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Abstract 

Currently, there are no specific criteria that quantify the use of specific accommodations.  Clear 

guidance or criteria must be given, especially for three of the more widely used accommodations, 

read aloud, calculators, and extended time, so that educational leaders and practitioners can 

accurately provide accommodations to students that need them without creating an unfair 

advantage for any student.   The current research indicates that most educators do not rely on 

quantitative data to determine the use of accommodations.  Future research should provide 

practitioners with clear guidelines and validated instruments that can be used to help test the 

worthiness of individual student accommodations.  The goal of researchers should be to enable 

educators to meet the unique, individual needs of each student.   

 
 Keywords: accommodations, differential boost theory, individualized education plan, 
special education 
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 With the implementation of the No Child Left Behind (2004) and IDEA regulations, 

more scrutiny has been given to the validity and appropriateness of high stakes testing 

accommodations.  Currently, there are no specific criteria that quantify the use of specific 

accommodations.  Clear guidance or criteria must be given, especially for three of the more 

widely used accommodations, read aloud, calculators, and extended time, so that educational 

leaders and practitioners can accurately provide accommodations to students that need them 

without creating an unfair advantage for any student.   The researchers seeks to understand the 

various methods for quantitatively determining the validity of testing accommodations for 

individual students, such as, differential boost theory and differential item functioning.  

Additionally, the researcher also will examine the possible strategies teachers can use to 

understand the impact of specific testing and classroom accommodations.   

Theoretical Framework 

The individualized education plan (IEP) team must utilize methods to measure whether 

an accommodation is effective or not in meeting the needs of the individual student. Input and 

data must be gathered and received by the team, which should include the special education 

teacher, general content teachers, as well as, the school psychologist and other disability 

specialists.  Most IEP teams utilize qualitative data, rather than quantitative data, which often 

include the recommendations of general education teachers.  When deciding upon 

accommodations for the IEP, the data and validity need to be discussed (Fuchs, Fuchs, & 

Capizzi, 2005).  According to Ketterlin-Geller (2007), 25% of the time general education 

teachers recommend accommodations that the IEP team does not agree on.  Teachers were found 

by Ketterlin-Geller (2007) to err on the side of providing student more accommodations than the 

student necessarily qualified for.  Usually these recommendations are subjective, and based on 
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observations in the classroom.  Additionally, they are more likely to use packaging to 

recommend a certain set of accommodations for students with specific types of disabilities, 

regardless of the severity of their disability.  Testing accommodations are often determined by 

considering the ease of use and the cost needed for implementation (Salend, 2008).  Teachers are 

more inclined to suggest accommodations that are easy to implement and consistent with their 

philosophy.  Additionally, IEP teams do not have quantitative data to use to determine which 

accommodations should be chosen.  There are no federal and state guidelines on choosing 

accommodations for the students with disabilities.  There are not mandates that would enforce 

the use of data to support the use of accommodations.  Ketterlin-Geller (2007) points out most 

pre-service teachers who enter the field do not have sufficient background and training in 

measurement and assessment.  Therefore, teachers may rely on trial and error to justify the use of 

accommodations in the classroom.  Federal laws instituted in conjunction with No Child Left 

Behind, ties the hands of schools to create a one size fits all list of accommodations for high 

stakes testing (Salend, 2008). This is in stark contrast with the accommodations that are available 

for use in the classroom, which can range greatly for use on classroom assessments and 

activities.  Therefore, there is a significant imbalance in the accommodations available on 

classroom tests as opposed to high stakes test.  Salend (2008) suggests that it is important for 

special education teacher to try to pair classroom and testing accommodations, so that the student 

has consistency in their testing environment throughout the school year.  This will prevent the 

disruption of the student’s test taking routine.   

