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Assessing All Students:

What Every Teacher Needs to Know

Wisconsin’s public schools serve more than 920,000 students, all of whom are expected to learn and progress toward productive lives as citizens. Included in this population of all students are more than 105,000 students with identified disabilities.  All of these students with special needs have individualized education programs (IEPs) or individualized accommodation plans (IAPs) developed with input from parents and educational specialists.  The majority of these students have relatively mild disabilities and, in most cases, are being taught much of the same content as their nondisabled peers, but possibly with different instructional methods or timelines.  

Documenting the achievements and educational progress of students is a critical aspect of an appropriate education and is required by law for students with disabilities.  Consequently, educators are responsible for collecting evidence that students are learning.  Assessment practices, especially testing, are the primary methods educators use to collect evidence of students’ learning.  Typically, when educators think of testing students with disabilities, they think about individualized, norm-referenced tests of cognitive abilities, achievement, and social and adaptive behavior used to identify students who may be disabled and have special educational needs.  Such tests are often helpful in identifying students with disabilities, but are of limited use in determining educational progress because they usually do not contain specific content that is aligned with what students are being taught daily.  In addition, such tests do not allow for progress comparisons to other students in the same schools. 

In communities across the state and nation, many educational stakeholders want educators to be more accountable and to emphasize high standards for all students.   Assessment programs, such as the Wisconsin Student Assessment System (WSAS) and others used by school districts, have been, and will continue to be, part of the evidence used to document what students are learning and how well they are learning it.  At present, the WSAS includes the Wisconsin Reading and Comprehension Test (WRCT) at grade 3, and the Wisconsin Knowledge and Concepts Examinations (WKCE) at grades 4, 8, and 10.

Historically, not all students have been included in many of the schoolwide or statewide assessment efforts.  Participation rates for all students during the past several years in statewide assessments have ranged from a low of 41% to a high of 100%. For example, in the 1997-98 Wisconsin School Performance Report, student test participation rates vary widely from school to school, with some schools testing less than half their students and others testing all of them.  Many of the students who did not participate were students with disabilities or with limited English proficiency.  There are several possible reasons for these varying participation rates.  However, if educational stakeholders who aspire to high standards for all students are to have a meaningful picture of how well students are learning valued content knowledge and skills, all students need to be assessed periodically.  Assessment systems should include reliable and valid tests that cover content that students have had opportunities to learn! 
Testing students, making decisions about including students with disabilities in assessment programs, and implementing assessments fairly require teachers’ active involvement and can be challenging activities.  In the remainder of this document, key concepts are summarized so that educators can use them to guide their assessment decision-making and testing practices. The goal is for all students to participate and contribute to the accountability picture.  Interested readers seeking more detailed information about assessment, testing, and the inclusion of students with disabilities in educational reforms will find a list of current resources at the end of this document.

Key Concepts and Terminology

Educational assessment is a process of gathering and synthesizing information for the purpose of making decisions about students’ learning and instructional needs.  Thus, assessment is an important part of all teachers’ lives and, if done well, provides meaningful feedback to students, their parents, and the teachers themselves.  Common assessment methods include published tests, teacher constructed tests or quizzes, interviews, work samples, classroom observations, behavior rating scales, and self-report instruments.  It is important to recognize that tests are samples of behavior or knowledge, and therefore, it is wise to have multiple samples of the desired behavior or knowledge over time with high quality tests to ensure an accurate assessment. 

Many of the desired skills and much of the information that educators value today are part of content standards that have been developed in the areas of mathematics, language arts (including reading and writing), science and social studies.  The use of results from tests that validly assess what all students know and can do in these content areas is a major component to a common accountability system for students receiving instruction in either a regular education or special education classroom. Yet, until recently, the major accountability indicator for students with disabilities has been the delivery of required educational services specified on a student’s IEP, rather than an emphasis on what the students know and can do.  Information about all students’ educational performance lies at the core of any educational accountability system. Only with public reporting on these performances can policy makers and educators make informed decisions to improve education for all students.  

At this point in time, results of students’ performances on achievement tests have become the most frequently used indicator for accountability purposes. Therefore, when students do not participate in tests used for accountability purposes, there may be less incentive for schools to try to enhance their educational offerings and improve student performance. Involving all students in assessment systems, like the WSAS, is an important aspect of an inclusive education and essential to educational accountability.

