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Overview
STAAR Alternate is an alternate assessment based on alternate academic achievement
standards and is designed for students with the most significant cognitive disabilities
receiving special education services who also meet the participation requirements for
STAAR Alternate. This assessment was designed to meet federal requirements
mandated under the NCLB. STAAR Alternate is not a traditional paper or multiplechoice test. Instead, it involves teachers observing students as they complete
standardized, state-developed assessment tasks that link to the grade-level TEKS.
Teachers then evaluate student performance based on the components of the STAAR
Alternate rubric and submit student results through the Assessment Management
System.

CHAPTER 6

STAAR Alternate

157

T E C H N I C A L

D I G E S T

2 0 1 1 – 2 0 1 2

The assessments included in STAAR Alternate are illustrated in Table 6.1. STAAR
Alternate was administered during the window of January 9, 2012, through
April 20, 2012 for all content areas and grades.
Table 6.1. 2011–2012 STAAR Alternate Assessments

2011–2012 STAAR Alternate Assessments
Grade

Assessed Content Area/Course

3

Mathematics

Reading

4

Mathematics

Reading

5

Mathematics

Reading

6

Mathematics

Reading

7

Mathematics

Reading

8

Mathematics

Reading

High
School

Algebra I
Geometry

Writing
Science
Writing
English I
English II
English III

Science

Social Studies

Biology

U.S. History
World Geography
World History

Participation Requirements
STAAR Alternate has specific participation requirements that ARD committees
must carefully consider when recommending these assessments for students
receiving special education services. Prior to reviewing the eligibility criteria for
STAAR Alternate, the ARD committee must understand all assessment options,
including the characteristics of each assessment and the potential implications
of each assessment choice.
If STAAR Alternate is being considered, the ARD committee must review the
five criteria below and indicate whether the description is applicable to the
student. For a student to be eligible to participate in STAAR Alternate, the
answer to all five questions below must be “Yes.” If the answer to any question
is “No,” the student is not eligible to participate in STAAR Alternate and must
participate in one of the other statewide assessments. Each “Yes” answer must
be justified by evidence that the student meets the criterion.
1. Does the student have a significant cognitive disability? A significant
cognitive disability is determined by the ARD committee and must be based on
evaluation information performed by a qualified evaluation team. The significant
cognitive disability must affect the student’s intellectual potential and be
documented as such in the student’s IEP. A student with a significant cognitive
disability has limited potential to reach grade-level expectations; by comparison,
a student with a learning disability has the potential to reach grade-level
expectations but has difficulty doing so due to his or her disability.
2. Does the student require specialized supports to access the grade-level
curriculum and environment? Federal regulations require all students to have
access to and be assessed on grade-level curriculum. To access the state158
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mandated grade-level or course curriculum (the TEKS), a student with a significant
cognitive disability needs specialized academic instruction as well as support
throughout the day in areas such as expressing his or her needs, getting from place to
place, eating lunch, negotiating social situations, and/or taking care of personal needs.
3. Does the student require intensive, individualized instruction in a variety of
instructional settings? Such a student needs specialized academic instruction and
techniques over a period of time to ensure that he or she can learn, retain information,
and transfer skills to other settings.
4. Does the student access and participate in the grade-level TEKS through
prerequisite skills? Access to the grade-level curriculum is required by federal
regulations. A student with a significant cognitive disability requires access to the TEKS
through prerequisite skills that are linked to the grade-level curriculum.
5. Does the student primarily demonstrate knowledge and skills through
performance tasks? The student might be able to perform some literacy skills (e.g.,
tracing words, copying spelling words, completing simple worksheets, writing simple
phrases or sentences). However, the student is typically evaluated by methods other than
paper and pencil. Instead, observation of student performance while the student
manipulates items, verbalized responses, eye gazes, or uses an augmentative
communication device are some ways student performance is evaluated. A one-day,
multiple-choice test would not be an appropriate assessment format to effectively show
what the student has learned.
Additional information and resources are available for use by the ARD committee in
making assessment decisions regarding students receiving special education services.
This information can be found at the STAAR Alternate Participation Requirements page
on the TEA’s Student Assessment Division website.

Testing Requirements for Graduation
With the passage of House Bill (HB) 3, the relationship between high school courses
and participation in the STAAR Alternate EOC assessments is now linked to a student’s
graduation plan.
Students taking STAAR Alternate participate in the MHSP. However, the ARD committee
makes final determinations on the graduation requirements for students receiving
special education services.
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Test Development
As much as possible, STAAR Alternate follows the same test development
procedures as other STAAR assessments. However, the test development
process does reflect the unique characteristics of STAAR Alternate, specifically
its reliance upon performance-based assessment tasks and the needs of the
STAAR Alternate population.

Assessment Content
Like other STAAR assessments, STAAR Alternate is linked to grade-level TEKS
and student expectations for STAAR. To link the assessment to the content and
expectations, TEA worked with experts in test development, special education,
and content to develop curriculum frameworks and vertical alignment
documents. The curriculum frameworks outline the grade-level TEKS and the
associated prerequisite skills for each grade and content area. The vertical
alignment documents link skills and knowledge across grades within the same
content area. After the initial creation of the curriculum frameworks and
vertical alignment documents, TEA sought additional input from the STAAR
Alternate steering committee, which is a statewide advisory group that
includes state experts, parents, advocacy group representatives, related service
providers, administrators, and Texas regional ESC professionals. The curriculum
frameworks and vertical alignment documents can be found at the STAAR
Alternate Resources page of TEA’s Student Assessment Division website.
The next step in developing STAAR Alternate was to generate essence
statements that summarize the TEKS and student expectations and link the
expectations to the prerequisite skills and assessment performance categories.
Typically, each grade and content area contains 10–20 essence statements.
From these, four essence statements are identified for inclusion in the STAAR
Alternate assessment each year. The 2011–2012 assessed essence statements
were made available to teachers and test administrators in spring 2011 to allow
time for planning and incorporation of the content into ARD committee
decisions for the following school year. The essence statements for all grades
and content areas can be found at the STAAR Alternate Essence Statements
page of TEA’s Student Assessment Division website.

