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The Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program 
Alternative for Special Education Students:  
From Idea to Implementation
Abstract

Tennessee has used an alternative assessment for the past three academic years.  The first (1999-2000) was a pilot program of limited but statewide implementation.  The 2000-2001 school year was the first year that formal assessment was required for all elementary and secondary students.  The alternative assessment program—for students whose progress cannot be appropriately assessed by grade-level, norm-referenced, multiple-choice tests—has been evolving quickly since the initial planning for implementation.  This document discusses the general education links, curriculum framework connection, and multidisciplinary team tie in.  It then covers the Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program Alternative (TCAP Alt) development and resulting portfolio setup.  This research documents the changes to date and how the state’s alternate assessment has arrived at its current structure.  It also offers possible directions alternative assessment should or will take in the next few years.   
Background
The Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program Alternative (TCAP Alt) became law in July 2000. The 1997 Reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA ‘97) made statewide assessment of all students—including those with severe or multiple disabilities (Ysseldyke & Olsen, 1999)—required for the 2000-2001 school year. Tennessee piloted a portfolio assessment during the 1999-2000 school year, with 2000-2001 becoming the first true year of implementation.  Now that the second full year is winding down, a recounting of how the alternative assessment has been adapted to meet the realities of implementation is useful.

The overview to the most recent Tennessee Alternative Portfolio Assessment Teacher’s Guide (2001) claims that IDEA ‘97 “created the mandate to include all children, including children with severe disabilities, in state testing and accountability systems.”  At the federal level, the concept began much earlier, resulting from the former President Bush’s Education Goals 2000, then 1994’s Title II, National Education Reform of Leadership, Standards, and Assessments (Kleinert, Kearns, & Kennedy, 1997). In 1996, the National Education Goals Panel included a goal that most directly prompted recent assessment practices.  “All students will leave grades 4, 8, and 12 having demonstrated competency over challenging subject matter including English, Mathematics, Science. . .and Government” (Zigler  & Hall, 2000).  The pertinent wording from Section 612(a) of Public Law (P. L.) 91-230, as reworded by the IDEA Amendments of 1997 (P.L. 105-17) follows:

(17) Participation in assessments 


(A) In general children with disabilities are included in general State and district-wide assessment programs, with appropriate accommodations, where necessary. As appropriate, the State or local educational agency [LEA] - 


(i) develops guidelines for the participation of children with disabilities in alternate assessments for those children who cannot participate in State and district-wide assessment programs; and 


(ii) develops and, beginning not later than July 1, 2000, conducts those alternate assessments.

This provision has been codified at Title 20 in Section 1412 of the U.S. Code [20 U.S.C. 1412(a)(17)(A)].  Until this amendment to the federal law, all states but Kentucky and Maryland had no formal policy in place about including children with disabilities in statewide assessment testing.  Following the reauthorization of IDEA ’97, in Tennessee a steering committee, curriculum framework task force, and an instrumentation subcommittee turned to the task of making this new requirement a reality.


Due to conflicting messages from school administrators and a lack of familiarity with the changes in the 1997 Reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA ‘97), teachers are submitting unwillingly to the now required alternate assessment process.  One driver for this testing policy reform was school accountability (Kleinert, Kearns, & Kennedy, 1999).  Schools are to receive federal grants or incur government sanctions based on whether or not students’ statewide testing scores improve.  This linkage has been tougher to manage than has the inclusion of all students, which is the focus of this research.  However, the this rewards/sanctions component will be addressed, where it relates to the changes in implementation for all students statewide.


Tennessee worked the inclusion of all students based on Kentucky’s model.  In 1992, the Kentucky Education Reform Act (KERA) became the law of the state, changing certain provisions of school administration.  One change was that students with disabilities would participate in statewide testing:  no student would be excluded (Kearns, Kleinert, Clayton, Burge, & Williams, 1998).  KERA itself was a byproduct of the Kentucky Essential Skills Test, KEST (Guskey, 1994).  KEST was a statewide test conducted in the 1980s, the results of which were used to rank school districts throughout the commonwealth and to dispense rewards and sanctions accordingly (Guskey, 1994).  KEST, however, was all multiple choice and this resulted in two criticisms: 

 The test could be administered to only those students capable of taking multiple choice tests

 Those schools that “focused instruction” on the test in the weeks prior to its administration faired better than those school systems that chose not to “teach to the test” (Guskey, 1994).  
        

As one of its critics pointed out, teaching to a standardized test is easy because it narrows instruction (Guskey, 1994).  What the lawmakers and administrators were hoping for with the shift to KERA was performance-based instruction, which broadens instruction, but also allows for the kinds of instructional activities teachers and students were already used to.  Performance-based instruction, especially portfolio instruction, is a better fit for writing activities (for one example).  Documenting this kind of authentic instruction is a time-consuming process, though, especially at the outset.  The one-day workshops to train them left many teachers feeling like they were being asked to do more and teach more, without more planning time (Guskey, 1994).  As a result, many “froze” in their usual ways of providing instruction, then added on the paperwork afterward to satisfy the state’s changing requirements.  Guskey (1994) wryly notes that it was more likely that what was reported was what was taught when the teachers were teaching to the test.


To their credit, though, Kentucky did not throw out the baby with the bath water.  By the 1997-1998 academic year, they were requiring a writing portfolio, standardized testing, and “noncognitive” measures (attendance, drop out rates, etc.) for each systems 4th and 5th, 7th and 8th, and 11th and 12th graders (Kearns, Kleinert, Clayton, Burge, & Williams, 1998).  This three-component assessment was factored into a performance index for each school, with rewards or sanctions tied to it (Kearns et al., 1998).  What is more significant is that the Kentucky accountability system was including all students in these grades since 1992.  When Tennessee moved to do likewise with the 1999-2000 pilot, they used Kentucky’s model for ensuring appropriate accommodations were in place for most students to participate, and an alternate assessment was designed for those who would not be able to participate even with modifications (Kearns et al., 1998).  


The Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program, despite competency, achievement, and (for 4th, 7th, and 11th grades) writing components is still heavily multiple-choice based.  Of course, there is nothing wrong with teaching to the test if the test is worth teaching to.  But this broad treatment of the curriculum is geared more toward a student-centered, performance-based assessment than toward teacher-based measurement-driven instruction.  Guskey’s (1994) point is that the distinction between instruction and assessment should be blurry.  That is, performance-based assessment should be embedded in the instructional process, not separate from it.  In explaining why we are not there yet, Serafini (2001) adds that from the students’ perspective, assessment is something done to them, not with them.


