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Executive Summary 

States continue to navigate the shift that came with the 1% threshold on participation in alter-
nate assessments based on alternate academic achievement standards (AA-AAAS). This shift, 
following the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) as the 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015, limited participation in the AA-AAAS to students 
with the “most significant cognitive disabilities.” Although states need to maintain the threshold 
on participation in AA-AAAS, they are not allowed to infringe on the decision making of indi-
vidualized education program (IEP) teams. To assist IEP teams in their decision making, states 
have attempted to create clear definitions, guidelines, and decision-making tools. 

This report provides an updated review of state criteria and guidelines for participation in AA-
AAAS. We analyze state criteria for participation and factors not to use as the basis of decision 
making, as well as how states define students with the “most significant cognitive disabilities.” 
As the resources on state websites have increased, topics covered have expanded to include 
other information found in the criteria and guidelines: information for parents/guardians, English 
learner (EL) considerations, and exemptions from participation in the AA-AAAS. 

This report also compares current findings to results from the previous review, conducted in 
2017. There was an overall increase in information available for this review, including nearly 
twice as many states with an explicit definition of students with the “most significant cognitive 
disabilities” or “significant cognitive disabilities” (N=36, compared to N=17 in 2017). Although 
our findings showed that the top participation criteria states use and listed not to use, as well as 
the definition components of students taking AA-AAAS, did not substantially change from the 
previous report, there were additional criteria and factors found that reflected broader topics 
(e.g., consequences of the decision). 

Across states in this analysis, the most frequently mentioned criteria for participation in AA-
AAAS remained: (a) significantly affected cognitive and adaptive function (N=50), (b) extensive 
individualized instruction or supports (N=49), and (c) alternate or modified curriculum standards 
(N=49). The most common factors states required IEP teams not to use in participation deci-
sions were: (a) disability label, placement, or service (N=45); (b) social, cultural, linguistic, or 
environmental factor (N=45); and (c) excessive absences (N=44). In the 36 states that met the 
criteria of having an explicit definition of “significant cognitive disabilities,” the most common 
components of their definitions were: (a) “significant cognitive deficits” (N=35) and (b) “poor 
adaptive skill level” (N=34).

Other information found in state materials addressed such topics as informed parent consent, 
considerations for ELs, and exemptions. We describe the extent to which states explicitly ad-
dressed parents in decision-making forms and procedures, and the information that states ex-
plicitly say needs to be shared with parents. In addition, some states had new mentions of EL 



considerations in their materials, including a few that addressed criteria used for AA-AAAS 
in relation to alternate English language proficiency (ELP) assessments and vice versa. A few 
states also addressed whether to exempt students who have no current reliable response or to 
provide another tier of assessment for those students.

This report also addresses whether there are substantive differences between some states’ defini-
tion of “most significant” cognitive disabilities and other states’ definitions of simply “significant” 
cognitive disabilities. Finally, we summarize the growing body of training materials and tools 
provided by states to help local IEP teams make decisions for student participation in AA-AAAS.
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Overview 

In response to the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 
as the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015, states have worked to modify and clarify 
their policies on participation in alternate assessments based on alternate academic achieve-
ment standards (AA-AAAS). Prior to ESSA, states were allowed to count 1% of students as 
proficient using AA-AAAS; after ESSA, states were allowed to have no more than 1.0% of 
students participate in AA-AAAS. This change to federal law increased the need for states to 
clearly communicate who the students with the “most significant cognitive disabilities” are and 
to offer decision-making tools that help individualized education program (IEP) teams avoid 
misidentifying students for the AA-AAAS.

The National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO) analyzed state AA-AAAS participa-
tion policies in 2017 (Thurlow et al., 2017). After providing a history of AA-AAAS, starting 
with the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 1997, the 
2017 NCEO report documented the concerns related to the students participating in AA-AAAS 
since that time (e.g., the possible inappropriate identification of students in certain disability 
categories, such as specific learning disabilities, for participation in AA-AAAS). That report 
also cited studies that examined learner characteristics and state assessment participation poli-
cies, with specific attention to AA-AAAS criteria (Albus & Thurlow, 2012; Musson et al., 2010; 
Towles-Reeves & Kearns, 2012; Thurlow, Scott, & Ysseldyke, 1995; Towles-Reeves, Kearns, 
Kleinert, & Kleinert, 2009). 

NCEO’s 2017 report on AA-AAAS participation criteria found that all states, as well as the 
District of Columbia (hereafter referred to as a state), had participation guidelines at the start of 
the 2017-18 school year, and that the three most common participation criteria were: (a) signifi-
cant cognitive disabilities or low intellectual and adaptive functioning; (b) extensive, intensive, 
individualized instruction and supports; and (c) use of an alternate or modified curriculum. The 
most common factors that states instructed IEP teams not to use as the basis for participation 
decisions were: (a) social, cultural, linguistic, or environmental factors, such as English learner 
(EL) status; (b) excessive absences; (c) poor performance or impact on the accountability sys-
tem; and (d) disability label, placement, or services. Although all 51 states had participation 
guidelines, only 17 states had explicit definitions of “students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities” in online materials.

The purpose of this report is to provide an update on state participation criteria and guidelines 
for AA-AAAS. As the resources on state websites have increased, our coverage of topics they 
address has expanded. In this report, we analyze the same primary elements used in our previous 
report: criteria for participation, factors identified by states not to use as the basis for decisions, 
formats of resources provided, and the existence of explicit definitions of students with “signifi-
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cant cognitive disabilities.” To these we add analyses of information covered in state documents 
about AA-AAAS participation: the type of information provided to parents, the extent to which 
ELs are addressed, and the inclusion of information about exemptions.

