
 

 

 
 

 

 

  
 

   

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
    

 

 
  

 

 
  

  
 

  

 
  

DRAFT 

Office of Elementary and Secondary Education Assessment Team  
U.S. Department of Education  
400  Maryland Avenue, SW  
Washington,  DC 20202  
ESEA.Assessment@ed.gov 

Dear Office of Elementary and Secondary Education Assessment Team, 

The federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) caps the percentage of students who 
can take the alternate assessment at 1% of the total students tested. The ESSA also 
allows states that may exceed the 1% cap to apply for a one-year waiver. This 
document serves as the formal request of the Michigan Department of Education 
(MDE) for a waiver approval through spring 2026. The waiver approval will allow MDE 
and local education agencies (LEAs) to continue ensuring appropriate assessment 
selection for students with disabilities and further reduce participation numbers for 
Michigan’s alternate assessment to meet the 1% cap requirement. 

ESSA 1% Cap on Alternate Assessment Use Waiver History 
Michigan applied for and was granted the initial waiver on May 14, 2018. In 2019, 
2021, and 2022, MDE applied for and was granted an extension to the initial waiver 
by the U.S. Department of Education (USED). Michigan’s 2020 waiver request was 
rescinded when USED waived assessment requirements due to the COVID-19 
pandemic and subsequent school closures. In 2023, 2024, and 2025, Michigan 
applied for a waiver, but these waivers were denied due to Michigan not making 
adequate progress in reducing the rate of alternate assessments and/or not meeting 
the requirements to test 95% or more of all students and 95% or more of students 
with disabilities. Additionally, the waiver denial received on March 13, 2024, placed a 
condition on Michigan’s Title 1, Part A funds. This condition was escalated to a high-
risk status on April 8, 2025, requiring that Michigan participate in joint monitoring 
calls with USED, including the federal offices of Elementary and Secondary Education 
and Special Education Programs. As part of the initial condition requirements placed 
on Title 1, Part A funds, Michigan developed a plan to comply with the 1% alternate 
assessment cap required by ESSA. This plan was provided to Assistant Secretary 
Adam Schott of the Office of Elementary and Secondary Education on May 10, 2024, 
and is publicly available on MDE’s website at Michigan Compliance Plan for Reducing 
Over Use of Alternate Assessments. 

mailto:ESEA.Assessment@ed.gov
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/OEAA/MI-Access/1-Percent-Cap-Forms/05102024-MDE-Response-to-1-Alternate-Assessment-Waiver-Denial.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/OEAA/MI-Access/1-Percent-Cap-Forms/05102024-MDE-Response-to-1-Alternate-Assessment-Waiver-Denial.pdf
mailto:ESEA.Assessment@ed.gov


 

 

  
   

  
 

 
 

  

 

Michigan implemented this plan during the 2024-25 academic year and is continuing 
the work and making progress in reducing the alternate assessment rate. In spring 
2025, for the first time in three years, Michigan reduced its alternate assessment rate 
from 1.8% in all subjects to 1.6% in mathematics and, science and to 1.5% in 
English language arts (ELA). This represents approximately 1,400 more students with 
disabilities who have moved to higher instructional standards for their education and 
assessment of their learning. 

While these two-tenths and three-tenths reductions represent meaningful progress at 
reducing the alternate assessment rate in Michigan and are likely to contribute to 
meaningful educational benefits for these 1,400 students as they progress through 
the education system,  MDE still anticipates exceeding the  1% cap in 2026. This new 
waiver request includes the actions delineated in the compliance plan submitted to  
USED in May 2024, with updates on implementation progress,  as well as  new,  
enhanced, and continuing activities planned for the 2025-26  academic  year.  

A review of our data, participation rates, and student demographics suggests that 
reducing  our alternate assessment rate further will require discerning students with 
milder intellectual impairments from those with more significant intellectual  
impairments. Furthermore, students with disabilities in grades  4-8  who begin working 
toward general grade-level standards for instruction are 20% more likely to earn a 
high school diploma and 10%  more likely to enroll in post-secondary coursework  
compared to their otherwise similar peers  who continue to work towards alternate  
content standards for instruction and assessment (Cullum & Trevinio, 2021).  
Historically, Michigan’s reductions in alternate standards rates have come from  
students with higher incidence/milder disabilities receiving more  appropriate  
assessment and greater access to general grade-level instruction. To continue to  
make further gains, Michigan is providing increased  monitoring and evaluation of the  
separate criteria needed to determine that a student has the most significant 
cognitive disability. Michigan is also clarifying primary instructional standards and a 
student’s level of needed support for demonstrating learning and generalizing across  
settings.  

Following guidelines from the American Association for Intellectual and  
Developmental Disabilities (AAIDD) and the American Psychiatric Association (APA),  
as well as considering high-leverage practices identified in most other states, the  
necessary  four  criteria are:  

 1. Substantial impairment to cognitive functioning,  
2.  Substantial impairment to adaptive functioning across the conceptual, social,  

and practical domains of life,  
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3. Extensive support needs, and 
4. Majority of instruction/goals rooted in alternate achievement standards. 

Building on these improved and clarified criteria for appropriate use of alternate 
standards-based assessments, Michigan is engaging in the following new, enhanced, 
or continued activities: 



 

 

 
 

  
 

 

New Activities 
Beginning in fall 2025, Michigan engaged in the following new activities to address 
the overuse of alternate assessments: 

• Require all districts with alternate assessment rates of 2% or more to attend a 
training with MDE regarding the criteria needed for a student to qualify for 
alternate standards-based assessments.  MDE will create the agendas and 
facilitate the meetings, which will be offered several times throughout the 2025-
26 academic year.   

