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Executive Summary 

Beginning in 2007, federal regulations to two major education laws gave state departments of educa-
tion the option to develop an alternate assessment based on modified achievement standards (AA-
MAS) for some students with disabilities. The regulations stated that the AA-MAS was intended for 
students who were being instructed in the grade-level curriculum but who were not likely to achieve 
grade-level proficiency in that curriculum during the year of their Individualized Education Program. 
States interested in pursuing the development of a test have had to grapple with determining more 
specific test eligibility criteria. At the heart of AA-MAS eligibility decisions is the question of whether 
or not students with disabilities have appropriate access to the grade-level curriculum. If students are 
not given appropriate access to the curriculum, an AA-MAS will not provide a different picture of 
students’ knowledge and skills than the regular state content assessment.

This report summarizes the results of educator focus groups conducted by one state in a consortia 
dedicated to studying AA-MAS eligibility issues. In 2008 and 2009, the Wisconsin Department of 
Public Instruction held three focus groups. In each session, facilitators followed a two-part procedure 
developed by Berndt and Ebben (2008). First, participants responded to a series of questions about 
characteristics of students who would be eligible for an AA-MAS, the types of information needed 
to determine a student’s eligibility, and teachers’ roles in the decision-making process. Second, small 
groups of participants examined an AA-MAS fact sheet and clarified their understanding of the language 
found in federal regulations. Through this process, participants addressed commonly held mispercep-
tions that at-risk students without disabilities could be included in an AA-MAS. In addition, they rec-
ognized that students with disabilities needed to be instructed in the grade-level curriculum instead of 
content from lower grade levels. Finally, participants acknowledged the need for standards-based IEPs 
to clearly address accommodations and modifications used in instruction as well as in assessments.

Based on the results of these focus groups, the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction has planned 
further professional development opportunities for both special education and general education 
teachers. 
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Background 

In 2007, a regulation to both the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 2001 (also known 
as the “No Child Left Behind Act”) and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004 
introduced the possibility of a new kind of statewide accountability assessment. The regulation 
provided an option for states to develop an alternate assessment based on modified academic 
achievement standards (AA-MAS). The AA-MAS is in addition to the alternate assessment based 
on alternate academic achievement standards (AA-AAS) for students with significant cognitive 
disabilities. The AA-MAS is optional and states are not required to offer it. 

According to federal regulations, the AA-MAS is intended for a small group of students with 
disabilities who can make significant progress in the grade-level, standards-based content, but 
who are unlikely to reach grade-level proficiency within the time period covered by their In-
dividualized Education Program (IEP). These assessments are based on the same grade-level 
academic content standards as a state’s regular test, but the test may be less difficult than the 
regular test. Students who participate in the AA-MAS must have an IEP, and may be from any 
disability category. States may count up to 2% of all students as proficient for accountability 
purposes using the AA-MAS (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). According to Berndt and 
Ebben (2008): 

This new alternate assessment option, perhaps more than others, is one that 
should prompt states to think about who the students are who might take this 
assessment. Included in the considerations about who the students are might be 
questions about how the students gain access to grade-level content standards 
and how they show what they know and are able to do (p. 1). 

During the 2009-2010 school year 13 states had an assessment they considered to be an AA-
MAS. For states with an AA-MAS the most frequently made design changes from their general 
assessment were: reducing the complexity of the test language, reducing the number of dis-
tracters in multiple choice test items, providing shorter reading passages, having fewer reading 
passages, using a larger font size, having fewer items per page, having fewer test items overall, 
and bolding or underlining key text (Hodgson, Lazarus, & Thurlow, in press). 

In 2008, the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction joined a consortium of state depart-
ments of education and the National Center on Educational Outcomes (NCEO). The intent of 
this consortium is to better understand which students might participate in an AA-MAS if a 
state chooses to implement one. When the AA-MAS first became an option for states, Wiscon-
sin educators had a strong interest in developing such a test, but the state has decided not to 
do so. Instead, the Department of Public Instruction is interested in exploring ways to improve 
instructional practices for students with disabilities who may not be achieving proficiency on 
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the general state test, yet who are not eligible to take Wisconsin’s alternate assessment based on 
alternate achievement standards (AA-AAS), the Wisconsin Alternate Assessment for Students 
with Disabilities (WAA-SwD).