Method

In January and February 2019, NCEO staff searched the websites of state education agencies 
to collect AA-AAAS policy information in the following areas: (a) participation criteria for the 
AA-AAAS; (b) factors that should not be used in making decisions; (c) the format in which 
information was presented; (d) the definition of “student with a significant cognitive disability”; 
and (e) other notes. Items in (e) other notes included information provided to parents, informa-
tion about ELs, and exemptions. The information was summarized and entered into verification 
forms that were sent to the states. 

The collected documents included the most recently dated materials of the following types: test 
administration manuals, accessibility manuals, participation guideline documents, state home 
pages for the AA-AAAS, state materials for parents on the AA-AAAS (including Frequently 
Asked Questions – FAQ –pages online), and professional development materials for educators 
such as webinar or module transcripts.

For a state to count as having a definition of students with significant cognitive disabilities, 
one of its documents needed to explicitly provide a definition (e.g., “students with the most 
significant cognitive disabilities are…”). Usually these definitions were found in companion 
text for tools, although a few were included in descriptive text within tools (e.g., a graphic 
showing participation criteria). Repeated participation criteria were not enough to be counted 
as a definition for this analysis. 

In March 2019, verification emails were sent to the special education directors of the 51 states. 
These email requests were sent with tables summarizing policy on participation in AA-AAAS 
for state review (see Appendices A and B for examples). Twenty-one (41.2%) states responded 
to the verification request.

Results

Participation Criteria for AA-AAAS

All 51 states had participation criteria for AA-AAAS online. Criteria were defined as elements 
that needed to be present for a student to participate in AA-AAAS. For example, if a state re-
quired that a parent or guardian be informed of the effects of the decision in order for a student 
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to participate, this was counted as a criterion for participation. Nine criteria were identified that 
were shared by at least two states; an “other” category encompassed all additional criteria. Figure 
1 shows the most frequently mentioned criteria: significantly affected cognitive and adaptive 
function (N=50), extensive individualized instruction or supports (N=49), alternate or modified 
curriculum standards (N=49), has disability or IEP (N=49), and parent is informed (N=26). To 
view the details by state, and the specific notes for the “other” category, see Appendix C.

Criteria mentioned by 12 or fewer states included: cannot show learning on general assess-
ment, affects post-school outcomes, reference to standard deviation on test (i.e., assessments 
of cognitive or adaptive functioning), and no reading skills or student expression not through 
oral or written communication. 

Figure 1. AA-AAAS Participation Criteria (N=51)
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States listed many sources of possible evidence in their state policies and forms to encourage 
multiple perspectives of a student’s abilities and skills for each of the criteria areas. Examples 
of some of these sources of evidence included (see Appendix C for details):

• Results of individual cognitive ability test

• Results of adaptive behavior skills assessment
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• Results of individual and group administered achievement tests

• Results of informal assessment

• Results of individual reading assessments

• Results of district-wide alternate assessments

• Results of language assessments including English language proficiency (ELP) assess-
ments, if applicable

• Examples of curriculum, instructional objectives, and materials, including work samples 
from both school and community-based instruction

• Present levels of academic and functional performance, goals, and objectives from the IEP

• Data from scientific research-based interventions 

• Progress monitoring data

• Teacher-collected data and checklists

• Transition plan for students age 16 and older unless state policy or the IEP team determines 
a younger age is appropriate

Factors Not to Use as Basis for AA-AAAS Decisions 

Forty-six states identified factors not to be used as the basis for decisions to participate in AA-
AAAS. The factors most frequently mentioned in state materials are shown in Figure 2. Of the 
states that listed factors not to use, nearly all included the following: disability label, place-
ment, or service (N=45); social, cultural, linguistic, or environmental factor (N=45); excessive 
absences (N=44); and poor performance or impact on accountability system (N=43). Other 
factors mentioned frequently in state policies were: administrator decision (N=38), foreseen 
disruptive behavior (N=37), foreseen emotional duress (N=35), EL status (N=30), and need 
for accommodations (N=29). Other factors, mentioned in fewer than 10 states’ policies, were: 
certain disabilities (e.g., specific learning disabilities), reference to 1.0% cap, using IQ scores 
alone, and an “other” category. For more details on the data in Figure 2, see Appendix D.

Of the 45 states that listed “social, cultural, linguistic or environmental factors,” among charac-
teristics not to use, 29 of them made the additional distinction of listing “English learner status” 
separately. In one state, counted as having both criteria, the two criteria were found not in the 
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same document but in two different ones that appeared to be used concurrently. A few states 
that mentioned EL status also added text addressing the appropriate use of this factor in mak-
ing decisions about participation in the state’s alternate ELP assessment, discussed later in this 
report. Seventeen states listed only one criterion: one state listed EL status only, and 16 states 
listed social, cultural, linguistic, or environmental factors only.

Another combination of closely related factors was states’ mention of “administrator decision” 
and the “1% cap.”  Of the 38 states that listed administrator decision, three states also separately 
mentioned the 1% cap. One state referenced the 1% cap only.

