
he statutory provisions on gen-
eral state- and districtwide assess-
ments from the IDEA
Amendments of 1997 included
the provision that “(1) Children

with disabilities are included in general State and
districtwide assessment programs, with appropri-

ate accommodations and modifications in admin-
istration, if necessary; and (2) As appropriate, the
State or LEA—(A) develops guidelines for the
participation of children with disabilities in alter-
nate assessments for those children who cannot
participate in State and districtwide assessment
programs; (B) develops alternate assessments; and
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ABSTRACT: Given the mandates of IDEA to include students with disabilities in large-scale assess-
ments, most states have either adopted alternate standards or developed alternate assessments. In either
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(C) beginning not later than July 1, 2000, con-
ducts the alternate assessments” (§300.138; Part
B) utilizing statistically sound regular and alter-
nate assessments (§300.139).

While IDEA ’97 stipulates participation,
the regulations do not provide “specific direction
to states about what an alternate assessment is,
what it should look like, or how it should be
scored or reported, nor does it specify the type or
number of alternate assessment participants”
(Thompson & Thurlow, 2000, p. 1). According
to Thompson and Thurlow, a majority of states’
alternate assessments are tied to their academic
content standards and are designed as substitutes
to the states’ standard large-scale tests. Thompson
and Thurlow also report that the most common
alternate assessment approach uses portfolios re-
flecting the collection of evidence as functional
indicators on the student’s progress toward state
standards. However, not all states have chosen to
use a portfolio-base as their alternate assessment,
and this study describes the results from a non-
portfolio approach.

First, we describe how one state developed
its statewide alternate assessment system and then
present results from an initial validation study.
This state’s alternate statewide assessment system
in reading and math is considered an extension of
the standard assessment rather than an alternate
assessment, primarily because of the tight rela-
tionship between it and the standard assessment.
The measures are designed to reflect a develop-
mental progression of skills within a continuum
of the same construct. The purpose of the system
is to produce clear and meaningful data that can
be prescriptively used within the individualized
education program (IEP) rather than simply de-
scriptively applied to reporting performance as
part of an accountability system. It also is to be
used in conjunction with the general education
assessment system so that performance on one is
related to performance on the other.

Utilizing Deno’s (1985) propositions, the
measures were designed to evaluate student
progress, interventions, and programs in the same
manner that the statewide assessment is used.
Most important, the measures were designed to
be systemically valid (see Frederiksen & Collins,
1989) as a direct measure of the constructs of in-
terest and sensitive to the effects of instruction.
Students’ skills have been expressed in terms of
performance on tasks that can provide instruc-
tional feedback. Ideally, systemic change in teach-
ing would positively affect performance.

A L T E R N A T E  A S S E S S M E N T  

S Y S T E M S  A N D  T H E  C A N O N S  

O F  V A L I D I T Y

It is important that all large-scale assessments, in-
cluding alternative assessments, reflect the tradi-
tional canons of measurement standards, like
content validity, concurrent criterion-related va-
lidity, and predictive criterion-related validity.
Also, measurement systems should reflect Mes-
sick’s (1988, 1994) four facets of validity: (a) con-
struct validity, (b) values implications, (c)
relevance and utility, and (d) social consequences,
which refer to both the justification for and the
function of the test. Messick’s validity criteria are
used to characterize the quality of an assess-
ment—whether the test scores accurately reflect
the knowledge, skills, and/or abilities the test is
intended to measure. “Special validity dispensa-
tions” (Messick, 1995, p. 5-8) are unwarranted to
legitimize all the various alternate assessment ap-
proaches, and there should be no differentiation
of validity standards between newer types of as-
sessments and other types of older, traditional
tests.

Accordingly, evaluations of all tests need to
use similar evidential and consequential validity
criteria because validity, reliability, comparability,
and fairness are in effect “social values that have
meaning and force outside of assessment wherever
evaluative judgments and decisions are made”
(Messick, 1994, p. 13). Basic to good assessment
is the notion that results represent important
knowledge and/or capabilities, broader than the
specific tasks that happen to be chosen for assess-
ment. Test performance must generalize to a

A majority of states’ alternate assessments
are tied to their academic content stan-
dards and are designed as substitutes to
the states’ standard large-scale tests.



larger domain of knowledge and/or skills and thus
enable us to make accurate inferences about stu-
dents’ capabilities and accomplishments.