To that end, the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction held focus groups with Wisconsin 
educators to accomplish three specific goals:

1.	 To help educators become familiar with federal regulatory language about students 
eligible for the AA-MAS;

2.	 To familiarize educators with issues that must be considered when determining which 
students might qualify for the AA-MAS; and

3.	 To help educators identify strategies for improving instruction and assessment practices 
for struggling learners. 

Focus Group Procedures 

Participants

One-day focus groups occurred on three separate occasions over a nine-month period from July 
2008 through March 2009. The Department of Public Instruction made an attempt to involve 
a diverse group of educators, including special educators, general educators, special education 
administrators, college-level teacher trainers, and parent liaisons as part of each focus group 
session. Participants did not need to have prior knowledge of the regulations authorizing the 
AA-MAS. Participants included a roughly representative sample of 45 educators (15 per group) 
from different geographic areas of Wisconsin. 

Timing of the Focus Groups

Group 1 took place in July, 2008. It was held in Madison and included educators from the 
South Central Region of the state. Group 2 included educators from the Northern Region and 
took place in Eau Claire in December, 2008. Group 3 was held in Madison in March, 2009 and 
included educators from the Eastern Region. The first and second focus groups occurred when 
educators had not had as much exposure to information about the AA-MAS. Listening to the 
discussion in groups 1 and 2 allowed Department of Public Instruction staff to determine the 
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educators’ general level of understanding about the AA-MAS, and more specifically to deter-
mine participants’ understanding of eligibility requirements. These discussions also allowed 
Department of Public Instruction staff to gauge educators’ professional development needs on 
the topic of grade-level standards-based instruction for struggling students. In contrast, by the 
time the third focus group met in late winter of 2009, some new teacher training on standards-
based IEPs had already been conducted both independent of, but also directly as a result of the 
earlier focus group findings. As a result, group 3 participants may have had more prior exposure 
to the ideas discussed in the focus groups. 

Procedures

Focus group facilitators from the Department of Public Instruction followed the procedures out-
lined in a focus group tool developed specifically for this purpose by Berndt and Ebben (2008). 
During Activity 1, the facilitator asked each group to respond in turn to four discussion questions: 

Question 1: Who are the students with disabilities likely to be identified to take an alternative 
assessment based on modified academic achievement standards?

Question 2: What kind of evidence should be used to identify these students?

Question 3: What would be the teacher’s role in identifying these students?

Question 4: What must the IEP of these students address?

Teachers responded based on their incidental personal knowledge of AA-MAS requirements. 
Answers to the discussion questions were recorded and shared with the group. 

During Activity 2, participants divided into small groups of three or four people. The small groups 
studied an AA-MAS fact sheet (National Center on Educational Outcomes, 2007) containing 
language from the federal regulations and additional clarifying information. Each group revised 
its original answers based upon information covered in the fact sheets. Examining and discussing 
the fact sheets allowed small groups to clarify their understanding of AA-MAS requirements. 
Finally, the participants came together as a large group to discuss two broad questions:

1.	 What have you learned about the group of students who may qualify to participate in 
the AA-MAS?

2.	 Did anything surprise you?
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Results 

This section of the paper compares and contrasts each group’s initial responses to questions 
posed during Activity 1 to their later understanding of AA-MAS requirements expressed dur-
ing Activity 2. Portions of the relevant AA-MAS regulations are included with each question 
to illustrate what participants were reading. Summary tables for each question show responses 
from all groups.

 
Question 1: Who are the students with disabilities likely to be identified to take an 
alternate assessment based on modified academic achievement standards? 

Table 1 shows a summary across groups of answers to question 1. These answers are discussed 
in more detail in the paragraphs that follow.

Table 1. Question 1: Summary of Focus Group Responses

Question Before Fact Sheet (Activity 1) After Fact Sheet (Activity 2)

Who are the students 
with disabilities likely to 
be identified to take an 
alternate assessment 
based on modified 
academic achievement 
standards?

•	 Students from some, but not all, of 
the possible disability categories 

•	 Students whose academic IEP 
goals were two or more years 
below grade level

•	 Students without disabilities who 
are English Language Learners

•	 Students with 504 plans
•	 Students who achieve significantly 

below peers
•	 Students who have self-esteem, 

motivation, lack of sleep, hunger, 
health and/or attendance issues 

•	 Students who are low-level readers
•	 Students scoring at minimal or 

basic level on the Wisconsin 
Knowledge and Concepts Exam 
(WKCE)

•	 Students who are proficient or 
advanced on alternate assessment 
based on alternate achievement 
standards (AA-AAS)

•	 Students who required multiple 
accommodations on regular test

•	 Students with Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder

•	 Only students with 
disabilities 

•	 Students in all disability 
categories 
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Activity 1 Responses for Question 1