Figure 2. Factors Not to be Used as Basis of Decisions for AA-AAAS Participation (N=46)
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Format of Participation Criteria for AA-AAAS

All 51 states communicated information about making participation decisions for AA-AAAS, 
but they did so using different formats, which are listed in Figure 3. Most states offered some 
type of descriptive text or checklist (N=40) for IEP teams to use during decision making. Often, 
states paired the descriptive text in a companion document, or within the same document as the 
checklist. About half of the states provided a decision tree or flow chart (N=25). A handful of 
states offered information in other formats, including guideline charts or factor lists, on-demand 
training with audio/visual components or webinars, student case examples, PowerPoint slides, or 
rubrics. See Appendix E for more details on Figure 3. For examples of state tools, see Appendix F.
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Figure 3. Format of Criteria for Participation in AA-AAAS (N=51)
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Several decision flow charts included information not typical in other states, such as brief 
mentions of language or communication skills, to direct decision-makers to choose alternate 
ELP assessments or to provide guidance on how to select the proper version of AA-AAAS for 
students (e.g., for those who have no reliable demonstration of communication). 

Two states used rubrics that paired questions about decision criteria areas with a continuum of 
defining characteristics, along with instructions on how to interpret the results for participa-
tion. This differs from typical yes or no checklists, instead presenting shades of meaning for 
each criterion. The two states used nearly identical rubrics, but provided different guidance to 
interpret the answers to determine participation (see example below of one of the five sections 
of rubrics in a state tool).
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 Ohio Department of Education (2018, November). Companion to Participation Guidelines and    
 Decision-Making Flowchart. 
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States varied in the amount of direction given to determine participation, with some indicating 
how many “yes” responses would indicate that the student should participate in the AA-AAAS.  
See Appendix G for a list of links to examples of state tools and professional development of-
ferings.

Definitions of Significant Cognitive Disabilities

In this section, we present the number of states that had an explicit definition of the students who 
are eligible to take AA-AAAS. To be counted as having an explicit definition, states needed to 
use definitive phrasing, such as “students with the most significant cognitive disabilities are…” 
or “significant cognitive disabilities are characterized by….” This included instances in which 
states used an explicit definition structure to convey variability. We counted definitions using 
this phrasing in any publicly available documents, regardless of whether they were guidelines 
or tools. We did not count lists of characteristics or textual descriptions if they did not use ex-
plicit phrasing. 

Figure 4 shows the 36 states found to have explicit definitions. We distinguish between those 
states that used the term students with “significant cognitive disabilities” (N=12) or “most sig-
nificant cognitive disabilities” (N=24) in their definitions. 

 
Figure 4. States with Explicit Definitions of Students with Significant and Most Significant 
Cognitive Disabilities
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The following are some examples of definitions found in state materials:

• “A student with a significant cognitive disability is one who has records that indicate a 
disability or multiple disabilities that significantly impact intellectual functioning and 
adaptive behavior. Adaptive behavior is defined as actions essential for an individual to live 
independently and to function safely in daily life. Having a significant cognitive disability 
is not determined by an IQ test score, but rather a holistic understanding of a student.” 
(District of Columbia) 

• “…the designation of ‘the most significant cognitive disability’ is left to the professional 
judgment of the school psychologist and other professionals contributing to the body of 
evidence gathered during the evaluation and considered by the IEP Team. Generally, such 
students can be characterized as having intellectual functioning well below average (typi-
cally associated with cognitive measures indicating an IQ below 55, / 3.0 standard devia-
tions or more below the mean) that exists concurrently with deficits in adaptive functioning. 
This reference is only offered to help distinguish between students who meet eligibility 
criteria to receive special education services as a student with an Intellectual Disability and 
students with the most significant cognitive disability. The words ‘typically associated with 
IQ below 55’ allow for some district/school flexibility; it is not intended to be an absolute 
requirement. For students with IQ measured in the 55-70 range, additional factors related 
to the severity and impact of the disability must be taken into account when considering 
the selection of alternate academic achievement standards and assessment.” (Colorado)

• “Students with the most significant cognitive disabilities are typically characterized by 
significantly below average general cognitive functioning. This commonly includes a 
student with intelligence test scores two or more standard deviations below the mean on 
a standardized individually administered intelligence test, occurring with commensurate 
deficits in adaptive behavior that are frequently also evident in early childhood. Further, 
the cognitive disability must significantly impact the child’s educational performance and 
ability to generalize learning from one setting to another. Students with the most signifi-
cant cognitive disabilities in general require highly specialized education and/or social, 
psychological, and medical services to access an educational program. These students may 
also rely on adults for personal care and have medical conditions that require physical/
verbal supports, and assistive technology devices. These intensive and on-going supports 
and services are typically provided directly by educators and are delivered across all edu-
cational settings.” (Oregon)

• “The term ‘significant cognitive disability’ is not a new separate category of disability. It 
is a designation given to a small number of students with disabilities for purposes of par-
ticipation in the statewide student assessment program. This subgroup of students referred 
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to in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act and the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act as having ‘significant cognitive disabilities’ constitutes less than one percent 
of the student population. The students are (1) within one or more of the existing categories 
of disability under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (e.g., intellectual 
disability, autism, multiple disabilities, traumatic brain injury); and (2) whose cognitive 
impairments affect adaptive function and may prevent them from attaining grade-level 
achievement standards, even with systematic instruction.” (Kansas)

• “As presented in the participation criteria for the alternate assessment, a student has a 
significant cognitive disability if their records indicate a disability or multiple disabilities 
that significantly impacts intellectual functioning and adaptive behavior. This is not to 
say that IQ score cannot be a consideration and one piece of evidence when determining 
eligibility, but it should never be used in isolation. And no specific IQ cut score should be 
inferred as defining eligibility.” (Ohio)

The list of all state definitions gathered for use in this analysis is included in Appendix H. 

