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• A comprehensive assessment system, including data from local assessments (e.g., formative assessment
practices, interim assessments) can help inform instructional decisions for students with disabilities,
including students with significant cognitive disabilities and English learners with disabilities.

• Pre-assessment to plan instruction can help guide the instructional planning process and improve the
learning experience for students with disabilities, as well as for other students.

• Interim assessments can support instructional decisionmaking, but they also have the potential
to negatively impact individual students and groups of students if not selected and used with
caution.

• Special education leaders need to be knowledgeable about selecting and implementing local assessments
to help ensure that the resulting data are useful and valid for the intended purposes.

Key words: Formative Assessment Practices, Interim Assessment, Local Assessments, Pre-Assessment.

District and school leaders play key roles in
establishing local assessment practices that are

inclusive of all students including students with
disabilities and English learners with disabilities.
Achieving this means creating a culture of assessment
literacy that values and understands how to use data
to inform instructional decision making. Webb (2002)
defined assessment literacy as: the knowledge of 1) the
means for assessing what students know and can do,
2) the interpretation of the results from these
assessments, and 3) application of assessment results
to improve student learning and program
effectiveness.

Leaders with a deep knowledge of special
education and students with disabilities should
be included in district and school discussions of
local assessments to help ensure that students with
disabilities are included appropriately (Thurlow
et al., 2015). Special education leaders have unique
knowledge and perspectives that can connect
curriculum and assessment with high-quality
teaching and learning practices for all students,

including students with disabilities and English
learners with disabilities. It is important to
understand students’ individualized assessment
needs, as well as understand the policies and
practices that ensure that all students, including
students with disabilities and English learners with
disabilities, are able to participate in assessments.
When student groups, such as students with
significant cognitive disabilities or English learners
with disabilities, are not included in assessments,
discussion about the learning of these students may
be omitted from discussions about data.

A common understanding of the role of
assessment should be anchored in a shared vision of
high-quality instruction and learning for all students.
Administrators and general educators should have a
deep knowledge of the academic content standards
and the desired outcomes for students. Concurrently,
special educators need knowledge about grade-level
standards, the essential learning for all students, and
ways to design instruction to remove barriers to
learning (Vandercook et al., 2021). This includes
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having the capacity to engage with others in making
decisions about the quality, value, and utility of
assessment tools and practices that are used to inform
students’ learning and program improvement (Telfer,
2011).

Without a clear vision of why students should be
engaged in assessments and what the evidence of
student learning will be used for, there is a risk of
misusing and misinterpreting data about student
learning, as well as a risk of over-testing. Leaders
need to understand types of assessments, their
purposes, and how to interpret and use data from
each assessment.

The purpose of this article is to provide an
overview of how students with disabilities, including
students with significant cognitive disabilities and
English learners with disabilities, can be included in
local assessments used for instructional and
programmatic decision making—that is, for
formative purposes. This article focuses on formative
assessment practices, including pre-assessment to
plan instruction, and interim assessments for
students with disabilities. We do not address other
types of local assessments (e.g., unit tests, rubrics to
measure academic achievement, and other more
summative local assessments) here, though the same
general principles apply to them.

Data-Driven DecisionMaking
Valid and meaningful data about student learning are
vital for making instructional decisions that lead to
improved outcomes. This involves having an
intentional purpose for collecting data, considering
alternative ways students demonstrate their learning,
and using appropriate methods and measures for
collecting the evidence. Leaders can then create
conditions where compiled data are used to support
instruction and programming. Merely having the
right practices and measures and producing relevant
data are not enough to ensure that assessment
supports will improve learning outcomes. Educators
should understand the data, have time to make sense
of it, and learn how to use the data to make
appropriate instructional decisions. There also must
be plans for ensuring that assessments are accessible
and that students with disabilities and English
learners with disabilities are participating in them.
Leaders can support this with professional
development on how to include all students in local
assessments.

Valid and meaningful data about student learning
are vital for making instructional decisions that lead
to improved outcomes.

Many teachers find it difficult to decide on
specific instructional changes connected directly with
inferences from data (Hamilton et al., 2009; Young &
Kim, 2010), including instructional changes for
students with individualized education programs
(IEPs) (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2005), and then taking
appropriate action. To make changes in instruction,
teachers often rely on information from classroom
assessment results and student work (Farrell &
Marsh, 2016), which can be more diagnostic and more
closely tied to classroom-level learning goals and
instruction than state test or interim data that are
more distanced from the classroom.

