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NCEO Brief Number 26 • August 2021

Getting Ready for 
the 2021-22 
School Year: 
Frequently Asked 
Questions (FAQs) 
About Testing 
Children with 
Disabilities

As states, districts, and schools
plan to return for the 2021-22 school 

year, questions are raised about 

whether and how to test children with 

disabilities, including children with the 

most significant cognitive disabilities 

and English learners with disabilities. 

This FAQ addresses some common 

questions and provides links to useful 

resources. 
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Q1. Why should children with disabilities be 
tested this school year?

The 2020-21 school year was an unprecedented 
year with many districts implementing virtual 
learning, and with some districts moving back and 
forth between in-person and distance learning. 
A major concern during this time of disruption 
was whether all children, particularly children 
with disabilities, have experienced learning 
loss. Educators want to know how to design 
instruction to account for any learning loss that 
may have occurred. 

As children return to school in Fall 2021, 
it is critical that states and districts gather 
information on what children with disabilities 
have learned and where they need more support 
to meet standards-based learning goals. With 
this information, educators can make changes to 
current programs and to instruction to address 
children's needs. Both formal and informal tests 
are important tools for gathering information. 

To ensure appropriate participation and 
meaningful test results for children with 
disabilities, individualized education program 
(IEP) teams may need to revisit a child’s IEP 
before making test participation decisions. IEPs 
written before the COVID-19 pandemic may no 
longer address an individual child’s needs after 
the pandemic. IEP teams should determine, 
among other things, whether revisions are 
needed to ensure the IEP accurately reflects the 
child’s present levels of academic achievement 
and functional performance; that the child’s IEP 
goals are appropriately ambitious; that special 
education and related services, supplementary 
aids and services, and program modifications and 
supports for school personnel are identified to 
enable the child to advance toward achieving the 
IEP goals; and that any instructional and testing 
accommodations and services that the child 
needs are identified. 

Resources:

• District Dialogue Guide: Addressing the 
Percentage of Students Participating in the 
Alternate Assessment  (NCEO Tool #4)

• Five Formative Assessment Strategies to 
Improve Distance Learning Outcomes for 
Students with Disabilities (NCEO Brief #20)

• IEP Team Resource: Making Decisions 
about Participation in the Alternate 
Assessment  (NCEO Tool #10)

• Pre-assessment to Plan Instruction for 
Students with Disabilities During Distance 
Learning (NCEO Brief #21)

• Reasons Why Students with Disabilities 
Should Take State Tests: A Customizable 
Template for a Flyer for Parents and Families  
(NCEO Tool #9)

• State-District Data Display Templates: 
Addressing the Percentage of Students 
Participating in the Alternate Assessment  
(NCEO Tool #3)

Q2. Are schools required to test children with 
the most significant cognitive disabilities and 
English learners with disabilities this school year?

In the 2021-22 school year, states and districts 
remain responsible for ensuring that all 
children with disabilities participate in state and 
districtwide assessment programs, as required 
by the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA) and the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA). Children with the most 
significant cognitive disabilities and English 
learners with disabilities may have been among 
those most disproportionately affected by school 
closures and other disruptions in instruction. It 
is especially important for educators to collect 
good information on the academic performance 
of these children to inform decisions about 

https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool4DialogueGuide.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool4DialogueGuide.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool4DialogueGuide.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief20.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief20.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief20.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool10_IEPTeamResource.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool10_IEPTeamResource.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool10_IEPTeamResource.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief21.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief21.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief21.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool9_CustomizableTemplate.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool9_CustomizableTemplate.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool9_CustomizableTemplate.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool9_CustomizableTemplate.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool3DataDisplayTemplates.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool3DataDisplayTemplates.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool3DataDisplayTemplates.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool3DataDisplayTemplates.pdf
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programs, instruction, and individualized supports 
and services in the 2021-22 school year. 

Both formal and informal assessments, including 
formative assessment processes, can provide 
useful data. Consistent with IDEA requirements 
in 20 U.S.C. 1412(a)(16)), states and districts 
administering interim assessments for 
instructional planning (or any other purpose) need 
to ensure that there are alternate assessments 
available for children with the most significant 
cognitive disabilities who are not able to 
participate in general interim assessments even 
with accommodations. 

