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Fair Assessment for Exceptional Learners

The inclusion of exceptional students into Alberta’s classrooms sparks a great deal of debate; particularly debate focusing on fairness and equality. Assessing students with exceptionalities is often one of the bolded subtitles underlining the controversial definitions of both fairness and equality. William Bursuck, Dennis Monk and Mary Olsen (1999) state that most students with exceptionalities “are relatively unsuccessful when evaluated with traditional grading practices” (p. 85); however ensuring fairness for all students can often be viewed as a highly uncomfortable task.  An important aspect of determining fairness is those who come into contact with the alterations and accommodations: mainly students, those with exceptionalities and those without, and teacher’s themselves.

Teachers often struggle to maintain a grading system that reflects the needs of each individual student. Lee Anne Jung and Thomas R. Guskey (2009) created a “Fair- Assessment Model” stating the qualities of effective reporting systems as follows: “[effective reporting systems] base grades on clearly articulated standards for students” as well as “establish clear standards based on product, process, and progress criteria, and then report each separately” (p. 55). Those involved in an exceptional learner’s instructional team decide whether the student requires an accommodation which means, “the content of the standard remains the same, but the method for demonstrating mastery of the content may be adjusted” or modification which means, “changing the standard itself” (p. 56). After deciding, “the teacher should [either] grade the student on the standard the team determined appropriate” (p.57) or allow the student to demonstrate his/her mastery in an adjusted manner. 
An analysis of a student perspective is essential to fully addressing the debate of fairness and equality when considering assessing students with exceptionalities. Bursuck, Munk and Olson (1999) completed a study that asked a series of questions regarding students, with and without exceptionalities, opinions on equality regarding modified grades for exceptional learners .The general findings of the study state the common conclusion of students to be rooted in the belief that accommodations concerning assessing students with exceptionalities to be an unfair practice. However, Bursuck, Munk and Olson (1999) argue that this unfavorable perception of students “could represent a major communication problem” (p. 92) specifically between students and their teachers. The study found that students “were not directly told about grading adaptations-even in a general sense-unless they themselves were involved” (p. 92).  
Reflecting on Assessment of Exceptional Learners

In my first Professional Semester practicum, I observed the creation of report cards for each individual student. The report cards were outcome based and the students were made aware of each outcome they were working towards. Accommodations were often made for students; however modifications were not, resulting in exceptional students being held to exactly the same standards as the rest of their peers. The results of this practice were predictable, as students with exceptionalities grades were significantly lower than their classmates. The progress or process that exceptional students had made or experienced was not acknowledged; rather the only aspect of Jung and Guskey’s (2004) “Fair-Assessment Model” implemented was the product. As a result, the student’s learning experience was not properly documented or shared with their parents/guardians. 
I occasionally read tests aloud to two students who had cognitive processing disorders which presents an accurate picture of accommodating exceptional student’s needs without changing the standards. Students in the same class who had to take the test at the same time as other students often asked if they could too have their tests read to them. Instead of explaining to the students that this was an accommodation for an exceptional learner, the student was told to go sit back down and begin their test. Students seem to notice a perception of equality and inequality at a young age and because this is an uncomfortable topic the student is told to retract their question. This experience as a student teacher allowed me to observe the frustration and feeling of inequality felt particularly by non-exceptional students in Bursuck, Munk, and Olson’s (1999) study.
Bridging the Gap ​
After reflecting on my readings and research I feel that the gap between a student’s perspective of equal and teacher’s perspective of equality need to be closed. Assessing exceptional students with the same model as non-exceptional students does not truly reflect the learning that an exceptional student has experienced. While debunking common misconceptions of assessing exceptional students, Alberta Education (2004) states, “in reality, accommodations remove, or at least lessen, the impact of a student’s learning disability and therefore give the student the same opportunity to succeed as other students” (p. 54). I believe that exceptional students are often unable to experience the same learning experiences as their peers as a result of their exceptionality. In order to ensure fairness, the implementation of Jung and Guskey’s model would be beneficial and would ensure accommodations and modifications for exceptional students; as a result a similar learning experience would be shared by all learners, exceptional and “non”. 
However, teachers cannot and should not be the sole individual who is aware of assessment modifications and the implications of these modifications. As Bursuck, Monk and Olsen (1999) reveal, students who feel a sense of inequality had never been informed of the accommodation or/modification in the first place (p. 84). I believe differentiating of teaching styles as well of assessment practices can only be successful if all students are aware for the reasons why differentiation is implemented. Ensuring all students are aware of the reasoning behind differentiating assessment is essential to maintaining a positive classroom environment. There is a high potential for feeling of animosity to develop towards exceptional students; therefore disrupting a positive atmosphere for students to develop and learn within. Teachers must go one step beyond only implementing the fair model of assessment described by Jung and Guskey (1999), they must advocate the differences between equal and equality in order to ensure a fair and safe learning environment for all. 
Although I see both the “Fair-Assessment Model” and allowing students to understand reasoning behind accommodations/modification as essential to my own assessment practice, I still wonder how I will respectfully consider the feelings of exceptional students when discussing differences and other sensitive areas concerning exceptionalities. How will I discuss exceptionalities in a way that does not in fact widen the gap between a student sense of equal and a teacher’s sense of equality?
Assessment of Exceptional Learners in My Own Classroom

The arguments made by Jung and Guskey (2004) as well as the study done by Bursuck, Monk and Olsen (1999) directly influence the assessment practices I would implement within my own classroom. Using the fair assessment model outlined by Jung and Guskey (2004), the learning team of exceptional students will come to conclusions concerning whether or not modifications or accommodations need to be made in order to fairly and accurately reflect progress and knowledge. Specifically, in the realm of Language Arts students will be able aim to meet acceptable standards in their reading and writing. If a modification is needed a student’s grade would be based on a lower reading/writing standard than their peers. If an accommodation is needed, exceptional student’s comprehension techniques will be suited to each specific student, allowing each student to truly exemplify their knowledge of a given text. 

Prior to the fair assessment model being implemented within my English Language Arts classroom, I will discuss the terms equal and equality with my students. As a class we will explore both terms and discover the right to an equal opportunity to learn that each learner possesses. I believe all teachers need to take the time to guarantee that all students are given the necessities they require to succeed. In my assessment practices I hope to assess students, both exceptional and “non”, in a way that reflects their knowledge, while placing importance on maintaining a positive classroom environment. This can be done by ensuring all students are aware of the necessity and reasoning for accommodations and modifications to be implemented for those with exceptionalities. 
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