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ALTELLA Project Goal

The ALTELLA project researches instructional practices, 
accessibility features and accommodations, and assessment of 
English learners with significant cognitive disabilities to develop 
an evidence-centered design approach that informs our 
understanding of alternate English language proficiency 
assessment for these students.
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Who Are English Learners with 
Significant Cognitive Disabilities?
English learners with significant 
cognitive disabilities are individuals 
who have one or more disabilities 
that significantly limit their 
intellectual functioning and 
adaptive behavior as documented in 
their Individualized Education 
Programs (IEP), and who are 
progressing toward English 
language proficiency in speaking, 
reading, writing, and understanding 
the English language.



ALTELLA FINDINGS: INDIVIDUAL 
CHARACTERISTICS QUESTIONNAIRE (ICQ)



Individual Characteristics 
Questionnaire (ICQ)
§Purpose: To learn more about the characteristics of 
English learners with significant cognitive disabilities. 

§The ICQ asks for information on students’ use of 
language including English and other languages as well 
as students’ needs related to their disabilities.

§The ICQ does not request any personally identifiable 
information.

§Most surveys were completed in under 15 minutes. 



Development of the ICQ

§Developed by ALTELLA staff with support from state partners
§Drew from Learner Characteristics Inventory (NAAC) and First 

Contact Survey (DLM) 
§Built the survey into Qualtrics
§Survey was piloted internally 
§Link was disseminated to states, CCSSO SCASS listserv, 

ELPA21, WIDA, DLM beginning on February 1, 2018
§Data collection ended on June 10, 2018
§ ICQ Report finalized September 2018
§ ICQ survey tool available on the ALTELLA website end of 

September



Types of Questions

§Demographic information, including languages across multiple 
settings 

§Disability information 
§Communication preferences including augmentative and 

alternative communication (AAC) systems 
§Services received in school, type of classroom setting, and 

attendance 
§Accommodations and accessibility resources during 

instruction and testing 



Types of Questions

§Participation and performance on alternate assessment in 
English language arts, math, or science (the AA AAS) 

§Participation and performance on the English Language 
Proficiency assessment 

§Receptive and expressive communication and engagement in 
English and/or languages other than English 

§Observed performance in reading, writing, and mathematics 
in English and languages other than English



ICQ Responses

Total: 
1,578*



ICQ Survey: Student Background 
Information

§More male students (n=1025, 65%) than female 
students (n=549, 34.8%).
§Students’ home language is primarily Spanish 
(n=819; 53.8%). Most common other primary 
home languages include English (n=424, 
27.8%), Arabic (n = 40; 2.6%).
§Most of the students were between the ages of 8 
and 13 (57.0%). 



Responses by Grade



Student Race/Ethnicity



Students’ Length of Time in the U.S. 



Student Migrant Status



Student Attendance



Disability Categories

26.9

42.3

11.6

6

13.2

Primary Disability Category

Autism Intellectual Disability

Multiple Disabilities Developmental Delay

Other

• Most students have an 
intellectual disability as 
their primary disability. 

• Out of the 646 students 
who have a secondary 
disability, 186 (45.7%) have 
a speech/language 
impairment. 53 (14.9%) 
have an intellectual 
disability. 



Primary Disability Category



Student Vision



Student Hearing



Student Motor Skills



Student Primary Home Language



Setting and Language Use



Ways Students Communicate



Receptive Communication



Expressive Communication (Speech)



Expressive Communication (Signing)



Expressive Communication (AAC)



Accessibility Features and 
Accommodations

Assessment
75.3% - Extended Time
66.1% - Read Aloud
65.5% - Directions 
Repeated
22.9% - Scribe
18.3% - Text to Speech
7.3% - Do not receive

Instructional
79.2% - Extended Time
74.7% - Directions 
Repeated
73.4% - Read Aloud
24.1% - Scribe
19.2% - Text to Speech
5.4% - Do not receive



Time in EL Services



English Language Proficiency

• A great deal of students 
have not taken an ELP 
assessment (31.2%)

• Many students do not 
have an English language 
acquisition specialist on 
their IEP team (38.8%). 

