
      
        

    
    

          
           

          
              

       
        

            
    

         

             
              

             
        

             
     

          

           
             

               
          

            
        
             

   
  

        
            

            
             

  
        

             
          

         
             

              
        

        
  

   
    
Individual Education Programs 

Based on the DLM Essential Elements  
Transcript  

The Dynamic Learning Maps® (DLM®) Alternate Assessment System is a new 
assessment designed to more validly measure what students with the most 
significant cognitive disabilities know and can do. This training will help participants 
learn to use the DLM Essential Elements to guide the development of goals and 
objectives for Individual Education Programs (IEPs) for students with the most 
significant cognitive disabilities. This training is one in a series of training videos that 
will support teachers of students with the most significant cognitive disabilities in 
their efforts to teach and assess. This training is part of the professional 
development program of the DLM Alternate Assessment Consortium. 

IEPs are mandated by law for all students receiving special education services in 
public schools in the United States. The regulations state that an IEP is a written 
statement for each child with a disability that is developed, reviewed, and revised in 
a meeting that follows certain rules and regulations. 

An IEP must include a statement of the child's present levels of academic 
achievement and functional performance, including how the child's disability affects 
the child's involvement and progress in the general education curriculum. 

The IEP must also include a statement of measurable annual goals, including 
academic and functional goals designed to meet the needs that result from the 
child's disability to enable the child to be involved in and make progress in the 
general education curriculum. For children with disabilities who take alternate 
assessments like the DLM alternate assessment, the law also requires that the IEP 
include a description of either benchmarks or short-term objectives. Since this 
module is focused on IEPs for students who will take the DLM alternate assessment, 
this module will include information regarding benchmarks and short-term 
objectives. 

Since the 1990s, education reform has been driven by an interest in setting 
educational standards and ensuring that all students have an opportunity to achieve 
those standards. The revision of IDEA in 1997 first required that specific attention be 
paid to how students with disabilities were provided access to and involvement in 
the general education curriculum. The IDEA legislation also required the inclusion of 
students with disabilities in state and district assessment programs. The No Child 
Left Behind Act of 2001 required each state to develop an aligned system of 
standards and assessments for all students. The language of No Child Left Behind 
was reinforced by the 2004 revision of IDEA. This revision re-emphasized the need 
for students to be involved in and make progress in the general education 
curriculum. All of this was reinforced in 2015 with the passage of the Every Student 
Succeeds Act. The DLM alternate assessment supports this attention to an aligned 
system of standards and assessment for students with the most significant cognitive 
disabilities. 
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Transcript Page 2 

Traditionally, IEPs for students with the most significant cognitive disabilities did not 
focus on academic skills. They focused instead on basic academic skills or 
functional skills that did not relate directly to specific academic standards or grade-
level expectations. 

In contrast, standards-based IEPs, or IEPs that are linked to the DLM Essential 
Elements, include goals that are directly tied to the grade-level expectations. An IEP 
linked to the DLM Essential Elements will include present level of performance 
statements and annual IEP goals and objectives or benchmarks that are guided by 
the DLM claims and conceptual areas and aligned with grade-level DLM Essential 
Elements. The components of an Essential Elements-linked IEP are the same as the 
traditional IEP and must include a statement of present level of academic 
achievement and functional performance, annual goals, and short-term objectives 
or benchmarks. 

IEPs linked to the DLM Essential Elements also continue to include a list of 
accommodations and/or modifications, service statements, an indication of the 
student's level of participation with peers in the general education setting, and plan 
for how the student will participate in state assessments. Also, beginning with the 
first IEP to be in effect when the student is age 14 (or earlier in some cases), the IEP 
should address secondary transition and transfer of student rights. 

It should be noted that in an Essential Elements-linked IEP, the statement of present 
level of academic achievement and functional performance and annual goals are 
connected to grade-level standards through the DLM Essential Elements. This 
creates a plan that is aimed at getting the student to a proficient level on state 
standards in addition to addressing functional and/or behavioral needs of the 
student, as needed. 

There are numerous positive benefits to an IEP that is linked to the DLM Essential 
Elements. 

For example, an IEP linked to the DLM Essential Elements ties a student’s individual 
education program to grade-level standards and expectations. 

An IEP linked to the DLM Essential Elements provides positive academic goals to 
target in instruction. Starting with the DLM Essential Elements makes it possible to 
identify specific content that is critical to each student's successful progress in the 
general education curriculum and grade-level standards. 

An IEP linked to the DLM Essential Elements promotes a single educational system 
that provides a single set of standards for all students. 