Components of State Definitions

The components that states used to define the population taking AA-AAAS are shown in Fig-
ure 5.  (See Appendix I for additional detail.) Figure 5 includes only those 36 states that met 
our criteria of having an explicit definition. Nearly all state definitions included “significant 
cognitive deficits” (N=35) and “poor adaptive skill level” (N=34). Most of these states noted 
pervasive needs across settings or time (N=23), followed by not basing decisions solely on IQ 
scores (N=19) and the need for extensive, individualized, direct instruction (N=16). About a 
third of the definitions included students not being able to reach grade level standards (N=13), 
referencing an IQ or adaptive test score (N=10), or another component (N=10).
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Figure 5. Components of State Definitions of Significant Cognitive Disabilities
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Five states included in their definitions considerations of whether a student needed certain 
accommodations, such as communication devices or assistive technology. Five or fewer states 
included factors not to consider when determining whether a student has a “significant” or 
“most significant” cognitive disability: certain disabilities; excessive absences; and social, 

cultural, or economic factors.

Of those states referencing IQ scores in their definitions, whether or not they were ex-
plicit about the holistic use of scores, eight used the “most significant cognitive dis-
abilities” phrasing but cited very different IQs to be considered eligible for the AA-
AAAS. The IQs ranged from 2 to 3 standard deviations below the mean. There were 
no clear differences in the definition components between the states that defined 
“significant cognitive disabilities” and “most significant cognitive disabilities.”  

Parent Information in Alternate Assessment Materials

Twenty-six states had some level of information about informing parents or guardians about what 
student participation in AA-AAAS means in terms of the type of standards used and the impact 
on post-school outcomes, such as type of diplomas offered. This information was found in either 
state participation criteria forms or accompanying text. The information varied in whether or 
not parent permission had to be documented. Although some states required parent signatures 
for students to take AA-AAAS, others required only members of the IEP team to sign. 
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Figure 6 shows the number of states that included various elements of information for parents. 
Almost all states that had information for parents clearly identified on the form that the student 
would take the alternate assessment (N=25), and most were explicit about parents understanding 
that the AA-AAAS measures student performance on alternate achievement standards (N=18). 
Parent signatures or initials were required by most states (N=17). Although states often have 
parents sign IEP forms separate from AA-AAAS decision forms (e.g., practices of using sig-
natures “on file” over time), the inclusion of these signatures were distinct for the purpose of 
participation in the AA-AAAS. The potential impact on post-school outcomes, often specifying 
diploma options available to students, was included in a majority of state forms (N=16). A small 
number of states provided information for parents on what they could do if they disagreed with 
an IEP team decision (N=3).

Figure 6. Parent Information (N=26)
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Although most states had requirements to “inform” parents, some expected a higher level of 
interaction, using the term “understanding.” For example, one state specified a process of pro-
viding parents with an information booklet and ensuring that they were able to ask questions 
about anything not understood. Although one state mentioned providing parents with informa-
tion about AA-AAAS reports in a language that they understand, no states mentioned linguistic 
considerations for parents when making participation decisions. See Appendices J (how parent 
is informed) and K (text of parent information) for further details.

One state included a requirement not only to inform parents but also to inform the student. In this 
state, the only state to include such a requirement in the materials we reviewed, the student is to 
be informed about what the decision to participate in the AA-AAAS would mean for the student. 
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English Learner Mentions in AA-AAAS Materials

Twenty-six states had some mention of ELs or language considerations in their documents about 
alternate assessment participation. Of these, 24 states had EL information focused on decisions 
for the AA-AAAS; two states commented in these materials only about alternate ELP assess-
ment decisions. Of the 24 states, 22 states referenced ELs in their information on what type of 
evidence to consider in meeting criteria for participation and two addressed the one-year EL 
testing exemption for English language arts (ELA). 

Figure 7 shows the factors mentioned by the 24 states with EL information on decisions. The 
highest number of states noted what may interfere with ELs being able to show their abilities, 
including their adaptive skills (N=13) and English language proficiency (N=12). The latter cat-
egory included states that generally referred to performance on ELP assessments and one state 
that specifically mentioned performance on alternate ELP assessments. A smaller number of 
states (N=6) noted that ELs should be assessed for cognitive functioning and adaptive behavior 
in their first language and with linguistic and sociocultural factors taken into account. The fol-
lowing is an example of such a requirement:

An English Learner should be considered for the alternate assessment if (a) his/her 
intellectual functioning indicates a significant cognitive disability using assessments in 
his/her home language as appropriate, and (b) he/she meets the alternate participation 
guidelines. Assessments of adaptive behavior and communication should take into 
account linguistic and sociocultural factors for valid interpretation of these assess-
ments. (IDEA Section 300.304(3)(c)(1) as cited in Maine, 2018, p. 6)
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Two states mentioned language assessments as potential evidence; because they did not specify 
whether English or other languages were intended, we listed this as a component separate from 
ELP assessments. Two states mentioned using alternate ELP assessment scores as criteria. Two 
states mentioned the newly arrived ELs’ one year exemption from taking ELA content assess-
ments. One state mentioned that if a student only received EL services they were ineligible, and 
another state mentioned ensuring that all students have a personalized communication system 
that includes native languages to demonstrate academic performance. For more details on data 
in Figure 7, see Appendix L. 