Complexity Levels
Three assessment tasks of varying complexity levels are developed for each
essence statement to increase the accessibility and flexibility of the assessment
for the diverse STAAR Alternate population. To establish the verbs that define
the complexity levels for the assessment tasks, Bloom’s work on learning
taxonomies (Bloom, Englehart, Furst, Hill, & Krathwohl, 1956) was consulted. To
develop the three complexity levels of the assessment tasks, Webb’s depth of
knowledge (Webb, 1997), Cook’s extended depth of knowledge (Cook, 2008),
and Browder and Flowers’ depth of knowledge scales (Flowers, Wakeman,
160
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Browder, & Karvonen, 2007) were all considered. Using a combination of cognitive
scales, verbs were selected that define each complexity level and show how the
student demonstrates knowledge. Each verb is specifically defined and suggestions for
possible ways the student can respond are provided in order to further standardize
task implementation. The three complexity levels are described as follows.
Level 1: Beginning Awareness
Level 1 assessment tasks are the least complex and involve responding with
knowledge at the beginning awareness level. Skills that students at this level are
expected to demonstrate might include acknowledging features, responding to
stimuli, participating in processes, exploring materials, or anticipating outcomes.
Level 2: Basic Recall
Level 2 assessment tasks are moderately complex and involve recalling or reciting
information at a basic level. Skills that students at this level are expected to
demonstrate might include identifying or sorting elements, assisting in procedures,
choosing options, examining features, or matching or replicating components.
Level 3: Application
Level 3 assessment tasks are the most complex and involve applying knowledge
beyond basic recall. Skills that students at this level are expected to demonstrate
might include determining distinguishing features, organizing information, comparing
components, generating ideas, making inferences, or justifying answers.

Assessment Task Criteria
In addition to the procedures outlined in chapter 2, ”Building a High-Quality
Assessment System,” nationally accepted criteria provide guidance during the
development of the STAAR Alternate assessment tasks. Specifically the following
criteria are directly referenced during development activities:
■■

Standard 3.6 of the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (AERA,
APA, NCME, 1999), which states:
The type of items, the response formats, scoring procedures, and test
administration procedures should be selected based on the purposes of the test,
the domain to be measured, and the intended test takers. To the extent possible,
test content should be chosen to ensure that intended inferences from test
scores are equally valid for members of different groups of test takers. The test
review process should include empirical analyses and, when appropriate, the use
of expert judges to review items and response formats. The qualifications,
relevant experiences, and demographic characteristics of expert judges should
also be documented (p. 44).

■■

Universal design with particular attention given to (1) students’ response modes,
allowing students to show what they know and can do; (2) differentiated
supports and materials, allowing students to access the content of the
assessment; and (3) multiple means of engagement to allow students more time
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to complete the task, meaningful activities, and context (Center for
Applied Special Technology, 2002). According to the principles of
universal design, each item has precisely defined constructs, has
maximum legibility, has maximum readability and comprehensibility, is
amenable to accommodations, is accessible and non-biased, and takes
into consideration special populations.

Review of Assessment Tasks
During development, educator committees meet to complete reviews of every
STAAR Alternate assessment task. The committees are made up of educators
from across Texas, specifically special education experts, special education
classroom teachers, including teachers from the Texas School for the Blind and
Visually Impaired and the Texas School for the Deaf, teachers of English
language learners, and general education teachers.
The educator committees focus on the relationship between the grade-level
content and the assessment tasks. Based on guidance from the National
Alternate Assessment Center (2005), they consider the following questions in
regard to each assessment task:
■■

Does the assessment task cover academic content?

■■

Does the assessment task reflect the grade-level curriculum?

■■

Does the assessment task access the grade-level STAAR reporting
category and knowledge and skills statements?

■■

Is the assessment task meaningful to the student?

■■

Will the assessed skills be useful to the student in the immediate future?

In addition to these questions, educator committees are asked, “Is the
assessment task free from bias on the basis of students’ personal characteristics
such as gender, ethnicity, or disability?”
Feedback from the educator committees is used to revise the STAAR Alternate
assessment tasks as needed. Educator committee meetings will be scheduled
as the assessment tasks continue to be developed for STAAR Alternate. The
2011–2012 assessment tasks were made available to teachers and test
administrators in fall 2011 to allow time for preparation and instruction prior to
the assessment window.
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Training
Because STAAR Alternate includes unique materials and requirements and requires use
of the Assessment Management System, it is essential that teachers receive proper and
effective training. TEA developed four web-based training modules to standardize
training across the state and assist teachers in effectively implementing STAAR
Alternate. Teachers who plan to administer the STAAR Alternate assessment are
required to complete each of the four modules and pass the associated qualification
activities with a score of 80% or higher. The four modules and qualification activities
must be successfully completed prior to any STAAR Alternate administrations. Once
completed, the teacher receives a qualification certificate confirming the teacher’s
status as a test administrator.
On the training center website, test administrators have secure access to the online
training modules, and from this site they can access additional online training
resources, track their training status, and access training certificates. In addition, the
training center tracks and reports the completion and qualification status for each user
on the four STAAR Alternate training modules allowing for monitoring by district
testing coordinators and TEA. This ensures that each test administrator is adequately
trained and prepared to assess students with STAAR Alternate.
The structure of the STAAR Alternate training modules follows the steps of test
administration. The following sections outline the content of each of the four training
modules.
Module 1: Selecting The Assessment Task
Module 1 provides an overview of the STAAR Alternate assessment, including the role
of the ARD committee, the participation requirements, and the strategies for selecting
assessment tasks, which is Step 1 of the test administration process.
Module 2: Implementing The Assessment Task
Module 2 explains how to make assessment tasks accessible at each complexity level
by using appropriate presentation supports/materials and response modes and how
to use the resource documents for planning and implementing the assessment
observation for Step 2 of the test administration process.
Module 3: Observing/Documenting Student Performance
Module 3 clarifies the difference between instruction and assessment, between cues
and prompts, between primary and generalization observations, and explains how to
prepare for and document the observation to complete Step 3 of the test
administration process.
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Module 4: Evaluating Student Performance
Module 4 provides information about the scoring rubric, the evaluation process
for both the primary and generalization observations, and the appropriate
maintenance of the documentation forms. This module provides practice using
the Assessment Management System and includes a flowchart to assist in
completing Step 4 of the test administration process.
After completion of the modules and qualification activities, test administrators
are encouraged to reference training resources as needed. In 2011–2012 TEA
also offered additional training via the TETN and PowerPoint presentations on
TEA’s website that can be downloaded and used for individual or group
training sessions.

