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ABSTRACT 

The literature reports controversy among teachers about the value of an 

alternate assessment for students with significant cognitive disabilities (SCD) 

(Kampfer, Horvath, Kleinert, & Kearns, 2001).The purpose of this study was to 

investigate the perceptions of special education teachers about the value and 

implementation of the Arizona Alternate Assessment (AIMS-A) for instructional 

planning. 

Twelve elementary special education teachers from three school districts 

in Southern Arizona were placed in one of two focus groups.  They were asked 

questions about the value of the alternate assessment, the impact on instructional 

planning, the allocation of time to complete the assessment, and the usefulness of 

the data collected for the alternate assessment.  Later, in-depth interviews were 

held with three of the 12 teachers representing each of the districts.  The teachers’ 

responses to the questions asked in the focus group and interview sessions were 

tape-recorded, transcribed, and organized into themes. 

Results revealed four major themes and 11 sub-themes.  Most teachers 

valued the AIMS-A information in guiding their teaching.  Some teachers, 

however, believed the instrument did not accurately assess students with the most 

severe disabilities.  Teachers reported the assessment helped guide their 

instructional planning.  The limited time allocated during the school day to 

complete the assessment resulted in an additional burden on teachers’ personal 

time.  Teachers found documenting and collection data throughout the school year 
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was necessary to be able to accurately assess students during the spring testing 

period. Most of the teachers found the progress data useful.  

Four recommendations for State (SEAs) and Local Education Agencies 

(LEAs) resulted from the implications.  The first recommendation is to acquire 

positive teacher perceptions and support for the AIMS-A by providing teachers 

with a thorough understanding of the benefits of the assessment. A second 

recommendation is for LEA administrators to assist teachers in finding time to 

administer the AIMS-A. The third recommendation is that the LEA’s must 

provide in-service training. The fourth recommendation requires modification of 

existing policies when needed. The fifth recommendation is to create a state-wide 

data base that articulates student progress on the AIMS-A. The final 

recommendation is to modify existing policies where needed.
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 The federal government has mandated statewide educational assessment for all 

children (NCLB, 2002).    In recent years, these mandates have placed increased 

emphasis on accountability in all educational programs (Browder, Spooner, Algozzine, 

Ahlgrim-Delzell, Flowers, & Karvonen, 2003). High-stakes testing and accountability 

have gained further political and public attention with the passage of the No Child Left 

Behind Act (NCLB) (Browder et al., 2003).  This act requires annual testing in grades 3 – 

8, progressive objectives ensuring proficiency by the 12th grade and challenging 

assessments that are standards-based in reading, written language, mathematics, and 

science. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 further 

mandates that all children with disabilities be included in general state and district-wide 

assessment programs with accommodations or an alternate assessment administered to 

those students with significant cognitive disabilities (IDEIA, 2004).   

Alternate Assessment 

Historically, data collected about students’ achievement in special education 

programs has provided limited information about the students’ actual abilities (Kleinert & 

Thrurlow, 2001). Previously, the only ongoing assessment data required in special 

education were focused primarily on informal data collection based on teacher 

observations of functional life skills (Turner, Baldwin, & Kleinert, 2000).  Recent federal 

policies have forced educators to address the need to measure the continuous 
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achievement of all students including those students with severe cognitive disabilities 

(SCD) (Turner, Baldwin, & Kleinert, 2000).   

The federal and state government specifies that students with SCD must be 

assessed with an alternate assessment (Kleinert, & Farmer Kearns, 2001; Thompson, 

Quenemoen, Thurlow, & Ysseldyke, 2001).  The term “alternate assessment” is used to 

refer to the assessment given to students eligible for special education services who are 

unable to participate in general state-wide assessments even with accommodations. The 

results of the alternate assessment must be used as an indicator of adequate yearly 

progress (AYP).  The United States Department of Education allows State Education 

Agencies (SEAs) to utilize more than one alternate assessment for students with various 

disabilities (USDOE, 2005).  The first alternate assessment is based on grade level 

achievement standards.  The second alternate assessment is based on the alternate 

achievement standards (AA-AAS).  The third alternate assessment is based on modified 

achievement standards (AA-MAS).  

An alternate assessment based on alternate achievement standards (AA-AAS) is 

aligned with the State’s content standards and must provide results in reading, language 

arts, and mathematics (USDOE, 2005).  Approximately one percent of the total student 

population in any state or school district is eligible to be evaluated with the AA-AAS 

(USDOE, 2005; Kleinert, Browder, & Towles-Reeves, 2005). The students eligible for 

this assessment function at developmental and instructional levels significantly below 

those assessed by typical state-wide and district instruments like the Stanford 9 or 

TerraNova (Elliot, Braden, & White, 2001). A well developed AA-AAS requires teachers 
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to evaluate the unique abilities of students with SCD through the use of checklists, 

portfolios, body of evidence, or performance activities (Gong & Marion, 2006; Kleinert 

et al., 2005).  

Each State Department of Education must develop an alternate assessment 

specifically to address the assessment needs of students with SCD. States are given the 

flexibility to develop an alternate assessment that aligns with their own state grade level 

alternate academic standards and their large-scale assessment (Kleinert et al., 2005). 

Several states, including Arizona, have created an alternate assessment to meet the 

demands of NCLB and IDEIA.  Federal and State guidelines require that these alternate 

assessments include standards appropriate for students with disabilities, develop an 

eligibility criterion, and rely on observations, recollection, and record review for data 

collection rather than paper-pencil test methodology (Browder et al., 2003).   

  Alternate assessments are used to report what students are learning and these 

results should provide valuable information on ways to improve instruction. The alternate 

assessment should mirror regular assessment and provide similar information for students 

with significant disabilities (Kleinert & Thurlow, 2001). Standards serve as indicators of 

student success. Research shows that instruction and assessments based on standards 

encourage higher expectations which lead to better student achievement (Reeves, 1998).   

Teachers’ Attitudes about Standards-Based Assessment 

Teachers’ attitudes about the use of standards and standard-based assessments as 

part of their regular teaching routine have not always been positive. In a statewide survey 

of teachers, Kleinert and Kennedy (1999) found teachers did recognize the benefits of 
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alternate assessment. However, they were extremely frustrated with the amount of time 

required to complete student assessment portfolios.  

Despite the current trend toward school-based decision making, many schools 

remain bureaucratic organizations where teachers frequently work in isolation and have 

little control over major decisions in their environment (Skrtic, 1991). Special education 

teachers spend much of their time meeting the daily needs of children with disabilities.  

These professionals are required to maintain enormous amounts of paperwork and 

documentation for each student assigned to them (Marzano, 2001).  When special 

education teachers are highly stressed by the unmanageability of their workload, they are 

more likely to leave the special education profession (Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1997).  

Special education teachers leaving the education profession has been a trend for the past 

several years and districts are struggling to find ways to retain teachers. The greater 

emphasis on large-scale assessments has added to unmanageable workloads resulting in 

teachers burn-out and resignation (Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1997) 

Both the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA, 2004) 

and the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2002) incorporate academic standards and 

standards-based assessments (Kleinert & Thurlow, 2001). Many educators are wary of 

the standards-based education movement as representing yet another indictment of public 

schools and have become very defensive (Toch, Bennefield, & Bernstein, 2000). For 

many teachers, the state standards are viewed as an unnecessary duplication of what they 

already teach to their students (Jones, 2001).  
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Marzano (2001) reported many special education teachers believe the emphasis 

on standards and standards-based assessment limits teachers from being creative. Further, 

he found that teachers feel pressured when so much emphasis is placed on them to ensure 

students are successful on “high-stakes testing” and are concerned the students who 

perform poorly on state-wide assessments will not receive a high school diploma. 

Statement of the Problem 

 
Special education teachers question the value of the alternate assessment in 

assessing students with SCD on academic content.  Many teachers also have found it 

difficult to find the time to integrate the alternate assessment into the context of their 

typical instruction of functional life skills and to maintain documentation about student 

performance on the alternate assessment.  Teachers are stressed by the amount of time it 

requires to administer an alternate assessment to students with SCD.  The Federal Office 

of Special Education Programs (OSEP) provides guidance on the development of an 

alternate assessment based on alternate achievement standards. However, teachers are 

challenged by the subjectivity of an alternate assessment for students with SCD and are 

concerned about consistently administering the alternate assessment. Little information 

exists about how teachers perceive the alternate assessment as an integrated tool for 

instruction and how they implement the alternate assessment to measure student progress. 

Because of these problems, teachers may not perceive the alternate assessment as a 

dynamic tool to demonstrate what skills student with significant cognitive disabilities 

may possess.   
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Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of elementary special 

education teachers about the value of the Arizona Alternate Assessment, also known as 

Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A), used to assess students 

with significant cognitive disabilities (SCD).  

Research Questions 

 
1. How valuable do teachers believe the Arizona Alternate Assessment test is in 

helping them teach students with significant cognitive disabilities? 

2. How has the Arizona Alternate Assessment contributed to or improved 

instructional planning? 

3. When do special education teachers find time to administer the Arizona Alternate 

Assessment? 

4. How has the Arizona Alternate Assessment contributed to collecting useful 

student data for measuring student progress? 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

This chapter provides an overview of the literature on current trends in 

achievement assessments in both general and special education.  In addition, a critical 

review of relevant literature on teachers’ perceptions of standards-based assessment and 

instruction, and alternate assessment will be addressed.  

Assessment of Student Achievement 

The use of standardized tests dates back to the mid-1800s.  The onset of the 

accountability age began in 1983 when the Reagan administration produced the 

government report called “A Nation at Risk.” The National Commission on Excellence in 

Education authored this document. The main finding was that American schools were 

underperforming compared to their foreign competitors (Sacks, 2000).  During the early 

1980s foreign countries were producing highly skilled workers who also were well 

educated.  This prompted the need for American educational reform (Sacks, 2000).   

The Nation at Risk document listed thirteen indicators to guide school 

improvement, nine of which focused mainly on establishing standardized tests for use in 

public schools.  The belief of this commission was that “. . . higher test scores translated 

into smarter workers, a growing economy, and superior international competitiveness” 

(Sacks, 2000,     p. 77).  Per the document, the stated purpose of the standardized tests of 

achievement would be to: 

a. certify the students’ credentials; 

b. identify the need for remedial intervention; and  
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c. identify the opportunity for advanced or accelerated work. 

During the Clinton administration in 1999, President Clinton addressed the Union 

emphasizing that schools and school children needed to be measured, compared, sorted, 

analyzed, and categorized in order to correct their deficits.  In 2001, during the Bush 

administration, Congress passed the No Child Left Behind Act which outlined the 

expectations for State and local education agencies (LEAs) to ensure that school districts 

performed adequately each year based on students’ achievement scores on State and 

district assessments (NCLB, 2002). The expectations outlined by No Child Left Behind 

Act (NCLB) for State and district assessment must include the following (NCLB, 2002; 

Elliot, Braden, & White, 2001, p. 2): 

1. Measure student achievement, 

2. Evaluate students’ acquisition and degree of mastery of important skills, 

3. Provide information to guide instructional practices, 

4. Evaluate the effectiveness of instructional practices, and 

5. Monitor educational systems for public accountability.  

Educational reform and recent changes in laws regarding assessments have forced 

educators to become knowledgeable about assessment tools and practices (Elliot, Braden, 

& White, 2001). In order for teachers to effectively implement assessment practices, they 

must be familiar with different types of tests and related assessment practices.  

Standards-Based Reform 

A voluminous literature base has been developed around the issues of school 

reform, much of which focuses on education and curriculum reform (Goodlad, 1984). 
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School reform requires local educational agencies (LEAs) include standards as the 

foundation for their district’s curriculum.   

Reeves (1998) defines academic standards as the general expectations of what 

students should know and be able to do.  Standards have little meaning if they are not 

linked to assessment and instruction. Reeves (1998) stated, “A standards-based approach 

to education begins with the premise that all students can learn and achieve at high levels, 

but that does not imply that all students learn in the same way or at the same pace.” 

Districts across the nation did not consistently provide equitable instruction using 

uniform standards.  The implementation of standards holds the greatest hope for 

significantly improving student achievement (Marzano, 2001). 

The standards-based reform movement has forced schools and districts to align 

their curriculum with content standards.  The expectation is that teachers will provide 

appropriate instruction aligned to these content standards and students will be expected to 

demonstrate their knowledge on state and district assessments aligned to the standards 

(Elliot, Braden, & White, 2001). The intent of the standards-based reform is that effective 

implementation of content standards will guide instruction, not assessment.  Tests are 

intended to accurately measure what students know based on the standards they were 

taught (Reeves, 1998).  

As part of the accountability process, standards-based assessment provides an 

ongoing measure of what students have learned and in what area they need further 

instruction. Standards-based reform requires three types of standards (Elliot, Braden, & 

White, 2001). First, content standards are what students should understand and be able to 
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do in content areas like English, science, mathematics and social studies.  Second, 

performance or achievement standards indicate how students show what they understand 

and can do.  Third, proficiency standards describe how well a student has done on a test 

that is designed to measure the state’s content standards.  

Frequent assessment and quick feedback provide teachers with valuable 

information about their students and assist with future instructional planning. However, 

teachers are not restricted to “teaching to the test”. Policymakers are not telling teachers 

how to teach, but are requiring teachers to produce results relative to specific content 

(Marzano, 2001).  The use of standards and assessment cannot discriminate against 

students of diverse ethnic backgrounds or who have physical and cognitive challenges.  

Educators must take care to ensure that new standards and assessments are responsive to 

the diverse cultural backgrounds and experience bases of learners (Darling-Hammond & 

Falk, 1997).  

 Implementing curriculum aligned with the state standards and using the 

assessments is essential for any educational institution.  It is necessary to ensure that 

teachers have the skills and understanding needed to provide creative, innovative 

instruction.   Marzano (2001) believes teachers will implement the standards effectively 

if they are given the tools and resources to complete the task. How teachers implement 

standards-based instruction and assessment will determine whether teachers support more 

ambitious teaching and greater levels of success for all students, or serve to create higher 

rates of failure (Darling-Hammond & Falk, 1997).  The foundation of a standards-based 

system supports the ideology that all students can learn, but they all might not learn in the 
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same way or even at the same pace.  Teachers need to maintain high expectations 

(Reeves, 1998).    

Accountability Testing 

 Accountability, high-stakes testing, and standards-based reforms have become 

emotionally-laden phrases used to describe current trends in education (Marzano, 2001; 

Reeves, 1998).  Large-scale assessment plays an integral part in providing information in 

the accountability process.  Policymakers, administrators, parents, and the public want to 

know how students, schools, and districts are performing.  The current push for reform 

brings skeptism from some teachers who see these trends as a bureaucratic ploy to limit 

their ability to decide what is taught in their classes (Marzano, 2001). Marzano (2001) 

reported teachers complained about having to “teach to the test” and being forced to 

focus solely on academic standards, leaving very little time to teach children music, art, 

or other creative activities.  

 Accountability is defined as teachers being held responsible for how well their 

students perform in reading, writing, and mathematics as well as how they perform on 

achievement tests (Knowles & Knowles, 2001). “Accountability” is a term that has been 

used for many years in education. The current use of the word "accountability" has 

greater emphasis on rating teachers, administrators, schools, and school districts. Student 

achievement is being used to rate schools to determine whether a school will be allowed 

to function autonomously or have state intervention (Elliot et al., 2001). 

“High-stakes tests” are the instruments used in determining whether or not school 

districts are successful in ensuring student success on the academic achievement 
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standards (Popham, 2008). State and national achievement assessments are being referred 

to as "high-stakes tests” because of the possibility for negative outcomes as a result of 

low student achievement or positive outcomes as a result of students demonstrating 

proficient performance (Marzano, 2001; Reeves, 1998). These “high-stakes” assessments 

are given to students to determine whether or not they are meeting current educational 

requirements.  Each State Department of Education school board member must ensure 

that the state-wide assessment is standards-based (NCLB, 2002). In some states, the 

results of these high-stakes tests will determine whether students will earn either a high 

school diploma or a certificate of completion.  

Teachers’ Attitudes about Alternate Assessments 

Kampfer, Horvath, Kleinert, and Kearns (2001) conducted a state-wide study on 

the perceptions of teachers about the effectiveness and function of alternate assessment 

and the implications for preparation and instruction. The study emphasized the 

importance of gathering feedback on teachers’ opinions about their experiences as they 

evaluate their students who are unable to participate in regular school and district-wide 

assessments even with accommodations.  

Kampfer et al. (2001) sent surveys to 400 special educators who had students 

participating in Kentucky’s alternate portfolio assessment during the 1998-1999 school 

years.  The mean number of years of teaching experience of the teachers selected was 11-

15 years. To participate in the study, teachers had to have used the alternate assessment 

for at least 4 years. Kampfer et al. (2001) also collected data on the level of alternate 
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assessment training the teacher received prior to and during the actual implementation of 

the assessment.   