Until recently, it may have been done for special education students with mild or moderate disabilities, but it was not being done at all (more than district-wide) for those students with severe or multiple disabilities.  Ysseldyke and Olsen (1999) point out that the National Center for Education Outcomes (NCEO) had been unsatisfied with the “out of sight, out of mind” philosophy that preceded IDEA ’97.  Of course, many teachers and administrators shared NCEO’s concern, but the issues of fair accommodations and reasonable alternatives seemed too big to settle consistently statewide (Kleinert, Kearns, & Kennedy, 1997).  With the passage of the IDEA ’97 amendments, the need to surmount these obstacles in three years became law.  The focus shifted to measuring integrated skills across domains for all students (Ysseldyke & Olsen, 1999) and required states to report progress in Language Arts and Mathematics.  In the memo (dated August, 2000) opening the TCAP Alternative Manual, the Assistant Commissioner for Special Education simplifies this process as one of “documentation of the services provided” and “selection of the student’s best work from the data [collected].”


But why to assess everyone was not as clear or well thought through by the summer of 2000, other than to continue receiving federal funds since it was now the law.  Kleinert et al. (2000) caution against forgetting the unique needs of disabled students in this “rush to accountability.”  They note that IDEA ‘97 requires all scores be included in assessments, but not in accountability measures. However, in statewide implementation, both Kentucky and Maryland felt compelled to include alternative scores in both (Kleinert, Haigh,  Kearns, & Kennedy, 2000).  Even though Kentucky’s law preceded the federal requirement, they believed that because the statewide assessment is based on the key outcomes for all students it logically needed to include all students.  

After why to assess, how to assess becomes the main issue. How will a state know if it is getting the right numbers of students and emphasizing the right categories (Kleinert,  Kearns, & Kennedy, 1997)?  Kampfer, Horvath, Kleinert, and  Kearns (2001) offer a 0.5 to 1 percent of the student population taking an alternate assessment as a reasonable target. This is in addition to those students who may be eligible for the regular assessment with such accommodations as more time or a designated reader.  Presumably, a student’s eligibility is determined by his multidisciplinary team (Denham & Lahm, 2001). The IDEA ‘97 wording requires an “alternate assessment” for those who “cannot participate” in statewide testing (Ysseldyke & Olsen, 1999). It further requires that this testing align with the general education tests’ timing (Kleinert, Haigh,  Kearns, & Kennedy, 2000). Because this timing can be a moving target and because students in comprehensive classrooms do not follow the grade-to-grade school career of their peers, special education students were being left out of the assessment process. Despite the arguable fairness of classroom-based rubrics designed with teacher and student input, at best right now, embedding an annual assessment into day-to-day instruction and documenting it is the toughest integration to happen in special education since the Individual Education Program became a federal requirement in the mid 1970s.  

Links to the Curriculum Framework and General Education
What makes this embedding tough is that portfolio building is a day-to-day requirement, whereas the IEP is an annual or (at best) grading period to grading period process.  But the first TCAP Alt manual did not view the linking of alternative assessment to the general curriculum as anything so novel, rather a natural extension of the “LIFE” of the LRE for LIFE model.  The Tennessee Curriculum Frameworks Committee’s Extensions and Adaptations subcommittee lays out these four “essential learning skills” (Tennessee Middle School Alternate Portfolio Assessment, draft 1999):

 Lead to skills needed to become productive citizens

 Increase independence

 Foster the quality of life

 Enhance the performance of essential life skills

In their interpretation of IDEA ’97, the subcommittee concluded that to assess performance (and perhaps behavior) in multiple settings and to continuously assess progress, an alternative to TCAP testing was needed by those students for which TCAP testing would not be a useful indicator (Tennessee Middle School Alternate Portfolio Assessment Guide, draft 1999).  Further, they saw portfolio development as allowing for “an ethical” generation of student work, since a “quality portfolio links instruction with assessment.”  Along the way, however, other goals factored in, and some were not very realistic for the lowest functioning students:  student participation in portfolio development, social interaction with nondisabled peers in general education, and evidence of choice.  The schedule shifting that resulted often stretches the creativity of the teachers involved, sometimes enough to make the resulting portfolio entries artificial.  But the point remains that we should be teaching special education students to the general education benchmarks.  Tennessee’s Assistant Commissioner for Special Education Joe Fisher said as much in his memo that opens the final version of the guide:  special education needs to align with the general education curriculum and standards.

The five framework content areas (and their twenty-two standards) do not require quite as much stretching as do the student involvement and inclusionary components.  In the second year of implementation, Health was dropped because it was not a TCAP, Gateway, or TerraNova tested area for the general education population.  So four content areas remain for the elementary grades:  English/Language Arts, Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies.  It is not such a reach to call any kind of communication practice Language Arts or view as Math any attempts at patterning or sorting.  Reporting of the results, however—and making this reporting look like general education’s reporting—has been a tough hurdle.

Although any student who had been using allowable accommodations (Appendix A, page 1 of this link) and already had these written into an IEP could also use them during testing, only students (covered by IDEA or Section 504 guidelines) who are not diagnosed as socially or emotionally disabled can use “special conditions” (Appendix B, page 2 of this link) accommodations (TCAP Alternative Instructions, 2001).  (The options have been reworded, though not too clearly, at the lower left of the state’s most recent revision to the IEP form.  See Appendix C, page 6 of this link.)  The main differences between the two types of accommodations is that allowable accommodations are ones that help without obviously skewing that student’s test results while the need for special conditions accommodations has to be more carefully documented since these interventions could skew the results if used inappropriately.  For example, Braille or enlarged type and the use of an amplifier are allowable accommodations.  Extended time (for untimed tests) and the use of a calculator (on certain tests) are special conditions accommodations.  Before approving special conditions accommodations, the multidisciplinary team has to agree that even with allowable accommodations the student with a disability’s test results would not be representative of their true academic ability.  Students needing accommodations that are not state allowable or special conditions accommodations must be assessed by portfolio.

For the pilot year and last academic year (1999-2000 and 2000-2001 respectively), only the portfolio alternative was offered.  The allowable accommodations were available, but their use was limited to allowing students to participate in statewide testing at their assigned grade level.  With the 2001-2002 school year, another TCAP testing option was offered:  the Academic Skills Assessment (ASA).  To oversimplify for brevity’s sake, this alternate testing allows students in the higher grades who read at 4th grade level or lower to test at their reading level rather than their true grade level (TCAP Alternative Instructions, 2001).  The suggested total population of both portfolio and ASA assessed students should be less than 1% of the district’s total student population (Kleinert, Haigh,  Kearns, & Kennedy, 2000).  Kampfer et al. (2001) offer .5 to 1%.  The Tennessee TCAP Coordinator allowed for a more generous “less than 2%” at the initial teacher training session for the 2000-2001 school year.  Kearns, Kleinert, and Kennedy (1999) note that even before the federal requirement 15 to 40% of special education students participated in statewide assessments without any accommodations.  The portfolio assessment was introduced as a compatible way of including moderately to severely disabled students in statewide testing.    The authors caution that the use of accommodations must be documented in the IEP, used the whole school year, and not interfere with the test’s purpose.  (Students cannot have Reading decoding tests read to them, for example.)  Kearns et al. (1998) add that accommodations cannot be used to improve a product that the student could have completed without them.   

