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Executive Summary

In 1997 the newly authorized Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) required states to 
provide an alternate assessment for students who could not participate in the general assessment, 
even with accommodations [612(a)(17)(A)]. A 2003 regulation for the No Child Left Behind Act of 
2001 (NCLB) permitted states to use results from alternate assessments based on alternate achieve-
ment standards (AA-AAS) in Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) calculations. AA-AAS had to be 
linked to grade-level content standards but could be reduced in depth, breadth, and complexity (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2004). AA-AAS are designed so that students with the most significant 
cognitive disabilities can be included in large-scale accountability testing and to promote their ac-
cess to the same interesting and challenging curriculum as their peers.

In our collaborative work with states and educators on AA-AAS, staff at the National Alternate 
Assessment Center (NAAC) and the National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) have 
encountered several common misperceptions about these assessments and the students who are 
assessed using AA-AAS. This report explores these misperceptions, and proposes research-based 
recommendations to address them.

The common misperceptions we discuss in this report relate to three major themes: (a) the charac-
teristics of students who participate in AA-AAS; (b) the content that should be taught and assessed 
by teachers; and (c) issues regarding the purpose and the validity of AA-AAS outcomes. Since 
the re-authorization of IDEA, the passage of NCLB, and the 2003 regulation on AA-AAS, the 
field has been forced to change very quickly. New strategies have been under development even 
as they have been required. Educators, policymakers, and researchers may still have questions and 
concerns about the purpose and the consequences of AA-AAS. The goal of this paper is to provide 
information for examining assumptions and misperceptions about AA-AAS as well as assumptions 
and misperceptions about the students who participate in AA-AAS. For each misperception, we 
refer to the recent literature on assessment, curriculum, and instruction for students with the most 
significant disabilities to support our analysis and recommendations.
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Overview

Alternate assessment based on alternate achievement standards (AA-AAS) represents a dramatic 
shift in thinking about educational expectations and opportunities for students with the most 
significant cognitive disabilities.1  These students have in the past been taught a separate curricu-
lum from their peers, often in separate settings. Now, they are expected to participate and make 
progress in the same academic curriculum and activities as their same-age classmates. Large-
scale assessments like the AA-AAS promote school, district, and state accountability to make 
sure that all students, including this small group of students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities, have access to a rigorous, challenging, and interesting standards-based curriculum. 

With this shift in academic expectations for students with the most significant cognitive dis-
abilities, many teachers, parents, researchers, and policymakers have expressed some confusion 
or concern. Curriculum and instruction for these students have traditionally emphasized impor-
tant functional life-skills such as self-care and social skills, and some stakeholders worry that 
academic instruction will eliminate the time and resources needed for these functional skills. 
Others are skeptical that any assessment for a group of students with such widely diverse learn-
ing characteristics could ever achieve sufficient technical quality to provide trustworthy results.

Initial research indicates that including students with disabilities in large-scale accountability 
testing results in higher expectations, improved instruction, and improved performance for those 
students (Cortiella, 2007; Kleinert, Kennedy, & Kearns, 1999; Quenemoen, Lehr, Thurlow, & 
Massanari, 2001; Towles-Reeves, Garrett, Burdette, & Burge, 2006; Ysseldyke, Dennison, & 
Nelson, 2003). An educational system that holds high expectations for students with significant 
cognitive disabilities will ultimately benefit all students. The often cited observation that “what 
gets tested gets taught” can be modified, based on past practices of excluding many students 
with disabilities, to “who gets tested gets taught” (Erickson, Thurlow, & Ysseldyke, 1996; Mc-
Grew, Vanderwood, Thurlow, & Ysseldyke, 1995; Thurlow, Nelson, Teelucksingh, & Ysseldyke, 
2000).  This report is intended to inform policy and practice on assessment, curriculum, and 
instruction for students with the most significant disabilities and to raise questions for further 
research and reflection.

The misperceptions were identified over a period of two years through technical assistance activi-
ties provided through the National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) and the National 
Alternate Assessment Center (NAAC). Technical assistance staff assembled the comments and 
questions heard from the field, and then asked researchers and advisors at NAAC and NCEO 
to review and comment on them. From this discussion, the comments were clustered first into 

1 The term “significant cognitive disabilities” is used to refer to students who participate in alternate assessments 
based on alternate achievement standards. This term overlaps the population of students with severe developmental 
disabilities, but it is not synonymous.
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several groups and then into ten general statements that captured key misperceptions. These 
were again brought to the NAAC and NCEO researchers and advisors who identified extant 
research related to each of these ten general misperceptions. Based on the research, NCEO and 
NAAC staff developed specific recommendations to address each misperception in the field. 
This report addresses some of the most common questions and concerns we encounter when 
working with educators, policymakers, and families on AA-AAS, and reflects what we know 
about best practices in assessment, curriculum, and instruction.