Finally, an IEP linked to the DLM Essential Elements encourages higher expectations 
for students with the most significant cognitive disabilities. Carefully developing and 
implementing such an IEP will improve each student's opportunity to receive 
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Transcript Page 3 

specially designed instruction linked to grade-level expectations and appropriate 
accommodations to support achievement of grade-level expectations. 

In order to effectively develop and implement an IEP linked to the DLM Essential 
Elements, IEP teams must understand the DLM Essential Elements. This shared 
understanding of the grade-level Essential Elements will give the IEP team a 
common language, which will increase collaboration and facilitate communication 
between the student's family, teachers, related service providers, and other 
members of the IEP team. 

When the grade-level DLM Essential Elements are linked to IEPs, the IEP team is 
better able to determine what is important for the student to learn and then 
designate the specialized instruction, individualized supports, and related services 
the student will need to have greater access to and to make progress toward those 
expectations. It also helps the team to accurately identify the gap between the 
student's present levels of academic achievement and functional performance and 
those grade-level expectations in order to focus the IEP on areas that are essential 
to a student's progress. 

Each state and local education agency has its own specific approach to meeting the 
legal requirements of IEPs. Here, we will focus specifically on the process of 
identifying the gap between the student's present levels of academic achievement 
and functional performance and the grade-level DLM Essential Elements, as well as 
the process of writing goals and objectives that reflect the specialized instruction 
that is required to help students close that gap and meet grade-level expectations. 

Writing the section of the IEP that links to the DLM Essential Elements involves six 
steps. First, review the DLM Essential Elements. Second, examine data to determine 
where the student is functioning relative to the DLM Essential Elements. Third, use 
DLM claims and conceptual areas to help set priorities for annual goals. Fourth, 
develop present level of academic achievement and functional performance 
reflecting student strengths and needs relative to accessing and achieving the 
selected DLM Essential Elements. Fifth, develop measurable annual goals aligned 
with selected claims and conceptual areas. And finally, develop benchmarks or 
short-term objectives depending on what your state requires aligned with the DLM 
Essential Elements. Each of these six steps will be described in detail. 

The first step involves reviewing the grade-level Essential Elements in mathematics 
and English language arts for each student. Take the time to become familiar with 
the entire set of Essential Elements to understand the breadth and depth of content 
appropriate for that grade. 

Next, examine the data available to determine where the student is functioning 
relative to the academic content described by the DLM Essential Elements. 
Consider the fact that the grade-level DLM Essential Elements are the target for the 
end of the year, so the team's consideration of the gap between the student's 
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present level of academic achievement and the grade level DLM Essential Elements 
should take into account the growth the student is expected to make during the 
current school year. If there is a strong reason to believe the student will achieve the 
grade-level expectations as described in an Essential Element, then there is a not a 
gap, and specialized instruction is not required to help the student meet the 
particular Essential Element. 

There is a variety of possible sources of data to use in developing the statement of 
present level of academic achievement and functional performance. For example, 
the team could use progress monitoring data from the prior IEP and other sources. 
The team could look at strategies, accommodations, or assistive technology devices 
or services that have proven successful in the past. Data might come from 
classroom observations, student work samples, and formal or informal assessments. 
It is also important to seek input from the parent and the student to ensure that all 
available sources of data inform the statement. 

After the team has determined the gap between the student's present level of 
academic achievement and the grade-level Essential Elements, the DLM claims and 
conceptual areas can help the team set priorities regarding which gaps to focus on 
in the IEP. Identify the areas where a year of focused specialized instruction will help 
the student accelerate learning to close critical gaps and be prepared for content 
that will be addressed in subsequent years. 

For example, in English language arts, Claim 1 is, “Students will comprehend text in 
increasingly complex ways.” Within Claim 1, there are three conceptual areas. 

The first is Conceptual Area 1.1, “Determining critical elements of text.” ELA 
Conceptual Area 1.1 is emphasized beginning in kindergarten and continues to be 
emphasized throughout elementary school, but it has very little emphasis beginning 
in grade 6. As such, DLM Essential Elements that fall within Conceptual Area 1.1 for 
students in grades K–5 should be prioritized in the IEP; however, the Essential 
Elements in Conceptual Area 1.1 would receive lower priority in grades 6–12. 

In contrast, Conceptual Area 1.3, “Integrating ideas and information from text,” is 
emphasized beginning in grade 5, but receives very little attention in kindergarten 
through grade 4. As such, the Essential Elements that fall within Conceptual Area 1.3 
would be prioritized for students in grades 5–12 but would not be a priority for 
students in kindergarten through grade 4. 

Pause for the activity. 

