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Questions From Federal Register: October 23, 2009 (Volume 74, Number 204)
(1) Propose how you would recommend that different innovative  technologies be deployed to create better assessments, and why. Please  include illustrative examples in areas such as novel item types,  constructed response scoring solutions, uses of mobile computing devices, and so on.
The Goal

Assessment is one component of instruction, and indelibly linked to three others: goals, methods and materials. We propose the development of a digital media assessment based on the framework of Universal Design for Learning, where students must be provided with 1) multiple means of recognition of assessment directions and stimuli, 2) multiple means of interaction and expression within assessment tasks, and 3) multiple means of engagement during the assessment process. With proper design, implementation and validation, these principles can guide the development of the next generation of summative evaluation instruments, resulting in a more authentic and accurate measure of the achievement of all students.  This “design it in from the outset” approach will also eliminate 1) costly retrofits, 2) ad hoc accommodations that may violate test validity, 3) a large portion of “alternate” assessments, and 4) other interventions that require student failure before interventions can occur.     
Current Challenges
What is being tested? In some assessments, reading is the target skill being addressed; in other assessments, reading is required but the area being assessed may be mathematics, history, science, etc.  In assessment lingo, reading in these assessments is construct irrelevant. For students in the margins – those with disabilities, English language learners, students from differing cultural backgrounds and others, these construct-irrelevant demands generate artificially low achievement scores .(Dolan, Rose, Burling, Harms, & Way, 2007; Rose, Hall, Murray, 2008). Confounding vocabulary introduced in a math assessment may pose a significant barrier for students in the margins, undermining their test performance regardless of their proficiency with the subject or skill area being tested. (Clarkson, 1983; Helwig, Rozek-Tedesco, & Tindal, 2002; Helwig, Rozek-Tedesco, Tindal, & Heath, 1999).
The limits of existing assessment design -  “Accommodations” are the preferred  means by which the media and/or methodology of assessments are retrofitted.  Realistically, the extent of “accommodations” required to make a test accessible to a student with a disability is a direct reflection of the inappropriateness of the instrument for that population.  Accommodations should not be touted as solutions; they are indicators of narrow and non-inclusive assessment design. The solution is not alternative assessments; the solution is an assessment sufficiently flexible and valid designed with all students in mind.
 The need for continuity -IDEA 2004 notes  that “Assessment accommodations should be chosen on the basis of the individual student’s needs and should generally be consistent with the accommodations provided during instruction.”  This rarely occurs. Computer-based text-to-speech offers independent  text access for students with print disabilities, and is commonly used during instruction but is rarely available during large-scale testing. (Dawson, Venn, & Gunter, 2000; Farmer, Klein, & Bryson, 1992; Hebert & Murdock, 1994; Lundberg & Olofsson, 1993; McCullough, 1995; Strangman & Dalton, 2005)
Technology, Innovation and UDL

The true solution is to design assessment systems differently from the start, creating them from the outset to be accurate for a wide range of students, including those with disabilities. Universal Design for Learning (UDL), provides the foundation for  research-based guidelines for creating  flexible and valid computer-based  assessments (see Universal Design for Computer-Based Testing Guidelines referenced above) building upon prior physical and sensory access-oriented  Universal Design for Assessment work (Thompson, Johnstone, & Thurlow, 2002).  
Digital technologies offer a flexible base for representing assessment items in multiple ways  and with which the equivalence of underlying constructs can be maintained (Honey, Pansnik, Fasca, 2007; Rose, Meyer, & Hitchcock, 2005; Meyer & Rose, 2006). Digital multimedia can present the same underlying construct in different “surface” representations  - text, audio, image, video, etc., thereby reaching a greater range of student.  Further, the ease by which digital tools can discriminate one item from another can be used to provide each student  with customized supports for construct irrelevant items while simultaneously diminishing  those supports for the items actually being assessed. 
Digital media can also allow students to express what they know in multiple ways. For response demands to be equivalent for all students (a prerequisite for test validity), students must be allowed to respond optimally, employing areas of strength. If students can respond in flexible and customizable ways, construct-irrelevant barriers can be significantly reduced.  

A UDL approach also offers guidance for enhancing student engagement and persistence.  Flexibility in recruiting attention, sustaining effort and supporting self-regulation are all highly individualized and nearly impossible to address without employing the inherent transformability, discrimination and data collection of digital media.  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. 
     
(2) We envision the need for a technology platform for assessment development, administration, scoring, and reporting that increases the quality and cost-effectiveness of the assessments. Describe your recommendations for the functionality such a platform could and should offer.
The ideal technology platform for creating accurate summative assessments is one that allows for the separation of content from how it is presented, and from how it is delivered. Content created and stored in a “media agnostic” format can be subsequently rendered in text, print, audio, image, video, in a tactile or haptic output – all from a single source file.  It can eliminate the need for retrofitting and can be created aligned to exacting standards.  eXtensible Markup Language (XML) , the core format of the NIMAS, provides this flexibility and is an open-source international standard that can be delivered via virtually any digital media delivery device. 
(3) How would you create this technology platform for summative assessments such that it could be easily adapted to support practitioners and professionals in the development, administration, 

and/or scoring of high-quality interim assessments?
Some states have already established systems of interim assessments (Brown & Coughlin, 2007). For example, the Pennsylvania  4Sight benchmarking system (http://www.pattan.net/teachlead/PennsylvaniaBenchmarkInitiativeBasicInformation.aspx)  is designed to assess student achievement incrementally and as an estimate of future performance on the summative Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA).  Assessment content stored in an XML format could be readily re-purposed for interim benchmarking via the creation of custom transforms designed for classroom, grade, district and or regional use.  Student achievement could be sampled at the point of instruction, and this could avoid the “wait to fail”  model that is guaranteed if end-of-instruction measures are all that are in place.
 (4) For the technology ``platform'' vision you have proposed, provide estimates of the associated development and ongoing maintenance costs, including your calculations and assumptions behind them.
The cost of not creating standards-based UDL assessment systems far outweigh the costs of creating them.  A UDL-based system could obviate the need for separate assessments for the 2% modified achievement standards currently in place, and provide a more authentic connection to common core standards for “non-standard” students.  Assessment and instruction work reciprocally to shape and measure progress across all aspects instruction, and the sheer force of inclusive design is far more economical, efficient and accurate than the labor and expense of retrofitting any aspect of the curriculum: its goals, methods, assessments and or its materials.    
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