Test Administrations
More than 86,000 STAAR Alternate assessments were administered in
2011–2012 to approximately 30,000 students. Table 6.2 further describes the
2011–2012 STAAR Alternate administrations by grade and content area.

Administration Procedures
The STAAR Alternate assessment process is designed to mirror the instructional
process for a student with a significant cognitive disability. The essence
statements, upon which the 2011–2012 STAAR Alternate assessment tasks were
based, were made available in spring 2011 so that they could be included in
ARD committee meetings and other planning related to the 2011–2012 school
year. The STAAR Alternate assessment tasks were made available at the
beginning of the 2011–2012 school year so that teachers could provide related
instruction and prepare students for the assessment.
The assessment administration window extended from January 9, 2012, to April
20, 2012, which allowed teachers ample time to select appropriate assessment
tasks, determine appropriate implementation of the tasks, evaluate and
document student performance, and enter results in the Assessment
Management System. Because of the heterogeneity of the population of
students who take STAAR Alternate, flexibility is built into the assessment and
its administration, allowing teachers to shape the tasks to fit the individual
needs of each student. If a student is unable to display any observable change
in affect or movement due to either an ongoing medical condition or the
severity of the student’s disability that student may receive a No Response
Observed (NRO) score designation. Once test administrators have completed
the required STAAR Alternate training, these teachers then take the following
steps as part of the administration of the assessment.
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1. Select the assessment tasks appropriate for each student. One of three possible
assessment tasks is selected for each of the four assessed essence statements. As part of
this step, teachers are asked to instruct the student on the prerequisite skills associated
with the task and document the materials and supports that are needed as part of
instruction.
2. Implement the assessment task in a manner appropriate for each student. Using the
information obtained during instruction, the teacher then documents the supports and
materials needed by the student to complete the task as well as the response mode used
by the student. This documentation must be completed prior to the assessment
observations.
3. Observe and document student performance. Each task is administered in the manner
documented in the previous step. The teacher then records student performance for
each of the three predetermined criteria for each assessment task, including information
about cueing and prompting. If applicable, the generalization observation is also
conducted and documented.
4. Evaluate student performance within the Assessment Management System. Teachers
enter the results from the student observation into the Assessment Management System
so that each student’s performance can be scored. In addition, documentation forms
must be completed and securely maintained.
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Teachers are able to administer the assessment and submit assessment results
at any time during the STAAR Alternate assessment window.
Table 6.2. Students Tested in 2011—12 STAAR Alternate Assessments
STAAR Alternate
Assessment

Students Tested

Grade 3 reading

4,108

Grade 3 mathematics

4,110

Grade 4 reading

3,928

Grade 4 mathematics

3,929

Grade 4 writing

3,929

Grade 5 reading

3,827

Grade 5 mathematics

3,828

Grade 5 science

3,827

Grade 6 reading

3,483

Grade 6 mathematics

3,484

Grade 7 reading

3,292

Grade 7 mathematics

3,294

Grade 7 writing

3,293

Grade 8 reading

3,175

Grade 8 mathematics

3,175

Grade 8 science

3,172

Grade 8 social studies

3,173

English I

2,971

English II

2,822

English III

2,435

Algebra I

2,971

Geometry

2,821

Biology

3,581

U.S. history

2,425

World geography

3,076

World history

2,345

Testing Accommodations
Students being assessed with STAAR Alternate can use the accommodations
and supports that are routinely and successfully used as instructional
accommodations. These accommodations become the specific materials and
supports that are provided during the assessment observation and allow the
student access to the task. After the observation begins, if the student needs
additional assistance beyond the pre-planned supports, the test administrator
might provide cues and prompts to continue the task; however, the use of
166
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cueing and prompting will affect the student’s score and should only be provided after
sufficient wait time in order to allow the student an opportunity to respond without
the additional support.
The difference between a cue and a prompt is related to the degree of assistance
provided to the student. A cue is a hint and does not lead the student to a direct
answer. A prompt is more directive as it takes the student step-by-step through the
task, leading to a specific answer.
Because of the design of STAAR Alternate, linguistic accommodations are not
necessary for limited English proficient (LEP)-exempt immigrants receiving special
education services. The STAAR Alternate assessment can be administered using any
language or other communication method routinely used by the student.
Additional information about accommodations can be found at the Accommodations
Resources page of TEA’s Student Assessment Division website.

Student Success Initiative
The SSI provides a system of academic support to help students achieve on grade level
success in reading and mathematics. The SSI incorporates a grade advancement
component adopted by the Texas Legislature in 1999. The instructional processes used
with students who have significant cognitive disabilities serve as the basis of the
STAAR Alternate assessments. Teachers can observe student performance on several
occasions if necessary and provide remediation as needed throughout the academic
year. Because of this relationship between STAAR Alternate and instructional practice,
students who participate in these assessments are not subject to the SSI requirements.
Each student’s promotion is determined by that student’s ARD committee rather than
being based on STAAR Alternate scores.

Scores and Reports
Scoring STAAR Alternate Assessments
STAAR Alternate scoring is based on an application of the scoring rubric to the student
performance evaluation information that the test administrators submit electronically.
Scoring Rubric
The STAAR Alternate Scoring Rubric outlines the way various components are used to
compute each assessment task score. The STAAR Alternate scoring components are: (1)
Demonstration of Skill, (2) Level of Support, and (3) Generalization of Skill. Task
complexity level is used as an additional factor in determining students’ scores by
weighting the Demonstration of Skill dimension. The inclusion of complexity level in
the scoring allows students who successfully complete tasks that have higher
complexity levels to receive higher scores than students who successfully complete
tasks that have lower complexity levels.
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Table 6.3 outlines the scoring used for the primary observation of each
assessment task.
Table 6.3. Scoring of the STAAR Alternate Primary Observation
Demonstration of Skill

Level of Support

Did the student
demonstrate the skill?

How did the student
perform the skill?

