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 Theoretical orientation & objectives

 Students who “fall between the cracks” but who are hiding in plain sight

 Thinking about equity through conditions and criteria of access

 Analysis of a sample Year 8 English assessment task using three layers

• Visual Complexity 

• Procedural Complexity

• Linguistic Complexity

 Findings & new research questions



Theoretical orientation: inclusion & equity

Inclusion

“Inclusion implies change. It comprises 
two linked processes: 

• increasing the participation of students in 
the cultures and curricula of mainstream 
schools and communities, and

• reducing the exclusion of students from 
mainstream cultures and curricula.” 

(Booth, 1996, p. 89)

Equity

“Equality is at heart about justice and equity 
is concerned with its fair distribution.” (Graham, 

2006) 

“Treat equals equally and unequals, 
unequally” (Aristotle, yonks ago)

How might these philosophical concepts inform 

assessment design to facilitate support of 

students with high-incidence disabilities?



Article 24, The right to an inclusive education, General Comment No. 4, 2016

involves a process of systemic reform embodying 

changes and modifications in content, teaching methods, 

approaches, structures and strategies in education to overcome 

barriers with a vision serving to provide all students of the relevant age 

range with an equitable and participatory learning experience and 

environment that best corresponds to their requirements and 

preferences. 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2008)

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/CRPD/GC/RighttoEducation/CRPD-C-GC-4.doc


Disability Discrimination Act 
The DDA makes it against the law for an educational authority to discriminate against someone 
because that person has a disability. 

All students with a disability recognised under the DDA, including those with Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) or Developmental Language Disorder (DLD), are entitled to the same 
educational opportunities as everyone else through changes known as "reasonable adjustments”. 

Such adjustments might include:

Modifying educational premises. For example, making ramps, modifying toilets and ensuring that classes are 
in rooms accessible to the person with a disability.

Modifying or providing equipment. For example, lowering lab benches, enlarging computer screens, providing 
specific computer software or an audio loop system.

Changing assessment procedures. For example, allowing for alternative examination methods such as oral 
exams, or allowing additional time for someone else to write an exam for a person with a disability.

Changing course delivery. For example, providing study notes or research materials in different formats or 
providing a sign language interpreter for a deaf person.

https://www.humanrights.gov.au/dda-guide-getting-education

https://www.humanrights.gov.au/dda-guide-getting-education


Where possible, proactive accessible assessment design is better 
than (retrospective) adjustments, because it: 

 Reduces student failure, frustration and stigma

 Reduces need for students to seek clarification (and we all know 
some won’t)

 Preserves time and resourcing for students requiring higher level 
adjustments 

 Caters for both identified and unidentified students with disability 
or learning difficulties

So, who and where are these ‘unidentified’ students likely to be?



Hiding in plain sight…

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ahg6qcgoay4


Students who fall through the cracks

Clues from data walls and NAPLAN bands

Students who are not accessing curriculum, 

pedagogy and assessment will be visible in student 

progress data.

Red flags include: 

• Assessment data not matching the level of 

effort or persistence shown by the student

• Poor performance on summative assessment, 

despite appearing to understand content and 

being able to show their learning in class





And at least another 2 students in every classroom* will 

have Developmental Language Disorder. 

At least 2 students in every classroom* will display 

characteristics consistent with a diagnosis of ADHD 

* More in schools serving disadvantaged communities and even more again if we count unverified students 

with clinically significant DLD.

That’s at least 4 students per class*, not counting students 

with dyslexia, ASD, EALD… 



• Characterised by developmentally inappropriate levels of inattention, 
hyperactivity and impulsivity 

• Estimated to affect 3-7% of children (Kofler, Rapport & Alderson, 2008); 
up to 2/class

• Impaired response inhibition, attentional control, working memory and 
planning ability (Seymour, Mostofsky & Rosch, 2016) impacts ability to 
manage higher order cognitive tasks, such as:

- dealing with visual and linguistic complexity, 

- distinguishing between important and unimportant information, and 

- prioritising, organising and coordinating.



• A primary impairment in the production and/or comprehension of spoken, 
written and/or signed language (Leonard, 2014)

• Estimated to affect 7% of students (Norbury et al., 2016); approx. 2/class.

• Impacts vocabulary and word associations, grammar and morphology, and 
language use, as well as the ability to: 

- learn new words (2000 new words must be learnt each year at high school) 

- understand, learn and apply new concepts, store and retrieve information,

- understand and respond to instructions, comprehend written texts, create texts, 
engage in discussions with others in the classroom, and give their perspective.



Making assessment accessible for students with high-incidence 

disabilities means improving access for all

Considering potential language barriers and 

working to minimise these will

thus facilitate participation for all students…

… but is essential for students with ADHD and 

DLD to enable them to participate in and 

demonstrate their learning.



Equity, Educational Opportunity and Access 
Burbules, Lord & Sherman (1982)

Drew on political philosophy to re-define “educational opportunity” as “access” 
which they then split into two domains:

1. Criteria of access 
• Internal/Personal factors

• e.g., Personal ability

2. Condition of access
• External/Environmental factors

• e.g., Assessment design

Critically, the condition of access dictates the criteria necessary.



