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ABSTRACT

THE MICHIGAN MI-ACCESS ALTERNATE ASSESSMENT PROGRAM: PROCESS
EVALUATION OF A STATE ALTERNATE ASSESSMENT SYSTEM

By
Angela L. Dalhoe

The implementation of alternate assessments for students with disabilities is one
of the most prominent changes in special education in recent history (Browder, Fallin,
Davis, & Karvonen, 2003). The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
originally mandated alternate assessments in 1997. Two more pieces of legislation, the
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2002 and the reauthorization of IDEA in 2004,
supported the importance of assessment and accountability for all students, including
those with significant disabilities. Prior to NCLB and IDEA, many students with
significant disabilities were excluded from assessment and accountability systems
(Ysseldyke & Olsen, 1997). These legal mandates affect approximately eleven percent of
the 5.5 million students receiving services under IDEA. Therefore, approximately
610,000 students in the United States are affected by the recent changes in the assessment
process for students with significant disabilities (Golden Gate, 2006).

This evaluative study examined the process surrounding the MI-Access alternate
assessment program used in Michigan through a web-based survey sent to all MI-Access
District Coordinators (N = 786). The survey focused on the utilization of data and
resources in the implementation of MI-Access, communication and collaboration within

and between key stakeholders in the alternate assessment process, and District



Coordinators’ perceptions of the MI-Access Program for students with significant

disabilities. The research questions guiding this study include:

e To what extent are Michigan School Districts utilizing the MI-Access
resources (e.g. assessment data and results and Extended Grade Level Content
Expectations) provided by the Michigan Department of Education to improve
instruction for students with cognitive impairments?

e To what extent are Michigan School Districts communicating and
collaborating to successfully implement and coordinate the MI-Access
Program for students with cognitive impairments?

e What are District Coordinators’ perceptions regarding the MI-Access Program
(i.e. personal role, Assessment Administer training, and perceived strengths
and weaknesses of the MI-Access Program)?

Participants completed 23 Likert scale survey items and four open-ended response
questions. Descriptive statistics were used to analyze data and report results for each
research question. In addition, open-ended responses were coded, categorized, and
reported according to frequency and percent of respondents. An overall return rate of
64.4% was achieved with 506 District Coordinators participating in this study.

Overall, findings from this study indicated that alternate assessment data, results,
and resources appear to be underutilized by MI-Access District Coordinators. In addition,
differences in the level of agreement regarding the alternate assessment process were
identified between the Administration and Practitioner subgroups. Specifically, the

Administration group reported more agreement in most survey categories.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Introduction to the Study

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) originally mandated
alternate assessments in 1997. States and districts use these assessments for students who,
due to the severity of their disability, are unable to participate in the regular state
assessment even if provided the appropriate accommodations (CCSSO, 2003). The need
for alternate assessments was further addressed in the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002
and the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act in 2004. These
regulations stipulate that states must develop alternate assessments that align with grade
level standards. While they are not required to do so, many states develop their alternate
assessments from a set of alternate achievement standards. According to the US
Department of Education, these standards must align with the state’s academic content
standards, promote access to the general education curriculum, and reflect professional
judgment of the highest learning standards possible for students with the most significant
disabilities (CCSSO, 2003). The creation of these alternate standards and assessments has
increased the participation of students with significant disabilities in state testing and
accountability systems.

The process of assessing students with disabilities and including them in
accountability systems is important for students, educators, and families. In the school
setting, alternate assessments have the potential to promote high expectations for students
with disabilities as well as provide access to the general education curriculum (Thurlow,

Elliott, & Ysseldyke, 2003). In addition, families and educators can benefit from the



information provided by alternate assessments to determine academic achievement for
students with significant disabilities. Results from alternate assessments may also
determine whether existing academic programs are meeting the needs of students with
significant disabilities. Overall, these assessments have the potential to increase
opportunities for students with disabilities and improve educational outcomes (Kleinert &
Kearns, 2001)

Early in the process of large-scale assessments, not all students were participating
in accountability systems. Originally, students with mild disabilities began to participate
and then the movement shifted to include all students. “Special education could no longer
focus only on access to and compliance with the educational process, but rather it had to
shift to looking at outcomes for students” (Kleinert & Kearns, 2001, p. 3). These students
included those with significant cognitive disabilities.

There are numerous reasons for having all students, including those with
significant disabilities, participate in assessment and accountability systems. These
Systems have the potential to increase leaning expectations and improve access to the
general education curriculum for students with disabilities (Thurlow et al., 2003). In
additjon, by including students with significant disabilities in standardized assessments,

this Ppopulation becomes part of national accountability systems such as NCLB’s
Adequate Yearly Progress (NCLB 2002).
However, there are also challenges and concerns regarding alternate assessments
for students with significant disabilities. Proper administration of alternate assessments
T®quires a considerable commitment of time and resources. Teachers consistently report a

lack of instructional and preparation time as an issue in education. This problem is



intensified by the new requirements of alternate assessments. In addition, teachers report
needing more resources such as release time, computer access, or assistive technology to
meet the demands of alternate assessments (Flowers, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Browder, &
Spooner, 2005). Schools and districts will need to provide staff training and professional
development opportunities to increase understanding of the alternate assessment process
if they are going to demonstrate appropriate assessment administration (Browder, Fallin,
Davis, & Karvonen, 2003). Considering the time and resources necessary to implement
alternate assessments, some educators are concerned that instruction and curriculum for
students with significant disabilities may be negatively affected. Specifically, there is
concern that narrowing of the curriculum could potentially reduce the focus on functional
and transition skills (Flowers et al., 2005).

There are many new accountability requirements outlined in IDEA 04 and NCLB
that impact special education. This new legislation creates challenges for schools as they
work with teachers to improve the educational outcomes for students with significant
disabilities. Considering the shortage of teachers who work with this population, the
struggles are confounded by the fact that many teachers may be learning to work with
these students as well as trying to master the components of alternate assessments
(Browder, Karvonen, Davis, Fallin, & Courtade-Little, 2005). Organizations such as the
Council for Exceptional Children — Developmental Disabilities Division support the
inclusion of all students into effective assessment systems, but are concerned with how
states “develop and implement assessments that affect students with disabilities” (Perner,

2007, p. 243).



Statement of Problem

The introduction of alternate assessments for students with significant disabilities
is a recent addition to the field of special education. The Michigan Department of
Education administered the first MI-Access Alternate Assessments in 2002. At this time,
there were two levels of alternate assessments titled Participation and Supported
Independence. The Participation assessment is administered to students who have, or
function as if they have, severe cognitive impairments. The Supported Independence
assessment is developed for students who have, or function as if they have, moderate
cognitive impairments (MDE-PSI Assessment Plan, 2007). The Functional Independence
assessment was introduced during the 2005/2006 school year and administered to
students who have, or function as if they have, mild cognitive impairments (MDE-FI
Assessment Plan, 2005).

Statewide, there are approximately 3,000 students in each assessment grade (3
through 8, and 11) participating in the MI-Access Program for a total of approximately
21,000 students statewide (MDE-Technical Report, 2007). However, because all three
levels of the MI-Access Program have only been operational for two academic years,
there has been little research conducted to evaluate this alternate assessment process.
Significance of Process Evaluation

The use of alternate assessments is a new development for most states as they
work to meet the federal mandates of NCLB and IDEA. According to NCLB, states have
the option to choose an alternate assessment format and develop their own assessments.
Currently, about half of states use a portfolio-based assessment to measure academic

achievement for students who do not participate in state standardized assessment. Other



states utilize a variety of formats including checklists, IEP analysis, and other
performance based models for their alternate assessments (Perner, 2007).

The alternate assessment process in Michigan is relatively unique. In the MI-
Access Program, students take an “on-demand” performance based assessment format
with items developed specifically for each student population (Participation, Supported
Independence, and Functional Independence level). While the assessment administrator
has flexibility in the presentation of an assessment item, all items in the assessment
booklets are the same throughout the state.

The “on-demand” performance based alternate assessment format also creates a
unique assessment process where there are multiple levels of material distribution and
communication. According to Gong and Marion (2006), “alternate assessment and
instruction is moving more firmly into a standards-based accountability world” (p. 1).
This research will evaluate the process of the MI-Access Program as an example of a
standardized alternate assessment system.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to conduct evaluative research of the MI-Access
Alternate Assessment Program from the perspective of one critical stakeholder, the MI-
Access District Coordinator. Guided by the CIPP Model developed by Daniel L.
Stufflebeam, this research evaluated the implementation process of the MI-Access
Alternate Assessment Program. The CIPP Evaluation Model is a “comprehensive
framework for guiding evaluations of programs, projects, personnel, products,
institutions, and systems” (Stufflebeam, 2007). This model focuses on the Context, Input,

Process, and Product of a program. For the purpose of this study, research focused on the



Process of the MI-Access Program. By surveying all MI-Access District Coordinators in
Michigan, this research study evaluated the MI-Access Program based on the perceptions
of these participants. This evaluation includes the utilization of program resources and
data, communication and collaboration, professional development and training, and
general knowledge of the MI-Access process.