 • 

  

In partnership with Michigan’s Center for Educational Performance and  
Information (CEPI), Michigan will  add  a new code in the Michigan Student 
Information System (MSDS)  to allow districts to report which students meet 
criteria for having the most significant cognitive disabilities and begin collecting 
this information in the fall of 2025. The  MSDS collection manual  and guidance  
documents list the four criteria necessary for a student to meet this definition.   

• Develop an assessment m onitoring activity to systematically evaluate the efficacy
of MDE’s initiatives, thereby informing data-driven decisions regarding the  
continuation, enhancement, or introduction of targeted activities.   

 • 
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Begin to phase  in alternate assessment exclusionary criteria over the next 2  
years, requiring extra scrutiny of students  assigned to alternate assessments  
when their type of disability is not compatible with a student having the most 
significant cognitive disability. This would include such disability types as Specific  
Learning Disability, Speech and Language Impairment, and Emotional  
Impairment. In applying these exclusionary criteria, Michigan is following best 
practices used in other states, such as Ohio and Utah. If  school districts wanted t
register students with these types of disability categories for the alternate  
assessment, they would need to demonstrate using criterion-relevant data that 
reveal the student does, in fact,  meet all the requirements for alternate  
assessments. For the 2026 testing cycle, these disability categories will continue  
to trigger warning messages during the test registration period, and an email  
response  message from MDE to the district staff regarding such inappropriate  
cases. Additionally, registering a student with one of the prohibiting types of  
disabilities will begin to trigger warnings in the state student information system,  
when the new code for most significant cognitive disability is used inappropriately
 

o 

. 

Enhanced Activities  
Michigan is  doing  the following during the 2025-26 school year:  

• Refine the range of tiers used to determine which districts require the most 
support. Districts receiving Tier 3 directed support will now include all districts 
with alternate assessment rates of 2% or more (a change from 2.5 %); and 
districts receiving targeted support (i.e., Tier2 districts) will now include all 
districts with alternate assessment rates of 1.3% to 1.9% (a change from 
1.3% to 2.4%). 

• Release lists of flagged student cases based on the spring 2025 testing cycle to 
districts and intermediate school districts (ISD) one month earlier than last 
year (October vs. November), allowing districts with high alternate assessment 



 

 

  
 

  
   

  
 

   
  

 
  

participation rates to take timely action during the current academic year, 
rather than the following academic year. 

• Gather representative special education stakeholder feedback beginning in fall 
2025 — including parents, teachers, education administrators, advocates, and 
advisory groups — regarding our alternate assessment system to identify if and 
what modifications or innovative practices may be warranted to make the 
assessment more relevant to today's students. 

• Revise the interactive decision-making tool and look for ways to incorporate 
criterion-relevant data and accurately interpret it to determine if each of the 
four criteria is met. 

 • Improve the action  plan sections of the online justification forms, allowing 
districts with high rates of alternate assessment participation the ability to  
more  easily organize their monitoring and evaluation activities around each of  
the four necessary criteria a student must meet to qualify for alternate  
assessments.    

 • Change ISD determinations issued by the MDE Office of Special  Education to  
better emphasize the  importance of  95% or more participation rates among 
students with disabilities in some statewide, end of year assessments, either 
regular or alternate assessment.  

 • 

 

Update MDE’s decision-making flow chart resource, entitled,  Should My  
Student Take the Alternate Assessment, to  explicitly state the exclusionary  
types of disabilities (Specific Learning Disability, Speech Impairment,  
Emotional Impairment). The flowchart now also links to the  Rubric for 
Assigning Students to Alternate Standards for instruction and assessment, to  
offer more in-depth guidance when needed.  

Continuing Activities  
Michigan will continue the following during the 2025-26 school year:  

 • Convene an internal cross-office and ongoing action planning team and a 
guiding team  consisting of senior leadership and including leadership from both 
the Office of Special Education and the Office of Educational Assessments and 
Accountability to develop, implement, and monitor the publicly listed planned 
activities to bring Michigan into  compliance with the alternate assessment 
requirements with support from multiple and relevant offices within MDE.  
These teams continue to facilitate and monitor the work  surrounding alternate  
assessment participation and maintain its priority status within the  
department.   

 • 

  
 

 
 

  

Continue a multi-tiered system of support,  with universal, targeted, and 
directed feedback and activities within the justification form review and  
feedback process for districts that assign more than 1% of their students to  
alternate assessments based on alternate achievement standards.  

• Provide targeted technical assistance to districts on increasing access to the 
general education curriculum and instruction for students transitioning from 
the alternate assessment. Michigan estimates that at least 6,800 enrolled 
students currently working toward alternate standards will benefit from this 
technical assistance. 
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https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/OEAA/MI-Access/Should_My_Student_Take_the_Alternate_Assessment.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/OEAA/MI-Access/Should_My_Student_Take_the_Alternate_Assessment.pdf
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/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/OEAA/MI-Access/Rubric-for-Assigning-Students-to-Alternate-Standards-in-Instruction-and-Assessment-11_4_24.pdf
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• Provide test preregistration warnings to LEAs in the MDE Secure Site when 
student cases may not meet one or more of the required criteria to qualify for 
an alternate assessment. To ensure proper identification of students taking the 
alternate assessment, MDE staff will contact, via individual phone calls and 
emails, the 10 local school districts identified during the pre-registration 
process with the most warnings for inappropriate assignment of students to 
take the alternate assessments. 