 Researchers for the Alternate Assessment Center in Kentucky conducted a study 

on key issues related to time and effort required to complete Kentucky’s Alternate 

Assessment (Kampfer et al., 2001).  In the first section of the survey, the questions were 

divided across 11 variables.  They included an eligibility checklist, table of contents, 

letter from parents, student letter to the reviewer, student schedule, portfolio entries, 

vocational entry, documenting progress, facilitating social relationships, accessing 

multiple settings, and developing natural supports. The second section of the survey 

included questions specific to the scoring process, student involvement, the extent to 

which the assessment was tied to instruction, years of experience using the alternate 

assessment, years of teaching experience, perceived benefits to students, and the number 

of hours spent completing the Kentucky Alternate Assessment outside of the instructional 

day.  

 The Kentucky researchers found the time-consuming nature of the assessment 

was not necessarily related to the alternate assessment itself.  The amount of alternate 

assessment training teachers received was a significant factor in reducing the amount of 

time teacher needed to complete the assessment documentation (Kampfer et al. 2001).  

Teachers who participated in the study reported a significant amount of time was spent 

outside the regular school day preparing the alternate assessment procedures.  Teachers 

needed to invest additional time after the school day to ensure that the student’s 

performance was accurately reflected in the documentation of the assessment.   Kampfer 
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et al. (2001) found the time devoted after the school day had little impact on the accuracy 

of the student’s overall scores.  

 Kampfer et al. (2001) stated a limitation of the study was that the survey was 

given only to special education teachers in the state of Kentucky.  One of their 

recommendations was to have teachers from other states answer a similar survey.  

Multiple states, including Arizona, borrowed many of the ideas and structure of the 

alternate portfolio from Kentucky. Information collected from a similar survey might be 

generalizable to other states using a performance-based assessment.  

 Roach, Elliott, and Berndt (2007) conducted a study about teachers’ perceptions 

and consequential validity of Wisconsin’s Alternate Assessment (WAA).  In this study, 

113 elementary and secondary special education teachers in Wisconsin were asked to 

provide artifacts for their students who were evaluated with Wisconsin’s Alternate 

Assessment (WAA).  These artifacts included the students’ rating scales and their IEPs.  

The Wisconsin teachers also were asked to complete a survey about their opinions and a 

questionnaire about WAA. The results of this study found special education teachers 

were somewhat positive about the WAA.  Teachers believed it was important for their 

students with significant cognitive disabilities to participate in the State’s assessment 

system.  Teachers also shared that the test items on the WAA were aligned with the 

content standards which accurately documented the students’ abilities and supported the 

development of the students’ IEPs.  Secondary teachers indicated the WAA was not as 

instrumental in developing IEP goals and objectives.  Roach et al. (2007) reported that 



28 

10th grade special education teachers had less positive impressions of WAA than 

elementary special education teachers. 

 The qualitative data collected in this study revealed teachers were concerned with 

the amount of time required to complete the data collection for the assessment, 

integrating the assessment process into the instructional day, and the students’ results 

accurately reflecting the students’ abilities. 

Roach et al., (2007) noted that teachers participating in this study might not 

represent the typical teachers giving the WAA.  Teachers were selected based on student 

demographic information rather than teacher selection criterion.  The student population 

being assessed with the WAA did represent students with significant cognitive 

disabilities in Wisconsin. The researchers suggested case study and survey data be 

collected about teachers’ perceptions after the alternate assessment had been 

implemented for several years. 

Impact of Standards-Based Assessment 

Educational reform since the early 1980s has resulted in many systemic changes 

in the school setting.  More specifically, the reform has impacted how teachers instruct 

students and how educators use ongoing assessment data.  The concept of providing 

instruction and conducting ongoing assessment to determine what students know is 

familiar to experienced educators.  However, the evolution of a standards-based 

curriculum and assessment has provoked some concerns among educators (Sacks, 2000; 

Marzano, 2001).  Some teachers are “teaching to the test,” as a result of intense pressures 

by school and district leaders to ensure that all students achieve (Sacks, 2000). 
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 Marzano (2001) reported teachers are not serious about fully providing academic 

instruction that incorporates academic standards. Teachers should provide creative 

lessons to students covering the State standards which will eventually be assessed using 

State-wide assessments. Unfortunately, too many teachers believe they must “teach to the 

test” which limits their ability to cover all academic standards effectively.  Assessments 

should be viewed as “instructional allies” to assist teachers in making decisions about 

their instruction and assist them in inferring what students know, what skills they have 

acquired, and what skills they need to learn (Popham, 2008).  Marzano’s study found 

teachers had to incorporate research-based strategies to ensure student success and the 

standards were simply a guide for what needed to be taught.  Success is not guaranteed 

by simply including standards.  Teachers also need to develop well planned instructional 

lessons. 

Students with Significant Cognitive Disabilities (SCD) 

Students with SCD, also referred to as students with severe and multiple 

impairments, represent a relatively small percentage of students in a school. 

Approximately one percent of a schools’ total student population have SCD (USDOE, 

2005).   

The Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975, reauthorized and 

revised as the Individuals with Disabilities in Education Improvement Act (IDEIA, 04), 

was the catalyst to allow students with severe and multiple impairments to be educated in 

the public school setting. Prior to 1975, students with SCD were denied access to a public 

education because it was believed that they were unable to learn skills and demonstrate 
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their knowledge (Downing, 2002).  Students characterized as having SCD are often 

referred to by one of the disability categories identified in IDEA.  These disability 

categories include multiply disabled, mental retarded, autistic, or multiply disabled with 

severe sensory impairments.  These labels do not accurately reflect the characteristics of 

students with SCD.  Students with SCD are diverse learners and have specific strengths 

and limitations (Downing, 2002). Downing provides these general characteristics of a 

student with SCD. Students with SCD 

1. are diverse in their ages, abilities, interests, and experiences; 

2. have difficulty learning through visual or auditory mode or both; 

3. may have difficulty remaining seated while performing deskwork; 

4. tend to learn better when they are actively involved in the learning 

process; 

5. tend to learn better when they are provided with tactile cues, pictures, 

objects, parts of objects; 

6. tend to learn better when they are provided clear models of behavior and 

verbal information;  

7. need time to examine objects; and  

8. should be given opportunities to perform meaningful tasks. 

Students with SCD require frequent opportunities to practice skills learned and to 

demonstrate their knowledge.  Teachers must develop lessons linked to the content 

standards with numerous activities related to real-life experiences for students with SCD 

(Clayton, Burdge, Denham, Kleinert, & Kearns, 2006).  
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Alternate Assessment 

In 2000, Federal and State governments required alternate assessment evaluations to 

include standards appropriate for students with SCD, an eligibility criteria, a method for 

scoring such assessments, and a review of data collection based on observations, 

recollection, and recording (Kleinert, & Farmer Kearns, 2001).  In addition to meeting 

these guidelines, the standards must be aligned to the content standards in reading, 

writing and mathematics (Browder, Flowers, Ahlrim-Delzell, Lynn, Karvonen, Spooner, 

& Algozzine, 2004). 

Some states develop test items for the alternate assessment which are less difficult 

than those on typical state-wide assessments.  Other states set different standards for how 

students with the most SCD demonstrate their knowledge of particular content standards 

(USDOE, 2003). 

At this time there is limited information in the literature about alternate assessment 

for children with SCD. Since 2000, 22 states have developed an alternate assessment 

evaluation system to evaluate students with SCD.  As of September, 2007, these alternate 

assessments had either full approval or full approval with recommendations (USDOE, 

2007).  The state of Kentucky implemented an alternate assessment requirement for 

students with SCD before the federal government mandated an alternate assessment in 

2000.    

Kentucky’s Alternate Assessment 

Some states like Kentucky chose to develop a portfolio which provides overall 

authentic data and samples of the students’ skill and knowledge of the academic content.  
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Kentucky developed a 4-point rubric (novice, apprentice, proficient, distinguished) to 

score the portfolio (Browder et al., 2003).  

Kampfer, Horvath, Kleinert, & Kearns (2001) conducted a state-wide study in 

Kentucky on the perceptions of teachers about the effectiveness and function of alternate 

assessment and the implications for preparation and instruction. Two hundred-six special 

education teachers who assessed students with SCD using the Kentucky’s alternate 

assessment portfolio completed a one page survey.  The Kentucky study addressed time, 

perceived support, perceived validity, perceived benefit, training issues, scoring, and 

changes made to the assessment.  

Kampfer et al. (2001) also conducted a qualitative analysis of comments teachers 

made in response to questions posed.  Teachers shared that the alternate portfolio in 

Kentucky required significant teacher time to collect a massive number of documents for 

the portfolio.  When teachers were asked if they thought the assessment was valuable, 39 

percent of the teachers who responded commented that it was beneficial.  Others shared 

that although it was time consuming, it did produce evidence of students’ performance.   

Arizona’s Alternate Assessment 

Arizona’s Alternate Assessment, known as the Arizona Instrument to Measure 

Standards – Alternate (AIMS-A), is a standards-based assessment that focuses on 

authentic skills and on assessing experiences in community and other real-life 

environments (Arizona’s Alternate Assessment Manual, 2001).  Arizona is one of 22 

states with an approved alternate assessment (USDOE, 2006). An alternate assessment 

that provides authentic data and is aligned to alternate achievement standards provides 
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valuable data about a student’s knowledge and skills (Browder et al., 2004). The Arizona 

Instrument to Measure Standards – Alternate (AIMS-A) includes standards in reading, 

writing, listening/speaking, mathematics, and science. The Arizona Department of 

Education developed alternate grade-level academic content standards and these content 

standards were adopted in May, 2006.  The standards guide teachers to continually plan 

challenging activities as students become proficient.   

The NCLB and IDEA mandates have served as catalysts to include students with 

SCD in large-scale assessment.  Including students with SCD in state-wide assessment 

encourages teachers to develop lessons designed to support these students in learning 

academics (Linn, 2007).  Kleinert and Kearns (1999) remind educators it is important to 

continuously challenge students and not limit their learning to functional interpretations 

or critical functions.  Arizona’s Alternate Assessment provides a dynamic profile of a 

student throughout his or her school experience.  

Salvia and Ysseldyke (1998) identified four approaches to be considered when 

developing an alternate assessment: (a) observation, (b) recollection (via interview or 

rating scale) (c) record review, and (d) testing.  Arizona’s Alternate Assessment, the 

AIMS-A, incorporates each of these approaches. The AIMS-A consists of four major 

components.  The first component is the Eligibility Criteria which is used to document 

students’ eligibility to participate in an alternate assessment.  The second component is 

the Standard Status Report (SSR). Teachers and other related staff, who are familiar with 

a student, document the student’s progress on the assessment throughout the school year.  

The data collected provides a profile of students’ achievement based on their 
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performance on instructional activities linked to content standards. Teachers are expected 

to evaluate students with SCD knowledge on each content area.  The third component 

used for the AIMS-A is the Activity-Based Assessment (ABA). The activities include a 

task analysis of the students’ performance in school/vocational, domestic living, 

recreation/leisure and community. Students have opportunities throughout the school year 

to apply skills linked to standards in everyday activities. The fourth component is the 

Parent Questionnaire (PQ). Parents have an opportunity to participate in an interview, 

sharing what they have observed at home and in the community.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This qualitative study is designed to identify teachers’ perceptions 

concerning the value of Arizona’s Alternate Assessment known as the AIMS-A. 

Specifically, this study will investigate the following four questions: 

1. How valuable do teachers believe the Arizona Alternate Assessment test is 

in helping them teach students with SCD? 

2. How has the Arizona Alternate Assessment contributed to or improved 

instructional planning? 

3. When do elementary special education teachers find time to administer the 

Arizona Alternate Assessment? 

4. How has the Arizona Alternate Assessment contributed to collecting 

useful student data for measuring student progress? 

Setting and Participants 

School Districts 

Three school districts in southern Arizona were selected for this study.  

The city and towns surrounding these three school districts have experienced 

significant population growth in the last five to ten years (US Census Bureau, 

2004). District A is located in a rural area in southern Arizona which is 5,371 

square miles with a population of approximately 32,855 (Arizona Department of 

Economic Security, U.S. Census Bureau, U.S. Geological Survey, 2004).  This 

region, located between two metropolitan cities, has experienced extensive 
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growth in population over the past few years (Arizona Commerce, 2007).  

Districts B and C each are located in a metropolitan area which exceeds 400 

square miles with a population of 1 million in 2006 (Pima Association of 

Governments, 2007). Districts A, B, and C are diverse and serve students from 

kindergarten through 12th grade.  See Tables 1 and 2 for a description of the 

demographics in Districts A, B, and C. 

Table 1 
 

District Demographics: Ethnicity 

 

 
Table 2 
 
 District Demographics: Other Descriptors 

  

District A is an elementary school district and currently has 9 elementary schools 

and 3 middle schools. District B has 22 schools within its boundaries as follows:  11 

elementary schools, 2 Kindergarten through 8th grade schools, 3 middle schools, 3 high 

Districts Asian Black Native 

American 

Hispanic White 

A 1% 5% 6% 54% 34% 

B 3% 4% 1% 36% 55% 

C >1% 2% 3% 87% 5% 

Districts Free & reduced 

lunch 

Special education 

population 

Students assessed with  

AIMS-A 

A 56.84% 716 77 

B 39.54% 2033 196 

C 82.21% 2351 227 
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schools, and 3 special program schools. District C has 23 schools within its boundaries:  

14 elementary schools, 5 middle schools, 3 high schools and one alternative school.   

Districts A, B, and C provide special preschool programs to serve children with 

disabilities from 3 to 5 years old.  Districts A, B, and C each provide extensive support to 

meet the needs of children with disabilities.  Students with special needs are educated in 

the least restrictive environment which includes a continuum of alternative placements.   

Services are available to meet the needs of all students with disabilities who are eligible 

and require special education and related services in order to benefit from their 

educational program. 

Teacher Participants 

 A total of 12 participants were selected for this study. Four special education 

teacher participants were selected from each of the three school districts in Southern 

Arizona. Prior to selecting the participants, permission was acquired from the appropriate 

district administrator to solicit teacher participants. The district’s special education 

director was contacted and asked to recommend teachers who met the criteria for the 

study.  The criteria used to select the 12 teachers to participate in the study consisted of 

the following: 

 1.  one or more years of experience teaching special education students,  

 2.  at least one year of teaching students with SCD at the      

      elementary level, and 

 3. one year of implementing the Arizona Alternate Assessment.  
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 Each of the three directors of special education listed the names of the elementary 

teachers in their district who met the selection criteria for the study.  Sixteen teachers met 

all three criteria. An email was sent to each teacher explaining the purpose of the study 

and inquiring if they would be interested in participating.  Twelve teachers responded that 

they were interested and a meeting was scheduled with each teacher.   During the 

meeting, the teachers were given the opportunity to ask questions about the study and 

decide whether or not they were interested in participating.  All 12 teachers were 

interested and signed a consent form to participating.  Each district had four teachers 

participating in the study. 

 The 12 participating elementary special education teachers participated in one of 

two focus groups.  Focus Group One consisted of four teachers from District A and two 

teachers from District B. Focus Group Two consisted of four teachers from District C and 

two teachers from District B.  Each focus group consisted of teachers who had three or 

more years of experience as well as teachers who had only one or two years of 

experience.   

One male teacher and eight female teachers had three or more years of experience. Three 

female teachers had one or two years of experience.  Eleven teachers taught in self-

contained classrooms. One teacher taught students in a full inclusion program.   

 Each of these 12 participants provides opportunities for their students to 

participate in general education classes like art, music, and physical education.  Teachers 

indicated some students were included in content specific classes as well.    
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Obtaining District and Teacher Approval 

 The Special Education Director for each district was contacted by telephone to 

schedule an appointment to discuss the study and obtain permission.  At the initial 

meeting with the administrator, a description of the study was provided as well as the 

criteria for identifying teachers. Permission was obtained to conduct the study.  Once 

permission was obtained from the district administrator, each special education teacher 

who met the eligibility criteria was contacted by telephone and/or school visit for an 

initial meeting at which time permission to participate was obtained (See Appendix A).  

During this meeting, the teachers had an opportunity to learn more about the study and 

ask questions prior to making a commitment to participate.  Each of the invited teachers 

granted written permission to participate in the study.  

Data Gathering Procedures 

 Two kinds of data were collected for this study.  Focus group data were gathered 

and individual teacher interviews were conducted. 

Conducting the Focus Groups 

The 12 teacher participants were divided into two focus groups, each consisting of 

novice and experienced teachers.  The two focus groups included six teachers 

representing two of the three districts. The focus groups met for approximately one hour. 

The identity of the participants attending the focus group was not revealed to anyone 

outside of the focus group.  This confidentiality encouraged participants to provide 

honest and detailed opinions about their training, conducting the assessment, and overall 
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attitude about meeting Federal and State mandates for the alternate assessment (Seidman, 

1998). 