Regardless of how students are assessed, Kearns, Kleinert, and Kennedy (1999) point out that the same framework is used and the same learner outcomes apply to all.  Alternative testing should merely allow the learning to be demonstrated differently.  Kearns et al. (1999) relay a Science lesson example in which a special education student and a nondisabled peer are assigned to catch insects together.  The lesson is obviously scientific inquiry and involves reading, writing, speaking, classifying, and patterning.  But it also involves bodily movement and interpersonal relationships.  The two students may take on different tasks during the lesson and document the outcomes differently.  Alternate assessment allows for these differing ways of measuring student progress with a common yardstick (Sailor, 1997).

Kleinert, Kearns, and Kennedy (1999)—like many authors and individuals going through this process—acknowledge that the challenges are formidable when including all students in performance measures, then using these for educational accountability.  Serafini (2001) adds that what makes it tougher is the lack of student and teacher involvement in what needs to be taught and how the learning is assessed.  Add to this the need on the special education side to start from the curriculum framework that many teachers are only now becoming familiar with, then create from it a developmentally appropriate mix of academic, functional, physical, and social curriculum (Ysseldyke & Olsen, 1999).  Frustration and dread over the task at hand and ahead is easy to understand, especially as we go to the next level and actually have to assess how well these special education students are assimilating the curriculum framework.  Especially for the more severely disabled students, application of the framework seems of limited value since it emphasizes academic skills and it takes not a little teacher creativity to link these to the life/survival skills being taught in many comprehensive developmental classrooms.  When such students were excluded, the assessment process linked more tightly with the academic, college preparatory work going on.  However, many were not comfortable with this solution even when it was legal.  

What would be better is a broader curriculum framework that incorporates both academic and work/life skills.  Standards such as “have the math skills necessary for success in their next environment” provide a little more working room than “have a working knowledge of grade 8 math” (Elliott, Ysseldyke, Thurlow, & Erickson, 1998).  Right now special education teachers are starting from core subjects of Language Arts, Math, Social Studies, and Science.  Elliott et al. (1998) opine that a more common core might be Communication, Citizenship, and Functional Literacy.  Their point is that states and school districts should have the latitude to more broadly script standards based on the framework.  The broader the wording, the more likely it is to include all students.  That said, Kearns et al. (1998) acknowledge that opportunities to practice a skill in the general education classroom can result in higher portfolio scores, and not merely because of the inclusive setting points.  Therefore the day-to-day merger of skills needed for continued education and those needed for some independent survival in the world should continue.  When how schools report grades and are held accountable for them starts to matter more in Tennessee, this merger and the resulting increase in scores will matter more.  Right now all Tennessee is required to report are drop out rates, graduation rates, and “participation” in assessment rates (author’s notes at TCAP Training, 2000).  Although inclusionary special education (in multiple settings) is called for by law, TCAP Alternative participation allows for a Special Education diploma only.  This despite the drive toward having the special education scoring results mirror TCAP results.  

Guskey (1994) acknowledges that adapting instruction to performance-based assessment is more complex than anyone believes prior to trying it.  He notes that bridging the chasm between authentic assessment and authentic classroom instructional practice will require well-designed assessments to document.  It will also require more training, money, and time.  However, Kearns et al. (1998) point out that the federal and state governments’ commitment to honing an inclusive, accountable system remains.   

Individual Education Plan Links
The Individual Education Program (IEP) is the centerpiece of testing, determining how a student will participate in assessment (Kearns et al., 1998).  It obviously documents a variety of tasks, and not-so-obviously indicates a variety of teaching strategies and settings.  The link between the IEP and the statewide assessment is in demonstrating how well the student meets core learner outcomes without the influence of his or her disability.  That is, while accounting and accommodating for the disability involved, how well does the student demonstrate the written language, reading, math, etc. goal being addressed in the IEP and formally assessed annually?

The amount of special education student access to general education classes is also documented on annual IEPs and assessed annually.  This time in pull-out resource, inclusive general education, related services, or self-contained classes has been individually determined (and documented) for nearly 30 years.  The only new wording for the IEP is explaining when the child is not in general education or in the regular classroom.  Also, Tennessee and the other states have had to add in the past two years who gets which annual assessment tests and the portfolio structure and scoring for those students whose ability is not right for multiple choice assessment testing.  It is an issue of what is valid, but also a fairness issue.  In addressing what is fair, Elliott et al. (1998) compare the use of eyeglasses common in the general population.  Letting those who need them (and those who do not) wear eyeglasses for a vision screening would not be fair or valid (or even sensible), but for all other testing no one would think of not letting those who need glasses use them.

The allowable accommodations page (Appendix A, page 1) is a recent addition to the IEP team’s planning, and the special-conditions accommodations section (Appendix B, page 2) has changed as recently as August 2001.  Obviously, the IEP team needs some understanding of the assessment tests’ and subtests’ contents and delivery to consider which accommodations will match each special education student’s needs.  To make the task more difficult, only those accommodations which have been made for the student all year are allowed during annual testing.  If this classroom and testing accommodations checking has been tough for special education professionals, it has been even tougher to implement for general education teachers (Elliott et al., 1998).  How to keep parents involved as the IEP development process gets all jargoned up is another area the multidisciplinary team needs to be sensitive to.

Even the TCAP Alt Manual (2000) acknowledges the likely range of parent involvement in the portfolio assessment process.  It gives four options for “evidencing parent involvement.”  From a detailed 3-page survey, through a 1-page form or parent-designed letter, to documentation of attempts to involve the parents, the range of possibilities allowed is telling.  It speaks to the reality of parent involvement in not only the assessment process, but also the IEP process.  Especially in the early years, when the student’s own involvement is not required or expected, parent involvement needs to be openly encouraged (Serafini, 2001).

As part of the IEP team, the parents stake in how their child is assessed is obvious.  What will not be as clear to a parent is how consistently applied these assessment decisions are and their bases.  Kentucky and Maryland, the two states that implemented statewide assessment for all before it was federally required, have gone two divergent directions on the issue.  Kentucky expects IEP teams to base their assessment decisions on the severity of the student’s handicapping conditions.  Maryland has been working backward from the expected diploma type, with those who will likely receive a certificate of attendance or special education diploma going the alternate assessment route (Kleinert et al., 2000).  Tennessee developed its alternate assessment procedures from the Kentucky model.  Denham, Clayton, and Kleinert (1999) make clear that this process still flows from the IEP.  The portfolio activities should stem from IEP objectives.  With these in mind, add the most appropriate settings; then decide what is the general curricular link.

