



Conceptual Framework for Sunshine State Standards Access Points and the Florida Alternate Assessment

The ultimate goal for all students, including students with significant cognitive disabilities, is to interact productively and effectively with the world around them. The purpose of this document is to present the conceptual framework under which the content specific Access Points and the Florida Alternate Assessment were developed. This development process began in 2005 and has evolved as expectations have been clarified and stakeholder input has been considered. 

Reading/Language Arts

The ability to communicate effectively is the cornerstone of interacting in life’s traditional activities. Language Arts is the general academic subject area dealing with communication by developing comprehension and use of written and oral language.   

Reading is the ability to comprehend language by grasping the meaning of written or printed characters, words, or sentences. Reading involves a wide variety of print and non-print texts that help a reader gain an understanding of what is being read. All students should have the opportunity to access text for the purpose of gaining knowledge, acquiring information, sharing experiences and personal fulfillment. While some students will learn to access literature through traditional reading (comprehending written text), others will gain access through shared or recorded literature, specially designed text, or the use of technology.

Writing is the recording of language in a visible or tactile format through the use of a set of signs or symbols. All students should have the opportunity to create permanent products for the purpose of sharing information, stories, and opinions. For students with significant cognitive disabilities this may range from traditional forms of text production (handwriting or typing) to using assistive technology to develop permanent narrative and informational products. 

Additionally, all students must know how to access knowledge and information through a variety of media for a variety of purposes. For some students, access may look very traditional, such as using internet resources or reading an instructional manual. For other students, access may mean communicating a topic and identifying the appropriate resource for another student to research (e.g., a science or social studies project), or selecting pictures that are “worth a thousand words” to tell a story or share an experience.  

In any case, the ability to share knowledge, information, experiences, and adventures through the comprehension and use of written and oral language is vital to meaningful participation in life’s typical activities. In whatever form, the skills developed through the study of language arts provide the opportunity to access life.

Mathematics
Students must have a foundation in a broad range of mathematical principles to understand the cause and effect relationship between quantitative concepts and their context. The study of mathematics teaches people to think methodically and arrive at conclusions in a systematic manner that assures success. Mathematics provides the means to organize, understand, and predict life’s events in quantifiable terms.  Organizing life using numbers allows us to keep accurate records of objects and events, such as quantity, sequence, time, and money. Using numbers to understand the relationship between relative quantities or characteristics allows us to accurately problem solve and predict future outcomes of quantifiable events as conditions change.  

Many of life’s typical activities require competency in using numbers, operations and algebraic thinking (e.g., counting, measuring, comparison shopping), geometric principles (e.g., shapes, area, volume), and data analysis (e.g., organizing information to suggest conclusions). Some students with significant cognitive disabilities will access and use traditional mathematic symbols and abstractions, while others may apply numeric principles using concrete materials in real-life activities.  

In any case, mathematics is one of the most useful skill sets and essential for students with significant cognitive disabilities. It provides a means to organize life and solve problems involving quantity and patterns, making life more orderly and predictable. 

Science

Science is the study of living and non-living systems and how they interact with one another in logical and organized ways (cause and effect). It explains the orderly nature of the world around us and reinforces the calculable, rather than random, nature of life.  With such knowledge, the way each of us interacts with our environment becomes more predictable. When people can predict outcomes in life, they gain control of their environment, their fears, and their destiny.

Additionally, scientific inquiry provides students with a systematic approach to posing questions and seeking answers through observation and data collection. While the process may appear lofty for students with significant cognitive disabilities, observing and collecting data on life’s traditional activities brings relevance to otherwise detached events and provides experience on which to base predictions and analyze consequences of actions. Knowing how to respond to a set of circumstances depends on how well we understand the nature of those circumstances.  

Regardless of the specific discipline, the study of science creates a rational, organized, and predictable framework for interacting with the world around us. The result is an increased sense of control over the environment and a reduced sense of helplessness, both of which are essential for willful participation in life.