 
Common Misperception #1—Many students who take the AA-AAS function more like 
infants or toddlers than their actual age, so it makes no sense for schools to be held 
accountable for their academic performance.

Some people assume that these students have such severe disabilities that the students are unable 
to learn academic content. Sometimes, this misperception is rooted in the assumption that all 
students must progress through typical infant and preschool skill development before any other 
academic instruction can occur. Notions of developmental state or “mental age” were common 
in special education through the 1970s. Psychology and education specialists believed that all 
people must pass through discrete, linear, developmental stages in order to move from childhood 
to adulthood. According to this theory, a student with a significant cognitive disability who has 
not mastered certain pre-academic, social, emotional, or linguistic skills for a certain devel-
opmental stage must continue to work on a curriculum designed for that stage. For instance, a 
14-year-old deemed to be the “mental age” of 4 would continue to use 4-year-old materials in 
schools and would receive instruction limited to skills taught through those materials. 

In the 1980s, special educators realized that these students were able to master many functional 
skills appropriate for their age regardless of whether they had mastered all lower developmen-
tal skills. Special education experts such as Brown, Nietupski, and Hamre-Nietupski (1976) 
began to challenge this developmental paradigm by arguing that all students can benefit from 
age-appropriate material and activities. Subsequent studies suggested that schools should teach 
students with severe disabilities important real-world, functional skills to prepare them to live 
fully in their communities. This caused a shift in thinking that resulted in a powerful, age-
appropriate functional curriculum for these students.

In recent years, we have demonstrated that these students can learn grade-appropriate academic 
skills in addition to functional skills (Browder & Spooner, 2006) and benefit from participating 
with grade-level peers (McDonnell, Mathot-Buckner, Thorson, & Fister, 2001; Roach & Elliott, 
2006; Ryndak, Morrison, & Sommerstein, 1999). Learner characteristics data from many states 
show us that most students who participate in AA-AAS have basic literacy and numeracy skills 
(Almond & Bechard, 2005; Kearns, Towles-Reeves, Kleinert, Kleinert, & Thomas, in press). 
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These students are able to learn targeted grade-appropriate academics to an alternate achieve-
ment level, even when they have not mastered all earlier academic content. Today, most experts 
agree that the notion of developmental stages should not prohibit students from working on 
both important functional skills and age-appropriate academic skills (Hughes & Carter, 2008; 
Kleinert, Browder, & Towles-Reeves, 2009; Spooner & Browder, 2006). In fact, researchers 
have shown that students can benefit from integrating a functional curriculum with academic 
skill learning (see Browder & Minarovic, 2000; Colllins, Kleinert, & Land, 2006; Collins & 
Stinson, 1995; Gardill & Browder, 1995; Kleinert, Collins, Wickham, Riggs, & Hager, in press; 
Lalli & Browder, 1993; McDonnell, 1987; Westling, Floyd, & Carr, 1990).

We know now that waiting until these students are “ready” by mastering all earlier skills means 
they “never” will be given access to the skills and knowledge they can learn. We do not expect 
second-graders to master personal hygiene before we teach them to read; neither should we hold 
back literacy instruction to students with disabilities who are still working on basic functional 
skills (Spooner & Browder, 2006). 

Educators must also be careful not to assume that a student’s current demonstration of cogni-
tive or communicative ability is fixed or absolute. Experts on students with the most complex 
cognitive and medical challenges caution that a student’s current level of communication does 
not necessarily represent the upper limit of that student’s capacity. Students who appear to 
have limited symbolic communication may benefit from assistive technology or other services 
to allow them to express their cognitive ability (Browder et al., 2007; Kearns et al., in press; 
Towles-Reeves, Kearns, Kleinert, & Kleinert, 2009).

 
Research-based Recommendation #1:

Build accountability systems to ensure that all students who are eligible for 
the AA-AAS have access to and learn academic content expected for their 
same-age typical peers, to an appropriate but challenging alternate achieve-
ment standard.

Common Misperception #2—Many students who participate in AA-AAS have life-
threatening medical conditions or are not able to communicate.  

