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Assessment Needs and Accommodations for Special Education Students in Maryland


In an era of accountability and assessment, fair testing methods for all students are paramount.  In past decades, precedent has been set that a free and appropriate public education for students with special needs includes instructional and educational accommodations.  Accordingly, appropriate accommodations and modifications must be made for our students with special needs as we assess their progress and achievement.  In 1997, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act was reauthorized; changes to the law require states that have high-stakes assessments to provide an alternative assessment for a specified portion of the population with special needs, in conjunction with accommodations already required for testing.  This standard was reiterated in the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, by which states are required to implement an accountability system to measure adequate yearly progress, including accommodations and an alternative assessment.


In Maryland, over 100,000 students receive special education services, just over 10% of the entire student population (MSDE, 2004).  Additionally, close to 1/5 of these students come from Baltimore City, encompassing close to 20% of their total student population (many speculate that many more students have special needs that are undocumented).  For each of these students, an Individualized Educational Program (IEP) is developed.  Parts of this program model include specifications regarding appropriate accommodations for classroom assessments, as well as local- and state-standardized assessments.  

Accommodations are used to assist students with special needs in assimilating into a general classroom and to perform at a level commensurate with their talent and abilities, regardless of their special barriers to learning.  Modifications should never be used for the first time in an assessment setting; appropriate accommodations should be used in the classroom throughout instruction of units so that the student is used to the alteration.  A student’s testing environment and delivery should as closely as possible mirror the delivery of instruction and exploration of material to ensure that mastery is not lost in the translation of the assessment tool.  In Maryland, an Accommodations Manual is published and updated periodically in accordance with state and federal laws to assist parents, educators, and students in identifying and maintaining effective IEPs.  

In Maryland, there are four categories for accommodations that can be made via the IEP process.  They are presentation, response, timing and scheduling, and setting (MSDE- Accommodations, 2007).  Presentation accommodations help students access instruction and assessment in a way that does not require them to read standard print.  This may include large print, audio recordings, sign language, or braile.  Response accommodations allow students to respond to questions or assignments in a different way or to use an assistive device or organizer to help develop answers.  Some response accommodations include a personal scribe, an audio recorder, a calculator, or a dictionary.  Timing and scheduling accommodations adjust the time in which assignments and exams must be completed and may also change the order in which assignments or assignment components are to be completed.  Often, students receive extended time for assignments or breaks during timed assignments.  Occasionally, an IEP will call for a student to perform a specific task at an optimal point in the day.  Finally, setting accommodations include changing the location or conditions in which students receive instruction or are assessed.  Specifically, students may change the location to reduce distraction from other students, change the location to reduce distraction for other students, or change the location so that special equipment can be accessed, whether within or outside the school building.

In cases where assistive accommodations are not sufficient to break down the barriers inhibiting successful expression of material, a portfolio assessment may be used.  These tools are generally called “alternative assessments.”  This method, when used appropriately, pre-assesses understanding, monitors growth, and tracks mastery of student outcomes.  Portfolios often include writing samples, photographs, journals and self-reflections, graphs of program, and a list of accomplishments (Vaughn et al., 2007).  

Often, stakeholders challenge the validity of accommodations in implementing fair and appropriate assessments.  Concerns are raised that students who struggle could benefit just as much from these accommodations as students with special needs.  Two major concerns arise in this area.  First, concern is often raised at the ease  of ??access to the material tested and the ease of portraying the mastered content.  For instance, one might argue that a student with special needs, who is able to use a calculator during a math assessment, has an undue advantage in showing mastery of factoring quadratic functions.  The second concern, which usually pertains to altered or alternate assessments and not access accommodations, is that the content or rigor of the assessment is not commensurate with that of students without special needs.  Preliminary research suggests,however, that students with special needs do receive a unique impact ??is this correct as ison assessments, as opposed to their struggling peers that do not have special needs, documenting the worth of accommodations for students with special needs (Vaughn et al., 2007).  

Is capitalization correct hereAccording to State and federal law, accommodations and alternative assessments are used for the Maryland’s standardized assessments.  The Maryland School Assessments (MSAs) assess student progress annually in March in third to eighth grade in mathematics, reading, and science.  The Maryland High School Assessments (HSAs) assess student achievement at the end of Algebra 1, English 10, Biology, and Government at an eighth or ninth grade level.  Meeting the requirements of the HSA program is a requirement for earning a Maryland diploma.  For both assessments, regular IEP accommodations are made during common?? administration of the test.  Yet varying other alternatives are provided for students.??not a complete thought

For students taking MSAs, an ALT-MSA may be used in place of the regular MSA.  The ALT-MSA is an alternative assessment, or portfolio collection, that aligns with the assessment content and student outcomes of the MSA.  Approximately 1% of students in the state take the ALT-MSA.  To be eligible for this option, students must be taking the Fundamental Life Skills curriculum, or non-diploma bound track.  If a student is participating in regular education in an on-grade level course with accommodations, they must take the regular MSA (MSDE, 2004).  The Maryland State Department of Education partners with contractors and advisory groups to monitor the implementation of the ALT-MSA.

For HSAs, there are more options for students, likely because of the associated graduation requirement.  Specifically for students with special needs, accommodations via IEP plans are used, in accordance with statute.  There is also a MOD-HSA and an ALT-HSA in development.  The ALT-HSA is very similar to the ALT-MSA, in that it is a portfolio assessment that tracks students’ progress over the course of the year.  The MOD-HSA measures the same content and assesses the same material, yet alters the format of the questions on the exam.  Special education students also benefit from the combined score option, which allows students who struggle in one subject, to make up for deficiencies in a stronger area.  Students can also participate in the Bridge Plan for Academic Validation, which is a portfolio-styled assessment tool for all students that includes a capstone project.  The standards of this program align with the student outcomes and content standards of the regular HSA (HSA Online, 2007).  

Accommodations and alternatives for assessment are critical for both the success of individual students and the accuracy in measurement of school performance.  Students learn in the classroom with accommodations; accurate measurement of student progress must be aligned with those alterations.  Maryland has set the groundwork for an effective assessment system with regards to accommodations and alternative means of assessment.  Yet, the real effect of these accommodations and alternatives is left to the implementation of the guidelines set forth in procedural practices and the personnel that implements them.
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