The Oregon Project links assessment, individual plans, and curricula in early childhood environments for children who are blind or visually impaired. Assessment is defined as   “evaluation of a child or young person in their learning environment, that outlines their skills and needs, and the level of support required” (BLENNZ 2009). The Oregon Project is the assessment tool most often used in specialized early childhood settings for children who are blind or vision impaired.
Criterion Referenced and Curriculum  Based Assessment

The Oregon Project is a criterion –referenced assessment (Anderson, Boigon, Davis, deWaard 2007:1). Criterion referenced assessments measure progress against a standard or goal (Reber & Reber 2001:166). The Oregon Project also has influences of curriculum based assessment as it is closely tied to the Expanded Core Curriculum activities for early childhood.
Oregon assessment is undertaken in a range of domains. These are:
1. Cognitive,

2. Language,

3. Compensatory,

4. Vision,

5. Self-Help,

6. Social,

7. Fine Motor and Gross Motor.

Cognitive assessment within the Oregon Project is found in the Cognitive Skills Inventory, The Vision Skills Inventory and The Compensatory Skills Inventory.

Assessment for National and Expanded Core Curriculums

The primary purpose of assessment is always to recognize development in children and then utilize the understanding of development in planning for the child. Children who are blind or low vision require appropriate specialized assessment that is based on key concepts becoming integrated into intervention and education plans (Council of Exceptional Children 2003:2). Therefore it becomes important that The Oregon Project assessments examine skills and core competencies taught in curriculum. Children with blindness or vision impairments in Aotearoa New Zealand early childhood education settings  will be taught within the National Curriculum Te Whariki and may also be taught within the Expanded Core Curriculum. The expanded Core Curriculum recognizes that 
“There is a body of knowledge and skills specific to blind and low vision learners that is not inherently addressed in Te Whariki or The New Zealand Curriculum Framework. This is known as the Expanded Core Curriculum.” (BLENNZ 2009) 
Ensuring Equity for Children Who are Blind or Vision Impaired

The Expanded Core Curriculum is recognized internationally as a tool that allows children who are blind or vision impaired to access and participate in regular curriculum. It is complementary to regular curriculum but essential to ensure equity for children who are blind or vision impaired. Assessment using  the Oregon Project matches the Expanded Core Curriculum as advocated  in Nagle (2005:373). The use of  the above listed seven key domains supports holistic assessment in both Te Whariki and the Expanded Core Curriculum.
Cognitive Skills Assessments Using The Oregon Project

It is important to understand that The Oregon Project provides holistic assessment based on a skills inventory. Two specialized sections are Vision and Compensatory Skills assessment. Further specialization for children who are blind or vision impaired can be found in the Cognitive Skills inventory where attempts to eliminate items that require the support of vision have been made. These items are found in the Vision Skills Inventory. Therefore areas of cognition are examined using the Cognitive Skills Inventory, The Vision Skills Inventory and the Compensatory Skills Inventory.
Reasoning and thinking are examined as cognitive skills. Similarity across skills exists, but form a hierarchy of concepts. Skills are broken down to their smallest components or sub-skills. An example may be seen in the game of matching identical big and little objects. The assessment is complete if the child on request can place two of similar size together when given two of similar and one of dissimilar size. The skill assessment is then made more complex by asking the child to find ‘the big one’, a task that reqires understanding of the label ‘big’ or ‘small’. Further in the hierarchy of skills the child is assessed using seriation to show understanding of size. The domain classification of cognitive skills has carefully separated items that measure language concepts to the cognitive section while maintaining expressive language within the Language Skills inventory (Anderson, Boigon, Davis, deWaard 2007:4).
The Importance of Criterion Referencing to The Oregon Project

Children who are blind or vision impaired develop many concepts at a later age than their sighted peers, as a result of this it is important that they are assessed using a tool that has criterion referencing that matches development of concepts in children who are vision impaired. For instance, object permanence develops in sighted children between eight and sixteen months. Object permanence is a cognitive skill that develops much later in children who are blind or low vision yet it is an important cognitive skill. 