 Each focus group met in a predetermined school location near Districts A, B, and 

C for approximately one hour. The investigator guided the focus group discussion by 

asking the following questions:  

1. How valuable do teachers believe the Arizona Alternate Assessment test is in 

helping them teach students with SCD? 

2. How has the Arizona Alternate Assessment contributed to or improved 

instructional planning? 

3. When do elementary special education teachers find time to administer the 

Arizona Alternate Assessment? 

4. How has the Arizona Alternate Assessment contributed to collecting useful 

student data for measuring student progress? 

A tape-recorder was used to record the dialogues among the focus group 

participants.  In order to reduce potential bias, the researcher adhered strictly to asking 

the questions. The participants were encouraged to engage in discussion so that they 

could express their opinions on the topic presented.  The group was refocused only when 

the discussion veered away from the original question.  By establishing that names and 

districts would be kept confidential and pseudonyms would be used, an open 

environment was created where the focus group members felt comfortable sharing their 

opinions without feeling threatened (Rossman & Rollis, 1998).    
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The focus group sessions were audio-taped and later transcribed for examination.  

Notes from the audio-recordings included comments about impressions, encounters, and 

other relevant information as they applied to the study (Brantlinger, Jimenez, Klinger, 

Pugach, & Richardson, 2005; Rossman & Rollis, 1998).  

Interviewing the Teachers 

At the interviewees’ request, the interviews were conducted in the interviewees’ 

classroom in the individual schools. An in-depth interview was conducted with three 

volunteer participants, one from each district, selected from the 12 focus group members. 

The interviewees’ actions and descriptive details provided a better understanding of 

issues related to the study (Seidman, 1998).  The interview provided a clearer 

understanding of the teachers’ attitudes and responses as they related to the alternate 

assessment.  

Standardized open-ended interviews were used and individuals were allowed to 

respond without limitations.  During the interviews, an attitude of acceptance and respect 

valuing the participants’ views was conveyed by the interviewer (Rossman & Rollis, 

1998).  Individual interviewees were asked the opened-ended questions in the same order.  

Respondents were allowed to answer without restraint. The interview participants were 

given pseudonyms so they would have the opportunity to relay their individual stories 

with complete anonymity allowing them to provide detailed opinions about their training, 

conducting the assessment, and their overall attitude about meeting the Federal and State 

mandates for assessing students with SCD.  
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Analyzing and Interpreting Data 

 Analyzing and interpreting the interview data required systematic organization of 

interview transcripts, notes, and other information or material collected (Rossman & 

Rollis, 1998). This organizational process allowed the researcher to bring meaning to the 

information gathered.  To support the examination of information, the data were sorted, 

categorized, and grouped into meaningful files or chunks of information (Rossman & 

Rollis, 1998; Seidman, 1998). Unlike quantitative studies, open-ended qualitative studies 

welcome the unexpected and allow analytic direction of the study to emerge as it 

progresses (Rossman & Rollis, 1998; Seidman, 1998). The six phases for analyzing 

qualitative data suggested by Rossman and Rollis (1998) were followed: 

1. Organizing the data 
 

2. Familiarizing yourself with the data  
 

3. Generating categories, themes, and patterns 
 

4. Coding the data 
 

5. Searching for alternative explanations of the data 
 

6. Writing the report.  
 

Analyzing Interview and Focus Group Data 

 

A systematic data collection method was used to organize and analyze the 

interview data.  The tape-recorded interview was transcribed for examination. Data were 

organized and sorted into: (a) responses that answered questions, (b) supporting 

comments, and (c) other interesting responses not relevant to the discussion. In addition, 

files of notes collected were maintained, audiotapes labeled, files of the interview 
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transcripts kept and notes on key decisions or thoughts retained, and safekeeping of all 

information ensured (Siedman, 1998). Throughout the data collection process, notes were 

taken on analytical ideas or thoughts.  This process proved beneficial in providing future 

insight from the information collected (Rossman & Rollis, 1998).  

In order to become intimately familiar with the qualitative data collected, the 

transcribed interviews were reviewed frequently (Rossman & Rollis, 1998).  During the 

transcription process, there were frequent opportunities to listen to the recorded 

interviews and reread the final transcribed product. Detailed notes about the key themes 

or concepts were made.   

Identifying themes and concepts required the elimination of data that was 

ambiguous or did not add to the study (Siedman, 1998).  Themes and sub-themes were 

developed by grouping the data into categories.  Individual passages were marked and 

grouped according to the appropriate thematic relations. During this phase of analysis, the 

most important themes, recurring ideas, and responses to each research question were 

documented.  Throughout the data analysis stage, a review was conducted of those data 

that might require alternative explanations. These alternative explanations suggested 

themes or concepts not initially identified, but considered in the results. The interpreted 

data revealed answers to the research questions.   

Consequential Validity 

 Consequential validity is one of six aspects of validity.  Messick (1989) 

developed the concept and defines consequential validity as 

an appraisal of the value implications of score interpretation as a basis 
for action as well as the actual and potential consequences of test use, 
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especially in regard to sources of invalidity related to issues of bias, 
fairness, and distributive justice.   
 
Data or evidence should be collected that not only represents positive 

consequences but also includes minimal negative consequences (Brualdi, 

1999).  An investigation of consequential validity is a critical component of 

this study because of the possible adverse consequences for students with 

SCD who are being assessed with an instrument which may include partiality 

in scoring, interpretation, and use.   

 In a recent presentation to state representatives attending the Technical Issues in 

Large-Scale Assessment (TILSA) conference, Linn (2007) presented a paper on 

Validation of Uses and Interpretations of State Assessments.  He reported, “an 

investigation of the consequential aspects of validity of alternate assessments would start 

with an evaluation of the extent to which these expected positive effects of alternate 

assessment are realized in practice.”  Linn proposed that research include focus groups 

and individual interviews of teachers.   Evidence of the special education teachers’ 

perceptions of Arizona’s Alternate Assessment was collected for this study using the 

methods recommended by Linn.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 

 
The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of 12 elementary 

special education teachers on the value of Arizona’s Alternate Assessment the Arizona 

Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A). The results of this study answer 

the following research questions: 

1. How valuable do teachers believe the Arizona Instrument to Measure 

Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A) is in helping them teach students with SCD? 

2. How has the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A) 

contributed to or improved instructional planning? 

3. When do special education teachers find time to administer the Arizona 

Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A)? 

4. How has the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A) 

contributed to collecting useful Student Data for measuring student progress? 

The 12 special education teachers selected from each of the three districts 

participated in one of two focus group sessions.  Each focus group consisted of six 

participants who shared their opinions about the questions posed. Three teachers, one 

from each of the three participating school districts, took part in an in-depth interview 

(Appendix B) to provide their viewpoints about using the alternate assessment in the 

elementary school setting.  

This chapter will present the results of the two focus group sessions and the three 

individual interviews. The data analyses revealed several sub-themes for each of the 
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questions posed to the focus groups and the individual interviewees.  The results for the 

focus groups will be presented first followed by the results of the individual interviews.   

Focus Group Results 

Research Question One:  How valuable do teachers believe the Arizona Instrument 

to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A) is in helping them teach students with 

SCD? 

 

 The analysis of the teachers’ perceptions concerning the value of the AIMS-A 

revealed three sub-themes.  The first sub-theme indicated how teachers had varied beliefs 

about the value of the AIMS-A for planning instruction.  The second sub-theme described 

the standards as difficult for teachers to understand, interpret, and implement. The third 

sub-theme revealed that the AIMS-A did not accurately reflect the skills or abilities for 

students with the most severe disabilities.  

Sub-theme 1.1: Teachers’ beliefs vary about AIMS-A’s value for planning instruction. 

The first sub-theme addressed how the alternate assessment assisted teachers in 

planning and developing instruction.  The teachers in both focus groups remarked that the 

AIMS-A held them accountable for the progress of their students.  The following 

statements were made by two focus group participants: 

I think for the MOMR [moderately mental retarded] population, I think it 
triggered us to be more academic. We are able to rationalize to use the 
regular curriculum, being a part of the regular curriculum instead of 
making do, getting books and pieces and, you know, left over things.  [The 
implementation of the alternate assessment triggered teachers to provide 
more academics for students eligible to take this assessment and teachers 
were able to justify access to books and other materials to use for 
instruction.]   
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The second participant shared:  
 

But this year it [alternate assessment] was useful to look and say I can 
actually grade them or assess on things that they can do. We have to do 
all these other assessments that really don’t judge them on what they can 
do, but the AIMS-A gives us that.   

 
The teachers said they were required to ensure all students receive instruction on the 

academic standards and, as a result, this provided them with the rationale for access to the 

same teaching materials their general education colleagues received.  The focus group 

participants felt it was necessary to have such resources to effectively provide the 

appropriate instruction aligned with grade level activities.  As one teacher mentioned, she 

now felt she did not have to “make do” with whatever materials she could find or purchase 

to use for instructional purposes.  

Teachers agreed that assessing students was important. However, they were most 

concerned with what was being assessed.  One teacher reminded the group, “Our students 

cannot do pencil and paper type test.”  The majority of the teachers felt that the alternate 

assessment was appropriate for most of their students. One focus group member 

commented:  

I see with almost all of my kids with the exception of three or four in each 
grouping, they work on the same standards and what is different is the criteria 
where I put them at. Like working on their name, some kids are at 10 [Analytical 
Scoring Tool (AST), 10 Independent] and others are down here at the 1[AST, 1 is 
Not Evident].  [Almost all of the students are being instructed on the same 
academic standards. She uses the alternate assessment scoring rubric to establish 
the criteria to rate each student.] 
 
Another participant said, “I like that the alternate assessment is aligned to the 

standards, too, because their IEP goals are aligned to the standards and this is a way for 

us to be accountable to those too.” This teacher’s comment indicated the importance of 
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ensuring that the standards and instruction also supported her students’ IEP goals and that 

she was meeting her students’ academic needs. 

The special education teachers remarked that several of their students were 

mainstreamed in general education classes part of the day and it was important for them 

to have an understanding of what the general education teachers were teaching their 

students.   Some of the special education teachers said it was their responsibility to ensure 

student success in the mainstreamed setting.  Having access to the standards and the 

curriculum allowed special education teachers to align their instruction to grade level 

content. Although lessons and activities were not as complex as those seen in the general 

education classroom, students with SCD were being exposed to skills that general 

education students are taught in the typical classroom setting.  Focus group members 

made many statements about the importance of having academic standards. For example, 

one participant said “Teachers know what they need to do or teach.” Another added, “It’s 

our curriculum.”  During discussions with the second focus group a teacher said, “We 

definitely teach to the standards.” 

 Teachers indicated that the standards and performance objectives identified in the 

alternate assessment helped in planning and developing IEPs. On focus group member 

said:  

I use the AIMS-A to get my goals and objectives.  That has been helpful 
because I do see progress.  And when I go through my IEPs, I really look 
at them and target items. [She felt AIMS-A helped in long term planning 
and determining what skills the student needed to develop].  
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Another teacher added how important the scoring tool was.   

The alternate assessment has a scoring tool and I use it when writing my 
IEPs.  It helps me in identifying the criteria to measure the goals and it is 
more meaningful than grading my students with A, B, C, or D.  
 
Most of the teacher participants stressed how useful the alternate assessment was 

in helping the IEP teams develop individualized education plans focused on access to 

general education curriculum and writing goals and objectives tied to the state standards.   

Teachers commented that the AIMS-A supports academic instruction.  Some of 

the comments included:  

This [alternate assessment] makes it easier for teaching. 

It helps me target skills students need to know. 

It helps me be more specific about what my students can do. 

 Several of the focus group teachers wanted to ensure their students with 

SCD were successful when participating in the general education setting.  By pre-

teaching some of the skills, students could effectively be included and participate 

in the general education setting.  One focus group member mentioned she wanted 

students to be included in general education classes and often felt that this did not 

happen because her students were in a self-contained special education classroom.  

“It would be nice to see some crossover but we are so isolated.  I know some 

states don’t have SPED [special education] classes, the kids are in the regular ed.” 

She added, “Now that we use the alternate assessment, we are expected to provide 

more academic instruction and our students are expected to attend general 

education classes.”  
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Sub-theme 1.2: The standards were difficult to understand, interpret, and implement.  

 
The focus group members remarked that knowing what students in the general 

population were learning helped them provide better instruction in math, reading, and 

written language.  However, some concerns about the difficulty of understanding and 

implementing some standards and performance objectives became apparent as the 

discussions continued about instruction and access to the curriculum. Comments from the 

focus group included:  

Some of the goals or standards are hard for me [the teacher] to 
understand.  
 
Sometimes I am not sure what it is they want me to assess my 
students on [referring to the standards]. 
 
I do think some of the students are learning what they should be.  
But there are some areas that are in the standards that are very 
challenging. 
 
Some of the performance objectives for the standards are lumped 
together and are good, but there are others that there is a huge 
difference in what the student is expected to know.  When I share 
how I interpret the standard and teach the information, it differs 
from how another teacher interprets and teaches the information.   

 
 The majority of the participants in the focus groups saw the value of assessing and 

instructing students with SCD based on state standards. However, teachers shared some 

of the challenges they faced in interpreting the meaning of standards and providing 

consistent instruction across content areas.   A couple of  teachers even expressed their 

concern and frustration about how state standards do not relate to the basic life skills 

students with SCD must learn before they can attempt to learn academic skills. For 

example, a teacher in each focus group made the following statements:  
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For the severe and profound group I do not find a lot of it 
[academic standards] meaningful. It does not include the health 
and some of the stuff that we do a lot of. You know the toileting, 
self-help, there are POs [performance objectives from the 
Comprehensive Health Standards that teachers can use] but the 
AIMS-A does not address these areas in self-help that my 
population of students focuses on. 
 
Another said,  

The AIMS-A does not cover all the standards that relate to real life skills. 

 These teachers felt that there was very little with which they could assess their 

students because the severity of their students’ disability did not allow the students to 

learn the more complex cognitive skills. The instruction they provide from day to day 

related to daily living skills, often only including therapy, feeding, and toileting. One 

teacher referred to her students as being students who required “comfort and care”.  

Sub-theme 1.3: AIMS-A does not accurately reflect the skills or abilities for 

students with the most severe disabilities . 

 
Some teachers in the focus groups remarked that the AIMS-A does not accurately 

reflect the skills or abilities for students with the most severe disabilities.  Some of their 

comments were as follows:  

I have had a couple of students who are more on the severe end 
[referring to the levels of disability], maybe not totally severe 
cognitively but they have so many multiple disabilities.  They do not 
perform well on the alternate assessment. 
 
I think the MD [multiply disabled] population, the kids top out within 
one or two questions [students can only be assessed on a few items 
because the other items are too challenging] and because they took away 
the ‘0’ on the scoring tool, there are some things you can’t apply [the 
scoring tool 1 is considered not evident, previously not evident would be 
0]   
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It’s really not very helpful [referring to AIMS-A].  It’s mainly for 
lawyers and legislators.  The students in my class have their annual IEP 
with appropriate short term objectives and long term goals. Most are 
informally and formally assessed at least quarterly.  All are re-evaluated 
every three years by the school psychologist. I use the Woodcock 
Johnson II and Vineland which gives me the information I need about 
my students. 

 
 These comments reflect an obvious concern about how accurately the AIMS-A 

assesses students who function at the pre-symbolic level and rarely progress beyond one 

or two academic assessment items.   

Research Question Two:  How has the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards-

Alternate contributed to or improved instructional planning? 

 
 The responses to the second question related to instruction were analyzed and 

revealed three sub-themes.  The first sub-theme concentrated on how the standards 

assessed guide the curriculum for instruction and provided access to instructional 

materials for students in specialized programs.  The second sub-theme focused on how 

the alternate assessment has helped teachers set realistic expectations for their students.  

The third sub-theme revealed that the assessment and standards are too challenging for 

students with the most severe disabilities. 

Sub-theme 2.1: Standards guide the curriculum for instruction and provide access to 

instructional materials for students in self-contained classes. 
 
 The first sub-theme concentrates on how the standards assessed guide the 

curriculum for instruction and provide access to instructional materials for students in 

self-contained classes.  Teachers in both focus groups made comments about the impact 

assessing students on the academic standards has had on helping teachers determine what 
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needs to be taught on a daily basis.  The following comments were made during the 

discussions: 

I like that the alternate assessment is aligned to the standards, not like 
other states.  [Teacher moved to Arizona from another state that did not 
have an alternate assessment.] 
 
I like that the activities focus on things like making a purchase or 
following a daily schedule [referring to the point in time activities that 
are assessed on the alternate assessment]. They are linked to the 
standards. 
 
The standards are the curriculum guide and I know what it is that I need 
to teach. 
 
Other teachers [general education teachers] in our district have 
curriculum and every teacher in the district is doing the same thing at the 
same grade level.  For a long time, I would just teach the kids what’s on 
the IEP.  Besides the goals on the IEP, what else should I be doing?  The 
alternate assessment really helps me; I know what the state wants us to 
do. 

