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Mrs. Johnson is sixty-three years old and was born in Livingston, New Jersey.  One of three children, Mrs. Johnson grew up in the Tri-State area and attended Montclair State College where she studied to become a teacher.  She was particularly interested in Special Education, and has pursued the teaching of special students since graduation.  


At the time of this interview, Mrs. Johnson had been teaching for twenty-six years.  Ten of the twenty-six years were spent substitute teaching while raising her children, and the other sixteen years were spent at Deron II, a secondary special education school located in Montclair, New Jersey.  According to the school’s website, Deron II is a “State-approved private day program established to provide educational opportunities for special-need students, ages [fourteen] to twenty-one, who cannot be served in a regular classroom setting by the special education programs of their local districts.”


Deron II is an institution that attempts to encourage the development of its students not just in the academic sphere but in the realms of emotional and social maturity as well.  The school receives students from all over New Jersey.  Most of its students are from low socio-economic backgrounds, with many students speaking English as a second language.  Deron offers employment orientation to its secondary students in a unique and expansive transition program so that upon graduation, many alumni are able to more easily find jobs and earn an income. 

Mrs. Johnson has been teaching in the same departmental classroom setting for the past five years; she instructs students ages fourteen to nineteen whose developmental ages range from the second to the fourth grade level.  Class size at Deron II averages at under 10 students per classroom.  Despite the current trends in many special education classrooms, Mrs. Johnson favors hands-on learning experiences as opposed to the worksheet curriculums implemented by the many of her peers.

In this interview, I have first asked Mrs. Johnson questions pertaining to state-required testing.  I continued by inquiring about school-wide policies, and finished by exploring Mrs. Johnson’s personal methods used within her classroom.  
Questions Asked:
1) What standardized tests do your students take and what do these tests measure?

2) What accommodations and modifications are made for your students when taking these tests?

3) How do you and others in the school help students prepare to take the 

standardized tests, in this case the HSPAs, and what methods have you found work 

best?

4) How do your students feel about standardized tests?

5) What do you think of the Alternate Proficiency Assessment (APA)?  How would you change it?

6) Taking into consideration how wide a range of disabilities this group of students 

has, how do you, personally, assess this class as a whole? 

7) How do you assess your students week by week and day by day?  How are gains/progress/change assessed?

8) How are grades given?  What components comprise a student's grades?

9) How do you and other specialists in the school work together to assess students?

10) How are parents involved in the assessment of their students?  Are results explained to parents and if so, how?

11) How do you use your personal assessment to improve your lessons and the way 

you teach?
1) What standardized tests do your students take and what do these tests measure?
Mrs. Johnson: The only standardized test that students in this building are required to take by the state is the High School Proficiency Assessment (HSPA).  The HSPA measures the level at which they have basic skills and that goes along with the state requirement to graduate.  In addition, though, each of their child study team members test the students with standardized tests.  Their psychologists give them psychological tests, their learning consultant gives them a battery of educational tests as necessary.  The psychological test measures their ability to think and act appropriately in given situations.  The learning consultant can test them in any number of ways; on an academic level, they could give them a test for ability, for example. On a different level, though, they could give them an interest test that could help them decide what they want to do for a job.
My Response:  I found it interesting that these students are required to take a standardized test designed to determine if mainstream eleventh-graders were qualified to graduate.  The New Jersey Department of Education states that the HSPA “is used to determine student achievement in reading, writing, and mathematics as specified in the New Jersey Core Curriculum Content Standards.”
  Although the students in Mrs. Johnson’s classroom who are required to take the HSPA are the same age as eleventh-grade students at other schools, their academic ability levels average at around the third grade.  Their achievement in reading, writing, and mathematics in no way approaches the standards set by the New Jersey Core Curriculum.  This being the case, it does not seem practical for the students at Deron II to be required to take the test.  