1

Yes – 2 points
No – 0 points
Yes, but needed prompting –
0 points

Independently – 2 points
Needed Cueing – 1 point
Needed Prompting – 0 points
N/A – 0 points

2

Yes – 2 points
No – 0 points
Yes, but needed prompting –
0 points

Independently – 2 points
Needed Cueing – 1 point
Needed Prompting – 0 points
N/A – 0 points

3

Yes – 2 points
No – 0 points
Yes, but needed prompting –
0 points

Independently – 2 points
Needed Cueing – 1 point
Needed Prompting – 0 points
N/A – 0 points

Level 3 task weighted by 1.5
Level 2 task weighted by 1.2
Level 1 task weighted by 1.0

No weighting

9 points

6 points

Predetermined
Criteria

Total Points
Possible

Performance on the primary observation determines whether a student
proceeds to Generalization of Skill. The student is eligible for generalization if
all the following criteria are met:
■■

The student is assessed with a complexity level 2 or 3 assessment task.

■■

The skill was successfully demonstrated for all three predetermined
criteria.

■■

There was no prompting on any of the three predetermined criteria.

To receive points for the generalization observation, the student must be
assessed using different materials from those that were used during the
primary observation. A total of 6 points are possible for Generalization of Skill.
The student receives two points for each predetermined criterion completed
independently. The student receives one point for each predetermined
criterion completed with cueing. The student receives zero points for each
predetermined criterion completed with prompting or that was not completed.

168

CHAPTER 6

STAAR Alternate

T E C H N I C A L

D I G E S T

2 0 1 1 – 2 0 1 2

Each assessment task score is computed by summing the Demonstration of Skill, Level
of Support, and Generalization of Skill scores. Assessment task scores range from 0 to
21 points. Students’ total scores are computed by summing the four assessment task
scores and rounding to the nearest whole number. STAAR Alternate total scores range
from 0 to 84 points.

Description of Scores
There are a variety of reports that show a student’s performance on STAAR Alternate.
The information below describes the types of scores given on reports and the types of
reports available.
Raw Score
For STAAR Alternate, a raw score is based on the student’s performance on the four
assessment tasks and the points assigned to that performance based on the scoring
rubric. Unlike other STAAR assessments, scaling is not required for STAAR Alternate in
order to compare scores across forms and administrations (refer to the Scaling section
of this chapter).
Additional Performance Information
STAAR Alternate reports include each of the component scores (Demonstration of Skill,
Level of Support, and Generalization of Skill) that were assigned for each assessment
task to provide as much information as possible about student performance. The
assessment task scores, called reporting categories on reports, provide information
about a student’s relative strengths or weaknesses. Individual student test scores
might be used in conjunction with other performance indicators to make decisions
regarding student placement and instruction. While STAAR Alternate scores can
contribute to these decisions, as much additional information as possible about each
student should be taken into account.

Report Formats
Two types of reports are provided for the various testing programs: standard and
optional. Standard reports are provided automatically to districts, and the information
in the standard reports satisfies mandatory reporting requirements. To receive optional
reports that detail student performance data in additional formats, a district must
select the corresponding optional reports in the Administration Details screen in the
Assessment Management System. Generally, districts are required to pay a nominal fee
for each optional report requested.
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For more information about scoring and reporting
for STAAR Alternate, refer to the TEA publication
Interpreting Assessment Reports.

Use of Test Results
Reports of STAAR Alternate students are used in the following ways:
■■

helping parents monitor the progress their children make

■■

informing instructional planning for individual students

■■

reporting results to local school boards, school professionals, and the
community

■■

evaluating programs, resources, and staffing patterns

■■

evaluating district effectiveness in accountability measures

Parent Brochure
TEA’s Student Assessment Division produces the brochure Understanding Your
Child’s Confidential Student Report (CSR): A Guide for Parents (English). The
brochure includes a sample CSR with explanations of each element of the
report to help parents better understand their child’s score report. Reporting
categories for each content area assessed with STAAR Alternate are
summarized. The guide, developed in both English and Spanish, was distributed
with 2011–2012 individual student results in January 2013.

Audits
TEA conducts periodic audits of the STAAR Alternate assessment as one means
of collecting reliability and validity evidence. Audits enable the collection of
information from test administrators and school districts that can be used to
evaluate the training, administration, and scoring of STAAR Alternate. The first
audit of STAAR Alternate was conducted in 2011–2012.
To conduct this audit, a sample of approximately 5% of STAAR Alternate
students was selected. For the 2011–2012 audit, the targeted sample size was
1,600 students and included the following grades and content areas:
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science grade 8
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The STAAR Alternate audit sample was constructed to be representative of the
population of students in terms of gender, ethnicity, economic disadvantage status,
geographic region, and campus. Teachers of those students who were selected to
participate in the audit were contacted prior to test administrations. Teachers were
required to submit STAAR Alternate assessment documents for each student in the
sample.
These assessment documents were then compiled for review during the audit
meetings and grouped by student into folders. Within each student folder was
information about the four essence statements that were assessed in spring 2012. This
information included the essence statement, the assessment task, the three
predetermined criteria for each assessment task, the documentation of the student’s
responses during the task, and the student scores submitted by teachers electronically.
The 2011–2012 audit meetings occurred over a two week period in July 2012.
For the audit, each of the assessment documents from the 1,600 sampled students
were reviewed by at least two educators. A total of 90 educators participated in the
2011–2012 audit. When reviewing the assessment documents for each student,
auditors were asked to:
1. review the state-required documentation form including the preplanned presentation
supports and materials and the student response modes, and
2. review the student’s performance evaluation, which shows the scores assigned by the
test administrator.
Auditors were then asked to evaluate several aspects of the assessment materials for
each student: how well the documentation supported the responses to the student
scores (for Demonstration of Skill, Level of Support, and Generalization of Skill) and
whether the complexity level of the assessment task was maintained during the
administration of the assessment task. Table 6.4 shows the frequency of responses to
these evaluation items. Auditors either strongly agreed or agreed that documentation
supported scores for 86% to 89% of students, depending on the scoring component.
Auditors also reported that the complexity level of the tasks was maintained for 94%
of the primary assessment tasks and 95% of the generalization assessment tasks.
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Table 6.4. Frequency of Responses to Audit Items
Audit Item

Mean Audit Rating

Frequency

Percent

407

25.47

Strongly Agree
The primary documentation
supports the student’s score for
demonstration of skill.

