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Special Needs Students and High Stakes Tests
Including students with disabilities under the regulations of NCLB has been controversial since the law was approved.  According to Darling-Hammond (2007), approximately one third of public schools have been classified as failing to meet AYP with projections reaching as high as 80% of schools failing to achieve AYP by 2014, primarily due to subgroup targets that must be reached.  In many cases, schools were designated as “failing” due to a single student group such as disabled learners that had fallen short of a target (Darling-Hammond, 2007; Johnson et al., 2007; Olson, 2005; Shippen, Houchins, Calhoon, Furlow, & Sartor, 2006).  The performance of disabled subgroups, in the mid-Atlantic, caused more schools to missed AYP than the performance of any other subgroup (Johnson et al., 2007).  In New Jersey, 70% of schools missed performance standards and 29% missed AYP due to the scores of the disabled subgroup (Johnson et al., 2007). 

The consequences for schools in which disabled student subgroups do not meet AYP are progressively devastating.  If a school is deemed as failing for two consecutive years, the school district is required to allow parents to transfer their children to non-failing schools and to offer supplemental educational services (after school tutoring) at the district’s expense. If the school continues to fail to meet adequate yearly progress (AYP), other measures include reopening as a public charter school, replacing all or most of the school staff, contracting the operations with another entity, or being taken over by the state.  In addition, schools face a reduction in programmatic and/or administrative funding (Goodman, 2004).  In addition to restrictions set forth by NCLB, special education funding is also restricted for students under IDEA (Roach, Niebling, & Kurz, 2008).  Creating the balance between receiving funding and limiting opportunities has forced some schools to forego Title I funding.  In Connecticut, three districts declined funds for 2003-2004 to prevent disabled students from marginalizing district-wide outcomes (Zehr, 2004).  “If individuals or groups of students are not afforded opportunities to learn the skills and concepts on standards-focused assessments, they can easily become scapegoats for schools’, districts’ and states’ inability to reach general mandate” (Roach et al, 2008, p. 159).  Accountability benchmarks required under NCLB create unique challenges for educators. 

Although students with disabilities are given specific accommodations and modifications in the form of a student’s IEP to address testing situations, the current assessment system for NCLB uses a status model to measure whether or not schools are making AYP. This pass-fail system does not sufficiently measure student growth particularly addressing the special needs students (Andrzejewksi et al, 2007).  Furthermore, limitations of current AYP practices using a single point in time analysis may not be a viable option for schools with special needs populations. A comparison of 2005-06 and 2006-07 scores from a sample of 11,000 students in 47 schools found multigrade adaptive assessments provided a more accurate measure of student growth and school improvement (Andrejewsi et al., 2007).  Many schools that had been labeled ineffective using grade-level assessments had indeed met the requirements for AYP under Growth Models using the multigrade adaptive assessments.  

The Measure of Academic Progress (MAP) developed by North Western Education Association is a multi-grade adaptive growth assessment that combines test items from all grade levels into a single online item bank and then adjusts question difficulty based on individual student’s responses.  NWEA MAP is a state-aligned computerized test that reflects the instructional level of each student and measures growth over time aligned with state academic standards.  Pearson correlations between the MAP math assessments and five state assessments revealed a strong correlation (Cronin, Kingsbury, Dahlin, & Adkins, (2007).  Further research showed consistently strong correlations between state-aligned versions of MAP and companion state tests (Cronin et. al., 2007).  In 2005, the NWEA MAP was administered to more than 30,000 students.  Results demonstrated that these adaptive assessments better differentiated between effective and ineffective schools, programs, and interventions making it possible to identify effective schools more accurately and target resources more strategically to those requiring interventions.  

