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Alternate Assessment: Accountability Systems Explained

Definition and Historical Context of Alternate Assessment

The concept of the Alternate Assessment and Accountability System (AA-AAS) represents a
crucial evolution in educational policy aimed at ensuring that all students, regardless of the severity
of their disability, participate meaningfully in state accountability structures. Historically, students
with significant cognitive disabilities were often excluded from large-scale standardized testing,
leading to a critical gap in data regarding their academic progress and the effectiveness of the
educational services provided to them. This exclusion not only masked potential instructional
deficiencies but also inadvertently lowered expectations for these learners. The AA-AAS was
developed specifically to address this systemic exclusion, providing a mechanism for measuring
the proficiency of students who cannot participate in the general assessment, even with extensive
accommodations, based on their disability documentation and individualized education program
(IEP) team decisions.

The foundation for mandatory inclusion was cemented by the passage of the No Child Left Behind
Act (NCLB) of 2002, which demanded that states assess all students in reading, mathematics, and
science. Recognizing the unique needs of a small subset of the student population, NCLB allowed
for the use of alternate assessments aligned with alternate achievement standards. This policy
shift was revolutionary because it legally tied the performance of students with significant cognitive
disabilities directly to school and district accountability ratings, thereby compelling educators and
administrators to focus resources and attention on this population. The overarching goal was to
ensure that the principle of high expectations applied universally, requiring states to develop
assessments that were valid, reliable, and appropriate for measuring learning progress against
challenging academic content.

The design of the AA-AAS is predicated on the understanding that while these students learn
differently and may progress at a different pace, they are still entitled to instruction based on the
general curriculum. The assessments typically measure student mastery of Extended Content
Standards (ECS), which are derived from and linked to the state's general academic content
standards but are reduced in depth, breadth, or complexity. The accountability component ensures
that the results derived from these alternate assessments are utilized alongside general
assessment results when determining Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) or, under subsequent
legislation, when calculating overall school performance ratings. This integration prevents the
segregation of performance data and maintains the integrity of the overall accountability system.

Legislative Mandates and the Role of IDEA and ESSA

The development and implementation of the AA-AAS are rigorously controlled by federal
legislation, primarily the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and the Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which replaced NCLB in 2015. IDEA mandates that all children
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with disabilities receive a Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) and that their IEPs include
statements regarding how the student will participate in state and district-wide assessments.
Crucially, IDEA requires that the IEP team make the determination regarding assessment
participation, ensuring that the decision to participate in an alternate assessment is individualized
and based on specific criteria related to the student's cognitive functioning and access to the
general curriculum. This determination must be justified and documented, preventing the arbitrary
placement of students into the alternate assessment track.

ESSA significantly refined the parameters established under NCLB, particularly concerning
participation caps and reporting requirements. One of the most impactful provisions of ESSA
related to alternate assessments is the federal requirement that the number of students assessed
using an alternate assessment aligned with alternate achievement standards (AA-AAS) must not
exceed 1.0 percent of the total number of all students in the state who are assessed in a given
subject. This 1% cap was instituted to prevent the over-identification of students for the alternate
assessment, which critics feared could lead to lower instructional expectations for students who
might otherwise be able to succeed on the general assessment with standard accommodations.
States must now rigorously monitor and justify their participation rates, and if a state exceeds the
cap, it must provide justification and develop a plan to reduce participation in subsequent years.

Furthermore, ESSA requires robust public reporting of assessment results, ensuring transparency
regarding the performance of all subgroups, including those participating in the AA-AAS. States
must demonstrate that teachers and other professionals administering the alternate assessment
are properly trained and that the assessment yields valid and reliable data. The legislative intent
behind these mandates is twofold: first, to ensure that students with the most significant cognitive
disabilities receive high-quality instruction aligned with academic standards, and second, to
maintain the rigor and comparability of the state's overall accountability system by limiting the
number of students whose performance is measured against lower achievement expectations. The
ongoing interplay between IDEA's focus on individualized educational planning and ESSA's
emphasis on systemic accountability drives the continuous refinement of the AA-AAS.

Characteristics of Alternate Assessments

Alternate assessments are fundamentally different from traditional standardized tests because they
must accommodate profound variations in student communication, mobility, and cognitive
processing. Rather than a single, high-stakes test administered on a specific day, AA-AAS often
utilizes multiple measures collected over time. These measures are designed to capture a
student's performance in authentic contexts, demonstrating their mastery of skills derived from the
Extended Content Standards (ECS). The primary types of alternate assessments include
performance tasks, portfolios of student work, or teacher observation checklists tied to specific
instructional objectives. The choice of format is critical to ensure that the assessment method does
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not inadvertently penalize the student based on their disability but instead allows them to
demonstrate their knowledge in the most accessible manner possible.

