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Executive Summary
Graduating with a diploma is an important marker of a student’s preparedness for life beyond public education. Historically, however, students with disabilities have experienced inequitable access in receiving a standard diploma compared to their peers (Achieve 2013; U.S. Department of Education 2020). Far too often, the classroom supports defined for these students in their individualized education programs (IEPs) fail to translate clearly and effectively into coursework and assessment design (Kern et al. 2019; Ketterlin-Geller 2007; Scanlon and Baker 2012). The Inclusive Access to a Diploma: Reimagining Proficiency for Students with Disabilities initiative, funded by the state of California, equips schools and districts to address the challenges students with disabilities face in earning a standard diploma aligned with federal requirements. This practice brief guides single-subject teachers in both general and special education to plan and deliver instruction for secondary students with disabilities. It emphasizes integrating students’ IEP-defined supports with state- and locally defined graduation requirements, utilizing alternative means of expression. 
Alternative Means of Expression are different assessment mediums (tools, strategies, and assessment types) available to students with disabilities, giving them flexibility in how they demonstrate their learning while still meeting coursework proficiency requirements—especially those requirements tied to earning a diploma.
Understanding Course Big Ideas
The first step in creating inclusive assessments is understanding the graduation coursework requirements. In California, this means understanding the State Board of Education adopted standards and curriculum frameworks for each content area necessary for earning a diploma. To better understand how the frameworks and standards align with alternate means of expression, local educators can identify the areas of focus within a course related to Big Ideas. Big Ideas are the central concepts, understandings, or areas of focus that represent what a student will be able to understand and do upon completion of a course. Big Ideas organize the course standards within the key concepts needed to show proficiency in the course. As a result, big ideas give teachers targeted, valuable information about how and when to prioritize assessments based on the key areas emphasized within a course.
When designing courses around big ideas, the state standards become important success criteria for students to show progress in coursework. Big ideas group standards together in context to help students grasp key concepts across various coursework requirements. 
Figure 1. Conceptual Framework Showing the Relationship Between Course Big Ideas and Alternative Means of Expression 
[image: A diagram of a mountain peak is used to illustrate the conceptual framework. At the bottom of the mountain are "general tools for flexible assessment," and "Content-specific practice briefs, performance tasks, and tools." The paragraph below fully describes the framework.]