 
 During the focus group discussion, two teachers mentioned they now could do 

long term planning related to reading and math.   

It helps knowing the big picture and to know what the end results are. 
 
I like being able to look back to see what other skills they should learn 
and to plan lessons that focus on what my students need to know in 
certain areas. 

 
 Interviewees also remarked that the alternate assessment and the importance of 

providing instruction in academics has had an impact on what materials are available to 

special education teachers.   Two focus group participants said: 

Because we are being held accountable [assessing students on the 
alternate assessment], we can justify why we need access to the district 
curriculum. 
 
We are able to get more materials in our classes for our students. 
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 As a result of the implementation of the alternate assessment and the need for 

teachers to ensure that they are providing instruction to their students in the academic 

areas, there has been a positive impact on instruction and the accessibility to instructional 

materials. 

Sub-theme 2.2: AIMS-A has helped teachers set realistic expectations for their 

students. 

 
 The second sub-theme focused on how the alternate assessment has helped 

teachers set realistic expectations for their students.  One experienced special education 

teacher commented that she is new to teaching students with significant disabilities.  She 

remarked that originally her expectations were too high.  Although she still maintains 

high expectations for her students, the alternate assessment has helped her set more 

realistic expectations and guide her instruction for her students.   

I had way too high expectations.  It was unrealistic for my students.  I 
have been using the alternate assessment for a few years now.  I still 
have high expectations, but now I know what to teach my students and it 
is appropriate for them. It [alternate assessment] helped me a lot. 

 
Another teacher commented: 
 

Using the assessment to guide instruction helps very much.  It puts you 
in touch with real world expectations.  It helps me teach my students 
what they need to know and I keep high expectations for them.  

 
 Several of the teachers concurred with these statements and felt that having high 

expectations for their students resulted in their students making progress in these 

academic areas.  Progress for students with SCD may be slow or limited.   Now that 

teachers are documenting students’ progress across content areas, they can see student 

growth in acquiring academic skills. One teacher added. 
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Nice to see the progress my students make, even if it is small.  Where 
they came from and now where they need to be. 

 

Sub-theme 2.3:  AIMS-A is aligned to standards that are too challenging for 

students with the most severe disabilities. 

 
 The third sub-theme indicated some of the teachers who have students with the 

most significant disabilities are concerned that the items on the assessment and standards 

used for instruction are too challenging for students with SCD.  This also was evident 

when analyzing the responses from the first focus group question discussed earlier.  Some 

of the comments made included the following: 

Academics are important, but we lose out and do not have the time for 
daily living skills….these are sheltered workshop kids. They need these 
skills and we lose time because we have to work on reading and math.  
 
We are not comparing their growth by using this instrument [AIMS-A 
does not compare the academic progress to what is being taught in the 
class]. 
 
My students will never totally meet the POs [performance objectives] 
that are being assessed on the AIMS-A. I almost think we are doing a 
disservice to kids who are like MDSSI or MOMR [multiply disabled 
with severe sensory impairments or moderate mental retardation] by 
using AIMS-A. 

 
 Several other teachers agreed with these sentiments. One teacher said, “If I had 

the MD [multiply disabled] kids, I think it would be a lot harder to rate and instruct them 

on the performance objectives.” Although most of the teachers agreed that the AIMS-A 

helped in planning instruction, they struggle with effectively providing instruction to 

students who require so much more care.  The expectations or level of difficulty is too 

high for these students even when they try to modify the activities identified by the 

AIMS-A.  Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A) was 
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developed by educators, parents, and other professionals in the field of special education. 

One experienced teacher in the focus group commented, “I find it hard to believe that 

teachers developed this test because it is so difficult for the students in my class. I just 

can’t imagine that.” 

Research Question Three:  When do special education teachers find time to 

administer the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A)? 

 

 The third question explored the amount of time it takes to administer the alternate 

assessment.  This analysis revealed two sub-themes.  The first sub-theme indicated 

teachers use time outside of the instructional day to meet the required documentation.  

The second sub-theme identified how the time to complete the assessment data collection 

had decreased because of the online program. 

Sub-theme 3.1: Teachers integrate the administration of the assessment as part of their 

daily instruction. 

 
 Teachers shared that their time to complete the data collection was limited and 

they often have students from the time they arrive until they leave at the end of the day.  

One teacher remarked, “We have the students from the moment we get here. I don’t get 

as much time as other teachers [referring to general education teachers], especially during 

our contract time.” Another colleague added, “This is part of our job, it is a requirement 

to do this, yet we do not get time to get it done.” As the discussion continued, several 

participants shared how they collected and reported data over a period of time during the 

testing period in early spring semester.  Participants said: 

I do daily documentation and stay later at work to do the documentation. 
 
I often use off contract time unless I say that I am not going to teach my 
class and do this reporting. 
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I tried to do it on my lunch break and I can only get one section done for 
a student. 
  
I just take them home because there is no way I am going to get them 
done at school! 
 
I have to do mine at home because it takes time to input it.  It’s a time 
crunch during the testing window.  That’s tough on my staff 
[paraprofessionals] and they are great because they help by giving me 
time to work and they cover the students.  But I can’t expect them to do 
all of the instruction during that time.  

 
Teachers shared how they try to collect data during instruction.   

I try to collect a writing or math sample every week. 
 
I do a lot of my data collection from the work samples. 
I do work samples and my aides and I go around and work with 
students.  I set up the students in small group activities at their skill 
level.  We chart their progress on these activities that are rated on the 
AIMS-A. 

 
Even though teachers established ways to collect some data over time, most 

teachers used time outside of the instructional day to complete the process. 

Sub-theme 3.2:  Online data entry resulted in decreased teacher time 

required.  

 
 In previous years, teachers were expected to rate students on each of the areas of 

the alternate assessment, score and submit the assessment.  With the implementation of 

the online program, teachers enter their results and do not have to do the scoring.  

The program lets us enter the scores for our students and we can update 
their previous scores.  It is much easier and takes less time to complete. 
 
Half an hour to input into the system, but that does not count the 
collection over time. 

 
To actually get all the data for students in, it takes me like a week to get 
it all written and typed in.  
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 Although considerable time is needed to collect data about students’ progress, the 

automated system has helped in reducing the amount of teacher time required to rate each 

student.  

Research Question Four:  How has the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards-

Alternate contributed to collecting useful student data for measuring student 

progress? 

 

 The analyses of the fourth question revealed three subthemes.  The first subtheme 

disclosed how the scoring tool helped teachers collect data that reflects the students’ 

performance.  The second subtheme revealed that the process to collect data about 

students’ performance is generalized to measuring IEP objectives. The third subtheme 

highlighted the concerns the participants had about the negative impact minimal progress 

has.  

In order to understand the comments made by the focus group participants, a brief 

explanation about the Analytic Scoring Tool is necessary. The Analytic Scoring Tool 

(AST, Appendix B) is used to establish students’ scores on the alternate assessment. 

Students receive a minimum raw score of 1 (full assistance) and a maximum score of 11 

(independent) for every item on AIMS-A. The AST is designed to measure small 

increments of student progress over time (Arizona Department of Education/Exceptional 

Student Service, Alternate Assessment Manual for the Arizona Student Achievement 

Program, Oct. 2006). 
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Subtheme 4.1: The scoring tool helped in collecting data that reflects the students’ 

performance. 

 
 The focus group participants commented that they were able to document 

students’ progress on each of the AIMS-A items because the AST provides parameters 

for teachers to follow when rating students.   

That scoring tool really helps because I am not just guessing out of a hat. 
 
I was not accurate the first time, but this year I had the tool so I feel I am 
more accurate [in rating students’ performance]. 
  
We try to make a real narrow range so that we can see growth [students 
who are severely disabled make minimal progress]. Using the AST like a 
score of 1 [full assistance] but we rate them as 1.2 or 1.6 
 
We do smaller increments too because our students only achieve at a level 
1 on the scoring tool. 
 
I can show progress by using the criteria and parents understand that. 
 
It’s nice to show them [parents] when there is some improvement. 

Another teacher participant made this point:  

It was good to see where she [referring to a student with multiple 
disabilities] is progressing and where she is not. We [teacher and 
paraprofessionals in the class] just have to come up with more strategies 
because we know she has more potential than that. 

 
The teachers are finding students are capable of doing more than perhaps they 

have done in the past.  They are altering the way that they provide instruction to students 

with significant disabilities.  Teachers are consistently measuring students’ progress with 

the use of the AST by set appropriate criteria. 
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Subtheme  4.2: The process to collect data about students’ performance is generalized 

to measuring IEP objectives. 

 
 While discussing the fourth research question, the participants made several 

comments about using the scoring tool.  Several points were made about using the tool 

when writing the criteria to measure objectives on their students’ IEPs.   

I started using the scoring sheet [AST] on my IEPs. I started using the 
criteria set on the scoring tool [criteria to make the goals measurable].    
 
The score sheet helps in writing my goals and setting the criteria. 

We use it for quarterly progress and this coincides with what the regular 
education teachers do [referring to the regular progress updates on IEP 
objectives].  
 

 The scoring tool was developed to rate students on alternate assessment. 

However, teachers have generalized its use to other areas of data collection like 

the IEP goals and objectives.  

Subtheme 4.3:  The negative impact minimal progress has on parents. 

 Some participants commented that using the scoring tool made it easier to share 

information with parents.  Some of the participants had concerns about what parents 

perceived about their child’s progress and abilities.   

But it can be so negative for the parents.  Especially if you can’t show 
progress. 
 
Parents have expectations of you teaching things that their child can’t do 
[Referring to parents having unrealistic expectations]. 
 
On the parent questionnaire, where the parents score their student, some 
parents give their students an 11[fully independent] and I am like—really? 
an 11? [sarcasm] I have never seen that! 
I take lots of notes when I do the parent questionnaire.  Because they 
[parents] do score them [students] higher then we do. 
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One teacher elaborated by saying how she asks parents to defend their reason for 

scoring their child a certain way, especially it is does not match what she has observed in 

the classroom setting.   

I try to really question them about what they [their child] can actually 
do. You know probing the parents to get them to give a rationale. 
 

Two teachers ended the discussion by making these statements:  
 
I don’t think it is really that important to the parents. 

 
We just sent home the packet to the parents and it’s not really very user 
friendly for them. 

 
Although most of the participants felt the data collected was useful and the 

scoring tool helped them make better decisions, they did make a point that in some 

situations parents had false expectations or were not interested in the academic progress 

of their student.  The teachers did not believe that the parent questionnaires accurately 

reflected the students’ true abilities.  However, the interview to complete the 

questionnaire did promote an opportunity to have an in-depth conversation about the 

child.  Frequently teachers completed this interview before the IEP meeting.  

Individual Interview Results 

Interviews were conducted at the respective schools of each of the three 

interviewees.  Amanda, Belinda, and Carol (pseudonyms) provided detailed responses for 

each of the questions asked.  Each interview lasted approximately one hour and was 

conducted at the end of the work day. Each interview began by asking the participant 

questions about their education and the number of years they have taught in special 

education (Table 3).  
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Table 3  

Teachers’ experience/education 

Interviewees 
Interview Question 

Amanda Belinda Carol 

How many years have you taught 
special education prior to this 
year? 
 

9 26 4 

What is the highest degree you 
hold? 

Bachelors Masters Masters 

What was your major field of 
study for the bachelors degree? 

Vocational Physical 
Education/Special 

Education 

Elementary 
Education/Special 

Education 

What was your major field of 
study for the highest degree you 
hold beyond a bachelors degree? 

N/A Special education Special 
Education/Mental 

Retardation 

 

Of the three teachers, Belinda was the most experienced. She taught in various 

special education settings including resource rooms and self-contained classes with 

students who were labeled as learning disabled, mild retarded, and autistic.  Most of her 

experience had been in the self-contained programs for students with significant 

disabilities. She currently teaches students in a self-contained program in a Kindergarten 

through eighth grade school.  

Amanda has nine years of experience beginning in 1965, when she was hired to 

teach 13 students with disabilities ages eight to 18 in a public school. Amanda shared that 

in 1965, “no aides were in the class to help and no one else wanted to have them 

[students with disabilities] in their classes.” Two years later Amanda had her first child 

and did not return to the classroom for almost 30 years.  She worked on a part-time basis 
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in various settings with adults who had cognitive disabilities.  Amanda returned to 

teaching seven years ago and continues to teach in the same district. She currently 

teaches students with SCD in an elementary special education self-contained program.  

Carol is new to teaching and the least experienced of the teachers interviewed. 

She has been a teacher in the same program for the past four years.  Most of the students 

in her class have been in her special education program since she began teaching in the 

district.  Another teacher in the building teaches the second self-contained program.  

Carol has the younger students with SCD who are in Kindergarten through third grade. 

Her colleague has the intermediate students with SCD in grades four and five. 

Topic One: Value of assessing and instructing students with significant cognitive 

disabilities on academic standards. 

 

Research Question 1.1:  How valuable do teachers perceive the AIMS-A is in helping 

them teach students with significant cognitive disabilities? 
 

Belinda and Carol had similar responses. Both felt that the AIMS-A was not 

valuable in helping them teach their students.  Belinda replied, “The majority of the 

children have autism and probably are mild to moderate.” Carol stated, “I don’t think it 

[alternate assessment] helps very much. But when I had MIMR [mild mental retardation] 

or MOMR [moderate mental retardation] students in the past, the assessment was much 

more helpful. At this level [Severe], it’s not what I teach every day.” 

The students currently assigned to Belinda and Carol have more severe 

disabilities. Most of Carol’s students have multiple disabilities and severe sensory 

impairment (MDSSI). Belinda’s students have moderate and severe disabilities.   
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Amanda had a different opinion, “I am glad that there is something [some kind of 

assessment]…good, bad or indifferent. It is something and we need that for these 

students. I don’t think it’s bad and do think that there is value in it.” She felt that the 

alternate assessment was valuable and helped guide instruction.   

Research Question 1.2: How important is it for students with significant cognitive 

disabilities to learn academics? 
 

In response to this question, Belinda stated, “I don’t think that academics are that 

important. They need to have the functional life skills first and, if those are mastered, 

then move on to academics.”  However, later in the discussion she shared that she 

maintained a notebook for each of her students and in it she had all of the academic 

standards which were assessed on the alternate assessment. Belinda integrated the 

standards into her life skills lessons. Carol provided this detailed explanation:  

I would say it would have to depend on the population. You know in 
MIMR/MOMR [mild mental retarded/moderate mental retarded] classes it 
is important, granted by the time they reach HS they still are not going to 
be able to read a book.  But if they are driving [riding in a vehicle] down 
the street and see a Walgreens and they recognize the W. They may not be 
able to read the name but know it starts like this and ends like this and 
they know that it is Walgreens and that is where I pick up my medicine. 
Functionally, I know that is why you teach sight words, academics. With 
this population [referring to most severe] I don’t think academics is that 
important…it’s all over the classroom that’s what we do [referring to 
educational materials and other child center materials in her classrooms] 
but that’s not what I teach. I teach the process [referring to strategies].  We 
cut out pictures that represent the letter of the week using the adaptive 
scissors, tolerating the scissors [students being able tolerate the tactile 
sensation of handling scissors] and looking through magazines, and 
feeling the paper. 

 
 Although Carol did not think academics were important, she did provide an 

example of a lesson she uses with her students that included academic instruction.  This 
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instruction is geared towards the students’ cognitive ability.  Carol agrees that students 

need to learn certain academic skills to help them with life skills.  Amanda elaborated 

during her interview and provided the following rationalization, “I don’t think that they 

[students] should be total academics all day. They need reading skills to read a bus 

schedule or math skills to make a budget.  I truly believe it has to be a combination.” 

Topic Two: Value of the AIMS-A for instructional planning. 

 
Research Question 2.1: How valuable is the Standard Status Report of AIMS-A in 

guiding instructional planning? 
 
 Initially, Belinda was not sure she was familiar with the Standard Status Report.  

However, as the discussion continued, she shared a notebook she used daily to document 

students’ progress on the academic standards in reading, written language, mathematics 

and listening and speaking.  She commented, “Oh, I use them everyday.” 

 Carol had a difficult time responding to this question in reference to the 

population of students she served.  She is familiar with students whose disability is not as 

severe and referred to them as a comparison. When asked about the value of the report, 

Carol responded:  

Um, in this population not at all! Very little, you know, I will pull PO’s 
[Performance Objectives] that I can tweak, what we teach. When I was an 
MIMR/MOMR teacher we did tallying or we will do a lesson on time and 
estimating time you know. I would think, well if you have students with a 
little higher level of cognitive ability you look through it [Standard Status 
Report] ahead of time and I would know like—oh, this is something I will 
eventually have to do [referring to the Standard Status and using it to 
guide instruction]. It’s almost like for these kids you want them to be 
exempt from it because so much of it does not apply, and what does apply 
is not assessed. 