Similar to developmental assumptions, sometimes people assume that all students who participate 
in AA-AAS face multiple medical and cognitive challenges that go well beyond what educators 
can address; they assume that many of these students cannot speak, hear, or communicate in 
any way. However, most students who are eligible for AA-AAS (more than 90%) have effec-
tive communication skills with or without assistive devices. Approximately 10% of students 
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who participate in AA-AAS communicate on a pre-symbolic level (without intentional use of 
language, pictures, objects, or signs). Students in this small group (less than 0.1% of the total 
population of students) may be able to improve their communication if given opportunities to 
express themselves, including the use of assistive and augmentative communication devices. 

Researchers at the University of Kentucky recently gathered data about the characteristics of 
students taking the AA-AAS in seven states with a Learner Characteristics Inventory (Kearns et 
al., in press).  They found that only 10.3% of these students were unable to communicate with 
pictures, objects, or signs, while another 17.3% could communicate deliberately using non-
standardized means of communication such as gestures, pictures, objects, or signs. On the other 
hand, over 70% of students who participate in AA-AAS in these states could communicate with 
symbolic language including verbally and with Braille. In a similar study, the Colorado Alternate 
Assessment Collaborative (Almond & Bechard, 2005) found that of 165 students eligible for 
the AA-AAS in their study, nearly 40% used 200 words or more to communicate, while only 
10% did not use words in functional communication. Kearns et al. (in press) also looked at 
school attendance and found that 84%–92% of students attended at least 90% of school days, 
while only 1–3% missed 50% or more of school days due to illness or (nearly as often) other 
factors. The group of students who takes the AA-AAS may include some with fragile medical 
conditions, but most students in this group attend school regularly.

The field of severe disabilities has worked from the “least dangerous assumption” for decades 
(Donnellan, 1984). Even for the less than 10% of students with disabilities who currently do 
not use symbolic communication, we must teach assuming that they can build effective com-
munication strategies. The categories of “pre-symbolic” or “emerging symbolic” communication 
are not fixed diagnoses, but serve as markers for where a student is at that moment in time. For 
some students, learning to manipulate switches to express preferences, tape recorders to access 
interesting literature or music, or eye movements to communicate intention can open the door 
to increased learning, expression, and participation in academic and everyday life. 

Research-based Recommendation #2:

For the small group of students who initially demonstrate a lack of symbolic 
communication (about 10% of students who take the AA-AAS), educators 
should persistently and systematically seek multiple and varied communi-
cation strategies including assistive technology to permit these students to 
learn and then to show what they know on an AA-AAS.
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Common Misperception #3—Students in the AA-AAS can learn only rote academic 
skills, so AA-AAS should reflect only these skills. 

Only recently have scholars begun to understand applications of academic content for students 
with significant cognitive disabilities. In the content area of reading, most research has employed 
a behaviorist approach with a focus on sight words and functional reading in daily life settings 
(Browder, Courtade-Little, Wakeman, & Rickelman, 2006; Browder, Wakeman, Spooner, 
Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine, 2006). Recent research has begun to explore how students with 
significant cognitive disabilities learn a broad spectrum of literacy skills, including and beyond 
sight words (Browder, Trela, & Jimenez, 2007; Browder, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Courtade, Gibbs, 
& Flowers, 2008), though cultural attitudes and expectations remain a barrier to providing ac-
cess to literacy instruction for these students (Kliewer, Biklen, & Kasa-Hendrickson, 2006). 
In mathematics, high quality evidence-based research published between 1975–2005 nearly 
always focused on time management, money, and basic counting skills, while studies on how 
these students can access algebra, geometry, and data analysis and probability were minimal 
or non-existent (Browder, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Harris, & Wakeman, 2008). Courtade, 
Spooner, and Browder (2007) did a similar review of science instruction for students with the 
most significant cognitive disabilities. They found only 11 studies, most of which had a narrow 
focus on the “science in personal and social perspective” standard. 

Education experts have begun to explore the paths that typically developing students take toward 
competency as measured by large-scale assessments (Pellegrino, Chudowsky, & Glaser, 2001); 
new research is needed to “map” how students with significant cognitive disabilities build com-
petence as well. Researchers now are finding strong evidence of academic skill and knowledge 
development among students who participate in AA-AAS, including abstract concepts and 
transfer of learning (Browder, et al., 2007; Jimenez, Browder, & Courtade, 2008). For instance, 
students who have had little prior exposure to literacy may benefit from highly structured and 
systematic instruction using age-appropriate adapted literature and strategies such as story-based 
lessons (Browder, Trela, & Jimenez, 2007) or working on sequencing by supplementing text 
with pictures or objects (Downing, 2007). This principle applies not only to students with sig-
nificant cognitive disabilities, but to students with a range of other disabilities including vision 
impairment or dyslexia. A student who does not have phonemic awareness, for instance, may 
still be able to develop advanced literary skills with the help of assistive technology (Johnstone, 
Thurlow, Thompson, & Clapper, 2008; Thompson, Johnstone, Thurlow, & Clapper, 2004). 