In addition, this research examined the MI Access Program in relation to the
Michigan School Improvement Framework. Specifically, survey questions were
categorized into: (1) Strand I — Teaching for Learning, (2) Strand II — Leadership, and (3)
Strand III — Personnel and Professional Learning (MDE-School Improvement
Framework, 2006).

Overall, the purpose of this study was twofold. First, it evaluated the
implementation of the MI-Access Alternate Assessment Program by surveying 506 MI-
Access District Coordinators throughout the state. This provided detailed information as
to the implementation process of the MI-Access Program in Michigan school districts.
This information was obtained through Likert scale survey questions to determine the
utilization of program resources, communication and collaboration, and professional
development during the implementation process.

The second purpose of this study was to allow District Coordinator to provide
detailed feedback regarding their experience with the MI-Access Program. This
information was collected through open-ended survey questions focusing on the strengths

and weaknesses of Michigan’s alternate assessment system.



The research questions guiding this study include:
e To what extent are Michigan School Districts utilizing the MI-Access
resources (e.g. assessment data and results, released item booklets, and
EGLCEs) provided by the Michigan Department of Education to improve
instruction for students with cognitive impairments? — Focusing on the
Teaching for Learning component of the Michigan School Improvement
Framework
e To what extent are Michigan School Districts communicating and
collaborating to successfully implement and coordinate the MI-Access
Program for students with cognitive impairments? — Focusing on the
Leadership and Personnel/Professional learning components of the Michigan
School Improvement Framework
e What are District Coordinators’ perceptions regarding the MI-Access Program
(i.e., personal role, Assessment Administer training, and perceived strengths
and weaknesses of the MI-Access Program)?
Significance of Study
This evaluative research was designed to provide insight into the MI-Access
Alternate Assessment Program. There are 57 intermediate school districts in Michigan
containing more than 550 public school districts and approximately 125,000 students per
grade. Of the 125,000 per grade, approximately 3,000 students per grade participate in
the Mi-Access Program. In addition, charter schools and students participating in home
schooling must be assessed based on state standards (MDE-Technical Report, 2007). An

evaluation of the MI-Access Program may provide information to improve the



assessment process for students with significant disabilities both in Michigan as well as
in other states.

Referring to the CIPP Model Checklist components for Process Evaluation, this
research evaluated, documented, and assessed program activities. Specifically, these
components included (a) “using the process evaluation findings to coordinate and
strengthen staff activities,” (b) “using the process evaluation findings to strengthen the
program design,” and (c) “using the process evaluation findings to report on the
program’s progress to the program’s financial sponsor, policy board, community
members, other developers, etc” (Stufflebeam, 2007). Results from this research may
influence multiple stakeholders involved with the MI-Access Program and provide

information to improve the alternate assessment process.



CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This chapter is designed to review the literature related to the process of alternate
assessments for students with significant disabilities. The first section focuses on the
definition and types of alternate assessments followed by the rationale for developing and
implementing alternate assessments systems. The next two sections address the perceived
advantages and disadvantages of alternate assessments at the student, teacher, and district
level. The fifth and sixth sections discuss the change process and policy implementation
regarding alternate assessments. The final sections focus specifically on the development
and purpose of the Michigan MI-Access Program as well as a brief overview of the
Michigan School Improvement Framework including its purpose and relevance to the
assessment process.

The implementation of alternate assessments for students with disabilities is one
of the most prominent changes in special education in recent history (Browder, Fallin, et
al., 2003). The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) originally mandated
alternate assessments in 1997. Two more pieces of legislation, the No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) act of 2002 and the reauthorization of IDEA in 2004, supported the importance
of assessment and accountability for all students, including those with significant
disabilities. Prior to NCLB and IDEA, many students with significant disabilities were
excluded from assessment and accountability systems (Ysseldyke & Olsen, 1997). These
legal mandates affect approximately eleven percent of the 5.5 million students receiving

services under IDEA. Therefore, approximately 610,000 students in the United States are



affected by the recent changes in the assessment process for students with significant
disabilities (Golden Gate, 2006).
What are Alternate Assessments?

In the U.S. government publication, Title I — Improving the Academic
Achievement of the Disadvantaged; Final Rule (2003), the Department of Education
defines alternate assessments as:

An assessment designed for the small number of students with disabilities who are

unable to participate in the regular State assessment, even with appropriate

accommodations. An alternate assessment may include materials collected under

several circumstances, including (1) teacher observation of the student, (2)

samples of student work produced during regular classroom instruction that

demonstrate mastery of specific instructional strategies in place of performance
on a computer-scored multiple-choice test covering the same content and skills, or

(3) standardized performance tasks produced in an “on-demand” setting, such as

completion of an assigned task on test day. To serve the purposes of assessment

under title I, an alternate assessment 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 as an indicator of AYP.
Types of Alternate Assessments. There are three main types of alternate
assessments including portfolio, checklists, and performance-based formats. Portfolio
assessments consist of a collection of student work that represents their performance on

designated skills or academic content. Checklist assessments use a predetermined list of

10



performance activities that represent specific skills or academic content. An individual
who is familiar with the student then scores their performance based on a predetermined
scale. The third type of alternate assessment is a performance-based model. Performance-
based models consist of a set of items or activities, which are the same for all students
taking the assessment. Assessment administrators score the students based on their
performance or response to each item (Flowers et al., 2005).

The Alternate Assessment Process and Educational Improvements

Why Use Alternate Assessments? Under IDEA, all states were required to
implement an alternate Assessment by July 1, 2000. In addition, The Office of
Elementary and Secondary Education notified all states in the spring of 2000 to inform
them of the Title I assessment requirements. This included the requirement that all
students with disabilities participate in statewide assessment and accountability systems
with modifications to the general assessment, or by taking an alternate assessment. Since
that time, states have been required to include the scores of all students with disabilities
in their assessment reporting for district and public purposes (U.S. Department of
Education - Title I, 2003).

The primary purpose of alternate assessments, as well as large-scale assessments
for the general education population, is accountability. As with other State administered
assessments, alternate assessments provide results that reflect the state content standards
and demonstrate educational performance for students, schools, and states (Quenemoen,
Rigney, & Thurlow, 2002). Including students with significant disabilities in

accountability systems through meaningful alternate assessments is widely supported by
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teachers, parents and educational associations such as the Council for Exceptional
Children (Pemer, 2007).

Thurlow et al. (2003) identify several specific reasons for including all students in
educational accountability systems. These include:

1. To obtain an accurate picture of education. Students with disabilities make up a
significant portion of the student population. In order to better understand and interpret
student performance, all students must be included in school, district, and state
accountability systems.

2. To allow students with disabilities to benefit from reform. Educational reforms
are often based on the results from accountability systems. If students with significant
disabilities are not included in these systems, the reform process may overlook their
individual needs.

3. To make accurate comparisons. Within states, there is considerable variation in
the number of students with disabilities who participate in assessment systems. If states
include all students, regardless of ability level, it would increase the accuracy of
comparisons regarding educational achievement.

4. To promote high expectations and access to the general education curriculum.
By including students with disabilities in accountability systems, educators are sending a
message that all students can learn and benefit from academic standards. In order to do
this, students with disabilities will need to have access to, not just participation in, the
general education curriculum. According to Mcgrew and Evans (2004), “The silent,
subjective shifting [toward lower] evidentiary academic standards [for students with

disabilities] represents a subtle, yet potentially potent force operating against the goal of
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‘leaving no child behind’” (p. 22). Access to the general education curriculum and
participation in standardized assessments has the potential to slow this shift toward low
academic standards.

Hehir (2005) suggests several “policy imperatives” for improving the outcomes
for students with disabilities including the support of standards based reform and holding
states accountable for improving educational results for students with disabilities.
However, there also needs to be continued research focusing on how to teach academic
skills to students with significant, complex, or multiple disabilities. Research can be
important in determining the most effective methods for students with significant
disabilities to demonstrate learning in academic content as well as progress on state
content standards (Browder & Cooper-Duffy, 2003).

