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ACCOMMOdations
and Modifications

The difference between the right word and the almost right word

is really a large matter—it's the difference between the lightning
bug and the lightning.

—Mark Twain (1888)

In the second step of the Inclusive Grading Model presented in
Chapter 3, we emphasized the importance of distinguishing
between accommodations and modifications. This is an essential distinc-

tion in the model, because accommodations do not affect what is
being measured and reported, but modifications do. Nevertheless,
recognizing the differences between these two types of adaptation is
not always easy. In fact, it is a distinction that can sometimes confuse
general educators and special educators alike. So in this chapter we
~ Tevisit the differences between these two types of adaptation and

clarify their defining characteristics with regard to specific standards
and individual students,

Definitions
Accommodations

In basic terms, accommodations simply allow students to partici-
Pate fully in the instructional program. They can be thought of as
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similar to ey.eglcalstie:vear those eyeglasses in the classroom.at all timeg,
well is permitte e the student access to the material. They do

The eyeglasses simply g1V for that student than for anyone else in
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vision. In essence, eyeglasses simply leve]
f}tdiz;sir:g}(i)eil; zf?rle)eectitz:an, 2005) for that s.tudent. Accommodations
servi in exactly the same way. Accommodations are supports that pro-
vide access to the general curriculum but do not fundamentally alter the
learning goal or grade level standard (Freedman, 2000, 2005).

Modifications

For some students, however, an accommodation is not enough.
These students need additional support in certain areas in order to be
successful. In considering the educational background and learning his-
tory of these students, the educational team might decide that some or
all of the grade-level standards are not achievable during the academic
year, and some change or “modification” in the standards is needed.
Unlike accommodations that simply level the playing field, modifica-
tions actually change the game (Freedman, 2005). Modifications are
changes to the curriculum and assessments that do fundamentally alter
the learning goal or grade-level expectation (Freedman, 2000, 2005).

Determining the Function of the Adaptation
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Janis and Carlos, for example, are bo, permitted
on assessments. That adaptation would be considere
tion on assessments in science, so long as the scienc
measuring writing skills. If part of what is being
writing skills, however, then respondin
the standard or goal. In this case, the adaptation of responding orall

would be considered a modification, So while being permigtted tz
respond orally on most assessments in science or social studies might
be considered an accommodation for Janis and Carlos, in language

ure writing skills, it would be con-

: € next section we explore examples of
common adaptations and various circumstances in which each might

be considered an accommodation or a modification.

to respond orally
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Measured includes
gorally fundamentally changes

Common Adaptations

1. Extended Time

One of the most common adaptations is extended time on an
assessment or to complete an assignment. If the purpose of the assess-
ment is to measure students' knowledge and understanding of par-
ticular concepts and not to measure speed or response rate, then
extended time is an accommodation. And, indeed, the purpose of most
assessments and assignments is to determine students’ mastery of
content or to provide evidence of a learning process, not to measure
students’ speed or rate of performance.

There are, however, instances when extended time is clearly a
modification. One of those instances is if the assessment is specifically
designed to measure students' speed or rate of performance. In cer-
tain math or reading assignments, such as “Mad Minutes” in ma’fhe-
matics and timed reading, for example, the provision of extra time
would be considered a modification, because both accuracy and rate of
Performance are being measured.

T

SNAPSHOT: Norah

Because of Norah's difficulty with reading fluency, tasks that reqmrz
reading are more time consuming for her. Her teachers o cor;lceme
that although she needs to continue working on her -readmg ;;nciyz
without adaptations she could fall behind in other subject areas; ti\is
able to write her responses, too, but it always takes' her longer. ozh -
reason, Norah is given the adaptation of extended time on many s

tasks and assessments.

\
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For most tasks, giving Norah additional t.ime does nOt.makfe it
easier for her than her classmates. Rather,. having the extra time Sim-
ly offers her the same access to the material as her peers. In language
Erzfs however, extended time on assessments of reading ﬂuency is a
moc’liﬁcation. This lowers the expectation on the fluency standarq

2. Complete a Task Orally

Allowing a student to take quizzes or exams orally is also a com-
mon adaptation for struggling learners. This adaptation is a great
choice for students whose verbal skills are much higher than thejr
writing skills, a scenario common to English learners and students
with learning disabilities, Taking an assessment orally is an accommeo-
dation for any assessment that is not designed to measure proficiency

in writing. If the assessment is connected to a grade or mark on a
writing standard, however, it is a modification.