Another effective practice is removing barriers to
learning, which is particularly important for students
with significant cognitive disabilities and students
with disabilities who are English learners. Using the
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework for
instruction can remove barriers for student learning
(TIES Center, 2020). Formative assessment practices
can be made accessible for many students through
the use of the principles of UDL, and accessibility
features and accommodations can be used to provide
accessibility for some students (Brookhart & Lazarus,
2017).

Formative Assessment Practices for
Developing Self-Directed Learners
Formative assessment practices include “all those
activities undertaken by teachers—and by their
students assessing themselves—that provide
information to be used as feedback to modify the
teaching and learning activities” (Black & Wiliam,
1998, p. 82). The Council of Chief State School
Officers’ (CCSSO’s) Formative Assessment for
Students and Teachers (FAST) collaborative similarly
defined these practices as:

[P]lanned, ongoing process[es] used by all students
and teachers during learning and teaching to elicit
and use evidence of student learning to improve
student understanding of intended disciplinary out-
comes and support students to become self-directed
learners. (FAST, 2018, p. 2)
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Figure 1. Formative assessment learning cycle.
Note. Source: Brookhart (2020). Reprinted with permission.

Formative assessment practices provide data that
are immediately actionable and are a powerful lever
that can increase the learning of all students,
including students with disabilities and English
learners with disabilities. Teachers and students
engage in formative assessment practices not only to
help students meet their learning goals but to assist
them in becoming self-directed learners. As evidence
is acted on and learning goals met, new learning
goals and success criteria are developed, and the
ongoing cycle begins again. The cycle is based on
three questions that guide teachers and students and
move learning forward (see Figure 1).

Strong arguments have been made for the use of
formative assessment processes with student with
disabilities (Butler, 2003; Butler & Schnellert, 2015;
Butler et al., 2013; Madison-Harris, Muoneke, &
Times, 2012). Butler and Schnellert (2015) presented
the argument this way. Students who are effective at
the self-regulation of learning are more likely to learn
in school and succeed out of school. For example,
students with learning disabilities often struggle with
the basic and higher-order processing needed for
effective use of self-regulation of learning. Formative
assessment practices help all students develop skills
in the self-regulation of learning by clarifying
learning goals and giving students tools and
feedback to help them aim for those goals.

English learners with disabilities also need to
develop English proficiency and formative
assessment can help gauge the linguistic demands of
a lesson as well as student’s language learning
progress. A survey of secondary special education
teachers who teach reading to students with learning
disabilities found that almost 60% reported using
ongoing formative assessment practices and this
strategy ranked third only to explicit vocabulary and

comprehension instruction (Leko et al., 2019). A
meta-analysis of strategies for mathematics
instruction for students with learning disabilities
(Gersten et al., 2009) found that providing ongoing
formative assessment processes as feedback to
teachers on students’ mathematics performance and
providing feedback to students were both significant
contributors to student achievement in mathematics.

Formative assessment is also part of effective
instruction for students with significant cognitive
disabilities. It assists in determining whether and
what additional support is needed beyond
multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) Tier 1
instruction (i.e., the core curriculum) (Cox et al., 2020;
Thurlow et al., 2020). Examples for formative
assessment practices for all students, including
students with significant needs, include direct
observation to understand how the student
approaches a problem and the use of curriculum-
based measures to determine a student’s knowledge
and skills related to a specific curricular area.

In short, formative assessment practices help
create the student-centered, supportive learning
environments in which students with disabilities and
English learners with disabilities thrive. Further, they
can give teachers the information they need to
scaffold the development of metacognition,
motivation, and strategic action among students who
may struggle with these aspects of learning. At the
same time, formative assessment practices can help
students regulate their learning processes.

In short, formative assessment practices help create
the student-centered, supportive learning
environments in which students with disabilities
and English learners with disabilities thrive.

