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Have We Learned Anything New?

assTRACT: Since the first review of alternate assessment literature by Browder, Spooner, Algozzine,

et al. (2003), educational research related to alternate assessment has rapidly expanded as state

and federal policies have required the inclusion of students with disabilities, including students

with the most significant cognitive disabilities, in state and school accountability indexes. The pur-

pose of this literature review was to examine the empirical studies conducted since the conception of

alternate assessment to evaluate the progress made in this area, using a research framework

proposed by Browder et al. We discuss future research directions, particularly as these relate to
recent changes in federal policy under No Child Left Behind as well as implications for teachers

and practitioners.

arge-scale educational assess-
ment has become an increas-
ingly important strategy over
the past decade for holding
schools accountable for the
teaching and learning of all students. One element
of large-scale educational assessment within each
state is that state’s alternate assessment system. As
a result of the Individuals With Disabilities Edu-
cation Act of 1997 (IDEA), all students are re-
quired to be included in state and district
educational assessments [612(a){17)(A)]. For
those students who cannot participate in the gen-
eral assessment system, even with appropriate ac-
commodations, an alternate assessment is required
[612(a)(17)(A)(i-ii)]. IDEA 1997 allows for the
development of alternate assessments within states
to ensure students with the most significant cogni-
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tive disabilities are included in state and district
assessments in a way that is fair and equitable;
these requirements are reiterated in the Individu-
als With Disabilities Education Improvement Act
of 2004 (IDEA, 2004) and the No Child Left Be-
hind Act of 2001 (NCLB, 2001).

In 2003, Browder, Spooner, Algozzine, et al.
published a review of empirical studies related to
alternate assessments based on alternate achieve-
ment standards (AA-AAS). This review included
19 darabased articles published in peer-refereed
journals or in press through December of 2002.
Their review provided a basis for illustrating what
educational researchers knew and needed to know
about alternate assessments in relation to measur-
ing the progress of students (i.e., achievement)
with the most significant cognitive disabilities
through large-scale educational assessment systems.




Since the publication of the Browder,
Spooner, Algozzine, et al. (2003) article, the field
of educational research related to alternate assess-
ment has rapidly evolved as state and federal poli-
cies have required the inclusion of students with
disabilities, including students with the most sig-
nificant cognitive disabilities, in state and school
accountability indexes. When Browder and col-
leagues (2003) published their literature review,
only 19 empirical studies had been conducted
since the conception of alternate assessment in
the early 1990s. Since then, 23 additional empiri-
cal studies have been published. Given that the
number of databased studies on AA-AAS has
more than doubled since December of 2002, and
with recent changes in federal policy in respect to
alternate assessment, another review of the litera-
ture in AA-AAS was timely.

DEFINING AA-AAS

Because of the changing landscape of alternate as-
sessment, it is important to highlight what cur-
rently defines AA-AAS. AA-AAS is the primary
method through which students with the most
significant cognitive disabilities participate in
measures of educational assessment and school ac-
countability (Quenemoen, Rigney, & Thurlow,
2002). Roeber (2002) outlined three widely used
assessment approaches:

* A portfolio, or body of evidence, approach is
a purposeful and systematic collection of stu-
dent work evaluated and judged against pre-
determined scoring criteria.

¢ A checklist approach requires teachers to
identify whether students are able to perform
certain skills, tasks, or activities. In this ap-
proach, scores are based on the number of

skills the student is able to perform success-
fully.

* A performance assessment (or performance
event) approach is a direct measure of a skill
in a one-to-one assessment format (e.g., the
student responding to questions about plot
in a preselected, grade-level, fictional text).

Although most state departments of educa-
tion have chosen to use one of the three alternate
assessment approaches as outlined by Roeber
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(2002), some have developed hybrid approaches
merging two of the three approaches. For exam-
ple, a state may use a checklist approach and also
require a body of evidence to supplement the
checklist. State departments of education also
have the freedom to build their alternate assess-
ment system to fit appropriately within the state’s
own large-scale educational assessment system.
Consequently, differences in the approaches
across states (e.g., portfolio vs. performance event
vs. checklist) and differences within approaches
(e.g., variations in portfolio assessments from one
state to the next) are typical.

PoPULATION OF LEARNERS FOR WHOM
AA-AAS ARE DESIGNED

As with any assessment, especially one designed
for a subset of the population of learners with dis-
abilities, it is critical for validity purposes to un-
derstand for whom the assessment is designed and
who actually participates in that assessment. AA-
AAS are reserved for a small percentage of the stu-
dent population (students with the most
significant cognitive disabilities) for whom tradi-
tional paper and pencil assessments, even with ap-
propriate accommodations, would be an
inappropriate measure of student progress within
the general education curriculum. For those stu-
dents who cannot participate in regular assess-
ments, even with accommodations, states (or
districts, in the case of local assessments) must de-
velop alternate assessments. “In general, the
Department [of Education] estimates that about
9 percent of students with disabilities (approxi-
mately one percent of the total student popula-
tion) have significant cognitive disabilities that
qualify them to participare in an assessment based
on alternate achievement standards” (U.S. De-
partment of Education, 2005a, p. 23). Re-
searchers have noted that students taking this
assessment typically have special education labels
such as autism, mental retardation, and/or multi-
ple disabilities (U.S. Department of Education,
2003). However, not all students with these labels
will require an alternate assessment, and students
with other special education labels may also qual-

ify for an AA-AAS.
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ALTERNATE ACHIEVEMENT STANDARDS

Alternate achievement standards are “an expecta-
tion of performance that differs in complexity from
a grade-level achievement standard” (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2005a, p. 20). Alternate
achievement standards must be defined to meet
four conditions: (a) must be aligned with the state’s
academic content standards; (b) must describe at
least three levels of achievement (i.e., basic, profi-
cient, and advanced); (c) must include descriptions
of competencies associated with each level of
achievement; and (d) must include assessment or
cut scores that differentiate between achievement
levels. A description of the rationale and proce-
dures used to determine the levels of achievement
must also be included (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, 2005a). Further, though alternate achieve-
ment standards may differ in complexity from
grade-level achievement standards, they must still
be linked to grade-level content. In its NCLB Peer
Review Guidance for states, the U.S. Department
of Education (2004) has made this linkage to
grade-level context explicit:

For alternate assessments in grades 3 through
8 based on alternate achievement standards,
the assessment materials should show a clear
link to the content standards for the grade in
which the student is enrolled although the
grade-level content may be reduced in com-
plexity or modified to reflect pre-requisite
skills. (p. 15)

This linkage to grade-level content standards,
even for AA-AAS, represents a new requirement
for alternate assessments, one that was not in
place at the time of the Browder, Spooner, Al-
gozzine, et al. (2003) review and which will un-
doubtedly shape future research in alternate
assessment.

We should also note that federal law permits
states to develop two other types of alternate as-
sessments: alternate assessments on grade-level
achievement standards (or AA-GLAS) and alter-
nate assessments on modified achievement stan-
dards (or AA-MAS). Students participating in the
AA-GLAS have disabilities that are typically not
cognitive in nature but require an alternate for-
mat or context to demonstrate their knowledge.
The AA-GLAS is, in general, not appropriate for
students with the most significant cognitive dis-
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abilities, as performance on that assessment is
judged against the same grade-level achievement
standards as students in the regular assessment
(Wiener, 2006). Similarly, the AA-MAS is also
not appropriate for students with the most signifi-
cant cognitive disabilities, as this assessment is in-
tended to serve students whose progress toward
proficiency would best be measured against modi-
fied achievement standards. Nonregulatory guid-
ance states an AA-MAS is appropriate for “a
student whose disability has precluded the stu-
dent from achieving proficiency, as demonstrated
by objective evidence of the student’s perfor-
mance and whose progress is such that, even if
significant growth occurs, the student’s IEP team
is reasonably certain that the student will not
achieve grade-level proficiency within the year
covered by the IEP” (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, 2007, p. 53). Most often, students with the
most significant cognitive disabilities participate
in AA-AAS (U.S. Department of Education,
2005a) as this option allows for reduced depth,
breadch, and complexity in the alternate academic
achievement standards by which a student’s
progress is measured.

This review will focus exclusively on empiri-
cal research regarding AA-AAS for the following
reasons: {a) Browder, Spooner, Algozzine, et al’s
(2003) study entirely addressed AA-AAS; (b) all
states have an AA-AAS, whereas only a limited
number of states have an AA-GLAS (Thompson,
Johnstone, Thurlow, & Altman, 2005); (c) AA-
MAS systems are now just emerging; and (d) all
of the peer-reviewed literature to date has focused
on AA-AAS.

REVIEW OF PAST LITERATURE

Browder, Spooner, Algozzine, et al. (2003) re-
ported that at the time of their publication, there
were insufficient data “to report with confidence
that alternate assessment will live up to its
promises” (p. 51) of (a) greater consideration of
students with disabilities in school and state pol-
icy decisions, (b) overall increased expectations
for individuals with disabilities, (c) increased ac-
cess to the general cutriculum and state academic
content standards for students with disabilities,
and (d) improvement of instructional decision
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making at both the teacher and classroom level
for students with disabilities. As a result, Browder
and colleagues suggested six categories or themes
for future research related to alternate assessment:

* Validate performance indicators with content
area experts and stakeholders.

* Use a format for alternate assessment that
produces dara for instructional decisions.

* Link alternate assessments to the individual-
ized education program (IEP) so students
and parents can participate in setting the
level of expectation.

* Train teachers in how to incorporate alter-
nate assessment in daily pracrice.

*  Use best measurement practice for scoring and
reporting alternate assessments and collecting
and reporting data on technical quality.

* Use alternate assessment outcomes for pro-
gram evaluation and ongoing quality en-
hancement.

Browder, Spoonert, Algozzine, er al. (2003)
recommended that research in these six areas
would enable the field to determine if alternate
assessment had attained its promise. The purpose
of the current review was to integrate all the liter-
ature conducted since the conception of AA-AAS
(including those articles reviewed in the original
Browder et al. review) to determine how well the
current literature on AA-AAS addresses these six
categories. This review will also pose additional
research questions as well as examine the signifi-
cance of future research that may evolve as a result
of changes in federal policy.

METHODS

The authors began by including the appropriate
articles in the original Browder, Spooner, Al-
gozzine, et al. (2003) literature review that were
published after the IDEA (1997) final regulations
were propagated (total of 17 articles). To identify
additional empirical literature appropriate for in-
clusion in this review, the authors used the fol-
lowing electronic search engines: Exceptional
Child EdRes, EBSCOhost, ERIC, and PsycINFO
using the descriptors of alternate assessment,
large-scale assessment, and students with the most
significant cognitive disabilities. In addition, we
searched the reference lists of the articles appro-
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priate for inclusion in this review. At the same
time, leading experts conducting research in alter-
nate assessment were contacted and asked for
summaries of their databased research that had
been accepted for publication in peer-refereed
journals. Criteria for inclusion in this review were
as follows:

* The article had to have at least one measure

directly related to AA-AAS.

* The research had to use a quantitative or
qualitative research design or provide pro-
gram evaluation data.

* The research was published or in press in a
peer-reviewed journal or part of the knowl-
edge base developed by the National Center
on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) prior to
July 2007.

After applying these criteria to all the studies
found in the literature search and including the
17 articles from the original Browder, Spooner,
Algozzine, et al. (2003) review, a total of 40 data-
based studies were found that were appropriate
for this review.

HAVE RECOMMENDATIONS BEEN MET?

The following six sections outline the progress
that has been made toward understanding the re-
search related to AA-AAS as recommended by
Browder, Spooner, Algozzine, et al. (2003). After
each section, we summarize the status of the field
given what we know from the existing literature
and policy guidance.

Recommendation 1: Validate Performance In-
dicators With Content Area Experts and Stakehold-
ers. Ten articles have been published that
investigate validating performance indicators with
content area experts and stakeholders. Kleinert
and Kearns (1999) first validated the performance
indicators and learner outcomes of Kentucky'’s al-
ternate assessment with 44 national authorities
and experts in best practices for students with
moderate and severe cognitive disabilities. A high
degree of congruence was found between best
practices and Kentucky’s performance indicators,
but experts expressed concerns about low expecta-
tions for students with significant cognitive dis-
abilities and alignment of Kentucky’s alternate
assessment with grade-level academic content
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standards important for all students to learn. Five
years ago, this was the only research that had at-
tempted to validate performance indicators. With
the passage of NCLB (2001), the focus on teach-
ing students with the most significant cognitive
disabilities grade-level academic content, and the
assessment of students on this content, the impor-
tance of alignment (or linkage) of alternate aca-
demic achievement standards with grade-level
content standards has become a critical issue.

Since the first study by Kleinert and Kearns
(1999), other researchers have begun to study the
current status of alignment for alternate assess-
ments across the nation. Browder et al. (2004) ex-
amined the alignment of performance indicators
in 31 states to national standards and curricula.
Results suggested a strong focus on academic
skills (i.e., reading and math) for alternate assess-
ments with a more complementary focus on func-
tional skills. In addition, Browder, Spooner,
Ahlgrim-Delzell, et al. (2003) investigated curric-
ular philosophies and alignment of AA-AAS with
states’ performance indicators. In this study, states
demonstrated a blend of academic and functional
skills in creating their performance indicators.
Most important, in states where academic
philosophies (i.e., instruction on grade-level aca-
demic content) were stressed more than func-
tional philosophies (i.e., instruction on life skills),
clear links to the academic content standards were
evident. Building on these studies, Browder,
Ahlgrim-Delzell, et al. (2005) conducted an anal-
ysis of alternate assessments and their alignment
with the state’s academic content standards. Find-
ings indicated most states measured academic do-
mains such as reading and math on their alternate
assessment but a few states only measured func-
tional skills.

Johnson and Arnold (2004) conducted a va-
lidity study of Washington State’s alternate assess-
ment. For portfolios submitted in the 2001 to
2002 school year, these researchers found that
“more than 75% of all portfolio entries were in
some way connected to the state standards, with
the highest percentage (81.4%) in reading and
the lowest in math (75.1%)” (p. 270). However,
they noted that these percentages may well have
been inflated in that they represented the teacher’s
interpretation of the relationship of the IEP skill
to the content standard, and as such, these appar-
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ent connections may not have represented a well-
defined alignment of portfolio content to state
standards. In a follow-up study, Johnson and
Arnold (2007) again found that although a very
high percentage of the alternate assessment port-
folios indicated a connection to general state stan-
dards (ranging from 88% in seventh-grade math
to 97% in eighth-grade science), there was
tremendous variation in how the teacher-targeted
assessment skills evidenced state standards. For
example, in fourth-grade writing, targeted skills
ranged from “writing an eight-sentence paragraph
on a given topic” to “participate in art by coloring
a 4-in. shape.” Johnson and Arnold suggested that
for many portfolios, the connection to state stan-
dards was a superficial one.

Kohl, McLaughlin, and Nagle (2006), in a
study of 16 randomly selected states, found that
14 of these states held students with significant
cognitive disabilities to the same general content
standards as all students, though states varied con-
siderably in how these standards were operational-
ized for students with significant cognitive
disabilities to reflect grade-level content or specific
performance descriptors or indicators. According
to Kohl et al., “In turn, these content adjustments
have produced simplified standards that consist
primarily of functional academic skills . .. . Fur-
thermore, the adjusted standards do not appear to
follow a logical sequenced curriculum across the
grade levels” (p. 120). It is interesting to note that
even though 14 of the 16 states in this study re-
ported using a stakeholder group to adjust the
content standards for students with significant
cognitive disabilities, the only constant members
of these groups across each of these states were
special education teachers and administrators.
General education teachers, curriculum specialists,
and parents were involved to a lesser extent.

Roach, Elliott, and Webb (2005) investigated
the alignment of Wisconsin’s alternate assessment
with state academic content standards through
the use of Webb’s (2002) criteria for alignment:
(a) categorical concurrence (the presence of at
least six assessment items for each content stan-
dard), (b) range of knowledge (more than half of
the objectives from any given standard are as-
sessed), (c) balance of representation of assess-
ment items across instructional objectives, and (d)
depth of knowledge (at least 50% of the assess-
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ment items must reflect a depth or application of
knowledge at least at the level of the actual objec-
tives). Although that state’s alternate assessment
did not evidence strong categorical concurrence
in language arts and science, range of knowledge
was acceptable across each of the subject areas for
the alternate assessment, as was the alternate as-
sessments balance of representation across items.
Although depth of knowledge might be expected
to be lower for alternate assessments than for reg-
ular assessments (because achievement standards
can be reduced in complexity for alternate assess-
ments), Roach et al. found acceptable depth of
knowledge ratings for 13 of the 25 standards as-
sessed across reading, math, science, and social
studies for the Wisconsin alternate assessment.

It is interesting to note . . .

the only
constant members of these groups across
each of these states were special education
teachers and administrators.

Using an eatlier version of Webb’s (1997)
alignment framework, Flowers, Browder, and
Ahlgrim-Delzell (2006) also took an in-depth
look at the match between three states alternate
assessments and academic content standards.
Findings revealed these assessments are aligned
but only capture a narrow range and depth of the
content standards, possibly suggesting lowered
academic expectations for students. However, it
should be noted that this study was conducted
before states were required to make explicit links
to grade-level content standards in their AA-AAS,
and this requirement may result in different find-
ings in future alignment studies.

Finally, Karvonen, Wakeman, Flowers, and
Browder (2007) investigated the development
and pilot of a curriculum survey for use in con-
ducting alignment studies and for teacher profes-
sional development. The purpose of this research
was to investigate instructional alignment (the
type, number, and complexity of academic skills
being raught to students with the most significant
cognitive disabilities). Preliminary results suggest
this is a useful tool for conducting alignment
studies and as a self-assessment for teachers. Al-
though future work is necessary to determine the
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value of the instrument for each of these pur-
poses, the use of a curriculum survey tool as an
essential element within alignment studies takes
the notion of alignment from a simple correspon-
dence of state standards to test content to the
broader context of what is actually taught ar the
classroom level.

Together, these 10 studies characterize the
status of the field related to validating the perfor-
mance indicators of alternate assessments. These
studies suggest the need for experts in both signif-
icant cognitive disabilities and academic content
domains to establish alignment criteria, as well as
the necessary amount of alignment, for students
participating in AA-AAS. These studies further
suggest that other key stakeholders, including as-
sessment experts, parents, and school administra-
tors, are not always included in this process. As a
group, these studies also suggest that alignment to
state standards for students with significant cogni-
tive disabilities, while present, is highly variable in
how it is operationalized within individual states,
is often based on the judgment of the teacher, and
at times, represents a distant connection at best.

Criteria for alignment should facilitate access
to the general curriculum and reflect high expec-
tations for students with the most significant cog-
nitive disabilities. Along these lines, Browder et
al. (2007) have recently proposed a conceptual
definition of alignment and explicated seven total
criteria for consideration when linking instruction
and assessment to grade-level academic content
standards. Their intended purpose was to “create
a conceptual framework for building consensus
about general curriculum access and conducting
future research” (p. 12) in the area of alignment
for AA-AAS.

Furthermore, instrument and process devel-
opment will be important in helping states con-
duct alignment studies and reflect on teacher
professional development for understanding and
creating assessments aligned (or linked) to grade-
level academic content standards for scudents
with the most significant cognitive disabilities.
Emerging work (Karvonen et al., 2007) will be
useful for informing instrument development not
only for alignment but for other purposes such as
teacher self-assessments. The Links for Academic
Learning mode! developed by Flowers, Wakeman,
Browder, and Karvonen (2007) is another re-
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cently developed model for conducting alignment
studies with AA-AAS that may be of assistance to
states and districts in this process.

Recommendation 2: Use a Format for Alternate
Assessment That Produces Data for Instructional De-
cisions. Leading researchers in alternate assessment
{Browder, Spooner, Algozzine, et al., 2003; Klein-
ert & Kearns, 2004) have noted that alternate as-
sessment should yield student performance dara
that can guide and improve daily instruction. To
date, no published research has directly investi-
gated the use of alternate assessment to directly
inform instructional decisions. Although the field
of special education has produced a strong re-
search base on the value of ongoing, data-based
decisions (see Farlow & Snell, 1994), this research
has not focused on academic targets for students
with significant cognitive disabilities. Only re-
cently have scholars begun to understand appli-
cations of academic content to students with
significant cognitive disabilities (Browder,
Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Harris, 8 Wakeman,
2008; Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, Ahlgrim-
Delzell, & Algozzine, 2006; Courtade, Spooner,
& Browder, 2007). Research is clearly needed to
determine how alternate assessment can guide in-
structional decisions on academic content for stu-
dents with the most significant cognitive
disabilities (Perner, 2007).

Recommendation 3: Link Alternate Assessment
to the IEP so Students and Parents Can Participate
in Setting the Level of Expectation. Although it is
important for IEPs to reflect standards-based
skills (U.S. Department of Education, 2004,
2007) to improve access to the general curriculum
for students with significant cognitive disabilities,
the five studies conducted in this area to date
have revealed a lack of a clear link between alter-
nate assessment and the IEP. Turner, Baldwin,
Kleinert, and Kearns (2000) first investigated the
extent to which scores on Kentucky’s alternate as-
sessment were correlated with IEP quality. Results
indicated these two variables were not signifi-
cantly correlated, suggesting teachers did not see
the relationship between the alternate assessment
and IEPs. Similarly, White, Garrett, Kearns, and
Grisham-Brown (2003) found no relationship be-
tween “assessment outcomes and the quality of a
student’s IEP or overall instructional program-
ming” (p. 205), even though students who had
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greater opportunities for developing communica-
tion and social skills had better outcomes on the
alternate assessment. Thompson, Thurlow, Esler,
and Whetstone (2001) examined IEP forms from
41 states to determine if these forms included aca-
demic content standards or general curriculum
expectations. Results suggested very few states
even mentioned state standards on their IEP
forms, whereas only 30 of 41 states had forms
that included choices for assessment options, a
mandated part of the IEP process.

Towles-Reeves, Garrett, Burdette, and Bur-
dge (2006) found that alternate assessments did
influence the development of students’ IEPs, but
the influence of alternate assessments on IEP de-
velopment was significantly less than the influ-
ence of the assessment on teachers’ daily
instructional practices. Finally, Towles-Reeves and
Kleinert (2006) found that the majority of teach-
ers (58.6%) in one state’s alternate assessment
found no overall influence of the alternate assess-
ment on [EP development; however, considerably
more teachers (34.5%) in that study reported a
positive influence of the alternate assessment on
IEP development than those who reported a neg-
ative influence (6.1%).

As a whole, these five studies clearly indicate
additional research is needed to examine the link
between 1EPs and alternate assessment, especially
because new guidance requires IEPs to include
grade-level academic content standards for AA-
MAS (U.S. Department of Education, 2007) and
for increased access to the general curriculum for
students with the most significant cognitive dis-
abilities who typically take AA-AAS (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2005a). Although the content
of IEPs for students with significant cognitive dis-
abilities will necessarily be broader than the con-
tent of the AA-AAS (because the IEP must also
address the student’s other educational needs that
arise from the student’s disability and the AA-
AAS is based on the state content standards for all
students, as mandated by NCLB, 2001), there ap-
pears to be a need to train IEP teams to develop
standards-based IEPs (Thompson et al., 2001)
that are linked to grade-level content standards.
As a result, teachers and parents can grasp how
academic content standards can be appropriately
individualized even for students with the most
significant cognitive disabilities.
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Recommendation 4: Train Teachers in How to
Incorporate Alternate Assessment in Daily Practice.
Research in alternate assessments has demon-
strated the need to train teachers in how to incor-
porate alternate assessment into their daily
instruction to ensure that students with significant
cognitive disabilities access the general curriculum
in meaningful ways. Destefano, Shriner, and Lloyd
(2001} studied the effectiveness of training on
teachers’ knowledge of participation and accom-
modation decisions related to large-scale assess-
ments for students with disabilities. Findings
suggested that after training, teachers expressed
confidence in making accommodarion decisions
and also indicated an improved understanding of
the relationship between participation/accommo-
dation, curriculum, and instruction. Kampfer,
Horvath, Kleinert, and Kearns (2001) investi-
gated the relationship of time and effort to scores
on alternate assessments. Results indicated in-
structional variables (i.e., extent to which portfo-
lio items were embedded into daily instruction
and extent to which students were involved in
their own portfolio assessments) were significantly
related to students’ scores. Significantly less re-
lated to students’ scores, however, was the amount
of time spent on actually completing the assess-
ment. These authors concluded that encouraging
teachers to incorporate the assessment into daily
instruction is important to improving scores on
alternate assessments.

Results from a survey of teachers’ perceptions
of alternate assessments in five states revealed that
increase in paperwork and demand on time was
the most significant impact of alternate assess-
ment (Flowers, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Browder, &
Spooner, 2005). These authors noted that only
28% of their respondents reported that their stu-
dents had greater access to the general curricu-
lum, only 25% reported increased progress on
IEP objectives, and only 25% reported an overall
better quality of education as a result of the alter-
nate assessment in their respective states, suggest-
ing that alternate assessments have not resulted, at
least in the view of these teachers, in significant
changes in instructional pracrices. Yert, results
from the same survey also revealed that when
teachers perceived the alternate assessment to con-
tribute to school accounrability, more teachers re-
ported a positive impact. The authors suggested
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that reducing the amount of paperwork and pro-
viding teachers with more models of how to ad-
dress state standards in appropriate ways could be
helpful in achieving the purpose of alternate as-
sessment. For alternate assessment to improve the
quality of education for students with severe dis-
abilities, it is important that teachers perceive that
students benefit from the use of alternate assess-
ment procedures and instruments.

This need for teacher training was also
echoed by Horvath, Kampfer-Bohach, and
Kearns (2005). These researchers described the
degree to which accommodations used by stu-
dents with deaf-blindness were documented in
the IEP and also implemented with fidelity dur-
ing both instruction and assessment. Results from
this study indicated thac most students with deaf-
blindness used different accommodations in the
classroom than in assessment, even though these
students used a wide variety of accommodations
both in assessment and in daily classroom instruc-
tion. Horvath et al. also noted significant discrep-
ancies between the accommodations that were
listed on the IEP and those actually put into prac-
tice, suggesting a need for educator training in the
use of accommodations during instruction, as
well the identification of accommodations on the
IEP. The authors concluded that it is crucial for
researchers and educators to ensure that students
with deaf-blindness are provided equal access to
both the curriculum and the test content.

Browder, Karvonen, Davis, Fallin, and Cour-
tade-Lictle (2005) found that when teachers re-
ceived training on instructional practices and
data-based decision making, students’ alternate
assessment scores improved in comparison to stu-
dents of teachers who did not receive such train-
ing. The students of the teachers who received the
training also made greater progress on their IEP
objectives. Findings from this study provided the
“first evidence thart alternate assessment scores can
be improved through training teachers in instruc-
tional variables” (Browder, Karvonen, et al., p-
277). The authors suggested considerable training
will be necessary in the years to come if teachers
are to understand how to teach and assess stu-
dents with the most significant cognitive disabili-
ties in language arts, math, and science.

In a case study of seven teachers and students
with a history of positive scores on one state’s al-
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ternate assessment, Karvonen, Flowers, Browder,
Wakeman, and Algozzine (2006) found that
teachers who provided extensive amounts of di-
rect instruction on targeted assessment skills to
their students, took frequent and even daily data,
ensured data accuracy, and enabled students to
participate in monitoring their own learning
through strategies such as self-evaluation had stu-
dents who scored well on thar alternate assess-
ment (i.e., proficient or higher). This finding
echoes that of Kampfer et al. (2001) that the as-
sessment should be integrated within the context
of daily instruction and students should have di-
rect involvement in their own assessment.

Finally, in a statewide teacher survey in a
rural, Midwestern state, Towles-Reeves and Klein-
ert (2006) found that 44% of responding teachers
perceived that the AA-AAS did have a positive
impact on daily instruction, whereas only 16% of
teachers perceived a negative impact. However,
39% of the teachers indicated that the alternate
assessment had no impact on daily instruction.
For those teachers who did rate the alternate as-
sessment as having a positive impact on daily in-
struction, the components or dimensions of the
alternate assessment rated as having the strongest
impact on instruction were (a) measurable bench-
marks tied to grade-level content standards and
(b) self-determination (the level of the student’s
self-direction within his or her own learning ac-
tivities). Again these findings are consistent with
those of Kampfer et al. (2001) and Karvonen et
al. (2006) in emphasizing the importance of mea-
surable targeted skills, integration of assessment
and instruction, and opportunities for student
self-direction.

Together, these seven studies suggest that
teachers need considerably more training, as well
as explicit examples and ongoing support, in mak-
ing the connection between alternate assessment
and daily instruction. If one of the key purposes of
large-scale assessment within educational reform is
to change how teachers teach, then clearly much
work needs to be done if alternate assessments are
to attain the promised impact on programs for
students with significant cognitive disabilities.

Recommendation 5: Use Best Measurement
Practice for Scoring and Reporting Alternate Assess-
ments and Collecting and Reporting Data on Tech-
nical Quality. NCLB requires that alternate
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assessments be technically valid instcruments
(NCLB, 2001; U.S. Department of Education,
2004). This includes being reliable as well as
valid. Yet despite this requirement, scholars do
not have a great deal of research to date that doc-
uments the technical adequacy of alternate assess-
ments. Researchers are certainly beginning to
document the consequences of AA-AAS from var-
ious stakeholder perspectives, but much work
needs to be done in this area.

Consequential validity. A key component in
addressing the validity of an assessment is conse-
quential validity, or the consequences—both in-
tended and unintended—of that assessment on
student instruction and learning (Linn, Baker, &
Dunbar, 1991; Marion & Pellegrino, 2006; Shep-
ard, 1993). In essence, consequential validity an-
swers the “So what” question for an assessment
system. If the consequences of an assessment sys-
tem are valid for the intended purposes and uses
of chat system, then the question (i.e., So what?)
can be answered with confidence. As a measure of
consequential validity, Kleinert, Kennedy, and
Kearns (1999) completed a statewide teacher sur-
vey in Kentucky to determine their perceptions of
the benefit of the AA-AAS on their students and
schools. Overall, teachers noted the benefic of
positive instructional changes as well as improved
student outcomes. However, teachers noted their
frustration with the amount of time necessary to
complete the assessments and concerns with relia-
bility of scoring.

Roach, Elliott, and Berndt (2007) also inves-
tigated variables that influenced teachers’ percep-
tions of one state’s AA-AAS. Overall, teachers
reported ambivalence to the AA-AAS process, the
usefulness of the assessment in monitoring stu-
dents’ learning, and the identification of what was
most important to teach this population. Al-
though teachers agreed that assessment items
aligned well with the general academic standards,
they were less positive in their overall perceptions
of the alternate assessment for older, especially
secondary level, students.

In a similar vein, Roach (2006) investigated
the variables that influenced parents’ perceptions
of one state’s AA-AAS. Results suggested that (a)
parents believed the assessment to be useful; (b)
that they found utility in their students learning
academic content in reading, writing, and math;
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and (c) that they generally agreed that all students
should have the opportunity to participate in
statewide assessments. Parents expressed their
strongest agreement in the confidence in the re-
sults of their own child’s performance (a mean of
4.25 on a 5-point Likert scale). However, parent
perception was again less positive ds a function of
student age (as students got older) and as the ratio
of functional to academic objectives on their
child’s IEP increased. From a parent perspective,
the alternate assessment for that state would thus
appear to be a less valid assessment for students
whose school program was more focused on func-
tional and independent living goals.

Towles-Reeves, Kampfer-Bohach, Garrert,
Kearns, and Grisham-Brown (2006) noted that
statewide coordinators for the deaf-blind have
had little opportunity to be involved in the devel-
opment of large-scale assessments within their re-
spective states, as well as uncertainty among state
coordinators for the deaf-blind regarding how
these students were even performing in large-scale
assessment systems. These findings suggest a need
for collaboration among schools and coordinators
for the deaf-blind at a deeper level in order to
measure progress and improve outcomes for stu-
dents with deaf-blindness participating in alter-
nate assessments. Clearly, if key stakeholders are
somehow absent from the entire process, it will be
difficult for an assessment to produce its intended
consequences.

Although many studies cite the negative con-
sequences of assessment systems (Cizek, 2001),
Ysseldyke, Dennison, and Nelson (2004) investi-
gated the positive consequences of AA-AAS for
students with significant cognitive disabilities.
Four positive consequences were found: “in-
creased participation of students in testing pro-
grams, higher expectations and standards,
improved instruction, and improved peifor-
mance” (p. 1). Overall, the findings suggest that
both intended and unintended positive conse-
quences of AA-AAS are occurring. However, re-
search is necessary to understand how to develop
assessments that consider avoidance of unin-
tended negative consequences and promote the
intended positive consequences.

Additional elements of technical adequacy.
Consequential validity is but one element of the
technical quality of an alternate assessment; cer-
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tainly other elements of validity (e.g., content,
construct, predictive); the overall reliability of the
assessment; interrater scoring agreement; and the
extent to which the assessment can be scaled up
or related to the general assessment are all impor-
tant aspects of technical adequacy.

Kleinert, Kearns, and Kennedy (1997) out-
lined the development of the Kentucky alternate
assessment and reported data on initial imple-
mentation that reflected reliability, validity, and
instructional impact results. At the rime of this
study in 1997, initial results were encouraging,
though the authors did note considerable diffi-
culty with interrater scoring reliability. In these
early years, little was known abour the technical
aspects of AA-AAS systems.

[R]esearch is necessary to understand how to
develop assessments that consider avoidance
of unintended negative consequences and
promote the intended positive consequences.

Tindal et al. (2003) examined the technical
adequacy of one state’s performance event alter-
nate assessment in reading and math. The assess-
ment was based on curriculum-based measures in
these subject areas extended in their application to
students with moderate and severe intellectual dis-
abilities. Tindal et al. found general support for
the technical adequacy of thar state’s assessment.
However, it is important to note that 75 of the
437 participating students (17.6%) in the Tindal
et al. study were not able to be assessed due to “ex-
tremely low academic skills” (p. 485) and though
the alternate assessment was based on state stan-
dards for reading and math, these standards were
taken from the kindergarten through second
grades, even though participating students ranged
from kindergarten to postsecondary-age students.
The authors concluded that students with signifi-
cant disabilities need to be assessed so that perfor-
mance and progress can be documented on tasks
reflecting construct validity while at the same time
linked to the standards for all students.

In a subsequent study, Yovanoff and Tindal
(2007) investigated “hypotheses pertaining to the
technical adequacy and vertical scale alignment of
Oregon’s early reading alternate assessment with
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the general education grade-level assessments” (p.
3). These authors argued that carefully selected,
scaled performance tasks would provide an appro-
priate assessment option for students with signifi-
cant cognitive disabilities. Specifically, the
performance tasks were found to be technically
appropriate for use in the alternate assessment for
third-grade reading and to accurately assess these
students’ abilities; further, these items could be
scaled in terms of a statewide testing metric
aligned to the grade-level academic standards for
all students. This approach would enable educa-
tors and policy makers to better understand the
relationship of alternate assessment scores to gen-
eral assessment scores.

In contrast, Johnson and Arnold (2004)
found deficiencies in the “evidence for content,
response process, and structural validicy” (p. 266)
of Washington State’s alternate assessment portfo-
lio system (WAAS). Consistent with other schol-
ars (Browder, Ahlgrim-Delzell et al., 2005; Tindal
et al., 2003), the authors suggested that much
work is needed to establish an alternate assess-
ment that reflects both adequate psychometric
properties and instructional relevance for students
with severe disabilities. Johnson and Arnold also
noted that teachers’ ability to correctly assemble
student portfolios significantly impacted student
scores; this finding was echoed in a subsequent
study (Johnson & Arnold, 2007) in which these
researchers found that a “large percentage of port-
folios (78%-90%) may have received low scores
because not all of the critical elements were in-
cluded” (p. 26). This calls into question whether
the alternate assessment was really a measure of
teacher, rather than student, performance. John-
son and Arnold (2007) further noted that the IEP
skills chat teachers identified as exemplifying state
standards for the assessment portfolios were so di-
verse that reasonable comparisons of exactly what
scores meant were not possible.

Finally, Kohl et al. (2006) noted that 9 of 16
states in their study indicated that they had con-
ducted validity and alignment studies of their re-
spective alternate assessments. However, these
authors could find little specific information
about the majority of these studies, with most ap-
pearing to have been conducted by stakeholder
groups on the extent to which the alternate assess-
ment represented general state standards. Truly
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rigorous studies of technical adequacy appeared to
be missing.

Taken together, these studies suggest that
stakeholders have a great deal to learn about the
technical qualities of current state alternate assess-
ments, and what they do know suggests insuffi-
cient technical adequacy or lack of technical
documentation in most cases. Even more chal-
lenging for practitioners and policy makers will be
the establishment of technical adequacy of alter-
nate assessments for students with the most sig-
nificant cognitive disabilities that are able to
appropriately assess this heterogeneous group of
students and that are linked to grade-level content
standards. Although the work of Yovanoff and
Tindall (2007) is promising for early-grade read-
ing tasks, for students at upper elementary, mid-
dle, and high school ages, establishing the
technical adequacy of this linkage may prove pro-
gressively difficule. Future work in developing
technically sound assessments is clearly vital to
meet the requirements of NCLB.

Recommendation 6: Use Alternate Assessment
Outcomes for Program Evaluation and Ongoing
Quality Enhancement. Three studies have investi-
gated the relationship or us¢ of alternate assess-
ment outcomes for program evaluation. To
investigate life outcomes for students in the AA-
AAS, Kleinert et al. (2002) interviewed students
who had exited school 1 year earlier and com-
pared their postschool outcomes with their alter-
nate assessment scores. Results revealed no
connection between these students’ alternate as-
sessment scores and their postschool outcomes.
An important finding, though, was that students’
lack of verbal communication skills was invariably
indicative of poor postschool outcomes. This
finding is especially critical in that students with
limited or nonexistent verbal skills make up a sig-
nificant portion of students in state AA-AAS
(Towles-Reeves, Kearns, Kleinert, & Kleinert,
2008).

Karvonen et al. (2006) found that resources,
teacher characteristics, and instructional effective-
ness are important factors that contribute to alter-
nate assessment outcomes. This year-long,
qualitative study examined the factors that con-
tributed to alternate assessment outcomes among
seven teachers and their students with significant
cognitive disabilities who participated in their
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state’s alternate assessment. Consistency across
cases revealed the strength or quality of instruc-
tional programs and the effort of teachers in de-
veloping high-quality portfolios as important
predictors of student scores.

Browder, Spooner, Algozzine, et al. (2003)
noted that “one of the hoped-for impacts of al-
ternate assessment is that it will improve educa-
tional outcomes for students with significant
cognitive disabilities” (p. 57). Roach and Elliott
(2000) investigated this proposition by studying
the influence of access to the general curriculum
on students’ performance on the Wisconsin Al-
ternate Assessment. Results indicated chat stu-
dents who had access to the general curriculum
also performed better on the alternate assessment
in the domains of reading, language arts, and
mathemarics.

For alternate assessments to have utility in
improving overall program quality, and most im-
portantly outcomes for students, several elements
would need to be embedded into the alternate as-
sessment process. First, there is a need for the
provision of ongoing targeted professional devel-
opment to help teachers conduct alternate assess-
ments that are themselves of high quality. In
particular, states will need to make efforts to
equip teachers with new resources to help them
be effective in meeting the demands of NCLB
and rto help students with the most significant
cognitive disabilities meet state expecrarions. As
noted by Karvonen et al. (2006} and Roach and
Elliotr (2006), this is not simply a matter of pro-
fessional development and resources directed to
assessment but rather training and resources to
improve ongoing instruction (e.g., direct instruc-
tion, data-based decision-making, IEP objectives
with clear links to state standards, access to the
general curriculum, and student-directed learn-
ing).

Finally, if alternate assessments are to be
viewed as useful tools for program evaluation,
then there must be evidence that how students do
on alternate assessments relates to other measures
of student outcomes. Rescarchers need more than
just teacher reports that alternarte assessments re-
sult in improved student outcomes (Johnson &
Arnold, 2007); they need data-based studies that
reflect clear gains in both academics and other
critical life outcomes.
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ALTERNATE ASSESSMENTS BASED ON
ALTERNATE ACHIEVEMENT STANDARDS—
AN EVOLVING PICTURE

Thus far we have presented a review of alternate
assessment literature in terms of the six specific
recommendations of Browder, Spooner, Al-
gozzine, et al. (2003). However, it is also impor-
tant to note the relative infancy of this field
(alternate assessments were first mandated under
IDEA for all states starting July 2000) and how
even in this brief period the speed with which the
field has evolved. The National Center on Educa-
tional Outcomes (NCEQ) has summarized results
of surveys of State Directors of Special Education
every 2 years from 1999 through 2005 with an
online survey created in 2000 to record the status
of states as the AA-AAS requirements were put in
place and another online survey regarding states
development of AA-AAS (Thompson, Erickson,
Thurlow, Ysseldyke, & Callender, 1999; Thomp-
son & Thurlow, 1999, 2000, 2001, 2003;
Thompson et al., 2005). The purpose of these re-
ports was to make public the trends and issues
facing states, as well as the innovations that states
are using to meet the demands of federal legisla-
tion. These reports have illuminated the changes
that have occurred across states in the develop-
ment of their AA-AAS, given very significant
changes in federal policy and research related to
improving education and assessment for students
with the most significant cognitive disabilities.
Thompson and colleagues have noted that, al-
though there has been progress of students with
disabilities toward proficiency in this era of stan-
dards-based accountability, states continue to face
many challenges in their efforts to increase stu-
dent achievement and administer assessments that
provide valid documentation of this achievement.

For example, Thompson and Thurlow (2003)
found in their survey of 61 state directors in spe-
cial education (including unique states) “more stu-
dents with disabilities are accessing state/district
academic content standards with increased aca-
demic expectations, and increased participation in
accountability systems” (p. 4). Similarly, Thomp-
son et al. (2005) noted that states reported an in-
crease in the total number of scudents with
disabilities achieving proficiency on state account-
ability tests (i.e., all students with disabilities, not
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only students taking alternate assessments). States
also reported continued growth in understanding
the approach, content, standard setting, and scor-
ing criteria of alternate assessments (Thompson et
al., 2005). The authors suggested that although
there has been marked progress, some difficult is-
sues still remain, including (a) the need for re-
designing current state alternate assessments to
reflect grade-level academic content, (b) standard-
ization and improved technical quality of alternate
assessments, (c) standard setting, and (d) adminis-
tration issues such as time and cost.

NCEOQO has also conducted an analysis of
state accommodations policies and guidelines
every 2 years since 2001 (Clapper, Morse,
Lazarus, Thompson, & Thutlow, 2005; Lazarus,
Thurlow, Kail, Eisenbraun, & Kato, 2006; Thur-
low, Lazarus, Thompson, & Robey, 2002). Re-
sults across these reports suggested that states
were continuing “to adjust their policies to ensure
that students with disabilities have opportunities
to participate in statewide assessments, and at the
same time to understand the meaning of the
scores from their assessments” (Thurlow et al., p.
2). However, the intent of these reports was only
to provide a descriptive analysis (not quality anal-
ysis) of the policies put forth by states related to
accommodations and assessment.

QUALITY AND LIMITATIONS OF RESEARCH
ON ALTERNATE ASSESSMENTS

Although we did not attempt to evaluate the ex-
tent to which the studies reviewed in this article
embody the Council for Exceptional Children
criteria for evidence-based practices (Graham,
2005), there are some observations that can be
made about research on AA-AAS as a whole.
First, much of the research conducted thus far has
fallen into two major lines of inquiry:

1. Teacher perceptions of instructional impact
(Flowers et al., 2005; Kampfer et al., 2001;
Kleinert et al., 1999; Roach et al., 2007;
Towles-Reeves et al., 2006; Towles-Reeves &
Kieinert, 2006); parent perceptions (Roach,
2006); or severe disability expert perceptions
(Kleinert & Kearns, 1999) of the AA-AAS

process.
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2. The extent to which the performance indica-
tors for scudents in the AA-AAS are reflective
of the content standards established for all
students (Browder, Ahlgrim-Delzell, et al.,
2005; Browder et al., 2004; Browder,
Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, et al., 2003; Flow-
ers, Browder, & Alhgrim-Delzell, 2006;
Roach et al., 2005).

Certainly, these types of studies are impor-
tant for understanding the extent to which alter-
nate assessments do reflect academic content
standards and the perceptions of the impact of al-
ternate assessments by key stakeholders in the
process. Yet, there is considerably less research
that has examined the extent to which actual stu-
dent scores were associated with empirically veri-
fied instructional or other outcome variables
(Karvonen et al., 2006; Kleinert et al., 2002;
Turner et al., 2000; White et al., 2003), and only
one study thus far that employed an experimental
and a control group to systematically examine the
impact of a teacher intervention on alternate as-
sessment scores and the achievement of IEP ob-
jectives (Browder, Karvonen, et al., 2005).
Moreover, though approaches to documenting
technical adequacy of student AA-AAS measures
are promising (Tindal et al., 2003; Yovanoff &
Tindal, 2007), this work has yet to be extended to
upper grade students or to students with severe
and multiple disabilities.

In short, there is a need not only for research
along the critical lines that we outline below, but
for a second generation of AA-AAS research that
more rigorously examines, including experimen-
tally controlled studies whenever possible, the
questions we posit. Moreover, this second genera-
tion of research must include, in its sampling of
students, the full range of students who partici-
pate in AA-AAS. It is only in pursuing such a sec-
ond generation of research that we can clearly
identify and describe evidence-based practices for

AA-AAS.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS AND
POLICY DECISIONS REGARDING
ALTERNATE ASSESSMENT

Clearly, the six categories for research suggested
by Browder, Spooner, Algozzine, et al. (2003)
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remain relevant today. As a field, it would appear
that researchers have made art least limited gains
in five of the six areas of inquiry for alternate as-
sessments suggested by Browder, Spooner, Algoz-
zine, et al. At the same time, especially given the
impact of NCLB on school, district, and state ac-
countability, there are addicional areas of research
that must be considered to further our under-
standing of the impact of AA-AAS.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR ADDITIONAL
RESEARCH

First, future research should include a systemartic
investigation and description of the population of
learners who participate in AA-AAS, as well as the
explication of a theory of learning for this popula-
tion. These students are an extremely heteroge-
neous population that has unique and specialized
support needs to learn grade-level academic con-
tent. Yet, in the field researchers have not investi-
gated (a) if there are specific characteristics about
these students that are common across states and
assessments (e.g., receptive—expressive language
characteristics, vision—hearing characteristics,
motor characteristics, etc.), or (b) if chere are typi-
cal learning patterns or “cognitive maps” that may
emerge from this group.

Typically learning students acquire and store
knowledge related to reading and mathemarics in
certain ways (see Pellegrino, Chudowsky, &
Glaser, 2001). Therefore, teachers target these
learning styles in the classroom. For students with
the most significant cognitive disabilities, re-
searchers have yet to consider exactly how these
students acquire, retain, and generalize academic
knowledge. For example, students with significant
cognitive disabilities may develop and build on
knowledge schema relared to academic content
areas (e.g., reading, mathematics) in differenc
ways than other students. At this point, re-
searchers simply cannot answer the question of
how students with significant cognitive disabili-
ties represent knowledge and acquire domain
competence across traditional academic subjects.

This may especially be the case for students
with severe and profound intellectual disabilities.
For example, Towles-Reeves et al., (2008) found,
across three geographically and demographically
distincr states, that a significant subset of this pop-
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ulation has not yet acquired the use of fully sym-
bolic modes of communication (i.e., the use of
words, signs, or other means of formal language)
but may still be at emerging symbolic (e.g., com-
munication supported by picture and/or gestural
prompts) or presymbolic (e.g., communication
primarily through facial expressions, changes in
muscle tone) communication levels. These authors
found that approximately 8% to 11% of students
in these three states’ AA-AAS had language skills
that could best be described as presymbolic, with
even larger percentages of students in each of the
three states having no observable awareness of
print or Braille (15%, 25%, and 13%, respec-
tively) and no observable awareness or use of num-
bers (13%, 22%, and 11%, respectively). How to
design alternate assessments systems, especially al-
ternate assessments linked to grade-level content
standards, for students at emerging and presym-
bolic levels in a way that allows these students to
demonstrate what they do know is an immense
challenge for the field.

Our second recommendation for future re-
search is to investigate the relationship between
AA-AAS (regardless of approach: portfolios, per-
formance assessments, and checklists) and another
accepted measure of student learning. Most tests
used in the educational setting such as intelli-
gence, achievement, or adaptive measures support
their validity by evidencing correlations with other
measures that purport to measure the same con-
struct. The unique nature of AA-AAS makes this
difficult. AA-AAS are based on individual states’
academic content standards making comparisons
inappropriate with other educational tests (e.g., in-
telligence, adaptive measures) that are not based
on these standards. Although Browder, Karvonen,
et al. (2005) did find a correlation between im-
proved alternate assessment scores and achieve-
ment of student IEP objectives, there is no
evidence to support the correlation of alternate as-
sessments with other accepted measures of student
learning (e.g., IEP reviews). Finally, for students
taking the alternate assessment in their final high
school years, one would expect at least some corre-
lation with postschool outcomes for all students in
the alternate assessment. The field will have an in-
creased capability to do this type of research, as
states put into place the student postschool out-
comes data sets required by IDEA 2004.
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Although there is evidence that increasing
numbers of students taking alternate assessments
are achieving proficiency (Thompson et al.,
2005), does this trend toward proficiency repre-
sent enhanced student learning or simply the fact
that teachers have become more experienced with
the requirements of the alternate assessment? In
this sense and others, the technical adequacies of
alternate assessments are still in question.

Finally, a commonly accepted, conceptual
framework for evaluating the validity of AAAAS
may be of value to both policy makers and practi-
tioners. Marion and Pellegrino (2006) have pro-
posed such a framework. Their model places
consequential validity as the central validity
benchmark for this type of assessment while also
addressing other essential elements of technical

quality related to AA-AAS.

