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Chapter Objectives

be able to:
interpreting assessment data.
synthesized.

generation.

members.
® Discuss the use of Web- and

',;Tgs’t Interpretation and Report Writing

After completing this chapter, you should
@ Discuss the process of analyzing and

® Discuss how assessment information is
@ Describe the process of hypotheses

@ Explain the general principles that guide

the development of assessment reports.

® Explain considerations in sharing reports
with the student and with family

software-

generated test results and reports.

Overview

Educators use a variety of assessment approaches to answer one or more assessment questions
about a student’s behavior or performance. This chapter introduces you to the process that
special educators use once they have gathered the information. Analyzing, interpreting, and
synthesizing assessment information takes skill and practice. The interpretation of assessment
results involves the practitioner in a series of analyses that lead to one or more explanations of
the student’s performance and behavior. Then, the practitioner synthesizes this information
into a written report that becomes part of the student’s record.

Interpreting Assessment Information

As soon as possible after completing an assessment, the practitioner scores each of the items,
double-checking any mathematical calculations, if the assessment is a teacher-created test.
Some assessments, such as Web-based tests or tests with scoring software, generate their own
data, providing a description of the scores as well as an interpretation of the student’s

performance.
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CHAPTER 7

General Guidelines

If the assessment data includes a standardized instrument, the practitioner begins by examin-
ing the student’s overall performance: by finding the test’s composite score(s). The composite
scores help build a picture of student performance. Next, the practitioner examines each of the
subtests of behaviors, skills, and abilities. This process is followed for each standardized test
administered and then the results are synthesized and interpreted using the following steps:

1. Interpret overall test performance. Examine the student’s overall performance and consider
an interpretation of the full-scale or total score performance.

- Interpret subtest performance. Examine the student’s performance in each area assessed.
List the areas that indicate strong student performance as well as areas that indicate
student weaknesses.

- Compare the subtest performance on all tests. Consider each subtest and the skills, knowl-
edge, or behaviors that it measures. Compare the shared abilities across assessments.
Identify relative areas of student strengths and needs. If a student’s score on one test
looks different from a score on a different test, the practitioner will need to consider
possible reasons for the discrepancy. Use of multiple sources of data, often known as
triangulation, helps the practitioner in developing accurate interpretations.

- Integrate the student’s relative strengths and needs. Compare all the assessment data, including
the results of observations, interviews, and conferences, with more formal assessments
such as norm-referenced, curriculum-based, or criterion-referenced assessments. Con-
tinue to build the picture of student performance by integrating the student’s relative

strengths and needs across multiple forms of assessment data (Flanagan & Kaufman,
2009; Kamphaus, 2005; Lyman, 1998).

Test Accommodations

In Chapter 1 we discussed how accommodations do not alter the content of the assessment
in a significant way. When the individualized education program (IEP) team meets, members
consider whether or not a student needs accommodations and then identifies the types and
frequency of the accommodation(s). During instruction and during assessments, the student
receives the accommodation(s) identified in the IEP. Shriner and Ganguly (2007) were inter-
ested in examining more closely the IEP decision process that addresses accommodations
and how students receive accommodations in classroom instruction and during state-wide
assessments. They found that:

© The IEP team’s determination of accommodations was often an isolated event, with little
awareness of general education practices.

* Accommodation decisions were often based on policy rather than research-based evidence.

* Accommodations for testing are planned during the annual IEP meeting and revisited
once a year, at the next IEP meeting, but students’ skills and characteristics often
changed during the course of the school year.

The use of accommodations in testing raises several issues. Accommodations involve a
nonstandard administration of the test. Many experts believe that, unless test developers
norm a test using specific accommodations, the test is invalid. Test manuals should describe
appropriate accommodations and provide evidence of the validity of the test when examin-
ers implement them. When evidence about the effects of accommodations on test perform-
ance is lacking, examiners should interpret tests cautiously.

Very few research studies demonstrate the effects of accommodations on test perform-
ance. Because of technical considerations relating to test development, it is difficult to equate
the performance of students who have various accommodations with the pediommance of
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students who do not have accommodations. A test accommodation may change the underlying
construct of the test (American Educational Research Association et al., 1999). For example, a
test of written language may become a test of spoken language if the student is permitted to
dictate the response rather than write it.

A concern about the reporting is whether to state the accommodations. Some experts
believe that not identifying accommodations is misleading. Persons with disabilities have
countered that accommodating test procedures provides opportunities to demonstrate their
abilities and that not using these accommodations is unfair. And flagging or identifying accom-
modations can lead to discrimination and stigmatization (American Educational Research
Association et al., 1999).

The more you use a test or conduct an observation or complete an interview, the more you
will come to understand the information that can be gathered and how it can be interpreted.
Beginning teachers who have opportunities to work with an experienced examiner or mentor
can gain valuable skills. A mentorship must include time to discuss interpretation of various
assessments. One method of interpreting results is a process called hypothesis generation.