Leadership for Inclusive Formative
Assessment Practices
Leaders can take several steps to support all
educators in developing formative assessment
practices. First, they can consistently communicate a
vision for assessment that includes each and every
student. This vision focuses on accessing and
learning grade-level standards, using data from
formative assessment practices to improve learning,
and identifying gaps in knowledge and skills for
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more intensive instruction in addition to core
instruction. The vision includes communicating why
formative assessment practices matter and how they
can improve learning. It also includes creating a clear
picture of how the classroom will be different when
students are engaged in effective formative
assessment practices, and the shifts in teacher and
student roles.

Second, leaders can ensure that there is joint
professional development that includes general
educators, special educators, and teachers of English
learners about the effective use of formative
assessment practices connected to the general
education curriculum. As part of professional
development, there should be discussions about what
is working for most students, what barriers are
evident for some learners, and what adaptations are
needed to gather data about each student (TIES
Center, 2020). All professional development sessions
on assessment should be co-taught by representatives
of curriculum and instruction, special education, and
English learner departments. Modeling collaboration
around this key topic and its importance in
instruction sends a powerful message to all staff.

Third, leaders can encourage other district and
school leaders to include time for general educators,
teachers of English learners, and special educators to
collaborate. For example, principals can ensure that
specialist teachers are part of grade level and
department curriculum planning meetings or
professional learning communities. After
expectations and schedules are set for instructional
collaboration, leaders can support all educators to use
discussion protocols for meaningfully considering all
students’ data, looking at work samples to determine
student learning successes and challenges, and
planning next instructional moves. A common
challenge is when specialist teachers are not able to
be in-person at the collaborative planning meetings
for multiple teams (for example, the special education
teacher is not able attend the weekly planning
meetings for three different grade levels because of
schedule conflicts). If the teams always use online
shared documents to plan, coordinate and align
instruction and any team member is unable attend
in-person, then they can log on before or after the
meeting to add their feedback and ask or respond to
questions.

Finally, leaders should ensure that special
education and English learner representatives are at
the table when discussing all portions of a

comprehensive assessment system. Doing so will
help all participants to understand the issues and
decisions that are being made, to consider how to
provide accessibility for all students, and to build
collaborative discussions across the levels of the
system that will deepen mutual understanding about
the importance of including all students in all facets
of assessment. Similar representation in discussions is
also important for all curriculum adoptions and the
components of formative assessment that may be
part of adoptions.

Pre-Assessment to Plan
Instruction
One use of formative assessment practices is as
pre-assessment to plan the differentiated instruction
needed in inclusive classrooms. Leaders have an
important role to play in helping educators to
develop the knowledge and skills to use formative
assessment practices as pre-assessment.

Pre-assessment to plan instruction (hereafter,
pre-assessment) is “a type of formative assessment
that occurs before instruction to support instructional
planning and inform students about upcoming
learning” (Brookhart & Lazarus, 2020, p. 2). Effective
pre-assessment includes the assessment processes
and tools that teachers use to determine students’
knowledge, skills, attitudes, or dispositions before
planning a unit or sequence of lessons. It can also tell
a teacher whether an English learner with a disability
has the English skills needed to engage with the
lesson materials or whether the teacher needs to
pre-teach certain English skills as well. Effective
pre-assessment also serves to alert students to what
they are about to study, one type of what Carless
(2007) calls “pre-emptive formative assessment” (p.
171). Pre-assessment can give students feedback on
where to focus their attention before they begin
studying and learning their lessons (Guskey, 2018;
Hockett & Doubet, 2013/2014; Turner, 2014).

Pre-assessment addresses students’ standing on
intended learning goals (Brookhart & Nitko, 2019;
Gong et al., 1992; Guskey, 2018), which should be
related directly to state standards and the school’s
curriculum. For a given learning goal, pre-assessment
seeks information about one or more of the following:
students’ prior school experiences, interest or
attitudes, personal connections, general knowledge
or common knowledge (e.g., from home, TV, stories),
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prerequisite knowledge or skills, knowledge of key
terms, existing schema or knowledge of centrally
important concepts, and skills or procedural
knowledge.

Teachers can use pre-assessment to ascertain
prerequisite knowledge and skills, to monitor
progress, or as a misconception check. They can also
use it as an advance organizer for a unit or sequence
of lessons to focus student attention on upcoming
learning targets and to set expectations.
Pre-assessment can be at the individual or group
level, depending on the degree of detail required for
planning.