During 2006 and 2007 school years, 6 schools in a Midwestern state adopted computerized NWEA MAP assessment to measure students’ academic achievement in addition to participating in State administered OAT for AYP purpose.  The schools decided to use the NWEA assessment to record students’ academic achievement after attending a conference on the topic of value added.  Comparing the NWEA MAP scores of these schools to the State administered test (OAT), results for AYP purpose revealed that schools performance were relatively higher with MAP scores, particularly for students with special needs.  The preliminary data analysis of all 20 schools included in this study revealed a steady growth pattern with three data points during the 2006-2007 school year with MAP scores, while the standardized state OAT results did not capture such growth pattern among the same 21 schools 

The comparative data provided some preliminary evidence to support the advantages of adopting NWEA MAP as an alternative measurement for academic growth of special needs students.  School administrators and teachers preferred the NWEA MAP scores stating they were the more accurate measure of student growth for special needs students as the assessment adapts to the student’s ability accurately measuring areas of strength and weakness.  School administrators and teachers expressed strong preference of adopting NWEA MAP as the measure to evaluate school academic performance.  The purpose of this paper is to present the experience of schools in a Midwestern state using NWEA MAP in comparison with State achievement test assessing academic performance for students with special needs.
Method

The participants in the study were identified as special needs students with ADHD and Asperger’s Disorder.  The study was comprised of 4th-8th grades.  Six schools were used in the study with a total sample of 464 students.  At present, student level scores for either OAT or NWEA MAP were not available, only school level comparison was conducted.  Description statistics using 2007 Spring and 2006 Spring OAT and NWEA MAP scores were calculated to obtain the gain between the two years.  Positive gain score indicated a positive change from 2007 and 2006, while negative gain indicated a decrease in schools when comparing 2007 score with 2006.  The NWEA MAP scores were grade level raw scores, and OAT scores were percentages at the Ohio achievement proficiency level.  The breakdown of participants by school is shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. Enrollment by School

	School
	Enrollment

	Athens
	162

	Larissa
	65

	Rhodes
	71

	Edessa
	60

	Xanhi
	48

	Lima
	58

	Total
	464


NWEA MAP reading and math are state-aligned computerized adaptive tests that reflect the instructional level of each student and measure growth over time.  The schools decided to use NWEA reading and math to record students’ academic achievement because NWEA MAP scores were thought the more accurate measure of student growth for special needs students as the assessment adapts to the student’s ability accurately measuring areas of strength and weakness.  The students were given the Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) reading and math tests at three data points during the 2006-07 academic year.  
The scores used in the analysis were the NWEA mean RIT and the OAT percentage above proficient reading and math scores by grade level.  The scores in the table are the gain scores (2007 minus 2006 school/building NWEA raw score).  OAT score was the gain score (2007-2006) by grade level of percentage at or above proficiency level. 

Analysis Results

One interesting phenomenon noted was that the OAT data along with school performance index showed that all of the schools were categorized in the academic emergency category. Larissa only met 1/10 of the indicators, Athens met 0-1/10 indicators, Edessa met 0/5, Xanthi 1/10, Rhodes 0/8, and Lima 1/10. using OAT scores.  While looking at their NWEA scores, there is substantial progress made comparing 2007 with 2006 score. 

Table 2. NWEA MAP and OAT Comparison

	School
	Grade 
	Reading
	Math

	
	