Sunshine State Standards Access Points

Florida began development of the Sunshine State Standards Access Points in July, 2005. Involving a range of stakeholders (special education teachers, content area teachers, assessment coordinators, special education administrators, and parents), reading/language arts access points were developed and integrated with the general standards followed by math and science. This conceptual model has evolved over the last several years as the access points have been developed and revised. There are three levels of access points (participatory, supported, and independent) which reflect increasing levels of complexity and depth of knowledge. The decision to establish these levels was made by the Alternate Assessment Advisory Committee in 2005 based on the assumption that because this population is diverse and growth is incremental, a broad range of academic expectations was needed in order to meet the needs of the student population.

Florida Alternate Assessment

Like the conceptual model, the assessment design has also evolved over time while keeping the same basic structure. Rather than creating separate assessments for the participatory, supported, and independent levels, the Alternate Assessment Advisory Committee recommended the creation of a single assessment that would address all three levels. A further recommendation of the committee was that the assessment  provide opportunities for students to demonstrate mastery at any and all levels and to reveal progress over time. The resulting design is an assessment that includes on demand performance tasks with three items related to each task—one item at each of the three levels. Scaffolding is provided at the entry point (participatory level task).

Since the original model, changes have been made to reflect lessons learned from student performance on the assessment and teacher feedback collected via on-line surveys. 

Once the assessment was developed and field tested, a standard setting meeting was held in spring, 2008. The result of this meeting was the establishment of nine growth model performance levels in an effort to ensure that progress for students with significant cognitive disabilities could be measured. Within each of the access point levels (participatory, supported, and independent), a student could be considered basic, proficient, or advanced. 

The Florida Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) expressed concern about the labels associated with these nine growth model performance levels and the potential for students to be identified as proficient after one administration and basic after the next when, in fact, they were improving in their academic skills. In addition, peer reviewers commented on the lack of a continuum in terms of proficiency. Stakeholders were concerned about the ability to measure the incremental growth of this population of students. Based on this input, Florida has revisited its performance level descriptors (PLDs) and its standard setting methodology.  

Standard Setting and Recommendations for Changes to PLDs

The terms participatory, supported, and independent reflect levels of complexity and depth of knowledge within the content standards. They represent knowledge and skills that students should know and be able to do at each grade level. In contrast, performance levels reflect actual student performance on the alternate assessment which measures student achievement of the access points. Setting achievement standards is a process by which these performance levels are identified and described.

The nine growth model performance levels established in 2008 will remain and will be renamed as levels 1 through level 9. This information is critical for high-quality instructional planning as well as for understanding student growth and the learning gains achieved by these students. In addition, a status model for proficiency will be implemented that treats the scores of students on a continuum from zero to 144 and sets two cut points to create three status model performance levels; emergent, achieved, and commended. Performance level descriptors (PLDs) have been aligned with the recommended status model performance levels. 

Implementation of revised standard setting began in April, 2009 with science. Using the same modified body of work process, an expert panel was convened to set the status model cut scores and make recommendations for status model performance level names and descriptors. Following the expert panel work, grade level groups set cut scores for the nine growth model performance levels and provided recommendations for performance level descriptors (PLDs).

There is very little change in the status model cut scores from last year even though the conceptual framework is different (maximum +/- 6 raw score point difference within and across grade levels). Panelists agreed with the shift. The two cuts from the expert panel represent the cut scores between levels 3 and 4 and levels 6 and 7. The expert panel’s recommended cut scores were averaged across the three science grade levels and the panel reviewed and concurred with these results.
This same methodology is being applied to Reading, Writing, and Mathematics. A validation standard setting will be conducted using expert panelists in July, 2009 to confirm the cut scores using the same conceptual framework and standard setting methodology applied in science.

The results of this process is depicted and described below. Individual student reports, school reports, and district reports for the 2009 assessment results reflect the new conceptual framework.

