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HIGH-STAKES TESTING OF STU DENTS WITH DIS ABIL ITIES

Mar tha L. Thurlow
Da vid R. John son
Uni ver sity of Min ne sota

States and dis tricts are re quired by the In di vid uals With Dis abil ities Ed u ca tion Act Amend ments
of 1997 (Pub lic Law 105-17) to have stu dents with dis abil i ties par tic i pate in state and dis trict as -
sess ments and to re port on their per for mance. High-stakes test ing is a sig nif i cant part of stan dards-
based re form and ed u ca tional ac count abil ity. How ever, there are both in tended and un in tended
con se quences of high-stakes test ing on stu dents with dis abil i ties. There is the po ten tial for these as -
sess ments to re sult in many ben e fits for stu dents with dis abil i ties, but ed u ca tors need to know about 
the ways to en sure that this hap pens. Par tic i pa tion on In di vid u al ized Ed u ca tion Plan teams, good
de ci sions about ac com mo da tions and al ter nate as sess ments, and care ful thought about di ploma op -
tions and re lated is sues can help stu dents re al ize the ben e fits of high-stakes test ing.

High-stakes test ing is be com ing a com mon
com po nent of ed u ca tional re form. When the
stakes are high for stu dents, there is al ways con -
cern about the po ten tial for un in tended con se -
quences, such as in creased rates of stu dents
drop ping out of school. There are in creased con -
cerns when stu dents have dis abil i ties. De spite
the ap par ent po ten tial for un in tended con se -
quences, there are also in tended ef fects to be
con sid ered—ben e fits to stu dents and oth ers. In
this ar ti cle, we ex plore both the in tended ben e -
fits of high-stakes test ing and the pos si ble un in -
tended con se quences. We also pres ent sev eral
ways to in crease the pos si bil ity that stu dents
with dis abil i ties will re al ize the ben e fits of
high-stakes test ing.

Testing stu dents with dis abil i ties is not some -
thing new. These stu dents take a series of indi -
vid u al ized assess ments when their eli gi bil ity
for spe cial edu ca tion ser vices is first under con -
sid er ation. After that, they may be given addi -
tional tests to mea sure their prog ress toward the 

goals listed on their Indi vid u al ized Edu ca tion
Plans (IEPs). Every 3 years, they are again admin -
is tered a wide range of assess ments designed to
deter mine whether they are still eli gi ble for ser -
vices. These kinds of assess ments have been in
place for 25 years, since the enact ment of Pub lic
Law 94-142, the Edu ca tion of All Hand i capped
Children Act.

What is new is the require ment that stu dents
with dis abil i ties par tic i pate in assess ments that
in many places were devel oped for stu dents not
receiv ing spe cial edu ca tion ser vices. These tests
include the state and dis trict tests used to doc u -
ment how stu dents are per form ing. Some times
these tests are norm ref er enced, pro vid ing com -
par i sons of chil dren across the nation, and some-
times they are stan dards based or cri te rion
ref er enced, pro vid ing com par i sons with spe cific
stan dards. The require ment that stu dents with
dis abil i ties par tic i pate in these tests comes from
fed eral law gov ern ing the pro vi sion of ser vices
to stu dents with dis abil i ties, the Indi vid uals
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With Dis abil ities Edu ca tion Act Amend ments
of 1997 (IDEA 97). In fact, states must doc u ment
the num ber of stu dents par tic i pat ing in the
tests, report on their per for mance, and develop
alter nate assess ments for stu dents unable to
par tic i pate in exist ing state or dis trict tests.
Guide lines must be devel oped to assist in decid -
ing which stu dents take state and dis trict
assess ments and which take an alter nate assess -
ment. Per for mance reports are to be made avail -
able to the pub lic with the same fre quency and
in the same detail as reports that are pro vided to
the pub lic for stu dents with out dis abil i ties.