More appropriate for these students might be the Alternative Proficiency Assessment (APA).  This test, as explained further in the interview, is administered seldomly at Deron II; the time-consuming nature of the administration of the APA might explain its infrequent usage.  
2) What accommodations and modifications are made for your students when taking these tests?
Mrs. Johnson:  They are given extra time, they are given preferential seating, they are given the opportunity to have test questions read to them, and they are given a chance to have words interchanged if they don't know a word that is in a test situation.
My Response:  Here, my interviewee gave a number of examples of the accommodations that are allowed for her students, in addition to a modification.  Many of the students in the classroom could benefit from the time extensions; after spending a semester with the class, I myself observed that a number of the students worked at a slower pace than one might allot time for when designing a test.  Seating, too, is critical to students whose attention and time-on-task are subject to variation based upon their location and position.


Likewise, the interchangeable vocabulary option is of particular assistance to this body of students, many of whom have a limited or minimal vocabulary.  I, myself, was not aware of this option; it seems to me to be more of a modification than an accommodation, as a rewording might alter the inherent nature of the test question.  The reading of the test to the student, too, might change what the test is attempting to assess; the majority of the students in this setting do not have advanced reading skills, none of them reading at the eleventh grade level expected by the HSPA.


Along with the accommodations and modifications that Mrs. Johnson cited, special education students in New Jersey are allowed, by code, to have receive accommodations and modifications in these areas: setting, scheduling, test materials, test procedures, and “other considerations.”  These considerations take into account students who use Braille, sign language, augmentative communication devices, or any number of other assistive technology.

3) How do you and others in the school help students prepare to take the standardized tests, in this case the HSPAs, and what methods have you found work best?

Mrs. Johnson:  We give them an idea of what standardized testing is.  First, the very basic- how to answer questions using scan sheets, and then follow it up by showing them how to go about looking at a page and seeing what's on the page.  What we tell them is to read the answers first and find in the story what you're looking for.  Don't read the whole story and then look for the answer.  They can only focus on a little bit in the question they're answering, and then they have to go back and try to find the paragraph the answer is in.  We do a lot of reviewing and practice behaviors that you do in a testing situation.  They are not required as per their IEP to pass the test- they must sit for it.   But the whole process of sitting for three hours becomes a bigger issue for the students than passing.  Even the lowest functioning kids must pass that part of it and behave themselves.  They show a lot of gut and gumption.  

My Response:  This sort of preparation seems as though it would be very beneficial to the particular students Mrs. Johnson teaches.  I was not aware that the graduates were not required to pass the HSPA but, rather, must simply sit through it, as denoted by their IEP.  According to the New Jersey Department of Education, students who are not able to pass the HSPA are eligible to take the APA or, alternatively, they may “participate in the Special Review Assessment process to demonstrate their attainment of the New Jersey Core Curriculum Content Standards.”
  It seems that having the students merely sit through the HSPA is unnecessary and time-consuming.  


The methods that Mrs. Johnson cites Deron II as implementing in their test preparation courses aim more at the test taking process rather than content preparation.  This makes sense for this demographic, as most of them are unable to exemplify the content knowledge required to score a proficient or passing score on the test.  Simply sitting through the period of test administration proves to be a far more difficult and daunting task.

As noted by author Diane Browder, “Assessment for students with disabilities is conducted for several purposes, including eligibility for special services, development of an IEP, planning positive behavioral supports, and monitoring progress.  All of these purposes have curricular implications.”
  In this case, I do not see that any curricular implications are the purpose or rational for assessing these students with disabilities.  The HSPA will not enable a student to receive special services, not will it help them develop an IEP.  It does not help an instructor to plan positive behavioral supports for the student taking the test, and in the case of the students at Deron (who do not have the content knowledge that is being tested and are not instructed in the content level expected), the HSPA does not help administrators monitor the process of the students. 


It makes little sense to have students who perform at the third grade level take an assessment targeted towards an individual who is performing at the eleventh grade level.  More appropriate for the Deron II students would be a test designed to assess a third grade student.  This, however, would be difficult to legislate and New Jersey has not, as of yet, made lower-level tests available to high school students with mental retardation.