Four of the 24 states addressed criteria to use when making decisions about the participation 
of ELs in the alternate ELP tests as well as AA-AAAS. Two of these states said the decision 
made for a student to participate in the AA-AAAS would apply to alternate ELP assessments. 
Likewise, one of those two states said if there was a decision for an EL to take the alternate ELP 
assessment, the decision would apply to participation in the AA-AAAS. Another state indicated 
that it had separate criteria for deciding whether ELs take the alternate ELP assessment and 
whether they take an alternate content assessment. The fourth state asked in its decision chart 
for the AA-AAAS whether the student was an EL and whether the student had a significant 
cognitive disability. If the answer to both questions was yes, the student became eligible for the 
alternate ELP assessment, but further details were not provided. See Appendices L (mentions 
of EL or language) and M (nature of mentions) for details.

Other mentions of ELs in alternate ELP tests, with one state each, included the following require-
ments: (a) medical and “no reliable communication response” exemptions apply to AA-AAAS 
and ELP assessments, (b) decision makers collaborate with EL staff in decision making, (c) 
social/linguistic factors not be the sole exclusionary criteria for an alternate ELP test, and (d) 
any findings of disproportionality must address language status.

Exemption and Non-Exemption Information for AA-AAAS

This section describes the information made available in, or in close proximity to, the AA-AAAS 
information  that addressed exemptions (e.g., in an AA-AAAS document or linked from an AA-
AAAS web page). Six states had some type of information about exemptions that fell into one 
or more categories. Four states had a medical circumstance category, and three states included 
extraordinary circumstances that ranged from the severity of a communication or emotional 
disability to events such as a death in family. Two states mentioned the one-year EL exemption 
for ELA assessments. In addition, two states had exemptions based on a student not having a 
reliable form of communication, although one of these states added a new tier of AA-AAAS 
designed for these students. One state had an exemption for parents to opt a student out of test-
ing, but did not reference extraordinary or medical circumstances.
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Three states had information about either having no opt-out from testing option, or requiring 
students to participate in the AA-AAAS even if they did not have a reliable form of commu-
nication. Five states had language indicating that a student who qualified for the AA-AAAS 
would take the AA-AAAS for all content areas. One state had an option for students to take 
an AA-AAAS in one content area and a general assessment in another content area, with or 
without accommodations, but the state indicated that this was rare. See Appendix N for details.

Discussion

This analysis of AA-AAAS participation policies follows previous reviews (Albus & Thurlow, 
2012; Musson et al., 2010; Thurlow et al., 1995; Thurlow et al., 2017). Its findings reflect many 
of the previous results, with some additional observations. States continue to refine their AA-
AAAS participation criteria and guidelines to address the federal 1.0% participation threshold 
and to avoid possible unintended consequences of misidentifying students for the AA-AAAS. 

The most often identified criteria for participating in AA-AAAS in 2017 (significantly affected 
cognitive and adaptive function, extensive individualized instruction and/or supports, and al-
ternative or modified curriculum standards) became even more frequent in 2019; each of these 
criteria was shared by 49 or 50 states. Some states also required informing parents (N=26), which 
often entailed providing information on possible consequences for diplomas and post-school 
outcomes. For a few states, expectations that a student’s disability would affect post-school 
outcomes was also introduced as a criterion in decision making.

The four most frequent factors identified as those not to use as the basis for participation deci-
sions stayed the same from 2017 to 2019: (a) disability label, placement, or service; (b) social, 
cultural, linguistic, or environmental factors; (c) excessive absences; and (d) poor performance 
or impact on accountability system. A handful of additional states subscribed to those criteria 
in 2019 compared to 2017, and new factors were added to the list. For example, although the 
previous factor of social, cultural, linguistic, or environmental factors increased from 41 to 45 
states, 30 states also made EL status a separate factor. The number of states listing administrator 
decision rose from 29 to 38, and the number of states listing a student’s need for accommoda-
tions rose from 24 to 29. Four states listed a new factor of not letting the state 1.0% threshold 
affect local decisions.

In the 2017 review, 17 states were found to have an explicit definition of students with “sig-
nificant cognitive disabilities.” In 2019, an explicit definition was found for more than twice 
as many states (N=36). One limitation of this study is that slightly less than half of the states 
verified their information (N=21), which made it difficult to pinpoint official definitions in cases 
where states used definition-like language in multiple places. Still, we did not find any essential 



15NCEO

differences in definition components between the states that defined “significant cognitive dis-
abilities” and those that defined “most significant cognitive disabilities.” The increase in states 
with explicit definitions did not change the top four components used in definitions: significant 
cognitive deficits, poor adaptive skill level, pervasive needs across settings or time, and not solely 
based on IQ score. However, while accommodations use was listed by many states as a factor 
not to consider during participation decisions, five states referred to types of accommodations 
students use (i.e., communication systems and assistive technology) when defining students 
with “significant” or the “most significant” cognitive disabilities.

New analyses in this 2019 review included information on communicating with parents, making 
decisions for ELs, and granting exemptions from participation. Parent consent was mentioned 
by some states as a criterion for participation in AA-AAAS; often school staff were required 
to communicate potential effects of participation on post-secondary outcomes, specifically di-
ploma options. The information on parent consent rarely established a process to ensure parent 
understanding (e.g., giving the parent opportunities for questions or providing information in 
a language used by the parent). 