IDEA 97 added these new require ments for
sev eral rea sons. Researchers had doc u mented
that when stu dents are excluded from state or
dis trict assess ments, sev eral unin tended con -
se quences occur (e.g., Allington & McGill-
Franzen, 1992; McGrew, Thurlow, Shriner, &
Spiegel, 1992; Zlatos, 1994). In addi tion to con -
cerns about inap pro pri ate refer rals to spe cial
edu ca tion and increased rates of reten tion in
grades prior to those tested, there are con cerns
about the focus of instruc tion for stu dents not
included in assess ments. Teachers had reported
how their stu dents with dis abil i ties were sent
on field trips on the day of districtwide test ing;
par ents told of receiv ing phone calls from the
school prin ci pal sug gest ing that their son or
daugh ter stay home on the day of test ing to
avoid a test ing pro cess that would be much too
stress ful for their child (“Why Johnny Stayed
Home,” 1997). These stu dents, how ever, missed 
impor tant expe ri ences and instruc tion that
other stu dents received, sim ply because they
were not tak ing the test. Even tually, excluded
stu dents suf fered in many ways because expec -
ta tions for them were low ered, and their access
to the gen eral edu ca tion cur ric u lum and to the
ben e fits of stan dards-based reform was lim ited
(McDonnell, McLaughlin, & Morison, 1997;
McGill-Smith, 1992; Ysseldyke, Thurlow,
McGrew, & Shriner, 1994; Ysseldyke, Thurlow,
McGrew, & Vanderwood, 1994). Require ments
to include stu dents with dis abil i ties in state and
dis trict assess ments and to report on their per -
for mance rec og nize that stu dents with dis abil i -
ties ben e fit from being held to high stan dards,

from hav ing access to the gen eral edu ca tion cur -
ric u lum, and from being part of the stu dent
body for which edu ca tors are held account able
for teach ing (McDonnell et al., 1997; U.S.
Depart ment of Edu ca tion, 1999).

Includ ing stu dents with dis abil i ties in state
and dis trict assess ments has always been done
to some extent. Typically, how ever, only those
stu dents who could take the test in the same
way that every one else took the test (i.e., under
stan dard admin is tra tion con di tions) were
included in the assess ments. Now that all stu -
dents are to be included, it is impor tant to ask
what must be done to ensure that all stu dents
par tic i pate in a way that best reflects what they
know and are able to do.

What It Takes for Stu dents With Dis abil ities
to Par tic i pate in As sess ment Sys tems

Begin ning from the assump tion that it is ben -
e fi cial for stu dents with dis abil i ties to par tic i -
pate in state and dis trict assess ments, and also
begin ning from the need to com ply with fed eral
law, it is impor tant to ask what is required for
these stu dents to take state and dis trict assess -
ments in a way that best reflects what they have
learned—what they know and can do. There are 
three basic con sid er ations: (a) pur pose of the
assess ment, (b) accom mo da tions, and (c) alter -
nate assess ments.

Pur pose. Most of the ini tial dis cus sion about
the need for stu dents with dis abil i ties to par tic i -
pate in as sess ments oc curred with out con sid er -
ing the dif fer ent pur poses of state or dis trict
as sess ments. Ini tial con cern was that schools
were not be ing held ac count able for teach ing
these stu dents. Lit tle thought was given to the
as sess ments that were used for stu dent ac count -
abil ity—to de ter mine whether stu dents were
pro moted from one grade to the next or whether 
they re ceived a di ploma. High-stakes test ing
that has con se quences for stu dents with dis abil -
i ties, how ever, be comes a tricky is sue be cause of 
the stu dents’ dis abil i ties, which may in ter fere
with learn ing and with the stu dent be ing able to
ac tu ally dem on strate what she or he knows and
can do.
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Ac com mo da tions. It is gen er ally rec og nized
that pro vid ing ac com mo da tions in creases the
par tic i pa tion of stu dents with dis abil i ties in as -
sess ments (Thurlow, Elliott, & Ysseldyke, 1998).
Yet, con tro versy sur rounds the use of ac com mo -
da tions, es pe cially cer tain ac com mo da tions.
This is ev i dent in court cases about the use of
scribes and word pro ces sors (see also Shriner,
2000) as well as new cases in volv ing the use of
spell check ers and read ers. States and dis tricts
of ten have com plex pol i cies about the use of ac -
com mo da tions, and these pol i cies of ten dif fer
from one place to the next (Thurlow, House,
Scott, & Ysseldyke, in press).

Despite the con tro versy, it is gen er ally rec og -
nized that accom mo da tions are an impor tant
aspect of the assess ment of stu dents with dis -
abil i ties, just as they are for instruc tion (Elliott,
Thurlow, & Ysseldyke, 1996). Exam ples of accom- 
modations used dur ing assess ments are
extended test ing time, mark ing answers in the
test book let rather than on a sep a rate sheet,
being tested indi vid u ally, and hav ing direc tions 
repeated. There is much vari abil ity in the nature 
of accom mo da tions, from set ting and tim ing
changes to changes in how the test is pre sented
or how the stu dent responds. There is also vari -
abil ity in how easy it is to pro vide accom mo da -
tions to stu dents. The logis tics of pro vid ing
accom mo da tions is a con cern with which schools
are now deal ing, some times with more resis -
tance than nec es sary (Elliott & Thurlow, 2000).