 



66 

 Amanda mentioned that she liked having the alternate assessment and felt it was 

important to teach academics.  However, she was concerned by the number of standards 

being assessed. The following quote exemplifies this.  

The 121 standards are overwhelming; we have selected standards on the 
IEP already. It provides the bases for what we are working on. When you 
think of the 121, you think am I able to do all of this in a year and do any 
justice?  And I don’t, I brush across some of them and I don’t do them 
justice.  I can give them a grade and score on them…but I don’t think we 
can truly give an accurate assessment of what they can do on every one of 
them. 

 
 Two of the three teachers indicated the standard status report provided very little 

assistance in guiding instruction. However, they did use it to ensure they attempted to 

include instruction connected to academics in conjunction with life skill instruction.    

Research Question 2.2: How valuable is the Activity Based Assessment (ABA) of 

Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate in guiding instructional 

planning? 

 

The activity based assessment integrates academics with life skill activities unlike 

the standard status report where teachers are required to develop lessons using standards 

from each of the content areas.  Belinda shared that she did include activity based 

instruction as part of her typical instruction already and did not think that the alternate 

assessment with activities changed her instruction.  Belinda replied, “. . . we do a lot of 

activity based instruction, so I don’t know that the standards or that part of the test was 

that helpful or changed anything that I was already doing.”  

Carol felt the severity of her students’ disabilities made it difficult to plan 

activities with meaning for them and that engaged them cognitively.   

The activities are more appropriate with the other kids I have had, 
cooking or doing the game.  You see them progress over the year and 
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they begin to recognize the alphabet. Even if you use a switch or a 
single switch…it just tells you they [students with significant 
disabilities] can operate a switch, but it’s not that they actually are 
making a game selection. They will probably never make a game 
selection. 
 
Amanda teaches older students and felt that the assessment items were 

appropriate and she developed lessons that included the activities especially cooking and 

making purchases. “They are very worthwhile for the kids and the kids tell me that they 

are helping mom a little more at home.” Amanda is pleased that her students are 

generalizing the skills they learned.  

Research Question 2.3: How valuable is the Parent Questionnaire (PQ) of AIMS-A in 

guiding instructional planning? 

 

Belinda answered, “I guess, yeah a little because sometimes kids can do 

something at home that they won’t do at school. Or they do things here that they won’t do 

at home. It’s interesting to compare it that way.” Belinda elaborated that this discussion 

with the parent helped her in developing activities in class based on things that the 

student did at home.  Carol stated that the parent questionnaire was not at all helpful. 

Carol elaborated “the parents know this is what their student is like [referring to the 

severity of their disability].”  She added, “they [parents] are still thinking or wishful 

thinking that their students will do more.  Some parents score realistically and some 

parents’ score where they want their child to be.”   

Although Amanda has been supportive of the impact the alternate assessment has 

had, she did not believe the parent questionnaire was useful.  She said the following:  

I think that it [PQ] is more valuable for parents.  It helps them put things 
into perspective. But I ask them to be realistic when they answer the 
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questions --what they [the student] can do rather than where they [the 
parent] want their child to be. 

 
 Amanda made the point that the parent questionnaire helped promote a discussion 

with the parent about what the student can do.  She noted some parents did not let 

students cook or make snacks at home. “The parents aren’t getting them involved at 

home because it’s easier to do things themselves.”  Amanda felt it was important to work 

collaboratively with parents to ensure that skills being taught at school are being used at 

home. 

Topic Three: Value of the AIMS-A in planning and developing Individualized 

Education Plans. 

 
Research Question 3.1: How valuable do you find the Standard Status Report in 

planning and developing the Individualized Education Plans for students? 
 

Belinda stated her goals were based on the academic standards.  Carol also used 

the standards to develop IEP goals and objectives.  However, Carol remarked she had to 

do “a lot of creative tweaks” because the standards were too difficult for her students. She 

used the standard status report to develop goals adding, “I use the scoring tool to help set 

the criteria for the objectives.” Amanda also stated that the standard status report helped 

her develop better IEP goals and objectives: 

My gosh, that first year some of the kids never met a goal. I was way out 
of line with what I wrote.  My expectations for them [the students] were 
off.  It put things in perspective for me. 

 
Teachers are expected to write goals and objectives linked to academic standards. 

Based on the comments made by the interviewees, the standard status report helped guide 

them in developing appropriate goals and objectives for their students.  Even Carol 
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referenced the importance of using the SSR to help develop goals and objectives for her 

students who had significant disabilities.   

Research Question 3.2: How valuable do you find the Activity Based Assessment in 

planning and developing the Individualized Education Plans for students? 

 

Belinda did not find the activity based assessment helpful in developing IEPs.  

Carol also shared that the “AIMS-A does not cause you to teach differently than you used 

to, it makes you aware of what you do everyday.”  She added the activity based 

assessment validated what she was already doing and “there is somebody that realizes 

what we do every day …because this is what we do day after day!” Amanda felt the 

activities were somewhat helpful. “The activities I use have goals for reading, math, 

listening and speaking, and it includes community based instruction and behavior skills.”  

Basically, the activity based assessment supported what the teachers already were 

teaching their students and it does not impact the development of the IEP.  

Research Question 3.3: How valuable do you find the Parent Questionnaire in 

planning and developing the Individualized Education Plans for students? 

 

 Belinda and Carol did not think the parent questionnaire helped in the 

development of their students’ IEPs.  They felt parents had unrealistic expectations for 

their children.  Amanda made similar comments and added that she took this opportunity 

to engage the parent in a discussion about long term planning for her student.  “When I 

have the IEP with the parents, I can share what their child is able to do and this helps 

parents to have higher expectations for their kids.” Amanda asks parents, “’What are your 

plans for your child when they are no longer in school?’ I know they don’t want them 

sitting at home watching television all day, but out working.”  All three interview 
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participants mentioned the parent questionnaire helped facilitate a discussion. However, 

the IEP process also did this.  The three interviewees did not necessarily think the parent 

questionnaire impacted the IEP process, but did add additional discussion points.  

Topic Four: Scheduling time and the amount of time needed to complete the AIMS-

A. 

 

Research Question 4.1: When do you schedule time during the school day to 

administer the Standard Status Report and how much time do you allocate for this? 
 

Carol reported she begins to review the Standard Status Report in the fall 

semester.  If IEPs are scheduled during this time, she finds it is important to review what 

areas will be the main focus.   

I probably try to think about it when I do the Fall IEPs. I don’t have a huge 
wealth of information about some of my students, but I start thinking 
about what I will need to focus on and how I will score their progress, 
especially for the quarterly benchmarks.   

 
Carol expanded on her thought by sharing how the Standard Status report is part 

of her routine throughout the year.   

I have had all year to get to know the kids and to observe them.  I don’t have to go 
back and look at my data because I document progress all the time and I do 
quarterly updates. So, by the time I have to report it [during the testing window 
January-March] I have it and some of it is in my head.  I know if the student will 
be rated as a one or three [referring to the scoring rubric].  It’s from the day to day 
experience with my kids. And my students top out so quickly so it’s easier to 
know what they are doing.   

 
 Carol shared that her classroom staff helped in collecting information on each of 

the students.   

This year I probably get through one test an hour when I am teaching. I sit 
with one of my staff members and we talk about what the kid did and how 
they perform.  We talk about how you would score him on this or that.  
My one aide will be going into teaching next year and she will have had 
the experience and it won’t be the first time that she sees it because that is 
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the worst thing as a first year teacher and you don’t have anyone helping 
you with the AIMS-A and it’s highly subjective.  I think it’s beneficial to 
have the aides and we work together.   

 
Belinda, like Carol, documented students’ progress on a regular basis throughout 

the year.  She has a printed copy of the standard status report for each of her students.  

During our conversation, Belinda went over to the desk of one of her students and pulled 

out a notebook.  For each student she records progress on selected performance objects 

depending on the lesson she has developed.  Belinda uses the scoring rubric to rate 

students’ skills.  “I document daily.  I keep track of those each day! [pointing to the 

standard status report] And then everyday we just go through and document what we 

have done and the student’s progress.  For example, this student [she points to a standard 

that they worked on] he has 5 out 6 correct.”  Belinda shared that she has trained her 

classroom aides on how to assess the students as well.  They work in groups or pairs on 

lessons that Belinda has developed and then they rate students’ performance. “I have one 

of these for everyone of my children.  It is at each of their desks.  So, as we work with the 

student we do it right then so no one has to go back later and guess …..oooh, did we do 

this? Or how did the student do?” Belinda said this is the only way that she could collect 

data related to her students over time.  Using this technique, it is less difficult when she 

has to enter the scores during the assessment window in the spring semester.   Belinda 

reported it takes approximately 45 minutes to complete the alternate assessment for each 

of her students during the testing window.  

 Amanda collected data in a different way.  She does not focus on the standard 

status report on a regular basis.  “I don’t do as much as I should. I really don’t. If you 
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came into my room and asked me to pull this out [copy of standard status reports], you 

would see I am very lax in this because there just is not enough time to do it all in a day’s 

time.  I don’t want to take five or ten minutes to focus on certain goals …I just want to 

teach.” However, Amanda did have a system in place to collect data related to her 

students’ progress. She collected information for each of her students on an intermittent 

basis using data sheets she developed.  

When prompted to estimate the time required to complete this process, Amanda 

reiterated that she periodically documented student progress and it usually involved 

marking the number of trials it took her students to perform the task or rating her students 

performance using the scoring rubric.  Amanda estimated it took approximately 30 

minutes per student to complete the online assessment.   

Research Question 4.2: When do you schedule time during the school day to 

administer the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate for the Activity 

Based Assessment and how much time do you allocate for this? 
 
 Carol did not find the activity based assessment required additional time for her to 

administer. “It does not have an impact, it doesn’t… it’s just that you do it anyway…we 

make a PBJ  [peanut butter and jelly] sandwich or we are going to cook.  I just decide 

what activities we are going to do during that window [testing period] and we do it.  

When I was a teacher in the HS, we did these activities everyday.” Carol shared how 

these activities were part of the routine instruction. The activities she referred to require 

students to make a purchase or make a snack.  The activities are a task analysis and each 

skill is aligned to an academic standard in math, reading and written language.   



73 

 When Belinda was asked about scheduling time for assessment, she said, “I don’t 

see it as being extra time because they are already part of our daily activities.” She 

schedules the activities on a regular basis and she documents the students’ progress.  

During the early spring she selects a time to assess the students on each of the activity 

based assessments.  Amanda’s response was similar. “It’s not done on a daily basis, but 

over a period of time.”  Each teacher felt the activity based assessment represented 

lessons they typically planned. It did not require additional planning or adjusting of their 

routines.   

Research Question 4.3: When do you schedule time during the school day to 

administer the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate for the Parent 

Questionnaire and how much time do you allocate for this? 

 
 When asked about scheduling time to complete the parent questionnaire, Carol, 

Belinda and Amanda had interesting responses.  It was apparent that scheduling time to 

meet with parents after the school day was challenging.  Carol commented:  

That is more difficult. It is very hard to pin down a parent. I have resorted 
to doing it over the phone!  This year if the parents come in I ask them 
“don’t leave I need to ask you some questions.” If I send it home, it might 
not get done. So really I have had some interviews, telephone 
conversations or one taken home.  You cannot pin down parents and you 
know an IEP already takes an hour or so and it’s not enough time. Nobody 
wants to stay after all of that [referring to an IEP] to do another interview. 

 
 Belinda cringed when I asked her about the parent questionnaire and said she did 

not do it! However, she added that she did have detailed conversations about her students 

with their parents during the IEP process.  Earlier Belinda mentioned she thought the 

parent questionnaire was valuable. However, as the discussion continued she realized she 

was not following the procedure for the parent questionnaire. She engaged in regular 
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conversations with parents when they stopped by her class or during IEP meetings. 

Unlike the other two districts in this study, parents visit this school district frequently and 

parents of Belinda’s students stop by her class on a regular basis.  She mentioned that 

some parents even volunteer.   

 Amanda remarked she liked the parent questionnaire, but wished it provided 

actual data related to what she observed. She believed parents would elaborate on their 

child’s abilities which, at times, did not match what the teacher observed in school   

Topic Five: Value of the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate in 

assessing academic progress. 

 

Research Question 5.1: How valuable do you find the Standard Status Report in 

assessing academic progress? 
 
 Carol responded that her students had severe cognitive disabilities and the 

standard status report did not assess their progress.  “I don’t find it useful.  I think that 

what we do [life skills] is useful, but that is not rated.”   

Are my kids ever going to learn what a W is?  Or are they ever going to 
feed themselves, get up from a chair, and walk to the door by themselves.  
Now that is huge. You almost need smaller increments.  Instead of 
reaching 11, do more 1, 2, 3  [referring to the scoring tool] because our 
kids make slower progress …you know reaching and grasping are 
different.  I could score that.  Is it purposeful? [referring to the student 
grasping for something because they want it] There are kids who should 
take the AIMS-A, but there are also those students at the very bottom end 
[referring to the most severe disabilities] that should not take it [AIMS-A] 
or there should be something different with smaller bands of growth. 

 
 In observing Carol as she talked about her students, it was obvious she was 

passionate about their progress and her instructional role.  Carol gave some examples of 

the activities the students do in class.  Much of what is done requires hand over hand 

assistance to engage the students.  Because Carol students have limited cognitive ability, 
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the students rarely initiate an activity.  Before the interview began, Carol was helping her 

students get ready to depart for the day and her assistants began to take the students to the 

buses.  Carol interacted with one student speaking to him about having a wonderful day 

and now he was going home to “nana” [grandmother].  At that point, the student smiled. 

Carol shared later, “when my student smiled when I said “nana” that was meaningful, he 

knows who that is and he responded with a smile and head movement. I can measure 

that.” This student has multiple disabilities with severe sensory impairments. These are 

the types of behaviors Carol seeks in her students.   

 Belinda stated she found the alternate assessment assessed the students’ academic 

progress although she did not like scoring it.  Teachers rate the students on each of the 

performance objectives using the eleven point scoring tool. These ratings are entered into 

the online system.  “Doing the AIMS –A on the computer is very difficult for me using 

the 1-11 [referring to the scoring tool]. I can’t tell you how many times I sit there trying 

to decide, is it a one?....[teacher contemplates how to rate the students skill based on the 

scoring tool] how much prompting did I do?”  She added, “I find 11 points very difficult 

and it’s [scoring tool] not real useful.”   

Amanda’s answer was: 

Yes, it does give good data on the academics. You do see progress in kids 
in these areas.  She expanded, I am very fortunate in this district we do 
CBI  [community based instruction] and we integrate the academics in a 
more practical way.  So, the students make the connection for math for 
daily living. And at this level, I am not getting heavy into some things, but 
I am getting them ready for skills that they will use. If I did math and did 
not show them how to generalize their skills in math to other areas, then it 
would not have meaning.  And I can show over time how they are 
improving in all areas. 
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Research Question 5.2: How valuable do you find the Activity Based Assessment in 

assessing academic progress? 

 
 When asked the value of the standard status report in documenting progress in 

Research Question 5.1, Amanda and Belinda’s response included the activity based 

assessment.  Carol added, “Yeah, it does not provide the information for many of my 

students.  It’s not the academic stuff, the other [listen skills or responding to names] that 

is important to me.” Carol shared many of the activities she planned like cooking 

provided her students with opportunities to participate in meaningful instruction.  The 

students could pour liquids or measure ingredients.  This usually required a significant 

amount of adult support (i.e. hand-over-hand assistance). Amanda and Belinda liked the 

activity based assessments section of the AIMS-A.  The activity based assessments 

validated what they were already doing.    

Research Question 5.3: How valuable do you find the Parent Questionnaire in 

assessing academic progress? 

  
In earlier discussions, the three interviewees expressed concern about the parent 

questionnaire.  Carol shared the following: 

It’s like the grieving process …these kids are so young and the parents 
hope they still think medication or something out there like a cure for their 
child will make them better or fixed. Some parents are very clear on what 
their child is.  It’s hard because some score them so high and as a teacher 
you know --oh boy this child can’t do that but that’s the nature of the 
questionnaire.  And then there is time when the child is in middle school 
and parents find that students have skills, but the parents have not 
witnessed it [the skill] at home. Sometimes parents can make their child 
more retarded because they don’t let them do things at home, like cutting 
or cooking and the parent said, oh no he would cut himself …but you 
remind the parent the child can do it and that you have to supervise the 
student. 
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 Carol provides an example of challenges teachers encounter when asking parents 

to participate in the parent questionnaire.  Because she has the younger students, some of 

the parents are just coming to terms with their child’s disabilities, while others are still 

hoping for a miracle that will cure the child. Carol encourages her parents to work with 

their child on skills at home, like cooking.  However, the parents are fearful the child 

might be injured.   Other parents provide details about their child’s abilities that do not 

match with what the child is doing in school and are extremely unrealistic. 