Even so, how overt is this IEP influence on the portfolio has already changed in Tennessee.  During the piloting year, copies of IEP goal pages were called for.  By the first year of implementation, these were ruled out, along with any disability or Intelligence Quotient identifying information.  In short (as one incredulous teacher phrased it), nothing from the addendum to the IEP, which justifies the use of portfolio assessment, is allowed in the portfolio now (TCAP Alt Manual, 2000).  During the second implementation year in Tennessee (the 2001-2002 school year), an “academic skills assessment” was added, allowing students in the middle and high school grades who read at 4th grade level or below to take the annual assessment tests at their reading level.  Although this testing matches the regular TCAP assessment timing, deciding who is right for this assessment has added another layer of decision making for IEP teams.  If a 7th grade student reads at the 4th grade level but has been fully included in the 7th grade curriculum, would he be better off taking the regular seventh grade TCAPs or taking the TCAP Alt and testing at his reading level?   These issues get tough to settle student to student.

What is tough on the portfolio assessment side is embedding the assessment into daily instruction.   Following are Clayton’s recommended steps (from Denham et al., 1999) for fitting the IEP goals into the daily routine and settings:

 Develop data collection and monitoring sheets that best capture choice and demonstrate performance

 Use instructional strategies based on those used for the same general education curriculum

 Adapt materials (again with the general education goals in mind)

 Embed data collection/performance evidence into the routine

 Collect this information over the course of the year

 Monitor progress and revise accordingly (just as is done with IEP goals)

 Organize the evidence collected mindful of the scoring rubric and each subject area 

For teachers who were collecting data all year long in support of IEP goal tracking, adding a portfolio requirement further formalizes and standardizes the process.  For those who were basing IEP progress reporting on only general impressions and observations, the documentation that the portfolio requires is still too new to be embedded in the instruction.  In Tennessee right now it is an after the fact burden that has been added mostly to the paper workload of self-contained classroom professionals.  Kleinert, Green, Hurte, Clayton, and Oetinger (2002) stress that increasing the student’s own involvement in portfolio development would ease this teacher burden, move portfolio assessment toward the embedding desired, and likely improve the score the portfolio receives.  The conflict remaining to solve is that the lowest functioning students—those for whom portfolio assessment is the only viable option—are often too low functioning to participate meaningfully in their own portfolio’s creation without a lot of peer, paraprofessional, or teacher assistance.   

TCAP Alternative Assessment Development
Alternative assessment development in Tennessee began in earnest in mid 1998, with a review of the instruments and methods needed, following the recently expanded curriculum frameworks (TCAP Alt Manual, 1999).  In autumn, 1998 initial instruments were selected and limited pilot training began.  Based on data collected from the pilot sites in early 1999, the committee used the summer that year to revised the assessment instruments and the areas of concentration (TCAP Alt Manual, 2000).  In fall 1999, Tennessee broadened the piloting, asking at least one teacher in each county to keep a portfolio assessment on a selected student.  This was also the timing of the first statewide training.  By early 2000, the committee collected the data for the school year, spent the summer of 2000 on “final refinement,” of the portfolio assessment process, and revised the statewide training for the first school year that these assessments would be legally required (TCAP Alt Manual, 2000).  The requirement was already in place that portfolio assessment was not for students who could take the TCAP with allowable accommodations, or even their grade-level TCAP with special conditions accommodations (if the student’s IEP team recommended this).  During the second year of implementation, an Academic Skills Assessment option was added to the TCAP Alternative process, so that students could take a regular TCAP test at their reading- rather than grade-level (also with either allowable or special conditions accommodations).  The seven question TCAP Alt Participation Addendum (Appendix D) to the IEP that was used during the 2000-2001 school year became the two-page TCAP Alt Participation Guidelines (Appendix E, pages 3 and 4) document to help clarify this transition (TCAP Alt Manual, 2000 revised).  Both forms justify alternative participation by documenting the student’s lack of the cognitive and adaptive skills necessary to meaningfully complete a regular TCAP assessment.  During the second full year of implementation, the requirement to back the cognitive and adaptive levels with normative testing results became a lot more exacting than was the simple yes/no question format of the 2000-2001 school year.  From the start, though, it was intended that this addendum would be required year to year as part of annual IEP development.

Another refinement between the first year of required implementation and the second was the guidance on which grades would do which content areas, or do an alternative assessment at all.  In the 1998 draft manual (p. 13), only age was used.  During the 2000-2001 academic year, both age (by September 30) and grade were used (Appendix F).  For the 2001-2002 assessment process table, not only did the age column drop off (Appendix G), but the coverage for high school students was revised as well to match the Gateway testing requirements that were implemented this year.  Where no portfolios were required for 15 through 17 year olds during the first school year, a Math/Science portfolio requirement for 9th graders was added for 2001-2002.  An English/Language Arts (one subject area) portfolio will start being required for 10th graders next school year, then also for 11th graders by 2003-2004 (TCAP Alt Manual, 2000 revised).  Also after the 2000-2001 academic year, the “Health” content area was dropped from the elementary and middle school portfolios since this is not a statewide-assessed area for all students.  

This still leaves English/Language Arts, Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies entries for all portfolios from the primary/middle grades.  This disparity of workload is not addressed by the state, but is a source of irritation for the special education professionals involved, especially during these early years when the portfolio building is most labor intensive for the teachers.  (Portfolio setup is more fully discussed in the following two sections.)

Another issue glossed over in the state’s directions but a sour point for teachers is the requirement that instructional activities be “age appropriate” is based on chronological age, not mental age (authors notes from training and scoring sessions, 2000, 2001).  Since the teachers are also the scorers, most have been flexible with this requirement, allowing an activity that clearly is not age appropriate as long as it leads to one that is.  For example, a teenager being able to trace an “A” does not occur to anyone as age appropriate.  However, if this is a reasonable and necessary step toward getting the student to print his own name or write a signature, then it obviously should not be considered less than age-appropriate.  Even the state acknowledges this with their “age appropriate or functional” wording on the Scoring Rubric (Appendix H).  What the committee was trying to guard against is engaging students in mindless busy work such as randomly string beads or filling and emptying containers.  Engaging the students in meaningful tasks is the more important consideration than the age issue.