Al ter nate as sess ments. Al ter nate as sess ments
are new in most states and dis tricts. They are
mea sures for stu dents un able to take state or
dis trict as sess ments, usu ally less than 2% of the
to tal stu dent pop u la tion (about 20% of stu dents
with dis abil i ties). Most states are in the pro cess
of de vel op ing these as sess ments. Sur veys in di -
cate that states are tak ing a va ri ety of ap -
proaches to al ter nate as sess ment pro ce dures,
from ver sions of pa per-and-pen cil tests to
check lists to port fo lios (Thomp son, Erickson,
Thurlow, Ysseldyke, & Callendar, 1999; Thomp -
son & Thurlow, 1999). Al ter nate as sess ments
also are be ing used for dif fer ent pur poses. In
some places, al ter nate as sess ments are a way for 
some stu dents to show that they have met the
grad u a tion re quire ment.

In clud ing Stu dents With Dis abil ities in 
As sess ments With High Stakes for Stu dents

The con se quences of edu ca tional account -
abil ity sys tems for schools and edu ca tors are
much better under stood than are those for stu -
dents (Edu ca tion Com mis sion of the States,
1999; Madaus, 1988). The con se quences of
high-stakes sys tems for stu dents with dis abil i -
ties are much less under stood. Tests should be
con sid ered as high stakes for stu dents with dis -
abil i ties when the results are used to make crit i -
cal deci sions about the indi vid ual’s access to
edu ca tional oppor tu nity, grade-level reten tion
or pro mo tion, grad u a tion from high school, or
receipt of a stan dard diploma ver sus an alter na -
tive diploma (e.g., spe cial edu ca tion diploma,
cer tif i cate of com ple tion). The deci sions all have 
imme di ate and long-range impli ca tions for the
stu dent. The use of exit exams to deter mine
whether a stu dent earns a high school diploma,
for exam ple, has life long con se quences and
directly affects an indi vid ual’s eco nomic
self-suf fi ciency and well-being as an adult.

Ac cess to Ed u ca tional Op por tu nity

For stu dents with dis abil i ties and for oth ers
who expe ri ence dif fi cul ties on these tests, there
is a vari ety of pos si ble sys tem responses. Test
results, either favor able or unfa vor able, are
designed to have an effect on the con tent in focus
as a cur ric u lum, instruc tional strat e gies, inter -
ven tion strat e gies to improve the learn ing of all
stu dents, pro fes sional devel op ment sup port for 
teach ers and admin is tra tors, the use of assess -
ment results, and the use and nature of test
prep a ra tion mate ri als (Koretz, Barron, Mitch ell, 
& Stecher, 1996; Linn, 1993). These and other
exam ples are the intended con se quences of
using stu dent test scores as an index of sys tem
per for mance. Infor ma tion on stu dent test scores 
can be used to revisit and mod ify the cur ric u -
lum, instruc tional approaches, and strat e gies
and to iden tify the skills teach ers and admin is -
tra tors may need to address crit i cal areas where
stu dents’ scores are found to be poor.

There are, how ever, sev eral unin tended con -
se quences for stu dents, includ ing stu dents with 
dis abil i ties who per form poorly on state and
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local tests. Observ able con se quences may
include (a) increased refer rals to spe cial edu ca -
tion for ser vices, (b) low ered expec ta tions of
stu dents as learn ers, (c) nar row ing of the cur ric -
u lum and instruc tion to focus on the spe cific
learn ing out comes assessed in state tests, (d)
teach ing to tests, (e) using test prep a ra tion
mate ri als that are closely linked to the assess -
ment with out mak ing changes to the cur ric u -
lum, (f) lim it ing the range of pro gram options
stu dents can par tic i pate in because of inten si -
fied efforts to con cen trate on areas of weak -
ness iden ti fied by test ing, and (g) the over all
impact test scores have on judg ing whether a
stu dent will grad u ate from school with a stan -
dard edu ca tion diploma (Edu ca tion Com mis -
sion of the States, 1998; Lane, Park, & Stone,
1998; Langenfeld, Thurlow, & Scott, 1997; Nel -
son, 1999). Although these con se quences cer -
tainly affect all stu dents, stu dents with dis abil i -
ties in par tic u lar are sig nif i cantly affected by
high-stakes test ing pro grams.

These and other con se quences poten tially
limit access to edu ca tional oppor tu ni ties. A pri -
mary con cern is that scores on high-stakes tests
will be used to place stu dents with dis abil i ties in 
low-track classes, where they learn less than
they are capa ble of learn ing. Research shows
that when stu dents with dis abil i ties are placed
in low-track classes, they do not catch up with
their peers in other tracks (Gamoran & Berends,
1987). For stu dents with dis abil i ties, the IEP
team, with gen eral edu ca tion involve ment,
should strive to main tain high stan dards and
expec ta tions for stu dents, to pro vide mean ing -
ful access to the gen eral edu ca tion cur ric u lum
through appro pri ate accom mo da tions and sup -
port sys tems, and to actively engage gen eral
edu ca tion and spe cial edu ca tion teach ers in col -
lab o ra tive instruc tional arrange ments to sup -
port stu dents in meet ing state stan dards.