One of the most frequent steps for increasing the meaningful participation of students with disabilities in assessments is allowing changes to testing procedures that do not alter the skills or content tested.  Such changes are commonly referred to as testing accommodations. Teachers are familiar with instructional accommodations like extra time to complete work or a quiet location to minimize distractions.

Testing accommodations are changes in the way a test is administered or in the way a student responds.  Testing accommodations are intended to offset distortions in test scores caused by a disability without invalidating or changing what the test measures.  Many different testing accommodations are allowable.  In Wisconsin, the IEP team determines the appropriate testing accommodations for individual students with disabilities.  More will be said about testing accommodations later in this brochure.

Another aspect of testing programs that influences the participation of students with disabilities is score reporting. Some educators are concerned that students with disabilities will score lower on tests than many other students, and consequently will lower the overall scores of a school and district.  To address this concern, test scores for students with disabilities will be reported together with scores for their nondisabled peers and will also be disaggregated, or reported separately, from those of other students.  In addition, the test results from the Wisconsin Knowledge and Concepts Examinations and many other assessments are reported via graphic methods which highlight a student’s relative strengths and weaknesses within subject matter areas.  Such an account of a student’s performance provides feedback, which many teachers find useful when  modifying their instructional plans for a student.

The Law and Practical Guidelines for Testing Students with Disabilities
Since the passage of federal and state legislation in the 1970s, students with disabilities have been guaranteed access to a free, appropriate, public education (FAPE).  As part of their FAPE, all students are expected to participate in assessments. This expectation is due to the fact that tests and assessment systems are designed to serve as indicators of progress in the content of a school’s curriculum or the state’s academic standards, and because they are used to make decisions about future educational services.  The legal basis for this position has been established in numerous court cases under the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, and most recently with regard to children with disabilities in the reauthorized version of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act or IDEA (Public Law no. 105-17).  In the 1997 amendments to IDEA, there are requirements concerning:

· participation of children with disabilities in general state and districtwide assessment programs, with appropriate accommodations, when necessary; 

· documenting in a student’s IEP any individual modifications in the administration of state or district tests that measure achievement;

· documenting in a student’s IEP a justification for exclusion from a standardized test and indicating how the student will be assessed with an alternate method; and

· reporting to the public about the participation and performance of children with disabilities with the same details as reports for nondisabled children.

To simplify decisions about future educational services for students with disabilities, students receiving services under Section 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act, and students with limited English proficiency, the Wisconsin DPI has published Guidelines to Facilitate the Participation of Students with Special Needs in State Assessments.  These guidelines provide parents and educators with specific recommendations.  Key points from these guidelines include:

· Students with disabilities should be given the same opportunities to improve and demonstrate their academic performance as students without disabilities. State and districtwide tests are opportunities for students to show their abilities and to receive feedback about their performances.

· The student’s IEP team, which includes the parents as equal participants, addresses all questions regarding the participation of the student in state and districtwide tests. 

· State and federal special education laws require that a student’s IEP include

-a statement of whether or not the child will participate in the standardized test;

-if the child is participating in the test, a statement of accommodations necessary; and

-if the child is not participating in the test, a statement of why the test is not appropriate and how the child will be assessed.

To make these statements, the IEP team must know about the child’s present level of educational performance, measurable annual goals as defined in the IEP, the general curriculum, the format and content of the state or district test, and the alignment between the curriculum and the academic content standards assessed by the state or districtwide assessment system. 

· Participation in the state (or district) test for students with disabilities is not an “all or nothing” decision. Instead, there are multiple options for enabling a student with a disability to participate. These options include

-participation in the test without accommodations;

-participation in the test with accommodations; or 

-participation in alternate assessments. 
· For the Wisconsin Reading and Comprehension Test (WRCT), the IEP team must choose only one of these options because the test assesses only one content domain (reading comprehension).  For the Wisconsin Knowledge and Concepts Examinations (WKCE), however, these options may be used together depending on the individual needs of the student. That is, separate decisions regarding the need for accommodations or alternate assessment must be made for each content domain (Math, Social Studies, Reading, and Science) included in the WKCE.  For example, some students with disabilities may not require any accommodations to participate in the WKCE. Other students with disabilities may need accommodations for some of the content domains but not for others. Still other students may need accommodations for some areas within the WKCE and alternate assessment for one or more content domains. Finally, there will be a limited number of students with disabilities for whom the WKCE will not be appropriate, and the performance of these students will be assessed entirely through an alternate assessment.