SNAPSHOT: Carlos
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fully what they have learned and are able

prompt will be given for many of the spellin
tuation errors they might have. This use of
grammar, and punctuation checks is an accor
ment or assignment not connected to g grade
of writing. In subjects such as mathematics, science, or social studies,
for example, the assessments are generally designed to measure stu-
dents’” understanding of concepts in those subjects, not their writing
ability. To use word processing software to complete assignments in
such subjects is an accommodation. On the other hand, this same
adaptation would be considered a modification if the assessment or
assignment focuses on a language arts standard and is designed to
measure students’ proficiency in the conventions of writing.

to do, knowing that a
& grammar, and punc-
computerized spelling,
modation for any assess-
or mark in conventions

SNAPSHOT: Janis

Because of her learning disability, Janis experiences difficulties with
the conventions of writing. Punctuation and capitalization are espe-
cially difficult for her. When given a prompt that there is an error, Janis
is usually able to identify the error and correct it. But while she is writ-
ing, using the capitalization and punctuation skills that are automatic
for most students in early elementary grades are tasks that require
much concentration for her. Janis’s IEP team determined that using a
laptop computer and word processing program to complete her in-
class assignments would be an appropriate accommodation for her.
She is allowed to use this accommodation in all non-language arts
classes. In language arts class, however, Janis and her parents decided
that she will try to master this skill this year and will not use the adap-
tation in language arts class. The rest of the IEP team agreed that with
practice and support in learning to identify errors in and revise her
work, Janis is ready to work toward the grade-level expectati9n. If she
had used the word processing program in language arts, it would
have been a modification.

4. Complete Only Certain Parts of the Task

Reducing the length of assessments or assignments is an adapta-
tion frequently chosen for struggling learners :fmd for th.ose who
‘équire additional time to complete tasks. This adaptation may
Mean fewer questions, problems, or tasks. And as is true of most

adaptaﬁon& this can function as either an accommodation or a
Modification.
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assignment address the same standard(s), ang
gnment is designed to Rrov1de more pgactice’

. : the assi ent is an accommodatiop,
then elinurllah:%eg:;:ronmsi;;t adapt ain;siglment.of 100 two-digit
For gXafI‘P .e, roblems by requiring that a struggling learner com-
multlphcangnTiis adaptation is considered an accommodation as Jon
plete (igéy Sr (;blemS are of comparable difficulty. Instead of extending
:}?eagme all)lowed, the redundancy in the task is el.iminated.

Reducing the length of an assessr.nent or assignment becomes
modification, however, when more difficult Rarts of the assessment or
assignment are not required. A mathematics teacher, for example,
may adapt an assignment by requiring that a student complete al} (?f
the two-digit multiplication problems but none of the three-digit
ones. Because the more difficult items have been taken away from the
task, the assignment has been modified.

If all parts of the
the length of the assl

SNAPSHOT: Norah

During social studies, Norah'’s second-grade class learns about each of
the states in the United States by doing research online and using ency-
clopedias. Students are given 12 to 15 questions about each state and
record their answers in a journal. Norah's general education teacher and
reading specialists met to discuss how best to support Norah in this activ-

5. Take-Home Task Instead of In-Class Task
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ond then offer immediate feedback. But for some struggling learners,
the time constra'ints of the class period or the pressure of completing
the assignment in the same way or at the same speed as others in the
class is difficult to manage. In these circumstances, an educational
team May decide to allow the. student to complete certain assess-
ments OF assignments at hom.e instead of in class. This adaptation is
an accommodation if, and only if, all of the same relevant resources are
available to the stud.ent at home as are available to students complet-
ing the assignment in class. On the other hand, if students taking a
quiz in class, for example, are not able to use Internet resources,
books, and class notes that are available to the student completing it
at home, then this adaptation is a modification.

SNAPSHOT: Janis

Janis’s eighth-grade teacher, her special education teacher, Janis, and her
parents met to discuss her struggles in completing the increasingly dif-
ficult in-class papers being required in English Literature class. Janis said
that because she was a slower writer, even when using her laptop, she
felt self-conscious during the assignments. She did not feel she did her
best work in class, because she was distracted by thoughts of how much
longer her response took. Consequently, she had been submitting
assignments before she had revised them and sometimes before she
completed them. The team decided to allow her to complete some of her
in-class, short paper assignments at home. By having Janis take home
these in-class assessments and finalize them at home, she could devote
more time and her full attention to the task.

The adaptation provided to Janis in the above example will pro-
vide her with greater opportunity to master the content. Because
students in class are also able to use writing resources as they com-
Plete the short papers, Janis does not have any resources at home for
tbis assignment that her classmates do not have. Thus, Janis’s adapta-
tion for this series of assignments is an accommodation.