Another area in which the state’s guidance has been too flexible to be useful is in the portfolio’s requirement to show the student’s “mode of communication” (TCAP Alt Manual, 1999).  How subtle or blatant this evidence is has been left to follow-on verbal guidance from the state TCAP Alt coordinator.  Her advice to let the charts, work samples, and other documentation demonstration the mode of communication is sound and was echoed by Denham, Clayton, and Kleinert (1999) in their writing on embedding alternate assessment.  They favor indirectly showing mode of communication rather than overt statements such as “______ is nonverbal and communicates by. . .”

Where the state put its focus early is in providing instructions for TCAP accommodations and in developing scoring tutorials based on the scoring rubric (Appendix I for 2000-2001 and Appendix J for 2001-2002) for those being portfolio assessed.  The latter makes the teacher’s development of data collection sheets critical to the score that portfolio-assessed students receive.  Good planning, monitoring, evaluating, and adjusting sheets make working through the tutorial much clearer for scorers.  Scattered documentation or gaps in evidence of student progress hampers the scoring and can negatively impact the grade.

While trying to assist early in the transition, the state presented a 4-step process for data collection that teachers still have not embraced (TCAP Alt Manual, 2000).  Based on concentric circles leading outward from the IEP goal/objective, to the settings, supports, and (on the outermost circle) content standards, this tedious portfolio outlining package was quickly abandoned in favor of each teacher devising her own.  The TCAP Alt PA process is still recovering from the broad disparity of portfolio formats that resulted.  More immediately useful was the guide’s “Definitions Used in Scoring,” which explained such “new” concepts as “adaptations,” “monitoring,” and “natural supports.”  This section was renamed “Rubric Definitions” in the revision to the guide.  For the sake of using educational jargon, the TCAP Alt process took another step backward in clarity for teachers and parents.  

Of course, these “new” concepts were not new at all, only the packaging was.  Guskey (1994) acknowledges that part of every reform initiative is to assess complex learning tasks.  Whether this is done by essay, demonstration, computer simulation, or by portfolio, it is all merely part of authentic, real-world, performance-based assessment.  That Guskey does not mention the bubble-in method most prevalent in Tennessee and many other states is a fact not lost on critics of statewide testing.  However, he does mention portfolio assessment and Kearns et al. (1998) advocate for this as well, to be used with students for whom standardized testing would not provide “a meaningful measure of learning.”  This is the .5 to 1% with the most limited cognitive functioning.  Elliott et al. (1998) add that for this “small percentage” the portfolio works as a substitute method of gathering meaningful information on student learning.

A portfolio would seem to have more flexibility to do this while incorporating current standards from federal, state, school board, and professional organizations (Serafini, 2001) than the norm-referenced or even criterion-referenced testing used for the great majority of the student population.  However, norm-referenced testing makes individual performance easier to compare district to district and state to state (Elliott et al., 1998).  What is not widely known is that a “good” norm-referenced test captures at most 40% of classroom material, usually only 20 to 30% (Elliott et al., 1998).  Criterion-referenced tests, on the other hand, can better match student results to curricular frameworks and provide a better picture of how well students are meeting district or state goals (Elliott et al., 1998).  However, for both types, students who are not or cannot be tested this way do not count in the statistics compiled.  One test is not going to satisfy the assessment needs of all students either.  Therefore alternatives and accommodations need to be offered and the flexibility a portfolio allows makes it an obviously good candidate for alternate assessment, especially considering the practical matter Elliott et al. (1998) mention:  test development companies are way behind in adapting to the assessment requirements necessitated by IDEA ’97.

To recapitulate the post IDEA ’97 assessment structure: students with disabilities can participate in assessment in three ways:  with accommodations, without accommodations, or by alternate assessment (Elliott et al., 1998).  The borderline students are the gray area.  Those students just slightly too cognitively aware to qualify for special education and the highest academically functioning of the special education students are the two groups for which the Academic Skills Assessment was added to the TCAP Alt process for the 2001-2002 school year.  During the 2000-2001 school year, students had to take either their grade level TCAP (with or without accommodations) or be assessed by portfolio.  For those not reading at grade level but not otherwise mentally or physically challenged, there was not an appropriate assessment tool until the TCAP Alt ASA was introduced.  (Some would argue there still is not an appropriate assessment tool for this group, but the process is still in its refining stages and the needed patience can be in short supply.)  The group the ASA targets are those students not reading at grade level or fully included in grade-level curriculum.  For these, testing at their reading rather than grade level seems a logical alternative.  Since this is the first year Tennessee is attempting it, the merits and problems with ASA need to be addressed later.

This fine-tuning of assessment is a better issue to solve than explaining away the previous exclusion of special education students from testing that was not only widely practiced, but also widely condoned (Elliott et al., 1998).  The arguments given pre-IDEA ’97 were that:

 Assessment tests were too hard

 Students’ frustration needed to be avoided

 Special education had a life skills (rather than academic) emphasis

 Needed accommodations were not allowed

Accommodations to the test’s format and delivery have since been put in place to offset the test being “too hard” for a huge majority of the special education population.  Of course, these accommodations are easier to design into criterion-referenced tests than they are for the norm-referenced tests that statewide assessment favors.  Even so, when allowable accommodations are used and inappropriate ones (such as successive approximations for oral multiple choice answers) are avoided, norm-referenced testing can accommodate all but the most severely disabled and include most students (Elliott et al., 1998).  Using appropriate accommodations (ones that offset the disability) is one of the two ways student frustration can be avoided.  The other is simply by teaching the students what is on the test.  Special education students are no different from any in that their test anxiety comes from having to absorb new material in an unfamiliar format (Elliott et al., 1998).  The percentage of special education students getting a life-skills only education in public schools is small and the percentage of students who lack the cognitive ability to participate some in the general curriculum is shrinking.  Any student who knows the difference between a regular education diploma and a special education one should be given every chance to earn the former.  This is what IDEA ’97 addresses.  In Tennessee, the portfolio assessment addition last school year and the portfolio plus ASA alternatives this school year (2001-2002) were two more step in the direction of appropriately assessing all students.    