An important component of Messick’s con-
ception of validity is construct underrepresenta-
tion and construct irrelevant variance. The former
term refers to assessments that poorly reflect the
depth and breadth of knowledge and skills, and
the latter term reflects assessments that include
the confounding of skills and knowledge other
than the construct of interest. In this assessment,
we attempt to adequately reflect functional skills
of importance while also avoiding the influence of
other skills that are not part of the construct. We,
therefore, present a series of measures to capture
performance on component skills instead of try-
ing to assess complex knowledge or skills that
would use a single, complex task. Many students
with significant disabilities need carefully con-
structed tasks that can capture a range of behav-
iors (Fuchs et al., 1994). In our system, these
component skills are assessed using tasks that
elicit specific behaviors. We believe that complex
performances often reflect construct underrepre-
sentation because few tasks are used to make
statements about a student’s proficiency in an aca-
demic area. We also reason that complex perfor-
mances might entail construct irrelevant variance,
given the confluence of many separate skills
needed for any single performance.

In these extended measures, replicability
and generalizability also must be considered,
not only in determining the boundaries of score
meaning as it pertains to the relevance, utility,
and social consequences of interpretations, but
also as it relates to the consistency of score
meaning. Low scores on the extended measures
must occur because of the lack of student’s com-
petence, not because part of the focal construct
is absent or because the assessment “contains
something irrelevant that interferes with the af-
fected students’ demonstration of competence”
(Messick, 1994, p. 21). Finally, the extended
measures must be construct-driven rather than
task-driven. We define tasks within a universe in
which a systematic sampling plan can be used to
create alternate forms. In this way, we adopt an
assessment system to document student perfor-
mance and progress with both dimensions ori-
ented toward the same construct.

R E S E A R C H  O N  P O R T F O L I O S  

A S  A N  A L T E R N A T E  A S S E S S M E N T

As stated earlier, many states have implemented
alternate assessment systems that do not directly
measure constructs of the standards for which
their general education assessment system has
been created. And in this process, many states also
have relied on portfolio assessments, which have
been difficult to implement with any level of
technical adequacy. Any assertions proclaimed by
portfolio assessment have been tantamount to a
claim of construct validity and need to be sup-
ported by empirical evidence of construct valid-
ity” (Messick, 1994, p. 21). The major problem
may be that while portfolios contain relevant
products, they typically have ignored the process
and therefore have remained ill defined as mea-
surement constructs.

Research shows that portfolios as part of a
large-scale assessment program have posed signifi-
cant validity problems. Vermont’s early experi-
ments with portfolios and Arizona’s recent foray
into portfolios both ended disastrously. Both
states suffered from poor rater reliability problems
that prevented the public release of the assessment
results (Koretz, McCaffrey, Klein, Bell, & Stecher,
1993).

O N E  S T A T E ’ S  E X T E N D E D  

A S S E S S M E N T S  I N  R E A D I N G  

A N D  M A T H E M A T I C S

As noted earlier, in this large-scale assessment pro-
gram, alternate academic assessments are consid-
ered an extension of the standard assessment. The
genesis of this system is curriculum-based mea-
surement (CBM). The measures require multiple
alternate forms using CBM technology drawn on
a foundation of time series data. The technical ad-
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assessment systems that do not directly
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which their general education assessment
system has been created.



equacy and psychometric properties of CBM have
been extensively represented in the professional
literature of experimental investigations (e.g.,
Bradley-Klug, Shapiro, Lutz, & DuPaul, 1998;
Fuchs, Fuchs, Hamlett, & Stecher, 1990; Fuchs et
al., 1994; Hintze & Shapiro, 1997; Howell, Fox,
& Morehead, 1993; Marston, 1989; Nolet &
McLaughlin, 1997; Tindal, 1998; Wesson &
King, 1992; Yell, Deno, & Marston, 1992).