The fact that administrators and instructions within Deron II recognize that their students will need help in learning how to take the standardized test is somewhat reassuring.  Like a student who is taking a standardized test of this nature for the first time, the students who take the HSPA preparation courses at Deron learn critical test-taking skills, such as how to approach answering questions both in their minds and on the paper.

4) How do your students feel about standardized tests?
Mrs. Johnson:  Fearful.  And you know, the students who know a little bit know that they can't do well and are more frustrated than the lowest-functioning kids, because they don't even know. But the kids who do know a little bit?  They know that they're not going to do well and it becomes a hurtful kind of a thing for them.  It's a tough situation to be in, between a rock and a hard place.
My Response:  Mrs. Johnson’s poignant response to my question proved to be very realistic.  There are several higher-functioning students in Mrs. Johnson’s current class who worried, every day, about how they would perform on the test.  Although they were not required to pass the test, they still felt a great deal of pressure to achieve and to successfully complete the exam.  The HSPA preparation courses that they are required to take during the school day hint to the students the importance of the exam, whether or not that should be the case.

One of the greatest factors that might cause fear or anxiety in students before, during, and after taking a standardized test is unfamiliarity.  Many students are not well-acquainted with taking timed, heavily-weighted examinations, and thus feel wary when faced with one.  As researcher Carolyn Bagin suggests, “It may help if [the students] practice answering timed questions on their own sometime before the test day. If the testing company provides practice booklets, encourage students to use them; they help in understanding how the particular test works.”
  By giving students a degree of familiarity with a test or, at the very least, the test-taking process, educators are able to somewhat minimize the negative feelings that may be associated with standardized testing.  The preparatory courses provided to students at Deron II attempt to do just that.
5) What do you think of the Alternate Proficiency Assessment (APA)?  How would you change it?
Mrs. Johnson:  Although it isn’t used Deron II nearly as frequently as the HSPA, for the students in a situation like this, I think it is a good measure of what they can learn and how they have progressed through a year.  I wouldn't change it in any way.

My Response:  I was hoping that Mrs. Johnson would expound upon the test a bit more than she did, for I know very little about the APA myself.  She seemed to think that the APA was a very effective measurement of what she considered to be the essential elements of a student’s learning.  

Upon researching, I learned a lot about alternative assessments in general.  When regarding the administration of the test, I found that the individuals who perform alternative assessments are “the same people who support students in their instruction.”
  In the case of Deron II, the APA would be administered by a specialist within the school who has also worked with the students in their test preparation.  I also learned that the decision to take the APA is made by the particular student’s IEP team.  Because parents within the Deron school system may not be aware of the many alternative opportunities their students are allowed, they may not advocate on the behalf of their children.

The test is a “portfolio assessment designed to measure progress toward achieving New Jersey’s state educational standards.”
  It is given to students who are disabled to the point that they cannot physically or academically participate in the statewide testing, in this case the HSPA.  The students in Mrs. Johnson’s class would be required to take an APA content evaluation in the areas of science, mathematics, and language arts literacy.  I, alongside Mrs. Johnson, believe that this test is far more practical and achievable test for her students. 
6) How do you and other specialists in the school work together to assess students?
Mrs Johnson:  We do communicate and once a month there is what's called a staff meeting, where the classroom teacher gets together with the administration, the social workers department, and all the specialists.  We go through each student and talk about what's happening, and how we see the student in all the venues around the school.

My Response:  This staff meeting allows for the majority of the people who interact with a student on a daily basis to collaborate and share their thoughts on that student’s progress.  This meeting enables and encourages person-centered planning, which is planning that “values directing service delivery to the goals, preferences, and needs of the individual being served.”
  By having a meeting to discuss students on a case-by-case basis, students are less likely to be overlooked.  When a number of individuals who are influential to a student’s academic career are present, it is less likely that a need of that student will be disregarded or left unrecognized.  The person-centered planning comes into effect when administrators and staff agree that a certain goal or need must be met, and the process that follows allows this group to plan accordingly.

