Inclusive Assessment System Components 
Accessing the General Curriculum: The 4-Step Process 

Taken from a presentation by Michael Burdge and Jean Clayton, Inclusive Large Scale and Standards Assessment (ILSSA) at the PAC6 Assessment Institute, Tumon, Guam.

As many educators struggle with how to effectively teach and help students with significant cognitive disabilities progress in the general curriculum, it may be beneficial to follow a stepwise process that keeps the focus on learning. This process may be helpful to adapt for use at a systems level as well; however, it should be noted that as written, it is primarily meant to guide instruction at an individual student level. 

Four Steps to Access
[Clayton, J., Burdge, M., Denham, A., Kleinert, H., &.Kearns, J. (2006). A four-step process for accessing the general curriculum for students with significant cognitive disabilities.  Teaching Exceptional Children, 38(5), 20-27] 

1. Identify or link to the appropriate standard(s).  Grade level content standards are the starting point for teachers as they begin to plan instruction with student achievement of standards in mind. 
· The state or district standard will be the broad statement defining what students should know and are able to do.

· There may be several grade level specific standards, stating what students at a specific grade level should know and be able to do, that, when combined, lead to achievement of the broad standard.  

· Once the broad standard and the specific grade level content standard are identified, it is then helpful to determine what the grade level standard is all about - what is the most basic concept that the standard defines.  Other terms might be “critical function”, “essence”, or “intent”.

2. Define the outcome(s) of instruction.  It is important to articulate what it is that all students are expected to know and be able to do at the end of instruction which will move the student towards the stated grade level standard.  In that way, students with significant cognitive disabilities are not automatically excluded due to low expectations of their achievement.
· From the outcomes identified for all students, prioritized outcomes can be identified for specific students with disabilities. 

· These prioritized outcomes should match as closely as possible the outcomes for all students. 

· After selecting the targeted skills/concepts for the student, it is essential to identify potential barriers and missed opportunities that may be created by the interaction between the instructional environment (methods and materials) and student characteristics (strengths, interests and weaknesses) (CAST, 2002) 

· While the outcomes are being identified for a particular student, it is essential to identify the supports (accommodations, modifications, adaptations, and/or assistive technology) that will facilitate the student’s performance toward meeting those outcomes.  These would primarily be the same as those identified on the student’s IEP and are typically used in instruction and performance.

3. Identify the instructional activities.  This is how and where teachers make the direct connections to grade level standards for all students.  The instructional activities are the conduits of achievement of the grade level standards; therefore, it is important to actively involve the students with significant cognitive disabilities in such a way that facilitates learning of the standard.
· All the activities that are used to teach, learn, practice, and apply the skills indicative of the grade level standards need to be delineated.  These activities might include research, individual/small/large group work, hands-on experiential learning, as well as lecture, reading and writing, and quizzes and tests.  

· Then plans for active and meaningful participation by students with significant cognitive disabilities within each activity must be made.  It is important to remember that if an activity is important for typical students, it must also be important for students with disabilities and should not be summarily dismissed as not meaningful.  Rather, the activity should be made accessible or meaningful for students with significant cognitive disabilities.

· In this step, a careful description and analysis of the instructional activities developed to teach the grade level content standards will help to clarify the barriers in the instructional  environment that may interfere with student learning and determine if supports typically in place (Step 2, Define the outcome of instruction for all students) are providing appropriate and effective solutions.  Solutions to these barriers should ensure that the student with disabilities has equitable access to instruction and curriculum when compared to all other learners.  
Typical Types of Instructional Activities

· Burdge, et al (2001) identify five common instructional activities.  The chart in the Step 2 of the guide examines the interplay of these activities with the characteristics of a particular student and identifies potential barriers for that student. 
· Lecture and note-taking

· Cooperative learning groups

· Research

· Practice activities and homework

· Culminating projects

· Classroom based assessment

· Classroom based assessments are generally included within general education units of study either as ongoing checks on student understanding or as end-of-instruction tests of student achievement.  Both of these are essential components of instruction designed to inform teaching, providing information on what the student has learned and to what level and if additional/different instruction is needed.  Step 3 in this process should include at least one classroom based assessment activity.
Determine Supports Needed

· It is important to decide upon the supports that will assist the student in participating and learning in each.  

· Many of these will already have been identified in the IEP but there may occasionally be an activity in which a more specialized support is called for. 

· Support may be provided by a general education teacher or peer and should consider both low- and high-tech assistive technology adaptations, strategies, and tools. 

· It is important to continually evaluate the use of specific tools to determine if they are effective and the best way to support active participation, both to access information and demonstrate knowledge. 

· Ensure that the student has equitable opportunities to learn and demonstrate knowledge as do all other students.

· A complete menu of supports and means of active participation that correlate with major instructional activities such as listening, reading, and writing, ensure that meaningful supports are planned and in place for the and not just occurring “on the fly.”  

· Pathways located in the appendix is an excellent resource when developing this for a student.  

Guiding Questions for Selecting Supports

Is the student actively participating in each part of the instructional activity?  That may include reading, writing, speaking, listening, answering questions, doing research, taking tests, etc.  These activities may be done in the context of different instructional formats such as group or individual work.  The focus is not upon which instructional activities will the student participate in but how.
What is needed to engage the student in the instruction?  This may not require anything additional to what all students are receiving, but may be that the student has an object representative of the concept to hold while listening.  The engagement should be matched to the particular learning styles of the student and facilitate the acquisition of the content.
Does the student have a means to demonstrate the knowledge, skills, concepts acquired?  Again, preferential learning styles should play a role here but multiple intelligences (Gardner) would also need to be considered.  Even though the student may be learning more complex and sophisticated ways to communicate knowledge, it may be preferable to rely on a more established means of communication so that the demonstration of new knowledge is not compounded by a “new” communication mode, as well. 

4. Target specific objectives from the IEP.  The focus of learning for all students within any instructional activity should first be content.  It is important to maintain this focus for students with significant cognitive disabilities, as well.  All students should be instructed toward and expected to learn content to the highest level possible.  As IEP teams continue to transition to more and more standards based IEPs (i.e. beginning with the standard in mind, then developing goals and objectives to facilitate individual students in achieving those standards), this step may begin to look differently.  For students with significant cognitive disabilities, there may be opportunities during content area, instructional activities to work on other IEP goals/objectives identified for them individually (e.g. self determination, communication, motor, social/behavioral, etc.) or to work on standards based IEP goals/objectives in cross curricular activities (i.e. reading in social studies, math in science, etc.).
· When standards based IEPs have been written with the grade level appropriate standards and content area curricula in mind, it is easy to embed instruction on these goals and objectives during typical instructional activities.  The standards based IEP objectives will include those having to do with the content area itself (language arts, math, etc.). 
· These instructional activities often provide numerous opportunities to learn and practice (“embed”) other IEP goals and objectives which address educational needs specific to individual students. 
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