Much research remains to be done on teaching academics to students who participate in AA-AAS, 
but anecdotal and case study evidence indicates that we must retain a “principle of uncertainty” 
about what students may be able to do (Kliewer & Biklen, 2001). Teacher attitudes that some 
students will not benefit from academic instruction such as literacy training pose a significant 
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barrier to student access to those skills (Downing, 2007; Katims, 2001; Zascavage & Keefe, 
2004).  As long as we are not sure what many students with significant cognitive disabilities are 
capable of, we must operate on the principle of the “least dangerous assumption” (Donnellan, 
1984; Jorgensen, 2005). In Massachusetts, where alternate assessments were developed relatively 
early, teachers have been “surprised and amazed” at what their students can do (Wiener, 2005). 

	
Research-based Recommendation #3:

Build AA-AAS approaches based on a model of academic content develop-
ment that allows these students to demonstrate a range of grade-level content 
that their peers are also learning and demonstrating.

 
Common Misperception #4—The AA-AAS has eliminated the teaching of important 
functional skills. 

People sometimes assume that the addition of academics to the assessment and accountability 
systems for students with significant cognitive disabilities means that there is limited time for 
teaching functional skills like self-care, community participation, and safety. They believe that 
there is not enough time in the day to do both academics and functional skills. While research-
ers continue to emphasize the importance of teaching functional skills to improve students’ 
quality of life (Turnbull, Turnbull, Wehmeyer, & Park, 2003), many experts agree that teaching 
age-appropriate academic material has positive outcomes even for students with the most sig-
nificant disabilities. In fact, researchers have shown examples of how academic and functional 
skills can be taught concurrently (Collins, Kleinert, & Land, 2006; Kleinert, Collins, Wickham, 
Riggs, & Hager, in press), and most districts provide a curriculum that is a mix of academic and 
functional skills (Browder, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, et al., 2003). 

The academic content required by the AA-AAS does not replace other important individual 
student goals. Even while students work toward mastering academic skills to be assessed by 
AA-AAS, each student’s Individualized Education Program (IEP) may include additional in-
dividual goals for social, self-care, and other functional skills (U.S. Department of Education, 
2005). Alternate assessments are designed to make sure schools are teaching students with the 
most significant cognitive disabilities according to high academic standards. A student’s IEP, 
on the other hand, also can include instruction on important functional and social skills. 

No research has shown that students must learn functional skills before they can master aca-
demic skills, nor that academic and functional instruction are incompatible (Browder, Wakeman, 
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Flowers, Rickelman, Pugalee, & Karvonen, 2007). Many teachers have found that blended in-
struction in academic and functional skills yields better results for both. Some functional skills, 
such as communication and social skills, can be easily aligned with academic content such as 
literacy. The line between academics and functional instruction begins to blur as teachers and 
parents discover how truly useful and satisfying increased literacy and numeracy skills are for 
these students, for quality of life and enjoyment, for integration into the community, school, or 
adult life, and for future employment (Browder, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Pugalee, & Jimenez, 2006; 
Ward, Van De Mark, & Ryndak, 2006). 

Research-based Recommendation #4:

Provide training and support to teachers so that they can effectively merge 
academic and functional instruction where appropriate and so that they 
understand the vital importance of academic skills and knowledge to full 
participation in family, school, and community life.

Common Misperception #5—AA-AAS must cover all of the same content that is on 
the general assessment for typical peers.

Although AA-AAS should be linked to general education content standards, federal regulations 
permit states to define the appropriate depth, breadth, and complexity of content coverage. The 
AA-AAS “should be clearly related to grade-level content, but it may be restricted in scope or 
complexity or take the form of introductory or prerequisite skills” (U.S. Department of Education, 
2005). But, states must show that these content priorities truly “raise the bar” of historically low 
expectations and are clearly linked to the content that typical students in the same grade should 
know and be able to do (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). This is a shift for teachers who 
do not have experience with this content. Many stakeholders and advisors to state assessment 
programs may need training and support to build understanding of what is possible. Stakeholder 
and advisor understanding can ensure that AA-AAS are linked to the student’s grade (or grade 
band) but are reduced in scope and complexity from the general education assessment.