Educators give arguments both for and against
using pre-assessment to plan instruction. On the
positive side, information about students’
knowledge, skills, and dispositions helps teachers
target instruction more precisely for students’ needs
(Hockett & Doubet, 2013/2014). Pre-assessment
information supports differentiated instruction and
the use of flexible grouping (Ernest, Heckaman,
Thompson, Hull, & Carter, 2011; Moon, 2005;
Pendergrass, 2013/2014). Arguments against
pre-assessment caution that unless carefully designed
to show what students know and can do instead of
what they do not know, pre-assessment can waste
instructional time; one could predict that most
students will not know content that has not yet been
taught. Further, a conventional pre-test may mean
most students begin a unit or sequence of lessons
with a failure experience, which does not set them up
well for success during instruction (Guskey &
McTighe, 2016). Both arguments have merit.
However, the argument against pre-assessment is
really an argument against ineffective practices that
do not provide teachers useful information and do
not support students in their learning. Teachers
should, of course, avoid creating failure experiences
for students. The argument that well-crafted
pre-assessment is useful, and even necessary, for
differentiating instruction is more persuasive.

Taub, McCord, and Ryndak (2017) discuss the
importance of including formative assessment
practices and monitoring student progress to help
students with significant cognitive disabilities access
the curriculum. They concluded that “the use of those
measures inform planned and enacted curriculum,
resulting in more opportunities for students with
[extensive support needs] to learn” (p. 133). Students
with disabilities thrive in inclusive educational
settings where general educators and special

educators collaboratively plan instruction. They
thrive in classrooms where instruction meets their
learning needs. The use of pre-assessment can play a
key part in creating quality learning environments.

Three studies (Ernest et al., 2011; Frey & Fisher,
2013; Koedinger, McLaughlin, & Heffernan 2010)
investigated the use of pre-assessment specifically,
either alone or in concert with other formative
assessment processes, in specific grade levels and
content areas, with students with disabilities. The
findings from all three were positive, including
increased learning for students with disabilities and
increased communication between regular and
special education teachers.

In summary, pre-assessment does have a role in
instruction for students with disabilities.
Pre-assessment to plan instruction, if used carefully,
can support teachers, especially with differentiating
instruction, and help students with the self-regulation
of their learning. All students, especially students
with disabilities, benefit from differentiated
instruction and self-regulation of learning. Empirical
studies have shown that formative assessment
practices, especially practices that include diagnostic
information for teacher planning, benefits students
with disabilities as much as, or in some studies more,
than students without disabilities.

Empirical studies have shown that formative
assessment practices, especially practices that
include diagnostic information for teacher planning,
benefit students with disabilities as much as, or in
some studies more, than students without
disabilities.

Five Step Process for Using
Pre-AssessmentWhen Planning
Instruction
Leaders can equip educators with understandings to
support the systematic, effective use of
pre-assessment that is necessary for differentiated
instruction in inclusive classrooms. Supporting
professional development and resources about the
five steps in pre-assessment practices can help leaders
provide the support educators need to effectively use
these practices.
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Step 1: Set the Learning Goal. Effective
pre-assessment begins with teachers knowing exactly
what they are trying to teach (Gong et al., 1992;
Guskey, 2018) and what students should be intending
to learn. The learning goal or goals for an
instructional unit or sequence of lessons typically
come from state standards and school curriculum
documents. Learning goals can be categorized
according to the kind of learning they describe.
Knowing these categories will help educators decide
what assessment methods will be most useful. A
four-category system (Chappuis & Stiggins, 2020) for
this purpose includes:

� Knowledge learning goals: Specify facts, concepts,
or procedures students will learn.

� Reasoning learning goals: Specify the thought
processes students will apply.

� Performance skill learning goals: Specify physical
performances students will learn.

� Product learning goals: Specify the objects or
things students will be able to produce.

