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Finally, I want to take for no more than 10 minutes to discuss Formal Testing with you. I am moving us away informal assessment which tends to be flexible, dynamic, individualized, continuous, on-going, and process-based to formal testing which is structured, static, standardized, episodic, and product-based focusing on a single test score or set of scores.  

I am going to cover two important topics. First, state-wide testing especially as it impacts students with specials needs. Secondly,  how we can use accommodations and modifications in testing to help students when they take the state-wide tests and when they take teacher-made tests in the classroom.  

Let me begin with some definitions: 

What is a test? A test is usually given once in a structured manner using a standard set of questions for the purpose of obtaining a score or set of scores. Most tests cause anxiety and worry for test takers. Some students perform poorly on tests due to nervousness and fear of testing. Further struggling students who perform poorly on tests may develop extreme fear of failure in testing situations. Students with disabilities are routinely given many different kinds of tests in the process of determining if they have disability. This creates significant problems for students with fear of failure. 

What are High Stakes Tests? They are tests whose scores have significant impact in the life of a student. These include graduation tests and entrance exam tests and the state-wide achievement tests that all states in the US have developed to measure what students have learned and what skills they have developed. These tests are group-administered, largely multiple-choice tests with bubble in scoring sheets. 

Why have the states developed state-wide, high stakes achievement tests? The tests are part of the accountability movement in which we assess all students to quantify what they have learned and what skills they have developed. 

Finally, let me define accommodations and modifications in testing and alternative assessments. Accommodations are changes made in testing that don’t change the test but change the way the test is given or taken. Modifications are changes in the test itself for students with severe disabilities. Alternative assessments are different assessments for students with severe and multiple disabilities who  can’t take the state-mandated high stakes achievement tests required of all other students. 

In the late 1970s my state, Florida, was the first state to require students to pass a graduation test like this (the FCAT). Soon after Florida began using this graduation test other states did so as well and the courts ruled that students with disabilities could not be excused from these tests but must pass them like all students to graduate from high school. Since then Florida has expanded the uses of this test (It is called the FCAT) to include grade promotion, to assign a school grade, and more recently for teacher merit pay. The passing rates for students in general in most states on these tests are in the 70 and 80% range the first time they take these tests. In contrast the passing rates for students with disabilities are quite low. Only about 20 to 30% of students with disabilities pass these tests the first time and many never pass them no matter how many times they take them. 

There is an extreme amount of pressure put on teachers to make sure their students pass these tests. As a result teachers, especially teachers of students with disabilities often focus on teaching to the test to the exclusion of other important topics in the curriculum.
Fortunately, help is available for students with disabilities in the form of accommodations in testing. 

Accommodations can take different forms: changing the setting, the test presentation, the response format, or the timing. 

Accommodations are mandated by U.S. law and specified in each student’s Individual Education Program (IEP).

Extended-Time  & Reduced Distraction or Separate Room 

Sign Language Interpreter

Using a computer for word processing on essay tests

Scribe (someone to write for the student) 

Reader (readers may not define words, rephrase questions, or 
answer any questions about the test) 

Accommodations should be provided for students taking students taking teacher-made tests in the classroom, and in the classroom we may be even more flexible in how we change the way tests are given and taken in order to help individual students or groups of students. 
Students with more severe and multiple disabilities such as the the deaf/blind kids I used to teach are not required to take these high stakes tests. Instead we have developed a variety of alternative assessments to measure how well doing. In Florida we have a big initiative in place to develop improved alternative assessments.   

In summary, I want to say that a lot of this is still new and it seems to change frequently. I am encouraged that we are still discovering new ways to provide better accommodations and modifications in testing designed help students demonstrate what they know and what they have learned. 
This concludes my lecture, and I looking forward to hearing from some of you. What questions do you have for me on the subject of assessing students with special needs? 