Initially, Group 1 participants responded to this question with many broad answers. The educa-
tors identified several types of students they believed would be eligible for the AA-MAS. The 
group thought eligible students included any student who scored in the Basic or Minimal range 
on the general state assessment (Wisconsin Knowledge and Concepts Examination), English 
Language Learners, general education students achieving significantly below peers, and stu-
dents with self-esteem, motivation, and attendance issues. When considering students with dis-
abilities, Group 1 did not include students with all types of disabilities as potential participants 
in the AA-MAS. They omitted students who are deaf or hard of hearing, students with vision 
impairments, and students with other health impairments. These students represent three of the 
13 federal disability categories. In a related discussion not directly connected to eligibility, the 
group did not identify a need to provide appropriate assessment accommodations.

When asked about characteristics of students eligible for the AA-MAS, Group 2 started by 
identifying factors related to student performance. The group identified students who were pro-
ficient or advanced on the alternate assessment based on alternate achievement standards (the 
WAA-SwD), students who required multiple accommodations on the general state assessment, 
or students whose academic goals were at least two years below grade level on their IEP. This 
group also included students displaying some non-academic student characteristics such as a lack 
of sleep, hunger, emotional needs, and a lack of confidence. When addressing the participation 
of students with disabilities, the group only named students with specific learning disabilities 
and students with emotional behavioral disabilities as eligible.

Group 3 created an initial list of potential participants that was quite broad. The list of partici-
pants included students with disabilities. However, the group only accounted for students from 
five of the thirteen federal disability categories: emotional behavior disability, autism, cognitive 
disability, learning disability, and other health impairments. They also included students without 
IEPs such as English Language Learners, students with Section 504 plans, students diagnosed 
with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, students who were low-level readers, students 
with attendance problems, and students with health issues that caused them to miss school. 
Group 3 did include students with disabilities who require accommodations, but they placed 
a low priority on these students and only recognized particular accommodations like teacher 
defined “read alouds,” students reading aloud, and provision of extra time. According to group 
3, other students who might be eligible for the AA-MAS were those who could complete the 
WAA-SwD easily yet would not be proficient on the general state assessment.
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Activity 2 Responses for Question 1

The fact sheet (National Center on Educational Outcomes, 2007) shown in Figure 1 contains 
federal regulatory language about identifying students who might participate in an AA-MAS.

 
Figure 1. The Regulatory Language (April 9, 2007) for Identifying Students Eligible for 
Assessments Based on Modified Academic Achievement Standards (Fact Sheet: Question 1)

 
Sec. 200.1(f)(1)(ii) Inform IEP teams that students eligible to be assessed based on alternate 
or modified academic achievement standards may be from any of the disability categories 
listed in the IDEA;                                                                       

Section 200.1(e)(2)(ii) (A) The student’s progress to date in response to appropriate in-
struction, including special education and related services designed to address the student’s 
individual needs, is such that, even if significant growth occurs, the IEP team is reasonably 
certain that the student will not achieve grade-level proficiency within the year covered 
by the student’s IEP.

Preamble. The final regulations intentionally do not prescribe which students with disabili-
ties are eligible to be assessed based on modified academic achievement standards; that is 
the determination of a student’s IEP Team, which includes the student’s parents, based on 
criteria developed by the State as part of the State’s guidelines for IEP Teams.

After reviewing the fact sheet, Group 1 narrowed the field of who would be eligible to participate 
in AA-MAS. This group excluded students without disabilities who were achieving as expected 
and added students in the three omitted disability categories. Last, the group recognized the im-
portance of providing assessment accommodations for students with disabilities who need them.

Group 2 changed its previous response, which had indicated that only students with learning 
disabilities and emotional behavioral disabilities would be eligible, to include students with all 
13 types of disabilities that are found in federal legislation. Group 2 participants affirmed the 
idea that examining student performance would help identify the students eligible to participate 
in an AA-MAS. They recognized that external factors sometimes impact how a student performs 
on a test, and that accommodations are necessary for certain students. One of the most impor-
tant realizations the group came to was the potential impact of effective access to the general 
education curriculum on a student’s potential success and proficiency. Group 2 realized that 
some of their students might not be receiving the instruction necessary for proficiency on the 
state assessment.
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Group 3 participants expanded their previous list of eligible students with disabilities to include 
students from all 13 federal disability categories. After reviewing the fact sheet, this group only 
included special education students as eligible for the test, as specified in the federal regulations.

 
Question 2: What kind of evidence should be used to identify these students?