A unit’s learning goals often are more than one
type. For example, a class is beginning a unit in
which it will develop simple models of plant and
animal cells and use them to explain how cells
support life. Students will learn some facts and
concepts about animal and plant cells (knowledge
goals) and apply these concepts as they think about
how plants and animals live (reasoning goals). They
will also make models (product goal).
Step 2: Identify Pre-Assessment Information
Needs. Leaders should help teachers realize that it is
not necessary, or even helpful, to pre-assess
everything that could possibly be relevant to a
learning goal. Teachers should decide what
information would be the most useful for making
instructional decisions, especially for differentiation,
during initial planning. This will be the most efficient
and effective use of pre-assessment time. There will
still be opportunities for ongoing formative
assessment during teaching to gather additional
information. For example, suppose the next unit will
have several new vocabulary words and essential
concepts. Knowledge about individual students and
what they already know about the most important of
those terms could be very helpful in selecting the
pre-assessment method and differentiating
instruction. The identification and implementation of
pre-assessments can involve both general and special

education teachers. They can collaboratively plan
differentiated, small group work to build on the
vocabulary students already know, address
misconceptions students have, and emphasize terms
with which students are least familiar. Therefore, the
teachers might decide to pre-assess knowledge of key
terms instead of all the other things that could be
pre-assessed for the unit. For creating small flexible
groups, this information will also be needed to
identify when to group students with similar learning
needs and when to keep the whole class together
with its heterogeneous mix of students.
Step 3: Design the Pre-Assessment. Leaders can
help teachers realize that creating or selecting a
pre-assessment requires considering whether it can
effectively elicit the information identified as
important for immediate and upcoming planning
(i.e., information identified in Step 2).

Table 1 gives examples of 10 pre-assessment tools
that can be used with all students, including students
with disabilities (Brookhart & Lazarus, 2020). Each of
the tools in this list is based on a question or task that
the educator sets for students and is evaluated with
criteria designed to match information needs. The
table is not an exhaustive list; rather, it describes the
most common and most versatile pre-assessment
tools. The “primary assessment purpose” column
shows the kind of information each tool can best
assess, and the “level of information” column shows
whether the tool yields information at the individual
or group (class or small group) level.

For example, Tool 3 is a small group task,
typically two to four students. Teachers can employ
content-related performance tasks of various kinds,
such as asking students to solve a problem or to create
something. Tool 3 can also be combined with another
strategy. In particular, Venn diagrams, concept maps,
and K-W-L charts (which show what I Know, what I
Want to learn, what I Learned) make effective small
group tasks. The conversation students have as they
are completing these visual organizers is often more
interesting and informative—to both students and
teachers—than the finished product. If a small group
task is assigned and the finished tasks are collected,
the teacher will have information at the group level.
If teachers observe individual students as they are
working, teachers will have some individual-level
information. Several of the strategies can be done
individually or in groups; for example, individuals
can make their own concept maps or small groups
can each make a group concept map.
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Table 1: Tools for pre-assessment

Tool Primary assessment purpose Level of information

1. Oral questioning or Introductory discussion • Prerequisite knowledge
• Current understanding of key concepts
• Previous school experiences with the content
• Current interest
• Personal connections

Group

2. Brainstorming session • Prerequisite knowledge
• Current understanding of key concepts

Group

3. Small-group task • Prerequisite knowledge
• Current understanding of key concepts
• Current interest
• Problem-solving ability

Individual
Group

4. Journal or quick-write prompts • Prerequisite knowledge
• Current understanding of key concepts
• Previous school experiences with the content
• Current interest
• Personal connections

Individual

5. Whiteboard prompts • Prerequisite knowledge
• Problem-solving ability

Individual

6. Single multiple-choice question with distractors based
on commonmisconceptions

• Prerequisite knowledge
• Current understanding of key concepts

Individual
Group

7. Venn diagram • Prerequisite knowledge
• Current understanding of key concepts

Individual
Group

8. Concept map • Prerequisite knowledge of one key concept
• Current understanding of one key concept

Individual
Group

9. K-W-L chart • Prerequisite knowledge
• Current understanding of key concepts

Individual
Group

10. Pre-assessment quiz • Prerequisite knowledge Individual

Note. Source: Adapted from Brookhart & Lazarus (2020). Adapted with permission.