Perceived Advantages of Alternate Assessments

High Expectations for All Students. This can seem like an overwhelming or
“unrealistic” task for students with the most severe disabilities. However, it is important
to not underestimate or assume the academic capabilities of students with significant
disabilities (Browder, Fallin, et al., 2003). Thomas Hehir (2005) states that many
disability advocates view standards-based reforms as “holding great promise to help
eradicate the most insidious ableist assumption: that people with disabilities are no
intellectually capable” (p. 112). By excluding students from assessment systems, the
status quo of low expectations is perpetuated. Now that all students are required by law to
participate, there is evidence indicating that students with disabilities are having more

educational success. This includes not only higher expectations for learning, but also
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improved instruction and increased collaboration between special and general education
teachers (Hehir, 2005).

The most common ableist assumption is that individuals with disabilities are not
intellectually capable of leaning. For this reason, many advocates feel that standards
based reform will be beneficial for this population. By including these students in
accountability and assessment programs, more focus is placed on quality programming
(Hehir, 2005). In addition, with the introduction of alternate assessments, the field of
special education is focusing more on curriculum than it has in the past. This change has
required special education teachers to increase their collaboration with professionals in
the general education setting. This change assists in setting high expectations for students
with significant disabilities as they work toward state standards (Jackson, 2005).

Schools are now accountable for the learning of all students and are required to
include their results into district and state accountability measures. With the
implementation of recent accountability legislation, the IEP now determines how the
student will participate in assessment systems rather than if they will participate
Quenemoen & Thurlow, 2007). By including these students in school achievement
measures, it has brought about a new understanding of what they can achieve with the
proper educational opportunities. “It is important for students with the most significant
cognitive disabilities to be included in statewide assessments and accountability. The
scores of these students make a difference. These students count” (Quenemoen &
Thurlow, p. 9)

Access to Grade-Level General Education Curriculum. Throughout history, the

educational opportunities for students with significant disabilities have been improving.
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In the 1980s, functional and life skill curriculum showed increased levels of
independence with home and community living. In the 1990s, inclusion with non-
disabled peers brought to light the importance of communication and social interaction
for this population (Browder, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, et al., 2003). More recently,
through the implementation of new legislation, teachers have again realized the
possibilities for these students by guaranteeing them access to the general education
curriculum. Students with significant disabilities are now using curriculum and
assessments that are aligned to age-appropriate content standards (Quenemoen &
Thurlow, 2007).

IDEA requires that students with disabilities be allowed to participate and make
progress in the general education curriculum. These requirements focus on the inclusion
of students with disabilities into general education as well as raising the expectations for
their learning. Historically, expectations for students with significant disabilities have
demonstrated a low standard, which makes this change one of significance (Agran, Alper,
& Wehmeyer, 2002). Unfortunately, the resources available for students with disabilities
to access the general education curriculum can vary widely based on geographic location.
This in turn may influence the outcomes of alternate assessments. According to Jackson
(2005), “access to, participation in, and progress within the general curriculum is a tall
order indeed, further exacerbated by ambiguity in the definition of the general
curriculum” (p. 37).

The process of providing access to the general education curriculum recognizes
that students with significant disabilities can benefit and learn from both functional as

well as academic instruction (Courtade-Little & Browder, 2005). In addition, the process
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and implementation of alternate assessments does not require a shift from “functional” to
“general” curriculum for students with significant disabilities (Browder et al., 2004). In
reality, the expansion of grade level content standards allows numerous “entry points”
where students with varying degrees of ability can access and learn from the general
education curriculum. Furthermore, progress on IEP goals or functional skill assessments
are not legal measures of achievement under NCLB accountability systems. The
measures implemented by IDEA and NCLB regarding participation in assessment
systems make schools accountable for the academic achievement of all students,
regardless of their disability (Quenemoen & Thurlow, 2007).

It is important to address the role of teachers in the implementation of access to
the general education curriculum. Their attitudes and beliefs regarding accountability
systems for students with disabilities can influence the process and outcomes of alternate
assessments. A study conducted by Agran et al. (2002) focused on Iowa teachers certified
in the instruction of students who had moderate, severe, and profound disabilities. This
research found that the majority of students with disabilities were regularly participating
in general education but little effort was made to provide access to the general education
curriculum. In addition, the majority of teachers in this study agreed that access to the
general education curriculum would increase learning expectations even though they
were not currently providing this opportunity

The Agran et al. (2002) study also found that most of the teachers did not believe
accessing the general education curriculum was appropriate for students with severe
disabilities (it was more appropriate for students with mild disabilities). Based on this

belief, teachers also reported that this student population should not be held to the same
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standards as their non-disabled peers. Despite the legislation to ensure participation and
access to the general education curriculum for all students, those with severe disabilities
are often not considered to benefit from this commitment (Agran et al., 2002).

Often, characteristics of a student’s disability become the focus of their education
rather than access to the curriculum (Hehir, 2005). The purpose of all students having
access to the general education curriculum is to ensure that students with disabilities are
held to high expectations, have an education based on a challenging curriculum, and are
included in assessment and accountability systems (Agran et al., 2002). However, it is
unlikely that students with significant disabilities will benefit from access to the general
education curriculum unless it is made a part of their regular instruction (Browder, Fallin,
et al., 2003).

The Standards Based Individualized Education Program (IEP). As stated
previously, the IEP team decides how, not if, the student will participate in state
assessments. In addition, the IEP is an important tool to reach academic achievement as
well as assessment proficiency. While the methods of alternate assessment vary between
states, each model offers students with significant disabilities the right to participate in
state accountability systems as well as demonstrate their level of educational achievement
in academic content areas (Quenemoen & Thurlow, 2007). A well aligned IEP, which is
one that is aligned with state standards and assessments, can promote meaningful and
effective academic instruction for students with significant disabilities (Courtade-Little &
Browder, 2005).

There is relatively little research and literature in the area of standards based IEPs

(Ahearn, 2006). Recent legislation is increasing the need for alignment in instruction,

17



curriculum and assessment (Courtade-Little & Browder, 2005). The 1997 amendments to
IDEA demonstrated the movement toward higher expectations for students with
disabilities through access to the general education curriculum and standards. The
legislation stated, “over 20 years of research and experience has demonstrated that the
education of children with disabilities can be made more effective by having high
expectations for such children and ensuring their access to the general curriculum to the
maximum extent possible” (IDEA 1997). The 2004 amendments to IDEA added “in the
regular classroom” to this statement further supporting the need for access to the general
education curriculum (IDEIA 2004). NCLB (2002) provided more support to the idea of
aligning the IEP to state standards by requiring that students with disabilities be included
in state accountability systems.

Current practices are moving toward the alignment of the IEP to state standards in
order to meet the requirements of IDEA and NCLB. However, there is no definition of
either ‘general education curriculum’ or ‘accessing curriculum’ in either piece of
legislation. All states are responsible for developing methods for IEP development as
well as guidelines as to how students with significant disabilities will receive access to
the general education curriculum (Ahearn, 2006).

The idea of access to the general education curriculum for students with
significant disabilities is not attempting to bypass the IEP goals, but rather to align the
IEP goals to the standards of the general education curriculum (Agran et al., 2002). The
introduction of alternate assessments for students with significant disabilities has
influenced the development of the IEP. In the past, the IEP may have focused on an

entirely different set of skills or curriculum than that used in the general education
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setting. However, with the current changes in accountability and assessment systems, the
IEP should now include goals that align to state standards. By focusing on a standards
based IEP, students with significant disabilities will have more access to the general
education curriculum and improved outcomes on state assessments (Courtade-Little &
Browder, 2005).

For students with significant disabilities, these IEP goals will most likely be
derived from an alternate set of content standards or expectations. Alternate content
standards reflect the grade level content standards through a reduction in depth, breadth,
and complexity. In Michigan, the Grade Level Content Expectations (GLCEs) are
reduced in density to create the Extended Grade Level Content Expectations (EGLCEs).
Students with significant disabilities are assessed based on the EGLCEs for their grade
level (MDE - Technical Report, 2007). From these EGLCEs, educators can create a
standards based IEP.

In a study conducted by Ahearn (2006), researchers interviewed special education
representatives from 18 different states. Overall, there was strong agreement for
continued professional development regarding the use of state standards in the IEP. In
addition, it was noted that general education should also be involved in the process as
they represent the content areas and can assist with the goals and expectations. One state,
Alabama, noted in its training materials that “developing an effective standards-based
IEP is the comerstone of access to the general curriculum for students with disabilities”
(Ahearn, p. 11).