According to Deno (1985), CBM is an as-
semblage of procedures for devising assessments
by sampling the domain in question, administer-
ing and scoring those assessments, and using the
data to help make and evaluate instructional deci-
sions. CBM quantifies student performance in
the basic academic skill areas and can be used as
an index of student progress over time because it
is sensitive to a student’s academic growth (Fuchs,
Fuchs, Bishop, & Hamlett, 1992; Hartman &
Fuller, 1997; Swain & Allinder, 1996). It also can
capture both the range and depth of student
achievement (Nolet, 1992).

An important component of this study was
the development of generalized academic skill in-
dicators that would not be tied to a specific cur-
riculum as reported by many CBM researchers
(Bradley-Klug et al., 1998; Hartman & Fuller,
1997; Hintze & Shapiro, 1997; Tindal, Flick, &
Cole, 1993). In vindication of general outcome
measures using CBM technology, Mehrens and
Clarizio (1993) declared that education suffers
from a faulty assumption that all assessments
tasks need to be sampled directly from some in-
structional curriculum to be thought of as valid.
In the end, we wanted to avoid using measures
tied to a specific curriculum, which would limit
generalizability and, thus, limit score inferences to
the larger domain (Tindal et al., 1993).

E X T E N D E D  M E A S U R E S :  

S U B T E S T S

Based upon CBM research, the extended mea-
sures were designed to assess skills that are more
unitary in the construct they purport to measure
instead of measuring complex, multiskill perfor-
mances. We developed the tasks to reflect more
singular dimensions using the logic of Kane,
Crooks, and Cohen (1999): First links are estab-

lished between observations and observed scores
(requiring adequate control of administration and
scoring procedures); then inferences can be made
between the observed score and the universe of
scores (providing generalizability); finally, infer-
ences can be made to the range of possible tasks
within the same construct (allowing extrapola-
tion).

For us, this specificity avoided construct ir-
relevant variance. For example, instead of math
multiple-choice tests that required reading as well
as math skill to perform successfully, the extended
measures sampled math skills alone. Or, instead
of math open-ended measures that required skill
in mathematics and writing, the measures assessed
math skills only. In both computation and open-
ended problems, the measures utilized multiple
forms of access (pointing, speaking, and writing).
Similar requirements were made of reading and
writing measures.

We also wanted to avoid construct under-
representation by having many different tasks
within each of our constructs that sampled differ-
ent components of each academic skill. Specifi-
cally, the reading subtests ranged from naming or
pointing to pictures, to blending sounds, to read-
ing sentences, to retelling stories as listening com-
prehension. The math subtest extended from
copying numbers, to telling time, to math con-
cepts like discriminating differences to mixed
computations.

M E T H O D

PA R T I C I P A N T S

The study took place in one state in the Pacific
Northwest. Thirty-six school districts within 11
Educational Service Districts from all regions of
the state were included.

Teachers. A sample of 131 teachers partici-
pated in this study. Teachers were elected to par-
ticipate by district administrators and regional
representatives who were chosen to supervise
training, test administration, and data collection
throughout the study.

Students. Each teacher assessed 1 to 5 stu-
dents. A total of 437 students in Grades Kinder-
garten through postsecondary school were
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selected using the following three criteria: (a) stu-
dent was exempt from the standard statewide as-
sessment; (b) student had been diagnosed with a
moderate to severe disability; and (c) student par-
ticipated in a functional daily living skills curricu-
lum. Students’ average age was 15 years with a
minimum of 5 and a maximum of 21.

All 437 students received special education
services. Seventy-five of the 437 students were un-
able to be assessed due to extremely low academic
skills, resulting in 112 students in K–3 (26% of the
sample), 77 students in Grades 4–6 (18% of the
sample), 83 students in Grades 7–8 (19% of the
sample), 54 students in Grades 9–10 (12% of the
sample), and 41 in Grades 11–12 (9% of the sam-
ple); 32 students were postsecondary, and 38 stu-
dents had no grade reported. Forty-one percent of
the students were female and 56% were male. Eth-
nic make-up included: 80% White, 2% African
American, 1% Asian, 1% American Indian, 1%
Multi-Racial, and 8% Unknown. See Table 1 for
disability information of participating students.