Many researchers are working on ways to explore how grade-level academic content might be 
assessed at different achievement levels (Browder, 2001; Browder et al., 2002; Kleinert & Ke-
arns, in press; Kleinert & Kearns, 2001; Thompson, Quenemoen, Thurlow, & Ysseldyke, 2001). 
Researchers have used standard evaluative techniques to assess the alignment between state 
AA-AAS and state content standards, finding that, in fact, they are aligned without representing 
the full depth and breadth of the standard (Flowers, Browder, & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2006; Roach, 
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Elliott, & Webb, 2005). Massachusetts pioneered work on aligning alternate assessments with 
grade-level content standards. Massachusetts worked to identify the “‘essence’ of each standard, 
and to develop ‘entry points’ at increasing levels of complexity” in collaboration with content 
area experts (Wiener, 2005). 

The recently developed Links for Academic Learning (LAL) manual presents 10 criteria to 
test the alignment of AA-AAS with the standards-based general curriculum, based on what 
we know about students with significant cognitive disabilities, what we know about high qual-
ity academic instruction for these students, and the flexible nature of the AA-AAS (Flowers, 
Wakeman, Browder, & Karvonen, 2007). The LAL manual provides guidelines to ensure that 
students who qualify for the AA-AAS are tested on challenging academic content, aligned to 
grade-level general curriculum, but with reduced depth and breadth. A properly aligned AA-
AAS should allow for achievement levels appropriate for students with significant cognitive 
disabilities, while continuing to require access to challenging academic content.

Research-based Recommendation #5:

Provide training to teachers, and to other key assessment system stakehold-
ers and advisors, on what research suggests these students are able to know 
and do when given the opportunity.

Common Misperception #6—Most AA-AAS are entirely individualized and differ for 
each student.

Because of the varied learning characteristics of students who take the AA-AAS, this test must 
be more flexible than most general assessments. A good AA-AAS allows a defined amount of 
flexibility in administration of the items and tasks so that these students have the opportunity to 
show what they know. However, AA-AAS must still reflect professional understanding of stan-
dardization and comparability. Furthermore, a good AA-AAS incorporates training, oversight, 
and structures to balance flexibility with standardization of procedures. Ongoing monitoring is 
important to ensure the assessments are administered, scored, and reported as intended. 

The comparability of AA-AAS results is key to their function as large-scale accountability mea-
sures (Quenemoen, Rigney, & Thurlow, 2002). While IEPs can be entirely individualized, the 
AA-AAS must provide results that are comparable across schools and districts. The challenge 
is to allow flexibility for students of varying ability levels while maintaining high standards for 
all children and the comparability needed for system accountability (Gong & Marion, 2006). 
AA-AAS may test comparable content, or ask students to perform comparable activities, while 
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allowing for flexibility to provide various accommodations. Validity arguments can rely in part 
on traditional psychometric analysis, but should also incorporate new or modified evidence-based 
evaluative methods to account for intentional flexibility (Gong & Marion, 2006; Shafer, 2005). 
Ultimately, the purpose of the AA-AAS is not to hold individual students accountable, but to 
hold schools accountable for providing a challenging and meaningful education for all students.

Research-based Recommendation #6:

 All AA-AAS scores should indicate whether the student is proficient in an 
academic domain through procedures that allow flexibility but control for 
possible sources of error. 

Common Misperception #7—An AA-AAS measures teacher performance in 
compiling attractive portfolios or examples rather than measuring student academic 
performance.

Some teachers have expressed the concern that putting together “good-looking” portfolios or 
choosing student examples that make them look good will artificially produce higher scores, 
regardless of the quality of instruction or amount of student progress. Some researchers have 
found that teachers who have greater knowledge and competence in assembling portfolios do, 
in fact, produce better student scores (Johnson & Arnold, 2007). However, a good AA-AAS is 
designed according to standards of validity and reliability. On a well-designed test, regardless 
of the format, test scores should not be sensitive to factors that are irrelevant to the construct be-
ing tested. An assessment that is sensitive to external factors such as “good looking” portfolios, 
regardless of the actual content, is simply a poorly-designed assessment. Any assessment must 
control for differences in test administration or teacher behavior, and the scoring should focus 
on independent student performance.