Benefits from the process of standards based IEP development include the

elimination of separate curriculum for students with disabilities, higher than anticipated
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levels of achievement for this population, and more recognizable goals for parents and
general education teachers (Ahearn, 2006). Towles-Reeves and Kleinert (2007) also
concluded from a study examining the impact of alternate assessments on instruction and
IEP development that alternate assessments positively influenced instruction and, to a
lesser degree, IEP development. However, every state addresses standards-based IEPs
differently and there is no established method for implementation (Ahearn, 2006).
Perceived Disadvantages of Alternate Assessments

Time and Resources Needed for Administration. The introduction of alternate
assessments for students with significant disabilities has created a resource demand on
teachers and school districts. Teachers have expressed frustration over the amount of time
needed to administer alternate assessments (Browder, Fallin, et al., 2003). The lack of
instructional and preparation time has been reported as an issue for teachers in the past,
and it has been intensified by the new requirements of alternate assessments. In addition,
teachers need more resources available in order to meet the demands of alternate
assessments such as release time, computer access, or assistive technology for this unique
population of students (Flowers et al., 2005).

In order to meet the requirements of appropriate assessment administration,
schools and districts will need to provide additional staff training and professional
development opportunities to increase understanding of the alternate assessment process.
This is especially important due to the impact of instruction and curriculum on the
outcomes of alternate assessments. In addition, if teachers are not properly prepared or if

they are confused as to the connection between assessment, instruction, and the standards
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as outlined in the IEP, the administration of alternate assessments may be compromised
(Browder, Fallin, et al., 2003).

Proficiency and Adequate Yearly Progress. As well as a reduction of instructional
time, the possibility of meaningless results is also considered a disadvantage of alternate
assessments. Early in the alternate assessment process, states may experience low levels
of assessment proficiency for students with significant disabilities. This can potentially
lead to lower achievement expectations for students with disabilities and negative attitude
toward the alternate assessment process (Browder, Fallin, et al., 2003).

NCLB requires all students to meet the same proficiency level of 100% by the
year 2014 regardless of the previous level of functioning and or social factors. While
students with significant disabilities are allowed to participate in alternate assessments,
the same expectation for proficiency applies based on alternate achievement standards
(U.S. Department of Education - Alternate Achievement Standards, 2005). This can be
challenging due to the complexities of this student population. Within the label of
“cognitively impaired” or “mental retardation”, students can have IQs of below 20
(profound CI) to almost 70 (mild CI) (Ainsworth & Baker, 2004). For students with
profound mental retardation, changes in academic performance may be minimal to
nonexistent. By the NCLB definition, these students would be failing to meet Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP) solely because of their disability.

NCLB also stipulates that all states report student scores in the areas of English
Language Arts, Mathematics, and Science for the calculation of AYP. No matter what the
outcome of these assessments, only 1% of all student enrollment for tested grades can be

counted as “proficient” using alternate assessments. This factor can have negative
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implications on proficiency reporting under NCLB. For example, if a district has more
than 1% of their students taking alternate assessments, any number over the 1% cannot be
counted as “proficient” in district reporting even if they receive that score on the alternate
assessment. While these students would be considered assessed, they would not count
toward AYP (Flowers et al., 2005). Because of this stipulation, it is possible that some
individuals may feel as though students with significant disabilities are “bringing down”
the level of performance within a district.

The regulations set by NCLB have created challenges in determining the
appropriate inclusion for students with disabilities. All scores from alternate assessments
(up to 1%) must be included in AYP reporting. Unless an exception has been granted,
any proficient scores that exceed the 1% cap must be counted as non-proficient against
grade-level standards. Determining how to distribute the scores that are over the 1% cap
and separating them among subgroups can be a challenging and time-consuming task
(Martinez & Olsen, 2004). In addition, the fact that some proficient scores will be
reported as failing is often seen as unfair and irresponsible. In the Golden Gate
University Law Review "No Child Left Behind" In Aneed of a New ‘IDEA’” (2006), the
author noted that “NCLB-required assessments arguably violate the equal protection
rights of students with disabilities” and undermines the principles of equal protection that
were put in place by IDEA” (p. 176).

The Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) provided the following
information regarding the 1% cap in their Summary and Analysis of the U.S. Department
of Educations Final Regulations on Alternate Assessment Standards and Alternate

Assessments under the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (2003):
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For students taking alternate assessments aligned to alternate achievement
standards, the final regulations establish a 1.0 percent cap on the number of
proficient and advanced scores that may count toward AYP. This cap applies to
AYP determinations for States and districts, but does not apply at the school level.
This cap also does not affect the number of students who may be administered
alternate assessments. (Decisions regarding whether students with disabilities are
to be assessed with alternate assessments remain with IEP teams based on State
criteria.) The 1.0 percent cap may be exceeded in cases where States and districts
can provide appropriate justifications
Process. The federal requirements for alternate assessments are extensive. The
most recent reauthorization of IDEA (2004) reflected the federal governments’ intentions
of aligning this legislation with the existing requirements of NCLB. IDEA requires that
states develop alternate assessments, but provides little guidance for the process. This
creates confusion as to how states will receive funding under this legislation. In addition,
the goals of NCLB and IDEA may be viewed as contradictory. NCLB clearly stipulates
high expectations for all students and assessments based on grade-level content standards.
However, IDEA requires schools to provide education in the Least Restrictive
Environment (LRE) and to personalize the educational programs for students with
disabilities via an Individualized Educational Program (IEP). This contradiction creates
confusion at the state and school level regarding the needs of the students and the
mandates of the law. “Ultimately, the Department of Education levies penalties against

states as they attempt to hit a moving federal target” (Golden Gate, 2006, p. 164).
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In April 2005, the U.S. Department of Education added the 2% policy related to
modified achievement standards to NCLB. This created more uncertainty and confusion
regarding states’ role in the development of federally approved assessments. There are
continued requirements enforced by threats of peer reviews and penalties. Many states
and districts challenge NCLB because they are required to implement this legislation
without adequate support or guidance. NCLB requires alternate assessments, but does not
define them. This legislation also fails to define the students who make up the 1% and
2% testing groups (Golden Gate, 2006).

Changing Curriculum and Philosophies. The change in curriculum from
“functional” to an “access to the general education” approach may be seen as having both
positive and negative implications for students with significant disabilities. In order for
students to make progress on state standards and alternate assessments, they need to have
instruction that is based on the general education curriculum (Browder, Fallin, et al.,
2003). However, some professionals believe there are negative consequences of alternate
assessments for students with significant disabilities including a narrowing of the
curriculum that could potentially reduce the focus on functional and transition skills
(Flowers et al., 2005).

The current educational focus on “access to the general education curriculum” for
students with significant disabilities represents both an instructional and philosophical
change. Prior to this movement, and still very common in classrooms around the country,
students with significant disabilities were provided functional curriculum with the
addition of social inclusion opportunities (Browder et al., 2003). This type of curriculum

and instruction practice has been in place since the early 1980’s when Lou Brown defined
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functional skills as the “variety of skills that are frequently demanded in natural domestic,
vocational, and community environments” and nonfunctional skills as those that have
very little chance of being used in daily activities. Brown also emphasized the importance
of determining how often a skill is used in natural environments and whether in
contributes to the students’ independent functioning (Brown et al., 1979). This
instructional philosophy set the standard for the education of students with significant
disabilities. The change to an academic, or access to the general education curriculum
model, may be very difficult for some teachers.

While change is often a positive, the process can create confusion and anxiety.
Michael Fullan notes that educational change is multidimensional and needs to be
considered as such. There are at least three components involved with any
instructional/educational innovation. They include changes in materials, teaching
approaches, and beliefs, which together comprise a change in practice (Fullan, 2001). The
recent change in educational practices for students with significant disabilities represents
a substantial philosophical shift. This could have negative consequences for schools
when considering the effort needed for this type of reform. According to Fullan’s
requirements for a change, teachers would have to deal with several issues. In order to
provide access to the general education curriculum, teachers would need to work with
new materials (general education content and standards), apply new teaching approaches
(collaborating with general education teachers), and change beliefs (the shift from
functional skill philosophy to academic curriculum).