 Belinda and Amanda used the parent questionnaire inconsistently and added that 

it did not provide accurate information about the student’s skills.  Amanda shared that 

when she did use the tool it helped to start a conversation, but the IEP and parent calls 

usually facilitated conversations with parents about their child anyway.  

 During the interviews, Belinda, Amanda, and Carol were very candid and 

provided details about their opinions related to the alternate assessment.  Table 4 provides 

an overview of how each interviewee felt about the alternate assessment as it related to 

the four areas: value, instructional planning/IEP, time and data. The students in Belinda, 

Amanda, and Carol’s classes are diverse.  The special education labels do not provide an 

accurate description of the students.  Belinda’s students are labeled as having moderate 

mental retardation (MOMR), multiple disabilities (MD) and autism (A).  Amanda’s 

students are considered mild mental retarded (MIMR), moderate mental retarded 

(MOMR) and multiple disabilities (MD). Carol’s students are considered to have the 

most severe disabilities and require significant daily care.  Her students are labeled as 
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multiple disabled (MD) and multiple disabilities with severe sensory impairment 

(MDSSI).   

Table 4 

Summary of teachers’ opinions 

* Amount of time required to enter data into online program. 

District A B C 

Participants Amanda Belinda Carol 

 

Value Yes Yes No 

Instructional/IEP  Yes Yes No 

Time* 30 Minutes 45 Minutes 60 Minutes 

Data Yes Yes No 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

DISCUSSSION 

 
This chapter includes a brief overview of the movement toward the assessment of 

students with significant cognitive disabilities (SCD), a statement of the problem, 

purpose of the study, and methodology.  A discussion of the results of the study is 

presented followed by conclusions, limitations, implications and recommendations.   

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of  1997 (IDEA, 1997) initially 

mandated that all children with disabilities be included in general state and district-wide 

assessment programs with accommodations or an alternate assessment administered to 

those students with SCD.   The reauthorization of IDEA 1997 in 2004, IDEIA continued 

the assessment requirement for States to include students with SCD in statewide 

assessments. Students with SCD represent one percent of the total student population.  

Even with accommodations, students with SCD are unable to participate in typical 

assessment because of the severity of their disability. Students who represent this small 

population are characterized as students with a limited response inventory who acquire 

skills at a rate that varies significantly from typical students (Kearns & Browder, 2006).  

To comply with the federal mandate, the State of Arizona developed an alternate 

assessment known as the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards–Alternate (AIMS-A). 

This standards-based assessment focuses on authentic skills and on assessing experiences 

in community and other real-life environments (Arizona Alternate Assessment Manual, 

2001).  At the time of this study, AIMS-A assessed standards in reading, writing, 

listening/speaking, and mathematics. AIMS-A included the Eligibility Criteria, Standard 
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Status Report, Activity-Based Assessment, and Parent Questionnaire. The Eligibility 

Criteria is used by the Individualized Education Plan (IEP) team members to document 

students’ participation on the alternate assessment. The Standard Status Report is used to 

document a student’s progress on the 121 academic standards using an Analytic Score 

Tool (AST) (Appendix C).  The Activity-Based Assessment is considered a point in time 

assessment which evaluates skills used in the community and other real-life experiences, 

like cooking or making a purchase.  The Parent Questionnaire provides parents with an 

opportunity to be interviewed about specific skills aligned to academic standards the 

parent may have observed their child demonstrate. The Analytic Scoring Tool (AST) is 

the rubric used by the teachers to rate the student on all components of AIMS-A. The 

intent of the AIMS-A is to provide a dynamic profile of a student throughout his or her 

school experience.  

Statement of the Problem 

The value in using an alternate assessment to assess students with significant 

cognitive disabilities (SCD) on academic content has been a concern for special 

education teachers.  Teachers must spend a tremendous amount of time documenting 

students’ progress on the alternate assessment.  Special education teachers have 

expressed concerns about finding the time to integrate the alternate assessment into the 

context of their typical instruction of functional life skills and to maintain documentation 

about student performance on the alternate assessment.  Not only are they challenged by 

the amount of documentation required for the alternate assessment, teachers are 

concerned about the amount of time necessary to administer the alternate assessment to 
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students with SCD.  Furthermore, teachers are challenged by the subjectivity of an 

alternate assessment for students with SCD and are concerned about administering the 

alternate assessment consistently. 

Little information exists about how teachers perceive the alternate assessment as 

an integrated tool for instruction and how they implement the alternate assessment to 

measure student progress. Teachers may not perceive the alternate assessment as a 

dynamic tool to demonstrate what skills students with SCD may possess. 

Purpose 

 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of special education 

teachers about the value of Arizona’s Alternate Assessment (AIMS-A) used to assess 

students with SCD.  This study is designed to answer the following questions: 

1. How valuable do teachers believe the Arizona Alternate Assessment test is in 

helping them teach students with significant cognitive disabilities? 

2. How has the Arizona Alternate Assessment contributed to or improved 

instructional planning? 

3. When do special education teachers find time to administer the Arizona Alternate 

Assessment? 

4. How has the Arizona Alternate Assessment contributed to collecting useful 

student data for measuring student progress? 

Methodology 

Data collected for this study were obtained by recording discussions from two 

separate focus groups and three interviewees.  Twelve special education teachers from 
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three local school districts were assigned to each of two focus groups.  The discussion 

topic included four questions related to the value of AIMS-A, the impact AIMS-A has on 

instructional planning and IEP development, the amount of time to complete the 

assessment, and the value of the data collected on the alternate assessment. In addition to 

the focus group discussions, three of the 12 teachers, one representing each district, 

volunteered to participate in an in-depth interview.    

The teachers selected for this study had one or more years of experience teaching 

special education students, at least one year of teaching students with SCD at the 

elementary level (Kindergarten through 6th grade), and one year of implementing AIMS-

A. The participants included one experienced male teacher, three novice female teachers, 

and eight experienced female teachers.  Each of these 12 participants provides 

opportunities for their students to participate in general education classes like art, music, 

physical education, and occasionally academic content classes.  One teacher had previous 

experience with full inclusion programs.  

Discussion of Results 

 In presenting the discussion of results from each of the four research questions, 

the Focus Group Results are discussed first and the Interview Results are discussed 

second.  
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Research Question One:  How valuable do teachers believe the Arizona Instrument 

to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A) is in helping them teach students with 

significant cognitive disabilities?  

 

Focus Group Results 

The results of the focus group discussion about Research Question One revealed 

three sub-themes.  The first sub-theme addressed how the alternate assessment assisted 

teachers in planning and developing instruction.  Several of the special educators in the 

focus group indicated the implementation of the AIMS-A held them accountable for their 

students’ participation in the state-wide assessment process.  The focus group participants 

shared that it was their responsibility to ensure that their students received instruction on 

the academic standards.  As a result of these mandates to provide instruction and assess 

students on the alternate achievement standards, the special education teachers were able 

to advocate for teaching materials and textbooks their general education colleagues were 

using for daily instruction.  In order to provide effective instruction to students with SCD, 

the teachers felt it is necessary to have such resources.  One teacher mentioned she no 

longer had to “make do” with whatever she could find or purchase to use for instructional 

purposes.  

Students with SCD are being exposed to skills that general education students are 

taught in the typical classroom.  Although the special education teachers’ discussion 

revealed that assessing students was important, they did express concerns about what was 

being assessed.  One teacher reminded the group, “Our students cannot do pencil and 

paper type tests.”  The alternate assessment based on alternate achievement standards 

covers fewer academic standards than the general state-wide assessment. The assessment 
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items are not as complex as the assessment items are for students taking the general state-

wide assessment (USDOE, 2005).  Although the items are less complex, the alternate 

assessment should still be challenging for students with SCD.  

The focus group disclosed that the information collected in the AIMS-A about 

their students aided in the development of Individualized Education Plans (IEP).  IDEIA 

2004 mandates that IEPs must include goals and objectives aligned to academic 

standards. AIMS-A identifies each of the academic standards that students are being 

assessed on throughout the year.  The special education teachers referenced these 

standards when developing the goals and objectives for their students’ IEPs.    

From the group discussion it was apparent the special education teachers referred 

to the AIMS-A document to guide daily instruction and IEP development.  The AIMS-A 

helped special education teachers maintain accountability and ensured their students 

received instruction across the content areas.  One special education teacher mentioned 

that some of her students received instruction part of the day in a general education 

classroom.  To ensure her students’ success, this teacher stressed how important it was to 

have access to the materials and curriculum being used in the general education 

classroom. Knowing what was being taught in the general education environment 

allowed the special education teacher to pre-teach skills to her students and help develop 

appropriate activities aligned to the instruction in the general education class.    

Another teacher was concerned that her students received all of their academic 

instruction in the self-contained special education classroom.  This teacher was concerned 
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about insufficient collaborative opportunities with the general education teachers to 

support students with SCD to receive instruction in content areas other than art or music.  

The second sub-theme resulted from the focus group discussion related to 

effectively understanding, interpreting, and implementing the standards and performance 

objectives.  Although all of the teachers agreed that the AIMS-A was valuable in helping 

them be accountable, they did mention they were concerned about the students’ difficulty 

understanding and implementing some standards and performance objectives.  Two 

teachers, who had students with the most severe cognitive disabilities, expressed their 

frustration about the state standards’ lack of alignment to the basic life skills.  These 

teachers explained that much of their day was spent toileting, feeding, and positioning 

their students. In addition to these daily tasks, they also provided instruction on 

functional skills. Even though these teachers said they spent most of their day teaching 

functional skills, many of the activities including teaching skills such as letter 

recognition, counting or matching objects, and other skills could be interpreted as 

academic instruction.   

The third sub-theme evolving from the discussion about Research Question One 

was that alternate assessment does not accurately reflect the skills or abilities of students 

with the most severe disabilities. Most of the teachers who participated in the focus group 

stated their students were learning and demonstrating knowledge related to the alternate 

academic standards.  There was a wide range of abilities among these students, who were 

functioning at different performance levels.  
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For students whose cognitive abilities were much lower, their teachers felt the 

AIMS-A did not accurately reflect their abilities.  One teacher stated her students rarely 

received a score higher then 1 (not evident) based on the scoring tool.  For those teachers 

who have students with the most severe cognitive disabilities, the AIMS-A helped them 

remain focused on what academic skills the students should learn.  However, even after 

significant modification of academic activities, these students were unable to demonstrate 

the skills without total teacher support.   

Interview Results 

For the purpose of anonymity, the three teachers who volunteered for the 

interviews were given the pseudonyms Amanda, Belinda, and Carol. When responding to 

the research question related to the value of the alternate assessment, Carol and Amanda 

indicated the alternate assessments had little value in guiding their instruction.  Amanda 

stated she taught reading, writing, and math through activities related to real-life 

experiences.   

Carol provided instruction on functional life skills that embedded some 

academics.  In contrast to Amanda and Carol, Belinda used the standard status report to 

document the daily progress of each of her students and to ensure her instruction included 

performance objectives embedded in the AIMS-A.  Two of the three interviewees said 

many of the activities assessed on the AIMS-A were similar to the types of activities they 

planned on a daily basis.  The AIMS-A validated what they already were doing. Although 

Carol said the AIMS-A was important, she had concerns that it did not prove valuable 

because her students’ disabilities were more severe.  Students with SCD were unable to 
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perform many of the tasks to demonstrate their knowledge of the academic skills 

included on the AIMS-A.  Carol referred to her students as requiring “comfort and care”.  

The daily instruction she provided required hand-over-hand support, cuing, and use of 

various symbolic communication systems.  Belinda and Amanda’s students have SCD. 

However, the disabilities of their students were moderate in nature, and most of their 

students were able to perform more complex skills.   

During the interview, Belinda, Amanda, and Carol voiced their opinions about the 

value of the parent questionnaire.  Belinda felt the parent questionnaire provided some 

beneficial information, especially if the parent made accurate observations of skills their 

child demonstrated at home which may not have been observed in class.  On occasion, 

the information Belinda collected from parents about her students guided some activities.  

Amanda and Carol’s opinion about the parent questionnaire differed from Belinda’s.  

Amanda believed the parent questionnaire helped facilitate a conversation, but 

conversations could also take place through the IEP process.  Carol expressed concerns 

about the accuracy of the parent’s observations about their child’s abilities.  She felt 

many of the parents provided unrealistic accounts of what their child could do given the 

severity of their disability and what was observed in school.  

Research Question Two:  How has the Arizona Alternate Assessment contributed to 

or improved instructional planning? 

 

Focus Group Results 

Research Question Two resulted in a discussion revealing three sub-themes.  The 

first sub-theme addressed how the standards assessed guide the curriculum for instruction 

and provide access to instructional materials for students in specialized programs.  
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Access to materials was extremely important to all of the teachers in the focus groups.  

This also was evident when they responded to Research Question One.  The special 

education teachers felt they were being held accountable for students having access to 

content appropriate instruction as it related to assessment. They agreed it was necessary 

to know what their general education colleagues were teaching so they could develop 

lessons aligned to the general education content.   

The second sub-theme focused on how the AIMS-A has helped teachers set 

realistic expectations for their students.  During the discussion participants commented 

that the AIMS-A did assist them in setting higher expectations for students.  One teacher 

commented the AIMS-A helped her set realistic expectations.  The teacher had to adjust 

her instruction so it was more appropriate for her students’ diverse needs.   

The third sub-theme revealed the assessment and standards are too challenging for 

students with the most severe disabilities.  All the special education teachers agreed it 

was important for students to develop academic skills. However, the special educators 

whose students had the most severe cognitive disabilities stated that the standards were 

too challenging for their students. One focus group participant stated, “Academics are 

important, but we lose out and do not have the time for daily living skills….these are 

sheltered workshop kids. They need these skills and we lose time because we have to 

work on reading and math.” Although most of the teachers agreed the AIMS-A helped in 

planning instruction, they struggled with ways to effectively provide instruction to 

students who required so much more care.  They concurred that the expectations or levels 
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of difficulty are too high for these students, even when they tried to modify the activities 

identified by the AIMS-A.     

Interview Results 

Belinda, Amanda, and Carol each referred to the AIMS-A standard status report 

when planning lessons and developing student IEPs.  Carol added she had to do a lot of 

creative “tweaking” when developing meaningful activities or writing IEP objectives for 

her students.  Belinda said she documented student progress daily.  Belinda and Carol 

stated it was important for their classroom instructional assistants to be familiar with 

which skills to observe and to document the students’ progress.  Both teachers spent 

considerable time training their assistants on how to monitor student progress in 

individual or small group activities.  Training the classroom assistants supported the 

teachers in providing individualized instruction to all students. 

Research Question Three:  When do special education teachers find time to 

administer the Arizona Alternate Assessment?  

 

Focus Group 

 Two sub-themes resulted from the analysis of the discussion data for Research 

Question Three.  The first sub-theme indicated teachers used time outside of the 

instructional day to meet the required documentation.  The focus group participants all 

agreed it was very challenging to complete the AIMS-A during the instructional day.  

One teacher explained she was with the students from the time they arrived at school 

until they left at the end of the day.  Two other teachers commented it was difficult to 

find sufficient time to complete the alternate assessment. Teachers usually try to find time 

to enter their scores for students during lunch time and planning periods. However, 



90 

teachers often entered student scores before or after school or in the evenings at home.  

The AIMS-A is an online program where teachers can rate students on all three 

components of the assessment.  The special education participants said the online 

program for the AIMS-A helped reduce the amount of time involved in the process.   

The second sub-theme related to how the amount of time to complete the 

assessment data collection had decreased because the AIMS-A is a secure online 

program. Teachers can access the program through the internet and rate students on all 

three components of the assessment.  The special education participants agreed the online 

system did accelerate the process.  Most teachers have a caseload of 5 to 13 students.  

One teacher commented that the online program required approximately 30 minutes to 

complete the assessment process for each student using the notes and data collected 

throughout the year.  

Interview Results  

 During the interviews, Belinda and Carol stressed the importance of documenting 

students’ progress throughout the year.  They said it was too challenging to delay the 

process until spring and begin reviewing each of the performance objectives on the 

AIMS-A and have to remember how a student performed on each one.  By maintaining 

regular data, the teachers could make better decisions about the students’ abilities.  Both 

Belinda and Carol included their classroom assistants in the process and often discussed 

with them what they had observed.  Belinda remarked that this collaboration helped to 

ensure they rated the students on the various indicators accurately. Amanda did not 
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consistently refer to the standard status report.  However, she did maintain binders with 

data sheets to document students’ progress based on the instruction she provided. 

 When referring to the activity based assessment, Belinda, Amanda, and Carol said 

these activities were the kinds they developed throughout the year. As previously stated, 

the activity-based assessments are based on real-life events of the students, such as 

making a purchase in the cafeteria or at a store.  The three teachers stated collecting data 

related to the activity based assessment of the AIMS-A was not difficult and easily could 

be included as part of their daily instruction.   

 The parent questionnaire presented scheduling challenges.  The teachers found it 

difficult to schedule interviews with parents because of the amount of time required.  