Resources:

• Alternate Interim Assessments for Students 
with the Most Significant Cognitive 
Disabilities (NCEO Brief #23)

• Five Formative Assessment Strategies to 
Improve Distance Learning Outcomes for 
Students with Disabilities (NCEO Brief #20)

• Guidebook to Including Students with 
Disabilities and English Learners in 
Assessments (NCEO Report #420)

• Start with the End in Mind: An Infographic to 
Guide Decisions about Student Participation 
in the Alternate Assessment (NCEO Tool #7)

• Pre-assessment to Plan Instruction for 
Students with Disabilities During Distance 
Learning (NCEO Brief #21)

• Using Interim Assessments to Appropriately 
Measure What Students with Disabilities 
Know and Can Do: Advisory Panel Takeaways 
and NCEO Recommendations (NCEO Report 
#427)

• Who Should Participate in Your State’s 
Alternate Assessment? A Slide Presentation 
Tool for Administrators (NCEO Tool #6)

Q3. Which tests should children with disabilities 
take this school year?

IDEA requires that children with disabilities be 
included in all state and districtwide assessments. 
Most children with disabilities, including English 
learners with disabilities, will participate in the 
same general state summative test as their 

peers. Some children with the most significant 
cognitive disabilities may participate in alternate 
assessments based on alternate academic 
achievement standards (AA-AAAS). It is the 
role of the IEP team, which includes the parent, 
to determine how children with disabilities 
will participate in state and districtwide tests. 
English learners with disabilities will also take the 
English language proficiency (ELP) assessment; 
or, for those English learners with the most 
significant cognitive disabilities, the alternate ELP 
assessment.  

Children with disabilities are also required 
to participate in all districtwide assessment 
administrations. This includes districtwide 
administrations of interim assessments. Some 
children with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities will need alternate interim 
assessments. 

It is important that all children, including children 
with disabilities, participate in all required tests so 
that they can benefit from the same educational 
opportunities as their peers without disabilities. 
Past history showed that when excluded, these 
children suffered many unintended consequences 
such as watered-down curricula and less 
instructional attention. This often resulted in 
depressed progress through school and failure to 
achieve positive post-school outcomes.

Resources:

• Guidebook to Including Students with 
Disabilities and English Learners in 
Assessments (NCEO Report #420)

• IEP Team Resource: Making Decisions 
about Participation in the Alternate 
Assessment  (NCEO Tool #10)

• Who Should Participate in Your State’s 
Alternate Assessment? A Slide Presentation 
Tool for Administrators (NCEO Tool #6)

Q4. Should the accommodation needs of 
children with disabilities be reviewed for this 
school year?

Yes, it is critical to instruction and assessment 
that children with disabilities are provided the 
accessibility and accommodations they need 

https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief23.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief23.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief23.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief20.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief20.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief20.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport420.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport420.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport420.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool7Infographic.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool7Infographic.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool7Infographic.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief21.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief21.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOBrief21.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport427.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport427.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport427.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport427.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport427.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool6DistrAdmPPT.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool6DistrAdmPPT.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool6DistrAdmPPT.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport420.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport420.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport420.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool10_IEPTeamResource.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool10_IEPTeamResource.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/Tool10_IEPTeamResource.pdf
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in order to show what they know and can do. 
The accessibility and accommodations needs 
of children may have changed during the year 
because of remote and variable instructional 
conditions during the pandemic. In some cases, 
children may not need accessibility features 
or accommodations that they used before the 
pandemic. In other cases, changes in instruction 
may have led the children to need new 
accessibility features and accommodations not 
needed prior to the pandemic. 

Every child with a disability must have their 
IEP reviewed, and revised if necessary, at 
least annually, and more often if needed. As 
children return to school, their accessibility and 
accommodations needs should be reviewed, 
even if it is outside of their annual IEP review 
date. The parent or guardian, the student’s 
teacher, or a school administrator may request 
a review of the IEP at any time to determine 
whether a change or adjustment is needed.

Resources:

• Accessibility Features and Accommodations 
(Improving Instruction Parent/Educator 
Toolkit)  (Spanish, Simplified Chinese, 
Traditional Chinese, Arabic, and Vietnamese 
also available in both written and audio 
formats in the Parent-Educator Toolkit: 
Accessibility Features and Accommodations)

• Forum on Speech-to-Text and Scribing: 
Getting a Handle on What This Means

• Forum on Text Readers for Everyone on All 
Tests: Getting a Handle on What This Means

• Individualized Education Program (IEP) Team 
Meeting: Selecting Accommodations (Video)

• NCEO Accommodations Toolkit

• A Summary of the Research on the Effects 
of K–12 Test Accommodations: 2018 (NCEO 
Report #423)

• Text-to-Speech Accommodation Policies in 
2018-19 (NCEO Report #417)

Q5. How should children be prepared for testing 
this school year? 

Children need to be able to meaningfully 
participate in a test in order to show what 
they know and can do. The purpose of any 
test should be explained to children prior to 
administration. Children are more engaged when 
they understand why they are being tested, and 
how the test will benefit them. For example, if 
an interim assessment will be administered, the 
teacher could describe how the test results will 
be used to guide instruction. 