Once the team has set priorities for which claims, conceptual areas, and related 
Essential Elements to target, the next step is to develop statements of present level 
of academic achievement and functional performance. This statement must reflect 
the student's strengths and weaknesses relative to accessing and achieving the 
DLM Essential Elements within the selected DLM conceptual area. 
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The statement of present level of academic achievement and functional 
performance is a written statement describing how the child's disability affects their 
involvement and progress in the general education curriculum. Because the DLM 
Essential Elements are aligned directly to the general education curriculum, setting 
priorities for IEP goals and benchmarks or objectives relative to the DLM Essential 
Elements automatically describes the student's performance relative to the general 
education curriculum. 

The statement of present level of academic achievement and functional 
performance is a critical step in the Essential Elements-linked IEP process. It is the 
step upon which all the other steps are built. The statement of present level of 
academic achievement and functional performance should be data-based and 
specific enough to serve as a baseline for developing IEP goals, as well as for 
determining accommodations, supplementary aids and services, and program 
supports. 

When writing the statement of present level of academic achievement and 
functional performance, remember that it must be observable and understandable. 
General statements based on opinion are not acceptable. For example, statements 
like, "Pat's performance in reading comprehension is greatly improved," do not 
provide sufficient information for members of the IEP team. The term "improved" can 
mean different things to different people. Improved does not convey a measurable 
or observable quantity, nor does it convey how Pat's reading comprehension has 
improved. Statements of present levels of performance must describe the student's 
current functioning using terms that are observable, specific, evidence-based, and 
clearly articulated. 

IDEA has requirements for what must be included in the statement of present level 
of academic achievement and functional performance. Three of those requirements 
are impacted by the DLM Essential Elements. They are the statements of student 
strengths, student needs, and how the student's disability impacts participation in 
the general education curriculum. 

Student strengths should relate specifically to the grade-level Essential Elements. 
The statement of student strengths should clearly describe what the student can 
do. 

The statement of need should detail what skills are missing in order for the student 
to be able to achieve the grade-level Essential Element. The need statement should 
clearly describe what the student needs to learn in order to close the gap between 
their knowledge or skills and the grade-level expectations detailed in the Essential 
Elements. Students with the most significant cognitive disabilities will likely present 
with a broad range of needs. Not all of them have to be addressed in goals and 
objectives. IEPs can also document additional support the student will require in the 
supplementary aids and services section of the IEP. 
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The final component of the statement of present level of performance is the impact 
statement. This component clearly describes how the student's disability or 
disabilities affect progress toward grade-level expectations. This statement of 
impact should not simply name the disability itself but rather describe how the 
characteristics of the disability impact participation in the general education 
curriculum. For example, the impact statement might read, "Pat's limited 
understanding of symbols and symbolic language combined with weaknesses in 
memory and communication affect her progress in achieving grade-level Essential 
Elements in reading." It would be incorrect to write a general statement such as, 
"Pat's significant cognitive disability affects her progress in reading." 

After the priorities have been set based on the DLM claims and conceptual areas 
and statements of the student's present level of academic and functional 
performance have been written, annual goals and short-term objectives or 
benchmarks can be developed. 

IDEA requires the inclusion of measurable annual goals in each IEP. The law states 
that each IEP must include, "A statement of measurable annual goals, including 
academic and functional goals designed to: meet the child's needs that result from 
the child's disability to enable the child to be involved in and make progress in the 
general education curriculum; and meet each of the child's other educational needs 
that result from the child's disability.” Importantly for students who are participating 
in the DLM alternate assessment, IDEA also requires that each IEP include a 
description of either benchmarks or short-term objectives for each annual goal. 
Individual states have determined whether or not to extend the requirement for 
benchmarks or objectives to all IEPs. It is important for every member of the team to 
be familiar with the specific state requirements and follow those requirements while 
considering the process described in this training. This applies to the use of 
benchmarks or short-term objectives as well as all other aspects of the IEP. 

The goals and objectives or benchmarks that are developed for a student should 
build upon current strengths and address needs identified in statements of present 
level of academic and functional performance. 

The goals and objectives or benchmarks are certainly informed by and linked to the 
DLM Essential Elements, but they are not restatements of the Essential Elements. 
IEP goals and objectives also do not take the place of or comprise the curriculum for 
an individual student. The law requires that all students have access to the grade-
level standards. That means all students are receiving instruction that targets the 
entire set of grade-level Essential Elements, and the IEP goals and objectives detail 
the specialized instruction students will require to be successful. Finally, the goals 
and objectives that are linked to the grade-level Essential Elements are not the only 
goals and objectives to include in a student's IEP. When appropriate, goals and 
objectives that reflect general functional or life skills may also be targeted. 
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To translate the DLM Essential Elements into goals and objectives, begin by 
considering the DLM claim and conceptual area where the Essential Element is 
situated. The claims and conceptual areas translate well into meaningful annual 
goals, while the Essential Elements are useful guides for the objectives or 
benchmarks. Once the team has identified the claim and conceptual area where the 
targeted Essential Elements are situated, use the claims and conceptual areas as 
the basis of the student's annual goals. Then, identify the knowledge and skills that 
are needed to meet the grade-level Essential Element as well as the knowledge 
and skills that should be in place already. This information will be useful in 
developing the benchmarks or short-term objectives for each annual goal. Finally, 
identify measures that could be used to show what the student knows and can do. 