This monthly staff meeting can be very helpful to everyone who works in the building. A student might be performing and behaving in a superb fashion in one department (say, reading, language arts, and science) but failing significantly to uphold the same standards while with another specialist (for example, speech or physical therapy).  When the meeting is held, these changes may be noted and discussed, along with a discussion aimed towards resolving the issues for both the student and the staff.  


Without taking into consideration a student’s behavior and performance in all parts of their school day, it is difficult for one instructor to assess and assign grades.  Progress must be observed on a greater scale with a fuller scope of a child’s development or lack thereof. 
7) Taking into consideration how wide a range of disabilities this group of students has, how do you, personally, assess this class as a whole? 
Mrs. Johnson:  I deal with them as a class, but when I ask for responses I do not want the same response or expect the same response from each student.  I know what their levels are and I know what level their conversation or writing is.  I deal with each response based upon the level of disability and understanding that each student has.

My response:  I can see from the way that Mrs. Johnson describes the way she assesses her students that it is a much more involved process than is usually required by a mainstream classroom.  In a “normal” classroom, the students are performing at the same general level; in a third grade classroom, students will be performing on average at the third grade level.  While some students might be achieving at a higher level and some at a lower level, it is generally not as dramatic a range as is exemplified in Mrs. Johnson’s classroom.


While most of the students in Mrs. Johnson’s classroom are performing in the range of the second to the fourth grade level, the academic, social, and emotional skills the students possess vary greatly.  Some students have beautiful handwriting, while others have handwriting that is barely legible.  The students with beautiful handwriting might not know how to answer comprehension questions, whereas the students whose handwriting is barely legible might be able to go on and on when questioned.  

Due to the huge discrepancies between abilities of the students, Mrs. Johnson is forced to assess student performance on a much more individual and personal basis.  She is only able to do this once she has gained a strong understanding of the ability levels of each of her students.  For this reason and many others, it is a benefit to Mrs. Johnson and the students that the class size at Deron II averages at under ten students per class.
8) How do you assess your students week by week and day by day?  How are gains/progress/change assessed?
Mrs. Johnson:  Observation mostly.  Basically I'd say 95% of how I do it is observation.  I use positive reinforcement to reward good behavior. 
My Response:  Mrs. Johnson’s succinct reply was delivered almost immediately after the posing of the questions.  This shows me that, without any doubt, observation really is the method by which she assesses her students most commonly.  She watches her students while they work and her careful discretion is what allows her to assess change in each individual.  Rather than give written tests or quizzes as many teachers at Deron II do, Mrs. Johnson bases her progress reports more on the actions and behaviors her students exhibit on a day-to-day, week-to-week basis.  In a school where many students have very limited academic ability, this might be a more logical basis by which to assess gains and progress.


There are, however, many means by which to alternatively assess students, one of which Mrs. Johnson mentions later in the interview: portfolio assessment.  An assessment portfolio is “a purposeful and systematic collection of student performance assessments relative to standards.”
  By collecting records of student assessments, instructors are able to gauge process and change over time, allowing them insight into the development of their students.  


In addition to observation and portfolio assessment, another very helpful method is that of recollection.  Recollection is a process by which people who know a student well are asked to “recall observations and interpretations of skill and events and can complete interviews, surveys, or rating scales based on their recollections.”
  Though recollection may be a less scientific means by which to assess a student, due to the intrinsic dependence on human memory, it still gives instructors a means by which to recognize progress and development aside from basing it solely upon their own observations.
9) How are grades given?  What components comprise a student's grades?
Mrs. Johnson:  They get report cards, but the grades are not A, B, C, etcetera.  They are more like “satisfactory, good, very good, exceeds expectations,” and so on.  I do that by observation.  I observe them every day and watch how they work and interact.  I mean they do do worksheets, and I go through them and look.  There are ten problems, you got eight wrong, tomorrow I'd like to see ten problems and you get five wrong.  The next day, ten problems and get two wrong.  This sort of data composes their portfolio, which helps us to see how their progress has gone.