	*NWEA
	OAT
	NWEA
	OAT

	Athens
	4th
	17.3
	   6.9
	33.6
	  -2.8

	
	5th
	15.3
	   3.1
	NA
	NA

	
	6th
	29.3
	-38.4
	  4.2
	  -5.1

	
	7th
	  2.1
	  -5.5
	NA
	NA

	
	8th
	20.4
	-11.1
	20.4
	  -2.0

	Larissa
	4th
	  3.4
	-36.7
	14.3
	-15

	
	5th
	  1.8
	-16.9
	 -6.8
	  -1

	
	6th
	10.7
	  -3.7
	  0.9
	  -8.4

	Lima
	4th
	  2.8
	-16.6
	  1.4
	  -4.1

	
	5th
	  1.7
	-14
	  1.8
	  -8.2

	Xanthi
	5th
	21.8
	 13.3
	NA
	NA

	
	6th
	20.1
	-10.9
	 -3.8
	-17.1

	Rhodes
	6th
	10.4
	 10.0
	18.9
	 10.0

	
	8th
	 -2.2
	-28
	  0.4
	-17.9

	Edessa
	6th
	 -1.7
	-25
	NA
	NA

	
	7th
	 -0.6
	-21.6
	 -0.7
	  -6.4

	
	8th
	NA
	NA
	 -2.0
	  -5.8


*NWEA reading the gain score by grade level = the 2007 NWEA score - 2006 score 

Findings and Conclusion

During the 2006-07 school year, the schools used in this study administered both the NWEA MAP tests and the OAT.  While significant gains were demonstrated by the NWEA MAP assessment, the OAT assessments did not show the same results. The comparison of 2007 and 2006 data in the six schools across five grade levels of 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 indicated that the majority of schools had positive gains using NWEA MAP score as measurement of change for both reading and math. In contrast, the OAT score comparison between 2006 and 2007 across five grade levels of 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 did not demonstrate positive change for most schools.  Most indicated a negative change.  Furthermore, when both OAT and NWEA scores indicated positive changes, the magnitude of change is greater for NWEA MAP scores than OAT scores.  As was presented in table 2, Athens school had a positive change for 4th and 5th grade reading using both OAT and NWEA MAP scores.  But the positive change was much larger 17.3 and 15.3 using NWEA MAP score, while the positive change was smaller, only 6.9 and 3.1 using OAT as measures.  Similarly, when both changes were negative, the magnitude of negative change was smaller using NWEA MAP score than OAT.  For example, Xanthi school, the negative change for 6th grade math was -3.8 using NWEA MAP score, much smaller than -17.1 for the same grade using OAT measure.  The grade level change by different schools in reading and math is presented in Table 2.

The NWEA MAP assessment appears to be substantially more sensitive to growth in reading and math achievement.  NWEA MAP tests put all scores into a single stable measurement scale (the RIT scale) to allow comparisons across time and the calculation of growth scores for individual students. The RIT scales are developed using data derived from the performance of individual examinees on individual items and is based on a curriculum scale that uses individual item difficulty values to determine student achievement (NWEA, 2003).  The RIT scale is an equal interval scale, which is directly related to the item difficulty on each test.  The construction of the scale is based on Item Response Theory (IRT).  RIT scores range in value from negative to positive; typically scores fall between 150 and 300.  The standard deviation of math achievement falls between 0.16 and 0.25 (NWEA, 2003).  Most students’ scores are within 0.32 – 0.50 standard deviation of other students in their grade levels with a 95% confidence interval between 0.63 and 0.98 standard deviations.  Reading results are virtually identical (NWEA, 2003).  

The Ohio Achievement Tests are designed as grade level assessments.  Test difficulty changes year to year depending on item difficulty values. Student’s raw scores are converted to standardized scores. A student must receive a standardized score of 400 to be considered proficient. Students with special needs may grow substantially from year to year but their academic growth will not be captured and noticed if their score was below the standardized score of 400. Students with special needs may need more time to get to the point of 400 with some never attainting the 400 points.  Not reaching 400 does not mean they are not making academic achievement. On the contrary, they may have made greater academic growth, but the growth was not capture by the OAT scaling system. This phenomenon is of worth exploration and it has implication for how we evaluate school performance when we talk about accountability and standards. If the test is comprised of more difficult items, a lower raw score is needed to reach a standardized score of 400.  Performance levels: Limited, Basic, Proficient, Accelerated, and Advanced are representative of each student’s performance (ODE, 2006)

While the achievement gap between non-disabled and disabled students in Ohio was reduced by 1.9% in 2006-07, gaps in achievement between disabled students and non-disabled continue to present great challenge (ODE, 2007).  The Consolidated State Performance Report (CSPR) for Ohio reported that 3,840 schools were evaluated for AYP in school year 2006-07 and of those schools, 2385 met AYP and 1,455 did not meet AYP (ODE, 2007).  Of the 1,455 schools that did not meet AYP, 298 of them did not meet AYP based solely on the proficiency results of the Students with Disabilities student subgroup (ODE, 2007). Should this subgroup be held to the same measure as other subgroups?  It is our hope that this paper will generate discussions about using alternative assessment tools and the need for growth information in school accountability related to special needs populations.
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