• Provide targeted and directed feedback to ISDs and districts that submitted 
flagged student case review summaries, which explains whether each eligibility 
criterion for alternate assessments was met or not met. 

• Continue collecting justification forms, as required in ESSA, in the Michigan 
Special Education Catamaran system for each district that assigns more than 
1% of students to be  assessed based on alternate standards. Constant contact 
messages will also continue to be sent to districts and ISD on a quarterly basis  
to serve as reminders of expectations and requirements related to the  
alternate assessment participation rates. Justification forms were updated June  
2025 to be more effective.  

2026 MDE Plan for Reducing High Rates of Alternate Assessment  Use  
As with past waiver plans, Michigan will once again implement a tiered system  of  
support based on the rates of alternate assessment use overall and relative risk  
ratios for subgroups of students within a district that points out when a historically  
underserved group of students is assigned to alternate standards at a much higher 
rate than other students. To reach more districts and further reduce Michigan’s  
alternate assessment rates, the threshold for Tiers 2 and 3 was reduced by five  
tenths of a percent compared to the previous academic year. For the 2026 testing  
cycle, the tiers will be based on the following criteria:  

Tier 1:  Districts with alternate assessment rates of 1.1% to  1.2% and with no  
subgroup of students that is 2.5  or more times  more likely to be assigned to  
alternate assessments than other students for 2 of the last 3 years. These districts  
will receive basic and  universal support.  
 
Tier 2:  Districts with alternate assessment rates of 1.3% to  1.9% or with a subgroup  
of students that is 2.5 or more times  more likely to be assigned to alternate  
assessments than other students for 2 of the last 3 years and an overall alternate  
assessment rate of less than 1.3%. These  districts will receive targeted support.  

Tier 3: Districts with alternate assessment rates of 2.0% or more or with a subgroup 
of students that is 2.5 or more times more likely to be assigned to alternate 
assessments than other students for 2 of the last 3 years and an overall alternate 
assessment rate of 1.3% to 1.9%. These districts will receive directed support. 

Targeted Activities for Districts in Each Tier 
Tier 1 support will include universal guidance around the appropriate use of alternate 
standards for instruction and assessments and the decision-making flowchart as a 
resource. Additionally, the MDE rubric for interpreting data around each of the 4 
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required criteria for alternate assessments, along with a guidance video, will be 
available for these districts. 

Tier 2 districts must complete an action plan. This will include: 

• Training for all relevant staff around the four criteria necessary for the 
appropriate use of alternate standards and assessments. 

• Providing parental notification about the implications that working towards  
alternate content expectations and taking  alternate assessments have on the  
student’s ability to make progress toward a high school diploma.  

 • 

 

 

Reviewing all their flagged students with the rubric using criterion-relevant 
data.  

• Summarizing the above data on the High-Risk Summary Form for each flagged 
student record and submitting it in Catamaran. The High-Risk Summary will be  
shared with the local ISD who will provide targeted feedback.  

• Summarizing student educational benefit reviews conducted by IEP Teams for 
students who continue to meet all four required criteria for the use of alternate  
assessments but are also surpassing the alternate educational standards to  
which they are assigned.  

 • 

 

 

Monitoring of actions  taken by Tier 2 districts will be done primarily by  the  
ISD, using universal and targeted guidance  resources provided by MDE.  

Tier 3 districts must complete an action plan. This will include:  

 • Training led by MDE around the four necessary criteria for the appropriate use  
of alternate standards and assessments. Districts in this tier must have  
relevant staff and leadership attend a required meeting, led by MDE staff,  
focusing on appropriately identifying students who meet the definition of the  
most significant cognitive disability.  

 • Providing parental notification about the implications that working towards  
alternate content expectations and taking  alternate assessments have on the  
student’s ability to make progress toward a high school diploma.  

 • Reviewing all their flagged students with the rubric using criterion-relevant 
data.  

 • 

 
 

 
 

 

Summarizing the above data on the High-Risk Summary Form for each flagged 
student record and submitting it in Catamaran. MDE will provide directed  
feedback on all flagged student cases.  The  districts must verify that the  
students meet all four required criteria for eligibility for alternate  assessment 
participation, or take corrective action, re-assigning the student to the  
appropriate assessment, when any of the required criteria are not met.  

• Summarizing student educational benefit reviews conducted by IEP Teams for 
students who continue to meet all four required criteria for the use of alternate 
assessments but are also surpassing the alternate educational standards to 
which they are assigned. 
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Monitoring of actions taken by Tier 3 districts, primarily by MDE, using universal and 
targeted guidance resources and directed feedback provided by MDE. 

Additionally, Tier 2 and Tier 3 districts flagged with disproportionately high rates of 
alternate assessment assignment for a historically underserved group of students 
must review the students in the subgroup of the flagged category using the decision-
making rubric. The districts must verify that the students meet all four required 
criteria for eligibility for alternate assessment participation or take corrective action 
by reassigning the students to the appropriate assessment, when any of the required 
criteria are not met. 

Public Comment on Plan  
MDE communicated to the public its intent to request a waiver approval to exceed 
the 1% cap on alternate assessment participation for the 2026 assessment cycle  and 
that MDE will implement this update to the initial compliance plan that MDE  
submitted to USED on May 10,  2024.  The state superintendent of public instruction 
sent a memorandum  to local and ISD superintendents, public-school academy (PSA)  
directors, ISD  and LEA/PSA special education directors, and the  statewide education 
associations, to seek public comment on the waiver request.  