Finally, it can be difficult to track the educational progress of students with

significant disabilities on state standards, which can make the “access to general
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education model” even more challenging to teachers. In addition, assessments that are
performance based may not provide an accurate picture of the student’s academic
capability because some students with significant disabilities face many risk factors that
can affect their performance on alternate assessments. These include variations in
behavior and multiple health conditions that have the potential to vary dramatically from
day to day (Browder, Fallin, et al., 2003). These additional factors may make the recent
changes in curriculum and assessment for students with significant disabilities seem
inappropriate to many teachers in the field.
The Change Process and Teacher Attitudes

Teachers’ attitudes regarding student ability (and disability) can influence the
quality of education they receive (Hehir, 2005). This influence can in turn affect
instruction and the outcomes of assessments. Research has shown that teachers’ attitudes
regarding alternate assessments and student ability are conflicting. For example, Flowers
et al. (2005) conducted a study involving multiple states (n = 5) and the use of alternate
assessments. In this study, half of the teachers felt that it was appropriate to have students
with significant disabilities included in accountability systems, but only a small percent
believed that these students receive an overall better education because of this
requirement. In addition, the responses indicated that teachers did not feel as though
alternate assessments were meeting the original intentions for students, teachers, and
schools as outlined in IDEA 1997. More than half of the teachers in this study reported
that their states had set high expectations for students with significant disabilities, but less

agreed that their students could meet these requirements (Flowers et al., 2005)
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There is significant variation within the disability label of “cognitive impairment”
or “mental retardation” (Ainsworth & Baker, 2004). The severity of the disability may
also play a role in how teachers acknowledge, instruct, and assess students with
significant disabilities. McGrew & Evans (2004) noted that the Attribution Theory
demonstrates teachers’ tendencies “to attribute success or failure for an individual (e.g.
students) to one of two different characteristics — ability or effort.” Students with lower
ability levels tend to elicit pity from teachers, which increases the expectation of future
failure. Teachers who viewed their students as having lower ability levels were more
likely to expect continued failure as opposed to teachers who believed that the failure was
caused by lack of effort. This type of “expectation of failure” has the potential to impact
the implementation of standards based reform and the alternate assessment process for
students with significant disabilities.

In addition, ability can be viewed from a “trait-oriented” or “process-oriented”
system. The trait-oriented system believes that student ability is relatively fixed whereas
the process-oriented system views ability as something that can be increased with
increased effort and learning strategies. Teachers who view ability as fixed can display
attitudes that have a negative impact on student learning (Mcgrew & Evans, 2004). When
administering alternate assessments to students with significant disabilities, some
teachers believe that this method demonstrates more of the teachers ability that that of
their students (Flowers et al., 2005).

Policy Implementation and Evaluation
The implementation of educational policy has a direct affect on school districts.

Without proper policy implementation, many schools may feel “adrift among the
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tumultuous waves of change and reform” (Masci, Cuddapah, & Pujack, p. 57, 2008). A
conceptual framework for program or practice implementation was outlined in a recent
National Implementation Research Network (NIRN) publication. This publication, titled
Implementation of Research: A Synthesis of the Literature, focused on the research
surrounding this important element of program change. The framework included five
components in the implementation process: (a) a source, (b) a destination, (c) a
communication link, (d) a feedback mechanism, and (d) a sphere of influence for
operation (NIRN, 2008). When considering alternate assessments, the source of
implementation comes from the State Departments of Education. The final destination is
at the school level with services being provided to students with significant disabilities.
The Communication link, specifically in MI-Access, is the District Coordinators who are
responsible for the reliable implementation of the alternate assessment program. Finally,
the feedback mechanism focuses on colleting information about the implementation from
those who play an integral part of the process (i.e. District Coordinators and Assessment
Administrators). According to the conceptual framework outlined by the NIRN, all of this
exists within a sphere of influence, which in the case of alternate assessments, is the
legislative policy of NCLB and IDEA that surround the implementation.

This evaluative research study focused on the feedback mechanism component in
the policy implementation of MI-Access, which represents a major shift in educational
policy through the reauthorizations of IDEA (1997 and 2004). This change in policy also
represents a change in learning expectations. Schools are not only expected to provide
access to education for students with disabilities, but this access must create

improvements in academic outcomes based on the general education curriculum
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(Hardman & Dawson, 2008). While students with disabilities have always been assessed
in some capacity, their inclusion into high stakes accountability systems is a new addition
to the field of Special Education.

The policy regarding alternate assessments for students with significant
disabilities and its implementation affects many areas of special education. IDEA (2004)
identifies that the education for students with disabilities will be more effective “by
ensuring their access to the general education curriculum in the regular classroom, to the
maximum extent possible.” This represents a change in instructional philosophy,
curriculum, and ultimately assessment for this student population. Masci et al. (2008)
note that the extensiveness, pace, and “top-down imposition” of educational change can
lead to cynicism and resistance from many teachers. According to Fullan (2001),
implementation is affected by how a change process is introduced and the extent to which
it is carried out. Therefore, the role districts play in the process of policy implementation
can have an effect on the overall outcomes.

Change at this level is systemic in the sense that it completely alters the
assessment process for students with significant disabilities. It also affects the educational
philosophy surrounding the instruction of this student population. In order for this type of
change to be successful and the policy to be implemented correctly, those involved in the
process must “buy into” the change and the outcomes it represents (Duffy, 2008; NIRN,
2008). When considering alternate assessments, one of the main stakeholders in the
process is the classroom teacher. The policy requirements from IDEA (2004) and NCLB
(2002) require access to the general education curriculum for this population in addition

to the introduction of alternate assessments. The classroom teacher plays a significant
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role in both of these actives. However, the teachers’ perspective is often missing from the
area of educational research and change (Ohi, 2008) making it more of a mandated, than
self-created process. Louis, Febey, and Schroeder (2005) noted that when educators
encounter a new policy, their understanding of its purpose and goals will determine the
type of change that follows the implementation. It appears logical to assume that self-
created vs. mandated change would create more understanding and in turn, more
motivation for change.

This exclusion of teachers in policy implementation can create negative
implications. It is important that education policies “empower teachers to teach and
students to learn” (Kelly, 2007) which requires the involvement of the classroom teacher
to improve success. However, amidst the increasing policy mandates surrounding
assessment and accountability systems, Reeves (2006) noted that “educators are
drowning under the weight of initiative fatigue - attempting to use the same amount of
time, money, and emotional energy to accomplish more and more
objectives...eventually, each initiative added to the pile creates a dramatic decline in
organizational effectiveness” (pg. 89). The policies surrounding assessment and
accountability for students with disabilities continue to be enforced and monitored under
IDEA and NCLB. The manner in which states and school districts implement these
policies will undoubtedly affect the role of the classroom teacher as well as other
professionals who are responsible for improving the educational outcomes for students

with disabilities.
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MI-Access

Prior to the creation of MI-Access, the only assessment option in Michigan was
the Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP). This assessment was created
for the general education population and addresses Michigan’s Grade Level Content
Expectations (GLCEs). Even with accommodations, the MEAP is not appropriate for
students with significant disabilities (MDE - Technical Report, 2007).

Currently, the state of Michigan uses an alternate assessment system titled MI-
Access. MI-Access is a performance-based alternate assessment for students who have, or
function as if they have cognitive impairments. The IEP team is responsible for
determining which MI-Access Assessment a student should take. The MI-Access
Program uses a standardized set of assessment instruments that assess the areas of
English Language Arts, Mathematics, and Science. Within each content area, students are
given a performance level of surpassed the performance standard, attained the
performance standard or emerging toward the performance standard (MDE - Technical
Report, 2007).

Michigan implemented MI-Access statewide in 2002 and it currently consists of
three separate assessments that address the varying ability levels of students with
significant disabilities (see Appendix A). MI-Access refers to the first assessment as
Functional Independence. This assessment is administered to students who have, or
function as if they have, mild cognitive impairments. The second assessment is
Supported Independence and is appropriate for students who have, or function as if they

have, moderate cognitive impairments. The third and final MI-Access assessment is
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referred to as Participation and this assessment is specifically for students who have, or
function as if they have, severe cognitive impairments (MDE - Technical Report, 2007).

Even though Michigan has administered the MI-Access Participation and
Supported Independence assessments (P/SI) statewide since 2002, the U.S. Department
of Education notified the Michigan Department of Education (MDE) in June 2006 that
the assessments were not meeting the requirements of NCLB. Specifically, the P/SI
assessments did not explicitly measure Michigan's English language arts (ELA) and
mathematics content standards and/or report scores separately by content area (MDE —
Technical Report, 2007). Due to the recommendations from the U.S. Department of
Education, Michigan piloted a new alternate assessment during the Fall of 2006 for
operational use in the spring of 2007. The MDE referred to this new assessment as the
MI-Access Participation and Supported Independence v1.5 (P/SI v1.5) Mathematics and
English Language Arts Pilot Assessment. While the title of this pilot assessment
combines Participation and Supported Independence, it actually consists of two unique
assessments that are administered to separate student populations. As discussed earlier,
the MDE developed the Participation assessment for students with severe cognitive
impairments while the Supported Independence assessment is appropriate for students
who have moderate cognitive impairments.

