GEORGIA ALTERNATE ASSESSMENT

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS


Why is the GAA required?

Two federal laws (the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act and the No Child Left Behind

Act) require that students with disabilities be provided with the same educational opportunities

as their non-disabled peers. These laws require that all students, including students with

significant cognitive disabilities, be provided instruction based on a rigorous academic

curriculum. Further, all students must be assessed on their achievement relative to grade level

academic standards. Students with significant cognitive disabilities may be assessed via

alternate assessments based on alternate achievement standards.

An alternate assessment based on alternate achievement standards allows for the unique learning

characteristics of students with significant cognitive disabilities. Alternate assessments may

cover a narrower range of content and reflect a different set of expectations than regular

assessments. Alternate achievement standards must be clearly linked to the content standards for

the grade in which the student is enrolled, although the grade-level content may be reduced in

complexity or reflect pre-requisite skills.

The GAA serves as Georgia’s alternate assessment based on alternate achievement standards.

Each teacher determines the alternate achievement standard (i.e., expectation) for each student,

based on the learning characteristics and needs of the student. The teacher designs the

instructional task that provides the student access to the selected state-mandated curriculum

standard based on an achievement expectation that is appropriately challenging and purposeful

for the student.

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) mandates assessments in grades 3-8 and in one

grade at the high school level (grade 11 for Georgia). Why must we administer the GAA in

Kindergarten?
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) mandates that all students, including

students with disabilities, be included in assessments mandated at the state, system, and/or school

levels. Students with significant cognitive disabilities, who are unable to participate in general

assessments even with maximum accommodations, must be assessed via an alternate assessment. Georgia mandates the Georgia Kindergarten Inventory of Developing Skills (GKIDS) in grade K. Therefore, students with significant cognitive disabilities enrolled in kindergarten, who cannot participate in the GKIDS, must be assessed via the GAA.

Why must we assess science and social studies in grades 3 – 8 and 11?

Georgia law requires students in grades 3-8 and 11 be assessed in science and social studies. The

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) requires that students with disabilities,

including those with significant cognitive disabilities, be instructed and assessed on the same

content as their grade-level non-disabled peers. IDEA allows for alternate assessments based on

alternate achievement standards for students with significant cognitive disabilities who cannot

participate in general assessments, even with maximum accommodations.

Why did Georgia choose a portfolio for its alternate assessment?

Both the Assessment Division and the Divisions for Special Education Services and Supports spent considerable time reviewing other states’ alternate assessments. The portfolio format was ultimately chosen because it provided the flexibility necessary to help ensure this small, yet very diverse group of students receives instructional services that were meaningful and purposeful.

A portfolio allows maximum flexibility and individualization. Importantly, a portfolio allows

the teacher to choose, within certain parameters, which curriculum standards will be assessed

and how they will be addressed. Portfolios respect the teacher’s professional judgment and

knowledge about what is best for each student. Other alternate assessment formats, such as

performance tasks and rating scales are more standardized, with all students completing the same

activities, therefore limiting opportunities for individualization.

Although the compilation of portfolio entries can be time-consuming for the teacher, the result is

a comprehensive documentation of student work. Preliminary research on alternate assessments

indicates that portfolio assessments lead to better instructional opportunities for students.

Why must grade level curriculum standards be used?

The federal laws previously mentioned (NCLB and IDEA) require that students with disabilities

be instructed and assessed on the same content as their grade level peers. Alternate assessments

based on alternate achievement standards must be clearly linked to the content standards for the

grade in which the student is enrolled, although the grade-level content may be reduced in

complexity and reflect pre-requisite skills. In other words, teachers can adjust the achievement

expectations of the grade level curriculum standards to reflect the learning characteristics of the

students participating in the GAA.

Importantly, the GAA allows teachers to choose grade level curriculum standards (found in the

GAA Blueprint) that are meaningful for each student. Functional and life skills are very

important, and academic skill instruction can be designed to support these critical skills – the two

are not mutually exclusive. Although the focus of the student work in the GAA must be on

academic content and skills linked to grade level curriculum standards, the GAA has been

designed so that the instruction provided can be meaningful for the individual student and

support functional/life skills.

What guidance is available to teachers as they compile evidence for the portfolios?

The Examiner’s Manual for the GAA is the primary source of guidance on how to implement the

assessment and compile the portfolio. The Examiner’s Manual is provided to every teacher

administering the GAA. The Examiner’s Manual is also available on the GaDOE website (see

the link provided below).

Resources and materials pertaining to the GAA are located on the Assessment Division’s webpage. Click on the link labeled ‘Georgia Alternate Assessment.’

http://www.gadoe.org/ci_testing.aspx
Other valuable resources pertaining to providing curriculum access for students with significant

cognitive disabilities, including designing aligned instructional tasks, are located at

www.georgiastandards.org. Click on the link labeled ‘GPS for Students with Significant

Cognitive Disabilities.’

What constitutes a complete Portfolio Entry?

A portfolio entry consists of two Collection Periods – one to show the student's initial skill, the

other to show student progress on that skill. Each entry consists of two types of evidence for

each Collection Period – Primary and Secondary Evidence. Thus, a single entry is comprised of

four pieces of evidence. The schema below shows how an Entry is organized.
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For each Collection Period, each entry must have at least one of the following types of Primary

Evidence:

· Work sample

· Permanent product

· Series of captioned photographs

· Videotape or audiotape (must include a brief script)

For each Collection Period, each entry must also include at least one of the following types of

Secondary Evidence:

· Data sheet (including charts and graphs)

· Interview (parent, general education teacher, employer/community-based work

supervisor, related service staff)

· Observation (or anecdotal record)

· An additional piece of Primary Evidence

Secondary Evidence must be based on a different task or activity than was submitted as Primary

Evidence; the tasks can differ in terms of the design or complexity of the activity, the materials

used, and/or the type and frequency of prompting. The purpose of the Secondary Evidence is to

provide supplemental information regarding the student’s performance on tasks related to the

curriculum standard.

How should Collection Period 1 differ from Collection Period 2?

It is important to remember the purpose of the GAA is to ascertain the progress each individual

student is making in instructional activities designed for the student. To that end, evidence must

be collected over two time periods to show the student’s progress.

· Collection Period 1: Evidence collected during this period will demonstrate the student’s

initial skill level on a task/activity at the beginning of instruction.
· Collection Period 2: Evidence collected during this period will demonstrate the student’s

level of achievement/progress attained after instruction of a task/activity.

The window between Collection Period 1 and Collection Period 2 is from a 14 calendar days to a maximum of five months. Evidence should differ between Collection Period 1 and 2.

Evidence across Collection Periods should differ in terms of the design or complexity of the

tasks, the materials used, and/or the type or frequency of prompting. With very few exceptions

(typically only for those students with the most profound disabilities), the same exact activity

repeated in the progress phase (i.e., Collection Period 2) should not be used. Evidence provided

for Collection Period 2 should reflect a related or expanded activity aligned to the same

curriculum standard (and element, if applicable). The purpose of this requirement is to provide a

robust view of how the student is achieving. Inclusion of a different activity for Collection

Period 2 provides the scorers with additional information on how the student is progressing.
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