MDE gathered public comments through an online questionnaire which was open 
November 6, 2025,  through November 29, 2025. Michigan collected public comment 
in response to the need for a waiver to test more than 1% of students using  
alternate assessments, the tiered approach to monitor and evaluate appropriate use  
of alternate assessments, the plan of activities involving flagged student case  
reviews, pre-registration warnings for high-risk student cases during test 
registration, the review for disproportionality, and the plan for providing targeted and  
directed guidance and feedback on the eligibility of high-risk student cases for the  
use of alternate assessments.  

Below are the public comment request prompts, followed by the 
corresponding comments for each prompt. After all prompts and comments,  
you will find a summary response from MDE addressing  the feedback  
received. Please note that, aside from  specific names of  individuals or  
locations, the comments have been transcribed as submitted.   

Prompt 1:  

Please share your comments regarding MDE applying again this year for a 
waiver to the ESSA  1% cap on alternate assessments.  

Prompt 1 Comments: 
[Insert and number by comment here. Repeat verbatim, except for removing 
identifying info and expletives] 
Prompt 2: 

Please share your comments regarding MDE’s plan for reducing the use of 
alternate assessments and balancing high expectations for students with 
support needs of students with disabilities. 
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Prompt 2 Comments: 
[Insert and number by comment here. Repeat verbatim, except for removing 
identifying info and expletives] 

Prompt 3: 

Please share any other comments or thoughts regarding the waiver to test 
more than 1% of students using alternate standards for instruction and 
assessment. 

Prompt 3 Comments:  
[Insert and  number by comment here. Repeat verbatim, except for  removing  
identifying info and expletives]  

Response to Public Comment:  
[Insert MDE response back to key issues/themes emerging from the public 
comments.]  
 
Waiver Requirements  
ESSA stipulates several requirements for the waiver to exceed the  1% cap. MDE’s 
response to  each requirement is found below. Please note the data provided is  
information from the  most recent testing window (Spring 2025) in which state  
assessments were administered.  

Requirement 1:  
Submit the waiver request at least 90 days before the testing window starts  
for the relevant subject.  
The testing window for all state summative  assessments in Michigan begins April 6,  
2026. Specifically, the seven-week testing window for MI-Access (the state  
summative alternate assessment based on alternate academic achievement 
standards) is from April 6,  2026, through May 22, 2026. The waiver request is being  
made  90 days prior to this testing window.  

Requirement 2 (A):  
Provide state-level data from the current or previous year  that shows the  
number and % in each subgroup who took the alternate assessment in the  
subject area.  
As shown in Tables  1-3 below, the rate of alternate assessment for Spring 2025 is  
1.5% for English language arts (ELA), and 1.6% for math and science. This  
demonstrates a reduction in alternate assessment rates by three  tenths for ELA and 
two tenths for math and science, when compared to the rates of 1.8% that Michigan 
held for three previous years.  

Table 1: 2024–25 English Language Arts (Grades 3-8 and 11) Participation in 
Alternate Assessment, MI-Access, by Content Area and Demographic Sub-Group 
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Demographic 
Sub-group 

Number of Students 
Tested Using an 

Alternate 
Assessment 

Total Number 
of Students 

Tested 

% of Students Tested 
Using an Alternate 

Assessment 

All Students 10,961 708,112 1.5% 
Students with 
Disabilities 

10,961 102,885 10.7% 

Male 7,341 362,415 2.0% 
Female 3,620 345,697 1.0% 
English Learner 804 51,925 1.5% 
Economically 
Disadvantaged 

7,306 368,752 2.0% 

Native American 74 4,015 1.8% 
Asian 360 27,085 1.3% 
African American 2,977 126,457 2.4% 
Hispanic 994 66,063 1.5% 
Pacific Islander 8 571 1.4% 
White 5,973 445,176 1.3% 
Multi-Racial 575 38,745 1.5% 

Table 2: 2024–25 Mathematics (Grades 3-8 and 11) Participation in Alternate 
Assessment, MI-Access, by Content Area and Demographic Sub-Group 

Demographic 
Sub-group 

Number of Students 
Tested Using an 

Alternate 
Assessment 

Total Number 
of Students 

Tested 

% of Students Tested 
Using an Alternate 

Assessment 

All Students 11,365 710,136 1.6% 
Students with 
Disabilities 11,365 103,180 11.0% 
Male 7,596 363,542 2.1% 
Female 3,769 346,594 1.1% 
English Learner 838 53,879 1.6% 
Economically 
Disadvantaged 7,604 369,907 2.1% 
Native American 86 4,038 2.1% 
Asian 366 27,571 1.3% 
African American 3,136 126,626 2.5% 
Hispanic 1,033 66,808 1.5% 
Pacific Islander 9 580 1.6% 
White 6,136 445,763 1.4% 
Multi-Racial 599 38,750 1.5% 

Table 3: 2024–25 Science (Grades 5, 8, and 11) Participation in Alternate 
Assessment, MI-Access, by Content Area and Demographic Sub-Group 
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Demographic 
Sub-group 