That said, students of successful teachers who are well trained in various aspects of instruction 
and assessment will tend to have higher scores (Horvath, Kampfer-Bohach, & Kearns, 2005). 
Research has shown that teachers who are trained in instructional practices and using assess-
ment data to make instructional decisions produce better student scores on alternate assessments 
(Browder, Karvonen, Davis, Fallin, & Courtade-Little, 2005; Karvonen, Flowers, Browder, 
Wakeman, & Algozzine, 2006). Teachers who routinely integrate elements of the assessment 
into daily instruction (Kampfer, Horvath, Kleinert, & Kearns, 2001) and have been trained in 
participation and accommodation decisions on large-scale assessments (DeStefano, Shriner, & 
Lloyd, 2001) also tend to have students who score higher on alternate assessments. The time 
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teachers spend preparing the cosmetic features of an alternate assessment seems to have little 
outcome on student scores (Kampfer et al., 2001).  The key to successful test administration is 
to provide teachers with excellent training, give them a well-defined scoring rubric, and ensure 
that they are familiar with how the student best demonstrates what he or she is capable of doing. 

It is important to remember that all large-scale accountability assessments do, to some extent, 
test teachers. Accountability assessments like AA-AAS measure achievement at the individual 
student level, but ultimately reflect the efforts of the teacher, school, and district. This is true not 
only for AA-AAS, but for general assessments as well. Large-scale assessments should identify 
schools and districts where teachers are providing high-quality, standards-based instruction to 
all students, while controlling for administrator behaviors.

 
Research-based Recommendation #7:

Train teachers on systematic data gathering procedures, provide oversight, 
coaching, and monitoring to ensure they implement the procedures as in-
tended, and design scoring processes to exclude evidence that reflects teacher 
behaviors instead of independent student performance.

Common Misperception #8—It would make more sense if teachers simply reported 
on their students’ progress meeting IEP goals rather than requiring an AA-AAS. 

Some people assume that gathering data that already are used for the IEP is the best measure 
of student achievement. Indeed, the AA-AAS does not displace the important role of the IEP. 
A good IEP will identify the services, supports, and specialized instruction needed so that the 
student can learn both academic and functional skills and knowledge.  Data gathered on the 
specific goals and objectives in the IEP are important for individual accountability among IEP 
team members for these short- and long-term goals and objectives in all areas where the stu-
dent has them. Some of these goals and objectives will specify the services and supports the 
student needs to access the general curriculum, but student progress based on the IEP does not 
provide accountability for student achievement of proficiency in the general curriculum (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2005). In contrast, AA-AAS are designed to provide data for system 
accountability to ensure that all students are provided access to and are achieving to proficiency 
in the general curriculum (Quenemoen, Rigney, & Thurlow, 2002). The leverage of system 
accountability, as well as individual accountability, may yield far more opportunities for most 
students, including targeting important school improvement resources (Thurlow, Quenemoen, 
Thompson, & Lehr, 2001). IEPs ideally should be aligned with the academic skills required on 



11NCEO

AA-AAS. Initial research on the effects of IEP-assessment alignment on AA-AAS scores has 
been mixed, and more research is required (Karvonen & Huynh, 2007).  

Furthermore, alternate assessments must be scored according to professionally accepted stan-
dards applicable to all accountability assessments (AERA, APA, & NCME, 1999). Teachers 
may be trained to score alternate assessments, and this is particularly appropriate for some test 
formats such as rating scales or performance tasks. However, an independent second rater, or a 
sample of independent audits of evidence, can provide needed information on the validity and 
reliability of the scores, even when the teacher serves as the first scorer. For example, in one 
state, the teacher rates the student’s skills and knowledge, but a sample of the actual student 
work is collected and reviewed by a second rater. Another state has teachers videotape the ad-
ministration, and all videotapes are submitted to the state for a review. Increasingly, because 
of reporting timelines, states are using professional scorers who must comply with minimum 
education requirements and must attain and maintain rigorous standards for scoring accuracy 
(Quenemoen, 2009). 

Research-based Recommendation #8:

Design AA-AAS so that there are comparable data on the effectiveness of 
schools in providing access to the general curriculum to students with the 
most significant cognitive disabilities.

Common Misperception #9—Some AA-AAS formats (i.e., portfolio, checklist, 
performance assessment) are better than others.