Re ten tion and So cial Pro mo tion

State tests also become high stakes when they 
are used for grade-level reten tion and pro mo -
tion deci sions. Increas ingly, states are requir ing
that schools and school dis tricts use state test
scores to deter mine whether stu dents should be

pro moted to the next grade level. Sev eral states
use test cut off scores to make stu dent reten tion
and pro mo tion deci sions. Reten tion has been
referred to as a kind of aca demic redshirting, that
is, the act of keep ing stu dents back a grade to
improve test scores (Langenfeld et al., 1997;
Zlatos, 1994). Retaining stu dents could be
viewed as an appro pri ate inter ven tion; how -
ever, there is lit tle research evi dence to sug gest
that this is the case. Per sua sive evi dence indi -
cates that repeat ing a grade does not improve
the achieve ment of stu dents with dis abil i ties
over all (Allington & McGill-Franzen, 1992;
Holmes, 1989).

A sec ond con cern is based on doc u mented
increases in the drop out rate for stu dents who
have been retained (Dar ling-Hammond & Falk,
1995; Reardon, 1996; Sinclair, Christensen,
Thurlow, & Evelo, 1994). Drop ping out of school 
is one of the most seri ous and per va sive prob -
lems fac ing spe cial edu ca tion pro grams nation -
ally, yet very lim ited data are pres ently avail able 
on drop out rates among youth with dis abil i ties.
The last con gres sio nally man dated study of the
sec ond ary school expe ri ences of stu dents with
dis abil i ties found that nearly 40% had left
school by drop ping out (Wag ner et al., 1991).

Grad u a tion Re quire ments 
and Di ploma Op tions

Some states have attached high-stakes exit
exams to grad u a tion since the late 1960s and
early 1970s. Require ments that states set for
grad u a tion can range from Car ne gie unit
require ments (a cer tain num ber of class cred its
earned in spe cific areas) to the suc cess ful pass -
ing of min i mum com pe tency tests, high school
exit exams, and/or a series of bench mark exams 
(Thurlow, Ysseldyke, & Ander son, 1995). States
may also require almost any com bi na tion of
these. Diver sity in grad u a tion require ments is
com pli cated fur ther by an increas ingly diverse
set of pos si ble grad u a tion diploma options. The
stan dard high school diploma is not the only
exit doc u ment avail able to stu dents, includ ing
stu dents with dis abil i ties, at high school com -
ple tion. Among the array of diploma options
are spe cial edu ca tion diplo mas, cer tif i cates of
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com ple tion, occu pa tional diplo mas, and oth ers. 
There is a crit i cal need to better under stand the
impli ca tions of state grad u a tion require ments
because of find ings that stu dents with dis abil i -
ties expe ri ence sig nif i cant neg a tive out comes
when they fail to earn a high school or equiv a -
lent diploma (Bruininks, Thurlow, Lewis, &
Larson, 1988; Edgar, 1987; John son, McGrew,
Bloomberg, Bruininks, & Lin, 1997; Wag ner,
1992). There are also data to sug gest that more
strin gent grad u a tion require ments may be
related to higher rates of drop ping out of school
among stu dents with dis abil i ties com pared
with the drop out rates of their coun ter parts
with out dis abil i ties (Wag ner et al., 1991).

Cur rently, 16 states have had their exams in
place long enough to affect the grad u at ing class
of 2000 (Thurlow & Thomp son, 2000). Approx i -
mately 9 other states have devel oped grad u a -
tion exams that stu dents in future grad u at ing
classes will have to pass to receive a stan dard
diploma. Addi tional states have leg is lated
exams that are now being devel oped; add to
these numer ous local exams to deter mine

whether stu dents will receive diplo mas. The
states with active grad u a tion exams have
diploma options that reflect the array of diplo -
mas and cer tif i cates and the cri te ria for earn ing
them. The diploma and cer tif i cate options fall
within four gen eral cat e go ries, each of which
has advan tages and dis ad van tages (see Table 1). 
Although the table high lights what is hap pen -
ing at the state level, these same diploma
options apply as well to the local level.

As with other stu dents, those with dis abil i -
ties are allowed mul ti ple oppor tu ni ties to take
exit exams (Guy, Shin, Lee, & Thurlow, 1999).
States with grad u a tion exams gen er ally have
more diploma options avail able to stu dents
over all. Many states also offer stu dents with
dis abil i ties addi tional flex i bil ity in meet ing
stan dard diploma require ments. For exam ple,
most states with only course credit require -
ments for grad u a tion allow their stu dents with
dis abil i ties to meet require ments by tak ing
mod i fied coursework or com plet ing IEPs or by
hav ing IEP teams or dis tricts decide the require -
ments. More than half the states that require
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TA BLE 1 Ad van tages and Dis ad van tages of Dif fer ent Di ploma Op tions

Di ploma Op tion/Pol icy Ad van tages Dis ad van tages

Stan dard di ploma or better; sin gle cri te rion. A
stan dard di ploma or a more rig or ous op tion
(e.g., an hon ors di ploma) is avail able to all
stu dents, with or with out dis abil i ties. All must
meet the same cri te ria for earn ing the di -
ploma.

Pro vides stu dents the key to en try into
postsecondary in sti tu tions or em ploy -
ment. Mean ing of earn ing a di ploma is
clear be cause there is only one set of cri -
te ria.

Does not rec og nize the dif fer ent learn -
ing styles of stu dents with dis abil i -
ties. May re sult in a sig nif i cant
num ber of stu dents not re ceiv ing
any kind of exit doc u ment from
high school.

Stan dard di ploma or better; mul ti ple cri te ria. Stu -
dents with dis abil i ties are al lowed to meet
one or more of the re quire ments for the stan -
dard di ploma in dif fer ent ways from what is re -
quired of other stu dents (e.g., dif fer ent
courses, meet ing In di vid u al ized Ed u ca tion
Plan goals, ex emp tion).

Rec og nizes that stu dents have dif fer ent
learn ing styles and skills that may not
align with typ i cal grad u a tion cri te ria. En -
sures that more stu dents will get a di -
ploma than would with a sin gle set of
cri te ria.

Reduces qual ity con trol on the knowl -
edge and skills of stu dents leav ing
schools. Re sults in non stan dard
sets of knowl edge and skills
among stu dents, all of whom have
the same di ploma.

Cer tif i cate op tions. Cer tif i cates for at ten dance,
com ple tion, achieve ment, at tain ment, and so 
on are avail able to all stu dents, with or with out 
dis abil i ties. Re quire ments for cer tif i cates can
vary con sid er ably and may or may not al low
stu dents with dis abil i ties to meet them in dif -
fer ent ways.

Main tains the in teg rity of the re quire ments for 
earn ing a stan dard di ploma. Pro vides
other exit op tions for stu dents not meet ing 
the re quire ments for a stan dard di ploma.

Pro duces stu dents with di ploma op -
tions about whose con se quences
we have lit tle knowl edge for
postsecondary school ing or em -
ploy ment.

Spe cial ed u ca tion di ploma. Di ploma or cer tif i -
cate avail able only to stu dents re ceiv ing spe -
cial ed u ca tion ser vices. This type of di ploma
typ i cally is added to other op tions avail able
for stu dents not hav ing an In di vid u al ized Ed u -
ca tion Plan.

Rec og nizes that stu dents with dis abil i ties
may be work ing on dif fer ent stan dards
from other stu dents.

Flags those stu dents re ceiv ing spe cial 
ed u ca tion ser vices.

Note: Ta ble is adapted from Thurlow and Thomp son (2000).

 © 2000 American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on January 31, 2007 http://jte.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jte.sagepub.com


both cred its and exams to earn a stan dard
diploma allow changes in require ments for stu -
dents with dis abil i ties.

Im pli ca tions for Teachers 
and Teacher Ed u ca tors

As more and more states and school dis tricts
imple ment per for mance stan dards and tests in
an effort to improve edu ca tional account abil ity,
they are faced with sev eral crit i cal ques tions.
Many of these ques tions apply to all stu dents,
yet there are sev eral that spe cif i cally address the 
expe ri ences of stu dents with dis abil i ties as they
par tic i pate in state test ing and related stan -
dards-based prac tices. For exam ple, how do we
ensure that results on state tests do not unnec es -
sar ily limit edu ca tional expe ri ences and oppor -
tu ni ties? What steps must be taken to ensure
that states care fully align cur rent grade-level
reten tion and pro mo tion pol i cies with newly
emerg ing state tests and related per for mance
stan dards? What do schools need to con sider
about using state test scores to retain or pro mote 
stu dents with dis abil i ties? What is the role and
impor tance of accom mo da tions in sup port ing
stu dent par tic i pa tion in these and other exams?
Is the stan dard diploma the only option that
should be avail able to stu dents, or should there
be some type of diploma for stu dents who do
not pass the test but who meet other cri te ria? If
more than one type of diploma is avail able,
what spe cific require ments should be aligned
with each diploma option? These are dif fi cult
and com plex ques tions. Exploring the answers
to them pro duces sev eral sug ges tions for
includ ing stu dents with dis abil i ties in high-
stakes assess ments.