Table 2 shows a summary across groups of answers to question 2. These answers are discussed 
in more detail in the paragraphs that follow.

 
Table 2. Question 2: Summary of Focus Group Responses

Question Before Fact Sheet (Activity 1) After Fact Sheet (Activity 2)

What kind of 
evidence should be 
used to identify these 
students?

•	 Poor standardized test 
performance

•	 Poor advancement on 
progress monitoring 
assessments

•	 Attendance records
•	 Lack of motivation
•	 Test anxiety
•	 Low socio-economic status/ 

family living conditions
•	 Reading skills
•	 Writing skills
•	 Instructional level
•	 Social/behavioral concerns
•	 Foster care/adoption status
•	 Length of time in district 

•	 Academic factors 
•	 Whether student’s IEP has 

grade-level goals
•	 Valid teacher-made 

assessments can be one 
measure of student performance

•	 Student’s learning environment, 
daily schedule, and curriculum 
can provide cues—but not the 
deciding factor

•	 Sometimes there is insufficient 
data to make proper decisions 
regarding student participation in 
AA-MAS 

Activity 1 Responses for Question 2

Initially Group 1 generated a list of a wide variety of evidence that could be used to identify 
students eligible for the AA-MAS. Some of the evidence (e.g., poor standardized test perfor-
mance, poor performance on progress monitoring assessments) was directly related to student 
achievement and some was indirectly related (e.g., attendance, motivation, and low socioeco-
nomic status). 

Group 2 generated lists of potential evidence that focused on the student rather than the test. The 
majority of evidence this group cited related to academic skills and indicators such as reading 
skill, writing skill, assessment scores, and instructional level. Other evidence the group named, 
including test anxiety and attendance, was indirectly associated with academic performance.
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Group 3 generated a wide variety of types of general evidence to consider when making AA-
MAS eligibility decisions. These types included non-academic evidence (e.g., attendance records, 
the existence of social/behavioral issues, foster care status, adoption status, living conditions, 
and length of time in the district). They also included direct academic evidence such as scores 
on state assessments, results of diagnostic testing or benchmark assessments, teacher observa-
tions, and a documented need for accommodations.

Activity 2 Responses for Question 2

Focus group participants read the fact sheet shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2. The Regulatory Language (April 9, 2007) for Identifying Students Eligible for 
Assessments Based on Modified Academic Achievement Standards (Fact Sheet: Question 2)

 
Sec. 200.1(e) (2) In the guidelines that a State establishes under paragraph (f)(1) of this 
section, the State must include criteria for IEP teams to use in determining which students 
with disabilities are eligible to be assessed based on modified academic achievement stan-
dards. Those criteria must include, but are not limited to, each of the following:                          
(i) The student’s disability has precluded the student from achieving grade-level proficiency, 
as demonstrated by such objective evidence as the student’s performance on—
(A) The State’s assessments described in § 200.2; or
(B) Other assessments that can validly document academic achievement.
(ii)(A) The student’s progress to date in response to appropriate instruction, including 
special education and related services designed to address the student’s individual needs, 
is such that, even if significant growth occurs, the IEP team is reasonably certain that the 
student will not achieve grade-level proficiency within the year covered by the student’s IEP.
(B) The determination of the student’s progress must be based on multiple measurements, 
over a period of time, that are valid for the subjects being assessed.
(iii) If the student’s IEP includes goals for a subject assessed under § 200.2, those goals 
must be based on the academic content standards for the grade in which the student is 
enrolled, consistent with paragraph (f)(2) of this section.                                                  
 
Preamble. Section 200.1(e)(2)(ii)(B) does not require States to use response to intervention 
procedures or measures that must be used to determine a student’s progress over time. We 
believe that IEP teams should have as much flexibility as possible to use objective data 
to determine whether a student is eligible for an alternate assessment based on modified 
academic achievement standards.

 
Once Group 1 examined the fact sheet, the group members again narrowed their focus. They 
recognized the need to consider academic factors instead of other non-academic student char-
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acteristics. They also recognized that educators could use valid teacher-made assessments as 
measures of academic achievement. Another area of subsequent discussion was the value of 
teacher and parent input regarding data collection and analysis. However, Group 1 understood 
that sometimes there might be insufficient data to make proper educational decisions about a 
student’s need for AA-MAS.

Group 2 revised its original list of possible evidence, emphasizing the use of academic evi-
dence and test results rather than non-academic evidence. These group members recognized 
the importance of grade-level academic goals in a student’s IEP. Again, this realization came as 
group members began to understand the importance of providing students access to the general 
education curriculum.