States tend to use one or a combination of common alternate assessment formats, including a 
portfolio, a checklist, a performance assessment, or observation in structured and unstructured 
settings (Roeber, 2002). However, research on the technical quality of AA-AAS has shown 
that the format of the test is a poor predictor of technical quality. The nature of a “portfolio” or 
“checklist” or “performance assessment” can vary enormously, and a number of states now use 
hybrid models that combine elements of these approaches (Gong & Marion, 2006; Quenemoen, 
2009; Quenemoen, Thompson, & Thurlow, 2003). The three main test formats share many at-
tributes in common (Elliott & Roach, 2007), and any of these formats by name alone can be of 
poor or high quality. 

A good AA-AAS is built on a set of beliefs about how students with severe disabilities learn 
and demonstrate the academic content. Questions that need to be addressed include: What kinds 
of observations of their learning will give us evidence of what these students know and do in 
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the academic content? What should we “see” when these students have been given access to 
the same grade-appropriate, interesting content as their typical peers? The responses to these 
questions help answer the question of what is the “best” format for the AA-AAS. Though states’ 
current formats can vary widely, they show very similar assumptions about what successful 
outcomes look like for students with the most significant cognitive disabilities (Quenemoen et 
al., 2003). These assumptions build on lessons learned from the functional curriculum, based on 
observations of how full or partial participation in the full range of age-appropriate school and 
community-based activities enhances the lives and social integration of students with significant 
cognitive disabilities (Quenemoen, 2009; Ysseldyke & Olsen, 1997).  The extension of these 
concepts to the academic curriculum has resulted in a new understanding of what is possible 
when these students have access not only to the classrooms of their peers but also to the cur-
riculum taught in the classrooms. Alternate assessments should be designed to collect samples 
of supporting evidence of what a student knows and can do, regardless of the format of the as-
sessment (e.g., body of evidence, checklist, or performance task). Over time, this evidence can 
be used to understand better how these students develop skills and knowledge in the academic 
domains and inform improvements in alternate assessment design (Marion & Pellegrino, 2006).

Research-based Recommendation #9:

Select the format of the AA-AAS based on beliefs about academic teaching 
and learning for AA-AAS students.

Common Misperception #10—No AA-AAS can be a technically adequate measure of 
student achievement for accountability purposes.

People sometimes assume that AA-AAS breaks all the rules of good design of large-scale as-
sessments, as judged by high quality psychometric evidence that has been used by measurement 
experts for a century. In order to function well as a tool for accountability, and to meet NCLB 
regulations, AA-AAS must indeed be technically defensible (NCLB, 2001; U.S. Department 
of Education, 2004). Researchers continue to assess the quality of states’ alternate assessments, 
with mixed results (Johnson & Arnold, 2004; Tindal et al., 2003; Yovanoff & Tindal, 2007).

The challenges of designing AA-AAS are very new; prior to the 1990s, no large-scale assessment 
program included students with significant cognitive disabilities, and very few measurement 
experts had experience designing assessments for these students.  Due to relatively small numbers 
of test takers, and the intentional flexibility of the tests, some AA-AAS cannot be evaluated the 
same way that general assessments are examined. The data set is not large enough, and the ele-
ments are not entirely standardized according to traditional definitions (Gong & Marion, 2006). 
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Fortunately, there has been a great deal of work done since the 1990s on issues that have emerged 
in developing psychometrically sound AA-AAS. Some researchers are beginning to use the 
assessment triangle proposed by Pellegrino, Chudowsky, and Glaser (2001) in Knowing What 
Students Know. To evaluate the technical quality of an assessment, we must analyze the interac-
tion between how we think students develop knowledge and achieve proficiency, how we design 
tests to allow students to show what they know, and how we interpret the results of the test in 
a meaningful way. This assessment triangle between cognition, observation, and interpretation 
represents an evidence-based analysis of the technical quality of an assessment. 

Another way to understand and estimate validity of AA-AAS outcomes is to look at the intended 
and unintended consequences of an assessment on teaching and learning (Linn, Baker, & Dunbar, 
1991; Marion & Pellegrino, 2006; Marion & Perie, 2009; Shepard, 1993; Stone & Lane, 2003). 
For instance, two intended outcomes of AA-AAS are to improve the quality of instruction and to 
raise the level of performance for students with significant cognitive disabilities. Initial evidence 
suggests that it may indeed have this effect (Cortiella, 2007; Kleinert et al., 1999; Quenemoen et 
al., 2001; Towles-Reeves et al., 2006; Ysseldyke et al., 2003). Yet recent surveys of parents and 
teachers show that they have both positive and negative perceptions of the effects of AA-AAS 
on their students’ education (Roach, 2006; Roach, Elliott, & Berndt, 2007). More research is 
needed to document the intended and unintended effects of AA-AAS on student performance, 
as well as on post-school outcomes.