Typically, it is unreasonable to develop goals for each grade-level Essential 
Element that will require specialized instruction. Starting with the claims and 
conceptual areas automatically reduces the number of possible goals from the 
dozens of Essential Elements at each grade level to the few conceptual areas in 
each academic domain that apply at each grade level. The claims and conceptual 
areas are linked to understandings of how learning develops in each academic 
domain, and they allow the IEP team to develop goals and objectives that are based 
on important domains of knowledge, skill, and understanding that are most likely to 
maximize the progress in the general education curriculum. The goals will be based 
on the team's best estimate of how far a student can reasonably advance, given 
specially designed instruction and accommodations, within the year that the IEP is in 
place. 

Each individual state has specific rules for writing IEP goals that teams should follow 
when determining the specific format of the annual goals based on the DLM claims 
and conceptual areas, but one general way to remember the components of an 
effective IEP is the acronym SMART. There is more than one set of descriptors for 
SMART goals. Some say SMART goals are specific, measurable, action-oriented, 
realistic and relevant, and time bound. Others say that SMART goals are specific, 
measurable, attainable, results-oriented, and time bound. There are likely other 
interpretations of the acronym, but the intent is the same. 

SMART goals are clearly articulated, measurable, and observable statements of 
what students are expected to learn. Specific SMART annual goals detail realistic 
and relevant conditions under which the goal will be achieved. Measurable SMART 
annual goals describe a specific performance level, the targeted number of 
demonstrations, the evaluation schedule, and criterion for mastery. 

SMART goals use action verbs that clearly describe the behavior that is targeted, 
and the behavior should not only reflect the Essential Elements but also be relevant 
to the child's unique needs. Finally, SMART goals are achievable within the time 
frame of the IEP. The fact that IEPs are reviewed and revised annually dictates that 
SMART goals must be achievable within one year. Because many IEP review dates 
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do not align with the school year, some IEPs will span two grade levels. Writing 
annual goals that are guided by claims and conceptual areas makes it possible for 
the IEP team to write goals that are appropriate across two grade levels and, as 
appropriate, use Essential Elements from both years to inform the benchmarks or 
objectives that link to each goal. 

Pause for the activity. 

For students with the most significant cognitive disabilities who participate in the 
alternate assessment, each annual goal must be accompanied by either 
benchmarks or short-term objectives. Again, individual states have specific policies 
regarding the development of benchmarks versus short-term objectives and the 
format each of those must take. However, within the policies or guidelines 
established by each state, IEP teams should use the Essential Elements to guide the 
development of either benchmarks or short-term objectives. 

For example, consider a student in grade 7. The team has already identified 
Conceptual Area 1.3 as an area of priority for the IEP. As such, the team has 
generated a statement of the student's present level of academic and functional 
performance relative to his or her ability to integrate ideas and information from text. 
The team has also developed an annual goal that reads, "Given familiar, beginning-
level texts, Pat will integrate ideas and information to compare two or more text 
elements for at least five different texts by the end of this IEP cycle." 

Next, the team considers the DLM Essential Elements for the grade that are related 
to Conceptual Area 1.3. These Essential Elements specify the types of text elements 
that Pat will compare. The skills required to do this can be translated into short-term 
objectives. In this example, the team has prioritized Essential Elements EE.RL.7.3., 
“Determine how two or more story elements are related,” and EE.RL.7.6., “Compare 
the points of view of two or more characters or narrators in a text.” There are other 
Essential Elements in this conceptual area, but the team determined that these two 
were most important for Pat. 

The team then considers how the Essential Elements translate into measurable 
short-term objectives for Pat. This example shows that the team wrote two short-
term objectives to go with Essential Element EE.RL.7.3. The format of the two short-
term objectives is consistent. Each begins by specifying the context within which Pat 
will accomplish the objective. That is, she will have familiar, beginning-level text. 
This means she will have an easy-to-read text that she has read more than once. 
Then, each specifies the behavior Pat will demonstrate: read to compare two 
characters and read to compare two settings. