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Validity Evidence for Alternate assessments Based on Modified Achievement Standards

Discussion Question 
What have we learned about documenting the validity of assessment systems, for both general assessments and alternate assessments based on alternate achievement standards (AA-AAAS) that could be applied to states developing alternate assessments based on modified achievement standards? 

Background: Peer Review Requirements

NCLB requires that state assessments systems, including alternate assessments, “be valid for the purposes for which the assessment system is used; be consistent with relevant nationally recognized professional and technical standards, and be supported by evidence of adequate technical quality for each purpose”  (section 200.2(b)(4)(i, ii))

The Department has issued Peer Review Guidance that guides the Department’s review of each state’s assessment system, including the AA-AAAS and AA-MAAS. It is divided into seven sections covering the primary components: content standards, achievement standards, full assessment system, technical quality, alignment, inclusion, and reporting. The technical quality section includes the following description of validity requirements (see pages 38-39 of http://www.ed.gov/policy/elsec/guid/saaprguidance.doc): 

As reflected in the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (1999), the primary consideration in determining validity is whether the state has evidence that the assessment results can be interpreted in a manner consistent with their intended purpose(s).

The Standards speaks of four broad categories of evidence used to determine construct validity: (1) evidence based on test content, (2) evidence based on the assessment's relation to other variables, (3) evidence based on student response processes, and (4) evidence from internal structure.

1) Using evidence based on test content (content validity). Content validity, that is, alignment of the standards and the assessment, is important but not sufficient. States must document not only the surface aspects of validity illustrated by a good content match, but also the more substantive aspects of validity that clarify the “real” meaning of a score.
2) Using evidence of the assessment's relationship with other variables. This means documenting the validity of an assessment by confirming its positive relationship with other assessments or evidence that is known or assumed to be valid. For example, if students who do well on the assessment in question also do well on some trusted assessment or rating, such as teachers' judgments, it might be said to be valid.  It is also useful to gather evidence about what a test does not measure. For example, a test of mathematical reasoning should be more highly correlated with another math test, or perhaps with grades in math, than with a test of scientific reasoning or a reading comprehension test.  
3) Using evidence based on student response processes. The best opportunity for detecting and eliminating sources of test invalidity occurs during the test development process. Items obviously need to be reviewed for ambiguity, irrelevant clues, and inaccuracy. More direct evidence bearing on the meaning of the scores can be gathered during the development process by asking students to “think-aloud” and describe the processes they “think” they are using as they struggle with the task. Many states now use this “assessment lab” approach to validating and refining assessment items and tasks.

4) Using evidence based on internal structure. A variety of statistical techniques have been developed to study the structure of a test. These are used to study both the validity and the reliability of an assessment. The well-known technique of item analysis used during test development is actually a measure of how well a given item correlates with the other items on the test. Newer technologies including generalizability analyses are variations on the theme of item similarity and homogeneity. A combination of several of these statistical techniques can help to ensure a balanced assessment, avoiding, on the one hand, the assessment of a narrow range of knowledge and skills but one that shows very high reliability, and on the other hand, the assessment of a very wide range of content and skills, triggering a decrease in the consistency of the results.

In validating an assessment, the state must also consider the consequences of its interpretation and use.  Messick (1989) points out that these are different functions, and that the impact of an assessment can be traced either to an interpretation or to how it is used. Furthermore, as in all evaluative endeavors, states must attend not only to the intended effects, but also to unintended effects. The disproportional placement of certain categories of students in special education as a result of accountability considerations rather than appropriate diagnosis is an example of an unintended – and negative – consequence of what had been considered proper use of instruments that were considered valid.  

Background: Alternate Assessments

The Department’s regulations permit States to develop alternate assessments for students with disabilities based on either: 

(1) Alternate academic achievement standards (AA-AAAS) for students with significant cognitive disabilities (approximately 1% of the total student population); 

(2) Modified academic achievement standards (AA-MAAS); or 

(3) Grade-level academic achievement standards. 

These assessments are designed for a portion of students with disabilities for whom the general test is not appropriate. The majority of students with disabilities can and should take the general assessment, with accommodations as necessary. 

The requirement for states to have an alternate assessment dates to the 1997 reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). With the passage of NCLB, states were required to have annual assessments, including a general and alternate assessment, in each of grades 3-8 and once in high school in reading/language arts and mathematics and once each in grades 3-5, 6-9, and 10-12 in science. 
Alternate Assessments based on Alternate Achievement Standards
In December 2003, the Department issued regulations to permit states to create alternate academic achievement standards, and assessments aligned with them, for students with the most significant cognitive disabilities. AA-AAAS must be aligned with the state’s content standards, must yield results separately in both reading/language arts and mathematics, and must be designed and implemented in a manner that supports use of the results. When used as part of the state assessment program, alternate assessments must have an explicit structure, guidelines for which students may participate, clearly defined scoring criteria and procedures, and a report format that communicates student performance in terms of the academic achievement standards defined by the state. The requirements state assessment systems, including validity, reliability, accessibility, objectivity, and consistency with nationally recognized professional and technical standards, apply to alternate assessments as well as to general state assessments. Developing a unified view of validity is an important part of evaluating and documenting the AA-AAAS.  

There is no typical or single format for an AA-AAAS. Some alternate assessments are built on portfolios of student work or through performance of specific tasks. An alternate assessment may include materials collected under a variety of circumstances, including, but not limited to,  (1) teacher observation of the student; (2) samples of student work produced during regular classroom instruction that demonstrate mastery; and (3) standardized performance tasks produced in an “on-demand” setting, such as completion of an assigned task on test day. States have considerable flexibility in designing the most appropriate format for alternate assessments. 

In the early stages of the standards and assessment peer review, many states struggled with aligning the alternate assessment to academic content for students with significant cognitive disabilities. Alternate assessments often inappropriately linked functional skills to the grade level content. In 2005-06, over 30 states had not yet demonstrated that the alternate assessments based on alternate achievement standards meet the technical quality and alignment requirements in the Department’s Peer Review Guidance. States also faced several challenges in documenting the validity and reliability of alternate assessment including: the heterogeneity of the group of students being assessed and how students demonstrated knowledge and skills, the relatively small numbers of students tested, the flexible assessment formats, administration, or experiences for alternate assessments. States were able to build a collection of validity evidence by documenting all aspects of the assessment development process along with the administration protocols and use of the results.     
Alternate Assessments based on Modified Academic Achievement Standards
In April 2007, the Department issued regulations in recognition that, in addition to students with the most significant cognitive disabilities, there is a small group of students whose disability has precluded them from achieving grade-level proficiency and whose progress is such that they will not reach grade-level proficiency in the same time frame as other students. These students had the option of taking either the grade-level assessment, with or without accommodations, or an alternate assessment based on grade-level or alternate academic achievement standards. Modified academic achievement standards, and assessments based on those standards, are intended to fill this gap and provide a more appropriate measure of these students' performance against academic content standards for the grade in which they are enrolled, as well as provide teachers and parents with information that will help guide instruction.

A modified academic achievement standard is an expectation of performance that is challenging for eligible students, but is less difficult than a grade-level academic achievement standard. Modified academic achievement standards must be aligned with a state’s academic content standards for the grade in which an eligible student is enrolled. 

The regulations on modified academic achievement standards permit a State, as part of its State assessment and accountability system under Title I of the ESEA, to adopt such standards and to develop an assessment aligned with those standards that is appropriately challenging for this group of students.  This assessment must be based on modified academic achievement standards that cover the same grade-level content as the general assessment. The expectations of content mastery are modified, not the grade-level content standards themselves. The requirement that modified academic achievement standards be aligned with grade-level content standards is important; in order for these students to have an opportunity to achieve at grade level, they must have access to and instruction in grade-level content.  

One state used the same structure as its general assessment in developing its alternate assessment based on modified academic achievement standards. Its alternate assessment based on modified academic achievement standards is a multiple-choice test that assesses English/language arts and math separately and is based on grade-level content standards. Several changes to the general assessment were made to simplify the assessment, while maintaining alignment with grade-level content standards. Following are some of the ways that this state’s alternate assessment based on modified academic achievement standards differs from its general assessment:  

· The test items are less complex on the alternate assessment. For example, a student may be required to use conjunctions to connect ideas in a sentence rather than transition sentences to connect ideas in a passage of prose.

· There are fewer passages in the alternate assessment’s reading assessment. For example, at grades 3 and 4 there are two narrative and two expository passages on the alternate assessment versus three narrative and two expository passages on the general assessment.
· There are three answer choices (i.e., two “distracters”) on the alternate assessment, compared to four answer choices (i.e., three “distracters”) on the general assessment.

· Students may take the alternate assessment over as many days as necessary. 

The requirements for high technical quality set forth in 34 C.F.R. §200.2(b) and 200.3(a)(1), including validity, reliability, accessibility, objectivity, and consistency with nationally recognized professional and technical standards, apply to alternate assessments based on modified academic achievement standards, just as they do to any other assessment under Title I.

To date, there are eight states that have an AA-MAAS in at least one grade (California, Kansas, Louisiana, Maryland, North Carolina, North Dakota, Oklahoma, and Texas). Seven of these states have submitted evidence to the Department for peer review but none has met all requirements. In addition, approximately 20 other states are in the process of developing an AA-MAAS. The Department is interested supporting these states efforts to document the validity of this new assessment and learning from the challenges faced by states on both the general and alternate assessments.    

Possible Probing Questions: 

· Validity Evidence for the AA-MAAS: 
· What promising practices exist to document validity as part of the development process for the AA-MAAS? 
· Are there strategies used in the general assessment that can be applied to the AA-MAAS? 
· In what ways does validity evidence for the general assessment differ from validity evidence for the AA-MAAS? 
· How can states provide evidence of the validity of the AA-MAAS and what does this evidence look like? 
· How does the state appropriately identify the population? 
· What, if any, safeguards should the state put in place to ensure it doesn’t over-identify students to take the AA-MAAS?

· Evaluation Planning: 
· Does the stability of the alternate assessment affect the ability to document validity?  
· What strategies have states used to document construct validity during the test development process? 
· How should states in the early stages of a new alternate assessment incorporate consequential validity? 
· How does a state develop a design for collecting information on intended and unintended consequences? 

· Technical Assistance: 
· What assistance documenting validity could be given to states developing an alternate assessment based on modified achievement standards? 

Background Information

· The Department’s Summary of Final Regulations on Modified Achievement Standards, April 2008
· Lessons learned from the Initial Peer Review of Alternate Assessments Based on Modified Achievement Standards
· States’ Alternate Assessments Based on Modified Achievement Standards (AA-MAS) in 2007, National Center on Educational Outcomes 
· Who are the students? PowerPoint by Jacqueline Kearns, Martha Thurlow, Elizabeth Towles-Reeves, July 2008

· “A Validity Framework for Evaluating the Technical Quality of Alternate Assessments,” by Scott Marion and James Pellegrino, Educational Measurement: Issues and Practice, Winter 2006
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