Hypothesis Generation

When interpreting the results of testing, we prefer the process described as hypothesis gener-
ation (Flanagan & Kaufman, 2009) or integrative interpretation (Kamphaus, 2005). In test
interpretation, a hypothesis is an explanation of a student’s performance and behavior based
on the collected assessment data.

As the examiner reviews the assessment information, several hypotheses emerge. One
hypothesis relates to the referral questions; other hypotheses may relate to levels of achieve-
ment, behavior, cognitive ability, communication, development, functioning, motor devel-
opment, or sensory functioning.

The examiner uses the test data (i.e., the results of the various assessment approaches,
including standardized testing, curriculum-based assessment, performance-based assessment,
observations, interviews, and so on) to support one or more hypotheses. For example, an
examiner may integrate information obtained from interviews with teachers, therapists, sup-
port staff, the student, and family members with information obtained from behavioral obser-
vations of the student to support the determination of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.

Flanagan and Kaufman (2009), cautioned that hypotheses are not facts and that, later,
they may prove to be artifacts. Hypotheses are informed assumptions; when evidence does not
substantiate hypotheses, further investigation is necessary. The test data may need reanalysis,
or the examiner may have to collect additional data to generate new or modified hypotheses.

Examiner Bias

Examiner bias can arise in the interpretation of assessment results. Examiners need to be
aware of the types of biases in order to identify and control them. Bias colors how the data
will be viewed and interpreted. Bentzen (2009) describes two levels of potential bias. At one
level is the personal bias and perspective of the examiner: The examiner brings individual
experiences, abilities, attitudes, and knowledge to the interpretation process. Examiners need
to take precautions to avoid letting personal bias interfere with the careful, objective inter-
pretation of information. The second level of bias is the result of formal training and includes
bias shaped by theory, conceptual framework, or philosophy. These biases affect how you
interpret a situation, event, behavior, and ultimately, the assessment results.

Using Professional Knowledge

To interpret test results, the examiner must understand the purpose of the test itself, how it is
administered, and what the test scores mean. In our discussion of norm-referenced tests and
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CHAPTER 7

standardization samples in Chapter 6, you learned that a standardized test can be ad:
tered to students with characteristics that are similar to the norm group and that the exa
can compare each student’s score with those of the norm group. In interpreting test res
the examiner must consider the norm sample of a test instrument; if the characteristics of
student tested are not similar to those of the norm group, the examiner will need to expl
how this affects the test scores. The test scores of students who have characteristics diff
from the norm sample cannot be compared with the test scores of the students who particip:
in the standardization of the instrument.

Examiners need to understand the test scores and be able to explain them to others. &
example, an examiner may be called upon to explain the difference between a percentile r:
and a percentage-correct score or to clarify misperceptions about a grade equivalent score.

In interpreting assessment information, the examiner must be a keen observer of behavi
context, culture, and environmental conditions that adversely affect students’ performan
In the following chapter, we will examine the effects of the physical, learning, and soci
environments on performance. Observations of the environment and of the student will a
valuable information. As the examiner synthesizes assessment results, the observations m:
corroborate information obtained during formal testing, or these observations may help
explain why a student’s score was unexpectedly low.

Interpreting assessment information requires a wide range of knowledge concerning
child and adolescent growth and development as well as disability. Examiners need profes-
sional knowledge of classroom curriculum and pedagogy, and a solid understanding of statis-
tics is essential in interpreting test scores. Knowledge of special education, related services,
state regulations, and federal law is essential in clarifying the information.

Responding to Diversity

Previous chapters discuss problems of test bias regarding students with diverse cultural,
ethnic, racial, and linguistic backgrounds; from different geographic regions of origin; and
from different gender, disability, and economic groups. Often the test bias has involved stan-
dardized assessments used to identify students with disabilities who need special education
services. Lyman (1998) describes when a test must discriminate and when it should not:

Any test that is worthwhile must discriminate; after all, this is just another way of saying that
it will “reveal individual differences.” But the intended discrimination should be on the basis
of the trait being measured, not on the basis of racial or ethnic background. (pp. 7-8)

Examiners must be aware that standardized instruments are not the only measures that
show bias; other assessment approaches can show bias, too. For example, observations often
reflect different behaviors on the part of students who are being observed than when they
are not being observed. Some assessment approaches, such as portfolio assessment may be
biased against students who attend school infrequently.

Once the examiner has interpreted the assessment information, results are synthesized and
organized into an assessment report. There are several different types of assessment reports,
depending on the assessment question(s) and the purpose for the assessment. Later in this
chapter we will examine examples of some different types of assessment reports.