ME A S U R E S

This report includes only data from reading and
math, the two areas with multiple-choice tests in
the standard assessment program and most dis-
similar to the extended measures. From each con-
tent domain, we specified tasks that measured
knowledge of “basic skills” and applications. We
defined a range of tasks that were sensitive to sub-

tle differences in skill levels but also allowed a va-
riety of response options, particularly given the
range of disabilities within the population.
Hence, items were included that could be admin-
istered or responded to using a variety of formats
(see Scoring section that follows). We developed
tasks using the logic of CBM and as logical pre-
requisites for success in meeting the standards at
the first benchmark. During the process of imple-
mentation, new state standards were adopted for
students in Grades K–2 and have been used to
back-map these measures.

For example, in reading, phonemic aware-
ness is now a standard in Kindergarten with out-
comes such as listening to words spoken and
identifying the beginning and ending sounds, seg-
menting single-syllable spoken words, orally
blending two to three spoken sounds into recog-
nizable words, and so forth. Other standards ad-
dress recognition of sight words, and learning,
using and understanding new vocabulary. In
math, Kindergarten students are now expected to
read, write, order, and identify whole numbers
less than 100. We have several tasks that assess
this standard. Other standards also can be applied
(dealing with concepts, money, counting, adding,
etc.) to the tasks in this alternate assessment.

We used two pilot studies to guide frame-
work specification and test development, each
conducted with students who had moderate to
severe cognitive and physical disabilities. The
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intent of the first pilot study was to determine an
appropriate range of test content, to detail the
types and formats of test items, and to identify
the number of tasks to be included in each subdo-
main. The second pilot study was conducted to
refine the procedures used for administering and
scoring the test. Particular consideration was
given to developing a consolidated, yet compre-
hensive, system of test administration and scoring
that facilitated a controlled and minimally dis-
tracting test administration environment. Ulti-
mately, these pilot studies provided us with
valuable evidence regarding item sets that could
maintain their integrity even if alternate adminis-
tration and response forms were needed due to
individual student requirements (needs). The re-
sult of the pilot studies was a refinement of a pre-
assessment interview and a basic skills assessment
consisting of reading, writing, and math compo-
nents. A discussion of these components follows.

In reading, students progressed through the
following tasks: (a) Naming Pictures, (b) Naming
or Pointing to Letters, (c) Blending Sounds, (d)
Reading Words, (e) Reading Names, (f ) Reading
Sentences, (g) Reading Text Orally, and (h)
Retelling Stories as Reading or Listening Compre-
hension. In mathematics, students progressed
through the following tasks: (a) Naming Num-
bers, (b) Pointing to Numbers, (c) Copying
Numbers, (d) Counting on Dictation, (e) Writing
Numerals, (f ) Writing Numerals, (g) Naming
Shapes, (h) Telling Time, (i) Naming and Count-
ing Money, (j) Manipulation of Objects using
Math Concepts, and (k) Computation. In both
content areas, the skills are anchored to newly de-
veloped state standards established for students in
Grades K–2.

PR O C E D U R E S

All of the administration and scoring procedures
were included in a testing kit that was developed
by the authors. The tasks were administered so
that the most basic skill was presented first, with
each successive task presented on the basis of in-
creasing difficulty or complexity.

Administration. The test materials in-
cluded all of the items required for both the ad-
ministration and scoring of the test and were
compiled into a three-ring binder. In addition,
the folders were arranged by domain, with each

area containing a document with administration
directions, administration scripts, a representa-
tion of each student task, scoring instructions,
and student record sheets. The folder also con-
tained testing materials as well as student re-
sponse forms. In addition, the folders contained
standardized procedures that provided the test
administrator with rules for determining basal
and ceiling levels as well as options for docu-
menting format changes.