Accommodations should not be appropriated to alter the curriculum.  However, they 

should provide students with options of presentation, multiple modes of response, changes in 

classroom location or size, and the span of time in which the learning process is conducted.  
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Additionally, accommodations may incorporate assistive learning devices to help students with 

disabilities access the curriculum. Special education teachers and IEP teams need help 

determining which accommodations will be most effective for each student.  Ultimately, 

accommodations should not be one size fits all; rather they should speak to the individual 

student’s unique needs.  The IEP is a living document that can be changed at anytime.  Using 

data to help add and remove accommodations, if a child has outgrown them, as needed is best 

practice.  One way of predicting the success of an accommodation is the differential boost 

theory.   

Accommodation Validation Theories 

According to the differential boost theory, if there is a more significant gain in a test 

score for a student with a learning disability than a student without a disability while given the 

same accommodation, the accommodation is viewed as valid and necessary. However, if the gain 

is similar or increased for the general education student, than the accommodation is not valid and 

does not level the playing field but is said to give an unfair advantage to the learning disabled 

student (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Capizzi, 2005). The differential boost can be obtained by using DATA 

(Dynamic Assessment of Test Accommodations).  The DATA test is specifically used for grades 

2-7 in reading and math.  The results from the student with a learning disability are compared to 

a normative score for those without a disability. The score with the accommodation is compared 

to the standard format score. If there is a significant difference or boost, as compared to a student 

without a disability, then the accommodation is deemed valid.  

The interaction hypothesis mirrors the differential boost theory in that, a student with a 

disability should score markedly higher with a particular accommodation than their counterpart. 

In fact, the theory suggests that there should be no gain for the general education student in order 
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for accommodation validity (Elbaum, 2007). Another theory that helps frame the need for 

accommodations for students with disabilities is differential item functioning (DIF).  Generally, 

students should not vary in their performance on questions with regard to student characteristics.  

If there is variance among same construct test items, then “a read-aloud accommodation should 

change item functioning only for those test-takers with poor reading ability” (Elbaum, 2007).  He 

also notes that “the most widely discussed way of evaluating the validity of a testing 

accommodation for students with disabilities is by examination of the disability status by testing 

condition interaction effect” (Elbaum, 2007, p. 219). 

The effect on achievement is often determined by the acceptance or reluctance of the 

student towards their accommodation.  For example, a student may feel embarrassed or 

uncomfortable being taken out of the room and being placed into a resources room to take an 

assessment.  The student may also refuse to be read to because they feel they may be looked 

down upon by their peers.  Therefore, it is important to have an understanding of the student’s 

acceptance of their accommodations, and to take steps to ensure acceptance of new 

accommodations.  In determining the appropriateness of an accommodation, student feedback 

should also be considered (Salend, 2008). 

Relevant Research 

Extended Time 

 Extended time is the most common accommodation given to students with various 

disabilities.  The thought behind this accommodation is to allow the student greater time to 

process the information and perhaps take breaks to reduce fatigue.  Students with this 

accommodation may have a package of accommodations which include frequent breaks or read 

aloud, and extended time is added to this package to facilitate the use of the other 
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accommodations.  Although teachers find it helpful for students, research has not been shown to 

support this accommodation.  Elliott and Marquart (2004) conducted a checklist to understand 

the thoughts behind using extended time.  His results included teachers stating that they wanted 

students to feel more relaxed, allow time to re-read directions and questions, reviewing difficult 

problems, and allowing for additional processing time.  Extended time as an accommodation 

given to students has not been shown in research studies to level the playing field for a child with 

a learning disability. Moreover, reliable research is stymied by the fact that researchers have not 

devised a way of determining whether the accommodation of extended time was actually utilized 

as opposed to merely offered (Lindstrom, 2010).  Extended time has been shown to be helpful in 

instances where long computations or problem solving is needed (Bouck & Yadav, 2008).  