Carol and Amanda tried to complete the interview during the IEP.  However, this was not 

always efficient.  The IEPs required considerable time and to add additional time to 

conduct the interview was not desirable for the parent or teacher. Completing the parent 

questionnaire usually required an additional 30 minutes or an hour.  The teachers tried to 

schedule times for the parent to visit before or after school or to call them at home.  

Carol’s greatest challenge was that many of her parents were Spanish speakers and she 

had to depend on her instructional assistants who were bilingual to assist with this 

process.  Belinda said she frequently did not conduct the interviews because of the extra 

time required.  The parent questionnaire was not heavily weighted on the AIMS-A.  Most 

of the assessment results were generated from the standard status report.   
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Research Question Four:  How has the Arizona Alternate Assessment contributed to 

collecting useful student data for measuring student progress? 

 

Focus Group Results 

 The fourth question revealed three subthemes.  The first subtheme was the value 

of the scoring tool in the collecting data reflecting the students’ performance.  The 

Analytic Scoring Tool (AST) (Appendix C) was used to establish students’ scores on the 

alternate assessment. Students receive a minimum raw score of 1 (full assistance) and a 

maximum score of 11 (independent) for every item rated on AIMS-A. The AST is 

designed to measure small increments of student progress over time (Arizona Department 

of Education/ Exceptional Student Service, Alternate Assessment Manual for the Arizona 

Student Achievement Program, October 2006).  The focus group teachers were able to 

document students’ progress on each of the AIMS-A items effectively. Even teachers 

whose students have the most severe cognitive disabilities commented they could rate 

students on a small number of AIMS-A performance objectives using the AST. The 

teachers remarked that the AST provided parameters to follow when rating students. 

With the scoring range of 1 to 11 teachers could document even minimal student 

progress.   

The second subtheme revealed the process to collect data about students’ 

performance is generalized to measuring IEP objectives.  During the discussions in both 

focus groups, teachers mentioned they used the AST to establish the measurement criteria 

for the goals and objectives they wrote for their students’ IEPs.    

The third subtheme revealed the concerns the participants had about the negative 

impact minimal progress has on parents’ perceptions. Of the 121 test items on the 
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alternate assessment, teachers were concerned that students with the most severe 

cognitive delays were able to perform on only a few test items.  Teachers were concerned 

with the parents’ perceptions of what their children were capable of doing and how 

inappropriate many of the standards and performance objectives were for students with 

severe cognitive disabilities.  Each of the teachers said the parent questionnaire 

frequently did not provide data beneficial in determining the students’ progress.  The 

teachers could appreciate the parents wanting to share what they believed their child 

could do.  However, the parents’ perceptions of what they thought their child could 

accomplish often did not match the student’s ability.   

Interview Results 

 When sharing thoughts about collecting student progress data, Carol expressed 

concern the AIMS-A was not appropriate for her students and did not produce results that 

addressed the skills most important for her students.  Prior to the interview, one of 

Carol’s students responded by smiling when Carol mentioned the name of the child’s 

grandmother.  Carol indicated that response was something she could measure. The 

student smiled when he heard his grandmother’s name which indicated he recognized the 

name or a familiar word.  Carol remarked, when more complex concepts are introduced, 

“I can’t expect my student to able to demonstrate the skill when there is very little that he 

responds to and never initiates movement or interactions”.  

 Belinda and Amanda believed the AIMS-A did produce accurate results about 

their students’ progress.  Belinda commented that although she had some students who 

received a 1 (not evident) on many items, overall there were several performance items 
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on which they did demonstrate progress.  Amanda indicated the data collected about her 

students were accurate and she liked much of what was taught in the classroom because 

the skills students learned were generalized to community based instruction.  Students 

used math and reading skills learned in the classroom to make purchases or read labels to 

identify products in the store when out in the community.  Amanda thought this was 

critical for her students and did not want them to learn academic skills in isolation.  

 The perceptions of the teachers from both focus groups and the three interviews 

were quite similar. However, the teachers’ statements during the interview sessions were 

much more descriptive and in-depth than those in the focus group discussions.  

Conclusion 

The 12 participants in this study agreed that the Alternate Assessment for students 

with SCD was valuable and had a positive effect on instruction. Similar results were 

reported in the Kentucky and Wisconsin studies (Kampfer et al., 2001; Roach et al., 

2007).  The AIMS-A and its results guide instructional planning and IEP goals/objectives 

development by incorporating appropriate alternate academic standards. The elementary 

special education teachers in Wisconsin also responded that the Wisconsin Alternate 

Assessment supported instruction and the development of student goals and objectives 

(Roach et al., 2007).   

Students who are evaluated with an alternate assessment represent students with a 

wide range of abilities.  Some students are able to perform well on more complex 

alternate assessment items while others have limited abilities and require full-adult 
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support. The alternate assessment is cognitively challenging for those students with the 

most severe SCD.  

 Teachers used the alternate academic content standards and the results of the 

Alternate Assessment to guide instruction for students with SCD. Student data collected 

throughout the year for the alternate assessment provided documentation of student 

progress shared during the IEP process. Teachers who participated in the Kentucky and 

Wisconsin studies indicated their states’ alternate assessment provided accurate data 

about the students’ academic ability (Kampfer et al., 2001; Roach et al., 2007). With the 

AIMS-A mandate, students with SCD are now included in the general statewide 

assessment process with the general student population. Roach et al. (2007) reported that 

teachers appreciated that their students with SCD were now part of the state assessment 

system.  

 If the AIMS-A is to be administered effectively, teachers must be given ample 

time to complete the assessment process.  It is difficult, if not impossible, to complete the 

data entry during the school day. Therefore, the data entry typically is completed during 

non-instructional time, before or after school, or in the evenings. Administrators must 

allow time for teachers to incorporate ongoing data collection of student progress into 

their daily routines throughout the academic year.   

Limitations 

This study has three major limitations.  The first limitation is that a limited sample 

of 12 special education teachers participated in this study. The teachers selected for this 

study were from Southern Arizona. It would be beneficial to investigate the perceptions 
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of teachers from Central and Northern Arizona as well as other states in the country. For 

example, in Arizona the perceptions of teachers in Central and Northern Arizona might 

differ from those in Southern Arizona.  Districts located in Central Arizona have access 

to more services and training opportunities than those in schools in more outlying area.  

Northern Arizona has many students who attend Bureau of Indian Education (BIE) 

schools.  The BIE programs may have different needs than the LEAs across the state.  

Many of the BIE schools are located in very remote areas of the state and teachers must 

travel considerable distances to attend professional development trainings. In future 

studies, it would be advantageous to include a larger sample of teachers through a state-

wide survey similar to the study done in Kentucky.  This would provide additional 

information about Arizona’s Alternate Assessment from a larger sample group 

representing the entire state.  

A second limitation is that the three teachers who participated in the individual 

interviews volunteered to be interviewed. The results of the interviews might have been 

different had other teachers volunteered. Also, these volunteers had heard the discussion 

about the four questions in the focus groups.  Their comments might have been different 

if they had not been exposed previously to other teachers’ comments during the focus 

group discussion.  

A third limitation is that students with SCD included in this study presented a 

wide range of cognitive abilities.  Some students were unable to perform even the most 

basic and elementary academic skills such as matching objects, recognizing numbers and 

letters, and understanding basic language. Other students were able to demonstrate basic 
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math and reading skills.  Future research on alternate assessments should separate 

students with SCD who are unable to learn academic skills from students who have the 

ability to learn academic skills.   

A fourth limitation of this study is that the perceptions of parents were not 

gathered. Teachers reported some parents were unrealistic about the severity of their 

children’s disability, and had a different expectation than the teachers with respect to the 

skills their children were able to perform. It would be helpful to compare the perceptions 

of parents with those of teachers concerning the strengths and weaknesses of the alternate 

assessment process.   

Implications 

This study has four implications for the successful implementation of the Arizona 

Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A) for students with SCD. The results 

have implications for both state and local education agencies.  

 The first implication is to provide teachers with a thorough understanding of the 

benefits of assessing students with SCD by carefully providing teachers with the rationale 

behind the mandate for measuring student progress. Secondly, educational administrators 

must assist teachers in finding time to administer the alternate assessments, document 

student progress, and participate in instructional planning. Without sufficient time to 

implement the alternate assessment, teachers will be unable to measure student progress 

properly.  A third implication is the need for in-service training to prepare teachers to 

successfully implement the AIMS-A. Lastly, a fourth implication is for policy changes at 

the state and local levels for implementing the AIMS-A. 
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Recommendations 

Recommendation One:  Change teacher perceptions about AIMS-A and increase 

support for AIMS-A.  
 
A. State Education Agency (SEA) 

 1. The first step in modifying teachers’ perceptions about the Arizona Instrument 

to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A) would be to conduct regional hearings where 

administrators and teachers from local education agencies (LEA) can voice their positive 

and negative perceptions about the AIMS-A. The results of such hearings could be 

collated, distributed to LEAs, and used as a basis for developing a statewide plan for a 

more effective and efficient alternate assessment process. Another approach would be to 

conduct a statewide survey of general and special education administrators and teachers 

asking them to share their positive and negative perceptions regarding the AIMS-A. 

2.  As a result of the regional hearing or survey, a state committee consisting of 

general and special education administrators and teachers could be appointed to develop a 

statewide in-service plan to better educate teachers currently in the field about the AIMS-

A.  

B. Local Education Agencies (LEA) 

A five step procedure is presented to assist LEAs in developing a more positive 

perception and support for the alternate assessment process. This five step procedure is 

intended to provide school personnel who implement alternate assessment an 

understanding of the strengths of alternate assessments, and participation and ownership 

in developing district wide alternate assessment implementation plans. The involvement 

of the faculty in this kind of process will have an impact on their perceptions of the 
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process and, hopefully, will ensure their positive participation in implementing the 

AIMS-A.   

1.  Conduct a district wide orientation about AIMS-A for all personnel. 

a)  Present the current problems of underachievement in the nation’s schools 

as well as underachievement within the district; 

b)  Discuss the need for assessing student progress; and 

c)  Explain why the federal government mandated the alternate assessment 

process as a means for addressing the nation’s problems and the need for 

measuring student progress. 

2.  Conduct a small scale district survey to identify the perceptions of the teachers 

and administrators about the LEA’s current process for implementing the 

AIMS-A. 

a)  Form an Action Committee of general and special education administrators 

and teachers to review survey results and develop an assessment plan.  

b)  Analyze and distribute the results of the survey with recommendations for 

an effective assessment plan.  

3.  The Action Committee will present the recommended assessment plan to the 

faculty. The faculty will have an opportunity to comment on the plan and 

make further recommendations.  

4.  The Action Committee will complete the final plan.  

5.  The Action Committee will serve as a resource to the district superintendent 

for implementing the final plan. 
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Recommendation Two:  Find time for administering the AIMS-A. 

A. The implementation of extended planning time or days allocated during each 

quarter would provide teachers the time to administer, collect, and analyze 

data. Although the AIMS-A is an online program, considerable time is needed 

to complete the teacher rater items.  It would be advantageous to provide 

special education teachers with additional planning time or planning days so 

they can complete the AIMS-A.  

B. General and special education administrators could provide substitutes for 

teachers to conduct the AIMS-A evaluation.  

C. A collaborative program could be established between teachers where one 

teacher takes responsibility for the students in another teacher’s classroom 

freeing the second teacher to conduct AIMS-A activity.  

Recommendation Three: Conduct in-service training.  

Teachers must have a thorough understanding of the AIMS-A process and how to 

provide continuous instruction guided by the alternate academic standards.  State and 

District Education Agencies should provide research based in-service training to teachers 

who administer the AIMS-A for students with SCD.  The training must include 

instruction not only on how to administer the AIMS-A, but also information on the 

importance of using assessment results to help guide instruction.   

Teachers need to be better prepared in interpreting academic standards and 

understanding what skills they are expected to teach students with SCD.  Special 

education teachers who provide daily instruction to students with SCD must know how to 
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modify lessons effectively and still maintain the essence of what is expected of any 

content standard. Continuous training opportunities at the state and district level are 

critical to meet the needs of the teachers in the field.  Although a “Train the Trainer” 

model is currently available in Arizona, it would be beneficial to establish additional 

professional development opportunities through the use of technology.  Online tutorials 

or web-based seminars would allow teachers, administrators, and professionals in the 

field to access training at anytime.  The use of online tutorial or web-based seminars 

would further meet the needs of new staff who are not yet familiar with the Arizona 

Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A). 

Recommendation Four:  Include teachers’ in developing and planning in-service 

programs for state-wide training for the AIMS-A. 

 

Although teachers were included in the development of AIMS-A, they were not 

directly involved in the development and planning of the content and procedures for 

state-wide in-service training and personnel development. Teachers are given an 

opportunity to respond to surveys or provide suggestions which are considered and often 

included in new versions. It is recommended that teachers of students with SCD be 

involved in the future development and planning of in-service programs for state-wide 

training of teachers of students with SCD.  

Recommendation Five:  Create state-wide data base that articulates student 

progress on the AIMS-A. 

 

 State Education Agencies (SEAs) should create a state-wide data base describing 

the academic progress of students with SCD.  Such a data base would provide feedback 

to teachers about the progress of their students compared to the progress of students with 
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SCD throughout the state.  Also, a state-wide data base would be useful in evaluating and 

modifying existing alternate academic standards. 

Recommendation Six: Modify existing policies where needed. 

State Education Agencies (SEAs) and Local Education Agencies (LEAs) are 

constantly reviewing existing policies and procedures as a result of mandates from the 

federal government.  However, it is critical that both SEAs and LEAs take a proactive 

approach to ensure that assessments are constantly being enhanced. The SEA should 

make changes to current policy based on data collected from the field, specifically a 

statewide survey.   

After the LEAs have developed their AIMS-A Implementation Plan for the 

district, the Action Committee should review the existing LEA policies and make 

changes or modifications which reflect the recommendations made by general and special 

education administrators and teachers for improving the existing assessment process.  
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Appendix A 

 
Interview Informed Consent 

 

STUDY TITLE:  Elementary Special Education Teachers’ Perceptions of the Alternate 

Assessment. 

Introduction 

 
You are being invited to participate in a research study.  The information in this form is 
provided to help you decide whether or not to participate.  Study personnel will be available to 
answer your questions and provide additional information.  If you decide to take part in the 
study, you will be asked to sign this consent form.  A copy of this form will be given to you. 
 
What is the purpose of this research study? 

 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the perceptions of special education teachers about 
the value of the Arizona Alternate Assessment. This study will address two questions about 
teachers’ perceptions.  What impact does the Alternate Assessment have on instructional 
planning?  How much time and documentation is required by the teachers to complete the 
Alternate Assessment? 
 

Why are you being asked to participate? 

 

You meet these criteria to participate in the study: 

a)  one or more years experience teaching special education students,  

b)  at least one year of teaching students with Severe Cognitive Disabilities (SCD) 
at the elementary level, and 

 
c) one year of implementing the Arizona Alternate Assessment.  

How many people will be asked to participate in this study? 

 

Twelve persons will be asked to participate in this study. 
 
What will happen during this study? 

 

Twelve eligible teachers will participate in one of two focus groups.  They will be 
divided into two groups of six consisting of novice and experienced teachers.  The focus 
groups will meet in a predetermined location for approximately one hour. They will be 
guided by a person who has experience in the field of special education. The focus group 
facilitator will guide the group discussion by asking the following questions related to the 
Arizona Alternate Assessment: 
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1. How valuable do teachers believe the Arizona Alternate Assessment test is in 

helping them teach students with significant cognitive delay? 

2. How has the Arizona Alternate Assessment contributed to or improved 

instructional planning? 

3. When do special education teachers find time to administer the Arizona 

Alternate Assessment? 

4. How has the Arizona Alternate Assessment contributed to collecting useful 

student data for measuring student progress? 

The focus group sessions will be videotaped and later transcribed for examination.  Notes 
from the video recordings will include comments about impressions, encounters, and 
other relevant information as pertinent to the study. 
 
Additionally, the researcher will conduct an in-depth individual interview with one 
teacher volunteer from each of the three districts twelve participants selected for the 
focus group. The interviews will take place in a mutually identified location (i.e. local 
library, community center) and date. Standardized open-ended interviews will be used 
when meeting with the participants.  This method uses fixed questions that are asked of 
all participants in a particular order.  Respondents are allowed to answer without 
restraint.  During the transcription, the participants will be given pseudonyms to ensure 
confidentiality. The interview will be audiotaped and transcribed for analysis.  
 

How long will I be in this study? 

 

About 60 minutes of your time will be needed to complete this study and 120 minutes if you 
are one of the interview volunteers.  You may request to review the transcriptions of your 
responses to interview questions occurring at different points throughout the duration of the 
study from January 2007 to August 2007. 
 
Are there any risks to me? 

 

The things that you will be doing have no risk.  Although we have tried to avoid risks, you 
may feel that some questions I ask will be stressful or upsetting.  If this occurs you may stop 
participating immediately.   
Are there any benefits to me? 