Areas of cognitive skill are included in the Vision Inventory in order to address specific challenges held by children who are blind or vision impaired. Skills to be assessed  are discussed and chosen between the parent and the specialist teacher or Resource Teacher Vision. Some items may not be chosen as they will not be considered relevant to the individual child. Discussions between parents and teachers when choosing assessment items will centre around the importance of what is physically possible and what will be needed to be successful at school.
Compensatory Skills within the Oregon Project also include cognitive skill assessment. Pre Braille skills and the development of listening skills and use of the hands for receiving tactual information are examined. In the five to six year old areas of the assessment understandings of adaptive technology  such as Braille writers or orientation and mobility understandings such as developing a cognitive ‘map’ of the classroom are explored.  
The Importance of Concept Development on Cognitive Development in Children Who are Blind or Vision Impaired
The impact of visual impairment on all development begins at birth (Council of Exceptional Children 2003). Alongside of medical and functional vision assessments the Oregon Project provides an assessment record of development from birth to six years of age. All infants and young children have the same needs, but children who are blind or vision impaired have unique developmental needs. Vision is the primary learning sense for the sighted child; the remaining senses, particularly tactile and auditory senses become more essential to a child with a visual impairment. Specific intervention designed to maximize efficient use of all senses and lead  concept development in blind and vision impaired children is supported through use of the Oregon Project . 
Criterion based assessment such as the Oregon Project is seen as both an Expanded Core Curriculum assessment and an academic assessment (Hannan 2007:74) that 
· “Addresses family concerns and priorities,
· Assesses and maximizes the unique sensory capabilities and preferences of each child

· Adapts environments to make them accessible and to maximize effective use of all senses

· Provides appropriate experiential learning opportunities that facilitate development in all domains 

· Facilitates the acquisition of emergent literacy skills for potential braille and print readers

· Facilitates engagement, independence, and the development of social relationships.”(Council of Exceptional Children 2003)
Inclusive Assessment Practice

Maintaining the importance of the child’s sensory abilities and preferences is a way of developing inclusive assessment practice. Implications for empowerment and motivation that result from a child’s inclusive participation in assessment, planning and implementation are claimed to enhance task performance (Mentis, Quinn  and Ryba (2005:82)

For most children who are blind or vision impaired systematic learning does not happen incidentally. Intervention and education based on appropriate transdisciplinary assessment is supported through the use of The Oregon Project in a variety of settings such as :

· The home, 

·  childcare centres,

· community based childcare,

· specialized placements,

· time spent in residential schools

· or a combination of these settings.
As a result of the specific needs of children with visual impairments and their families it is important that assessment tools used to monitor development can be used by a range of practitioners and families across diverse settings.
 Collaborative, Ecological and Dynamic Assessment

The Oregon Project is used  by  Resource Teachers Vision, Teachers, Itinerant Teachers, Education Support Workers and Families  serving children who are blind or visually impaired. Many of the children assessed using the Oregon Project will have additional areas of disability.
Collaborative assessment is used in The Oregon Project to ensure that a wide ecological perspective of learning and development is maintained. Mentis, Quinn and Ryba (200583) discuss the need for assessment to be both ecological and dynamic. Assessment using the Oregon Project meets Ministry of Education IEP Guidelines (1999) as quoted in Mentis, Quinn and Ryba (2005:82) in that it is a collaborative assessment not a traditional assessment. Important differences between traditional and collaborative assessment make the Oregon Project a strong and current assessment tool in working with children who are blind or vision impaired. The success of The Oregon Project is further strengthened by a close match to the 17 principles and goals of The National Plan for Learners who are Blind and Vision Impaired in Aotearoa New Zealand (Nagel 2005:357).
The Oregon Project is used for a range of purposes including:

· Determining eligibility for special education funding 
· Monitoring children’s progress 

· Planning Intervention/Activities 

· Screening

· Writing or Updating IPs

Training in the use of The Oregon Project is provided in a range of settings in order to best meet the needs of the practitioner. Most commonly used methods include:

· Informally, from a colleague (watching, talking to others),
· undergraduate or graduate studies,
· through a workshop,
· self taught (read the manual)

Primary reasons for using the Oregon Project include that it:

· Allows observations of children during daily activities such as play,
· is already in place,
· is applicable for blind and low vision children,
· has broad scope and sequence, 

· is clear and easy to use, 
· covers a wide age range,
· includes the family or other professionals,
· it is valid and reliable

· matches Te Whariki and Expanded Core  Curriculum,
· provides useful information,
· is required, 

· saves  time.
       An essential characteristic of  assessment using the Oregon Project is that 
100% of the families of children assessed using The Oregon Project know which assessment is used and 100% of the families of children assessed using The Oregon Project  provide information or complete portions of primary assessment(s) (e.g., the parent completes an interview or checklist, either formally or informally).

