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I. Present Condition

During the performance analysis phase of the T/TAC Mission Six project the team learned that the state of Virginia implemented a new alternate assessment procedure called the Virginia Alternate Assessment Plan (VAAP). The VAAP was created for special education teachers of students with severe cognitive disabilities to use in assessing their students according to the mandates of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) and the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). Under these two pieces of legislation all students with disabilities must (with the consent of their parents) be considered for participation in the Standards of Learning (SOL) assessments. Recognizing the challenges faced by students with severe cognitive disabilities the authors of the VAAP manual compiled a list of SOLs they felt were accessible by these students, which they named the Aligned Standards of Learning (ASOL).

Prior to the implementation of the new VAAP procedures special education teachers of students participating in alternate assessments focused on teaching life skills with little, if any, consideration of SOLs. Furthermore, the authors of the VAAP manual acknowledged that communication is the key to learning and point out that communication can be very difficult for individuals with severe disabilities. It was with this in mind that the authors stipulated that communication skills be incorporated into the lesson plans. 

The Learner Analysis informed the T/TAC Mission Six team that special education teachers in the state of Virginia have varying levels of experience working with students with disabilities. It is important to note that due to the fact that the VAAP manual is new, none of the teachers in the state of Virginia have experience designing lesson plans that incorporate the new SOLs and communication skills. 

The T/TAC Mission Six team has considered that the task of writing the lesson plans that meet the new mandates of the VAAP may be easier for some special education teachers than others depending on their number of years of experience. Therefore, the T/TAC Mission Six team categorizes teachers in the state of Virginia as follows:

· Novice teachers -teachers that have little or no experience working with students with disabilities

· Intermediate teachers – teachers that have several months or years of experience working with students with disabilities

· Expert teachers – teachers that have many years of experience working with students with disabilities

II. Types of Problems That Will Be Supported

In this design approach the teachers completing the lesson plans will be using a combination of Gagne’s Intellectual Skills or procedural knowledge consisting of relational rule using and problem solving. There are seven different sections a teacher must complete in order to produce a lesson plan for instruction of a VAAP student (student’s with significant cognitive disabilities). 
In the first section the teacher will clarify the Theme or Event of the instruction. The teacher will apply a relational rule to this section because they must consider prerequisite factors in terms of the student(s) skill set and apply an “if then” process to complete the task (Smith & Ragan 2005). In this section of the lesson plan the teacher might be provided with a checklist and/or prompt questions for a support mechanism. 

 

In the second section the teacher will select the student task or learning activity. They complete this by relational rule using. The teacher will select the student task or activity based on the theme or event from the prior section. The support provided for this section might also be a checklist and question prompt system.

 

In the third section the teacher will support the Virginia Aligned Standards of Learning (ASOLs) with math or English. This will be completed using problem solving. The teacher will solve problems in a situation never encountered (aligning ASOLs to instruction) and will incorporate a trial and error until a correct selection is made. The teacher must also use multiple rules to solve a problem (Smith & Ragan, 2005). In this section the teacher could be supported with a case study scenario, for example. 


In the fourth section the teacher will be using problem solving to select the correct communication skill suited for instruction to the particular student(s). Teaching communication skills are a new requirement for teachers instructing VAAP students. The teachers will have to learn new information to select the skill level the fit the student(s) in different skill categories. The support system in this section could also be a case study or a scenario.


For the fifth section the teachers will use relational rule using to complete the material list for the learning activity. The teachers are familiar with what materials to use for certain learning activities and will list the items from prior knowledge. The support system used here could be a checklist and question prompt system. 


In the sixth section the teacher must select assistive technologies to enhance or assist in the student(s) in instruction. The teacher will use the relational rule using to apply assistive technology to the student(s) instruction. They will develop a list of assistive technologies from prior knowledge that best suits the instructional goals. The supports given for this section could be a checklist and question prompt.  


The seventh and final section applies the evidence collection section to a problem solving intellectual skill. The teacher will use resources for collection of student(s) completion of the target tasks and use this evidence to prove skills in communication, ASOLs, and cognitive skills never produced in past skill discovery. This section could provide support for the teachers in the form of a case study or a scenario. 


III. Proposed Solution and Rationale
Based upon the results from data collection and needs analysis, the T/TAC Mission Six team determined that the vast majority of users will be new to the VAAP assessments and welcomed a system that would assist them in developing lesson plans aligned to the new SOL standards.  Statistics showed that teachers indicated a need for a solution system that removed hindrances, was easy to use, decreased the amount of time needed to complete assessments and provided resources that helped select appropriate instructional strategies for students.

Based on this information, the design team has proposed the use of an EPSS for the solution system that will guide the users through the process of creating a lesson plan. The main criterion for the selection of this approach is based on the idea that the new standards have placed an additional constraint on the process of creating a lesson plan. In general, all special education teachers know how to create a lesson plan. However, with these new standards comes an additional factor that will hinder the teachers who are not familiar with the process of creating lesson plans.
After further analysis and discussions with our clients and project manager, it has been decided that the design of our EPSS will initially focus the expert teacher’s needs. Therefore, expert teachers will populate a lesson plan database with model lesson plans that novice and intermediate teachers will be able to search for and use.

The purpose of the EPSS will be twofold; it will serve as a guide for expert teachers to populate with lesson plans and provide an extra level of support and assistance for the novice and intermediate teachers. The supports are in place for use by either target group. Designing the system with these characteristics in mind will allow teachers with all levels of experience to use the system. 

With these factors in mind the T/TAC Mission Six Team envisions the EPSS as a job aid that will:

· Assist teachers in making the transition from designing life skill centered lesson plans to SOL based lesson plans

· Assist teachers in incorporating communication skills into their lesson plans

· Provide just in time support for teachers requiring different degrees of assistance

For example, a novice teacher may use more of the scaffolding provided by the site than an intermediate teacher would in designing a lesson plan. Whereas, an expert teacher may only use the site to search for ideas without utilizing any of the scaffolding provided.

IV. EPSS Defined 

An electronic performance support system can be described as any computer software program or component that improves employee performance by:

1. reducing the complexity or number of steps required to perform a task, 

2. providing the performance information an employee needs to perform a task 

3. providing a decision support system that enables an employee to identify the action that is appropriate for a particular set of conditions.

In the case of our teacher-centered EPSS, the design approach will help reduce the complexity of creating cognitive standards based lesson plans by providing the teachers with an online lesson plan creation tool. Included in this guide will be a number of just-in-time supports that will provide the teacher with extra information that will assist them in completing each section. Each of these supports will be based around the defined problems in section two of this document.

Key Characteristics of EPSS

Deborah Alpert Sleight (1993) states that an EPSS should contain these key characteristics:
· computer-based 

· provide access to the discrete, specific information needed to perform a task at the time the task is to be performed 

· used on the job, or in simulations or other practice of the job 

· controlled by the user 

· reduce the need for prior training in order to accomplish the task 
Attributes of EPSS
Gloria Gery (1995) delineated numerous elements of effective performance support systems including:
· Establishes and maintains a work context
· Aids in establishing the goal
· Structures the work process
· Reflects the natural flow of work
· Provides alternative views data, information, and knowledge
· Provides contextual feedback
· Provides support resources without breaking the task context
· Embeds knowledge into the interface
· Provides access to underlying logic
· Automates tasks
V. Adapting an EPSS Approach for Special Education Teachers

The EPSS that has been proposed as a solution for special education teachers creating new lesson plans will be based on the tasks defined in section two of the lesson plan document. The system will reflect a workflow process of creating lesson plans as demonstrated to the designers by the subject matter experts at T/TAC. In addition to the work process, additional supports will be provided throughout the lesson plan creation process that will provide contextual feedback and resources to the teacher without breaking the task context.
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