Scoring. We provided flexibility in scoring
to avoid irrelevant variance from two sources.
First, teachers could avoid administering a task if
they believed the student could successfully
complete all items in the task: They simply
marked the task NA-P for Not Administered-
Proficient. This feature allowed teachers to focus
their assessment on the key level of difficulty
most relevant to the student, a particularly im-
portant aspect to consider when testing students
who often exhibit other interfering behaviors.
Second, teachers could avoid administering tasks
that were inappropriate, such as a blending task
to a student who is deaf. In our sequence of
tasks, students could be administered those that
appeared later and reflected more complex per-
formances revealing advanced skill and receive a
higher score without exhibiting previous compo-
nent performance reflecting individual skills. In
this example, a student who is deaf could read
passages and retell stories to receive a very high
score without ever having taken previous com-
ponent skill tasks.

Each task was scored both quantitatively
and qualitatively. The quantitative scoring al-
lowed for small units of progress to be docu-
mented (i.e., letters and sounds correct in
reading or correct digits in math). For each sub-
domain, the quantitative scores were then trans-
formed into qualitative scores to reflect a global
estimate of performance. Students in a graduate
special education program were trained to review
the protocols and make a global judgment about
proficiency (see Table 2).

TR A I N I N G

Our goal for each training session was to ensure
that participants were extremely familiar with
test materials, proficient in their administration,
and competent in scoring the academic behav-
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iors assessed. The agenda for each training session
was arranged according to academic skill areas,
with the Reading, Writing, and Math tests intro-
duced and modeled separately. We first provided a
thorough description of test materials, then
showed a videotape to model test administration
and scoring, and finally allocated time for teach-
ers to practice administering the test to each other
while trainers observed. A sample notebook of
testing materials was provided to teachers. This
hands-on approach ensured teachers’ familiarity
with all of the materials.

We believe teachers left the training well
prepared. Total time for each training session was
approximately 6 hr with some variations in time
depending on the size of each group, the ques-
tions asked during training, and participants’
prior knowledge related to administration of basic
skills tests. The videotape provided a clear model
of how test conditions or test format might be al-
tered to capture as much academic behavior as
possible from each participating student. Four
different students, each with varying types of dis-
ability and levels of proficiency were shown on
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the videotape, as well as four different test admin-
istrators, each with his or her own testing style.
Finally, practicing test administration with a peer
afforded teachers the opportunity to become
comfortable with the flashcards and manipula-
tives included in the student packets, as well as
learn how to manipulate test materials with one
hand while scoring student responses with the
other hand.

We conducted four training sessions en-
compassing geographically diverse regions. All
training was conducted in March, with sessions
being attended by groups ranging from 12 to 42
teachers. Regional representatives who had been
trained prior to our workshops were available to
answer any questions that teachers had after their
training, when they were actually administering
and scoring tests in their buildings. They were
also responsible for ensuring that test materials
were completed and returned to the research site.

RESULTS

Performance was analyzed separately for reading
and math academic skill areas in two ways: (a)
using quantitative indices of performance for sub-
tasks, and (b) using summary judgments of over-
all proficiency (see Table 2 for reading and math
rating sheets respectively). The total group of stu-
dents in reading was 362 and 359 students in
math.

READING

In reading, the same groups of students were an-
alyzed to ascertain initial validity. The largest
group were students with mental retardation (n
= 249), followed by 73 students with autism, 25
students with orthopedic impairments, 21 stu-
dents with other health impairments, and 16
students with specific learning disabilities. The
lowest performance was for students with
autism, then students with mental retardation,
and finally, the highest reading performance was
for students with specific learning disabilities.
The differences between students with mental
retardation and with autism were less distin-
guishable in the early tasks than they were in the
later ones. With naming letters, blending
sounds, and reading words, both groups of stu-

dents appeared to have at least some minimal
proficiency. However, in reading contiguous
text, more group differences appeared in their
performance. In the most developed tasks, which
involved reading text and relating the meaning
of the story, students from all three groups were
relatively poor performers. In many of the indi-
vidual subtasks, considerable variation can be
seen, reflecting the fact that some students per-
form very well and others very poorly. The stan-
dard deviation frequently is greater than the
mean (see Table 3).