For the severely or multi-disabled students, including them by portfolio assessment is reasonable, though the level of documentation involved (especially during these transition years) feels anything but reasonable.  The teachers’ main complaint concerning portfolio instruction is that there is insufficient time to develop the instruction and create the portfolio that documents it (Denham, Clayton, & Kleinert, 1999).  According to Denham et al. (1999), teachers have been spending 20 to 30% of their class time on portfolio creation.  Indeed, the time and resources needed to implement this alternate assessment has been a major issue for teachers (Kleinert,  Kearns, & Kennedy, 1997). In this researcher’s own survey of teacher’s time spent on portfolio creation, 29 of 52 respondents strongly agreed and 17 more agreed that the teacher did the majority of the portfolio layout and data collection.  Thirty strongly agreed and 13 more agreed that most of the portfolio development took place outside of class time during the 2000-2001 school year.  But time on portfolio development has not necessarily meant higher scores.  The initial correlations are not encouraging. If the time spent on the portfolio only minimally positively correlates (.15) with its score (Kampfer, Horvath, Kleinert, &  Kearns, 2001) and the correlation between portfolio score and the student’s level of cognitive ability (.164) is very weak (Kleinert,  Kearns, & Kennedy, 1997), the temptation to say why bother going to the extra trouble of creating a portfolio becomes great.  Despite the lack of special education student and caregiver involvement and the teacher’s dominant involvement, Kleinert et al. (2000) blame a lack of descriptive analysis more so than a lack of teacher training, then point out what they believe are key concerns that have not been addressed yet:  why assess, who to assess, what/how to assess, when to assess, how to use the scores, and how to improve the process.  

Clearly, portfolios are not yet embedded, but treated as separate from daily instruction.  Kampfer et al. (2001) criticize this aspect of the portfolio assessment implementation, that it is an “enormous amount of paperwork” and add that even now some teachers lack a good understanding of how to develop and implement portfolio assessment.  To make matters worse, 63% of teachers believe alternate testing reform was implemented without their input (Kampfer et al., 2001). Elliott (1997) points out that the alternate assessment process in Kentucky was implemented quickly, without a feasibility study being done first.  A harder problem to solve is the imbalance in the workload that portfolio assessment obviously necessitates. Teachers in comprehensive developmental classrooms are bound to get a majority of those students who are right for portfolio assessments. In Sevier County, three teachers accounted for more than half of the 39 portfolios done in 2000-2001, with one teacher responsible for 11. A start toward solving this is better administrative support and full IEP team involvement.

Sailor (1997) attempts to combat the negativity of the overwhelmed with his quote that we “can’t change anything effectively without changing everything.”  Kleinert,  Kearns, and Kennedy (1997) are optimistic in noting that although we should expect some early problems, we can expect positives, too.  The federal and state commitment to an inclusive, accountable system that will measure all students’ progress with a common yardstick remains (Sailor, 1997), although the challenges of including all in measures of educational accountability are formidable. The points we need to hold onto are that student success and satisfaction should be emphasized and full inclusion in testing needs to be realized.  In the article Sailor was responding to, Kleinert, Kearns, and Kennedy (1997) noted that the best way to add high expectations for low-functioning students to the mix is with a focus on essential skills and activities across all domains.

Portfolio Development in Tennessee


Kentucky’s alternative portfolio advisory committee narrowed these essentials down to six (Kleinert, Kearns, & Kennedy, 1997):
 Target skills
 Provide natural supports
 Use peer interactions
 Offer the learning in multiple settings
 Provide functional activities
 Quantitatively document performance across domains
Since Kentucky was the first to implement, these practices have been borrowed by later states (Kleinert,  Kearns, & Kennedy, 1997). Students’ portfolios must document planning, monitoring, and self-evaluating of progress. Showing “natural supports” (that is, do the Special Education students get to use the school and community services available to them in the same ways general education students do?) is also recorded, as are peer interactions, the variety of settings, and how functional the activities are is also tracked. Functionality is in determining if the task itself is age-appropriate and useful and meaningful for the student (Kleinert,  Kearns, & Kennedy, 1997), or at least a step toward a task that is. 

This researcher does not believe, as many of the sources have stated, that simply saying the teachers need more training is going to satisfy the implementation issues presented. What needs to happen for the alternate assessment to work and last is that it needs to be embedded in the teaching day. However, if a majority of the portfolio is being completed when no students are around, we have obviously gone off in the wrong direction in Tennessee.  When the state’s coordinator began with the “circle” planning confusion at the beginning of the 2000-2001 academic year, then followed by relegating pictures and videos from primary evidence to secondary and mandating that the IEP goal sheets (which were part of the 1999-2000 portfolios) were no longer allowed, special education supervisors began to back away from the process, leaving the teachers to create their own portfolio formats.  

Partly based on the outcry from teacher professional organizations, the number of data collection periods went from four the first year of required implementation to two during the 2001-2002 school year.  This should obviously help reduce the paperwork burden for teachers who have not yet embedded the portfolio into daily instruction, but it gives scorers less to judge by as well.  If the portfolio is supposed to document the student’s accomplishments during the year, this is another step backward.

 Kearns, Kleinert, and Kennedy (1999) describe the components of a Kentucky portfolio as:

 An exposition of how the student communicates

 His daily/weekly schedule

 A letter from the parents

 A resume (seniors only)

 Academic entries from such areas as 

o Language Arts

o Math

o Science

o Social Studies

o Arts/Humanities

o Physical Education

o Vocational Studies

In their case study, they offer that Bobby chose three of the academic areas for his portfolio.  In Tennessee, a student can choose within and among activities, but the subject areas the portfolio must include depend on the student’s grade level.  (See Appendix G).  In their reply to other authors, Kleinert, Kearns, and Kennedy (1997) acknowledge some concern over whether these are the right categories and right emphasis for portfolio development.  


From a similar concern, Tennessee’s introduction of the Academic Skills Assessment came after the first year of required portfolio implementation.  Although Kleinert et al. (1997) support the portfolio alternative for students with severe or even moderate disabilities, the ASA seems a better fit for students with mild disabilities (though it is too early to say so with certainty).  While portfolio assessment can address a wide range of abilities, Denham and Lahm (1999) suggest that its purpose is to assess learning across “life domain activities” (that is, self-help and vocational skills in realistic settings, using the modifications and choices the student is likely to have in the “real” setting).  Teaching to the portfolio, then, is the whole idea (Kampfer et al., 2001), avoiding the negatives associated with teaching to the test.  These authors observe that in cases where portfolio-based assessment is not working, it is usually that the teachers have had poor training in how to develop portfolio entries and lack a good understanding how to implement portfolio-based instruction.  In Vermont, the teachers are seeing the day-to-day benefit in the classroom from portfolio development that emphasizes the life-skills curriculum (Kampfer, Horvath, Kleinert, &  Kearns, 2001). This has not been the case in Kentucky, where academics are emphasized more (Kampfer et al., 2001).
Portfolio Scoring

In Tennessee, scores are based on documented evidence of the five dimensions of the rubric (see Appendix H) for each subject area entry (TCAP Alt Manual, 2000).    Tennessee uses “step 1” for those portfolios with the weakest documentation.  “Progressing” is a little better, through “nearing proficiency,” “proficient,” and “advanced” for those with the most thorough documentation of the student achieving portfolio goals through activities in various settings and with evidence of choice, support, and peer interaction.  These labels are a slight revision of “novice,” “apprentice,” “proficient,” and “distinguished” borrowed from Kentucky and also align with the 1 to 5 point values for each subject area of the portfolio, which in turn align with the TCAP scores of those assessed by multiple choice testing.  Denham and Lahm (2001) offer that the portfolio should be based on showing progress in academic expectations, and should also demonstrate planning, monitoring, and evaluating of student work.   The TCAP Alt Manual (2000) notes that the focus needs to be on merging educational environments, using proven teaching strategies, monitoring progress (by both teachers and students), and social interactions.  The previous TCAP Alt Manual (1999) added a focus on “practical living skills” absent from the revised version.

