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Defining ñSignificant 

Cognitive Disabilitiesò

ÂStudents who participate in alternate 
assessments with alternate achievement 
standards linked to state grade level 
content standards

ÂStudents who are (1) within one or more of the 
existing categories of disability under the IDEA 
(e.g., autism, multiple disabilities, TBI, etc.); and 
(2) whose cognitive impairments may prevent them 
from attaining grade-level achievement standards, 
even with the very best instruction. 

- August, 2005 ðNCLB non-regulatory guidance
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Research Questions

ÂDo the GOMs in reading produce reliable data when 

used with students with significant cognitive 

disabilities?

ÂDo the GOMs in reading produce valid data when used 

with students with significant cognitive disabilities?

ÂDo the GOMs in reading show growth over time when 

used with students with significant cognitive 

disabilities?
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Some promising worké

ÂAl Otaiba & Hosp (2004) - used letter sounds, passage 

reading and sight words to monitor progress while 

implementing a tutoring model with students with down 

syndrome

ÂTindal et al (2003) examined the possibility of developing 

a set of standardized tasks (CBM measures) for students 

with disabilities which would measure the same construct 

as that of large scale assessments.

ÂWallace, Ticha & Gustafson (2006) ïpilot study found 

that timed measures could be used with students with 

significant cognitive disabilities.



+ Sample

ÂDevelopmental Cognitive Delay (DCD) Program -
Serves students with mild to severe mental disabilities 
whose needs cannot be met in regular classrooms even 
with support from special education resource teachers 
(SERTs). Programs serve a large range of student needs, 
depending on the severity of their disability and type of 
program needed. Services are provided in a variety of 
settings including general and special education 
classrooms, community environments and job training 
sites. Services include academic skills, functional and 
adaptive skills, intellectual functioning, social skills and 
vocational skills. 

- Minneapolis Public Schools Web Site



+ Sample

ÂThe participants in the study were 29 students with 
significant cognitive disabilities from five urban 
schools in Minnesota. 

ÂTwenty students (69%) were male and nine (31%) 
were female. 

ÂStudents from Kindergarten through grade eleven 
were represented.

ÂTwenty-two of the 29 students (66%) received free or 
reduced lunch.  Five students (17%) were English 
Language Learners (ELL). 



+ Sample

ÂDCD (developmental cognitive disability) ï62% (18)

ÂSMI (severe multiple impairment) ï7% (2) 

ÂOHI (other health impairment) ï3% (1)

ÂTBI (traumatic brain injury) ï3% (1)

ÂA label specific to the district, SNAP (student needing 
alternative program)- 21% (6)

ÂDevelopmental delay in early childhood special 
education ï3% (1)
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Issues for Consideration

1. Flexibility is needed when assessing students who 
may be deaf/blind, have limited physical movement, 
are nonverbal, or who require alternate ways of 
responding to academic content.

2. There is limited research demonstrating how to 
define and teach academic skills to students with 
significant disabilities.   Most has focused on 
accessing the general education curriculum by 
using functional skills or skills such as choice-
making.  
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Issues for Consideration

3. There is a lack of consensus regarding the 
progress that should be expected for students with 
significant cognitive disabilities in general 
education.

4. Curriculum for students with significant cognitive 
disabilities has typically not been sequenced by 
grade level.

5. Differentiation of expectations based on the degree 
to  which the student is acquiring symbolic 
communication along with academic content.  
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Issues for Consideration

6. IDEA and NCLB both require determining if 
adequate yearly progress is being made, using 
assessments that are linked to the stateôs academic 
content standards.  But, how?



+ Criteria for Development of 

Measures

ÂAppropriate format - students required to respond 
only by pointing (no verbal response)

ÂCharacteristics of GOMs (short, easy, inexpensive)

ÂSensitive to growth over time

ÂDifferent stimulus material: pictures, letters, words

ÂDifferent levels of administration difficulty: 
matching and identification

ÂPrompting system to avoid student failure
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