6. Easier Tasks

o When an educational team agrees that the grade-level expectation
8 Nappropriate for a student, assignments and assessments .can be
.Changed to address expectations of a lower grade level. This may
nclude adaptations such as reading text at a lower grade level, com-
P leﬁng €asier math problems, or mastering lower-level science skills.
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Any time the grade-level expectation is lowered, the adaptation is a

mOdglhi‘zit:Zt.s with more significant disabilities often work on a level

f content that is multiple grade levels below that of their classmates.
’(I)'his may be true for only some subject areas or standards, Put usually
the level of work is different across most or all of the curriculum.

SNAPSHOT: Jimi

Jimi's IEP team met to determine his educatiqnal prior.ities for the
upcoming year. Jimi is in 10th grade, and his special educaftlon and gen-
eral education teachers collaborate to modify the curriculum to an
appropriate level for him. Of the 36 standards on the report card, Jimi
required modification on 32. His IEP team prioritized the standards and
selected 8 to modify and include on the IEP as annual goals. For each of
these 8 goals, Jimi is working toward elementary-level expectations. The
changes in the standards do more than provide a different way to access
or demonstrate content. The changes lower the expectation to a level
that is attainable for Jimi. For example, a 10th-grade speaking/listening
expectation is that students “respond thoughtfully to diverse perspec-
tives, summarize points of agreement and disagreement, and, when
warranted, qualify or justify their own views and understanding and
make new connections in light of the evidence and reasoning presented”
(CCSSO, 2010). Jimi’s IEP team determined that a foundational skill that
Jimi needs in order to work toward this standard is to “follow the stan-
dard rules of conversation, including (1) gaining attention from others in
respectful ways, (2) actively listening to others using eye contact, and
(3) taking turns to speak one person at a time.”

The goals that Jimi’s team develo
modifications that clearly connect to t
the difference in expectation needed.

ped are excellent examples of
he general curriculum, despite

7. Changes to the Environment

Many struggling students need sy
ronment to have access to an optimal
who are easily distracted, for example,
as completing assessments alone in a
of the classroom, or using a picture sc

ronment like these are always accommodations, They do not alter the

learning expectations; they merely are changes to the environment
that make learning at the expected level more likely.

Pports in the classroom enyi-
learning €Xperience. Students
may benefit from options such
quieter area, sitting at the front
hedule. Adaptations to the envi-
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SNAPSHOT: Norah

Many second-grade students have some difficulty in dealing appropri-
ately with distractions. Norah's teachers believe that because she is also
struggling in the area of reading, though, that this normal distractibility
s more of a concern for her. Consequently, her teachers decided she
should sit at a table near the teacher’s desk and with a group of students
who do not frequently show distracting behaviors. By reducing distrac-
tions, Norah's teachers aim to create an environment in which mastery
of reading is easier.

Examples of changes to the environment like those given to
Norah in no way change the expectations for her learning. These are
always accommodations.

8. Assistive Technology

Some students require the support of assistive technology.
Assistive technology is any equipment or device made, adapted, or
available commercially that provides access or improves functioning
for a person who has a disability (Dyal, Carpenter, & Wright, 2009).
Assistive technology includes equipment such as text readers, speech-
to-text software, wheelchairs, and communication devices.

But assistive technology also includes devices, equipment, and
software that are available to and used by the general public. The word
processing software Janis used in the earlier example fits the definition
. of assistive technology, as does the video technology she uses in the
example below. Widely available, commercial technologies such as
these are considered “assistive technology” when they are used to
improve access or functioning for a person with a disability. Any of
these assistive technologies is almost always an accommodation.

SNAPSHOT: Janis

Janis’s science teacher, special education teacher, and parents met to
discuss how she might participate in the upcoming series of science
Projects. Each of these is a major assignment, and these assignments are
Tepeated throughout the year. The science projects are connected to
several of the standards each reporting period. Janis has difficulty in the
area of written expression, and a significant portion of each science

(Continued)
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ial education teacher will give her f.eedback on
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tent if she demonstrates it in either format. The t.eacher.s deci (-ed hat
allowing her to present her project through the video will provi : :;1 er
the opportunity to express what she know.s al.30ut the content without
the limitations her disability might otherwise impose.

con

Web-based and digital technology offer ever-increasing options
for students to demonstrate mastery of content. By high school,
almost all students have available to them computers with Internet
connections, and many have mobile phones with video capabilities.
Teachers and students can use these technologies in exciting, creative
ways to adapt the curriculum for struggling learners. Because Janis’s
teachers are requiring her to demonstrate mastery of the same science

content as her classmates, using video and web-based technology in
this way is an accommodation that provides her access,