States must continue to work on ensuring the technical quality of their AA-AAS. A recent study 
of 50 states and the District of Columbia (N=51) shows that only 35% of these states in 2006-07 
could document with evidence that their scoring and reporting structures reflected the knowledge 
that students were being asked to demonstrate (Cameto et al., 2009). In the same study, 41% of 
these states had conducted a formal study to document the validity of the alternate assessment 
outcomes in relation to the intended internal or external variables, and could present the data for 
review. Forty-seven percent had not conducted any such study. The AA-AAS can be designed to 
produce valid and reliable information, but states must continue to work with experts and stake-
holders to ensure that their assessments show alignment between the way students demonstrate 
learning, what the assessment actually tests, and how they interpret the results.

 
Research-based Recommendation #10:

State assessment offices should address three components of the assess-
ment design as they develop and implement the AA-AAS: (a) description 
of the student population and a theory of learning for these students, (b) 
structure of the observations from the assessment, and (c) interpretation of 
the results. The technical defense of an AA-AAS starts and ends with these 
three components.
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Conclusions 

Alternate assessments based on alternate achievement standards are a work in progress. As 
we build understanding in the field of how to design meaningful instructional opportunities in 
the grade-level curriculum, we anticipate that we will find new ways of capturing what these 
students know and can do. We also anticipate that they will continue to surprise us with their 
capacity to learn content that, in the past, they were never taught. As we carefully consider the 
consequences of the shift to increased access to academic curricula, we need to carefully sort 
through the concerns and even complaints from teachers, parents, and other stakeholders.  We 
especially need to discern where the challenges of living through a paradigm shift are painful 
but necessary and predictable steps and where there are important adjustments to make to ensure 
positive consequences for students in the long run.

The degree to which we are hearing misperceptions about AA-AAS suggests that clarifying the 
purpose and use of these assessments may be necessary. Concerns about the appropriateness of 
academic content and the decreased focus on functional life skills for these students rest in part 
on assumptions about what kinds of skills these students will need to live satisfying, interesting, 
productive lives after they leave school. Current post-school outcome data rely on post-secondary 
enrollment or full-time employment as the primary valued post-school outcome, but the past 
20 years of data do not show positive outcomes on these measures for students with significant 
cognitive disabilities (Newman, Wagner, Cameto, & Knokey, 2009; Wagner, Newman, Cameto, 
Levine, & Garza, 2006). What has not been measured is how academic skills and knowledge 
may enhance these students’ full participation of life in their homes and communities. Would 
skills like reading for enjoyment and information, understanding of mathematical tools, basic 
understanding of scientific principles, understanding of history and current events, and orientation 
to and appreciation of the arts contribute to a satisfying adult life in supported or independent 
settings?  Do these skills enhance participation in the community, in recreation and leisure, or 
in work?  Education for students with significant cognitive disabilities has failed so far to result 
in full-employment or independence for the vast majority of these students, despite intensive 
efforts to implement community-based and community-referenced programs at the high school 
and sometimes middle school level. Perhaps the AA-AAS should spur new conversations about 
what desired outcomes for these students really are and how to achieve them. In the long run, 
discussion around these questions  may be necessary to ensure that desired consequences are 
achieved from the use of AA-AAS for accountability purposes.

In the short term, the 10 recommendations we provide here can help inform improvement of 
the AA-AAS. Engaging all stakeholders in discussions about AA-AAS, and clarifying misper-
ceptions as we do so, has the potential for improving academic achievement for students with 
significant cognitive disabilities. 
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The National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) (www.nceo.info) has been providing 
national leadership in designing and building educational assessments, especially for students 
with disabilities and students who are English language learners, for almost twenty years. NCEO 
works with states to identify important outcomes for students with disabilities and examine their 
participation in national and state assessments, including with the use of accommodations and 
alternate assessments. NCEO believes that it is possible to enhance the positive consequences 
of assessments used for system accountability with students with disabilities and reduce their 
negative consequences through systematic attention to assumptions in the design, implementa-
tion, and continuous improvement of assessments and related accountability systems.

The National Alternate Assessment Center (NAAC) represents a multi-disciplinary team of 
experts in measurement and special education to advance theory and practice in the designs 
of alternate assessments. NAAC provides guidance to states as they design or re-design their 
alternate assessments, using the best research available on effective measurement practices, 
universal design, and alignment with grade-level content expectations and curriculum. NAAC 
provides resources to states, teachers, and parents on its Web site (www.naacpartners.org).