My Response:  Mrs. Johnson prefers to grade her students based upon observation rather than strictly by grades from assignments and classwork.  This gives her students a chance to achieve even if they are not particularly skilled in one facet of their education, such as the writing, reading, or interpretation skills that are absolutely required for worksheet completion.  The students in Mrs. Johnson’s class are not all able to read proficiently, and certainly none of the students are able to read at the eleventh grade level.  Taking this into consideration, Mrs. Johnson bases the grades that she gives her students on more than just the completion and accuracy of written work.

While she does not grade based on the number of correct answers on a worksheet, Mrs. Johnson does use the results of completed worksheets to recognize change.  As she explained in her response, she expects a student to progress; the increasingly higher achievement on sequential worksheets related to the same material shows that the students are learning.  Because some students are able to learn at a much faster rate than others, Mrs. Johnson uses her own personal knowledge of each student when considering their progress and assigning grades at report card time.
10) How are parents involved in the assessment of their students?  Are results explained to parents and if so, how?
Mrs. Johnson:  The parent is involved, basically, by attending the annual review.  At that time, they are notified of the assessments that has been done with their child.  If a parent chooses to be more involved, they can call the school or visit so they can be on top of the situation.  That is not the norm in this building for the parents to be overly involved, and at some points the parent even waives their right to be in attendance at the annual meeting.  The level depends upon the parent.  It's an out of district school placement, it's a low socio-economic school so parents are not all that aware, and in many situations there is a language barrier.  Those are the three reasons that would deter a parent from being a big part of the situation.  About 70% of parents attend the annual meeting.  In this room, 90% right now, but I've had years where it's been 50%, so it fluctuates, but this year they are doing really well.   

My Response:  Parents are afforded by the IDEA a number of rights when concerning their children’s education, “the most critical being consent, notification, participation in educational decisions about their children, and participation in policy making.”
  Sadly, many parents choose not exercise these rights. This is unfortunate, for there are a number of ways that parents could optimize their child’s learning experience at home by merely understanding what their child is doing during the school day. In the 21st Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of IDEA stressed, “family involvement is a strong factor affecting learning and school performance.”
  Though some parents waive their right to attend the annual review of their student, others are very active in their student’s academic career.  I found out more from talking the Mrs. Johnson’s teacher aide:
“Parents sometimes come in and sit and watch their students.  They’re allowed.  They can come in as much as they want.  It’s not typical, but it is allowed, and some parents in the past have certainly taken advantage.”


In the Report to Congress, those reporting attested that attempts were “being made by educators throughout the country [to promote] comprehensive strategies for education reform based on high academic and occupational standards... [to] improve teaching and strengthen family involvement.”  The onus, therefore, is not entirely on the parents to change; it is also a concern of the educators who handle a student’s school career to help increase awareness.


It is very evident that parental and family involvement in the education of their students is absolutely essential, and hopefully in the following years the amount of participation and concern will only increase.
12) How do you use your personal assessment to improve your lessons and the way you teach?

Mrs. Johnson:  I absolutely change how I do things based upon what I observe.  If I see they're not getting it, I go on to another method.  If I see that students are not mastering a concept, then it's either over their heads or I'm not teaching it the right way, and then I've got to change.  After this many years of teaching, I've got a whole bag of tricks to consult!  I don't keep harping on something they're not getting or if there is no interest.  After all these years, I guess I know the levels so I kind of know where to go.  I could be off base; experience doesn't guarantee that I'm not off base.  A lot of times it is even based on how they feel on a particular day.  If I see that something is not working, I'll get out of it gracefully and change the pace.  Just because I say something will happen in a lesson plan doesn't mean it will happen.  It's worse to try to do what I thought I was going to do when they're not getting it than to it would be to change. 

My Response:  This flexible attitude is one that really assists the students in Mrs. Johnson’s class.  After having spent so many years teaching Special Education, Mrs. Johnson has come to realize that she will make mistakes and has learned from them.  For special education students, this sort of understanding allows there to be a multitude of learning processes to be taking place at one time, due to flexibility in the classroom.  Not all of Mrs. Johnson’s students learn the same way or at the same rate; knowing this and understanding this and being able to adapt and adjust lesson accordingly is an invaluable skill.