· The IEP team decision regarding student participation in state assessment must be made on an individual basis. As a result, this decision is based upon a thorough review of child-specific data to assess the student’s current educational performance relative to the academic performance standards for ALL students. 

· This thorough review encompasses consideration of existing student records, including the most recent evaluation data, formal and informal evaluations conducted by team members, 

· reports by parents and teachers, classroom work samples, independent educational evaluations, and any other information available to the IEP team. 

· To make appropriate decisions regarding the student’s need for accommodations and/or alternate assessment, the IEP team should

-begin with the assumption that the student will participate in the test (make every effort to include the student in state standardized testing);

-assess the need for accommodations and/or alternate assessment based on the student’s present level of educational performance, IEP goals, and the content and format of the test.  For the WKCE, assessment of the need for accommodation should be conducted independently for each content domain;

-consider the accommodations that the student receives in classroom assessments as possible accommodations for the test;

-select accommodations that do not change the skills or content tested. If the necessary accommodations would change the skills or content tested, the student’s knowledge and skills should be assessed through an alternate assessment.  For example, an accommodation that includes reading passages and/or items aloud to students is not an acceptable accommodation if the purpose of the assessment is to measure reading skills. Thus, a student who requires this accommodation should participate in an alternate assessment for the WRCT or the reading test of the WKCE; 

-and, use an alternate assessment only if a student would not be able to demonstrate at 

least some of the knowledge and skills on the WRCT or WKCE assessment with appropriate accommodations.  

· Based on the thorough review of the student’s current educational performance relative to the academic standards, the IEP team determines how a child with a disability will participate in the assessment system. For those students who are identified as needing accommodations on the standardized test, the IEP team must specify which accommodations are necessary for the child to participate in the assessment.

· The IEP team may determine that, even with accommodations, a child with a disability would be unable to demonstrate at least some of the knowledge and skills on the test. As a result of this decision, the student’s performance will be assessed by an alternate assessment. The thorough review used to reach this decision can serve as an alternate assessment if it is documented as part of the IEP process. The review of child-specific data must be recent, reliable, and representative of the student’s present level of educational performance relative to the academic standards. In addition, to qualify as an alternate assessment, the IEP team review must be conducted within three or four months prior to the administration of the test. Additional information regarding the Department’s position on alternate assessment for children with disabilities under the IDEA can be found in DPI Information Update 98.14, Guidelines for Complying with the Assessment Provisions of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.
· Test results are not the only information used to make major educational decisions involving students with disabilities. Test results are only part of the information used to understand a learner and to monitor his or her educational progress.

Testing Accommodations
Tests and assessment programs can be altered in a variety of ways to facilitate the participation of students with disabilities.  As increasing numbers of students with disabilities are included, it is likely that teachers and other members of IEP teams will need to consider the use of testing accommodations. It is important to understand that accommodations are intended to maintain and facilitate the measurement goals of an assessment, not to modify the actual questions or content of the tests. Accommodations usually involve changes to the testing environment (e.g., Braille or large print materials, the amount of time a student has to respond, the quietness of the testing room, assistance in reading instructions) or the method by which a student responds to questions (e.g., orally with a scribe, pointing to correct answers).  Testing accommodations must be determined on a case-by-case basis for each student.  

Accommodations generally result in some minor changes in the procedures for administration or response upon which a test was standardized. Consequently, because many educators have been taught to follow standardization procedures exactly, there may be some reluctance to use accommodations. The key to the appropriate use of accommodations is twofold.  First, recognize that accommodations are intended to make the test a more accurate measure of what a student knows or can do.  Second, select accommodations that are not likely to invalidate the meaning of a resulting test score or scores.  

To date, there is not a comprehensive research base to guide educators’ decisions about which accommodations result in invalidating test results.  However, if one has a clear understanding of what a test or subtest measures, then many of the decisions about appropriate accommodations become straightforward.  For example, reading questions and answers to a student on a reading test designed to measure sight vocabulary and comprehension would certainly invalidate the resulting score.  Conversely, reading a complex story problem on a test designed to measure mathematics reasoning and calculation could be appropriate for some students with disabilities. 

Researchers have found that commonly used accommodations can be clustered into four categories: 

· accommodations in timing,

· accommodations to the assessment environment, 

· accommodations in the presentation format, and 

· accommodations in the recording or response format.  

