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Expecting More  
Getting children ready to take their place in the world is 
challenging. For students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities, the task is particularly important for quality of 
life, independence, and ongoing self-advocacy. 

To ensure that students can meet these goals, Michigan 
has adopted alternate content expectations designed 	
for the 1% of students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities to have access to, and to have meaningful 
participation in, grade-appropriate classroom instruction 
and curriculum. These alternate content expectations 
parallel the general grade level standards but are reduced in 
depth, breadth, and complexity in order to increase access 
to the general grade level content. Additionally, they allow 
students with the most significant cognitive disabilities to 
demonstrate their learning using assessments appropriately 
aligned grade-level statewide assessments, including 	
MI-Access, Michigan’s alternate assessment for state-wide 
end-of-year testing. 

These alternate expectations broadly outline what students 
need to know and to be able to do in each subject and 
grade level. The alternate expectations also serve as a 
foundation from which teachers can develop classroom 
instruction and lesson plans.

Today’s expectations challenge students to:

	P Understand subject matter in real-life context.

	P Learn how to generalize learning.

	P Apply what they learn to the real world.

	P Make learning more relevant in their lives.

What Is MI-Access?  
Since 2005, Michigan has been administering MI‑Access, 	
a group of assessments specifically designed for the 1% of 
students with the most significant cognitive disabilities.

MI-Access assessments provide selected response options 
(multiple choice), as well as constructed responses 
(essay or drawing) and observational testing/scoring by 
administrators. Each of these approaches is designed 
around the student’s level of independence.

MI-Access Alternate Assessments are 
administered at three levels:

1)  �MI-Access Functional Independence (FI) –  
For students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities, whose instruction is most closely 
aligned to the Essential Elements* and within the 
High Range of Complexity. 

2)  �MI-Access Supported Independence (SI) –  
For students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities, whose instruction is most closely 
aligned to the Essential Elements* and within the 
Medium Range of Complexity. 

3)  �MI-Access Participation (P) – For students 
with the most significant cognitive disabilities, 
whose instruction is most closely aligned to the 
Essential Elements* and within the Low Range of 
Complexity.

* �Essential Elements are specific statements of Knowledge and 
Skills linked to the grade-level standards.
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Who Is Eligible For MI-Access Assessments? 

The IEP team has the front-line role in assigning which 
assessment a student should take, but the decision-making 
process must follow federal law and state policy. Because 
the use of alternate standards impacts a student’s ability to 
progress toward earning a high school diploma, students 
must meet the following four criteria for having the most 
significant cognitive disabilities in order to be eligible for 
MI-Access:  

1.	 Have a substantial impairment in cognitive abilities

2.	 Have a substantial impairment in adaptive skills 

3.	 Have extensive support needs

4.	 Receive a majority of their instruction in a subject 
that peaks within the range of alternate content 
expectations

There are two tools to help IEP teams determine if a student 
meets these four criteria: 

1.	 a rubric to help IEP teams make evidence-based 
decisions (https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/
Project/Websites/mde/OEAA/MI-Access/Rubric-
for-Assigning-Students-to-Alternate-Standards-in-
Instruction-and-Assessment-11_4_24.pdf)

2.	 a decision-making flow chart to help administrators 
determine which state-wide assessment is appropriate 
for students (https://www.michigan.gov/-/media/
Project/Websites/mde/OEAA/MI-Access/Should_My_
Student_Take_the_Alternate_Assessment.pdf )

Why Are State Assessments Important?

Once each year, beginning in third grade, all students in 
Michigan take a high‑quality state assessment, whether it is 
the M-STEP general assessment or the MI-Access alternate 
assessment. State assessments provide:

	P An important snapshot of student achievement at the 
state, district and building level.

	P Valuable information to parents on their child’s 
academic achievement and growth. 

	P Important data for schools and districts to evaluate 
curriculum and programming effectiveness.  

