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In the current context of school reform, teaching and learning of high intellectual quality
(e.g., Newmann & Wehlage, 1995) and teaching for understanding (e.g., Cohen,
McLaughlin, & Talbert, 1993) offer compelling alternatives to more traditional forms of
instruction focused on basic skills and content. In schools that restructure around a
vision of authentic pedagogy and student achievement, students learn more and learning
occurs more equitably across student groups (Newmann, Marks, & Gamoran, 1996).
At the same time, calls for reform in special education focus on the inclusion of students
with disabilities in general education classes (e.g., Lipsky & Gartner, 1996).

In this brief, we investigate the intersection of these reform movements. Specifically, we
address two questions:

1. In secondary schools with inclusionary practices, to what extent are teacher-designed
assessments authentic?

2. How do students with and without disabilities perform on these assessments?
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INSTITUTE MISSION

The mission of the institute is to expand the current
knowledge base related to practices and policies in
secondary schools that enhance learning,
achievement, and postschool outcomes for students
with disabilities.

1111
CORE RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1. What are critical features of instruction,
assessment, and support strategies that promote
authentic understanding, and achievement (and
performance) for all students?

2. How have changes in authentic inclusive learning
and schooling practices affected the school and
postschool outcomes (and their interaction) for
students with disabilities (collectively and
disaggregated) using frames of reference focused
on equity, value added, and accountability?

3. How do schools accommodate district and state
outcome assessments, and how do such
accommodations affect the participation in,
reporting of, and validity of assessment?

4. In schools evolving toward authentic and inclusive
instruction, what are the roles and expectations of
stakeholders as they engage in planning for
secondary and postsecondary experiences?

5. What contextual factors are required to support
and sustain the development of secondary-level
learning environments that promote authentic
understanding, achievement, and performances for
all students?

6. What strategies are effective in providing both
information and support to policymakers, school
administrators, teachers, human service personnel,
and the community so they utilize the findings to
create and support learning environments that
promote authentic understanding, achievement,
and performance for all students?



Data come from high schools that are participating in
a 5-year national study conducted by the Research
Institute on Secondary Education Reform (RISER)
for Youth with Disabilities at the University of
WisconsinMadison. These schools, selected from a
national search, demonstrate varying degrees of
schoolwide inclusive and authentic practices.

Authentic and Inclusive Reform

Most recent education reforms haVe beegenerated
with limited research on or consideration of the
implications of the reforms for students with disabilities.
But changes in special education do not evolve in
isolation from broader national policy interests and
issues. Thus, RISER is focused on schools engaged
in reform efforts that include students with disabilities
and seeks to identify educational practices that benefit
all students.

RISER is grounded in the model of Schools of
Authentic and Inclusive Learning (SAIL; see Hanley-
Maxwell, Phelps, Braden, & Warren, 1999). Central
to the SAIL model is the concept of authentic
achievement and pedagogy. Developed as part of a
national study of school restructuring (Newmann &
Wehlage, 1995), authentic teaching and learning
provide the framework for the study of classroom
practices that include both students with and students
without disabilities. Authentic pedagogy is consistent
with the recent emphasis on constructivist teaching,
which has been advocated as a productive alternative
to traditional instructional approaches in special
education. These traditional approaches have been
criticized for operating from a deficit model in which
learning expectations for students with disabilities are
significantly lowered (Trent, Artiles, & Englert, 1998).

Authentic intellectual work is defined by three general
characteristics (Newmann & Wehlage, 1995). The
first characteristic is construction of knowledge. In
the conventional curriculum, students identify the
knowledge that others have produced (e.g., by
recognizing the difference between verbs and nouns,
labeling parts of a plant, or matching historical events
to their dates). In authentic work, however, students
go beyond memorizing and repeating facts,
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Authentic Intellectual- Work

Construction of XnowW:ge

Disciplined Inquiry

Value Beyond School-

information, definitions, or formulas to produce new
knowledge or meaning. This kind of work involves
higher order thinking in which students analyze,
interpret, or evaluate information in a novel way. The
mere reproduction of knowledge does not constitute
authentic academic achievement.