A defining characteristic of the AA-AAS is its required alignment with the state's general academic
content standards. This alignment is achieved through the development of ECS, sometimes
referred to as "access points." ECS must clearly articulate the knowledge and skills expected of
students with significant cognitive disabilities in the assessed subject areas (e.g., English
Language Arts, Mathematics, Science). For example, while a general standard might require
complex analysis of a novel, the corresponding ECS might focus on identifying the main characters
or sequencing major plot events using visual aids. This linkage ensures that the instruction
provided to students participating in the alternate assessment remains connected to the curriculum
being taught to their non-disabled peers, thereby promoting inclusion and access to grade-level
content, albeit at a reduced complexity.

Furthermore, alternate assessments must adhere to strict technical quality standards, including
measures of validity, reliability, and fairness, just like general assessments. However, achieving
these standards can be complex given the small, heterogeneous population being assessed and
the highly individualized nature of the data collection (e.g., portfolio scoring). States must invest
heavily in training educators to administer and score these assessments consistently. Specific
procedures must be in place to ensure that the evidence collected accurately reflects the student's
independent performance and that the scoring rubrics are applied uniformly across different
schools and districts. The requirement for Evidence of Performance necessitates that the
assessment results are traceable back to specific, observable student behaviors and products,
ensuring accountability in the measurement process.

Designing and Implementing Alternate Assessments

The design phase of an AA-AAS is an intricate process requiring collaboration among content
experts, psychometricians, special education specialists, and teachers. This process begins with
the identification of the Extended Content Standards (ECS), which must be clearly mapped to the
grade-level expectations. Once the ECS are established, assessment developers must create
tasks or data collection mechanisms that are accessible, engaging, and capable of eliciting
measurable student responses. For students with significant cognitive disabilities, assessment
tasks often involve hands-on activities, use of augmentative and alternative communication (AAC)
devices, and highly structured performance scenarios where the teacher or assessment
administrator acts as a facilitator rather than a traditional test proctor. The goal is to minimize the
impact of the student's disability on their ability to demonstrate mastery of the targeted skill.

Implementation requires extensive professional development for all personnel involved. Teachers
must be trained not only on the content standards but also on the specific procedures for data
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collection, documentation, and scoring. Given that many alternate assessments rely on teacher
judgment (such as portfolio scoring or performance task observation), calibration and inter-rater
reliability training are paramount. States often mandate annual training sessions to ensure
consistency in scoring practices across the state, minimizing bias and ensuring that a student's
score reflects their actual performance rather than the subjectivity of the assessor. This training
often involves reviewing standardized samples of student work and practicing the application of
detailed scoring rubrics.

A critical component of successful implementation is the integration of the assessment into the
instructional cycle. Alternate assessments should not be viewed as an external event but rather as
an ongoing, formative process that informs instruction. Teachers are encouraged to use the ECS
to drive their curriculum planning, employing a backward design approach where the assessment
tasks define the learning targets. This alignment ensures that the assessment measures what has
actually been taught and that instructional time is effectively utilized to address the skills outlined in
the ECS and the student's IEP goals. The continuous cycle of instruction, evidence collection, and
scoring provides a rich, longitudinal picture of student growth, which is essential for this population.

Accountability Frameworks and Reporting Requirements

The core purpose of the AA-AAS is to include the performance data of students with significant
cognitive disabilities within the state's overall accountability system. Under ESSA, states must
incorporate these results into their school rating and reporting frameworks. However, because the
AA-AAS measures performance against alternate achievement standards, the scores must be
handled carefully to maintain the integrity of the system. Specifically, ESSA allows states to count
the proficiency scores of students participating in the AA-AAS as proficient for accountability
purposes, but the 1% cap acts as a crucial limiter on this inclusion. If a state exceeds the 1% cap,
only the scores up to the 1% threshold can be counted as proficient, while the scores of students
assessed above that threshold must be treated as non-proficient for accountability calculations,
even if the student achieved proficiency on the alternate assessment itself.