Before a pre-assessment strategy is selected, the
educators should decide whether information is
needed that pertains to a group or individuals. For
example, if planning an upcoming math unit on
multi-step problems, it may be helpful to pre-assess
students’ problem identification and strategy use for
single-step problems. If the pre-assessment was a
small group task where groups were assigned to
solve a problem together, information will be at the
group level (e.g., “Most groups could identify
problems that called for addition or subtraction
easily, but had more trouble with problems that called
for multiplication or division”). If the pre-assessment
was a whiteboard prompt, it could be used to make
inferences about individuals (e.g., “Sanjay, Alicia, and
Alondra can identify and solve single-step problems
that use any operation; Portia and Ernest can identify

and solve single-step problems that use addition and
subtraction more easily than multiplication and
division”). Special educators can identify accessibility
needs, and identify ways to make pre-assessment
accessible to all.

Every pre-assessment method, from classroom
discussions to concept maps to quizzes, asks students
to respond to a question or task that is created or
selected to match the information identified in Step 2.
The quality of those questions or tasks is critical for
obtaining desired information. Evaluating students’
responses based on criteria that match information
needs is critical for effective pre-assessment.

Pre-assessment questions or tasks and evaluation
criteria for students with disabilities are most
effective if they have the following characteristics
(Brookhart & Lazarus, 2020):
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� Align with the standards or learning goals from
the upcoming unit or sequence of lessons.

� Preview the content students will be focusing on
(pique interest, act as an advance organizer,
activate a schema).

� Elicit a response that makes student thinking
visible.

� Avoid extraneous barriers (e.g., language, reading
level) and use multiple modalities.

� Lead to information about student strengths as
well as needs.

� Reference some type of learning progress map that
is useful for instructional planning.

Leaders can support the need for general
educators and special educators to communicate and
collaborate during the design of pre-assessment to
ensure that the pre-assessment will be accessible to all
students in the class. Questions to consider include:

� How can the principles of universal design be used
when developing this pre-assessment so that it is
more accessible to a broad group of students?

� Do some students need accessibility features or
accommodations to access this pre-assessment? If
so, what accessibility will be needed by specific
students?

Leaders can help ensure that both special and
general education teachers consider the information
needs identified in Step 2 and decide which tool in
Table 1, or another developed tool, matches best with
those information needs and with their students’
abilities and interests. Then, they will be able to create
the pre-assessment tasks and evaluation criteria.
Step 4: Administer the Pre-Assessment and
Interpret Results. Step 4 is about gathering data
and interpreting those data. Leaders can reinforce the
importance of educators making sure students have
clear directions for their pre-assessment and the time,
space, and materials they need to accomplish it. It is
important to ensure that students have their needed
accessibility features and accommodations so they
can meaningfully access the pre-assessments. If the
pre-assessment is group-based, the task must be
appropriate for everyone in the group so that all
students can contribute. General, special education,
and English learner teachers should be encouraged
and supported as they work together to create
appropriate tasks.

Students’ responses should be observed or
scored. For group tasks, both general and special

education teachers might observe students’
discussions because they can be more informative
than the group’s final product (Furtak et al., 2016;
Brookhart & Lazarus, 2020), and each would hone in
on different aspects. They can then have a brief
conversation about what they saw following the
class. Inferences made when interpreting results
should be at the appropriate level (individual or
group) for the evidence the pre-assessment has
produced. Whenever possible, interpretation of
pre-assessment results should focus on evidence
about student thinking rather than correctness.
Step 5: Plan Instruction. Pre-assessment data can
be used to plan instruction for the unit or sequence of
lessons. These data may suggest adjustments in one
or more of the following aspects of unit and lesson
planning:

� Background knowledge to pre-teach, review, or
reteach and whether review or reteaching should
be whole-class or differentiated (e.g., in learning
stations).

� Topics or concepts to emphasize or de-emphasize,
or topics to expand and extend, in terms of either
instructional time spent or depth of thinking in
instructional activities, for both whole-class and
differentiated activities.

� Language structures, functions, or vocabulary that
may need to be taught for students to be successful
with a lesson (e.g., students need to know how to
summarize a reading passage in their own words,
students need to write an argument using
transition words like first, next, then).

� Misconceptions to address, in whole-class or
differentiated activities.

� Grouping decisions for small-group work,
considering using groups that are heterogenous in
student interest or background knowledge, and
where peer supports can provide scaffolds for
other students’ learning. (Grouping decisions will
be important for some students with disabilities,
particularly students with significant cognitive
disabilities. They also provide support for English
learners with disabilities depending on their
academic language needs.)