A second defining feature of authentic achievement is
its reliance on a particular type of cognitive work called
disciplined inquiry. Disciplined inquiry consists of (a)
using a knowledge base, (b) striving for in-depth
understanding of relevant knOwledge and concepts,
and (c) expressing conclusions through elaborated
communication. By contrast, much of the traditional
pedagogy in schools asks students to show only a
superficial awareness of a vast number of topics and
requires only brief responses from students (e.g., true-
false, multiple-choice, or short answers).

A third characteristic of authentic achievement is that
it has value beyond schoolthat is, it has meaning
or value apart from documenting or certifying the
learner's competence. In authentic work, students
make connections between what they are learning and
important personal or social issues. Achievements of
this sortwhether a performance, exhibition, or
written communicationactually influence others and
thus have a value that is missing in tasks such as quizzes
and standardized tests that only assess an individual
student's knowledge or skills.

These three characteristics are the basis for the
standards we are using to assess the intellectual quality
of teaching and learning in participating schools-
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Practice, memorization, and drill-
are necessary . . . . But teachers
should provide as much
opportunity as possible for ALL
students, inducting those with
disabilities, to engage in and
become competent in authentic
intellectual- work

namely, construction of knowledge; disciplined inquiry
through elaborated written communication; and value
beyond school through connection to students' lives.
(See sidebar for examples of standards for scoring
teachers' assignments in writing and math. For all
standards and scoring criteria used in this study, see
RISER's web site, http://www.wcer.wisc.edu/riser/.)
Teachers' lessons, assignments, and student work can
score high on some of these characteristics but lower
on others, and one would not expect all activities to
score high on all three all of the time. Practice,
memorization, and drill are necessary to build the
knowledge and skills needed for more challenging tasks
or to prepare for exams required for promotion or
advancement. But teachers should provide as much
opportunity as possible for all students, including those
with disabilities, to engage in and become competent
in challenging intellectual work.

Also central to the SAIL model is the inclusion of
special education students in the mainstream of the
general education curriculum. Critics point to
potentially serious problems with inclusion (see Hanley-
Maxwell et al., 1999, for a summary). For example,
at the classroom level, there might be negative attitudes
of teachers toward students with disabilities and an
emphasis on large group instruction that takes little
account of individual learning needs. At the institutional
level, there might be insufficient time for classroom
teachers to collaborate with special educators and a
general lack of professional development to prepare
teachers to address the demands of inclusive
classrooms.

These are important considerations. However, inclusion
is prominent in the national reform agenda of special
education. Proponents might argue that the above
considerations are challenges to be addressed and that
with appropriate accommodations for students'
disabilities, both special and regular education students
should benefit from inclusive environments. Across the
U.S., students with a wide range of disabilities are being
educated in inclusive settings, although inclusion at the
secondary level is still rare (Thousand, Rosenberg,
Bishop, & Villa, 1997). In this study of secondary
schools that practice inclusion, we explore the degree
of authenticity in teacher-designed assessments and
the performance of regular and special education
students on these assessments.

Research Methodology and Analysis

In addressing the first of the six core research questions
investigated by RISER (page 2) what are critical
features of instruction, assessment, and support
strategies that promote authentic understanding,
achievement, and performance for all students?we
present findings from two sets of data collected during
the 1999-2000 school year. The School Profiles chart
on page 6 summarizes key information about each of
the schools.

The first data set (whole class) included assessment
tasks and student work for those tasks from 8 teachers
in each of two schools. These 16 teachers had special
education students in their classes and emphasized
intellectual quality in their teaching. They represented
the main academic subject areas of language arts,
science, math, and social studiesone teacher in each
area from Grades 9-10, and one in each area from
Grades 11-12 at each school. The teachers submitted
one assessment task that they considered to be an
important indicator of what students learned in one of
their classes, along with the work the students in that
class completed for that task. On average, we received
about 15 pieces of student work per class.
Approximately 37% of students whose work we
received were students with disabilities. Ninety-one
percent of these students had a learning disability, and
85% had mild to moderate disabilities.
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Standards for Teachers'
Assignments in Writing

Standards for Teachers'
Assignments in Math

Standard 1: Construction of Knowledge Standard 1: Construction of Knowledge
The assignment asks students to The assignment asks students to organize

interpret, analyze, synthesize, or evaluate and interpret information in addressing a
information in writing about a topic, rather
than merely to reproduce information.

mathematical concept, problem, or issue.