The primary documentation
supports the student’s score for
level of support.

The generalization documentation
supports the student’s score for
demonstration of skill.

The generalization documentation
supports the student’s score for
level of support.

Agree

1,010

63.20

Disagree

146

9.14

Strongly Disagree

35

2.19

Strongly Agree

459

28.72

Agree

953

59.64

Disagree

151

9.45

Strongly Disagree

35

2.19

Strongly Agree

229

21.85

Agree

673

64.22

Disagree

116

11.07

Strongly Disagree

30

2.86

Strongly Agree

265

25.31

Agree

660

63.04

Disagree

91

8.69

Strongly Disagree

31

2.96

67

4.20

1,505

94.30

24

1.50

Increased

14

1.34

Maintained

999

95.32

Decreased

35

3.34

Increased
The complexity level of the primary
Maintained
assessment task was:
Decreased
The complexity level of
generalization of skill was:

Total

1,598

1,598

1,048

1,047

1,596

1,048

The 2011–2012 STAAR Alternate audit results supported the conclusion that
the training, administration, and scoring of the assessments were effective. The
results of the audit will be used to improve the quality of STAAR Alternate
assessments.

Performance Standards
Performance standards relate levels of test performance directly to what
students are expected to learn as described in the statewide curriculum.

Performance Levels and Policy Definitions
For the STAAR Alternate assessments, the performance levels are:
■■

Level III: Accomplished Academic Performance

■■

Level II: Satisfactory Academic Performance

■■

Level I: Developing Academic Performance

More detailed descriptions, known as policy definitions, of these performance
levels are given on the following page.
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Level III: Accomplished Academic Performance
Performance in this category indicates that students are well prepared for the
assessments tasks in the next grade or course with instructional supports for accessing
the curriculum through prerequisite skills. They demonstrate consistent understanding
of the knowledge and skills by generalizing the skills to a different context. Students in
this category have a high likelihood of showing progress and generalization of
knowledge for the assessment tasks at the next grade or course with supports.
Level II: Satisfactory Academic Performance
Performance in this category indicates that students are sufficiently prepared for the
assessment tasks in the next grade or course with instructional supports for accessing
the curriculum through prerequisite skills. They demonstrate sufficient understanding
of the knowledge and skills that are linked to content measured at this grade or
course. Performance on the tested skills required little or no cueing. Students in this
category have a reasonable likelihood of showing progress for the assessment tasks at
the next grade or course with continued supports.
Level I: Developing Academic Performance
Performance in this category indicates that students are insufficiently prepared for the
assessment tasks at the next grade or course even with instructional supports for
accessing the curriculum through prerequisite skills. They demonstrate insufficient
knowledge and skills that are linked to content measured at this grade or course.
Performance on the tested skills required cueing and prompting. Students in this
category are in need of significant intervention in addition to continued supports to
show progress for the assessment tasks at the next grade or course.

Standard-Setting Process for STAAR Alternate
Standard setting for STAAR Alternate involved a process of combining considerations
regarding policy, the TEKS content standards, educator knowledge about what
students should know and be able to do, and information about how student
performance on statewide assessments aligns with student performance on other
assessments.
TEA used an evidence-based standard-setting approach (O’Malley, Keng, & Miles, 2012)
for the STAAR program. Using this approach, TEA defined and implemented a nine-step
process to establish performance standards for all the STAAR Alternate 3–8 and EOC
assessments. The nine steps were:
1. Conduct validity and linking studies
2. Develop performance labels and policy definitions
3. Convene a policy committee and/or develop reasonable ranges for performance
standards
4. Develop grade- and course-specific performance level descriptors (PLDs)
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5. Convene standard-setting committees
6. Review performance standards for reasonableness
7. Approve performance standards
8. Implement performance standards
9. Review performance standards
Table 6.5 provides high-level descriptions and timelines for the steps in the
STAAR Alternate standard-setting process.
More details about each of the steps in the STAAR Alternate standard-setting
process is provided in the State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness
(STAAR) Alternate Standard Setting Technical Report available on the STAAR
Alternate page of TEA’s Student Assessment Division website.
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Table 6.5. Overview of the STAAR Alternate Standard-Setting Process
StandardSetting Step

Description

Timeline

1. Conduct validity
and linking
studies

Scores on each assessment are linked to
performance on the Texas Assessment of
Knowledge and Skills–Alternate (TAKS–Alt).

2. Develop
performance
labels and policy
definitions

A committee was convened jointly by the Texas
Education Agency (TEA) and the Texas Higher
Education Coordinating Board (THECB) to
recommend performance categories, performance
category labels, and general policy definitions for
each performance category. The STAAR Alternate
performance labels and policy definitions were
adapted from those created by the committee.

September 2010

3. Convene a policy
committee and/
or develop
reasonable
ranges for
performance
standards

The committee considered the policy implications
of performance standards and validity and linking
study results and made recommendations to
identify reasonable ranges for performance
standards (“neighborhoods”). The STAAR EOC
recommendations served as the foundation for
decisions made regarding STAAR Alternate.

February 2012

4. Develop grade/course-specific
performance
level descriptors
(PLDs)

TEA created draft specific PLDs and educator
committees reviewed and edited the PLDs. A goal
of the development and review of the specific
PLDs was to create an aligned system, describing
a reasonable progression of skills within each
content area (mathematics, reading, science, and
social studies).

July 2012

5. Convene
standard-setting
committees

Committees consisting of general education and
special education experts with experience in
grades 3–12 used performance labels, policy
definitions, specific PLDs, and predetermined
ranges within which to recommend cut scores for
each STAAR Alternate assessment. These
committees also provided comments to assist TEA
with finalizing the specific PLDs.

September 2012

Spring 2012

6. Review
performance
standards for
reasonableness

TEA reviewed the recommendations across
content areas.

7. Approve
performance
standards

The commissioner of education approved the
STAAR Alternate performance standards.

December 2012

Once established performance standards were
reported to students for the spring 2012
administration. The process for adjusting cut
scores for the 2011–2012 school year was also
determined.

January 2013

8. Implement
performance
standards

9. Review
performance
standards

October 2012

Performance standards are reviewed at least once
every three years.