We will begin by looking at the general principles for report writing. In writing the
report, the examiner makes sure that general statements about the student’s performance or
recommendations can be supported by the assessment data. The following general principles
guide the development of a well-written report.
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anize the Information

ize the information systematically. Present information in sections with appropriate
ings. Discuss recommendations at the end of the report; do not insert them in the body

1t only factual information. Do not include unsubstantiated information. When includ-
information from other sources, such as other assessment reports, mention the date
n the source was written and the name of the author(s).

ude Only Essential Information

ite about the facts, and avoid extraneous information about the student or family. Although
report must be comprehensive, some information is not essential; you will need to make
'gments about whether what you have learned is appropriate for the report. Use only informa-
that contributes to an understanding of the student, the test results, and recommendations.

Aware of Bias

oid generalizations that can bias the report. Be careful about stereotyping groups. Criti-
ly review your report before submitting it.

sent Accurate Information

ake sure that the information is accurate. The examiner must always verify that the test
ores were copied correctly from the test to the report. Be sure that there are no misinterpre-
tions about performance due to inaccurate calculations or inaccurate copying.

lude Any Reservations

corporate, and discuss, any reservations about the assessment process and its effect on the
sults. Reservations may include observations of the student that indicate the r are not
curate or do not reflect the student’s best abilities. Record any interruptions or 1 distur-
nces in the environment that may have affected the results, and note the limitations in
technical adequacy of the instrument(s) for students with characteristics that the norming
sample does not represent.

Avoid Technical Jargon

Use clear, understandable language. Avoid discussion of the formulas used to measure discrep-
ancies or of the theoretical perspectives of various experts. Technical jargon can make the
report confusing or ambiguous. How could the language in the following excerpt be simplified?

Tony has dual diagnostic deficits that affect expressive and receptive language, articulation,
internal regulation, and cognition. A coexisting diagnosis can be made of Attention-Deficit
Hyperactive Disorder and mental retardation. This diagnosis is strongly suggested by biologi-
cal maternal history of ethanol abuse, apparently during the gestational period, and Tony’s
striking physiognomy.

Write Clearly

Work to develop report-writing skills. Use the writing process to create a working draft. Reread
and rewrite the working draft. Check the draft by using the grammar and spell checkers. Avoid
ambiguous language. Use a checklist like that found in Table 7.1 to ensure that you have
included all the necessary information.
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ons:

At which grade are these concepts/skills taught?
How are students taught these concepts/skills?

consider the student’s need for assistive technology.

Test Interpretation and Report Writing 131

educators use local assessment information to understand what students know
«£an do. As results are analyzed, they may consider one or more of the following

How are students required to demonstrate that they have mastered the concepts/skills?
In other words, how are they assessed in the classroom? (Mertier, 2002, p. 1)

on the answers to these questions, the special educator may plan a new method of
ction, use different instructional strategies and/or materials, or suggest that the IEP

Analyzing and interpreting assessment information takes
practice and a solid base of professional knowledge.
Beginning teachers should follow the guidance that has
been provided in this chapter. Some individuals may
have the opportunity to work with experienced mentors
during the assessment process. A mentorship could
include time to discuss interpretations of assessment
information and to review and examine drafts of the
assessment report.

® Educators organize and synthesize assessment informa-
tion into a written report. Depending on the assessment
question and purpose of the assessment, the report could
address observations of the student, a progress report of
student achievement, an individual test report, or a com-
prehensive assessment report.

© The assessment report should include one or hypotheses,
based on assessment data, to address questions about
student performance or behavior.

© Care must be taken when interpreting low scores. Students
often live up—or down—to our expectations. The report

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

1. After reading the observation report in the Snapshot
on John Diamond (page 116), consider the contex-
tual factors and their effect on his behavior. What
other recommendations could you suggest to the
team?

. Discuss how the hypothesis-generation approach can
be useful in interpreting Gina'’s test performance.

shared with family members and later filed in the stu-
dent’s records can have an impact on how the family and
teachers perceive the student in years to come.

© The role of Web-based and computer-based generated
reports continues to evolve. These reports offer educa-
tors a variety of information about test scores and inter-
pretation. Our challenge will be to use both our skills as
professionals and our skills as thoughtful human be-
ings to determine what is accurate and appropriate and
what is not.

Answers to questions from the Snapshot called Analyz-

ing and Interpreting Assessment Information (on page

110): €

® The pie chart is advantageous because it depicts the
whole period of time available for mathematics and
how Cindy spent this time during three different days.

© The bar graph is advantageous because it allows us to
see the type of individual activities in which Cindy
was engaged.

3. Use the checklist in Table 7.1 to evaluate Gina’s evalu-
ation report. (See the Snapshot on pages 120-121.)

4. Evaluate test-scoring software. Use the criteria in
Table 7.3 to appraise the usefulness of this report.
What additional criteria do you feel are important in
deciding the usefulness of the program?