CONSIDERATIONS DUE TO CHANGES
IN FEDERAL PoLicy

An additional area of research that must be con-
sidered is how well alternate assessments are meet-
ing new federal legislation that requires AA-AAS
to be linked to grade-level academic content stan-
dards (U.S. Department of Education, 2004,
2005a). In the past, U.S. Office of Special Educa-
tion Program guidance (Heumann & Warlick,
2000) clarified that alternate assessments had to
be based on the same academic standards as the
general assessment, but this was a broadly worded
policy guidance statement that did not describe
specific grade-level expectations. Although alter-
nate achievement standards may vary from grade-
level achievement standards in depth, breadth,
and complexity (U.S. Department of Education,
2004, 2005a), students with sighificant cognitive
disabilities must receive instruction linked to
grade-level academic conteiit standards if they are
to be assessed on achievement standards linked to
that grade-level content. Because this requirement
is so recent, practitioners and policy makers are
unsure of its impact on student outcomes, in-
structional practices, or the number of students
with significant cognitive disabilities who will
score proficient on their respective state assess-
ments as a result of this requirement.

At an even more basic level, the field needs to
consider what constitutes “sufficient linkage” to
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grade-level content standiids fof students with sig-

nificant cognitive disabilities. Flowers et al. (2006)

found that for three states judged to have exem-

plary alternate assessmerits, those states’ alternate

assessments sampled a restrictéd range of content

standards with a reducéd depth or complexity of
knowledge. Clearly, in its. guldance documents,

the U.S. Department of Educatlon (2005a) allows
for this reduced depth and breadth in alternate as-

sessments on alternate achievéinent standards, but

at what point does this reduced scope and com-

plexity result in the measurement of skills that

have little semblance to the content standards to

which these skills are supposedly linked?

A second federal pohcy change that will di-
rectly impact the cohrse of future research and
practice is the lntroducﬁon of AA-GLAS and AA-
MAS. Although a d1ScusSlon of these two types of
alternate assessment are beyond the scope of this
review, the same question$ that we have identified
previously will have to be addressed for AA-GLAS
and AA-MAS (e.g., défining the assessment popu-
lation, a framewotk of learning for these students,
technical adequacyr of the instruments, what con-
stitutes adequate allgnment of content for grade-
level or modified achievement standards). The
reader is referred to the following documents for
further information aboutr AA-GLAS: U.S. De-
partment of Education’s (2005b) ool Kit on
Teaching and Assessing Students With Disabilities as
well as NCEO Synthesis Report 59 (Wiener,
2006). For further information abour AA-MAS,
readers are referred to the Non-Regulatory Guid-
ance on AA-MAS (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, 2007).

IMPLICATIONS FOR
RESEARCHERS AND
POLICY MAKERS

Although the studies cited previously have in-
formed the field of alternate assessment, there is
still not enough data-based evidence to say with
confidence that alternate assessment has achieved
the promises articulated by Browder, Spooner, Al-
gozzine, et al. (2003): (a) greater consideration of
students with disabilities in school and state policy
decisions, (b) overall increased expectations for in-
dividuals with disabilities, (c) increased access to
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the general curriculum and state academic content
standards for these students, and (d) improvement
of instructional decision making at both the
teacher and classroom level. We suggest the fol-
lowing research agenda as critical to the field in
the years ahead in documenting those promises:

1. Studies of technical adequacy of alternate as-
sessments will become increasingly important
in an era of high-stakes accountability for
both schools and students. The limited re-
search available on the technical adequacy of
alternate assessments has yet to consider the
requirement that AA-AAS must now be
linked to grade-level content standards. Mea-
surement, core academic content, and severe
disability experts have recently begun to work
together to develop systematic approaches or
frameworks for technical adequacy for alter-
nate assessments (see Marion & Pellegrino,
2006) and to pilot these frameworks within a
representative sample of states (National Al-
ternate Assessment Center, 2007; see
hutp://www.naacpartners.org/). However, this
work is still in its infancy but should be con-
sidered when conducting research related to

the technical adequacy of AA-AAS.

2. We need to clearly document the extent to
which alternate assessments are improving
access to the general curriculum, even for
students with the most significant cognitive
disabilities. Teachers need research-based ex-
amples of how they can provide such access
while still providing embedded functional
skill instruction on those more basic skills
that many students with significant disabili-
ties require for enhanced independence and
community participation.

3. It is not enough for states to establish trend
lines illustrating that increasing numbers of
students are achieving proficiency on their
respective state alternate assessments. Rather,
researchers must show how improved alter-
nate assessment scores correlate with other
valued measures of student learning and out-
comes (e.g., curriculum-based assessments
and postschool outcomes). The one study in
the literature that we do have on the relation-
ship of alternate assessment scores to post-
school outcomes (see Kleinert et al., 2002)

did not find a relationship between alternate
assessment scores and postschool student
outcomes. Clearly, without such evidence of
enhanced student outcomes, it is hard to jus-
tify the increased teacher workload of alter-
nate assessments.

IMPLICATIONS FOR
PRACTITIONERS

There are also significant issues for pracritioners
in the implementation of AA-AAS. In this final
section, we consider not only the practical issues
that teachers and administrators face in imple-
menting these assessments but also implications
for parents and students as well.

Linkage to grade-level content standards for
students with significant cognitive disabilities will
present considerable challenges for practitioners.
As we have previously noted, we must determine
what constitutes sufficient linkage, and in many
cases, this decision may fall to teachers and IEP
teams. For example, what does linkage look like
for students who do not yet have symbolic modes
of communication? Although states have the obli-
gation to place these alternate assessments into
practice now (and teachers have the obligation to
implement these assessments with their students
with significant cognitive disabilities), researchers
and policy makers, working in close collaboration
with practitioners, have the obligation to develop
guidelines that result in both defensible linkages to
grade-level content standards and instruction in
meaningful skills for students with severe disabili-
ties. Part of this work includes a clear description
of who the learners are and in whar ways these stu-
dents’ methods of constructing academic knowl-
edge are similar or dissimilar from typical learners.

Most teachers believe that students with the
most significant cognitive disabilities deserve to
be part of school and district accountabiliry sys-
tems (see Flowers et al., 2005; Kleinert et al.,
1999) and researchers have not really documented
the broader administrative or policy consequences
to these students from that involvement. For ex-
ample, how are alternate assessments scores used,
if ac all, by districts and schools in formulating
district and school improvement plans? Do the
results of alternate assessments really make a dif-
ference in the classroom and school-level prac-
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tices? Are school and district administrators, as
well as general educators, more supportive of the
inclusion of students with significant cognitive
disabilities in grade-level curricular activities?
Finally, there are two sets of voices conspicu-
ously absent in the research on alternate assess-
ment conducted thus far—those of parents and of
the students themselves. We could find only one
study to date that systematically sampled parental
perceptions of the impact of alternarte assessments
on the education of their children (Roach, 2006),
and no studies that asked the students who partic-
ipate in alternate assessments if these assessments
have helped them to learn, have resulted in in-
creased control or decision-making over their own
learning, or have enabled them to understand
what they have accomplished in school. Clearly,
stakeholders need to understand the perspectives
of families and students if they are to fully under-
stand the consequences of alternate assessments.

CONCLUSION

This review has integrated the data-based studies
on AA-AAS conducted since the conception of
AA-AAS. Although we have found limited
progress in several elements of the research frame-
work proposed by Browder et al. (2003; e.g., vali-
dating performance indicators with content area
experts and stakeholders, training teachers in in-
corporating alternate assessments into daily prac-
tice), very significant gaps remain in scholars’
ability to provide practitioners and policy makers
with research-based strategies that will enable al-
ternate assessment to truly achieve its promises to
students, teachers, and parents.
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