The number of states including information for ELs potentially eligible to participate in AA-
AAAS increased between 2017 and 2019. Twenty-four states mentioned ELs in their sources 
of evidence to consider (e.g., ELP assessment performance) when making decisions about 
AA-AAAS participation, while 30 states included EL status as a factor not to use as the basis 
for a participation decision. Several states started to blend decision making for AA-AAAS and 
alternate ELP assessments, likely due to ELP assessments being administered at earlier grades 
than general assessments. Still, one state was explicit in maintaining separate criteria for alter-
nate ELP assessments. In addition, because the validity of tests used to help make AA-AAAS 
participation decisions (e.g., adaptive functioning) is crucial, some states (N=6) described of-
fering these tests in the language of the student as an ideal “as feasible.”

The one-year EL exemption from ELA testing was not the only type of exemption mentioned in 
materials addressing AA-AAAS participation. A handful of states had information on granting 
students exemptions because of extraordinary or medical circumstances or because they did 
not have a reliable form of communication. Of the two states that addressed a lack of reliable 
communication as a basis for exemption, one had recently made an AA-AAAS tier available 
for these students.

States disseminated information on AA-AAAS criteria and definitions in much the same for-
mats as noted in the 2017 report (e.g., checklists, decision-trees, etc.). The exception was that 
a few more states used “other formats” such as case studies, rubrics, or on-demand multimedia 
training materials.
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Appendix A

Email Requesting Verification

The National Center on Educational Outcomes is examining the ways in 
which states address who participates in alternate assessment. Our goal is to 
examine:

a) Definitions of “significant cognitive disabilities” (SCD) (Note: Only 
states with documents

b) that contain explicit phrases defining/explaining SCD, such as 
“students with SCD are…”, “SCD are defined as…” etc., are 
identified as “defines SCD”);

c) Participation criteria for alternate assessment;

d) Format of participation criteria for alternate assessment

To address this goal, we reviewed your state website for assessment partici-
pation guidelines and forms to document decision making during January 
and February 2019 and summarized them into tables, attached to this email, 
for your review.

Please verify all included information. Specifically, please return the 
tables that we have attached, noting your changes to them and the 
website source for these changes. Address your responses to Deb Albus via 
email [email address removed].

If you have any other questions about our request, please email Martha 
Thurlow or call at [phone number removed]. Please respond by Friday, 
March 22, 2019. Thank you for taking the time to provide this information.

Martha Thurlow, Director, NCEO
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Appendix C

Participation Criteria for AA-AAAS

State

Has
 disability 

or IEP

Significantly 
affected 
cognitive 

and adaptive 
function

Alternate 
or modified 
curriculum 
standards

Extensive 
individualized 

instruction and/ 
or supports

Cannot show 
learning on 
general as-
sessment

AL X X* X

AK X X X X

AZ X X X X

AR X X X X

CA X X X X

CO X X X X

CT X X X X

DE X X X X

DC X X X X

FL X X X X X
GA X X X X

HI X X X X

ID X X* X X

IL X X X X

IN X X X X

IA X X X X

KS X X X X

KY X X X X

LA X X X X

ME X X X X

MD X X X X X
MA X X X X X
MI X X X X

MN X X X* X X
MS X X X

MO X X X* X

MT X X X* X

NE X X X X

NV X X
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*See notes below.

AL: Significantly cognitively disabled: In Alabama, the definition of a student with significant cognitive 
disabilities includes the following “a student with an intelligent quotient (IQ) of three standard deviations 
below the mean, which is an IQ of 55 or below.”
ID Alternate or modified curriculum standards: The student’s course of study is primarily functional-
skill and living-skill oriented (typically not measured by State or district assessments). 
MN Alternate curriculum standards: The IEP team reviewed the student’s instructional program to 
ensure that the student is receiving instruction linked to the general education curriculum to the extent 
appropriate. If instruction is not linked to the general education curriculum, then the IEP team must review 
the student’s goals and determine how access to the general curriculum will be provided….
AND regarding general assessment: 
The IEP team documented, in the IEP, reasons the MCA would not be an appropriate measure of the 
student’s academic progress and how the student would participate in statewide testing.
MO Alternate standards: Does the student’s most significant cognitive disability impact the student’s 
access to the curriculum and requires specialized instruction? The student requires a highly specialized 

State

Has
 disability 

or IEP

Significantly 
affected 
cognitive 

and adaptive 
function

Alternate 
or modified 
curriculum 
standards

Extensive 
individualized 

instruction and/ 
or supports

Cannot show 
learning on 
general as-
sessment

NH X X X X X
NJ X X X X

NM X X X X X
NY X X X

NC X X X X

ND X X X

OH X* X X X

OK X X X X

OR X X X X

PA X X X X

RI X X X X

SC X X X X

SD X X X X

TN X X X X

TX X X* X X*

UT X X X* X

VT X X X X

VA X X X X X*
WA X X X X X*
WV X X X X X*
WI X X X X

WY X X X X X
Total 49 50 49 49 11
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educational program with intensive supports and modification/accommodations AND daily instruction on 
a substantially different grade level from peers, AND intensive instructional strategies AND information 
through other methods than reading, AND alternate methods to express ideas/info