                        Emergent                                 Achieved

             Commended
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Performance Level Descriptors - Status

Emergent: This category represents beginning academic awareness and emerging academic achievement. Students scoring in this category are developing rudimentary knowledge and basic concepts of specific academic skills derived from instruction and practice. At this level, the student has limited success when performing specific and increasingly complex grade level academic tasks on demand and may require a range of limited to extensive need for removal of answer choices.

Achieved: This category represents satisfactory academic achievement. Students scoring in this category have developed basic academic concepts, are beginning to relate to abstract material, and are able to more closely discriminate specific academic skills derived from instruction and practice. At this level the student has moderate success when performing specific and increasingly complex grade level academic tasks on demand and may require a range of some to very limited need for removal of answer choices.

Commended: This category represents strong academic achievement. Students scoring in this category are able to make inference, relate to more abstract material, differentiate, and generalize specific academic skills derived from instruction and practice. At this level the student is very successful when performing specific and increasingly complex academic tasks on demand and may require a range of very limited to no need for removal of answer choices.

Performance Level Descriptors – Growth/Learning Gains

Level 1: Performance at this level reflects very little understanding of learning standards, academic expectations, and/or core knowledge of topics contained in the participatory grade level access points in the content area. Extensive prompting and assistance is required, and performance on participatory level skills is basically inaccurate. Depth of knowledge is primarily foundational.

Level 2: Performance at this level reflects partial understanding of learning standards, academic expectations, and core knowledge of topics contained in the participatory grade level access points in the content area. Frequent prompting and assistance is required, and performance on participatory level skills is limited and inconsistent. Depth of knowledge of items reflects skills associated with looking, responding and attending to information.

Level 3: Performance at this level reflects basic understanding of learning standards, academic expectations, and core knowledge of topics contained in the participatory grade level access points in the content area. Level signifies the beginning to respond to challenging instruction and the steady learning of new knowledge, skills, and concepts. Minimal prompting and assistance is required, and performance on 

participatory level skills is primarily accurate. Depth of knowledge of items reflects skills associated with attention and memorization/recalling information.

Level 4: Performance at this level reflects an initial understanding of more learning standards, academic expectations, and core knowledge of topics contained in the supported grade level access points in the content area. Some simple problems can be solved independently and performance on supported level skills is limited. Depth of knowledge of items reflects preliminary skills associated with explaining, concluding, restating, and classifying information.

Level 5: Performance at this level reflects an understanding of challenging academic expectations and the ability to demonstrate core knowledge of topics contained in the supported grade level access points in the content area. Most simple problems can be solved independently and performance on supported level skills is frequently accurate. Depth of knowledge of items reflects skills associated with explaining, concluding, restating, computing, organizing, and describing information.

Level 6: Performance at this level reflects a command of challenging academic expectations and core knowledge of topics contained in the supported grade level access points in the content area. A wide variety of problems associated with supported level skills can be solved independently, consistently, and accurately. Depth of knowledge of items reflects skills associated with computing organizing, paraphrasing, and summarizing information.

Level 7: Performance at this level reflects some comprehensive understanding of challenging grade-level access points in a content area and the ability to provide solutions to complex problems. A wide variety of problems related to independent level skills can be solved with some accuracy. Depth of knowledge of items reflects skills associated with constructing, solving, and inferring information.

Level 8: Performance at this level reflects a more comprehensive understanding of challenging grade-level access points in a content area and the ability to provide solutions to complex problems. A wide variety of problems related to independent level skills can be solved with frequent accuracy. Depth of knowledge of items reflects skills associated with analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating information.

Level 9: Performance at this level reflects a higher level understanding of challenging grade-level access points in a content area and the ability to provide solutions to complex problems. A wide variety of problems related to independent level skills can be solved with consistent accuracy. Depth of knowledge of items reflects skills associated with interpreting, investigating, and making informational based predictions.
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