� Where to concentrate student participation,
considering using more participatory instructional
strategies in areas where students have
misconceptions or lack background knowledge

� Writing questions for class discussion considering
having students participate in facilitated class
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discussion, where they must respond to each other,
in areas where they need practice explaining their
thinking.

These suggestions hold for instructional planning
for all students but may be especially important for
students with disabilities. Pre-assessment may
uncover some missing background knowledge or
skills that, if addressed, would allow the student with
a disability to benefit more from upcoming
instruction. Pre-assessment may also uncover
interests or strengths to build on. When planning
instructional activities, special education and general
education teachers should collaboratively make sure
to allow for multiple, flexible representations of the
content and multiple, flexible means of expression for
students. These universal design principles will
maximize students’ access to and benefit from
instruction. Continued communication and
collaboration between the general and special
education teachers will support the development of
instruction that is accessible to all students in the
class.

Pre-assessment may uncover some missing
background knowledge or skills that, if addressed,
would allow the student with a disability to benefit
more from upcoming instruction.

Research has documented that using
pre-assessment to plan instruction is the step many
teachers find most difficult. However, it is the step
that makes the pre-assessment work in the first four
steps worthwhile. The whole purpose of
pre-assessment is to make possible more effective,
targeted instruction. Leaders can emphasize this
point in their professional development with
educators.

Interim Assessments
Interim assessments are another type of local
assessment. Interim assessments “refer to assessments
that are administered several times during a school
year to measure student progress. They may be
commercially produced or developed by groups of
states or other organizations” (Lazarus, Strunk, et al.,
2021, p. 1), and may be common across classes or

schools. Perie et al. (2009) similarly defined interim
assessments as:

Assessments administered during instruction to
evaluate students’ knowledge and skills relative to
a specific set of academic goals in order to inform
policymaker or educator decisions at the classroom,
school, or district level. The specific interim assess-
ment designs are driven by the purpose and intended
uses, but the results of any interim assessment must
be aggregable for reporting across students, occa-
sions, or concepts. (p. 6).

Interim assessments are used to monitor students’
academic progress toward long-term goals; assess
curriculum, instructional strategies and pacing;
inform school improvement planning; and sometimes
to predict a student’s end-of-year performance on the
summative test. In recent years, as a result of school
disruptions caused by COVID, there has also been
interest in using interim assessments to measure
learning loss (Lazarus, Hinkle et al., 2021; Lazarus,
Strunk et al., 2021).

School and district leaders play key roles in
ensuring that any interim assessments used are
appropriate for the desired purpose. To help ensure
that any interim assessments that are used will
accurately measure what students with disabilities
know and can do, it is vital that individuals with
expertise in special education and the needs of
students with disabilities are involved in the selection
and implementation of any interim assessments that
are used. Considerations include:

� Clearly articulating the purpose of the interim
assessment. Some interim assessments may not be
aligned to a state’s grade-level academic content
standards or English proficiency standards. If the
intent is to determine whether students are
learning grade-level academic content, the interim
assessment needs be aligned to these standards.
Data from interim assessments are sometimes used
in ways that go beyond the purposes for which the
assessment was designed, which risks
inappropriate decisions (e.g., an interim
assessment that is not aligned to grade-level
standards is used to predict performance on the
state summative assessment used for
accountability). Leaders should insist that vendors
provide evidence that any interim assessments
selected are designed for the desired purpose and
are technically adequate for that purpose (Lazarus,
Hinkle et al., 2021). Having discussions with the
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Table 2: AA-AAAS adaptations for levels of interim assessments

Level Brief description Possible adaptation for interim AA-AAAS

Level 1. Summative
Domain

A mini-summative assessment with content
sampled from grade (e.g., ELA, math, science).
Approximates the summative alternate
assessment with sample items for each
content area (e.g., ELA, math, science).

Use context of a real-life activity such as going to the museum.
Provide items to comprehend informational text, do math
problem related to one exhibit, and science concept embedded
in another.

Level 2. Sub-Domain Offers information about a large subdomain of
content area such as reading or writing.

A literacy assessment in which short passages are read aloud with
corresponding questions to sample a range of skills related to
ELA content. May be structured such as a lesson in which student
makes a variety of responses related to passage (e.g., finds a
word, fills in sentence, completes graphic organizer). May include
related informational and literary texts or mixed media.