As Group 3 reviewed the fact sheet, the members discovered the importance of only examin-
ing direct academic factors to make a decision about AA-MAS participation. The participants 
realized the value of examining the environment, curriculum, and daily schedule for cues on 
identifying students, but not using them as deciding factors. 

 
Question 3: What would be the teacher’s role in identifying these students?

Table 3 shows a summary across groups of answers to question 3. These answers are discussed 
in more detail in the paragraphs that follow.

 
Table 3. Question 3: Summary of Focus Group Responses

Question Before Fact Sheet (Activity 1) After Fact Sheet (Activity 2)

What would be 
the teacher’s 
role in identifying 
these students?

•	 Collaborating (general ed/
special ed) to identify eligible 
students

•	 Using a variety of ways to get 
information about a student 
and analyzing that data

•	 Getting training in team 
decision-making

•	 Better prepare students 
for tests (test preparation, 
encouraging self-advocacy)

•	 Data oriented; especially conducting 
data analysis to support academic 
decisions

•	 For students who may take AA-MAS 
teachers need to ensure that the 
students have access to grade-level 
content

•	 For students who may take an AA-
MAS teachers need to work with 
other IEP team members to develop 
academic goals based on grade-
level standards, and they need to 
ensure that students have access to 
grade level content
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Activity 1 Responses to Question 3

Prior to examination of the fact sheet, Group 1 listed many tasks that teachers could perform 
to facilitate the identification of AA-MAS participants. These tasks included collecting data, 
observing the student, and selecting appropriate accommodations. The group suggested that 
teachers could better prepare students with disabilities for tests. For example, teachers could 
focus on providing test preparation, teaching about different test formats and question types, and 
encouraging self-advocacy. The group recognized that teachers need to know how to properly 
use and analyze the data collected and how to incorporate structured classroom observation to 
accomplish student academic movement.

Group 2 specified from the start that the teacher’s role in identifying students eligible to take 
the AA-MAS should be data oriented. It thought the teacher needed to perform tasks such as 
administering running records, looking at longitudinal student data, making data-based decisions, 
and examining student progress relative to academic benchmarks and state assessments. The 
educators were also clear in stating that both general education and special education teachers 
should be involved in the identification of eligible students. They believed that a participation 
decision should involve everyone on the student’s IEP team.

Group 3 began by listing numerous duties teachers perform to monitor students’ learning. These 
duties include collecting work samples, documenting progress, issuing report cards, participating 
in IEP development, monitoring progress in the core curriculum, and reviewing the student’s 
history. In addition, the group mentioned the importance of teacher collaboration and team 
decision-making skills combined with an in-depth knowledge of the students. The group had 
extensive discussion regarding the importance of common professional development for both 
special education and general education teachers. 

 
Activity 2 Responses to Question 3

The fact sheet (National Center on Educational Outcomes, 2007) shown in Figure 3 contained 
language about the teacher’s role in student identification.

Following review of the fact sheet, Group 1 shifted its attention from the teacher’s role in 
test preparation to the teacher’s role in instruction. It recognized the need for students with 
disabilities to have access to grade-level instruction in order to be successful, and the need to 
develop academic goals based on grade-level standards. The group members understood why 
teachers should expect students to move up in the curriculum. They also prioritized the use of 
data to inform academic decisions. 
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Figure 3. The Regulatory Language (April 9, 2007) for Identifying Students Eligible for 
Assessments Based on Modified Academic Achievement Standards (Fact Sheet: Question 3)