Children and school staff should be familiarized 
with the online test platform prior to test 
administration so that they can successfully 
navigate the test. Children also should have 
the opportunity to practice using accessibility 
features and accommodations. Prior to testing, 
school staff need to make sure that selected 
accessibility features and accommodations 
are available and activated. Problems with the 
testing system, as well as issues with how the 
testing system interact with assistive technology 
(AT) devices, can make it difficult for some 
children to access the test; these should be 
resolved prior to test day. 

Resources:

• Involving Students for Assessment 
Accommodations (Video)

• Lessons Learned About the Inclusion of 
Students with Disabilities in College and 
Career Ready Assessments

• Planning for Assessment Accommodations 
with Students (Video)

https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/II_access_brief_parent_english.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/II_access_brief_parent_english.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/II_access_brief_parent_english.pdf
https://nceo.info/About/projects/improving-instruction/parent-educator-toolkit
https://nceo.info/About/projects/improving-instruction/parent-educator-toolkit
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/2018ForumReport.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/2018ForumReport.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/2017ForumReport.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/2017ForumReport.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=APR4MBMSZXo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=APR4MBMSZXo
https://publications.ici.umn.edu/nceo/accommodations-toolkit/tactile-graphics-research
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport423.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport423.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport423.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport417.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport417.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E0IVPrFOino&t=7s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E0IVPrFOino&t=7s
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/LessonsLearnedAboutAssessment.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/LessonsLearnedAboutAssessment.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/LessonsLearnedAboutAssessment.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xV0nDq5hVX0&t=5s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xV0nDq5hVX0&t=5s


5

NCEO Brief #26 August 2021
The authors of this Brief were Sheryl S. Lazarus, Kristin K. Liu, Andrew R. Hinkle, and Martha L. Thurlow

NCEO Director, Sheryl Lazarus; NCEO Assistant Director, Kristin Liu. 

All rights reserved. Any or all portions of this document may be reproduced and distributed without prior 
permission, provided the source is cited as:

Lazarus, S. S., Liu, K. K., Hinkle, A. R., & Thurlow, M. L. (2021, August). Getting ready for the 2021-22 school year: Frequently asked 
questions (FAQs) about testing children with disabilities (NCEO Brief #26). National Center on Educational Outcomes.

NCEO is supported through a Cooperative Agreement (#H326G160001) with the Research to Practice Division, Office of Special 
Education Programs, U.S. Department of Education. The Center is affiliated with the Institute on Community Integration at the 
College of Education and Human Development, University of Minnesota. The contents of this report were developed under the 
Cooperative Agreement from the U.S. Department of Education, but does not necessarily represent the policy or opinions of the 
U.S. Department of Education or Offices within it. Readers should not assume endorsement by the federal government.  
Project Officer: David Egnor

NCEO works in collaboration with Applied Engineering Management (AEM), Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO), 
National Association of State Directors of Special Education (NASDSE), and WestEd.

This publication is available in alternative  
formats upon request. Direct requests to: 

National Center on Educational Outcomes 
University of Minnesota • 207 Pattee Hall 
150 Pillsbury Dr. SE • Minneapolis, MN 55455

Phone 612/626-1530

Visit our website at www.nceo.info

The University of Minnesota is an equal opportunity employer and educator.

• Supporting the Learning of Children with 
Significant Cognitive Disabilities: Helping Your 
Child with Academics at Home (Video)

Q6. How should the test results of children with 
disabilities be reported this school year?

IDEA requires that test data for children with 
disabilities be reported to the public with the 
same frequency and in the same detail as it 
reports on the test results of children without 
disabilities. It also is important to provide parents 
and other stakeholders with information about 
the instructional and test context during the 
pandemic. Presentation of these results should 
be done carefully so that the information is not 
misrepresented or likely to be misinterpreted. 

Data limitations should be described. For 
example, some children may have had limited 
access to instruction during the 2020-21 school 
year as result of the pandemic. If the cohort of 
children differs from previous years, that should 
be noted, as well as the challenges of comparing 
pre- and post-pandemic data. 

Resources:

• 2017-18 Publicly Reported Assessment 
Results for Students with Disabilities and 
English Learners with Disabilities (NCEO 
Report #419)

• Role of Assessment Data in State Systemic 
Improvement Plans (SSIPs): An Analysis of FFY 
2018 SSIPs (NCEO Report #425)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bMxE_-Vhg2o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bMxE_-Vhg2o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bMxE_-Vhg2o
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport419.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport419.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport419.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport419.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport425.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport425.pdf
https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/NCEOReport425.pdf
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