Prior to the P/SI v1.5 assessment, Michigan students with moderate and severe
cognitive impairments were administered assessments that measured their level of
participation in a particular task. For example, an assessment item may include: “The
student will participate in a reading activity” or “The student will participate in a group

activity with peers”. This type of assessment item was open to interpretation by the
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assessment administrator and allowed flexibility to connect the assessment item to
classroom instruction. If the student actively “participated” in the assessment activity, the
item was scored as correct. However, NCLB has mandated that states measure progress
for all students, including those with significant disabilities, in the academic content areas
of English Language arts, mathematics, and science (Browder et al., 2005). In Michigan,
the new alternate assessments required assessment administrators to present the student
with a specific test item that represents an academic content expectation. They also
require a correct answer to each item and do not allow “the student participated™ as an
scoring option (see Appendix B for scoring rubric).

The MI-Access P/SI v1.5 alternate assessments also introduced a new question
format for students with moderate and severe cognitive impairments. As required by
NCLB, these new assessments reflected Michigan’s Grade Level Content Expectations
(GLCEs) and High School Benchmarks. For students with cognitive impairments, these
GLCEs and Benchmarks were “extended” to reflect the learning styles and abilities of
this population. The MDE created this document by reducing the depth, breadth, and
complexity of the general education content standards for students with cognitive
impairments (see Appendix C for sample page). The result was a set of Extended Grade
Level Content Expectations (EGLCEs) and Extended Benchmarks (EBs) that are guided
by the same learning expectations that Michigan has in place for the general education
population (MDE - Technical Report, 2007). From these EGLCEs and EBs, the
Michigan Department of Education — Office of Education Assessment and Accountability

(MDE-OEAA) and Assessment Plan Writing Teams (APWT) worked to develop the
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current P/SI assessment items that specifically reflect the Extended Grade Level Content
Expectations in the areas of ELA and mathematics.
Michigan School Improvement Framework

In 2003, The Michigan Department of Education established the Office of School
Improvement (OSI) to “promote student learning and achievement by providing
statewide leadership, guidance and support over a wide range of programs that directly
impact teaching and learning, school leadership and continous [sic] school improvement”
(MDE-OS], 2007). Michigan’s OSI has worked with specialists and educators to develop
the Michigan School Improvement Framework. This framework is based on best practices
and research in the improvement of school and district educational systems.

Every year, schools and districts take time to review their policies and practices
with the hope of improving student achievement (MDE - School Improvement
Framework, 2006). Specifically, the Michigan School Improvement Framework,
v.1.6.06, (2006) states:

This process, commonly referred to as the school improvement process, is deeply

embedded in building, district and state planning and accountability systems, and

has become an integral and necessary part of school and system reform. While
this type of planning has existed for many years, recent state and federal mandates
including annual testing directives and increased accountability have intensified
the importance of this process and its outcomes...Schools and districts use these
plans as a blueprint to establish goals and objectives that will guide teaching for

learning, resource allocation, staff development, data management and
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assessment. They also use it to measure their ability to meet the goals and

objectives established in the plan.

The Michigan School Improvement Framework presents a strong focus on
assessment and references the term in three of the five Strands. In addition, the Revised
School Code of Michigan, Act 451 of 1976 Section 380.1277 referencing the School
Improvement Plan, states that “development of alternative measures of assessment that
will provide authentic assessment of pupils achievements, skills, and competencies” (Act
451, 1997). The Framework represents current research and best practice to support
continuous school improvement. The emphasis placed on assessment (i.e., utilization of
data, knowledge of process, stakeholder communication, and resource allocation) was
integral in developing the survey questions for this evaluative study.

Conclusion

Alternate assessments have a significant impact on the education for students with
disabilities and research in this area continues to advance (Flowers et al., 2005). The
focus on standards-based reform has highlighted the issues of academic content
standards, access to the general education curriculum, and appropriate assessments for
students with disabilities for the field of special education (Kearns, Lewis, Hall, &
Kleinert, 2007). However, there needs to be increased research on the process,
effectiveness, and outcomes of these assessments in order to ensure that all students,
including those with significant disabilities, can benefit from the recent changes in
education (Browder, Fallin, et al., 2003).

The purpose of this study was to conduct evaluative research focusing on the MI-

Access Alternate Assessment Program from the perspective of one critical stakeholder,
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the MI-Access District Coordinator. By surveying all MI-Access District Coordinators in
Michigan, this research study evaluated the MI-Access Program based on the perceptions
of these participants. This evaluation included the utilization of program resources and
data, communication and collaboration, professional development and training, and
knowledge of the MI-Access process.

In addition, this study examined the process of the MI-Access Program in relation
to the Michigan School Improvement Framework. Specifically, the three Strands that
address assessment including: (1) Strand I — Teaching for Learning, (2) Strand II —
Leadership, and (3) Strand III — Personnel and Professional Learning. (MDE - School
Improvement Framework, 2006). The purpose of this Framework is to “promote student
learning and achievement by providing statewide leadership” (MDE-OSI, 2007). In
addition, the Revised School Code of Michigan, Act 451 of 1976 Section 380.1277
referencing the School Improvement Plan, states that “development of alternative
measures of assessment that will provide authentic assessment of pupils achievements,
skills, and competencies” (Act 451, 1997). However, because there is no reference to
alternate assessments or Extended Grade Level Content Expectations (EGLCE:s) in the
Michigan School Improvement Framework, and because of the limited research in this
developing area, this study provides important information in understanding the alternate

assessment process for students with significant disabilities.
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CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY

This evaluative study was designed to examine the process of the MI-Access
Alternate Assessment Program used in Michigan. Program evaluation is intended to
examine existing programs in order to “make recommendations for programmatic
refinement and success” (Spaulding, 2008, pg.5). This study utilized a web-based survey
tool to investigate MI-Access District Coordinators’ responses regarding this process.
District Coordinators play an important role in the alternate assessment process and their
feedback was the basis for this research. This chapter presents the methodological
rationale, participants, survey development, survey instrument, pilot survey, data
collection, and data analysis.

Methodological Rationale

Guba and Lincoln (1989) noted, “evaluation is an investment in people and in
progress” (p.3). The purpose in selecting an evaluative research methodology was to
focus on the process of the MI-Access Program as it functions within the organizational
context of Michigans’ school districts. Evaluative research examines the practice of a
program and has the potential to identify possible improvements or changes in the
implementation process (IAR, 2007). According to Quenemoen et al. (2002), “we have
had at least a half a century to fine-tune how to assess ‘average’ students, but only a few
years to devote to a similar development process for students with complex disabilities”
(p. 2). By examining the process of Michigan’s MI-Access Program, this study will add

to a limited research base in the area of alternate assessments.
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It is important to reiterate that the methodological approach of evaluative research
in this study will assess the process of the MI Access alternate assessment rather than the
assessment content. By definition, evaluation “is the systematic acquisition and
assessment of information to provide useful feedback about some object” (Trochim,
2006). In this definition, Trochim uses the term “object” to refer to any type of policy,
program, activity, etc. This study collected information from MI-Access District
Coordinators with the intention of providing “useful feedback” to better understand and
possibly improve the alternate assessment system used in Michigan.

As discussed earlier, NCLB (2002) and the reauthorization of IDEA (2004)
address the need for alternate assessments in order to include all students in state
accountability systems. These assessments represent one of the most prominent changes
in special education in recent history (Browder, Fallin, et al., 2003). This change creates a
continuing need to examine the alternate assessment process and the manner in which it
delivers services to students with significant disabilities. Evaluative studies are a useful
approach to educational research. Results from theses studies have the potential to
enhance the “process of reflection and learning in action” for stakeholders involved in the
evaluation (Beals, 2003).