Trained students with master’s degrees (8
total students with two pairs each in reading and
math) provided individual judgments of each
student’s overall performance, taking into ac-
count the range of tasks completed and the lev-
els of performance on each one. All students had
been part of one of our regional training. The re-
liability of ratings was quite high: Fully half of
all the judgments were in complete agreement
and the other half were within one-half point.
Only 17 judgments of the 362 exceeded one
point, with 161 being exact matches, 162 being
off by one-half point, and 21 off by one point.
For each of the ratings, the number of students
scoring at that level is reported. The actual dis-
tribution of scores (for both judges) was bimodal
and platykurtic with a large number and per-
centage of students rated 2–5. Pairs of judges
rated a large number of students low on the scale
as well as high. The highest level of performance
reflecting the most complex construct (compre-
hension) was notably  low with few students
scoring near the top end of the scale (see Table 4).

MATH

We tested a total of 359 students in math, with
the majority of the students having mental retar-
dation (n = 249), students with autism (n = 73),
and students with learning disabilities (n = 16).
The other two prominent groups were students
with orthopedic impairment and other health im-
pairments. While students with other disabilities
were tested, we report only on these three groups
in our initial validation.

We found students distributed themselves
differently according to their primary disability.
Students with autism performed the lowest, fol-
lowed by students with mental retardation, and
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then those with specific learning disabilities per-
formed the highest. Students with mental retarda-
tion completed about half the items correctly,
whereas those with specific learning disabilities
were completely correct in their responses in all
tasks except the computation problems, an area in
which students from all disabilities performed
quite poorly. Students with autism performed not
that much differently than those with mental re-
tardation in the early tasks (naming, copying,
counting, and writing numerals) but did differ in
most of the later tasks. Again, a large amount of
variation is present, reflecting considerable diver-
sity among the students on many of the tasks (see
Table 5). As in reading, for many of the tasks the
standard deviation is greater than the mean.

The data on the qualitative judgments re-

flected consistency in overall value as well as in

the distribution of scores. Of the 359 ratings, 95

were exact matches, another 135 were within one-

half point, 89 were within one point, and 31 were

within one and a half points. Only 9 of the total

sample were 2 or more points apart. For each of

the ratings, the number of students scoring at that

level also is reported. For both judges, the distrib-

utions were slightly negatively skewed with a large

group of students achieving values of nearly 5

points and exceeding 5 points. With the last task

involving symbolic problems, however, a large

drop-off occurred with few students performing

at that level (see Table 6).
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D I S C U S S I O N

The main findings from this study focus on scal-
ing performance on reading and math tasks that
is consistent with disability and establishing relia-
bility of rating performance on a qualitative scale.
We found students distributed themselves on our
performance tasks in roughly the manner one
would expect given their disability. For example,
students with mental retardation performed less
well than students with learning disabilities. This
finding may reflect the fact that students with
mental retardation spend much less time in acad-
emically focused classroom settings than students
with learning disabilities. Probably a more impor-
tant lesson learned is that many students with sig-
nificant disabilities are learning the symbol
systems of our language. Therefore, their instruc-
tional programs need to provide them more direct
instruction of these skills and our measurement
systems need to reflect performance and progress
in their learning. 

We have argued for the use of well-stan-
dardized tasks that (a) fit the constructs of basic
skills (reading and math in this article), (b) are
aligned with the standards used to form the large-
scale assessments, and (c) have documented tech-
nical adequacy. The initial data we have reported
focus primarily upon reliability and construct va-
lidity: Students performed on a set of progres-
sively difficult tasks to the point that it was clear
their performance could generalize to a larger do-
main and eventually be connected to the stan-
dards themselves. We focused on two dimensions
of construct validity in particular: construct un-
derrepresentation and construct irrelevant vari-
ance (Messick, 1994).

Using a progression of tasks, we attempted
to sample complex behaviors that did not under-
represent the construct; and by using well-de-
signed sampling plans and task formats, we
attempted to avoid many other nuisance influ-
ences on performance. Finally, using the logic of
Kane et al. (1999) in constructing tasks, we
wanted to generalize from observations and ob-
served scores to a universe of scores. With partial
scoring and trained testers, we arranged the tasks
into a progression, allowing us to infer the level of
a student’s skill within a construct like reading or
math, providing us a means to extrapolate. All of

these components are likely important in making
inferences from observed scores to generalizations
and inferences in targeted measurement domains
used to document performance proficiencies.