Fall 2014
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Standard-Setting Committees
The goal of each standard-setting committee was to recommend two cut
scores that would define the three performance levels for each of the STAAR
Alternate assessments. The standard-setting committees were made up of K–12
educators. When selecting standard-setting committee members, TEA placed
an emphasis on experience with the population of students for which STAAR
Alternate is appropriate, as well as content knowledge and classroom
experience. Standard-setting committees also included educators who were
familiar with ELLs and with general education classrooms.
In September 2012, educator committees were convened to recommend
performance standards for all STAAR Alternate assessments. Committees
reviewed STAAR Alternate assessment tasks, policy definitions, PLDs, the
scoring rubric, and score profiles. They also received training in the evidencebased standard-setting process that incorporated aspects of the extended
Angoff process (Angoff, 1971; Hambleton & Plake, 1995) and modified
performance profiles (Morgan, 2003) process as well as external validity data.
Committee members were provided with reasonable ranges within which
performance standards should be set. The ranges were determined by two
guiding principles: the STAAR Alternate cut score should be more rigorous than
the TAKS–Alt cut score, and students needed to complete at least one task at
Complexity Level 2 in order to reach Level II: Satisfactory Academic
Performance. Ranges were also considered with respect to the policy
definitions for the performance levels. With this information in mind,
committee members were asked to provide recommendations for where the
cut scores should be placed in order to create the three STAAR Alternate
performance levels. Three rounds of recommendations were provided, with
time for discussion and feedback between rounds. Committee members also
participated in an articulation round where they could look at the third-round
recommendations across grades/courses and suggest adjustments. TEA used
the third round and articulation recommendations in making final decisions
about the performance standards.

Implementation of Performance Standards
A phase-in period has been implemented for performance standards
throughout the Texas assessment program. This phase-in is intended to provide
time to adjust instruction, to provide new professional development, to
increase teacher effectiveness, and to close knowledge gaps. Although STAAR
Alternate underwent the same process used on other state assessments to
develop more rigorous assessments and standards, student performance on
STAAR Alternate did not indicate the same need to provide school districts
with additional time to adjust instruction and close knowledge gaps.
Specifically, the difference in difficulty between TAKS–Alt and STAAR Alternate,
in terms of student performance, was smaller than the difference in difficulty
observed between the general or modified STAAR assessments and TAKS.
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During the standard-setting meetings, educator input also indicated that it was
necessary to make changes to the STAAR Alternate administration guidelines. One
suggested change was to allow a combination of Complexity Level 1 and Complexity
Level 2 tasks, which was not allowed in 2011–2012. This change would allow a path to
proficiency for all students taking the STAAR Alternate assessment when the final cut
score is implemented in 2012–2013. However, because the combination of Complexity
Level 1 and Complexity Level 2 tasks was not allowed in 2011–2012, there was a need
for an adjusted cut score for the first year of the new STAAR Alternate (2011–2012) that
would allow students completing only Complexity Level 1 tasks to reach proficiency or
Level II: Satisfactory Academic Performance.
Students who take STAAR Alternate will graduate under the MHSP. Therefore, unlike
the general STAAR EOC program, STAAR Alternate does not have the requirement that
students must achieve Level III: Accomplished Academic Performance in order to
graduate under the Distinguished Achievement Program. Therefore, there is no
adjusted cut score for the STAAR Alternate Level III: Accomplished Academic
Performance.

Outcome of Standard Setting
The purpose of the standard-setting process is to establish cut scores that reflect the
level of performance a student must demonstrate in order to be classified into a
performance level on each STAAR Alternate assessment. These performance standards
were approved by the commissioner of education in December 2012. Table 6.6.
presents the approved performance standards, both adjusted and final, for STAAR
Alternate.
Table 6.6. STAAR Alternate Performance Standards
Implementation Year
Performance Level

2011–2012
(Adjusted)

2012–2013
(Recommended)

Level I: Developing Academic Performance

0 – 47

0 – 49

Level II: Satisfactory Academic Performance

48 – 77

50 – 77

Level III: Accomplished Academic Performance

78 – 84

78 – 84

Review of Performance Standards
State statute TEC §39.0242 requires that performance standards for the STAAR
program be reviewed at least once every three years. To maintain compliance with
state statute, the performance standards must be reviewed by 2015. The current plan is
to review the STAAR performance standards in fall 2014.
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Scaling
STAAR assessment scores are commonly reported as both raw and scale scores.
With performance-based assessments such as STAAR Alternate, scoring is based
on a rubric. A single rubric is used to score student performance across all
STAAR Alternate tasks, forms, and administrations, and because of the training
provided, teachers are able to apply this rubric in a consistent way. Given the
use of a rubric and the consistency of its application, raw scores for STAAR
Alternate can be compared across forms and administrations. Therefore, scale
scores are not computed for STAAR Alternate.
For each student who participates in STAAR Alternate, several raw scores are
reported. These include the four assessment task scores and the total test score.
For each assessment task, the Demonstration of Skill score, Level of Support
score, and Generalization of Skill score are summed to obtain the total
assessment task score. Assessment task scores range from 0 to 21. The overall
total test score is computed by summing the four assessment task scores. Thus,
the total test score for STAAR Alternate ranges from 0 to 84. For more details
about STAAR Alternate scores refer to the Scores and Reports section of this
chapter.

Equating
Equating activities are not conducted for STAAR Alternate. The difficulty level of
the assessments and assessment tasks is taken into consideration through the
differential weighting of the complexity level of each task. In addition,
consistency across administrations is maintained through the requirement of
training and qualification procedures that are completed by teachers before
administering the assessment. Due to this training, it can be assumed that
teachers are able to consistently apply the STAAR Alternate rubric and maintain
the integrity of the STAAR Alternate raw score scale across assessment tasks
and administrations without the need for equating.