Number of Students 
Tested Using an 

Alternate 
Assessment 

Total Number 
of Students 

Tested 

% of Students Tested 
Using an Alternate 

Assessment 

All Students 4,753 302,344 1.6% 
Students with 
Disabilities 4,753 41,061 11.6% 
Male 3,148 154,637 2.0% 
Female 1,605 147,707 1.1% 
English Learner 299 21,049 1.4% 
Economically 
Disadvantaged 3,143 150,023 2.1% 
Native American 27 1,716 1.6% 
Asian 147 11,709 1.3% 
African American 1,257 52,383 2.4% 
Hispanic 392 28,211 1.4% 
Pacific Islander 2 253 0.8% 
White 2,673 192,329 1.4% 
Multi-Racial 255 15,743 1.6% 

Requirement 2 (B):  
Provide state-level data from the current or previous year  that shows the  
overall assessment  participation rate for all students and  for students with 
disabilities.  
In the spring  2022, due to ongoing absences, remote learning options, and instability  
in enrollments during the COVID-19 pandemic, Michigan had approximately 25,000  
fewer students enrolled and tested in Spring 2022 than anticipated. For Spring 2023  
and 2024, the student enrollment and testing counts increased and were more in line  
with expected long-term demographic trends. In 2025, compared to the spring of  
2024, the overall number of students tested was up by roughly 3,000 students in 
2025 for ELA and math, and by about  6,000 students for science. Among students  
with disabilities, there were roughly 2,000  more students who tested in ELA and 
math, and about 1,000 more students in science.  

Overall, for math, ELA, and science Michigan had more than 95% of all students  
participate in statewide summative assessments, and more than 95% of students  
with disabilities participated in math and ELA as well; however, for science, the  
participation rate among students with disabilities fell slightly short of 95% (see  
Tables 4-6 below). MDE OSE continues to  make available a parent-friendly webinar 
and fact sheet on the importance of all students participating in statewide summative  
assessments.  MDE OSE also meets with various parent groups where staff emphasize  
IDEA as a civil rights law, including statewide assessment participation. MDE sends  
out quarterly memos  to all school administrators with a reminder of participation 
expectations.  



 

 

   
  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

    
    

 
  

 
 

 
  

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

    
    

 
   

 

Page  11  
Date  

Table 4: 2024–25 English Language Arts (Grades 3-8 and 11) Students 
Participating in State Summative Assessment (M-STEP, MME, MI-Access), Overall and 
for Students with Disabilities by Content Area 

 
  

 Demographic Number of  Number of  % of Students 
  Sub-group Students with Students Participating in  

 Valid Tests  Expected to  State Tests 
 Test 

 All Students 302,344  312,802*   96.6% 
 Students with Disabilities  41,061  43,225  94.9% 

  
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

  
 

 

Number of 
Students with 

Valid Tests 

Number of 
Students 

Expected to 
Test 

% of Students 
Participating in 

State Tests 

All Students 708,112 723,933* 97.8% 
Students with Disabilities 102,885 106,443 96.7% 

Table 5: 2024–25 Mathematics (Grades 3-8 and 11) Students Participating in 
State Summative Assessment (M-STEP, MME, MI-Access), Overall and for Students 
with Disabilities by Content Area 

Demographic 
Sub-group 

Number of 
Students with 

Valid Tests 

Number of 
Students 

Expected to 
Test 

% of Students 
Participating in 

State Tests 

All Students 710,136 723,933* 98.0% 
Students with Disabilities 103,180 106,443 97.0% 

Table 6: 2024–25 Science (Grades 5, 8, and 11) Students Participating in State 
Summative Assessment (M-STEP, MME, MI-Access), Overall and for Students with 
Disabilities by Content Area 

*Note: The number of students expected to test is based on public enrollment
counts in tested grades during the Spring 2025 student counts and data collection
window. EDFacts tables with enrollments based on a combination of Fall enrollment
and unique enrollment updates at the time of test registration, including other
accountability and Federal reporting criteria, were not yet available in time for the
waiver. The two-count windows generally provide similar counts and participation
rates.

Requirement 3 (A):  
Provide assurance that districts over 1% participation in the alternate 
assessment followed the state’s participation guidelines. 
For the 2025–26 academic year, MDE will continue to use justification forms collected 
in the Special Education Compliance Monitoring System, Catamaran, as the 
mechanism to collect individual LEA and ISD responses and justifications for 
exceeding the 1% cap. Justification forms are also the mechanism for LEAs and ISD 
to provide plans for continuous improvement in preparing IEP teams to determine 
appropriate assessment selection for students with disabilities by following the state’s 
participation guidelines and federal requirements. MDE will also continue to develop 

Demographic 
Sub-group 
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and provide technical assistance through guidance documents, training, and other 
resources, specific to alternate assessment selection. 

Many LEAs have provided training to staff regarding the state guidelines for 
participation in the alternate assessment. Timely and targeted guidance includes: 

• Warnings in the test registration system for students with disability types and 
other student data not congruent with either the student having the most 
significant cognitive disabilities or receiving a majority of instruction based on 
alternate content expectations. 
Flagged high-risk cases for ISD to review with districts with high rates of  
alternate  assessment use.  
Clarifying each of the required criteria needed for a student to meet the  
definition of a student with the most significant cognitive disabilities and an 
emphasis on using sound, valid, and reliable criterion-relevant indicators for 
each aspect of the definition of a student with the most significant cognitive  
disabilities.  
Clarifying the requirements around primary instruction and educational goals  
being based on alternate content expectations.  
Having districts with  high rates of alternate assessment develop parent 
information and consent forms to use in the IEP process. The parent 
information and consent forms ensure that parents and all IEP Team  members  
understand the required criteria to be eligible for alternate assessments and 
discuss the strong association between the  use of alternate content 
expectations aligned with educational goals and the potential impact on the  
student's ability to earn credits toward a high school diploma.  
Providing Tier 3 districts direct technical assistance in understanding the state  
participation guidelines by the part-time contractor hired by MDE OSE.  

