Communication

Know Student
Strengths

Social 
Emotional  

Assessments:
DESSA 2 mini

DESSA 2

Positive 
Student 

Growth and 
Outcomes



The DESSA

What is it and how can it support 

students receiving special education 

services?



Defining the DESSA

The DESSA is an 

evidence-based social 

and emotional 

competency assessment 

to support student growth.



Fast Facts about the DESSA

Norm-Referenced Strength-BasedStandardized

DESSA AssessmentDESSA-mini Universal 
Screener

K-12th 
Educators 
Complete



DESSA 2 mini (K-8)

Score: 
Social-Emotional Total (SET) Educators Complete

Universal Screener 4 Forms



DESSA High School Edition (HSE) Mini (9-12)

Score:  

Social-Emotional Total (SET) 
Educators Complete

Universal Screener 4 Forms



DESSA 2

Scores:
Social and Emotional 

Composite (SEC)
6 competency areas

Assessment of 6 
competency areas

Educators Complete

K-8



DESSA High School Edition (HSE)

Educators Complete

Assessment of 8 competency areas

Scores:
Social and Emotional Composite 

(SEC)
8 competency areas

9th-12th



Think-Pair-Share: 

How might a strength-based 

approach improve 

conversations about students’ 

IEP goals and performance?



The DESSA and 

the IEP Process



Accessing Student Data

Click the “Data and Insights” tab.
Use the “Academic” filter to view students 

receiving special education services.



Accessing Student Data

1. Filter for the 

DESSA 2 form or 

DESSA-HSE form.

2. Click apply.



Accessing Student Data

Click on a student’s 

name to go to their 

individual student 

profile.



Accessing Student Data

1. View progress over time.

2. Scroll down to view general 

information about assessments on 

which the student previously has been 

rated. 

3. Click on the report icon to review 

DESSA data from a specific rating.



Individual Student Report

Relative Strengths:

• Self-Awareness
• Self-Management
• Optimistic Thinking

Need for Instruction:
• Social Awareness
• Relationship Skills
• Responsible Decision 

Making



Individual Student Report



Present Level of Performance

Example: Student A has strong acquisition in Self-Awareness as they often show an awareness 
of their personal strengths and can often explain what caused their emotions. While Student A is 
self-aware, they require additional support to describe the emotion they were feeling.  



Individualized Goal

Example: “By the end of the school year, the student will be able to identify emotions they were 
feeling, and apply strategies taught to describe those emotions 8 out of 10 observed instances.”



Individualized Goal

Example: By the end of the school year, the student will be able to identify conflict triggers 
and apply strategies taught to resolve disputes in 8 out of 10 observed instances.



Reflect and Connect:
What are some ways that you 

would support Student A in 

meeting a goal set for conflict 

resolution skills?



Data-Driven Skill 

Building



Data-Driven Skill Building



Data-Driven Skill Building

Relationship Skills: Apologies and Forgiveness

• Students define what an apology is and learn 
when it is appropriate to apologize.

• Students also reflect on what forgiveness is and 
how it impacts relationships.

• At the end of the lesson, students make an 
apology.



Optimistic Closure

How might a strength-based approach 

improve: 

• Conversations about student support?

• Culture and climate?

• Engagement with families?
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