Our approach contrasts with the traditional
alternate assessments based on portfolios in struc-
turing the domain and the format of the assess-
ment administration and scoring. Given the
reliability problems reported by Koretz et al.
(1993), we focused on products, trying to mini-
mize the problems with process. Furthermore, in
the development of the tasks, as well as their ad-
ministration and scoring, we emphasized explicit-
ness, resulting in relatively consistent judgments
in performance across raters. It is likely that the
relatively high reliability of our outcomes is be-
cause of this explicitness. At the same time, a
range of administration formats was available
while controlling the content that was sampled.
For example, in reading, students unable to pro-
nounce the letter or word were allowed to point
to it (the letter or word) after it had been read to
them. For a student with a speech-language im-
pediment, this flexibility allowed us to document
whether or not the student “understood” the
grapheme-phoneme relationship. 

In the end, we argue for the assessment of
students with significant disabilities so that per-
formance and progress can be documented on
tasks reflecting construct validity. However, the
assessments must be related to the standards, not
underrepresent the skill, and reflect minimal irrel-
evant variance. Although it makes little sense to
administer the standard test, the standards them-
selves are important for them. Students with sig-
nificant disabilities are learning to read and
compute. They, therefore, should be given appro-
priate assessments that can document this perfor-
mance. Furthermore, this assessment should be
sensitive to their instructional level, so that a
range of tasks are present allowing them to per-
form now as well as “grow” into more complex
performances later, as they receive more instruc-
tion. This range of tasks should allow teachers to
sample their performance formatively so they can
see them progress. We believe the assessments we
have described in this article provide the means
for accomplishing this outcome and can be used
to complement large-scale assessment systems.
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I M P L I C A T I O N S  F O R  P R A C T I C E

Three distinct issues become prominent in the
use of this assessment system and converge. First,
the measurement system combines a number of
brief measures that allow teachers to sample a
range of behaviors, which should allow teachers
to document student performance in many of the
component skills in that academic area. Ideally,
they would be able to use this information to
focus their IEPs, providing them with useful in-
formation in documenting present levels of per-
formance as well as in establishing long-range
goals and short-term objectives. At the same time,
with a holistic rating, teachers can maintain the
assessment system for a long enough time to pro-
vide a developmental trend. When students per-
form near the top of this scale, it is clear that they

should begin participating in the standard assess-
ment program, with possible accommodations or
modifications. 

Second, this system allows teachers to
maintain a standardized focus on relevant skills
and ensures that their students participate in the
large-scale assessment programs. It also requires
them, however, to devise their own measurement
systems for formatively evaluating instructional
effects. Hopefully, teachers would use similar for-
mats for devising their own measures. Neverthe-
less, whether using these tasks at benchmark levels
or using alternate forms of their own creation,
teachers are working with a uniform set of con-
structs that are highly related to performance on
state tests and other published achievement mea-
sures. This allows teachers to collect information
that is predictive of performance, from their own
measures to these alternate measures or from
these alternate measures to the state standard
measures.

Finally, while we have focused on docu-
menting student performance, the most critical
issue is training teachers in how to administer the
measures and use the outcomes. We have not ad-
dressed this issue in this study but are currently
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working on the development of systems for pro-
fessional development. Whether we incorporate
this training into our preservice programs or
embed it in staff development for practicing
teachers, any successful use of the system depends
on qualified teachers. Specific strategies need to
be available for helping teachers understand how
to ensure student’s performance is well docu-
mented, to use the information diagnostically in
building instructional programs, and to evaluate
and report on student outcomes.

These three issues (a part–whole focus on
behavior, multiple measures that establish rela-
tionships, and training for decision making) all
converge to determine success at the systems level.
The practical implications are that large-scale as-
sessment programs need to explicitly address all
three issues to successfully support teachers. Al-
though we have reported on one component, it is
clear that in this state, much more development
needs to take place for the system to effectively
serve teachers and students. A long-term focus is
needed, therefore, in which state departments al-
locate their resources for such supports. Then the
field can more appropriately devote attention not
just to simple participation of students with sig-
nificant disabilities in large-scale testing pro-
grams, but to the improvement of their
proficiencies and development of effective pro-
grams.
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