Requirement 3(B):  
Provide assurance that any disproportionality in students taking the  
alternate assessment will be addressed.  

Michigan examined disproportionality participation rates on its state alternate  
assessment (MI-Access) based on the  most recently completed test cycle (Spring 
2025) for statewide summative assessments. Disproportionality was examined for 
the following  demographics:  

a. Male 
b. Female 

2. Economic Disadvantage (based on poverty risk factors such as free/reduced 
lunch eligibility, homelessness, migrant status, and direct certification for 
government food assistance) 

a. Disadvantaged 
b. Not Disadvantaged 

3. Racial/Ethnic Groups 
a. Native American 



 

 

  
  
  
  
  
  

  
  
  

 Simple Groups Group Rate Comparison   
  (In-group vs. not) 

 Risk Ratio 

 Gender (Male vs Female)  2.0% vs. 1.0%  2.00* 
 Economic Disadvantaged  2.0% vs. 1.1%  1.82 
 English Language Learner  1.5% vs. 1.5%  1.00 
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b. Asian 
c. African American or Black 
d. Pacific Islander 
e. Hispanic 
f. White 
g. Two or More Races 

4. English Language Learners Status 
a. Participating in an English learner program 
b. Not participating in an English learner program 

To determine whether substantive disproportionality affected any subgroups of  
students,  Michigan used a relative risk ratio method to analyze the rate of  
participation in alternate assessments. For other federal reporting (e.g., in the  
Annual  Performance Report), Michigan uses multiple years of data and a threshold 
risk ratio of 2.5 for each demographic subgroup. For assessments, this threshold 
means students in one demographic are participating in the alternate assessment 2.5  
times more often than students  who are not in the same demographic. A relative risk  
ratio of 1.0 means students in one demographic participate in the alternate  
assessment at the same rate as students  who are not in the same demographic.  

As depicted in Tables  7 through 12, the sub-group of students with the highest 
relative risk ratio was  male  students, in the subject of ELA, who,  had a relative risk of  
2.0. In other subjects, male students, economically disadvantaged students, and 
African American students were  more likely to be assigned to alternate assessments,  
but none reach the elevated risk threshold of 2.0. In the past, students from  
economically disadvantaged households were more than twice as likely to be  
assigned to alternate assessments, but their level of risk for mis-assignment has  
declined and remained below the elevated risk threshold of 2.0 for the past 2 testing 
cycles.  

Table 7:  Simple Groups Disproportionate Alternate Assessment Participation by  
Demography  (SY 2024-25) for English Language Arts  

*Note: Risk ratios between 2 and 2.4 are considered elevated risk and risk ratios > 
2.5 are considered disproportionately high representation among students taking the 
alternate assessment. 
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Table 8: Multi Groups Disproportionate Alternate Assessment Participation by 
Demography (SY 2024-25) for English Language Arts 

Multi-Groups: Race/Ethnicity Group Rate Comparison 
(In-group vs not) 

Risk Ratio 

Native American 1.8% vs. 1.5% 1.16 
Asian 1.3% vs. 1.6% 0.84 
African American 2.4% vs. 1.4% 1.75 
Hispanic 1.5% vs. 1.6% 0.97 
Pacific Islander 1.4% vs. 1.5% 0.90 
White 1.3% vs. 1.9% 0.69 
Two or More Races 1.5% vs. 1.6% 0.97 

Table 9: Simple Groups Disproportionate Alternate Assessment Participation by 
Demography (SY 2024-25) for Math 

Simple Groups Group Rate Comparison 
(In-group vs. not) 

Risk Ratio 

Gender (Male vs Female) 2.1% vs. 1.1% 1.91 
Economic Disadvantaged 2.1% vs. 1.1% 1.91 
English Language Learner 1.6% vs. 1.6% 1.00 

Table 10: Multi-Groups Disproportionate Alternate Assessment Participation by 
Demography (SY 2024-25) for Math 

Multi-Groups: Race/Ethnicity Group Rate Comparison 
(In-group vs. not) 

Risk Ratio 

Native American 2.1% vs. 1.6% 1.31 
Asian 1.3% vs. 1.6% 0.81 
African American 2.5% vs. 1.4% 1.77 
Hispanic 1.5% vs. 1.6% 0.93 
Pacific Islander 1.6% vs. 1.6% 1.00 
White 1.4% vs. 2.0% 0.71 
Two or More Races 1.5% vs. 1.6% 0.94 



  
 

 

 

  
   

  
  

 

   
   
   

  
   

 Multi-Groups: Race/Ethnicity Group Rate Comparison  
 (In-group vs not) 

 Risk Ratio 

 Native American  1.6% vs. 1.6%  1.02 
 Asian  1.3% vs. 1.6%  .82 

 African American  2.4% vs. 1.4%  1.72 
 Hispanic  1.4% vs. 1.6%  0.88 

 Pacific Islander  0.8% vs. 1.6%  0.51 
White   1.4% vs. 1.9%  0.74 

 Two or More Races  1.6% vs. 1.6%  1.02 

  Districts with 30 or more total students tested using the alternate assessment 
were examined for over-assignment.  
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Table 11: Simple Groups Disproportionate Alternate Assessment Participation by 
Demography (SY 2024-25) for Science 

Simple Groups Group Rate Comparison 
(In-group vs. not) 