Fletcher, et. al. (2009) noted that “although simple extended time may address issues related to 

speed of processing and fluency, it does not help with the self-regulation difficulties experienced 

by many students with disabilities (p. 461).  Elliott and Marquart (2004) found that students with 

disabilities did not score significantly higher on an untimed assessment than their non-disabled 

peers.  These findings have been supported by other studies for elementary and middle school 

students.  However, previous research does support the use of extended time for students with 

disabilities at the high school level.  Therefore, there was not enough evidence to support the use 

of extended time as an accommodation for students with disabilities at the elementary or middle 

school level.  The general education student may already be afforded the time necessary to 

recheck answers and reread difficult or confusing problems, and use a variety of test taking 

strategies, whereas, the special education student may feel flustered or feel that they have too 

little time to complete the test or use review strategies.  Therefore, there may be a skewed result 

in these studies because the general education student that is given extended time will be given 
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much more additional time that the special education student who takes longer to complete the 

assessment.  This must be accounted for in future research studies in order to accurately report 

the differential boost.   

Calculator Use 

 Calculator usage is one of the most widely utilized accommodations in the math 

classroom.  Although calculator usage does not account for the skill of understanding a concept, 

it does aid with memory mistakes, as well as basic math facts.  Studies have shown that there is a 

significant effect of calculator use for the learning disabled elementary or middle school student, 

when the calculator is used for problem solving, more than their non-disabled peers (Bouck and 

Yadav, 2008).  Learning disabled student often find difficulty in retaining math facts when they 

are also concentrating on using comprehension skills to solve word problems.  The validity of the 

accommodation is based upon a significant difference in assessment scores with and without the 

calculator accommodation for the learning disabled student versus their non-disabled peer.  

However, the difference in achievement is minimal on the computation portion of the assessment 

when the disabled student and non-disabled student are compared.  Therefore, calculators are 

shown to be a valid and reasonable accommodation for learning disabled students at the middle 

and elementary level when used for problem solving class work and assessments.   

 These studies do not take into account the differences in test-taking strategies among 

students.  Some students choose to start at the beginning and move sequentially through the test, 

while others skip questions that they find difficult.  Bouck and Yadav (2008) notes that this 

could skew the assessment results since the students do not necessarily try to solve every 

question.  Additionally, the scope of the student’s disability is not taken into consideration.  

Other disabilities, such as emotional disturbance and other health impairments, such as attention 
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deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), were not studied by Bouck and Yadav (2008).  The 

sample size was limited to learning disabled students that were not specifically categorized.  The 

reader is unable to determine if the students represented severely or mildly learning disabled.  It 

is important for future studies to include the variable of the severity of the disability so that the 

differential boost theory for the calculator accommodation can be accurately identified for each 

learning disabled sub-group.  A moderate to severely disabled Autistic child could respond 

differently to the calculator accommodation than other students.  This should be considered for 

future research.  Bouck and Yadav’s (2008) research used a graphing calculator, even though 

many school districts provide a 4 function calculator to the majority of learning disabled 

students.  Additional math assessments, in the areas of probability, statistics, and computation, 

could also be used to test the differential boost theory for calculator use.  This would add to the 

current research. 

Read Aloud 

 Read aloud is a test accommodation in which the assessment is read aloud or the 

student has access to an audio tape version of the test.  It is used when a student has a known 

moderate to severe decoding problem which disables the student from accessing the curriculum 

and academic material.  A student with a decoding problem may have difficulty reading new text 

by recognizing letter-sound relationships and common letter sound blends.  This can inhibit the 

child from accurately reading the words on the page, and will ultimately prevent the child from 

comprehending the text.  Ketterlin-Geller (2007) suggests utilizing validity based assessments 

such as, silent reading fluency and the maize to better inform the IEP team of an individual’s 

proficiency in reading and the need for the read aloud accommodation.  McKevitt and Elliott 

(2003) suggests that there is little to no differentiation of assessment scores given the read aloud 
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accommodation during a reading assessment.  Furthermore, McKevitt and Elliott (2003) explains 

that administering a reading assessment with the read aloud accommodation may have a negative 

effect on student growth and achievement, since the test will only assess listening 

comprehension, rather than reading skills. McKevitt and Elliott’s (2003) research utilized 

repeated groups ANOVA and effect size scores which resulted in no significant difference in test 

scores with and without the read-aloud accommodations for students with and without 

disabilities.  This research is limited because it fails to recognize the extent of the disability or 

decoding problem that students may have.  Naturally, if a student with disabilities has a severe 

decoding problem the results may be skewed significantly.  Students with mild to moderate 

difficulties in reading comprehension may not benefit from the read aloud accommodation.  