Level 3. Reporting
Category/Cluster

May focus on important learning goal, big idea
of content, or set of related skills/standards.

Focuses on one category of standards such as informational text.
Uses passages and series of questions similar to AA-AAAS, or one
category of mathematics, such as geometry and use of one
multi-step problem. Category selected based on some
prioritization such as the most critical standards or those most at
risk for poor achievement.

Level 4. Focal
Skills/Standards

Measures performance on a narrow set of
skills/standards.

Quick assessment of a high priority skill/standard such as
comprehension of one read-aloud passage or solving one math
problem. May include supports such as use of graphic organizer
(e.g., for story elements) or pictorial task analysis (e.g., for steps to
solve math problem) to show progress toward mastery.

Note. Source: Browder et al. (2021); reprinted with permission.

district’s research and evaluation department
about whether an assessment’s technical adequacy
is inclusive of students with disabilities and
English learners is critical.

� Ensuring access. Federal laws require that all
students with disabilities, including those with
significant cognitive disabilities and English
learners with disabilities, participate in all
district-wide assessment administrations (see
co-editors’ introduction), yet many interim
assessments have limited accessibility features and
accommodations. The range and availability of
accessibility features and accommodations should
be considered when selecting an interim
assessment because accessibility features and
accommodations used by some students during
instruction may not be available for many interim
assessments (e.g., braille, large print,
text-to-speech, bilingual electronic dictionaries).
The lack of available accommodations can be
particularly problematic for some students with
sensory disabilities (Lazarus, Hinkle, et al., 2021).

There also must be an alternate interim
assessment for all district-wide assessment

administrations for students with significant
cognitive disabilities who are unable to participate in
the general interim assessment even with
accommodations. Currently most interim
assessments do not have alternate assessments.
Schools and districts should carefully consider
assessment options for students who need alternate
interim assessments based on alternate academic
achievement assessments (AA-AAAS; Browder et al.,
2021). Browder et al. identified several options,
depending on how the data may be used (see
Table 2).

� Communicating data limitations or contextual
factors. Data limitations and relevant contextual
factors must be clearly communicated to users.
Data users (e.g., educators, parents, etc.) often are
not aware of data limitations when using the data.
Sometimes vendors provide visually appealing
reports that fail to provide information about data
limitations and appropriate uses of the data.
Information about data limitation and contextual
factors should be routinely included in all reports
(Lazarus, Hinkle, et al., 2021).
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Leadership for Inclusive Interim
Assessments
Interim assessments are widely used, but their
purpose is not always clearly articulated, and data
from these assessments often have limitations when
used for purposes other than those for which they
were intended. Leaders need to use care to ensure
that interim assessments are accessible to students
with disabilities and that they validly measure what
these students know and can do. Alternate
assessment options need to be identified for
district-wide administrations of interim assessments.
Leaders need to understand why interim assessments
are being administered, which ones are appropriate
for the intended purpose, and how to minimize data
limitations.

Leaders need to use care to ensure that interim
assessments are accessible to students with
disabilities and that they validly measure what these
students know and can do.

Leaders should develop or review (and revise as
needed) school and district accessibility and
accommodations policies to ensure that there is
clarity about which accessibility features and
accommodations are allowed for interim
assessments, and the processes and procedures for
using them. For example, districts may have their
own policies, which may or may not align with
vendor recommendations or state policies.

Leaders should collaborate with others to ensure
that there is appropriate use, interpretation, and
reporting of interim assessment data. Providing
information about the appropriate and inappropriate
interpretations and uses of the reported data and data
limitations will help build confidence in the score
reports. Interpretation guides and other materials
should be provided to help educators, parents, and
other stakeholders understand the data using
language appropriate for the intended audience.

Conclusion
District and school leaders have important roles and
responsibilities in designing, implementing, and
sustaining assessment systems that support
instructional decision making. They must understand

the purposes of different types of local assessment
tools and uses and how they can be used together to
support improved instruction and learning. This
includes ensuring that the assessments are accessible
to all students.

Collaborative creation of a vision that values the
learning of all students as well as the use of data for
decision-making can support improved outcomes.
But vision alone is not enough. Leaders need to
provide professional development to ensure that
educators learn how to use assessment processes and
assessment data to inform instructional and
programmatic decisions.
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