Participants

Participants in this study included all (approximately 800) MI-Access District
Coordinators in the state of Michigan. According to the MI-Access Coordinator and
Assessment Administrator Manual (2007/2008), each district must designate one
individual as the District MI-Access Coordinator. Districts have the option to utilize their

Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP) Coordinator as their MI-Access
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Coordinator or designate a different individual for the role. The position of MI-Access
District Coordinator may include Special Education Directors, School Psychologists, or
experienced teachers. However, educational support staff or administration assistants
should not be designated as District Coordinators (MDE - Administrator Manual,
2007/2008).
Role of MI-Access District Coordinator

District Coordinators were selected as the focus of this study because they play an
essential role in the MI-Access Program. They represent the link between the Michigan
Department of Education and Assessment Administrators in the MI-Access Program.
Their involvement includes tasks before, during, and after the alternate assessment
process (see Table 1). Each of these tasks represents an important step in the successful

implementation of the MI-Access assessments.
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Table 1

District Coordinators’ Major Tasks

Before Assessment During Assessment After Assessment
Inventory materials Assist school Review returned
received coordinators and assessment materials
Complete MI-Access assessment for accuracy
Security Compliance administrators as needed Complete District
Form Be available to answer Identification Sheet
Begin filling out questions Prepare used and
District Identification Relay questions to the unused materials for
Sheet MI-Access Hotline or return shipment
Check preprinted OEAA staff as needed (except manuals and
student information/ Ensure that ethical rulers)

barcode labels against assessment Ship materials to
Pre-ID School Rosters administration practices Questar Assessment,
Affix Pre-ID student are followed Inc.

barcode labels to Complete online
student answer survey

documents (if

applicable)

Prepare materials for

distribution to schools

Establish internal

district return date

Distribute materials to

schools

Note: Information represents abbreviated list obtained from the 2007/2008 Coordinator
and Assessment Administrator Manual
Procedure

The number of participants for this study represented the 57 Intermediate School
Districts (ISDs) in Michigan, which contain more than 550 public school districts. In
addition, there are approximately 190 charter schools in Michigan. These schools are also
required to offer MI-Access assessments to eligible students (MDE - Technical Report,

2007). For the purpose of this study, the Michigan Department of Education provided a
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list including the names and emails of all acting District Coordinators. With duplicate
names and emails removed, the list consisted of 800 MI-Access District Coordinators.
Some districts choose to utilize more than one MI-Access District Coordinator making
the list larger than the actual number of schools and districts in Michigan. The email
addresses of all District Coordinators were uploaded into a secure contact list within
SurveyMonkey, an online survey tool.
Survey Development

According to Kuter and Ylimaz (2001), “survey research is one of the most
important areas of measurement in applied social research” (p.9). As part of survey
development, the researcher communicated with MI-Access Assessment Administrators
and District Coordinators to develop a list of common concerns and issues surrounding
the MI-Access program. These conversations took place during the Michigan Department
of Education — Office of Educational Assessment and Accountability Fall Conferences.
The researcher presented at conferences in Battle Creek, Thompsonville, Sterling
Heights, Lansing, and Novi, MI. After presentations, the researcher engaged in
discussions regarding the MI-Access Program with a variety of stakeholders from around
the state. From these informal discussions, the researcher was able to identify five
Essential Alternate Assessment Process Components including: (1) utilization of program
resources, (2) utilization of assessment data and results (3) communication and
collaboration in the alternate assessment process, (4) professional development and
training for effective implementation, and (5) knowledge of the MI-Access process.

These components guided the creation of survey items for this study.
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In addition to the Essential Alternate Assessment Process Components, three
strands of the Michigan School Improvement Framework that address issues of
assessment were utilized in the organization of survey items. These strands included
“Teaching for Learning,” “Leadership,” and Personnel and Professional Learning.” By
identifying the Framework goals related to alternate assessments, the researcher
organized the survey items into one of the three strands.

Survey Instrument

As stated in the Introduction, the research questions guiding this study include:
(1) To what extent are Michigan School Districts utilizing the MI-Access resources (e.g.
assessment data and results, released item booklets, and EGLCEs) provided by the
Michigan Department of Education to improve instruction for students with cognitive
impairments? This question addresses the Teaching for Learning component of the
Michigan School Improvement Framework. (2) To what extent are Michigan School
Districts communicating and collaborating to successfully implement and coordinate the
MI-Access Program for students with cognitive impairments? This question addresses the
Leadership and Personnel/Professional Learning components of the Michigan School
Improvement Framework. (3) What are District Coordinators’ perceptions regarding the
MI-Access program? This question focuses on both the personal role of the District
coordinator as well as the training of MI-Access assessment administrators within their
districts. In addition, District Coordinators were asked to provide feedback regarding the
strengths and weaknesses of the MI-Access process.

The researcher developed an online survey for the specific purpose of evaluating

the MI-Access Program through the research questions listed above (see Appendix D).
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This survey consists of five sections: (1) demographic information, (2) Teaching for
Learning — Strand I from the Michigan School Improvement Framework, (3) Leadership
—Strand II from the Michigan School Improvement Framework, (4) Personnel and
Professional Learning — Strand II from the Michigan School Improvement Framework,
and (5) a set of four open-ended questions.

The first section, Demographic Information, included eight questions related to
District Coordinator demographics. These questions addressed the amount of time
participants have been District Coordinators, their official role within in the district,
whether they administered the assessment, if they received any compensation for their
involvement in MI-Access, and the amount of time needed for successful
implementation. In addition, general demographic questions were included on the survey
such as, geographic location, student population, and familiarity with the Extended Grade
Level Content Expectations (EGLCEs). The last question in the demographic section
addressed District Coordinators’ philosophical standpoints regarding alternate
assessments. Below is a list of the questions presented to District Coordinators in the
Demographic section. Each question has a brief selection of answers and participants
were asked to select only one response (see Appendix D for complete survey).

Demographic Questions:

1. How long have you been a MI-Access District Coordinator?

2. What is your official role in the district where you are coordinator?

3. Do you currently administer the MI-Access Assessments?

4. Do you receive any compensation for your role as a MI-Access District

Coordinator?
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5. If you were to estimate the time you spend on combined tasks (e.g., receiving,

delivering, packaging, and returning materials) during one assessment window, how

many hours are needed to successfully complete your requirements as a MI-Access

District Coordinator?

6. How would you describe the geographic location of your district?

7. What is the approximate student population in your district?

8. How familiar are you with the Michigan School Improvement Framework?

9. Do you agree that all students who have cognitive impairments should be

administered alternate state assessments based on Extended Grade Level Content

Expectations (EGLCEs)?

The second section, Teaching for Learning, consisted of questions aligned to
Strand I in the Michigan School Improvement Framework. Strand I requires that
“assessments used are aligned to curricular content and are used to guide instructional
decisions and monitor student learning” (MDE - School Improvement Framework, 2006).
Proper alignment of educational components is an important part of the alternate
assessment process. This includes aligning instruction with alternate assessments as well
as aligning alternate assessments with state content standards (Courtade-Little &
Browder, 2005). This section addressed the process of using assessment resources such as
the Extended Grade Level Contents Expectations (EGLCEs) as well as assessment data

and results in the MI-Access Program (see Table 2).



Table 2

Teaching for Learning
1 2 3 4 5
As a District My district My district My district My district
Coordinator, I adequately regularly utilizes the utilizes the
am familiar disseminates requests Michigan Item Analysis
with the MI- | the MI-Access information | Extended Grade Reports
Access data | data and results from Level Content | provided by
and results to Assessment Assessment Expectations the MDE to
providedto | Administrators | Administrators | (EGLCEs) to improve
my district by to use for as to how the align instruction for
the Michigan instructional | MI-Access data | instruction for | students with
Department of purposes. and results are | students with cognitive
Education being used to cognitive impairments.
(MDE). improve impairments
instruction in with the State
the classroom. Grade Level
Content
Expectations
(GLCEs).

The third section, Leadership, consisted of questions aligned to Strand II in the

Michigan School Improvement Framework. Strand II requires that “school leaders create

a school environment where everyone contributes to a cumulative, purposeful and

positive effect on student learning” (MDE - School Improvement Framework, 2006).

This section addressed knowledge of assessment and data as well as the utilization of

time and resources in the alternate assessment process (see Table 3).
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Table 3

Leadership
1 2 3 4 5
As a District Assessment My district My district My district
Coordinator, I | Administrators provides an utilizes the designates MI-
consider in my district adequate Released Item Access
myself effectively amount of Booklets Coordinators
knowledgeable | complete their | release time to | provided by the for each
regarding the | tasks in the MI- | Assessment MDE to building to
coordination Access Administrators improve organize the
and successful Program to participate in | instruction for | dissemination,
implementation | process (e.g., professional students with | administration,
process of the receiving, development cognitive and collection
MI-Access administering, | related to the impairments. of the MI-
Program in my | and returning MI-Access Access
district. assessment Program. Assessments.
materials).

The fourth Section, Personnel and Professional Learning consisted of questions

aligned to Strand III in the Michigan School Improvement Framework. Strand III

requires that “the school has highly qualified personnel who continually acquire and use

skills, knowledge, attitudes and beliefs necessary to create a culture with high levels of

learning for all” (MDE - School Improvement Framework, 2006). This section focused

on personal qualifications, communication, and collaboration in the alternate assessment

process (see Table 4).
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Table 4

Personnel and Professional Learning

1 2 3 4 5
As a District My district In my district, As aDistrict | In my district,
Coordinator, I provides Assessment Coordinator, I Assessment
believe I have adequate Administrators | communicate | Administrators
the training to contact me with | with the MI- regularly
background Assessment questions Access collaborate
necessary Administrators and/or Program with each
(e.g., regarding the concerns Developers other to
assessment administration | regarding the to answer improve the
and/or special | of MI-Access MI-Access questions and alternate
education Assessments. Program. clarify assessment
training) to assessment administration
successfully issues (e.g., process.
coordinate and calling the MI-
manage the Access Hotline
process of the or the MDE-
MI-Access ASWDP
Assessment offices).
Program.