Reliability
Assessments that are not traditional paper-and-pencil or multiple-choice tests
commonly require a different approach to gather reliability information than
what is used with other assessments in the statewide program. For STAAR
Alternate, reliability information will be acquired through an interrater
reliability study in 2012–2013. For this study two test administrators will
simultaneously observe the same student performing a specific task. Both test
administrators will then evaluate the student’s performance using the
assessment’s performance evaluation questions. The two ratings will then be
compared to determine the reliability of STAAR Alternate.
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While the STAAR Alternate interrater reliability study has not yet been completed,
similar studies were completed several times for TAKS–Alt, Texas’ previous alternate
assessment. Because STAAR Alternate and TAKS–Alt have similarities with regard to
administration and scoring, it would not be surprising to find comparable results for
the interrater reliability studies. In 2009 the TAKS–Alt exact agreement rates among
test administrators were extremely high, ranging from 94% to 98% for Complexity
Level and Demonstration of Skill. For Level of Support, the agreement rates were lower
but still high, ranging from 73% to 82%. Overall the agreement rates supported the
conclusion that scores were reliable for TAKS–Alt.

Validity
STAAR Alternate scores are used to make inferences about student achievement. In
support of these inferences, evidence is continually collected throughout the
development and administration of STAAR Alternate to demonstrate that the
assessments measure the intended content. This validity evidence can be categorized
as being based on test content, response processes, internal structure, relations to
other variables, and the consequences of testing. This validity evidence supports
multiple uses of test scores. Texas follows national standards of best practice to
continue to build its body of validity evidence for the STAAR assessments. The TTAC
provides ongoing input to TEA about STAAR Alternate validity evidence. The following
sections describe the validity evidence that has been collected for STAAR Alternate.

Evidence Based on Test Content
Validity evidence based on test content refers to evidence of the relationship between
tested content and the construct the assessment is intended to measure. All STAAR
assessments, including STAAR Alternate, have been designed to align with the content
defined by the TEKS. The STAAR Alternate test development process played an integral
role in providing validity evidence based on test content for the assessment. The test
development process and the evidence collected related to test content support the
use of STAAR Alternate scores in making inferences about students’ knowledge and
understanding of the TEKS.
Relationship To The Statewide Curriculum
The revised TEKS curriculum was adopted for reading and writing in 2008 and for
mathematics, science, and social studies in 2009. To link the STAAR Alternate
assessment to the revised Texas grade-level content standards, vertical alignment and
curriculum framework documents for STAAR Alternate were developed for the
reading/English language arts, writing, mathematics, science, and social studies TEKS
curriculum. The STAAR Alternate vertical alignment and curriculum framework
documents help teachers access the grade-level TEKS for students with significant
cognitive disabilities. The STAAR Alternate steering committee, as well as educator
advisory committees, also reviewed and provided feedback on the alignment of the
TEKS to STAAR Alternate.
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Educator Input
Professional judgments from educator review meetings provided additional
content-validity evidence. Educators from across the state reviewed the
content of every assessment task to validate that each task matched the
appropriate content standard. The educator committees included special
education experts, special education classroom teachers, teachers from the
Texas School for the Blind and Visually Impaired and the Texas School for the
Deaf, teachers of English language learners, and general education teachers.
As part of the review meetings, educators considered each assessment task
and were asked, “Does this assessment task measure the reporting category,
student expectation, essence statement, and prerequisite skills it was designed
to measure?”  To respond to this question, educators referenced resources such
as the TEKS curriculum documents to verify the match of the reporting
category, student expectation, essence statement, and prerequisite skills to
each assessment task. Across STAAR Alternate tasks, educator review
committees affirmed the relationship between the assessment tasks and the
TEKS. Additional committee input also confirmed that students are provided
opportunities to learn the content before the assessment.
Another important source of content validity is evidence related to bias. In
order to be valid, an assessment must not only assess the intended content,
but also must prevent issues of bias. To provide this validity evidence, educator
committees were also asked the following question regarding each assessment
task: “Is this assessment task free from bias on the basis of students’ personal
characteristics such as gender, ethnicity, or disability?” Committee members
affirmed that STAAR Alternate tasks are free from bias.
Test Developer Input
Item writers and reviewers follow test development guidelines that explain
how the content of the assessed TEKS should be measured. At each stage of
development, writers and reviewers verify the alignment of the test items with
the assessed reporting categories.

Evidence Based on Response Processes
TEA also collects evidence about the way students respond to test questions
on the STAAR Alternate assessments to determine whether scores are accurate
measures of the construct. To gather this evidence, TEA conducted an audit of
STAAR Alternate in 2011–2012. As part of the audit, materials such as
documentation forms and student scores for a sample of students were
submitted by test administrators for review. These materials were reviewed by
a group of teachers to determine whether the scores were supported by the
documentation and whether complexity levels were maintained throughout
the administration of tasks. Auditors felt that most of the sampled student
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scores were appropriate and were supported by documentation across each of the
scoring components. Auditors also felt that nearly all of the complexity levels were
maintained for the audit sample.
Additional information about the STAAR Alternate audit can be found in the Audit
section of this chapter.

Evidence Based on Internal Structure
Texas collects evidence that shows the relationship between test items and reporting
categories to demonstrate that the parts of an assessment conform to the overall test
construct. A measure of internal consistency is used to provide evidence of the internal
structure of a test; however, this measure is currently not available for STAAR Alternate
given the limited number and unique characteristics of performance-based items
included on the assessment.

Evidence Based on Relationships to Other Variables
Another source of validity evidence is the relationship between test performance and
performance on other assessments, that is, criterion-related validity. Several analyses
were conducted to show that STAAR Alternate scores are related to each other as
expected and related weakly, if at all, to irrelevant characteristics.
For each STAAR Alternate assessment task, three scores are recorded: Demonstration of
Skill, Level of Support, and Generalization of Skill. Additionally, as noted earlier, the
complexity level of the task also impacts the score. These four scoring components
would be expected to be related because they are all based on the same assessment
task and student. Correlations of the four STAAR Alternate scoring components were
computed to determine the relationships among them. These correlations were based
on 83,596 completed assessment tasks, of which 63,007 included generalization of skill.
As shown in Table 6.7, correlations were moderate to strong for the relationships
among Complexity Level and Demonstration of Skill, Demonstration of Skill and Level
of Support, and Level of Support and Generalization of Skill. The correlation between
Complexity Level and Generalization of Skill is likely reduced because students who
complete Complexity Level 1 tasks are not eligible for Generalization of Skill. The low
correlation between Demonstration of Skill and Generalization of Skill indicates that
these scores represent different skills, which is reasonable given the way these two
scores are defined. The negative correlation between Complexity Level and Level of
Support is likely related to the way these components are scored. That is students who
need more support are more likely to be assessed with tasks of a lower complexity
level, meaning that high scores on Level of Support are related to low values of
Complexity Level. This inverse relationship is suggested by the negative correlation.
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Table 6.7. Correlations Among STAAR Alternate Scoring Components
Complexity
Level

Demonstration
of Skill

Level of
Support

Generalization
of Skill

Complexity
Level

1.00

—

—

—

Demonstration
of Skill

0.78*

1.00

—

—

Level of
Support

-0.10*

0.35*

1.00

—

Generalization
of Skill

0.02*

0.02*

0.56*

1.00

*Indicates that correlations were significant at the p ≤ .01 level.