The graphic illustration in Figure 1 represents the concept of course requirements as the peak of a mountain. The routes to the peak symbolize the student’s journey toward meeting the coursework requirements for graduation. For the purpose of this initiative, Alternative Means of Expression is likened to climbing a mountain that offers climbers various means to reach the summit. It is important to note that although the focus of this initiative is on students with disabilities and the courses used as examples center on the state minimum requirements, the strategies and techniques defined within this practice brief can be applied to any content area, course requirement, and student population. 
Weaving IEP-Defined Response Mediums with Coursework Big Ideas 
After a student’s IEP meeting, ongoing collaboration between general and special education teachers is crucial for identifying appropriate alternative means of expression for students with disabilities (Black and Hill 2020; Blanton and Perez 2011). When identifying viable alternative means of expression for a student with disabilities, the process starts by talking with IEP team members, especially the student and their families, about what the student’s strengths and needs are relative to communicating their understanding of the coursework. IEP teams will identify the highest leverage strategies coming from students’ communication strengths—the communication mediums and response mediums that students have been most successful using in previous classes and learning experiences. For more on how and where to document student’s communication needs within the IEP please review Documenting Alternative Means of Expression in the IEP: A Resource for Students, Their Families, and Their IEP Teams.
IEP teams will identify the highest leverage strategies coming from students’ communication strengths—the communication mediums and response types that students have been most successful using in previous classes and learning experiences.
Integrating Supplementary Aids and Services
As stated in Documenting Alternative Means of Expression in the IEP: A Resource for Students, Their Families, and Their IEP Teams, the supplementary aids and services section of a student’s IEP is where IEP teams will most likely document a student’s preferred response mediums. Supplementary aids and services are supports provided to students with disabilities that allow for their education in general education classrooms with peers without disabilities. When planning units and lessons, it is important for educators to consider supplementary aids, accessibility and adaptive tools, and services that are legally required to be embedded in general education instruction for students with disabilities. Visual aids or graphic organizers, communication devices, screen readers, manipulatives, adaptive keyboards, and sound amplifying systems are all examples of supplementary aids and services that might be found in a student’s IEP. Response mediums or communication supports commonly found in the students’ supplementary aids and services section of their IEP are helpful starting places when defining alternative means of expression specific to a student with disabilities. When these IEP-defined response mediums are braided with coursework big ideas, educators can identify viable alternative means of expression for students with disabilities.
Identifying Alternative Means of Expression
Alternative means of expression are the different assessment mediums (tools, strategies, and assessment types) offered to students with disabilities through instruction that also gives them flexibility in how they display their learning while still meeting coursework proficiency requirements—especially those requirements tied to earning a diploma. A student’s IEP-defined response medium is a viable alternative means of expression when it can be used to satisfy the full set of requirements for a coursework big idea and when it supports a student’s IEP-defined, preferred response method. When making this determination, special and general education teachers must work together to assess whether a response method is an accommodation or a modification of the coursework big idea. Strategies categorized as modifications to a big idea would not be viable alternative means of expression because they alter the rigor of the coursework. However, accommodations would be considered viable as the course rigor remains intact.
Modifications are changes made to the curriculum or learning environment to make the content or skills more accessible and appropriate for a student with unique learning needs, changing what a student is expected to learn.
Accommodations are adaptations in how a student learns or demonstrates content knowledge or skills without altering the curriculum requirements or coursework expectations. 
Strategies categorized as modifications to a big idea would not be viable alternative means of expression because they alter the rigor of the coursework. However, accommodations would be considered viable as the course rigor remains intact.
Selecting Courses Needing Alternative Means of Expression 
When selecting appropriate courses for alternative means of expression, educators should start with coursework and content defined by an IEP team as representing a students’ greatest area of need as these are areas where the student is not yet thriving. When a student is meeting content and coursework requirements, areas of further support are not necessary. Alternative means of expression should be reserved for courses where the student is not making progress or where the student has a history of needing extra supports. 
Alternative means of expression should be reserved for courses where the student is not making progress or where the student has a history of needing extra supports.
Students’ grades, work samples, and previous IEPs are all possible sources the IEP teams can explore when flagging which coursework may require alternative means of expression, especially pertaining to graduation requirements. 
Decision-Making on Alternative Means of Expression 
Once the selection of a course or set of courses needing alternative means of expression in assessments is determined, the following questions can support educators on a course-by-course basis to decide if a student’s response medium is a viable assessment method for meeting the coursework requirement, and therefore qualifies as an alternative means of expression for a given coursework requirement. Appendix A provides a decision-tree example for educators to answer questions that lead to finding suitable alternative means of expression. 
Which course Big Ideas show the greatest need for the student? 
[Note: Once teachers have listed coursework Big Ideas, answer questions 2 through 4 for each listed Big Idea. This process enables teams to identify alternative means of expression and assessment in advance. Then, these necessary options are made available to students with disabilities.]
What are the key success criteria for each Big Idea? 
What naturally occurring assessment options are available to any student pertaining to this Big Idea?
