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The National Down Syndrome Society (NDSS) and the National Down Syndrome Congress (NDSC) are nonprofit organizations with more than 200 affiliates nationwide representing the more than 350,000 Americans who have this genetic condition. We appreciate the opportunity to respond to the Assessment Technology Standards Request for Information (RFI). Our comments reference the section of the RFI to which we are responding.  Please contact Ricki Sabia at rsabia@ndss.org or Susan Goodman at susang1961@aol.com with any questions.
Section 3.2.11 Results Validity

In the context of the validity of digital assessments we feel it is necessary to provide a word of caution about the current enthusiasm for computer adaptive testing. Although, Universal Design for Learning, which we discuss in greater detail in the next section of this document, supports customization in assessments, the score must be an accurate representation of the student‘s knowledge. 

The use of computer adaptive tests in the presence of idiosyncratic knowledge patterns has been studied and results show that scoring of adaptive tests is problematic when a test taker responds to questions in an unexpected way. Results also indicate that a fairly large number of students might have test results that are influenced by idiosyncratic patterns of knowledge. (Kingsbury, G.G. & Houser, R.L. (2007). ICAT: An adaptive testing procedure to allow the identification of idiosyncratic knowledge patterns. In D. J. Weiss (Ed.). Proceedings of the 2007 GMAC Conference on Computerized Adaptive Testing. Retrieved 12/02/09 from www.psych.umn.edu/psylabs/CATCentral/).  For example, the Associate Director of the NDSS Policy Center was told that her son with Down syndrome was reading on a first grade instructional level, based on an adaptive test, the same year he scored just 40 points below a proficient cut score of 385 on the eighth grade state assessment on the grade-level academic achievement standard. 

Additional research would be required to determine the impact of this problem on all students, including students with disabilities, and to determine how to address it.  

In his testimony at the Race to the Top Assessment Program hearing in Boston, Skip Stahl of CAST conveyed the following cautionary message regarding adaptive testing and grade level alignment:


The proponents of computer adaptive testing often point to the “automatic” 
difficulty adjustments of that approach as enhancing student engagement by 
decreasing the 
challenge presented to them.  This is the same rationale used to 
support the simplification of the curriculum for struggling students, identical to 
the “out of level” testing that results in moving students with disabilities further 
away from the mainstream curriculum.  Universal Design for Learning seeks to 
maintain high 
achievement standards for all students through the use of 
customized scaffolds and supports that reinforce the importance of 
maintaining 
grade-level expectations for all learners.

In addition, a Pearson paper from 2006 acknowledges the challenges of providing certain accommodations on a computerized adaptive test. See page 11-12 at http://www.pearsonedmeasurement.com/downloads/research/RR_05_03.pdf.

The concerns we have described as well as the lack of a research base to support the use of adaptive testing for students with disabilities (or any students with idiosyncratic knowledge patterns) should be considered as part of the work related to assessment technology standards.
Section 3.2.28 Accessibility

NDSS chairs the National Universal Design for Learning (UDL) Task Force and NDSC is a member. More than 40 national disability and education groups representing higher education, general and special education interests are working together in this coalition to promote the use of UDL in today’s diverse classrooms. For more information on the Task Force and its members, see www.udl4allstudents.com. 

A key goal of the National UDL Task Force is to encourage the use of UDL principles in assessment design to ensure the accurate measurement of what students know and can do.
UDL is a framework and set of principles that provide flexibility in how information is presented, how students respond or demonstrate knowledge, and how students are engaged in learning. Focused on ensuring that ALL students have equal opportunities to learn and to demonstrate achievement, it reduces barriers in education, including assessment barriers. For more general information on UDL see www.cast.org and www.udlcenter.org. 

In Section 3.2.28 of the Assessment Technology Standards Request for Information, regarding accessibility, the following question is asked: How are issues related to Universal Design for Learning (UDL) relevant to standards for accessible use? Since most of the accessibility questions in this section refer to students with disabilities, we first want to make the point that UDL ensures accessibility for ALL students, including English language learners who are discussed in Section 3.2.29. 
In his letter to Congress about the National Educational Technology Plan Secretary of Education Duncan states that the plan calls for using state-of-the-art technology and Universal Design for Learning (UDL) concepts to enable, motivate, and inspire all students to achieve, regardless of background, languages, or disabilities.

The National Educational Technology Plan contains the following statement on page 31:

Technology allows the development of assessments using Universal Design for Learning principles that make assessments more accessible, effective, and valid for students with greater diversity in terms of disability and English language capability.
An important element of UDL is the principle that students should be provided multiple means of expressions so they can accurately demonstrate their skills and knowledge. Digital assessments will be able to embed many more supports for accessibility than traditional assessments. For example students who have reading difficulties will not be able to accurately show what they know on a math test that does not support their ability to decode the questions and answers. The ability to use a read aloud feature remove a barrier for this particular issue. 
In addition, there are students who have comprehension problems, which could be disability or second language based, that would limit their ability to accurately demonstrate their knowledge on the test if the wording is unnecessarily difficult for the construct. A solution in this case might be the use of simpler language and /or a glossary feature to define words that are not part of the vocabulary being tested. These are just two examples of the ways in which the UDL framework, including the principles, guidelines and checkpoints, can be used to enhance the physical and cognitive accessibility of assessments without compromising the construct being assessed. See http://www.udlcenter.org/aboutudl/udlguidelines for the specifics of the framework. 
The following are additional resources on UDL and assessment:

1.  Perspectives on UDL and Assessment: An interview with Dr. Robert Mislevy at http://www.udlcenter.org/resource_library/articles/mislevy. 
2. Perspectives on Large-Scale Assessment, Universal Design, and Universal Design for Learning (attached)
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