Standard 2: Disciplined Inquiry Through
Standard 2: Disciplined Inquiry Through Elaborated Written Communication
Elaborated Written Communication The assignment asks students to

The assignment asks students to draw
conclusions or make generalizations or

elaborate on their understanding,
explanations, or conclusions through

arguments and support them through extended writingfor example, by explaining
extended writing. a solution path through prose, tables,

equations, or diagrams.
Standard 3: Value Beyond School
Through Connection to Students' Lives Standard 3: Value Beyond School

The assignment asks students to connect Through Connection to Students' Lives
the topic to experiences, feelings, or The assignment asks students to address
situations significant in their lives. a concept, problem, or issue that is similar to

one they have encountered or are likely to
encounter in daily life outside school.

The second data set (matched pairs) came from 35
teachers in three of the schools (Schroeder, 2000).
The teachers represented the main academic subject
areas of language arts, science, math, and social studies
(8, 7,10, and 10 teachers, respectively) across Grades
9-12, and they all had special education students in
their classes. These teachers also submitted one
assessment task that they considered to be an
important indicator of what students learned in one of
their classes. However, this set of data differed from
the first in that teachers submitted work completed by
just two students in the classroom, one student with a
disability and one student without a disability, allowing
for comparisons between students with and without
disabilities on each task. Teachers also submitted a
checklist of accommodations they made, if any, for
both regular and special education students. Of the
35 students with disabilities, 80% were learning
disabled, and 86% had mild to moderate disabilities.

65

For both data sets, each task was rated on the extent
to which the intellectual work it required met each of
three standards corresponding to the general
characteristics of authentic achievementconstruction
of knowledge, in-depth understanding through
elaborated written communication, and connection to
students' lives. For example, a writing task that scored
high on construction of knowledge would meet the
following criterion: "The task's dominant expectation
is for students to interpret, analyze, synthesize, or
evaluate information, rather than merely to reproduce
information." To score high on elaborated written
communication, a mathematics task would need to ask
explicitly for generalization and support in students'
responses; that is, the task would require students to
show through writing their solution paths and to explain
the solution paths with evidence such as models or
examples. To score high on the third standard
connection to students' livesa science task would
need to present students with a scientific question,



SCHOOL PROFILES*

School I (data sets 1 & 2)

> Urban, school of choice for approximately 520 students in grades 7-12.
> 52% Latino/a, 45% African American, 2% White, 1% Asian; 37% free/reduced lunch.
> 22% percent of students special education, mostly with mild to moderate learning disability.
> 100% fully included with resource room support.
> Three divisions, interdisciplinary curriculum, service learning.
> Graduation by course completion, portfolio, and exhibition.
> Member of a national secondary school reform organization.

School 2 (data set 2)

> Rural school of approximately 480 students in grades 9-12.
> 99+% White; 24% free/reduced lunch.
> 16% percent of students special education, mostly with mild to moderate learning disability.
> 100% fully included with special education support in general education classes or in resource room.
> Personalized Learning Plans for all students, options for community-based learning.
> Professional Development School.

School 3 (data sets I & 2)

> Suburban/rural school of approximately 880 students in grades 9-12.
> 98% White, 1% Asian, 1% Latino/a; 2% free/reduced lunch.
> 17% percent of students special education, mostly with mild to moderate learning disability.
> 96% fully included with special education support in general education classes.
> Two divisions, limited interdisciplinary curriculum, service learning.
> Graduation by course completion, portfolio, and exhibition.
> Member of a national secondary school reform organization.

* Demographic data provided by the school for the first year of data collection, 1999-2000.

issue, or problem that they would have actually
encountered or would be likely to encounter in their
daily lives; it would ask students to make connections
between the topic and real-world situations.

Student work was also evaluated on three standards
consistent with the characteristics of authentic
intellectual work,' but these standards varied
somewhat by subject areas. The standards for student
work in math, science, and social studies were analysis,
disciplinary concepts, and elaborated written
communication. The standards for student work in
writing were construction of knowledge, forms and
conventions, and elaborated written communication.