Public reporting of AA-AAS results is mandatory and must be disaggregated by various subgroups,
as required by federal law. States must provide clear and transparent information about the
number and percentage of students participating in the alternate assessment, their performance
levels, and how these scores contribute to the school's overall rating. This transparency serves
multiple functions: it allows parents and the public to understand the performance of students with
significant disabilities, it holds schools accountable for providing high-quality instruction to this
population, and it allows policymakers to monitor the use and effectiveness of the alternate
assessment system itself. The reports must also explain the differences between the alternate
achievement standards and the general achievement standards to ensure the public understands
the context of the results.
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Furthermore, the accountability framework requires states to monitor districts that consistently
exceed the 1% participation cap. These districts must develop and implement improvement plans
detailing the steps they will take to reduce participation, such as reviewing IEP team decision-
making processes, increasing professional development on accommodations for the general
assessment, and ensuring appropriate placement criteria are being followed. This oversight
function underscores the federal intention that the alternate assessment remains an option only for
the very small fraction of students whose disabilities preclude participation in the general
assessment, reinforcing the principle of maximum inclusion in the general education curriculum.

Challenges and Controversies in Implementation

Despite the legislative clarity and the developmental efforts, the implementation of the AA-AAS
faces numerous practical and ethical challenges. One significant hurdle is the administrative
burden placed upon teachers. Alternate assessments, particularly portfolio-based models, require
extensive time for collecting, organizing, and scoring evidence of student learning, often
demanding resources that exceed those required for administering traditional standardized tests.
This burden can detract from instructional time if not managed effectively, leading to teacher
burnout and potentially inconsistent application of assessment procedures across classrooms.
Ensuring the fidelity of implementation across thousands of educators in diverse settings remains a
persistent operational challenge.

Another major controversy revolves around the appropriate identification and placement of
students. The decision to place a student into the AA-AAS track is highly consequential, as it sets
the student on a path toward alternate achievement standards, which may limit their future post-
secondary options. Critics argue that insufficient training or pressure to meet accountability targets
might lead IEP teams to inappropriately assign students to the alternate assessment, particularly
those with milder disabilities who might benefit from the rigor of the general curriculum with
appropriate accommodations. The 1% cap addresses this systemically, but local monitoring
remains crucial to prevent misidentification and ensure that the student truly meets the strict criteria
for significant cognitive disability.

Moreover, maintaining the technical quality (validity and reliability) of alternate assessments is
inherently difficult. Because the population is small and highly heterogeneous, and the assessment
is often performance-based and individualized, traditional psychometric methods used for large-
scale testing are challenging to apply. Ensuring that the ECS truly reflects challenging academic
content while remaining accessible is a delicate balance. If the standards are too low, the
assessment lacks instructional utility; if they are too complex, students may fail to demonstrate
proficiency, undermining the purpose of inclusion in the accountability system. Continuous
research and development are necessary to ensure that the AA-AAS provides meaningful,
actionable data that accurately reflects student learning and growth.
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Impact on Instruction and Student Outcomes

The introduction of the AA-AAS has had a profound and generally positive impact on instructional
practices for students with significant cognitive disabilities. Prior to mandatory assessment,
curriculum for this population often focused narrowly on functional life skills without sufficient
emphasis on core academic content. The requirement that alternate assessments be linked to
grade-level academic standards through ECS has forced educators to raise their expectations and
integrate academic instruction (reading, math, science) into the functional curriculum. This shift has
promoted a more rigorous and engaging educational experience, ensuring that these students
have access to the same foundational knowledge as their peers.

The assessment system acts as a powerful driver for instructional planning, encouraging teachers
to use backward design principles. Teachers must analyze the ECS and the corresponding
assessment tasks to determine the necessary skills and knowledge students must acquire. This
process ensures that instruction is targeted, purposeful, and directly aligned with the required
standards. Furthermore, the reliance on continuous data collection for portfolio-based assessments
encourages frequent monitoring of student progress, allowing teachers to make immediate
adjustments to instruction based on formative data, thereby personalizing the learning experience
more effectively than traditional summative assessments.

Ultimately, the success of the AA-AAS is measured by its impact on student outcomes, including
increased academic achievement and improved post-school transition results. By holding schools
accountable for the learning of this population, the system incentivizes resource allocation,
specialized professional development, and the adoption of evidence-based instructional practices.
While challenges persist regarding the transition to post-secondary settings, the emphasis on
academic content mastery provided by the AA-AAS equips students with a broader skill set,
supporting their eventual participation in integrated work settings and community life. The system
reinforces the belief that all students can learn and that their progress must be systematically
measured and valued within the educational landscape.
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