“Imagine that a book in an elementary school library is on a shelf 6 feet 

above the ground (with no ladders or other assistance available). In order to 

have an opportunity to read the book, a student must have access to the book. 

The fact that the book is on a shelf so high is a "condition of access"; it is an 

environmental and external factor. This condition of access determines that a 

necessary "criterion of access" to the book is the ability to reach a height of 6 

feet; a child 4 feet tall would not (without assistance) have access to the 

book, hence would have no opportunity to read it. The criteria of access in 

this case, height or jumping ability, are personal factors, but they are not 

internal; they are criteria of access precisely because of certain external 

conditions.” (Burbules, Lord & Sherman, 1982, p. 175)

‘Conditions 
of access’



Thinking about assessment as a ‘condition of access’

But, what if the 
ability to walk is 
not relevant to 
the task being 
assessed..??

Imagine for a moment 

that the assessment 

hall is atop these stairs.

The first ‘condition of 

access’ in this case is 

the stairs. 

The ‘criteria of access’ 

they impose is the 

ability to walk.



As we described earlier, inherent to the features of ADHD and DLD are 

difficulties with working memory, comprehension and synthesis of 

information. If the complexity of this task sheet creates access barriers 

that affect these students’ ability to understand the task requirements, 

this will also prevent these students’ from demonstrating what they 

have learned about the unit of study being assessed. This brings us to a 

key conceptual point that is fundamental to the principle of equity, and 

that is the a priori importance of accessibility. The driving question with 

which we start our discussion of the accessibility of and equity in 

assessment is this: 

- Is the purpose of the assessment to grade students on their ability to 

decipher the assessment task sheet OR is the purpose to provide an 

opportunity for students to relay what they know about the text and have 

learned in the relevant unit of study?



1. Visual complexity

2. Procedural complexity

3. Linguistic complexity



First page:

• 45 text boxes

• Eight different font sizes

• plus bold lettering and bullet 
points for emphasis

Second page:

• 25 text boxes

• Abundance of crowded, 
heavy text



• Eight elements required to 

complete the task

• 600 words, in 2-3 minutes 

(requires students to speak 

at twice the average 

speaking rate for adults)



40-word, vocabulary-rich 

sentence: Linguistic length, 

density and structure is 

taxing on the reading 

comprehension system

42-word, vocabulary-rich sentence: 

Layers of meaning are built through 

a series of subordinated and 

coordinated clauses: requires strong 

working language memory, 

familiarity with vocabulary used and 

synthesis of ideas



The task sheet imposes additional criteria of access that distract from the first-order purpose of 
the task. Students with ADHD and DLD are required to:

• negotiate unnecessary visual complexity,

• distinguish between important and unimportant information,

• decipher what action is necessary from different sections of the task sheet which contradict,

• reconcile competing purposes,

• deliver a written speech in too short a timeframe, 

• engage with long, complex sentences and instructions that were most likely written for 
teachers, and

• interpret specialist and technical language that may or may not have been explicitly taught in 
class.



One  can  alter  the  
conditions  of  access  or  
enhance  the  person's  

criteria  of access;  it  is  a  
matter  of  determining  
responsibility  and  the  
most  effective  locus of  

change

(Burbules, Lord & Sherman, 1982, p. 175)



Visual accessibility
The layout helps the students 
access the important elements of 
the task
 The most important 

information is easy to find
 White space is used to separate 

sections
 Text size aids readability (11 or 

12 point font with 1.5 line 
spacing)

 Margins are left-justified
 Visual cues direct student 

attention
 Information that is irrelevant to 

students is not included

Procedural accessibility
Consistency and clarity of instructions
 Authentic context is relevant
 Common access barriers have been 

addressed in the design
 The task, objectives and criteria align
 Students are able to respond within the 

prescribed conditions
 Enough space and resources are provided for 

responses
 The assessment is scheduled to give students 

the best opportunity for success
 Processes for evaluating quality are clear
 Authentication strategies are included
 Student feedback on the draft task was 

sought
 Teacher peer feedback on draft task was 

sought

Linguistic accessibility
Directions are clear
 Instructions are clear and 

direct
 Sentences are short and 

simply structured
 The language is free of bias
 Specialist language is defined 

using student-friendly terms
 Information is stated once 

only and if it needs to be 
referenced more than once, 
consistent

 Terminology is used

Graham, L.J., Tancredi, H., Willis, J., & McGraw, 

K. (2018). Designing out barriers to student 

access and participation in secondary school 

assessment. The Australian Educational 

Researcher, 45(1), 103-124. (Open-access)

https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s13384-018-0266-y.pdf


“We can’t make adjustments to assessment in Year 12, so…”

Our contention: If we design assessment to be accessible and use inclusive formative 

pedagogies the need for adjustments will be significantly reduced.

• Can this help reduce teacher workload through less requests for clarification and fewer 

retrospective adjustments?

• Will this lead to improved outcomes for (a) students with ADHD, (b) students with DLD, 

(c) ALL students???

• How will we know??
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