Figure 1 on the following page provides some specific examples of each of these categories of accommodations. 

It is important to note that not all students with disabilities will need testing accommodations in order to participate and provide a valid or accurate account of their abilities. On the other hand,

for a small number of students, testing accommodations will not be appropriate or reasonable. These students generally have severe disabilities and, while their educational goals and learning 
experiences are aligned with the state and district content standards, they differ significantly from the performance standards of the student’s grade-level peers. Consequently, they participate in an alternate assessment to meaningfully measure their abilities and provide valid results (several state and national reviews concerning alternate assessment suggest that approximately 10% to 20% of students with disabilities, or 1% to 2% of the total student population, would participate through an alternate assessment).

Alternate Assessment
An alternate assessment is an assessment that is used in place of the typical assessment taken by the majority of students with and without disabilities.  Alternate assessments are curriculum-relevant; that is, they assess what students are learning to know and do.  The focus of the curriculum for students who participate in an alternate assessment is most likely quite different from the standard curriculum.  Data are collected via alternate assessments when students cannot meaningfully participate in standardized assessments even with accommodations.

	Figure 1. Examples of Accommodations Frequently Considered Appropriate for Students with Disabilities

	    Time Accommodations

· Administer a test in shorter sessions with more breaks or rest periods

· Space testing sessions over several days

· Administer a test at a time most beneficial to a student

· Allow a student more time to complete the test  

     Setting Accommodations

· Administer the test in a small group or individual session

· Allow a student to work in a study carrel

· Place student in a room or part of a room where he or she is most comfortable

· Allow a special education teacher or aide to administer the test

     Format Accommodations

· Use an enlarger to facilitate vision of material

· Use a Braille translation of a test

· Give practice tests or examples before the actual test is administered

· Assist a student in tracking test items by pointing or placing the student’s finger on items
· Allow use of equipment or technology that a student uses for other school work

     Recording Accommodations

· Use an adult to record a student’s response

· Use a computer board, communication board, or tape recorder to record responses              

         


. 

Performance on alternate assessments should serve as a substitute for information obtained through typical assessments.  The results should be used to ensure accountability within the state’s content standards framework and to provide parents with information about educational progress.  In sum, information collected through alternate assessments will be different from that collected for most students, but it can still serve as an index of student progress toward meeting skills related to the academic standards that are held for all students.   
Resources
Assessing all students is an important and, at times, challenging undertaking that requires

knowledge of testing practices, test content, legal guidelines, and technical aspects of tests, as well as a clear understanding of students’ learning objectives and instructional programs.  Therefore, it is expected that, although technical support will be needed on occasion, teachers will continue to develop their assessment skills.  Some resources to facilitate your work with all students include:

DPI Publications and Materials

Guidelines to Facilitate the Participation of Students with Special Needs in State Assessments. December 1998.  http://www.dpi.state.wi.us/oea/specneed.html 
Information Update 98.14, Guidelines for Complying with the Assessment Provisions of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.  http://www.dpi.state.wi.us/dpi/dlsea/

een/bul98-14.html 
State of Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction
Office of Educational Accountability

125 South Webster Street

Madison, WI 53702

(608) 267-9111

Division of Learning Support: Equity and Advocacy
125 South Webster Street

P.O. Box 7841

Madison, WI 53707-7841



(608) 266-1781

Books

Linn, R.L., & Gronlund, N.E. (1995). Measurement and Assessment in Teaching. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Merrill.

McDonnell, L.M., McLaughlin, M.J., & Morison, P. (Eds.) (1997). Educating One and All: Students with disabilities and standards-based reform. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.
Thurlow, M.L., Elliott, J.L., & Ysseldyke, J.E. (1998). Testing Students with Disabilities: Practical strategies for complying with district and state requirements. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, Inc.
Information Centers
National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO)

University of Minnesota, 350 Elliott Hall,

75 East River Road, Minneapolis, MN 55455. 

Phone 612-624-8561    FAX 612-624-0879    


http://www.coled.umn.edu/NCEO

Fair Test: The National Center for Fair and Open Testing

342 Broadway, Cambridge, MA 02139

Phone 617-864-4810      FAX 617-497-2224      



E-mail FairTest@aol.com

National Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards and Student Testing (CRESST)

UCLA Center for the Study of Evaluation

1320 Moore Hall/Mailbox 951522

Los Angeles, CA 90095-1522

http://www.cse.ucla.edu
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