MT Alternate or modified curriculum standards: Do the student’s learning objectives and expected 
outcomes focus on functional application of skills, as illustrated in the student’s IEP annual goals and 
short-term objectives?
TX Significantly cognitively disabled: STAAR Alternate 2 may only be considered if the student’s dis-
ability includes intellectual functioning and adaptive behavior deficits that primarily and significantly affect 
the student’s ability to plan, comprehend, reason, and apply social and practical skills in everyday life. 
   Extensive instruction and supports: A student with a significant cognitive disability demonstrates 
adaptive behaviors that are significantly impaired. This most likely will impact the student’s ability to live 
independently and will require specialized supports for the student to function safely in daily life across all 
life domains, not just the school environment.
UT Alternate standards: Requires instruction through the Utah alternate achievement standards (Essen-
tial Elements and Extended Core) The student’s course of study includes functional and life skills instruc-
tion and may be eligible to participate in alternate assessments (DLM, UAA, KEEP Alternate, DIBELS 
Alternate, etc.). AND Student is learning content linked to the Utah Core Standards through the Alternate 
Achievement Standards, the Essential Elements and the Extended Core Standards for all content areas.
VA General assessment: If the IEP Team determines that the student will participate in the VAAP instead 
of taking SOL tests with or without accommodations, a statement that addresses each of the following 
must be included in the IEP: why the student cannot participate in the regular assessment.
WA General assessment: Finally, when an IEP team determines that the student should take an alter-
nate assessment, the team must document in the IEP: 1) why the student cannot participate in the regular 
assessment, and 2) why the alternate assessment selected (i.e., WA-AIM and WIDA Alternate ACCESS) 
is appropriate to assess the student’s academic, or language if eligible, performance.
WV General assessment: For students designated to take the WVASA, the IEP must specify that the 
student meets criteria for an alternate assessment, explaining why the student cannot participate in the 
WVGSA Grades 3-8 and CBA or SAT School Day, and document any accommodations used in accor-
dance with WVS.326 procedures. 
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Appendix C - continued

Participation Criteria for Alternate Assessment

State
Parent 

Informed  

Reference to 
standard devia-

tion on test  

No reading
 and expression not 
through oral/written 

communication  

Effects 
post 

school 
outcomes  Other

AL X X*
AK X
AZ X
AR X
CA X
CO
CT
DE X X*
DC X
FL X X*
GA
HI X
ID
IL
IN
IA
KS
KY X X*
LA X
ME X
MD X X*
MA X
MI X
MN X*
MS X* X*
MO X X*
MT
NE
NV X
NH
NJ
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State
Parent 

Informed  

Reference to 
standard devia-

tion on test  

No reading
 and expression not 
through oral/written 

communication  

Effects 
post 

school 
outcomes  Other

NM X X*
NY X*
NC X X*

  ND X X*
OH X X*
OK X*
OR X
PA X* X*
RI X
SC X X*
SD
TN X
TX X
UT
VT
VA X X*
WA X*
WV X X*
WI X
WY X*
Total 26 1 2 3 17

*See notes below.
AL: Other The IEP Team decision …may be based on the review of the student’s evaluation results, progress 
monitoring data, work samples, etc. 
DE Other: Student has reliable communication. If student does not- they instead participate in another type of 
alternate Delaware Communication Portfolio.
FL Other: The student typically does not have a formal mode of communication and is working at pre-academic 
levels (to determine FSAA Datafolio instead of FSAA Performance Task.
KY Other: The parent was provided a copy of the Alternate Assessment Parent Guide with an opportunity to ask 
questions.
MD Other: The IEP team must annually consider the following information to determine whether the Maryland 
Alternate Assessments are appropriate for an individual student: Description of the student’s instruction, 
including data on progress, Classroom work samples and data, Examples of performance on assessment 
tasks to compare with classroom work, Results of district-wide assessments, Results of individualized English/
language arts, Mathematics, and Science assessments, IEP information including:: Present levels of academic 
achievement and functional performance, goals, and short-term objectives, Considerations for students with 
individualized and substantial communication needs or modes (from multiple data sources), Consideration for 
students who may be learning English as a second or other language (e.g., English Learners) that may interfere 
with an accurate assessment of his or her academic, social, or adaptive skills.
MN Other:State defines significantly below grade expectations in glossary to explain definition in decision-
making as “Significantly below the average cognitive functioning of typically developing peers; determined by: 
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At least “two standard deviations below the mean, plus or minus one standard error of measurement” (Minn R. 
3525.1333) on a standardized norm-referenced measure of cognitive functioning; OR When formal cognitive 
assessments are inappropriate or invalid, other data-based measures may be used to document functioning 
significantly below age expectations consistent with IDEA Sec 614(d)(1)(A)(i)(VI)(bb) “

MS Standard deviation reference: The student has an IQ score or developmental level two or more standard 
deviations below the mean.
   Other: Also, with accommodations/modifications in place, the student is not able to participate in and make 
progress in the standard academic curriculum.
MO Post School Outcomes: The student’s post-secondary outcomes for independent living will likely require 
supported or assisted living.  The student may have a guardian when he/she turns age 18.  The student would 
require moderate to significant supervision in order to access the community for recreation, employment, training 
and daily living.  The student’s post-secondary outcomes for education/training will likely include on-the-job train-
ing for sheltered or supported employment, as well as skill acquisition for social, communication and/or behavior.  
The student’s post-secondary outcomes for employment will likely result in sheltered or supported employment, 
part-time employment, participation in day activity centers or home. 
NM Other: Also, multiple evidence need to be provided to answer questions in participation criteria.
NY Other: “Students with severe disabilities” refers to students who have limited cognitive abilities combined 
with behavioral and/or physical limitations and who require highly specialized education and/or social, psycho-
logical, and medical services in order to maximize their full potential for useful and meaningful participation in 
society and for self- fulfillment. Students with severe disabilities may experience severe speech, language, and/
or perceptual-cognitive impairments and challenging behaviors that interfere with learning and socialization op-
portunities. These students may also have extremely fragile physiological conditions and may require personal 
care, physical/verbal supports, and assistive technology devices.
NC Other:  The student is enrolled in grades 3–8, 10, or 11, according to PowerSchool. AND separate criteria for 
alternate preACT and ACT for college and career readiness tests:
CCRAA at Grades 10 and 11:

•	 The student must have a current Individualized Education Program (IEP).
•	 The student does not have a current Section 504 Plan only. Students with only Section 504 Plans (i.e., 

students who do not have a current IEP that designates participation in an alternate assessment) are 
not eligible for participation in any of North Carolina’s alternate assessments. These students may 
participate in the standard test administration with or without accommodations as documented in their 
individual Section 504 Plans.

•	 The student exhibits severe and pervasive delays in all areas of conceptual, linguistic, and academic 
development and in adaptive behaviors, including communication, daily living skills, and self-care.

•	 The student is following a course of study that, upon completion of high school, may not lead to admis-
sion into a college level course of study resulting in a college degree (i.e., the Occupational Course of 
Study).

•	 The student is not receiving instruction in the North Carolina Extended Content Standards. Students 
receiving instruction in the North Carolina Extended Content Standards may be eligible for the NCEX-
TEND1 Alternate Assessments at Grades 10and 11.

The student meets the criteria above and has a written parental request for the administration of an alternate 
assessment (i.e., CCRAA or NCEXTEND1). Note: Decisions regarding which assessments a student with 
disabilities will participate in must be made annually by the IEP team. Therefore, if students’ current IEPs 
designate participation in an alternate assessment, they can serve as documentation of the written parental 
request.
ND Post School Outcomes: The student’s post-secondary outcomes likely require supported or assisted living.
OH Other: “6. Does the learner require individualized accommodations, access features and materials beyond 
those provided through Universal Tools, Designated Supports and Accommodations as outlined in Ohio’s 
Accessibility Manual? 7. Does the student require the use of assistive technologies to actively engage and 
participate meaningfully and productively in daily instructional activities in school, home, community and work 
environments? Note: The assistive technology box on the IEP should be a quick reference before taking a 
deeper look into the supports, services and testing accommodations section of the IEP. There are more than10 
domains of assistive technology IEP teams should consider.
OK Other: Does the IEP team feel extensive family/community support will be a lifelong requirement, regardless 
of modifications, accommodations or adaptations implemented in the student’s program?
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PA Standard deviation reference: Generally, a student with a signifcant cognitive disability may be 
characterized as having intellectual functioning below average – cognitive measures of intelligence 2.5 to 3.0 
standard deviations below the mean.
   Other: The student is in grade 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, or 8. AND The student’s course of study includes functional skills.
SC Other: Note: Districts must administer a transition assessment listed on the South Carolina Department 
of Education (SCDE) approved list, or one that has been approved by SCDE through the review approval 
process in order to meet the testing requirement for an alternate career readiness assessment. The approved 
assessment must be given any time during the 2018-2019 school year and must be completed by May 31, 2019. 
Students who are eligible to take an alternate career readiness assessment are those students who meet the 
criteria for participation in the state alternate assessments and are in grade 11.
VA Other:  5) Is the student working toward educational goals other than those prescribed for a Modified 
Standard Diploma, Standard Diploma, or Advanced Studies Diploma? (Students must be enrolled in grades 3-8 
or high school)

AND: A student recommended for the VAAP may exhibit some or all of the following learning characteristics: 
communication difficulties; uneven learning patterns in all domains; multiple disabling conditions along with an 
intellectual disability; motor impairments; difficulty learning new tasks and maintaining skills; and individualized 
methods of accessing information 
AND If the IEP Team determines that the student will participate in the VAAP instead of taking SOL tests 
with or without accommodations, a statement that addresses each of the following must be included in the 
IEP: why the VAAP is appropriate for the student, including how the child meets the criteria for the alternate 
assessment; and how the child’s participation in the VAAP will impact the child’s promotion and/or graduation. 

WA Standard deviation: The student score at least two (2) standard deviations below the mean on 
standardized, norm-referenced assessments for adaptive behavior and intellectual functioning
WV Other: Practical skills: personal activities of daily living such as eating, dressing, mobility and toileting; 
instrumental activities of daily living such as preparing meals, taking medication, using the telephone, managing 
money, using transportation and doing housekeeping activities, occupational skills; maintaining a safe 
environment. 
AND 
Does the learner require individualized accommodations, access features and materials beyond those provided 
by Universal Accommodations as outlined in most recent Guidelines for Participation in WV State Assessments? 
(Only consider if student is currently in an assessed grade.) 
WY Other: Proficiency determined by Alternate Wy-CPS does not under challenge the student or limit the 
educational opportunity of the student: The student’s IEP goals and objectives are based on grade-level 
extended standards. These are reduced in breadth, depth, and complexity and define appropriate challenge 
given the students level of performance, historical data, and rate of progress.
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Appendix F

Examples of Participation Criteria Formats

(Ohio) 

 
[Deleted list of possible sources] 
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(North Carolina, slightly different from criteria below HS grades)
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https://www.flrules.org/gateway/reference.asp?No=Ref-04779.
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ra
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 d
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