Risk Ratio 

Gender (Male vs Female) 2.0% vs. 1.1% 1.82 
Economic Disadvantaged 2.1% vs. 1.1% 1.91 
English Language Learner 1.4% vs. 1.6% 0.88 

Table 12: Multi-Groups Disproportionate Alternate Assessment Participation by 
Demography (SY 2024-25) for Science 

Additionally, for each LEA, Michigan examined the Spring 2025 data as well as the  
two most recent years of alternate assessment administrations for participation in 
mathematics and ELA. Districts that tested the same sub-group of students 2.5 or 
more times  as often as students who were  not in that sub-group, for two or more  
years, were flagged for more targeted support and review as part of the justification 
form and review process. In all, there were 17 districts with disproportionate use of  
alternate assessments spread across 10 ISDs. Findings have been shared with ISDs  
and districts as part of targeted guidance and ISD staff will be trained to identify and  
support districts with substantively high disproportionate use of  alternate  
assessments. For districts to be included in the disproportionality analyses and 
identification process, two minimum N-sizes were employed for each year of data:  

1.

2.  Districts with at least 10 students from any demographic subgroup tested 
using the alternate assessment were evaluated for over-assignment of that 
subgroup.  
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Requirement 4 (A): 
Submit a plan and timeline by which the state will improve the 
implementation of its participation guidelines, including if necessary, 
revising its definition of “students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities” in future academic years. 

The Michigan Department of Education will do each of the following: 
• Continue to use the November 2024 updated Rubric for Assigning Students to  

Alternate Standards for Instruction and Assessment requiring the review of  
relevant data around each of the 4 required criteria for being eligible for the  
use of alternate assessments. The rubric clarifies and reduces ambiguity in 
decision-making by scaling the magnitude of the student’s current functioning  
and supports, along a continuum from no impairment or support needs to the  
most significant impairment or support needs. It can be found at Rubric for 
Assigning Students to Alternate Standards for Instruction and Assessments.  

• 

• 

Implement the new “Interactive Decision-Making Tool” that supports the  rubric  
outlined in the next bullet.   
Continue to use and provide clarity and training on the decision flow chart 
“Should My Student Take the Alternate Assessment?” that was updated in 
August 2025. The flow chart is a guidance  document that supports the  
identification of students who qualify for alternate assessments.  This guidance  
document improves  on past versions by explicitly clarifying the  four necessary  
criteria to be eligible for alternate assessments as well as exclusion criteria for 
students who should not take alternate assessments (including specific types  
of disabilities that are not compatible with the most significant levels of  
cognitive impairment). This resource is available at:  Should My Student Take  
the Alternate Assessment?  
Continue expecting ISDs  and districts with Tier 2 and 3 alternate assessment 
rates with more than 1% of students using  alternate assessments in early fall  
to begin completion of justification form activities. ISDs  and districts with Tier 
2 or 3 alternate assessment rates will receive lists of students at high risk  for 
misassignment to alternate standards in October 2025. ISDs  and districts will  
be required to use the updated rubric and  complete a high-risk summary to  
document the review of criterion-relevant data to determine if each student 
assigned to alternate assessments meets all four of the required criteria.  
Begin directly collecting student data that identifies which students have the  
most significant cognitive disabilities and who may appropriately take alternate  
assessments. Beginning in fall  2025, districts have an option to use a new 
code in MSDS for this purpose.  

• 

• 

• Continue the practice that when test pre-ID and registration begins; test 
administrators will receive pre-registration warnings in the MDE Secure Site 
when student cases may not meet one or more of the required criteria to 
qualify for an alternate assessment. 

• Begin gathering representative stakeholder feedback from special education 
and disability stakeholder groups, including parents, special education 
teachers/administrators, advisory groups, advocates, and assessment 
administrators, regarding views and priorities for innovations in alternate 

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/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/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/OEAA/MI-Access/Should_My_Student_Take_the_Alternate_Assessment.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/OEAA/MI-Access/Should_My_Student_Take_the_Alternate_Assessment.pdf
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assessment systems, including adaptive assessments, and identify desired 
modifications, if any, that may be warranted to make it relevant to today’s 
students. 

• Continue the practice of providing targeted technical assistance to LEAs to 
increase access to general education curriculum and instruction for students 
transitioning from the alternate assessment. Michigan estimates that, at least 
6,800 enrolled students, currently working toward alternate standards will 
benefit from technical assistance. 

Requirement 4 (B): 
Submit a plan and timeline by which the state will take additional steps to  
support and provide appropriate oversight to each LEA that the state  
anticipates will assess more than  1% with the alternate assessment.  

Planned Activities 

Each ISD must revise and implement monitoring procedures and evaluation methods 
to align with state guidelines for participation in the alternate assessment. 

MDE will continue to use a multi-tiered system of support in 2025-26 with the 
following updated criteria in response to USED’s increased emphasis on verification of 
alternate assessment appropriateness. To reach more districts and further reduce 
Michigan’s alternate assessment rates, the threshold for Tier 2 was reduced by five-
tenths of a percent, and by five-tenths of a percent for Tier 3, compared to the 
previous academic year. 

All districts with alternate assessment rates exceeding  1% will complete justification 
forms and receive universal, general guidance on inclusion criteria for alternate  
achievement standards in assessment and instruction. For districts with small student 
populations (less than 300 tested students) or where fewer  than five students taking 
alternate assessments puts them over 1%, they will be assigned to Tier 1 supports.  
Otherwise, districts with alternate assessment rates between 1.1  and 1.2% and that 
have not disproportionately over-assigned any demographic subgroup of students to  
alternate assessments, the universal supports and guidance will  be the primary form  
of support provided.  