'Student work was not rated on the third general
characteristic of authentic achievement, value
beyond school, due to logistical limitations of the
study.
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Ratings for teacher tasks and for student work were
achieved through similar processes. For the teacher
tasks from the first data set (n = 1 6) , six raters were
collectively trained in using each standard's rubric. Two
raters scrutinized each task description and
independently assigned a score. Scores were then
compared and any discrepancies negotiated either by
discussing application of the rubric or by obtaining a
third-party rating. In this manner, all of the tasks were
assigned ratings through a consistent process that
yielded numerical values. The level of exact agreement
between raters for task authenticity was 77.8%, and
agreement within one point was 97.2%. For the
teacher tasks from the second data set (n = 35), two
raters were collectively trained in using each standard's
rubric and then independently assigned scores to each
task. Percent agreement analyses were run on 20% of
these tasks. The overall level of exact agreement
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between raters for task authenticity was 90.0%, and
agree within one point was 100%.

In scoring the student work in the first data set (n =
244), 22 teachers from the schools participating in the
study served as raters. After collective training and
practice sessions, each standard's rubric was applied
to the complete body of student work. Students' work
was assigned to teacher-raters from schools other than
the students' own, with each artifact being scored twice.
Once paired scores were compared, a third party
adjudicated any discrepancies. As with the teacher
tasks, the process yielded a set of numerical scores
for each piece of student work. The overall level of
exact agreement between raters for work authenticity
was 47.1%, with agreement within one point 88.4%.
For the student work from the second data set (n =
70), two raters were trained in using each standard's
rubric and then assigned scores to the work. Twenty
percent of the work samples in this set were scored
twice. The overall level of exact agreement between
raters for work authenticity was 75%, and agreement
within one point was 100%.

For both sets of data, scores assigned to the tasks
and student work for each of the three standards of
authenticity were added to yield two overall scores,
one for authenticity of the task and one for authenticity
of work produced by students. The scores for each of
the standards and the two overall scores were then
compared and statistical analyses run to determine if
any differences existed between standards, between
academic subjects, or between students with and
without disabilities. Correlational analyses were also
run on the overall scores to determine if any relationships
existed between task authenticity and authenticity of
work produced by students with and without
disabilities. We report these results below.

Findings (Data Set 1, Whole Class)

Overall degree of authenticity of tasks. Across the
16 classes, the mean rating for task authenticity on all
submitted tasks was 6.53 (SD = 1.33).2 Task

'The standard deviation (SD) is a measure of how
much scores deviate from the mean.
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authenticity scores can range from a low of 3 to a
high of 10, which means that the mean score across
all tasks fell in the middle of the range of possible
scores. Despite this fact, the actual range for the
scores on the assessment tasks included in this sample
was from 3 to 8. Therefore, no task received the
highest score possible for task authenticity, whereas
one received the lowest score.

Across the 16 teachers in the four subject areas, the
first two standards (construction of knowledge and
elaborated written communication) received roughly
equal emphasis on the tasks. The mean score for
construction of knowledge was 2.24 (out of 3; SD =
0.75), and for elaborated written communication,
3.18 (out of 4; SD = 0.81). Tasks in social studies,
science, and writing scored consistently higher on
construction of knowledge and elaborated written
communication than did math tasks. Standard 3,
connection to students' lives, averaged 1.12 (out of
3; SD = 0.49), with all the tasks but one scoring a 1.
This result exemplifies the persisting difficulty of
developing assignments that ask students to address
real-world problems and to explore the connections
between topics or concepts and these problems.

Students with disabilities who were
given more authentic tasks peormed
considerably better than students with
disabilities who were given less
demanding tasks.

Previous research has shown that student performance
in math, social studies, and writing is higher in classes
with higher levels of authentic pedagogy (Avery, 1999;
Newmann & Associates, 1996; Newmann, Lopez, &
Bryk, 1998; Newmann et al., 1996). We now explore
whether this relationship holds in our study, both for
regular and special education students.

Overall degree of authenticity of student work. For
the 16 tasks submitted, the mean overall rating for the
authenticity of work produced by students was 7.21



(SD = 2.41). Overall student work authenticity scores
can range from a low of3 to a high of 12, which means
that the mean score across all student work fell close
to the middle of the range of possible scores. The range
of scores for the student work included in this sample
was from 4 to 12. Therefore, some student work did
receive the highest score possible for work authenticity,
but none received the lowest score.

The authenticity ratings given to student work were
further compared by student disability status. The
scores given to work produced by students without
disabilities were compared to the scores given to work
produced by students with disabilities to determine if
there were any significant differences between the work
produced by the two groups. Overall, the mean rating
of work authenticity for students without disabilities
was 7.42 (SD = 2.47) and for students with disabilities
was 6.54 (SD = 2.05). This difference was significant
(p < .05), indicating that students with disabilities
produced work lower in authenticity than that produced
by their nondisabled peers.

Relationship between tasks and student
achievement. Last, we summarize findings on (a) the
relationship between task authenticity and student
achievement on the tasks and (b) achievement results
for students with and without disabilities. The first
important finding is that, consistent with previous
research, there was a significant relationship (r = .62)3
between the authenticity of task demands and the
authenticity of the work that students produced. That
is, task demands that were rated lower in authenticity
were associated with student work that was rated lower
in authenticity. Conversely, task demands that were
higher in authenticity were associated with student work
that was also higher in authenticity. This relationship
was the same for tasks and work produced by students
with and without disabilities.

'Correlation coefficients range in value from -1 to 1
and are a measure of the relationship between two
variables. Values of .6 or above are considered to
indicate a strong relationship between variables.
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Categorizing tasks as below average in task authenticity
(< 6.5) or above average in task authenticity (> 6.5)
provides a further illustration of this relationship. The
average authenticity score for student work when task
demands were below average in authenticity was 6.24
(SD = 2.27). When task authenticity demands were
above average, however, the average authenticity
score for student work was 8.43 (SD = 2.01), a
difference of more than two points (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Mean ratings for authenticity of all student
work when task demands are categorized as below
or above average (first data set).

When task demands and student work were analyzed
by student disability status, similar results were found
(see Figure 2). On tasks that were below average in
authenticity, students without disabilities produced
work that received an average score of 6.42 (SD =
2.39). Students with disabilities produced work that
received an average score of 5.63 (SD = 1.66) when
given the same task demands. This score is slightly
lower than that produced by their nondisabled peers,
but the difference is not statistically significant.

When students were given task demands that were
above average in authenticity, students without
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Figure 2. Mean ratings for authenticity of student
work for students with and without disabilities relative
to tasks rated below or above agerage in authenticity
(first data set).

disabilities produced work that received an average
score of 8.62 (SD = 2.00). Students with disabilities
produced work that received an average score of
7.72 (SD = 1.92) when given the same task
demandsagain, a slightly lower score than that of
their nondisabled peers.

Although students with disabilities did not score, on
average, as well as students without disabilities, we
note two important trends. First, students with
disabilities who were given higher scoring (i.e., above-
average) tasks performed considerably better (7.72)
than students with disabilities who were given below-

average tasks (5.63). That is, special education
students in these classes who received tasks with higher
intellectual challenge outperformed those who received
tasks with less challenge. However, this difference was
not statistically significant (p=.057).

Second, students with disabilities who were given higher
scoring (i.e., above-average) tasks performed better
(7.72) than students without disabilities who were given
below-average tasks (6.42). This difference was
statistically significant (p < .05). Special education
students in these classes who received tasks with higher
intellectual challenge outperformed their nondisabled
peers who received tasks with less challenge. We
consider some implications of these findings in the last
section.

Findings (Data Set 2, Matched Pairs)

The matching of pairs of students in the second set of
data allows for much of the same information to be
gathered about tasks and student work. However,
differences in the information gathered during data
collection also allow for comparisons within pairs of
students. This additional information is reported below.

Overall degree of authenticity of tasks. Across the
35 teachers in the second data set, the mean rating for
task authenticity on all tasks was 7.30 (SD =2.09).
This average fell just above the middle of the range of
possible scores (slightly higher than the first data set,
which had a mean of 6.53). The actual range for the
scores on the assessment tasks included in this data set
was from 3 to 10. Therefore, some tasks in this data
set, unlike those in the first data set, did receive the
highest score possible for task authenticity.