a. List any available existing class assessment options.
Within student’s IEP-defined supplementary aids and services, which response mediums must be made available to this student within the course design?
b. Will any of these response mediums allow the student to communicate their understanding of this Big Idea without sacrificing rigor?
Once a viable alternative means of expression has been selected for a student, it becomes the responsibility of the student’s educational team (for example, general education teachers, special education teachers, site administrators, and the student themselves through self-advocacy) to ensure the student has access to their prescribed alternative means of expression in alignment with the instructional pacing and unit planning of the course. Additionally, when measuring the student’s proficiency, it is imperative for educators to only score those elements that have been defined as essential to the Big Ideas being assessed. This practice allows students with disabilities to be fairly assessed in proficiency levels based on course big ideas, which capture an array of standards, maintaining the rigor of the requirement while keeping the needs of the student woven into the assessment design.
Integrating Alternative Means of Expression into Units and Lessons
Starting with Collaboration 
The implementation of the services, goals, and supports defined within the IEP for inclusive settings requires continual communication, collaboration, and support between general education and special education teachers. Established recurring partnerships between educators are necessary to continually implement alternative means of expression, given the wide array of content areas needed for graduation. Since not all of a secondary student’s general education teachers are likely to attend each IEP meeting (Black and Hill 2020; Pellegrino, Weiss, and Regan 2015), it is important for educators to have structures in place for communicating a student’s IEP-defined supports and services to teachers who are not in attendance. Counselors play an integral role in helping an educational team understand which course requirements have globally proven the most challenging for all students on a campus. They often have the resources and relationships to help foster connections between special education teachers and teachers in these content areas. Additionally, counselors have a deep understanding of the pathways offered to students on a school campus and can provide IEP teams insights on ways to navigate a student’s chosen pathway.
Beyond networking, productive collaboration cannot fall solely on the teachers to initiate these interactions; administrators need to create the conditions for these partnerships (Da Fonte and Barton-Arwood 2017). Creating master schedules, organizing trainings, and establishing monitoring systems are all ways to empower educators to collaborate in this manner (Da Fonte and Barton-Arwood 2017). Educators need both time and training to learn and know how to naturally embed alternative means of expression into instructional units and lessons. 
Backward Planning Process
Creating flexible assessments starts with educators utilizing a backward planning process to design units and lessons. Backward planning is essential for developing alternative means of expression as it establishes the desired outcomes and what constitutes acceptable evidence of learning. It begins with identifying the big ideas and the related standards being focused on within a learning experience. Next, the educators construct learning objectives or targets to define the focus of instruction in ways that are understandable to students. These structures allow educators to curate both universal assessment options (for example, test questions, report guidelines, presentation summaries) and student specific options (for example, use of a communication device or portfolio assessment) that vary in design but remain true to the rigor defined with the course big ideas, related standards, and learning objectives. Lastly, the backward design process involves planning inclusive instruction that naturally embeds these flexible assessments. Universal Design for Learning (UDL), culturally responsive instructional practices, and project-based learning are all examples of instructional methods supportive of flexible assessment models. Local educational agencies have autonomy when selecting which methods are most aligned to the strengths and needs of the students in their communities. Figure 2 displays the backward planning process, aligning the planning steps with the conceptual framework of this initiative. Appendix B provides a unit or lesson planning template as a tool for educators to use when deploying a backward planning approach to assessments. 
Figure 2. Backward Planning Routes to Proficiency
[image: A pyramid infographic titled "Backward Planning Routes to Proficiency: Inclusive access to a diploma: reimagining proficiency for students with disabilities. From the top of the pyramid to the bottom: Step 1: Establish desired results, step 2: determine acceptable evidence, step 3: identify alternative means of expression, step 4: plan inclusive instruction.]
Conclusion
Creating inclusive assessments for students with disabilities is essential to ensure equitable access to a standard high school diploma. Students with disabilities come into secondary classes with a wide array of strengths, needs, and learning preferences. Flexible assessment models are essential for these students to have what they need to communicate their learning effectively. To support educators in cultivating these conditions, this practice brief emphasizes the importance of collaboration between general and special education teachers in identifying alternative means of expression that align with coursework big ideas and IEP-defined response mediums. Educators need the knowledge and skills to evaluate when a student response method is a viable alternative means of expression for a big idea and understand how to create units and lessons where students can utilize alternative means of expression in inclusive and non-stigmatizing ways. By understanding the requirements for graduation and integrating students’ supplementary aids and services, educators can design flexible assessment options that allow students to display their learning effectively while still staying aligned with the requirements of the content area. Ultimately, this approach not only supports individual student needs but also enhances the overall educational experience, fostering an environment where all learners can thrive and achieve their full potential.
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Appendix A. IEP Decision Tree: Determining Alternate Means of Expression
The questions below offer general and special education teachers with guidance on identifying viable alternative means of expression for a student with disabilities who clearly presents an area of need in a course needed for graduation.
Question 1: Which course Big Ideas show the greatest need for the student? *
Insert course Big Ideas representing areas of greatest need.