Included in both TCAP Alt Manuals is a brief Kearns article on the importance of an individual student schedule (pp. 34-36 in the first; pp. 227-229 in the revision).  Two key points of her article are using a format that works in both general and special education and incorporating a method of showing direct evidence of use by the student.  At the first training session, the state’s TCAP Alt administrator described this as “making the schedule a student activity” (author’s notes, 2000), showing student involvement in the choices and settings used.  Scorers reviewing first year portfolios, however, were asked to check on only the presence or absence of a schedule.  According to the TCAP Alt administrator, the state intends to press the “showing evidence of use” issue during the 2002 scoring round, however.  Since Kleinert, Green et al. (2002) observe that only how embedded portfolio is in daily instruction has a bigger impact on the score than how involved the student is in portfolio development, showing evidence of schedule use is a smart requirement to make. 

The one-page scoring rubric also changed between the first required implementation year and the second.  (The newest version is at Appendix H.)  Most of this change had to do with Tennessee requiring only 2 data points for 2001-2002 after breaking the 2000-2001 academic year into 4 data collection periods.  However, the added clarification of progress on one targeted, standards-based skill caused the “Context” dimension of the rubric to grow.  Also, the spectrum of interactions with peers from a “Step 1” to an “Advanced” portfolio—from not being evident, to being limited, through being clear, or being extensive—caused the “Peer Interactions” dimension descriptions to grow.  One reason Tennessee changed the five rubric labels is the persistent belief of the teachers involved that the portfolio scores are their teaching scores. Granted, the “novice,” “apprentice,” “proficient,” and “distinguished” monikers Kentucky derived do not do much to dispel the idea that it is the teacher, not the learning, that is being evaluated. However, it is even less true with the alternate assessment as it is for the standard TCAP assessment that a low score implies poor teaching. When a portfolio scores low, the teacher’s next steps should be to look at the areas that brought down the score and get supports for next year to bolster these components.  There is little incentive to do even this much, however, since the negative or positive impact for the school or the teacher is the same for “Step 1” portfolios as it is for exemplary ones right now.        

How to limit the subjectivity at every step and arrive at portfolio scores objectively remains a tough issue. Kentucky started with the teacher who created the portfolio scoring it, with a follow up reliability check from the state. They have since moved away from this, in favor of a pair of teachers from Kentucky (but outside of the school district of the portfolio) doing the scoring (Kampfer, Horvath, Kleinert, &  Kearns, 2001). A scorer with less familiarity cannot necessarily tell from the portfolio when the use of multiple settings is genuine and when it is merely a shell game to get the points.  At the end of the first required year, Tennessee called for an LEA score (resulting from at least two teachers in that county scoring the portfolios, but no teacher scoring her or his own students’ portfolios), a regional score (10% of all of the portfolios from East Tennessee LEAs were scored during this session), then a statewide reliability check at the end of the school year (another random 10% of those already scored).  The next school year (2001-2002) the middle step was dropped due to budget constraints, so the LEA scores are official for all, with the statewide check again testing only for reliability purposes.

Early on, obviously, the reliability of the scoring is a key problem to solve (Elliott, 1997). Sailor (1997) specifically addresses the need for improved scorer training and better discrimination among the score category qualifiers. This scoring reliability is a problem to solve early because teachers will not long endure what the Kentucky results have shown so far:  that the hours spent on creating a portfolio only minimally positively correlate (.15) with its score (Kampfer, Horvath, Kleinert, &  Kearns, 2001).  This is not, but could be, one reason Kearns et al. (1999) recommend that portfolio scores be added to “noncognitive measures” (such as attendance, retention, and post-school outcomes) to devise a total “performance index” on which to base progress (or lack of it) that would be tied to a school’s or a teacher’s rewards or sanctions.

One of the scoring reliability problems stems from the subject entry cover sheets.  (See Appendix K.)  What is useful about these (other than that they clearly distinguish portfolio sections) is that this gives the portfolio creator a chance to say on which page each kind of evidence appears.  Unfortunately, this is also their weakness.  When it gets tough for the scorer to distinguish between peer tutoring and social interaction or between natural supports and extensive supports, the scoring can come down to either taking the teacher’s word for it or questioning their understanding of the process versus the scorer’s understanding.  What has helped Tennessee’s better than .90 reliability to date (according to the state’s TCAP Alt coordinator) is the 20-point spans for each scoring match.  If two scorers’ tallies for all subject entries combined fall within the same 1-20, 21-40, 41-60, 61-80, or 81-100 span for a portfolio, this is considered a match (and the portfolio receives the higher of the two scores.  If these two fall within different 20-point spans, a third score is calculated and the portfolio receives the higher of the two scores that are in the same span.            

Less of a reliability issue, but still an important component of a portfolio’s score, are the parts of the portfolio that have little to do with the goal and activities being assessed.  (See Appendix L and the top of page 1, Appendix J.)  These components are scored on a present-or-not basis regardless of their quality.   The entry validation cover sheet was the first of these to fall away during the 2000-2001 academic year, since it only duplicated the overall portfolio validation (signature of participants) page.  The use-of-schedule versus presence of schedule was already discussed.  Another early Tennessee casualty was picture/video inclusion in portfolios.  Since secondary evidence only supports primary—that is, pictures add clarity but not points—the use of pictures and video clips dropped off noticeably (no statistics available) between the 1999-2000 pilot and the 2000-2001 initiation year.  Visual documentation took a lot of time and did not seem to improve scores, so their use should drop off even more this academic year.  