Sec. 200.1(f) State guidelines. If a State defines alternate or modified academic achieve-
ment standards under paragraph (d) or (e) of this section, the State must do the following--
(1) For students who are assessed based on either alternate or modified academic achieve-
ment standards, the State must--
(i) Establish and monitor implementation of clear and appropriate guidelines for IEP teams 
to apply in determining--
(A) Students with the most significant cognitive disabilities who will be assessed based on 
alternate academic achievement standards; and
(B) Students with disabilities who meet the criteria in paragraph (e)(2) of this section who 
will be assessed based on modified academic achievement standards. These students may 
be assessed based on modified academic achievement standards in one or more subjects 
for which assessments are administered under Sec. 200.2;
(ii) Inform IEP teams that students eligible to be assessed based on alternate or modified 
academic achievement standards may be from any of the disability categories listed in the 
IDEA;
(iii) Provide to IEP teams a clear explanation of the differences between assessments based 
on grade-level academic achievement standards and those based on modified or alternate 
academic achievement standards, including any effects of State and local policies on the 
student’s education resulting from taking an alternate assessment based on alternate or 
modified academic achievement standards (such as whether only satisfactory performance 
on a regular assessment would qualify a student for a regular high school diploma); and 
(iv) Ensure that parents of students selected to be assessed based on alternate or modified 
academic achievement standards under the State’s guidelines in this paragraph are informed 
that their child’s achievement will be measured based on alternate or modified academic 
achievement standards.
(2) For students who are assessed based on modified academic achievement standards, 
the State must--
(i) Inform IEP teams that a student may be assessed based on modified academic achieve-
ment standards in one or more subjects for which assessments are administered under Sec. 
200.2;
(ii) Establish and monitor implementation of clear and appropriate guidelines for IEP 
teams to apply in developing and implementing IEPs for students who are assessed based 
on modified academic achievement standards. These students’ IEPs must--
(A) Include IEP goals that are based on the academic content standards for the grade in 
which a student is enrolled; and
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(B) Be designed to monitor a student’s progress in achieving the student’s standards-based 
goals;
(iii) Ensure that students who are assessed based on modified academic achievement 
standards have access to the curriculum, including instruction, for the grade in which the 
students are enrolled; 
(iv) Ensure that students who take alternate assessments based on modified academic 
achievement standards are not precluded from attempting to complete the requirements, 
as defined by the State, for a regular high school diploma; and
(v) Ensure that each IEP team reviews annually for each subject, according to the criteria in 
paragraph (e)(2) of this section, its decision to assess a student based on modified academic 
achievement standards to ensure that those standards remain appropriate.

Sec. 200.1(e)(2) In the guidelines that a State establishes under paragraph (f)(1) of this sec-
tion, the State must include criteria for IEP teams to use in determining which students with 
disabilities are eligible to be assessed based on modified academic achievement standards. 
Those criteria must include, but are not limited to, each of the following:
(i) The student’s disability has precluded the student from achieving grade-level proficiency, 
as demonstrated by such objective evidence as the student’s performance on--
(A) The State’s assessments described in Sec. 200.2; or
(B) Other assessments that can validly document academic achievement.
(ii)(A) The student’s progress to date in response to appropriate instruction, including 
special education and related services designed to address the student’s individual needs, 
is such that, even if significant growth occurs, the IEP team is reasonably certain that the 
student will not achieve grade-level proficiency within the year covered by the student’s IEP.
(B) The determination of the student’s progress must be based on multiple measurements, 
over a period of time, that are valid for the subjects being assessed.

Group 2 realized that many of the members’ original ideas about the teacher’s role in data col-
lection and analysis were correct, but could only work with professional development for both 
general and special education teachers. The group also thought common assessments would 
make for a more standardized approach to student identification. Group 2 stressed that IEP goals 
should be aligned with grade-level academic content standards and that making sure students 
had access to the general curriculum at grade-level was essential to any possible success. 

Figure 3. The Regulatory Language (April 9, 2007) for Identifying Students Eligible for 
Assessments Based on Modified Academic Achievement Standards (Fact Sheet: Question 3) 
(continued)
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Group 3 members realized they did not previously address key factors such as ensuring students 
had access to the general curriculum, obtaining parent input, or using and analyzing data to 
make educational decisions. This group came to the conclusion that the teacher’s role should 
be data driven and that it is important to obtain data on students’ grade-level instructional out-
comes. The group discussed areas for further training such as implementing new instructional 
strategies, providing scaffolding for students, and striving for a more evidence based approach 
to instruction and decision-making.

 
Question 4: What must the IEP of these students address?

Table 4 shows a summary across groups of answers to question 4. These answers are discussed 
in more detail in the paragraphs that follow.

Table 4. Question 4: Summary of Focus Group Responses

Question Before Fact Sheet (Activity 1) After Fact Sheet (Activity 2)

What must 
the IEP of 
these students 
address?

•	 Accommodations (supplemental 
services)

•	 Goals related to student’s unique 
disability-related needs

•	 Consideration of whether 
modifications in class generalize to 
success on the regular test; important 
to mention instructional scaffolding

•	 Academic factors such as reading 
level, core academics, needed 
assistive technology, test score 
history, student strengths and 
weaknesses, number of minutes 
student participating in general 
instruction

•	 Non-academic factors such as 
attendance, student attendance 
in IEP meetings, length of time in 
special education

•	 Accommodations
•	 Access to general education 

curriculum at grade-level
•	 Steps to ensure access to general 

education curriculum 
•	 Anticipate possible movement out of 

the AA-MAS
•	 Document student performance 

using multiple measures
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Activity 1 Responses to Question 4

Group 1 generated a list of items to include in the IEP that emphasized the importance of as-
sessment accommodations. The group members also stressed the need to provide instructional 
accommodations that may not be allowed on the general state assessment. They suggested 
including information about behavioral/social issues that impact a student on a regular basis. 
Notably, the group did not address documenting access to grade-level curriculum and instruction. 