McKevitt and Elliott (2003) also highlights that previous research has shown similar results for 

the lack of differential boost for the read aloud accommodation on reading tests.  However, he 

supports the use of the read aloud accommodation for mathematics as indicated by research 

studies that conclude there is a differential boost in the subject.   

Implementation of Accommodations 

 Accommodations must be regularly assessed, modified and quantified, or students may 

get into the mindset that they are unable to grow or improve.  This is especially important for 

reading.  For instance, if the directions are always read to a student and instructions are restated 

and clarified, then the student may not feel the need or motivation to improve their reading and 

listening skills.  The IEP team must meet regularly to discuss whether or not the 

accommodations are still valid and beneficial to the child.  Vansciver and Conocover (2009) 

notes that the “inconsistent or inappropriate identification of accommodations for students can 

distract from, or hinder students’ academic progress” (p. 6).   
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 Each individual child may or may not choose to use an accommodation on any given day.  

Oftentimes students may discontinue the use of an audio version of a test, or refuse to follow 

along during a read aloud version of a test.  Additionally, students may not want to use frequent 

breaks or extended time even when encouraged to do so.  However, general education and 

special education teachers may develop a system to record the number of accommodations used 

by the student (Vansciver & Conocover, 2009).  This will help the IEP team to understand the 

benefit of given accommodations for the individual student. Collecting the data is a critical 

component of understanding which accommodations to implement for a student.   

Discussion 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 With the implementation of new regulations and in anticipation of future laws and 

regulations, accommodations given to students with disabilities will be scrutinized for validity 

and appropriateness.  Furthermore, federal laws may eventually propose data based guidelines 

for accommodation packages or individual accommodations.  Therefore, ongoing research is 

necessary to ensure the validity of the use of specific accommodations for a variety of 

disabilities.  The measurement of the validity of accommodations must be feasible and practical 

for use by administrators and special education staff members.   

 Future research on the read aloud accommodation should focus on the benefit or 

inappropriateness of using the read aloud for reading tests.  Specifically, researchers should 

focus on the student with a severe decoding problem.  If it is found that the accommodation is 

not beneficial, or provides an unfair advantage, then there should be steps taken to propose a new 

framework for special education teachers to work with these students.   
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 Research regarding the calculator accommodation is lacking.  At this time, there is little 

research regarding a four-function calculator, which is more common in the lower grades, as 

opposed to the use of the graphic calculator.  There should be more information given to special 

education teachers about which diagnostic or psychological assessment scores to use in order to 

provide a calculator accommodation.  There should be differentiation between the use of a 

calculator on problem solving and computation problems.  

 Extended time research should target specific disabilities, such as, utilizing those students 

who would most benefit from using extended time.  Children with attention deficit disorder or 

students who also have a read aloud accommodation may benefit from the use of extended time 

more than other students with disabilities.  Practitioners must ensure that this accommodation is 

not provided as a part of an accommodation package if it will not be useful or helpful.   

 Future research should focus individual subgroups within the spectrum of students with 

disabilities.  Researchers should provide practitioners with clear guidelines and validated 

instruments that can be used to help test the worthiness of individual student accommodations.  

The goal of researchers should be to enable educators to meet the unique, individual needs of 

each student.   

Conclusions 

 Accommodations are given to level the playing field for students with disabilities, but not 

to give an unfair advantage.  Such accommodations must be founded upon data that proves their 

validity both in the classroom and on high stakes testing.  State and federal regulations are 

constantly being updated and changed; therefore, it is important for educators to know how to 

determine which accommodation is valid.  Future research should focus on accommodations for 

individual subgroups and the development of guidelines and validated instruments for testing.   
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