Of broader concern for the federal government is the reality that what is allowable in one state may not be in another.  Since IDEA ’97 left it to the states or LEAs to work out the details of including all students in assessment, policies may even vary school district to district within a state, calling under scrutiny any national comparisons made (Elliott et al., 1998).   Elliott et al. (1998) recommend minimizing these LEA-enacted differences by standardizing the accommodations allowed to those most likely to offset the disabilities involved.  The authors also recommend allowing the students time to learn the material to be tested and teaching students test-taking skills (familiarity with formats, mainly) in addition to this content curriculum.  This approach will not invalidate the scores as long as the accommodations and instructions relayed do not violate what is being measured on each TCAP subtest.  Elliott et al. (1998) close their article with a reminder that accountability does not mean all students take the same test; it means all students are tested and included in the overall reporting.  Serafini (2001) adds a reminder that classroom rubrics—designed with teacher and student input—should drive the assessment process (for regular and alternate assessment).  He acknowledges, though, that assessment as inquiry, rather than as measurement, is still years away. 
Changes to Come
Conclusions
It is still early. Although the temptation to say “this is not working” and table it is great, all concerned need to keep in mind that this is only the second year that an alternative to assessment has been required for all states. It is and will be refined in the coming years and this finessing, at least in Tennessee’s case, does have plenty of teacher input even if the initial process did not.

For those tested by portfolio, the more flexible objective nature of their scoring in contrast with the rigid subjectivity of norm-referenced tests’ scoring that most of the student population uses for assessment could become an issue.  Special education administrators are already using this.  The researcher has only anecdotal records from one Tennessee county and hearsay from three others on which to base administrator steering of teachers toward portfolios this year and last and toward the ASA alternative this year.  It is not only Tennessee’s problem, though.  Elliott (1997) makes passing mention of schools wanting those with mild disabilities to have the alternate scoring, so these students’ score will not pull down the school’s overall scores.  Tennessee’s 20-point span scoring method for TCAP comparison purposes has mitigated this fear somewhat.  The larger reality is that at about 0.5%, there are not enough special education students assessed this way for them to impact the overall scores either way.  Even in one county that doubled its TCAP Alternative participation between last school year and 2001-2002 (when TCAP Alt ASA was added) the new total is still only .75% of that school system’s student population.  

Despite the administrator interference suggested early on in Tennessee, who to assess an alternate way is left to the multidisciplinary teams that create the Individual Education Programs (IEPs). Last school year, Sevier County did 39 portfolios when no ASA option was offered.  This same county is doing 28 portfolios and 50 TCAP Alt ASA assessments during 2001-2002.  This decrease in the portfolio total had more to do with changing last year’s behind-grade-level readers who took the regular TCAP to TCAP Alt ASA than it did with switching last year’s portfolio-assessed students to ASA.  That is, adding the ASA alternative appears to have helped non-portfolio students who struggled (even with accommodations) with the regular TCAP last year more than it changed anything for those assessed by portfolio.  But because Tennessee is still early in the process, how consistently this assessment tool decision is applied is not easy to gauge. Kentucky bases the type of assessment on the severity of the handicapping condition while Maryland bases it on the type of diploma the student is aiming for (regular, special, or certificate of completion), with those desiring a regular diploma not eligible for alternative assessment (Kleinert, Haigh,  Kearns, & Kennedy, 2000). 

Underlying it all is the assumption that states will continue to refine and improve the process year to year, with more targeted training for teachers and better technical assistance down this path. The TCAP Alt process is not what it is suppose to be, or even what it will be in another year or two. Tennessee special education teachers have little guidance from the state and even less locally. As a result, they are creating their own structure.  The best way to implement the alternate assessment required is not yet clear, as is obvious from the preponderance of negative feedback from the teachers making their own ways through the early years of this alternate assessment ordeal.

Recommendations
 The focus on the good or bad impact of special education students’ scores on the overall results is too narrow.  Kearns, Kleinert, and Kennedy (1999) discuss the impact of statewide special education assessment after six years of use in Kentucky.  There has been a noticeable increase in special education students using individual schedules and evaluating their own work.  There has been a steady decline in comprehensive developmental (self-contained) classroom enrollments.  During this same time, there was a 21% increase in students using augmented communication devices (Kearns, Kleinert, & Kennedy, 1999).  Of course, there are many other factors impacting these changes.  For one, IDEA ’97 mandated that the IEP specifically state the student’s level of participation in the general education curriculum (Kearns, Kleinert, & Kennedy, 1999).  However, portfolio assessment has definitely had its own impact on this progress.

Guskey (1994) recommends that special education teacher professional development opportunities stress keeping performance based instruction and authentic assessment in mind when planning instruction.  Kearns, Kleinert, Clayton, et al. (1998) call this developing a collaborative approach during lesson and unit development, while keeping in mind that embedding the portfolio completion into daily instruction is the hardest part, especially at first.  Guskey (1994) cautions, however, that teacher trainers and supervisors should not imply that the way teachers have done lesson planning up to now is wrong; rather, emphasize the advances in documenting all students’ learning.  Kearns, Kleinert, Clayton, et al. (1998) also advocate for community-based instruction and consideration of the best use of staff and other resources.  These authors also recommend keeping general education teachers informed so that together all teachers can regularly analyze results and spot areas in which all students are progressing, or not.   Guskey (1994) also points out that regular follow-up training and continued support to teachers is critical.

How to continuously improve the alternate assessment process is obviously a broad matter.  Beyond the professional development opportunities and regular training for teachers, Kleinert, Haigh,  Kearns, and Kennedy (2000) encourage establishing a technical assistance network wherein teachers can share method and materials and receive updated information.  Tennessee’s special education worldwide website is a step in the right direction.  What helps teachers more is having an administrator take the lead on filtering and disseminating alternate assessment information.  Tennessee’s guidance names only the LEA special education director as this lead person, but how and to whom he or she delegates this oversight work impacts both the timely completion of portfolio assessments and their quality.

Kearns, Kleinert, Clayton, Burge, and Williams (1998) acknowledge that inclusive educational assessment is not going away.  The earlier teachers adjust to IDEA ’97 the better off they and their students will be.  To close with “tips” these authors recommend:   

 More general education mixing for special education students, not less

 More choices offered and general education peer involvement with special education students

 Resisting the temptation to have students do a portfolio if they can do a standardized test with accommodations (or if school score improvement is the only reason for being tempted). 
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Endnotes: This page was written in partial fulfillment of a Specialist in Education degree in Special Education through the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. I'm publishing it on the web rather than trying to get it in a journal for several reasons. It isn't research-based enough for the refereed journals, but is too research-driven (and too long!) for the "popular" Special Education magazines. Probably even more than this, though, is that my editorial comments sometimes became more emotional than scholarly. Rather than refine my tone to try getting it published "for real," I just wanted to put it out there for those teachers and students suffering through the growing pains of the TCAP Alt process in Tennessee. The internal links are to either MS Word documents (mostly version 6.0/95, but some had to be saved in the later 97/2000 version) or Adobe PDF files. If you cannot open them, e-mail me. Please comment to Jeff Romanczuk at lukate@chartertn.net.