Main tain high ex pec ta tions for stu dents with dis -
abil i ties. For stu dents with dis abil i ties, the IEP
team should serve as the fo cal point for dis cus -
sions about stu dent par tic i pa tion in state test ing 
and stan dards-based ac count abil ity sys tems.
The IEP must in di cate whether the stu dent is to
par tic i pate in the as sess ment and the na ture and 
scope of ac com mo da tions that might be re -
quired by the stu dent. The IEP team is also re -
spon si ble for en gag ing par ents, gen eral and
spe cial ed u ca tion pro fes sion als, ad min is tra tors, 

and the stu dent (be gin ning at age 14) in ac tive
dis cus sions about the stu dent’s over all ed u ca -
tional plan and op por tu ni ties. The IEP team
must work to en sure that high ex pec ta tions for
learn ing and achieve ment are main tained for
stu dents with dis abil i ties. If stu dents ex pe ri -
ence dif fi cul ties in pass ing state tests, ef forts
must be un der taken to en sure that they re main
on a full cur ric u lum track, with learn ing ex pec -
ta tions that guide the in struc tion of gen eral ed u -
ca tion stu dents. All teach ers must dis cuss how
best to sup port stu dents with dis abil i ties in the
main stream in struc tional pro gram. Gen eral ed -
u ca tion teach ers, in col lab o ra tion with spe cial
ed u ca tion per son nel, must de ter mine the strat e -
gies, ac com mo da tions, and over all sup ports
needed to en sure that stu dents meet high stan -
dards and have ac cess to the full range of cur ric -
u lar op tions avail able to other stu dents.
Dif fi culties in test per for mance should not re -
sult in lower ex pec ta tions, nar row ing of cur ric -
u lar op tions, or dis place ment of the stu dent
from the gen eral ed u ca tion cur ric u lum.

Use of test scores in re ten tion and pro mo tion de ci -
sions. Stake (1999) ar gued that if tests are used
for pro mo tion de ci sions, sev eral strat e gies can
help the va lid ity and fair ness of test score in ter -
pre ta tions: (a) iden tify at-risk or strug gling stu -
dents (such as stu dents with dis abil i ties) early
so they can be tar geted for help, (b) pro vide
mul ti ple op por tu ni ties for stu dents to dem on -
strate their knowl edge through re peated test ing 
with al ter nate forms or other ap pro pri ate
means, and (c) take into ac count other rel e vant
in for ma tion about the stu dent (e.g., school per -
for mance or re lated test in for ma tion). This does
not mean that stu dents ex pe ri enc ing dif fi cul ties
are au to mat i cally re ferred to spe cial ed u ca tion.
It is im por tant, how ever, for stu dents who need
in ter ven tion and sup port to ben e fit fully from
ed u ca tional ex pe ri ences. Spe cial ed u ca tion
teach ers can play a con sul ta tive role for gen eral
ed u ca tion staff to de ter mine whether a stu dent
needs to be for mally re ferred for spe cial ed u ca -
tion ser vices. Clearly, so cial pro mo tion has
placed too many stu dents at the end of their
high school ca reers fail ing grad u a tion ex ams
be cause they lacked es sen tial knowl edge and
skills.
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Ac com mo dat ing the test sit u a tion. IEP team
mem bers need to think about the link be tween
as sess ment ac com mo da tions and in struc tional
ac com mo da tions (Elliott et al., 1996). It is im por -
tant that as sess ment ac com mo da tions are fa mil -
iar to stu dents and that they be used prior to test
ad min is tra tion. Class room teach ers, there fore,
need to be in te grally in volved in de ter min ing
the ac com mo da tions to which stu dents have ac -
cess dur ing all state and dis trict as sess ments.