Group 2 suggested a number of items to document in the IEP, including: (a) the number of 
minutes the student would be participating and receiving instruction in the general education 
curriculum, (b) the actual student grade-level performance, (c) the results of curriculum-based 
assessments, (d) needed accommodations and modifications, (e) types of instructional scaffold-
ing the student may need, and (f) the types and amounts of supplementary aids and services.

Group 3 generated a list of many academic and non-academic factors to address in the IEP. The 
academic factors and characteristics they suggested were: (a) student reading level, (b) student 
access to core academics, (c) accommodations needed, (d) assistive technology needed, (e) test 
score history, (f) student strengths and weaknesses, and (f) previous interventions. Group mem-
bers also suggested that IEPs should address non-academic factors like attendance, expectations, 
student attendance at IEP meetings, and length of time in special education.

Activity 2 Responses to Question 4

Participants examined the fact sheet (NCEO, 2007) shown in Figure 4 that contains language 
about IEPs.

Figure 4. The Regulatory Language (April 9, 2007) for Identifying Students Eligible for 
Assessments Based on Modified Academic Achievement Standards (Fact Sheet: Question 4)

Sec. 200.1(e)(2) (iii) If the student’s IEP includes goals for a subject assessed under Sec. 
200.2, those goals must be based on the academic content standards for the grade in which 
the student is enrolled, consistent with paragraph (f)(2) of this section.
Sec. 200.1(f)(2)(ii)(A) Include IEP goals that are based on the academic content standards 
for the grade in which a student is enrolled;
Sec. 200.1(f) (2)(B) (iii) Ensure that students who are assessed based on modified academic 
achievement standards have access to the curriculum, including instruction, for the grade 
in which the students are enrolled; 
Sec. 200.1(f) (2)(B) (iv) Ensure that students who take alternate assessments based on 
modified academic achievement standards are not precluded from attempting to complete 
the requirements, as defined by the State, for a regular high school diploma;
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Sec. 200.6(a) (1) Appropriate accommodations. (i) A State’s academic assessment system 
must provide--
(A) For each student with a disability, as defined under section 602(3) of the IDEA, appro-
priate accommodations that the student’s IEP team determines are necessary to measure the 
academic achievement of the student relative to the State’s academic content and academic 
achievement standards for the grade in which the student is enrolled, consistent with Sec. 
200.1(b)(2), (b)(3), and (c); and
(B) For each student covered under section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as 
amended (Section 504), appropriate accommodations that the student’s placement team 
determines are necessary to measure the academic achievement of the student relative to 
the State’s academic content and academic achievement standards for the grade in which 
the student is enrolled, consistent with Sec. 200.1(b)(2), (b)(3), and (c).
(ii) A State must--
(A) Develop, disseminate information on, and promote the use of appropriate accommoda-
tions to increase the number of students with disabilities who are tested against academic 
achievement standards for the grade in which a student is enrolled; and
(B) Ensure that regular and special education teachers and other appropriate staff know 
how to administer assessments, including making appropriate use of accommodations, for 
students with disabilities and students covered under Section 504.
Sec. 300.160(d) Explanation to IEP Teams. A State (or in the case of a district-wide as-
sessment, an LEA) must provide IEP Teams with a clear explanation of the differences 
between assessments based on grade-level academic achievement standards and those based 
on modified or alternate academic achievement standards, including any effects of State 
or local policies on the student’s education resulting from taking an alternate assessment 
based on alternate or modified academic achievement standards (such as whether only 
satisfactory performance on a regular assessment would qualify a student for a regular 
high school diploma). 
Sec. 300.160 Participation in assessments.
(a) General. A State must ensure that all children with disabilities are included in all general 
State and districtwide assessment programs, including assessments described under sec-
tion 1111 of the ESEA, 20 U.S.C. 6311, with appropriate accommodations and alternate 
assessments, if necessary, as indicated in their respective IEPs.
(b) Accommodation guidelines. 
(1) A State (or, in the case of a district-wide assessment, an LEA) must develop

