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Several states that have allowed students with disabilities to use a “read aloud” accommodation (which includes assistive technology speech-to-text as well as recorded voices on DVDs or recorders as well as a human reader) have struggled with (a) increasing numbers of students using the accommodation for the reading assessment, and (b) students not participating in the NAEP assessment because their IEP indicates that they can have a read aloud accommodation but NAEP prohibits the use of a read aloud accommodation. 

In considering ways to address this issue, few states have decided to just outright ban the use of the read aloud accommodation for reading. They recognize that there are a small number of students whose decoding or fluency challenges related to their disability interfere with their ability to show their knowledge and skills on comprehension-related reading standards. They also recognize that there are some students who are blind who do not read braille, and thus their only access to text is via a read aloud accommodation. These states have carefully considered (a) the construct that they intend to measure with their state reading assessment, (b) alternative approaches to state policies, and (c) research findings on the effects of a read aloud accommodation for reading.

The Construct of “Reading”

Assessments of reading can attempt to evaluate several components of the construct of “reading.” Most often identified are decoding, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. All state assessments are designed to measure comprehension standards. Using decoding and fluency, for example, as a gateway that students must get through to demonstrate their comprehension confounds the measurement of the students’ comprehension (see Thompson, Johnstone, Thurlow, & Clapper, 2004; Thurlow, Laitusis, Dillon, Cook, Moen, Abedi, & O’Brien, 2009). The result is that students are not able to demonstrate the comprehension knowledge and skills that they do have.
Kentucky’s assessment of reading appears to be intended to be an assessment of reading comprehension. Other states that also measure comprehension have adopted various policy approaches to (a) keep the number of students using the read aloud accommodations to only those who need it and for whom it will be beneficial, and/or (b) separating comprehension of text from decoding and fluency.

State Policy Approaches
Several states have implemented policies to ensure that a read aloud accommodation is available to the students who need it, while at the same time ensuring that the accommodation is not overused. Examples of these types of policy approaches include:
· Carefully defining who qualifies for this accommodation. For example, Massachusetts has a set of very specific criteria for which students may use the read aloud accommodation. Part of the decision-making flow chart used in Massachusetts says:
Does the student have a specific disability that severely limits or prevents him or her from decoding, calculating, writing, or spelling, even after varied and repeated attempts to teach the student the skill? The student must be virtually unable to perform the skill without the nonstandard accommodation and not simply performing the skill below grade level.

(See page 10-11 in the Massachusetts policies for more information.)
 

· Defining the construct of “reading” differently by grade level. For grades where decoding and fluency are what the state wants to test via the state assessment, the read aloud accommodation is not allowed (or if used, results in a zero score on decoding items). Maryland, for example, has defined reading in Grade 3 to involve decoding, and so the read aloud accommodation is not permissible for that grade. (See page 5-4 in the fact sheet for more information.) Washington has a similar but slightly different approach. In that state, a DVD of the test being read aloud is allowed in high school only. (See pages 14-15 in the Washington manual for more information.)
· Requiring the IEP team to make separate decisions for the state test and NAEP. Because the purpose of the NAEP assessment (i.e., to measure decoding and comprehension skills together) and the state assessment may differ (as well as the use of results – no student  or school level scores are provided for NAEP assessments), some states have clarified those different purposes and asked the IEP team to make decisions about accommodations for NAEP and for the state test. North Carolina is an example of a state that takes this approach.
· Increasing professional development about the read aloud accommodation. This approach generally stresses the importance of only using the read aloud accommodation for those students who really need it. Delaware is one example of a state that had high rates of use of the read aloud accommodation (and as a result, low participation of students with disabilities in NAEP). It implemented intensive professional development targeted to improve decision making. Rates of use of the read aloud accommodation dropped dramatically after the intensive statewide training. In Georgia, professional development about accommodations also was used to encourage decision makers to be cautious in using the read aloud accommodation. In addition, Georgia (similar to some other states) tracks accommodation use data to make sure that the accommodation is being used sparingly; if areas of over-use appear, the state intervenes again with professional development.
Recent Research Findings

Although research on accommodations (including the read aloud accommodation) historically has shown contradictory results, recent research on the read aloud accommodation shows two consistent results. First, use of a read aloud accommodation does not produce invalid results on tests of reading comprehension. Second, students with disabilities tend to benefit more than other students from the read aloud accommodation (this meets the criterion of “differential boost” used by researchers to indicate that the accommodation addresses the disability-related needs of students with disabilities).

Validity. Several studies have examined whether adding accommodations to an assessment fundamentally changes the construct that the assessment claims to be testing. Researchers used various techniques to demonstrate this.
· Cook et al. (2009) found that the singular reading construct measured by the subtest of comprehension on the Gates MacGinitie Reading Test (GMRT) was not changed when a read aloud accommodation was provided. This pattern was shown for 527 fourth-grade students with reading-based learning disabilities and 376 eighth-grade students with reading-based learning disabilities throughout 84 New Jersey public schools. The read-aloud accommodation was presented through an audio CD.
· Cook et al. (2010) found that the construct tested by a statewide English language arts (ELA) assessment was not altered whether the test was given without accommodations, or with IEP-specified accommodations, or with the read aloud accommodation. The authors concluded that use of the read aloud accommodation by students with disabilities on the reading test did not change what the test was intended to measure. This pattern was shown for 1500 fourth-grade students with learning disabilities. The read-aloud accommodation was provided through an audio recording.
· Snyder (2010) found that the reading construct measured by a group of items drawn from the Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) item bank (from the Northwest Evaluation Association) did not change between the first item calibration and a later calibration after adding audio presentation (read-aloud). Although some individual items became more difficult, others became easier, and some remained unchanged, there were no differences across the reading items as a whole. This pattern was shown for 624 students with IEPs in four schools in grades 3 through 6. Specific disabilities were not reported; this was a cross-section of naturally-occurring disabilities across the school populations of the four schools under study.

Effects for students with disabilities. Several studies have investigated whether students with disabilities score differently when taking the reading assessment without the read aloud accommodation in comparison to how they score when taking the assessment with the read aloud accommodation. Studies also examine whether students with disabilities score differently from students without disabilities, particularly whether students with disabilities benefit more from the read aloud accommodation than do students without disabilities (“differential boost”) – a desired effect. Differential boost was found in all of the studies published in 2009-10 that examined this effect: 

· Randall and Engelhard (2010) found that the use of a read aloud accommodation on the Georgia Criterion Reference Competency Tests (GA CRCT) in reading produced greater benefit for students with disabilities than students without disabilities. Specifically, this result occurred for students in the 3rd-4th grade-band, totaling 945 students in Georgia. This result – a “differential boost” – did not occur for students in the 7th-8th grade-band; instead, both students with disabilities and students without disabilities benefited about equally from using a read aloud accommodation.
· Fletcher et al. (2009) found that the use of the read aloud accommodation on an experimental version of the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) reading test produced a greater benefit for students with disabilities than students without disabilities. This pattern was shown for 359 seventh-graders in four suburban districts in southeast Texas, which included 168 “poor readers” with disabilities and 191 average readers not receiving special education.
· Laitusis (2010) found that the use of the read aloud accommodation on the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Tests (GMRT) subtest on comprehension resulted in a differential benefit for students with learning disabilities in comparison to students without disabilities. This pattern was shown for 1,181 fourth-graders and 847 eighth-graders from 84 public and private schools in New Jersey. This “boost” was determined to be larger in the lower grade than the higher grade. Additional analyses accounted for reading fluency and ceiling effects, excluding their potential impact on the data.
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