Nonapproved ac com mo da tions. There are sev -
eral ac com mo da tions that are con sid ered to
change the con struct tested, such as read ing a
read ing test to a stu dent, and there fore are not
ap proved for use. Nonapproved ac com mo da -
tions are needed for some stu dents to be able to
take the test. For ex am ple, stu dents who are
blind and have not learned Braille are es sen -
tially de nied ac cess to the test if it is not read to
them re gard less of whether the test’s con tent is
math e mat ics, read ing, or some other con tent
area. This same sit u a tion oc curs for stu dents
with sig nif i cant read ing dis abil i ties and other
con di tions as well. Denying ac cess to the as sess -
ment be cause of the ef fects of a dis abil ity, es pe -
cially when the as sess ment pro vides ac cess to a
ben e fit (such as a di ploma), raises many con -
cerns. Sim ply de ny ing di plo mas or pro vid ing
cer tif i cates of at ten dance for these stu dents does 
not seem to be rea son able be cause it can be ar -
gued that they have met stan dards and sim ply
are not be ing al lowed to ap pro pri ately show
their mas tery of them. One ap proach is to have a
spe cial re quest pro cess, through which stu dents 
need ing nonapproved ac com mo da tions could
re quest per mis sion to use them, with the rea son
for need ing each ac com mo da tion doc u mented.
For these stu dents, test per for mance might be
just one part of a larger body of ev i dence re -
quired for meet ing grad u a tion re quire ments.

A phase-in ap proach to test ing. His torically, stu -
dents with dis abil i ties ei ther have been ex -
cluded from the gen eral ed u ca tion cur ric u lum
or have re ceived a wa tered-down ver sion of it.
Al though there are ex am ples in which stu dents
have in deed had the same ex po sure and op por -
tu ni ties that other stu dents have had to mas ter
the gen eral ed u ca tion cur ric u lum, for the most

part, this is not the case. As a re sult, ques tions
can be raised about whether it is ap pro pri ate to
ex pect that to day’s ninth-grade stu dents have
had equal ac cess to the gen eral ed u ca tion cur -
ric u lum and stan dards. Be cause of ques tions
about op por tu nity to learn, ed u ca tors might
want to ask for an ex tended phase-in of the re -
quire ments for stu dents with dis abil i ties. For
ex am ple, those stu dents now in el e men tary
school would be the first re quired to meet state
grad u a tion re quire ments.

Pro viding re test ing op por tu ni ties. How re test -
ing in ter acts with dis abil ity is sues should be
con sid ered. Re testing must be avail able to stu -
dents with dis abil i ties just as of ten as it is to
other stu dents. This means that spe cial edi tions
of the test are needed and that ac com mo da tions
need to be pro vided dur ing re test ing. IEP teams
need to de ter mine whether to re quest ad di -
tional ac com mo da tions with each re take,
thereby rec og niz ing the pos si bil ity that the ac -
com mo da tions are needed even though the stu -
dent may have hoped not to use them.
Changing rules about test for mat, ad min is tra -
tion pro ce dures, or ac com mo da tions for re test -
ing must be ad dressed.

Available ap peals and waiver pro cesses. It is im -
por tant that teach ers and those who train them
know whether any pro ce dures are avail able for
stu dents to ap peal a poor test score or to ob tain a 
waiver from tak ing a test. An ap peals pro cess
that en sures con sid er ation of in di vid ual stu -
dent needs or a pro cess for re quest ing a waiver
from test ing may re duce the num ber of prob -
lems stu dents en coun ter. How ever, it is im por -
tant for these stu dents to still be held to high
stan dards. Al ter na tive ways for them to show
that they have met high stan dards should be
pur sued.

Teacher Ed u ca tors In flu encing Pol icies 
on In clu sive Di ploma Op tions and 
Grad u a tion Pol icies

It is crit i cal for teacher edu ca tors to know
about the exist ing pol i cies that affect stu dents,
which in turn affect teach ers. Beyond that, it is
impor tant for teacher edu ca tors to speak up
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about pol i cies that are imple mented or that are
being con sid ered. More than half the states do
not yet have grad u a tion exams, but most are
think ing seri ously about add ing them. It is a
good time to get involved in dis cus sions about
these exams. Many states that have grad u a tion
exams are rethink ing some of their pol i cies.
Knowing what is being thought about and add -
ing input to the dis cus sion are equally impor -
tant. There are sev eral points that might be con -
sid ered in rela tion to grad u a tion require ments
and grad u a tion exams for stu dents with
dis abil i ties.

Rec og nize that not all stu dents dem on strate
high knowl edge and skills in the same way. Just
as this calls for al ter na tive test ing prac tices, it
also can mean that there should be other av e -
nues to di plo mas, such as an ap peals pro cess.
Only 1% to 2% of the to tal stu dent en roll ment
(i.e., stu dents with se vere dis abil i ties) should
re quire al ter nate tests or spe cial ac com mo da -
tions to par tic i pate in test ing pro grams at any
level.