Figure 4. The Regulatory Language (April 9, 2007) for Identifying Students Eligible for 
Assessments Based on Modified Academic Achievement Standards (Fact Sheet: Question 4) 
(continued)



16 NCEO

 
guidelines for the provision of appropriate accommodations. 
(2) The State’s (or, in the case of a district-wide assessment, the
LEA’s) guidelines must--
(i) Identify only those accommodations for each assessment that do not invalidate the 
score; and
(ii) Instruct IEP Teams to select, for each assessment, only those accommodations that do 
not invalidate the score.
Sec. 200.1(f) (2)(B)(v) Ensure that each IEP team reviews annually for each subject,
according to the criteria in paragraph (e)(2) of this section, its decision to assess a student 
based on modified academic achievement standards to ensure that those standards remain 
appropriate.

Group 1 had not previously mentioned access to grade-level instruction in its original list of 
IEP elements. After reviewing the fact sheet, the members recognized and reinforced the need 
for including access to grade-level instruction in the student’s IEP. These educators indicated 
the importance of writing goals that might anticipate student movement from participating in 
the AA-MAS to taking the general state assessment. They stated that the IEP goals should not 
indicate that students will stay in an alternate assessment for extended periods of time if the 
students can move on to the general assessment.

Group 2 indicated an understanding of what teachers and students need to accomplish relative 
to grade-level instruction. The group became aware of the legal regulations requiring that prog-
ress monitoring must include a variety of scientifically-based measures. It also recognized the 
ways in which data and documentation aid in writing required IEP statements about a student’s 
present level of functioning. Using these kinds of data leads to the development of academic 
goals reflecting high expectations.

Group 3 realized it was too broad in its original answers about IEP content and narrowed its 
responses to this question. For example, they recognized the importance of making participation 
decisions based on academic factors rather than non-academic factors. The group understood 
that the IEP needs to focus on needed accommodations and instructional modifications. They 
also emphasized the importance of addressing student access to the grade-level curriculum.

Figure 4. The Regulatory Language (April 9, 2007) for Identifying Students Eligible for 
Assessments Based on Modified Academic Achievement Standards (Fact Sheet: Question 4) 
(continued)
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Conclusions 

By using the fact sheet (National Center on Educational Outcomes, 2007) participants indepen-
dently discovered three key concepts on their own during the focus groups. First, they clarified 
some commonly held misperceptions about students who would be eligible for the AA-MAS. 
Before examining the fact sheet many participants believed all types of struggling students 
would be eligible for the test, regardless of whether the students had a disability or not. After 
reviewing the fact sheet, however, the participants clearly understood that the AA-MAS option 
was only for a small group of students with disabilities and that eligibility should be based on 
academic outcomes rather than on non-academic characteristics or labels.

Second, the participants realized the important role that access to grade-level content instruc-
tion plays in determining which students are likely to benefit from an AA-MAS. In the past, 
the general trend among educators had been to focus on instructing students with disabilities 
and other struggling students at their developmental and current academic level, often focus-
ing on remediation of the students’ academic skills rather than providing access to grade-level 
curriculum. As a result, students may have been learning content from lower grade levels. For 
that reason, identifying students who would benefit from participating in the AA-MAS requires 
some careful study to differentiate students who have simply not had the opportunity to learn the 
grade-level content material from those who have had the opportunity to learn the material but 
have not made sufficient progress during the year covered by their IEP. The group realized that 
teachers need to bring as many possible sources of evidence as they can to the decision-making 
process. Using evidence will help AA-MAS decisions to be evidence-based and data-driven. 

Finally, the focus groups came to the conclusion that the IEPs of potential AA-MAS participants 
need to clearly address both classroom accommodations and modifications and assessment ac-
commodations. All groups identified that the intent of classroom and assessment accommoda-
tions is to ensure that students are getting the grade-level content in such a way as to meet their 
disability related needs; also, to ensure they can demonstrate that learning without impediment 
by their disability. These three major discoveries extend beyond determining who is eligible for 
an AA-MAS and reach out into improving daily instruction for all students in the grade-level 
content classroom. 

 
Next Steps

As a result of the information obtained from the three focus groups, the Wisconsin Department 
of Public Instruction was able to identify areas of need for further professional development 
and training for both special education and general education teachers. These areas include:
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•	 Access to the general education curriculum for students with disabilities.

•	 Grade-level instruction for students with disabilities. 

•	 The use of accommodations in instruction and assessment.

•	 Collecting and using data on the academic progress of students with disabilities.

It is anticipated that students in Wisconsin will benefit as the Department of Public Instruction 
continues to address these needs through training and professional development. 
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