9

Special education students who
received tasks with higher intellectual
challenge outperformed their
nondisabled peers who received tasks
with fess challenge.



These data yield an additional comparison. Ratings of
task authenticity were compared for the tasks given to
students with and without disabilities to determine
whether the accommodations given to students
changed the intellectual demands of the tasks. For
example, an accommodation that involved eliminating
certain parts of a task could lower task authenticity if
the parts eliminated were those requiring students to
analyze information (construction of knowledge),
elaborate on their explanations through extended
writing (elaborated written communication), or connect
the topic to their lives (connection to students' lives).
Accommodations could conceivably increase the
authenticity of a task, although none did so in this set
of data.

Although the task was generally the same for each
pair of students in the second data set, some differences
were found in task authenticity. Because of
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accommodations, students without disabilities received
tasks with an overall mean rating of 7.43 (SD = 2.12),
whereas students with disabilities received tasks with
an overall meaning rating of 7.17 (SD = 2.06). This
difference, though small, is statistically significant (p <
.05). Whether this difference matters in the classroom
is unclear. However, the evidence that indicates that
task authenticity and the authenticity of student work
are related suggests that changes in task demands due
to accommodations may be important in determining
what students produce. We note, however, that for
the vast majority of tasks, accommodations made no
difference in the degree of intellectual demands.
Figure 3 shows the percentage of tasks given to
students with disabilities that received the same, lower,
or higher authenticity ratings due to accommodations
when compared to the tasks given to students without
disabilities.

85.7

14.3

0

Lower authenticity for SWD Same authenticity for SWD Enhanced authenticity for SWD

Difference in Authenticity Ratings Due to Accommodations

Figure 3. Percentage of tasks given to students with disabilities (SWD) receiving authenticity ratings lower or
higher than, or the same as, tasks given to students without disabilities due to accommodations (second data
set).

10
11



Overall degree of authenticity ofstudent work. For
the 35 tasks submitted, the mean overall rating for the
authenticity of work produced by students was 7.47
(SD = 2.64). The mean score across all student work
fell in the middle of the range of possible scores. The
range of scores for the student work included in this
sample was from 3 to 12.

The authenticity ratings given to student work in the
second data set, as in the first, were compared by
student disability status. The mean rating of work
authenticity for students without disabilities was 8.03
(SD = 2.64), and for students with disabilities it was
6.91 (SD = 2.65). This difference was significant (p <
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.01), indicating that students with disabilities produced
work that was rated lower in authenticity than that
produced by their nondisabled peers. However,
despite this overall difference, it is interesting to note
that whereas 37% of the students with disabilities
produced work that was lower in authenticity than
that produced by their matched nondisabled peer, 62%
produced work that was the same, or higher, in
authenticity than that produced by their matched peer
(See Figure 4). Additionally, of the 37% (13 students)
who produced work lower in authenticity than their
peer, 4 had received tasks that were lower in
authenticity as well.

45.7

37.2

17.1

Lower authenticity for SWD Same authenticity for SWD Enhanced authenticity for SWD

Authenticity Ratings for Work by Students with Disabilities Compared to Work by
Students without Disabilities

Figure 4. Percentage of work produced by students with disabilities (SWD) receiving authenticity rating
slower or higher than, or the same as, the work produced by students without disabilities (second data set).
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Sixty-two percent of the students
with disa6itities produced work that
was the same, or higher, in
authenticity than that produced 6y
their nondisaffed peer.

Relationship between tasks and student
achievement. Consistent with previous research and
the data provided by the first data set, there was a
significant relationship (r = .68)4 between the
authenticity of task demands and the authenticity of
the work that students produced. That is, task demands
that were rated lower in authenticity were associated
with student work that was rated lower in authenticity.
Conversely, task demands that were higher in
authenticity were associated with student work that
was also higher in authenticity.

Accommodations

The classrooms that we investigated included both
students with and students without disabilities. Although
current legislation (e.g., the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act Amendments of 1997) calls for the
inclusion of students with disabilities in the least
restrictive environment, which is often considered to
be the general education classroom, simply putting
students with disabilities into the general education
classroom is not enough to guarantee their access to
the general education curriculum. To benefit from the
general education setting and to be able to complete
the same tasks as their peers, students with disabilities
often require accommodations (McGee, Mutch, &
Leyland, 1993). Thus, we collected information in
the second data set from teachers about the changes,
or accommodations, that they made for their students
(both with and without disabilities).

4See #4 above.

Twenty-five students without disabilities (71%)
received accommodations for the given assessment
tasks. These students received an average of 6
accommodations. In contrast, all 35 students with
disabilities (100%) received accommodations. These
students received an average of 18 accommodations.
Accommodations ranged from giving encouragement
to complete the task to changing the requirements of
the task. Figure 5 shows the 10 most common
accommodations given to students with and without
disabilities.

As mentioned previously, accommodations may
change the authenticity of the tasks students are asked
to complete. For the tasks collected in the second data
set, accommodations did change task authenticity,
effectively lowering the authenticity ratings of 14%.
However, even given this effect on task authenticity, it
is important to note that accommodations are intended
to allow students with disabilities to successfully
complete tasks that they would otherwise not be able
to access. Therefore, it would be a mistake to conclude
that because of their potential to lower authenticity,
accommodations are detrimental. Rather,
accommodations, if used appropriately, should be
viewed as helping students to access complex,
authentic tasks.

Conclusions

Teachers who use more authentic assessments elicit
more authentic work from students with and without
disabilities. As these data demonstrate, teachers who
design and give assessment tasks that call for various
forms of higher order thinking, requiring analysis or
interpretation, in-depth understanding, and direct
connections to the field under study, and enable

12

5Braden, Schroeder, & Buckley (2000) present a
framework for implementing assessment
accommodations. Significantly, they assert,
"Assessments should retain authenticity, even if they
are modified to a simpler skill level" (p. 8).
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Figure 5. The 10 most common accommodations made for students with and without disabilities.

134



students to respond in a more sophisticated manner.
Students are encouraged to demonstrate their
understanding through the construction of knowledge
rather than the mere reproduction of facts.
Assessments that call for students to respond
constructively create opportunities for them to achieve
in a manner not captured through a variety of traditional
assessment procedures.

These findings suggest that students with disabilities
can respond well to more authentic tasks. Although
students with disabilities did not score as well on more
authentic tasks as their nondisabled peers, the gains
for them suggest that such tasks enabled improved
demonstrations of learning and a simultaneous
improvement in achievement when compared to less
authentic tasks. With more challenging tasks,
students with disabilities performed better than
students with and without disabilities who received
less challenging tasks. Student achievement generally
seems to benefit from the use of more authentic forms
of assessment, and the achievement of students with
disabilities, who are typically unaccounted for at the
secondary level, is no exception.

Although accommodations were used extensively in
Data Set 2, they altered the authenticity of only 14%
of the 35 tasks. This result demonstrates that teachers
are able to adapt assessments for special education
students while maintaining the level of intellectual
challenge. Significantly, teachers can sustain high
expectations of students in inclusive classrooms. At
the same time, the result suggests that challenging tasks
can be given to mixed groups of students, including
students with disabilities, with relatively minor
accommodations.

That said, some explanations are needed for the
continuing differences between the scores of disabled
and nondisabled students, regardless of the level of a
task's authenticity. For one, the assessments included
here demand a certain level of literacy, in both reading
and writing, which may make tasks more difficult for
certain students because of their disabilities. A broad
definition of elaborated communication would allow
students to show in-depth understanding through a

variety of media, not simply through writing as was
required for this study. Alternative student products
such as demonstrations or exhibitions may provide a
solution for this particular problem but are still atypical
in schools. A second explanation arises from the
pedagogical context in which the assessments are
administered. Although not considered in this study,
the curriculum and instruction employed before a given
assessment may have an impact on disabled students'
ability to respond, given the nature of their disabilities
and classroom accommodations. Put simply, the
instruction provided to students will affect their ability
to access and successfully complete an assessment
task.

There is more work to be done with regard to these
issues. We are collecting additional assessment data
(teacher tasks and student work) from all four high
schools participating in the study. We are also visiting
the schools to conduct observations of teachers'
lessons in the four main subject areas. The lessons are
rated according to criteria for authentic instruction.
These data will provide further insight into the promise
of authentic and inclusive reforms for students with
disabilities.
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