31.2

2.29
27.3

35

24.1

ELP Assessment

No ELP Assessment AZELLA
ACCESS Alt ACCESS
ELPA21 Other



Alternate Content Assessment 
Performance - ELA

MSAA DLM SC-Alt MI-Access
L Students
1 100 

(36.9%)
2 37 

(13.7%)
3 33 

(12.2%)
4 6 (2.2%)

N 95 
(35.1%)

T 271

L Students
1 75 

(36.8%)
2 56 

(27.4%)
3 36 

(17.6%)
4 9 (4.4%)

N 28 
(13.7%)

T 204

L Students
1 68

(60.2%)
2 19 

(16.8%)
3 <6

N 21 
(18.6%)

T 114

L Students
1 11 

(44.0%)
2 <6

3 <6

N 7
(28.0%)

T 25 

L Students
1 12 

(40.0%)
2 <6

3 8 
(26.7%)

4 <6

N <6

T 30

MTAS



Alternate Content Assessment 
Performance - Math

MSAA DLM SC-Alt MI-Access
L Students
1 87 

(32.3%)
2 38 

(14.1%)
3 42 

(15.6%)
4 9 (3.3%)

N 93 
(34.6%)

T 269

L Students
1 85 

(41.7%)
2 48

(23.5%)
3 36

(17.6%)
4 7 (3.4%)

N 28
(13.7%)

T 204

L Students
1 69 

(60.5%)
2 12 

(10.5%)
3 10

(8.8%)
N 23 

(20.2%)
T 114

L Students
1 10 

(40.0%)
2 <6

3 <6 

N 9
(36.0%)

T 25 

L Students
1 10 

(35.7%)
2 <6

3 10 
(35.7%)

4 <6

N <6

T 28

MTAS



Alternate Content Assessment 
Performance - Science

AIMS DLM SC-Alt MI-Access
L Students
1 68

(28.7%)
2 15 (6.3%)

3/4 26 
(11.0%)

N 128 
(54.0%)

T 237

L Students
1 72 

(42.9%)
2 36

(21.4%)
3 25

(14.8%)
4 7 (4.2%)

N 28 
(16.7%)

T 168

L Students
1 56

(51.4%)
2 14 

(12.8%)
3 <6

N 34 
(31.2%)

T 109

L Students
1 <6

2 <6

3 <6

N 15 
(60.0%)

T 25

L Students
1 9 

(32.1%)
2 0 

3 <6

4 <6

N 14
(50.0%)

T 28

MTAS



ELP Assessment Performance

Alt ACCESS

Level Students

A1 142 
(39.2%)

A2 55 (15.2%)

A3 62 (17.1%)

P1 55 (15.2%)

P2 43 (11.9%)

P3 <6

T 362

ACCESS
Level Students

P1 63 (52.5%)

P2 31 (25.8%)

P3 21 (17.5%)

P4 <6

P5 <6

P6 <6

T 120

Level Students

1 22 (73.3%)

2 <6

3 <6

4 0

5 <6

T 30

AZELLA



ICQ Next Steps

§ICQ Report available
§Print
§Electronic on ALTELLA website

§ICQ questions/tool will also 
be available



ALTELLA FINDINGS: 
OBSERVATIONS AND INTERVIEWS



Teacher Observation & Interviews

§Purpose: To learn more about the classroom-based 
practices and approaches teachers use in working 
with ELLs with significant cognitive disabilities
§Focus on strategies used to support English language 

development
§Inform the development of the assessment and 

future targeted professional development



Educator Recruitment

§Worked closely with partner SEAs
§Teachers with at least one EL with a significant cognitive 

disability
§Goal of 100 observations and interviews
§Expanded beyond project states
§ Information disseminated through CCSSO, ELPA21, and 