Clar ify the im pli ca tions of dif fer ent di ploma op -
tions for con tin ued spe cial ed u ca tion ser vices. It is
im por tant for par ents and ed u ca tors to know
that if a child grad u ates from high school with a
stan dard high school di ploma, the stu dent is no
lon ger en ti tled to spe cial ed u ca tion ser vices.
Spe cial and gen eral ed u ca tion teach ers should
care fully work with stu dents and fam i lies to
con sider what it ac tu ally means to re ceive a
stan dard high school di ploma. In some cases, it
may be ad vis able to de lay for mal re ceipt of a
stan dard high school di ploma un til the con di -
tions (goals and ob jec tives) of the stu dent’s IEP
have been fully met, in clud ing all tran si tion ser -
vice re quire ments out lined in IDEA 97. A press -
ing con cern is to en sure that the agreed-on goals
and ob jec tives in the stu dent’s IEP have been
ful filled by the ed u ca tional agency and that stu -
dents have been con nected with the adult ser -
vices needed to sup port postschool ed u ca tion,
em ploy ment, and in de pend ent liv ing needs.

Con sider the views of oth ers about di ploma op -
tions and pol i cies. Postsecondary ed u ca tion rep -
re sen ta tives need to de ter mine whether they
will ac cept an al ter na tive di ploma as part of

their ad mis sion re quire ments. The ques tion is
whether grad u at ing from high school with a
spe cial ed u ca tion di ploma or other cer tif i cate of
com ple tion grants stu dents who earn them ac -
cess to postsecondary ed u ca tion pro grams. High
schools and postsecondary pro grams should
thor oughly dis cuss the mean ing and rigor of
these al ter na tive di plo mas and agree on their
use for postsecondary ed u ca tion ad mis sions.
This is sue is not the same as con cerns about the
mean ing of grade point av er ages or class ranks
earned by stu dents (re gard less of dis abil ity) who 
have taken eas ier classes or pro grams of study.

Employers need to be con sulted and
informed about the types of diplo mas stu dents
receive on grad u a tion. Although it is unfair to
gen er al ize on the moti va tions of employ ers, it is
fair to say that employ ers are inter ested in hir -
ing the most qual i fied indi vid u als they can. If
mem bers of the busi ness com mu nity are not
engaged in dis cus sions about plans to use an
array of alter na tive diplo mas, employ ers may
view these alter na tive diplo mas as a con ve nient
screen ing mech a nism for new employ ees. Stu -
dents who hold a stan dard high school diploma
might thereby be viewed as more desir able can -
di dates for employ ment than those with an
alter na tive, or “lesser,” diploma. It is impor tant
to engage rep re sen ta tives of postsecondary
edu ca tion pro grams, employ ers, union rep re -
sen ta tives, admin is tra tors, par ents, and indi -
vid u als with dis abil i ties in dis cus sions about
hav ing diploma options for all stu dents, includ -
ing stu dents with dis abil i ties.

CON CLU SIONS

The con se quences of high-stakes test ing for
stu dents with dis abil i ties, par tic u larly of tests
used to deter mine grad u a tion sta tus or type of
diploma, last well beyond the time a stu dent is
in school. Par tic i pa tion in postsecondary edu ca -
tion pro grams, employ ment and future earn -
ings, civic par tic i pa tion, and the indi vid ual’s
over all social and emo tional well-being are
affected by the cre den tials they receive in high
school and carry for ward into adult hood. A sub -
stan tial body of research has doc u mented the
neg a tive con se quences of drop ping out of
school, yet lim ited research has been con ducted
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on the con se quences of receiv ing less than a
stan dard high school diploma.

There may indeed be high-stakes con se -
quences related to grant ing stu dents an alter na -
tive diploma rather than the stan dard high
school diploma. Some edu ca tors and pol icy
mak ers have expressed con cern that the cur rent
diploma and grad u a tion require ments may
give stu dents with dis abil i ties an unfair advan -
tage over stu dents with out dis abil i ties who may 
be held to higher stan dards. Alter na tively,
receiv ing less than a stan dard high school
diploma may limit an indi vid ual’s future oppor -
tu ni ties to access postsecondary edu ca tion and
employ ment.

These issues, cou pled with the pos si bil ity of
lower expec ta tions, off-tar get teach ing, and
denial of respon si bil ity for stu dents with dis -
abil i ties, form an unfor tu nate set of unin tended
con se quences that sur face when address ing the
par tic i pa tion of stu dents with dis abil i ties in
edu ca tional account abil ity sys tems. Bal ancing
these against a desire to be fair to stu dents and
not to harm them cre ates sig nif i cant chal lenges
for states and dis tricts today. Teachers must take 
a major role in rais ing and address ing the tough
ques tions as high stakes affect stu dents’ edu ca -
tional oppor tu ni ties, reten tion or pro mo tion,
and grad u a tion from high school.
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