These assessments are required by both state and federal 
law in order to ensure that all children are learning and 
receiving a high-quality education.

Which Subjects Are Assessed Using 
Alternate Content Expectations? 

MI-Access is administered to students in the following 
grades and subjects:

	P English language arts and mathematics are assessed  
in grades 3 through 8, and 11. 

	P Science is assessed in grades 5, 8, and 11.

	P Social Studies is assessed in grades 5, 8, and 11.  
In this subject, MI-Access is offered only at the 
Functional Independence level, for students working 
toward the high complexity range of the alternate 
content expectations. For all other students with the 
most significant cognitive impairments, the social 
studies assessment must be locally accessed, with 
overall results reported at the end of the year.

Blending Content Standards 		
Across Subjects

Students with the most significant cognitive disabilities 
may demonstrate a range of strengths in certain areas 
and subject matter and should have a set of standards or 
expectations that are rigorous and challenging for them 
in each subject area. This means that students may have a 
blend of standards across subjects that may include general 
grade level content that extends beyond the peak range 
of the alternate content expectations. Therefore, students 
taking MI-Access in one subject may also take the general 
grade level assessments in other subjects.  In grades 3 
through 7, students can take assessments across subjects at 
any two adjacent levels of standards.  These adjacent levels 
of standards may be:

	P in the alternate content expectations range—		
for example, between SI in ELA and FI in Math; or, 

	P between the high range of complexity in alternate 
content expectations and the general grade level 
assessment—for example, between FI in ELA and 
M-Step in Math.

Starting in 8th grade through 11th grade, students begin 
taking assessments for ELA and Math that are oriented 
toward college readiness skills at each grade level. Because 
these subjects are assessed together by the College Board 
using the PSAT and SAT, ELA and Math subject areas must be 
assessed together using either PSAT/SAT or MI-Access.

https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/OEAA/MI-Access/Rubric-for-Assigning-Students-to-Alternate-Standards-in-Instruction-and-Assessment-11_4_24.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/OEAA/MI-Access/Should_My_Student_Take_the_Alternate_Assessment.pdf
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However, in grades 8 and 11, students may continue to 
blend the general ELA and Math grade assessments with 
MI-Access assessments in the subjects of Science and Social 
studies, or to use MI-Access for social studies or science and 
any other combination of general assessments which is 
assessed using M-STEP, PSAT, or SAT. 

For grades 9 and 10, students with the most significant 
cognitive disabilities are eligible to take the PSAT college 
readiness assessment but are not required to do so.

Career Readiness Assessment

Students in Grade 11 with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities who take MI-Access assessments in any or all 
subjects are also eligible to take the WIN Work Readiness 
Assessments that students in 11th grade typically take, if 
designated to be appropriate by the IEP team.

Other Assessments for Special Populations

Michigan also has an assessment called World-Class 
Instructional Design and Assessment (WIDA) for students 
who are learning the English language. To find out more 
about these and other assessments, please contact your 
local school district. 

When Do Students Take MI-Access? 

To provide schools and districts scheduling flexibility, 	
MI-Access assessments may be administered any day 
within a seven‑week administration window. Refer 
to the Assessment Calendars found on the MI-Access 
web page (https://www.michigan.gov/mde/Services/
Student-Assessment/mi-access). 

For students taking the MI-Access Functional Independence 
assessment, each content area is broken down into two 
parts to encourage giving breaks and to foster scheduling 
the assessment over time.

Release of Test Results

MI-Access student performance will be described as one 
of three levels: Surpassed, Attained, and Emerging toward 
the alternate content expectations. Final reports will be 
available late summer. 

For more information on MI-Access assessments, please visit 
the MI‑Access web page (https://www.michigan.gov/mde/
Services/Student-Assessment/mi-access).

https://www.michigan.gov/mde/Services/Student-Assessment/mi-access
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/Services/Student-Assessment/mi-access
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/Services/Student-Assessment/mi-access