From her testimony, it certainly seems that Mrs. Johnson is convinced that change and adaptation is a good thing; they are elements that will only increase the learning of the students she is teaching.  On the surface, it seemed to me that the fact that she does not dwell on a subject that students cannot seem to grasp was a method afforded to her as a result of more relaxed standards of education for her students.  However, as she went on to explain, she meant that she would find a new way to teach something the students could not grasp previously; abandoning a failed lesson in lieu of a more engaging, productive lesson is perfectly fine in her book (and mine, as well!).
Conclusion: What did I learn?


I was already familiar with the interviewee, Mrs. Johnson, and her classroom- but I was not aware of the many decisions she makes on a daily basis when it comes to assessing her students.  She shared with me a number of concerns she had about the tests her students are required to take and the way that the assessments make them feel. Her skepticism about whether the HSPA had a place at Deron II led me to question the test’s validity as well.  

Mrs. Johnson’s strong reliance on observation to assess her class and gauge her students’ progress helped to show me how difficult a task it can be to assign grades for exceptional students.  Rather than basing her grading system on scores that students receive on papers, workbooks, quizzes and tests, Mrs. Johnson chooses to focus more heavily upon the way that students work, interact, and show change throughout the day.  The grading system at Deron II allows for her to use her own discretion when assigning marks on report cards; in this way, she can use her insight, personal knowledge, and understanding of her class to asses each student on a personal basis.  This grading policy is a far more individual and realistic means of assessing the development of special education students when compared to the usage of state-wide standardized testing such as the HSPA.

Mrs. Johnson did not provide me with very much information about the APA, so I researched the test myself.   I found that the APA might be a very useful tool to be used with the students in Mrs. Johnson’s class and throughout the setting at Deron II.  The portfolio-type approach would better help administrators and instructors gauge and assess the learning that has taken place over the course of a student’s academic career.  The resources I used to learn more about the APA denoted that the test was to be used when modifications and accommodations still did not allow a student to perform adequately on the HSPA.  In the case of many of the students Mrs. Johnson has, I think this test would be very appropriate.

I was shocked to learn that parents would sometimes (if not oftentimes) waive their rights to be involved in the education of their son or daughter.  I came to learn that the socio-economic and cultural background of a family can create what parents might see as a barrier between themselves and the educators at Deron, thus decreasing their likelihood of becoming involved.  To waive one’s right to make decisions about the course of action that will be taken with your child in his or her school seems highly unfortunate, and I hope more is done to increase parental involvement.  I was pleased to find that Mrs. Johnson’s class is doing far better this year with parental involvement and hope that the trend continues as parents become more and more aware of their rights.

I was not aware that there are monthly staff meetings held at Deron to discuss, on an individual level, the progress of each student.  It makes a great deal of sense for every instructor or administrator that works with a student throughout the day to collaborate and decide together how to approach that student’s learning in the future.  What one staff member might know could provide great insight to another staff member who was unaware of an issue.  In this way, the administration and staff at Deron II are being proactive in assessing the learning of their students.

The flexibility in planning lessons and assessing her students that Mrs. Johnson exemplifies impressed me as being highly appropriate for this setting.  Although the class is small and there are at least two instructors in the room at all times, there is still a large degree of uncertainty as to how a day will progress and what will be learned by whom.  By being able to adapt and adjust, Mrs. Johnson optimizes the opportunities her students have to learn and grow.  Rather than merely having her students fill out worksheet after worksheet in order to derive a numerical grade, Mrs. Johnson gives her students learning experiences that will stick with them throughout their lives.  Instead of placing the majority of her focus on quizzing and assigning numbers and grades and scores, she has learned to use the power of observation of change over time (through the use of daily observation and portfolio review) to provide a positive alternative to standardized assessment.
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