       The Oregon Project interweaves assessment , planning and reporting for children who are blind or vision impaired. Many skills included in the Skills Inventory have relationships across domains of learning. This key assessment feature supports goal setting for children through the development of matched goals across learning domains, 

and matches or directly links information from the assessment to the development of lesson plans. In addition information  can be used on progress reports or at IP meetings with families and incorporates activities/ideas to be implemented at home by families.
        A team approach to assessment and curriculum planning and implementation is supported consistently in the use of the Oregon Project and assists  in planning daily classroom activities and events. Members of the team rotate in or out of the assessment process as required and throughout the usual context of the child’s day. Participants in each child’s assessment team may include:
· The teacher  independently

· Other teachers (including itinerant or consulting teachers)

· Classroom assistant(s) 

· Therapists/Specialists

· Parents/Caregivers

· Administrators/Supervisors

RSVP
Definition: Reliability 

Reliability is  defined in psychological testing as “a generic term for all aspects of the dependability of a measurement device or test” (Reber and Reber 2001:621). Ideals of consistency are held as important, that is, the ability of the measurement tool to reproduce similar results when utilized under similar conditions.

Interrater Reliability

In The Oregon Project a key facet effecting reliability is interrater reliability. When assessment is based on a wide range of perspectives, or a transdisciplinary ecological model, as The Oregon Project is, the degree of agreement between observers forms  the strength or weakness of the model. 
Alternate forms of Reliability

Assessment using The Oregon Project is based on observation and interaction in each child’s usual learning environments. A method of determining reliability is provided by creating two or more parallel sets of test items of similar type and difficulty. If the child is able to perform to similar levels on both tests reliability of the test may be proven. In the case of The Oregon Project such forms of testing are not included directly but are included through the fact of diverse perspectives. For example, if the cognitive assessment skill of seriating items that are identical but different in size is used as a test, if the child can seriate a range of different materials in different contexts then the assessment is counted as reliable. A child might be observed seriating pots and pans at home in the kitchen by parents, or may be seen seriating stones at the playground. In this way the assessment remains strongly observation based and does not rely on the creation of tests that are outside of the child’s contexts. 
Item Reliability

Item reliability becomes important in the use of The Oregon Project. When working with young children their motivation, wellbeing and interest must be considered. Item reliability may be defined as the degree to which test items measure the same construct. 
Case Study Joseph

Each day at Joseph’s Specialized Early Childhood centre he follows a predictable routine. After morning tea he will participate in a short sequence of cognitive and tactual experiences as part of a pre Braille programme. Joseph is very obliging when asked to seriate stacking rings. He will spend a large amount of time in this game. When encouraged to use the nesting boxes for seriation his usual reply is “TRAMPOLINE!”. Each day the same pattern ensues. If the nesting boxes are offered before the stacking rings Joseph asks “Rings?”. Promptly completes his task using the rings then asks “Trampoline?” Both games offer the same opportunity for seriation and a display of cognitive understanding but the important factor for Joseph is motivation and interest. He would like to play outside on the trampoline and is aware that outside time follows tactual experiences. His motivation influences his ‘reliability’ and consequently results on the skills inventory.
Test –Retest Reliability
An established method within Psychological testing is Test and Retest in order to ensure reliability. Consistency of environment and programme are shown in the case study of Joseph. This consistency allows for a test – retest approach to determine reliability of results. Results are recorded over time in narrative and pictorial assessments. These are recognized as a valid part of the evidence of meeting goals set from assessment using Oregon Skills inventories.
Definition:Standardization
Standardization is defined in psychological testing as: “The processes and procedures of establishing a set of norms for a test” (Reber and Reber 2001:707). The Oregon Project Skills Inventory forms a criterion-based assessment. The advantage of using Criterion-referenced assessment over norm-based (or standardized) assessment is that standards remain constant over time and place in contrast with norm-based assessment where variations occur based on the qualities of children sitting the test and the norm group to whom they are compared (Krause, Bochner and Duchesne 2006:411). Pin the Oregon Project performance is measured of individual skills and is not examined in comparison to a norm group. A developmental age is not assessed using The Oregon Project, to achieve a developmental age it would be necessary to use a norm-referenced assessment. Blindness or vision impairment affect  and skew performance on normative testing. The development of children who are blind or vision impaired can not effectively be compared to the development of sighted peers across all domains. Hence it is imperative that a criterion referenced assessment tool such as The Oregon Project is used. Norm-referenced testing forms part of a group of tests that use specific guidelines for administration, scoring, and interpretation of results. The recognized quantitative and qualitative validity make norm reference testing favoured for informing eligibility decisions in special education. The unfortunate problem lies in the fact of finding a norm group. If standardization were based on a norm group of children matched in age, gender, socioeconomic background, ethnicity, and similarity of vision impairment then it might become possible to accept the use of norm-referenced or standardized testing. Globally populations of blind and vision impaired children are not sufficiently homogenous to form a norm group.
Definition:Validity