WIDA
§Direct contact with educators at conferences and 

professional development workshops



Data Collection Procedures

§Observations in teams of two (or more)
§ Interviews
§One person asked the questions
§One person took detailed notes (no audio recordings)

§Observations are ”reconciled” at the end of the day
§All materials are returned to WCER
§Scanned
§Transcribed and reviewed for accuracy



Location

State Observations Interviews
AZ 20 20
MI 12 12
MN 8 8
NE 6 9
NY 11 11
OH 4 4
OR 1 1
SC 10 11
WA 6 7
WI 2 2
WV 8 9
TOTAL 88 94



Instructional Setting

Instructional Setting Number

General Education Class 1

English Language 
Development Class 6

Special Education Class 
with Non-disabled Peers 1

Special Education Class 
with Students with 
Disabilities Only 81

Related Services 2

Instructional Group 
Setting

Number

Large Group Instruction 57

Small Group Instruction 21

Independent Work 8

1:1 Instruction 22

Other 5



Grade Levels

Content Area Number
Elementary 39
Middle 21
High 28
TOTAL 88



Content Area Observed

Content Area Number
English Language Arts 31

Math 26

Science 6

English Language Development 12

Other 41



Instructional Delivery

Instructional Delivery Number #

General Education Teacher 2 2.3

Special Education Teacher 70 79.5

ESL/Bilingual Education Teacher 15 17.0

Paraprofessional 27 30.7

Related Service Provider 2 2.3



Gender of Primary Instructor

Gender of Primary Educator Number of 
Classrooms 
Observed

Female 78

Male 10

TOTAL 88



Instructional Level

Instructional Level #
English Language Development 8
Instruction is on the grade level general curriculum (i.e., the same 
curriculum as other typical students of that age and grade level) 7
Instruction is linked to the grade level general curriculum but may be at 
a lower grade level 54
Instruction is delivered in the context of the grade level general 
curriculum but on different, non-academic skills (i.e., student uses the 
same materials in the same activities as other students but the 
expectations for learning are about something else – social, motor, etc.) 6
Instruction is not linked to or delivered in the context of grade level 
general curriculum 9
Instruction rationale was not clear. 4



Use of Technology

Technology Numbers
Computer 22

Chromebook 1
iPad 14

Smartboard 43

Other 22
N/A 1

No Technology 22



Student Response Modes

Adapted keyboards 2

Bilingual resources 1

Custom overlays 4

Dictation 3

Drawing 12

Eye gaze 25

Picture cards 41

Pointing 73

Switches 16

Verbal response 66

Word prediction 4



Cognitive Strategies

Cognitive Strategies Number
Bilingual Support 
Materials 4
Classification 13
Goal Setting 3
Learning Styles 23
Listening/repeat 78
Making Inferences 8
Note taking, highlighting 7
Other Mnemonic 
Strategies 8

Cognitive Strategies Number
Pronunciation/phonetic 
Strategies 29
Self-evaluation 10
Use of Graphic 
Organizers 32
Use of Imagery 45
Use of Real 
Objects/Role Play 22
Visuals to Imagery 8
Other 10
Not observed 1



Access Strategies

Instruction provides various options for the student to 
have access to the instruction Number
Concrete objects 30

Bilingual resources 3

Picture cards 53

Simplified syntax 45

Symbol based text 16

Tactile cues 23

Text reader 11

Other 66

None 3



Interactive Tasks

Interactive Tasks Number of 
Classes

Cloze 11
Cooperative Learning 9
Drills/Repetition 62
Experiential Learning 11
Guessing Game 27
Information Gap 
Activities 5
Interviews 0
Jigsaw Tasks 0
Negotiating Meaning 29

Interactive Tasks Number of 
Classes

Problem Solving 16
Read Aloud 34
Retelling a Story/Event 9
Role-Play 0
Simulations 4
TPR 34
Other 43
None 1



Social/Affective Strategies

Social/Affective Strategies Number of 
Classrooms
Observed

Asking questions 85

Encouragement, lowering affective filter 83

Social-mediating activities, empathizing 28

Overcoming limitations in speaking through 
circumlocution, gestures, coining words, etc. 29