Each of these three sections consisted of five Likert scale questions. All questions

were presented in a four-point rating scale format including Strongly Agree, Agree,

Disagree, and Strongly Disagree. Each choice was assigned a point value from 4 to 1

respectively. In addition, there was an option for “Don’t Know/Not Sure.” This option

was given a point value of zero. This type of survey design offers clear choices and is

familiar to most participants (Brace, 2004).

Within the survey, items appeared under the three headings from the Michigan

School Improvement Framework. However, all survey items were further categorized

into the five Essential Alternate Assessment Process Components created by the

researcher for future data analysis (see Table 5).
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Table 5

Essential Alternate Assessment Process Components

Utilization of Utilization of Communication Professional Knowledge of
Resources Data and Results and Development Assessment
Collaboration and Training Process
My district As a District In my district, My district As a District
utilizes the Coordinator, I Assessment provides Coordinator, I
Released Item | am familiar with | Administrators | adequate training | consider myself
Booklets the MI-Access | contact me with to Assessment | knowledgeable
provided by the | data and results | questions and/or | Administrators regarding the
MDE to provided to my concerns regarding the coordination
improve district by the regarding the | administration of | and successful
instruction for Michigan MI-Access MI-Access implementation
students with Department of Program. Assessments. process of the
cognitive Education MI-Access
impairments. (MDE). Program in my
district.
My district My district As a District My district As a District
utilizes the adequately Coordinator, I provides an Coordinator, I
Michigan disseminates the communicate adequate amount | believe I have
Extended Grade | MI-Access data with the MI- of release time to | the background
Level Content and results to Access Program Assessment necessary (e.g.,
Expectations Assessment Developers Administrators to |  assessment
(EGLCEs) to | Administrators to to answer participate in and/or special
align instruction use for questions and professional education
for students instructional clarify development training) to
with cognitive purposes assessment related to the MI- | successfully
impairments issues (e.g., Access coordinate and
with the State calling the MI- Program. manage the
Grade Level Access Hotline process of the
Content or the MDE- MI-Access
Expectations ASWDP offices). Assessment
(GLCEs). Program.
My district My district In my district, Assessment My district
utilizes the Item regularly Assessment Administrators in | designates MI-
Analysis requests Administrators my district Access
Reports information from regularly effectively Coordinators
provided by the Assessment collaborate complete their for each
MDE to Administrators improve the tasks in the MI- building to
improve asto alternate Access organize the
instruction for how the MI- assessment Program process | dissemination,
students with | Access data and administration (e.g., receiving, | administration,
cognitive results are being process administering, and collection
impairments. used to improve and returning of the MI-
instruction in the assessment Access
classroom. materials). Assessments




The final section of the survey consisted of four open-ended questions. These
questions addressed the MI-Access assessment process in relation to improvement,
implementation, strengths, and weaknesses. The open-ended questions included:

1. Are there changes that could help improve the implementation process of the

MIAccess Program (e.g., before, during, and after the assessment)?

2. Considering your response to the previous question, what is the most effective
way for your recommendations to be implemented?
3. What do you consider the most significant strengths of the MI-Access Assessment

Program?

4. What do you consider the most significant weaknesses of the MI-Access

Assessment Program?

Pilot Survey

It is crucial in survey development that a pilot survey be conducted to ensure there
are no errors in the instrument that could reduce the return rate (Spaulding, 2008). For
this study, 20 MDE employees and MSU colleagues were asked to pilot the online survey
and offer feedback regarding format, structure, clarity of questions, and amount of time
for completion. The pilot participants received the survey through the online survey tool,
SurveyMonkey. This ensured that the pilot participants would view the survey in the
same format as the MI-Access District Coordinators.

Feedback from the pilot survey revealed that participants were able to complete
the survey in less than twenty minutes. This included brief responses to the four open-
ended questions. Several of the pilot participants indicated a desire to know their progress

as they completed the survey. Using a design tool in SurveyMonkey, a “progress bar”
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was added to accommodate this request. This tool allowed participants to view the
“percent completed” and the “percent remaining” on the survey as they addressed each
item.

Overall, feedback from the pilot survey was positive and participants agreed that
the online format was simple to navigate. There were no comments regarding the clarity
of the survey questions.

Data Collection

This evaluative study collected data using SurveyMonkey, an online survey tool.
The email addresses of 800 MI-Access District Coordinators were uploaded into a secure
contact list. After the Spring MI-Access assessment window closed on March 28, 2008,
an email with a link to the survey was sent to all District Coordinators on March 31. Due
to this study’s focus on the process of the MI-Access Program, the researcher
purposefully selected this date for survey distribution. By sending the survey immediately
following the assessment window, the researcher hoped to collect more specific and
relevant feedback regarding the alternate assessment process.

The survey window remained open for three weeks. During that time, responses
were monitored and follow-up email requests were sent weekly to District Coordinators
who had not responded. This is considered a beneficial aspect of online surveys and can
potentially increase response rates up to 25% (Sheehan, 2001).

Data Analysis

In evaluative research, the major goal should be to “influence decision-making or

policy formulation through the provision of empirically-driven feedback” (Trochim,

2006). Data analysis in this study focused on finding the strengths and weaknesses
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surrounding the process of Michigan’s alternate assessment program as expressed by MI-
Access District Coordinators. Descriptive statistics from both Likert scale questions and
open-ended questions were compiled and analyzed to evaluate this specific alternate
assessment system.

All data from selected response survey items were reported as an overall score
and as disaggregated scores for two groups of District Coordinators. The first group
consisted of participants who function in an Administration position within the education
system while the second group consisted of participants working as Practitioners. For the
purposes of this study, Administration refers to participants who identified themselves as
either Special Education Directors or Principals and Practitioners are those participants
who identified themselves as Teachers, Guidance Counselors, School Psychologists, or
Other. The purpose behind creating these subgroups was to identify potential variations
in District Coordinators’ responses based on their primary role within the district. During
data analysis, significant differences were observed between the groups in the area of
assessment administration. Therefore, all analyses were conducted with an overall mean
score for total participants as well as the subgroups of Administration and Practitioner. In
addition, a t-test for significance between means was conducted for the two groups. This
created the opportunity to identify and address potential response differences based on
the role of the District Coordinator.

Analysis of quantitative data (Likert scale items) was conducted within each of
the research questions to address the specific area of inquiry. In addition, demographic

data was analyzed and presented by both frequency (responses) and percent
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(respondents). This data provided background information that was used throughout the
results section to better understand District Coordinators’ responses to survey items.

All survey items were also analyzed within the Strands of the Michigan School
Improvement Framework including “Teaching for Learning,” “Leadership,” and
“Personnel and Professional Learning.” Similar quantitative analysis focused on
responses within each of the Essential Alternate Assessment Process Components
developed by the researcher. These included: (1) utilization of program resources, (2)
utilization of assessment data and results (3) communication and collaboration in the
alternate assessment process, (4) professional development and training for effective
implementation, and (5) knowledge of the MI-Access process.

For each of the three research questions, School Improvement Framework
Strands, and Essential Alternate Assessment Components, descriptive statistics, including
means and standard deviations, were calculated (based on the assigned point values of 1-
4). Mean scores were rank ordered and comparisons were made within Strands and
Components to identify areas of strengths and weakness in the MI-Access alternate
assessment process. Samples of participant responses form the comment section
following each question will be presented in support of quantitative responses.

Finally, content analysis was conducted on the open-ended questions addressing
the strengths and weakness of the MI-Access program as perceived by District
Coordinators. After analysis of the open-ended questions began, it became apparent that
most respondents approached the first question (Are there changes that could help
improve the implementation process of the MI-Access Program (e.g., before, during, and

after the assessment)?) as a question regarding weaknesses. In addition, the second
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question (Considering your response to the previous question, what is the most effective
way for your recommendations to be implemented?) provided responses that were either
unclear, or were simply reiterating the weakness. Therefore, only the questions
specifically regarding MI-Access strengths and weaknesses (What do you consider the
most significant strengths of the MI-Access Assessment Program? and What do you
consider the most significant weaknesses of the MI-Access Assessment Program?) were
analyzed. Data from these two questi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>