Question 2. What are the key success criteria for each Big Idea?
List your locally defined success criteria from the content frameworks and standards.


Question 3. What naturally occurring assessment options are available to any student pertaining to this Big Idea?	Question 4. Within student’s IEP-defined supplementary aids and services, which response mediums must be made available to this student within the course design?
List any available existing class assessment options. 	List the student’s supplementary aids and services providing guidance on response mediums.
Will an existing classroom assessment option work for this student?	No	Are there student-specific communication strengths to utilize as 
an alternative means of expression for this 
Big Idea?	


No

Yes		
Yes	
Viable Alternative Means of Expression	Need to Focus on Prerequisite Skills


* For question 1, once teachers have listed coursework Big Ideas, questions 2 through 4 would be answered for each listed Big Idea. This process would allow teams to identify and pre-plan alternative means of expression assessment options that would need to be made available to students with disabilities.

Appendix B. Backward Units or Lessons Template 
This tool helps educators follow a backward design process when planning instruction. Note the key considerations for each step of the process. Educators can use this template to plan actual learning experiences. Use additional space, as necessary.
	Content Area
	Big Idea

	
	



	Standards-Based Success Criteria

	


Step 1. Establish Desired Results
Key Considerations: Backward planning begins with a clear focus on learning. This integral step makes sure the rigor of any big ideas and their standards-based success criteria is upheld across the unit, lessons, and assessments. The core focus of learning experiences is highly dependent on where your class is within the unit. For example, when just starting a course, you may only be focusing on parts of the big idea and related standards-based success criteria, whereas toward the end of the unit, your focus may be on a larger segment, or even all of the content within a course big idea. 
	Step 1. Establish Desired Results (insert content here)

	


Step 2. Determine Acceptable Evidence 
Key Considerations: Once you are clear on the results you are aiming for within instruction, identify the acceptable evidence a student needs to display to show proficiency in the unit or lesson. Look through the standards within the unpacked big ideas as your starting place when determining evidence. Additionally, consider how you might measure habits of mind or practices that have been woven into your content frameworks. This essential step ensures your instruction and assessment strategies stay grounded in the rigor of the frameworks and their related standards. Lastly, once completing these items, this is a great time to create student friendly assessment tools such as big idea-aligned rubrics and checklists.
	Step 2. Determine Acceptable Evidence (insert content here)

	


Step 3. Identify Alternate Means of Expression  
Key Considerations: Once unit or lesson objectives and their related success criteria are clear, you are free to identify alternate means of expression the students could use to show their learning. Within this step, start with the needs of any learners who have more intensive support needs, such as those with an individualized education program (IEP) and multilingual learners. These students may have legally protected communication needs. In addition, consider ways to include your students’ culture, interests, and learning preferences. Remember, you can offer alternate means of expression across a wide range of categories such as: 
Tools: Options in the tools students use to construct responses. 
Tasks: Options in task types made available to assess learning. 
Strategies: Options in the strategies students might deploy when expressing understanding. 
This step presents a great opportunity for partnership with your students, their families, and their community when gathering ideas for how one might communicate their understanding of a concept. Partnership with special education teachers and specialists for multilingual learners is especially helpful for this step. 
	Step 3. Identify Alternate Means of Expression (insert content here)

	


Step 4. Plan Instruction 
Key Considerations: The final step when backward designing learning experiences is often the most open-ended and heavily dependent on the curriculum your district has adopted, instructional frameworks you deploy, the cultures and interests of the students you work with, and your own creativity and style as an educator. 
	Step 4. Plan Instruction (insert content here)
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