Not observed 2



Informal Assessment 

Informal Assessment Number 
Recall/routine task (recall fact, information, or procedure) 84

Discriminate similarities/differences (simple analysis of presented 
concepts) 32

Application (use of conceptual knowledge in new and concrete 
situations) 20

Strategic (requires reasoning, developing a plan or a sequence of 
steps) 4

Extended (requires an investigation, time to think and process 
multiple conditions of the problem) 1

None 1

Not available 1



Language Use in the Classroom

Student responds to 
opportunities to 
demonstrate language 
skills Number of Classrooms

Observed

Expressive Language 86

Receptive Language 88
TOTAL 88



Home Language Use in the Classroom

Instruction provides the 
student opportunities to 
use English and his or her 
home language

Student utilizes both 
English and his or her 
home language in the 
classroom

Number of Classrooms 
Observed

Number of Classrooms 
Observed

Yes 14 19
No 74 69

TOTAL
88 88



Domains Observed

Domain Number of Classrooms 
Observed

Listening 83

Speaking 83
Reading 74
Writing 43



Types of Language/Communication

Adaptive equipment (AAC) 25
Head nods 69
Picture exchange cards (PECS) 16
Pointing 77
Signing 25
Verbal levels 4
Verbalization 31
Vocalizations 34



Professional Development
Types of Professional 
Development Received

Number of Educators

Formal professional 
development activities

27

School based activities 27

Teacher to teacher activities 29

Technical assistance 18

Receive no support 29

Other 16

Not available 13

TOTAL 159



Professional Development
Types of Professional Development Most Helpful Number of 

Educators

Face to face 31

Virtual (e.g. online, videos, virtual reality) 18

Hybrid 3

Meeting with other teachers 6

Teacher observations 10

Classes 2

Hands on activities 6

Not sure 2

TOTAL 78



Overall Impression: It’s complicated!

ØNo formal definitions for identification of English 
learners with significant cognitive disabilities
ØPolicy and guidance lack clarity 
ØFew guidance documents to support LEAs, for 

example the state participation guidelines
ØState reporting systems can not identify these 

students easily within the data
ØParticipation criteria and who should take the 

assessment



Findings: Observations

§ Students with significant 
cognitive disabilities who are 
English learners are primarily 
served in self-contained 
classrooms with special 
education teachers

§Even in the best academic 
classrooms there is little 
attention to strategies that 
support language development 
or an awareness of existing 
native language development

§Disabilities focus—more 
disability strategies used than 
language strategies

§The EL specialist while part of 
the formal IEP team, rarely 
provides any EL service or 
interacts in any meaningful or 
consistent way with students

§ Limited understanding or 
considerations for native 
language and culture



Findings: Interviews

§ Belief that the focus is on 
communication, not language or 
opportunity to learn (“All of my 
students are English language 
learners.”)

§ Greater awareness of the need to 
support language if the student is 
recently arrived or is a refugee

§ Limited awareness that native 
language and culture bring 
anything different to the academic 
table (“You’re SPED, you can 
handle this.”)

§ Limited understanding or 
consideration of how to assess or 
support language or how measure 
student progress in English 
language acquisition (“I don’t even 
know the correct wordage.”)

§ Students rarely receive EL service 
and language development needs 
are not typically written into IEPS

§ Lack of awareness of how to think 
about whether students need to 
take the general or alternate ELP 
assessment 



Observations and Interviews: 
Next Steps

§Report available on 
ALTELLA website
§Observation tool
§Interview tool



DISSEMINATION



Reports & Briefs

§ALTELLA Reports
§ ICQ Report
§Observations and Interviews Report
§Standards Prioritization Report
§ Item Templates Report
§ RFP Report

§ALTELLA Briefs
§Electronic copies available
§Printed copies available upon request



ALTELLA Website



THANK YOU!
CONTACT: 

LAURENE.CHRISTENSEN@WISC.EDU