Validity is defined in psychological testing of any measuring instrument as:” the property of measuring that which it is purported is being measured” (Reber and Reber 2001:781). Coefficient of validity is defined as an index of validity that may be used in criterion referenced testing. Correlation between the actual test scores and criterion test scores may be seen as reflective of the variables. Some measure then may be seen of a tests validity. In the case of the Oregon Project it’s validity is seen as a form of curriculum assessment that is integral to planning and implementation of planning. Strength and validity of The Oregon Project is found in its use of a wide range of methods for gathering information about learning from diverse sources. A strong focus on activity based learning, and observation during learning, collections of work samples, narratives of skill mastery , informal and anecdotal records, closely ties assessment to real life performance ( Krause, Bochner and Duchesne 2006) The Oregon Project utilizes activity based learning and a range of evidence formats. When assessment is used to access funding such as ORRS or SEG in settings where the Oregon Project is used it is more likely that assessments will include medical assessment as well as other paraprofessionals in a critical multiplism, or use of multiple measures (Hannan 2007:71). Validity in testing across any domain is a challenge in measuring achievement for children who are blind or low vision. Content validity must be examined in testing to expose visual bias. Any consequent alteration to a test then threatens external validity. It becomes necessary for educators to ask ‘What is being measured?’ and ‘Why is it being measured?’ to ensure adaptations such as the use of Braille in testing do not change the construct of the test (Reid 1998 in Hannan 2007:71).  
Practicality

Useful data is discussed in Hannan (2007:77) as coming from criterion –referenced tests. The usefulness of The Oregon Project is that it is clearly sited as a continuum of skills devised to be purposeful as part of a cyclic model of assessment, planning and implementation and recording. Many testing instruments are eschewed within teaching communities in Specialized Schooling for children who are Blind or Low Vision because the tests do not contribute to the development of Individual Plans or classroom planning . The Oregon Project meets the requirements of Dynamic Testing (Krause, Bochner, and Duchesne 2006:420) A concern about the practicality of using tests that have not been designed for children who are blind or vision impaired supports and encourages the use of The Oregon Project as it is one of only a few assessments specifically designed for children who are blind or vision impaired. It is suggested (Hannan 2007:77) that the solution may be to “keep ongoing observational data, maintain students’ portfolios, and use benchmarks from general education standards”. The use of portfolios is advocated and discussed as a demonstration of achievement (Ormrod,  Saklofske, Schwean, Harrison, and Andrew, J., (2004:418). A close match is found to these methods of gathering evidence and those advocated by The Expanded Core Curriculum and Te Whariki. These forms of recording assessment observations are practical and commonly held skills of all teachers. Efficiency of time becomes an assessment issue for children who are blind or vision impaired. Over testing becomes a concern for children who are blind or low vision as well as other complex or high needs. These children are already exposed to a large number of medical tests. It becomes pertinent to use educational assessment models that do not further remove the child from time spent in instruction. Educators must question the amount of time testing versus the amount of time teaching. The diversity offered by The Oregon Project and the focus of the Skills Inventories supports learning and assessment in each child’s daily learning contexts. 

Time and money are key factors to consider when choosing an assessment tool (Ormrod,  Saklofske,  Schwean,  Harrison,  and Andrew,  (2004:308). It is a requirement of The Oregon Project that the Skills Inventory record book is purchased for each child, in addition the initial purchase of the manual supports full use of the Assessment tool when used with commonly held understandings of special education and particular knowledge on children who are blind or low vision. All assessment takes time, The Oregon Project assessment  is interwoven with instructional time. The low time required and value for money instructional material make the Oregon Project easy and inexpensive to use.
In Conclusion, The Oregon Project has been examined in this essay and discussed with reference to current theories on Special Education. Additionally the focus has been narrowed to examine the successful use of The Oregon Project in a Specialised Education Setting. Understandings of key theories supporting education for children from birth to six years of age who are blind or vision impaired have been included to support further understanding of The Oregon Project.
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