Districts with either alternate assessment rates between 1.3% to 1.9% and  that  have  
disproportionately over-assigned some sub-group of students to take alternate  
assessments but with overall rates less than 1.3%, will receive Tier 2 support. These  
districts will be asked to review with the ISD the IEPs of students who have disability 
types, general educational instruction levels, or alternate assessment performance  
statuses that may not be compatible with a designation as a student with the most 
significant  cognitive disability. For Tier 2 districts, flagged student cases will require a 
review and confirmation of appropriate, evidence-based diagnostic criteria used for 
determining whether the student meets all  four  criteria for the appropriate use of  
alternate standards in assessments and instruction. This includes  three  criteria for 
accurately identifying students with the most significant cognitive disability  
(substantial intellectual impairment, substantial impairment in adaptive functioning,  
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and extensive support needs) and includes a 4th criterion that the student is also 
receiving a majority of instruction and summative curriculum based on alternate 
content expectations. Staff and parents will review the rubric to help interpret 
criterion-relevant data to determine if each criterion is met. When all criteria are met, 
the student is eligible for MI-Access. When any one of the criteria is not met, the 
students may not take MI-Access. 

Furthermore,  Tier 2 districts will have to conduct an educational benefit review for all  
students who continue to meet all four criteria, but are surpassing the alternate  
standards, to help ensure that high expectations and rigorous instruction are  
equitably made available for all students with disabilities. The results of the  
educational benefit review will need to be reviewed by the ISD for approval. Lastly,  
for districts in this tier, a standard parent information and consent form about the  
use of alternate standards and assessments will need to be developed and used in 
future IEP planning meetings.  

Districts with either alternate assessment rates of 2% or higher, or who have both 
disproportionately over-assigned a demographic subgroup of students to alternate  
assessments and have overall alternate assessment rates greater than 1.2%, will  
receive Tier  3 support. These districts will be asked to review with the ISD the IEPs of  
students who have disability types, general educational instruction levels, or 
alternate assessment performance statuses that may not be compatible with a 
designation as a student  with the most significant disability. Districts in this tier must 
review flagged student cases using the  Rubric for Assigning Students to Alternate  
Standards for instruction and assessment  along with criterion-relevant data. Districts  
will be required to attend a meeting, led by MDE staff, focusing on appropriately  
identifying students who meet the definition of most significant cognitive disability.  
Districts will be required to  review their flagged student cases and will be given an 
opportunity to apply  the rubric to one or more. For all flagged student cases from  
Tier 3 districts, a summary of this review will be turned into MDE to provide directed 
feedback. When all four criteria are met, the student is eligible for MI-Access. When  
any one of the criteria is not met, the student may not take MI-Access. Additionally,  
districts will have to conduct an educational benefit review for all  students who  
continue to meet all four criteria, but are surpassing the alternate standards, to help 
ensure that high expectations and rigorous instruction are equitably made available  
for all students with disabilities. The results of the educational benefit review will  
need to be submitted to MDE for review.  Lastly, for districts in this tier, a standard 
parent information and consent form about the use of alternate content expectations  
and assessments will need to be developed and used in future IEP planning meetings.  

Timeline 

• Tier 1 districts will review their justification forms and provide general 
guidance for training and requirements by the end of March 2026. 

• Tier 2 districts in October 2025 began reviewing flagged student cases and 
began reviewing the student’s IEP records using the rubric. Summaries must 
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be shared with the ISD for eight cases from up to four districts by April 1, 
2026. Flagged student cases must be reviewed and approved by the ISD. 

• Tier 3 districts will review flagged student cases beginning in October 2025 and  
must review the student’s IEP records using the rubric. Summaries must be  
shared with MDE for eight cases from up to four districts per ISD, by April 1,  
2026. If a Tier 3 district has fewer than eight flagged cases, then all available  
cases  must be reviewed and summarized.  MDE will provide directed feedback  
by the end of May 2026, and all remaining flagged cases will be reviewed, with 
summaries submitted to MDE by the end of June 2026. MDE will provide  
directed guidance to the ISD on these remaining cases by the end of August 
2026.  

MDE believes the steps taken with the implementation of our plan in the past two to  
three years have resulted in the reduction in participation we experienced in 2025.  
MDE is confident that the refinement of that plan will continue that trend in the  
coming  year and beyond.  

Links regarding public comment:  

Links regarding past public comment:  

Public Comment Notice Memo 2024_Alternate Assessment One % Cap Waiver 
Request, November 21, 2024 

Spotlight on Student Assessment Announcement for Public Comment on the Waiver, 
Pg 12, December 5, 2024 

https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/Memos/2024/11/One-Percent-CAP-Waiver-Public-Comment-Memo.pdf?rev=19cc8357997a4695a6f0c3a5f20750ea
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/Memos/2024/11/One-Percent-CAP-Waiver-Public-Comment-Memo.pdf?rev=19cc8357997a4695a6f0c3a5f20750ea
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/OEAA/Spotlight-Newsletter/2024-12-05-Spotlight.pdf?rev=ae5f135674d2416e97f99b85cb009e7e&hash=1B630461CF15E02C29556A2105B54347
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/OEAA/Spotlight-Newsletter/2024-12-05-Spotlight.pdf?rev=ae5f135674d2416e97f99b85cb009e7e&hash=1B630461CF15E02C29556A2105B54347
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