Correlations among STAAR Alternate content area scores were also calculated.
As shown in Table 6.8, the correlations among content area scores were high
but not so high as to indicate redundancy. The correlations among content
areas ranged from 0.87 to 0.90. This finding is a strong source of validity
evidence because the empirical results matched the relationships that were
expected among these constructs. Correlations between writing and science
and writing and social studies are not included because students do not take
these assessments in the same year.
Table 6.8. Overall STAAR Alternate Correlation Between Content Area Scores
Content Areas Compared
(Using Total Scores)

N-Count

Correlation

Mathematics & Reading

27,580

0.88*

Science & Reading

10,560

0.88*

Social Studies & Reading

10,932

0.89*

Writing & Reading

7,219

0.89*

Science & Math

10,478

0.89*

Social Studies & Math

8,523

0.87*

Writing & Math

7,221

0.89*

Social Studies & Science

6,604

0.90*

*Indicates that correlations were significant at the p ≤ .01 level.
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Additional validity evidence was gathered in the form of discriminant validity analyses,
which demonstrated that the STAAR Alternate test scores were unrelated to
demographic variables. Theoretically, student characteristics such as ethnicity and
gender should not relate to their performance on the assessment; therefore, the lack of
meaningful empirical relationships among these measures is to be expected.
To investigate the relationship between STAAR Alternate and demographic variables,
correlations were computed specifically for gender and ethnicity. The correlation
between STAAR Alternate scores and gender was -0.024, and the correlation between
STAAR Alternate scores and ethnicity was -0.001. Both the gender and ethnicity
correlations are very small and do not indicate a meaningful relationship between
STAAR Alternate scores and either demographic variable.

Evidence Based on Consequences of Testing
Another way of providing validity evidence is by documenting the intended and
unintended consequences of administering an assessment. Some of the intended
consequences of the STAAR Alternate assessment, based on the requirements in
federal and state statute, are:
■■

Students with the most severe cognitive disabilities can receive challenging
instruction that is linked to state content standards.

■■

Students with the most severe cognitive disabilities can be included in state
assessment programs.

■■

STAAR Alternate assessments can assess the achievement of students with the
most severe cognitive disabilities.

■■

Performance on STAAR Alternate assessments can be used to track the academic
progress of students across years.

Unintended consequences have not yet been identified given that 2011–2012 was the
first year of STAAR administrations.
In an effort to gather additional validity evidence, including evidence related to
intended and unintended consequences, surveys of STAAR Alternate test
administrators and district testing coordinators will be conducted in 2012–2013. The
surveys will ask about various aspects of the assessment program and will allow test
administrators and testing coordinators to provide information regarding the impact
of STAAR Alternate.
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Measures of Student Progress
In 2011–2012 input was sought from a number of advisory groups with regard
to STAAR progress measure development including that of STAAR Alternate.
Progress measure options were presented to the TTAC, which then provided
recommendations and guidance on development activities. Progress measures
were also discussed with the Accountability Technical Advisory Committee
(ATAC) and the Accountability Policy Advisory Committee (APAC), which are
groups made up of educators from diverse Texas campuses, districts, and
education service centers as well as parents, higher education representatives,
business leaders, and legislative representatives. Input from all these groups
was requested at several points during development, and such requests for
input will continue as the work for Alternate progress measures are developed
and refined. When possible, pilot studies and empirical data are also being used
to inform these development activities. Student progress information for STAAR
Alternate will be available for the first time in 2013.

Sampling
In 2011–2012 stratified sampling without replacement was used to generate a
sample for the STAAR Alternate audit (refer to the Sampling section of chapter
3, “Standard Technical Processes,” for descriptions of sampling methods). The
objective of the audit was to include 5% of the STAAR Alternate population, or
1,600 students.
To identify the sample, all students who take STAAR Alternate were first
stratified or grouped by campus. Then within each campus a simple random
sample was generated. In consideration of the additional work associated with
the audit procedures, the number of students selected from each campus was
limited to two for grades 3–8 and four for high school campuses.
Demographics of the sample were then considered and compared to those of
the entire STAAR Alternate population. Specifically, the sample was checked for
representativeness in terms of gender, ethnicity, economic disadvantage status,
and geographic region. Because the sample was carefully selected and
represented the entire population of STAAR Alternate students, the results of
the audit could be generalized beyond the students sampled.
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Test Results
Appendix D provides STAAR Alternate score information based on 2011–2012
administrations. The following data are included: summary statistics, such as the mean
and standard deviation; score distributions for each STAAR Alternate assessment; the
number of assessment tasks administered at each complexity level; assessment task score
distributions by complexity levels; and the distribution of assessment task complexity
level combinations. Table 6.9 shows spring 2012 pass rates for STAAR Alternate.
Table 6.9. STAAR Alternate Spring 2012 Pass Rates (at the Adjusted Standard)

Mathematics

Reading/English
Language Arts

Writing

Science

Social Studies

Grade 3

91%

Grade 4

91%

Grade 5

91%

Grade 6

91%

Grade 7

92%

Grade 8

92%

Algebra I

88%

Geometry

90%

Grade 3

89%

Grade 4

87%

Grade 5

89%

Grade 6

91%

Grade 7

89%

Grade 8

91%

English I

89%

English II

89%

English III

90%

Grade 4

91%

Grade 7

90%

Grade 5

91%

Grade 8

93%

Biology

90%

Grade 8

93%

World geography

89%

World history

89%

US history

92%
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