 

You will not receive any direct benefit form the study immediately.  However, as the 
results and information are published there are six implications which could result from 
this study: 1 ) Obtaining knowledge about teachers’ perceptions about the usefulness of 
Arizona’s Alternate Assessment, 2) Identifying major issues that are of concern to 
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teachers such as time, documentation and instruction planning, 3) Providing direction 
toward more efficient and effective procedures for administering Alternate Assessment, 
4) Describing the needs for pre-service and in-service training in how to administer the 
Alternate Assessment, 5) Implications for policy change in Alternate Assessment at the 
local, state and federal levels, and 6) Guidelines for using Alternate Assessments more 
effectively for instruction planning. 
 
Will there be any costs to me? 

 

Aside from your time, there are no costs for taking part in the study. 
 
Will I be paid to participate in the study? 

 

You will not be paid for your participation however, four of the participants may have to 
travel 30+ miles to the focus group meeting location and the remaining participants will 
be traveling approximately 10 or less miles.  A $10 gas reimbursement will be offered to 
the participants traveling the greatest distance.  All twelve participants will be given a 
$10 gift card to a restaurant in compensation for their participation in the study.  
 
Will video or audio recordings be made of me during the study?  

 
I will make an audio recording of the focus group sessions and if you volunteer and are 
selected to participate in the individual interview so that we can be certain that your responses 
are recorded accurately only if you initial the box below: 

   I give my permission for audio recordings to be made of me 
  during my participation in this research study. 
 
Will the information that is obtained from me be kept confidential? 

 

The only persons who will know that you participated in this study will be the research Focus 
group members. 
 
Your records will be confidential. You will not be identified in any reports or 
publications resulting from the study.  It is possible that representatives of the Federal 
Government or doctoral committee members that support the research study will want to 
come to the University of Arizona to review your information.  If that occurs, a copy of 
the information may be provided to them, but your name will be removed before the 
information is released. 
 
Representatives of federal regulatory agencies and the Human Subjects Protection 
Program may review your records for proper study conduct and quality.  
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May I change my mind about participating? 

 

Your participation in this study is voluntary.  You may decide to not begin or to stop the study 
at any time.   Your refusing to participate will have no effect on your employment or 
evaluation. You may discontinue your participation with no effect on your employment or 
evaluation. Also any new information discovered about the research will be provided to you. 
This information could affect your willingness to continue your participation. 
 

Whom can I contact for additional information? 

 

You can obtain further information about the research or voice concerns or complaints 
about the research by calling the Principal Investigator Leila Williams,  Doctoral 
Candidate at (520) 403-8379. If you have questions concerning your rights as a research 
participant, have general questions, concerns or complaints or would like to give input 
about the research and can’t reach the research team, or want to talk to someone other 
than the research team, you may call the University of Arizona Human Subjects 
Protection Program office at (520) 626-6721.  (If out of state use the toll-free number 1-
866-278-1455.) If you would like to contact the Human Subjects Protection Program by 
email, please use the following email address 
http://www.irb.arizona.edu/suggestions.php. 
 

Your Signature 
 
By signing this form, I affirm that I have read the information contained in the form, that the 
study has been explained to me, that my questions have been answered and that I agree to take 
part in this study.  I do not give up any of my legal rights by signing this form. 
 
__________________________________ 
Name (Printed) 
 
__________________________________   ______________ 
Participant’s Signature      Date signed 
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Statement by person obtaining consent 

 

I certify that I have explained the research study to the person who has agreed to participate, 
and that he or she has been informed of the purpose, the procedures, the possible risks and 
potential benefits associated with participation in this study.  Any questions raised have been 
answered to the participant’s satisfaction. 
 
__________________________________ 
Name of study personnel 
__________________________________   _______________ 
Study personnel Signature      Date signed 
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Appendix B 

 
Interview Questions 

 
How many years have you taught special education prior to this year? 
 
What is the highest degree you hold? 
 
What was your major field of study for the bachelors degree? 
 
What was your major field of study for the highest degree you hold beyond a 

bachelors degree? 
 
Research Question One:  How valuable do teachers perceive the Arizona’s 

Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A) in helping them teach 
students with significant cognitive delay? 

 
How important is it for students with SCD to learn academics? 

 
Research Question Two: How has the Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards-

Alternate (AIMS-A) contributed to or improved instructional planning? 
 

A. In guiding instructional planning, how valuable do you find the:  
 

1. Standard Status Report? 
2. Activity Based Assessment? 
3. Parent Questionnaire? 

 
B. In planning and developing the Individualized Education Plans for students, 

how valuable do you find the: 
 

1. Standard Status Report? 
2. Activity Based Assessment? 
3. Parent Questionnaire? 

 
Research Question Three:  When do special education teachers find time to administer 

the Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A)? 
 

A.  When do you schedule time during the school day to administer the Arizona’s 
Instrument to Measure Standards-Alternate (AIMS-A) for the: 

 
1. Standard Status Report? 
2. Activity Based Assessment? 
3. Parent Questionnaire? 
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B.  How much time do you allocate for administering the: 

 
1. Standard Status Report? 
2. Activity Based Assessment? 
3. Parent Questionnaire? 

 
Research Question Four: How has the Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards-

Alternate (AIMS-A) contributed to collecting useful student data for measuring 
student progress? 

 
A. In assessing academic progress, how valuable do you find the: 

 
1. Standard Status Report? 
2. Activity Based Assessment? 
3. Parent Questionnaire?  



110 

Appendix C 

 

ANALYTIC SCORING TOOL (AST) 
 

 

S Level Definitions 

 

EMERGENT 

Student is beginning to use skill in one context with 

extensive support. Student cannot perform skill 

without assistance. 

1 Full assistance 
Student depends on others; full physical assistance throughout 

performance of skill. 

2 

Physical/verbal 
assistance Student 
initiates less than 
50% of the steps 
in the task. 

Student initiates any portion of the skill sequence but needs 
physical/ verbal assistance to complete task.  

3 

Physical/verbal 
assistance Student 
initiates more 

than 50% of the 
steps in the task. 

Student initiates any portion of the skill sequence but needs 
physical/ verbal assistance to complete task. 

 SUPPORTED 

Student occasionally uses skill in one or more contexts 

with physical/verbal cues. Student occasionally 

performs skill accurately. 

4 

Physical/verbal cues 
With cues, student 

demonstrates skill 
1–25% of the time. 

Student needs physical/verbal signal to demonstrate skill. Aside 

from the obvious physical/verbal cues, these cues can also 

include auditory cues, an object, tactual cues, visual cues, or 

use of sign language.  

5 

Physical/verbal cues 
With cues, student 

demonstrates skill 
26–50% of the time. 

Student needs physical/verbal signal to demonstrate skill. Aside 

from the obvious physical/verbal cues, these cues can also 

include auditory cues, an object, tactual cues, visual cues, or 

use of sign language. 

6 

Physical/verbal cues 
With cues, student 

demonstrates skill 
51–90% of the time. 

Student needs physical/verbal signal to demonstrate skill. Aside 

from the obvious physical/verbal cues, these cues can also 

include auditory cues, an object, tactual cues, visual cues, or 

use of sign language. 

 FUNCTIONAL 

Student frequently uses skill in one or more contexts 

with limited cues. Student frequently performs skill 

accurately.  
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7 

Physical/verbal cues 
With cues, student 

demonstrates skill 
91–100% of the time. 

Student needs physical/verbal signal to demonstrate skill. Aside 

from the obvious physical/verbal cues, these cues can also 

include auditory cues, objects, tactual cues, visual cues, or 

sign language (not all teacher-directed cues, but from others 

in environment, such as peers). 

8 

Natural cues 
Student demonstrates 

skill 1–25% of the 
time. 

Student demonstrates skill in response to natural cues. These are 
cues that naturally occur within an environment (e.g., light on 
in “open” grocery line). 

9 

Natural cues 
Student demonstrates 

skill 26–50% of 
the time. 

Student demonstrates skill in response to natural cues. These are 
cues that naturally occur within an environment (e.g., light on 
in “open” grocery line). 

1
Natural cues 
Student demonstrates 

skill 51–90% of 
the time. 

Student demonstrates skill in response to natural cues. These are 
cues that naturally occur within an environment (e.g., light on 
in “open” grocery line). 

 INDEPENDENT 
Student performs skill accurately in several contexts 

with natural cues. 

1
Natural cues 
Student demonstrates 

skill 91–100% of 
the time. 

Student demonstrates skill in response to natural cues. These are 
cues that naturally occur within an environment (e.g., light on 
in “open” grocery line).                                                                       



112 

REFERENCES 

Arizona Commerce, (2007). Casa Grande Community. Retrieved October 10, 2007 for 
the World Wide: 
http://www.azcommerce.com/doclib/COMMUNE/casa%20grande.pdf 

 
Arizona Department of Education (2006). Alternate Assessment Manual for Arizona 

Student Achievement Program. Retrieved November 30, 2007 from the World 
Wide Web: http://www.ade.az.gov/ess/SpecialProjects/aims-a/  

 
Arizona Department of Education (2007).  Healthy and Safety. Free and Reduced Lunch. 

Retrieved January 10, 2008 from the World Wide Web:  
http://www.ade.az.gov/health-safety/cnp/frpercentages/free-
reducedpercentage_Oct-2007.pdf 

 
Browder, D., Ahlgrim-Delzell, L., Flowers, C., Karvonen, M., Spooner, F., & Algozzine, 

R. (2005). How states define alternate assessments. Research and Policy in 

Developmental Disabilities, 15, 209-220. 

 

Browder, D., Karvonen, M., Davis, S., Fallin, K., & Courtade-Little, C. (2005). The 
impact of teacher training on state alternate assessment scores. Exceptional 

Children, 71, 267-282. 
 
Browder, DM, Spooner, F., Algozzine, B., Ahlgrim-Delzell, L., Flowers, C., and 

Karvonen, M. (2003). What we know and need to know about alternate 
assessment. Exceptional Children, 70, 45–62. 

 
Brualdi, A. (1999). Traditional and Modern Concepts of Validity. ERIC Clearinghouse 

on Assessment and Evaluation Washington, D.C. (ERIC Documentation Sevice 
No ED435714) Retrieved February 20, 2008, from the World Wide Web:  
http://www.ericdigests.org/2000-3/validity.htm  

 

Clayton, J., Burdge, M., Denham, A., Kleinert, H., & Kearns, J. F. (2006). Curriculum for 
student with significant cognitive disabilities, Teaching Exceptional Children, 38, 
(5) 20-27. 

 
Darling-Hammond, L., & Falk, B. (1997). Using Standards and Assessments to Support 

Student Learning. Phi Delta Kappa, 191-199. 
 

Downing, J., (2002). Including Students with Severe and Multiple Disabilities in Typical 

Classrooms: Practical Guide for Teachers. Baltimore, Maryland:  Brookes 
Publishing. 

 



113 

Elliott, S., Braden, J., & White, J. (2001). Assessing one and all. Alexandria, VA: 
Council for Exceptional Children. 

 
Goodlad, J. (1984). A Place Called School: Prospects for the Future. New York. 

McGraw-Hill Book Company. 
 
Gong, B., & Marion, S. (2006). Dealing with Flexibility in assessment for student with 

significant cognitive disabilities (Synthesis Report 60). Minneapolis, MN:  
University of Minnesota, National Center on Educational Outcomes. Retrieved 
June 25, 2007, from the World Wide Web: 
http://education.umn.edu/NCEO/OnlinePubs/Synthesis60.html.  

 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of 1997, 20 U.S.C. § 1400 

et.seq.(2004). 
 
Jones, Alan C.  (2001). Why Standards Won’t Work (and What Will). Phi Delta Kappa. 

82, 462-64. 
 
Kampfer, S., Horvath, L., Kleinert, H., & Kearns, J. F. (2001). Teachers' perceptions of 

one state's alternate assessment: Implications for practice and preparation. 
Exceptional Children, 67, 361-374. 

 
Kearns, J. F., & Browder, D. (2006). 1%, 2%: All for learning! What do we know? Paper 

presented at the annual meeting of the Council for Exceptional Children, Salt 
Lake City, UT. (PDF : 400 Kb). 

 
Kleinert, H., Browder, D., & Towles-Reeves, E. (2005). The assessment triangle and 

students with significant cognitive disabilities: Models of student cognition. 
National Alternate Assessment Center, Human Development Institute, University 
of Kentucky, Lexington.  

 
Kleinert, H., & Kearns, J. F. (2001). Alternate assessment: Measuring outcomes and 

supports for students with disabilities. Baltimore, Maryland:  Brookes Publishing.  
 
Kleinert, H., & Kennedy, S. (1999). The impact of alternate assessments: A statewide 

teacher survey. The Journal of Special Education, 33, 93-102. 
 
Kleinert, H., & Thurlow, M. (2001). Alternate assessment: Measuring outcomes and 

supports for students with disabilities (pp.1-15). Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes. 
 
Knowles, R. & Knowles, T. (2001). Accountability For What? Phi Delta Kappan. 82 (5), 

390-395. 
 



114 

Linn, R. (2008). Validation of Uses and Interpretations of State Assessments. Council of 
Chief State School Officers. Washington, D.C.  

Marzano, R. (2001). How and Why Standards Can Improve Student Achievement. A 
Conversation with Robert J. Marzano. Education Leadership. 59, 1-6. 

Messick, S. (1989). Validity. In R.L. Linn (Ed.), Educational measurement (3rd ed., pp. 
13-103). New York: Macmillan. 

Miller, M., Brownell, M., & Smith, S. (1997). Coping with Stress in the Special 

Education Classroom: Can Individual Teacher More Effectively Manage Stress? 
ERIC Clearinghouse on Disabilities and Gifted Education. Reston, VA. (ERIC 
Documentation Sevice No ED414659) Retrieved November 20, 2007, from the 
World Wide Web:  http://www.ericdigests.org/1998-2/coping.htm  

 
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, Pub. L. Np. 107-110, 115Stat. 1425(2002). 
 
Pima Association of Governments, 2007 

http://www.pagnet.org/RegionalData/ 
Population/PopulationGrowthbyDecade/tabid/123/Default.aspx 

 
Popham, J. (2008). Classroom Assessment: What teachers Need to Know. 

Boston, MA. Pearson. 
 
Quenemoen, R., Thompson, S. & Thurlow, M. (2003). Measuring academic 

achievement  of students with significant cognitive disabilities: 

Building understanding of alternate assessment scoring criteria 

(Synthesis Report 50). Minneapolis, MN:  University of Minnesota, 
National Center on Educational Outcomes. Retrieved June 25, 2007 
from the World Wide Web:  
http://education.umn.edu/NCEO/OnlinePubs/Synthesis50.html. 

 
Reeves, D. (1998). Making Standards Work. Denver, CO: Advanced Learning 

Press. 
  
Roach, A., Elliot, S., & Berndt, S. (2007). Teacher Perceptions and the Consequential 

Validity of an Alternate Assessment for Students with Significant Cognitive 
Disabilities. Journal of Disability Policy Studies. 16, 3, 168-175. 

 
Rossman, G., & Rallis, S. (1998). Learning in the Field: An Introduction to Qualitative 

Research. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications. 
 
Sacks, P. (1999). Standardized Minds: The High Price of America’s Testing Culture and 

What We Can Do To Change It. New York, NY:  DA CAPO Press. 



115 

Seidman, I. (1998). Interviewing as Qualitative Research. New York: Teachers College 
Press. 

 
Skrtic. T. (1991). The special education paradox: equity as the way to excellence. 

Harvard Educational Review, 61, 148-206. 
 
Toch, T., Bennefield, R.M., & Bernstein, A. (1996). The Case for Tough Standards. US 

News and World Report, 120, 13, 52-56.  
 
Turner, M., Baldwin, L., & Kleinert, H., (2000). The Relation of a Statewide Alternate 

Assessment for Students with Severe Disabilities to Other Meaures of 
Instructional Effectiveness. The Journal of Special Education. 34, 2, 205-213. 

 
Thompson, S., Quenemoen, R., Thurlow, M., and Ysseldyke, J. (2001). Alternate 

Assessments for Students with Disabilities. Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Corwin Press. 
 
U.S. Department of Education, Office of Elementary and Secondary Education. (2004). 

Standards and assessment peer review guidance: Information and examples for 
meeting requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001.  Washington, 
DC: U.S. Department of Education. 

 
U.S. Department of Education, Office of Elementary and Secondary Education (2007). 

Arizona Assessment Letter Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education 
Retrieved January 10, 2008 for the World Wide: 
http://www.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/nclbfinalassess/az2.html. 

 
U.S. Department of Education, Office of Elementary and Secondary Education (2005). 

Non-Regulatory Guidance: Alternate Achievement Standard for Students with 
The Most Significant cognitive disabilities. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
Education Retrieved January 10, 2008 for the World Wide: 
http://www.ed.gov/policy/elsec/guid/altguidance.doc. 

 


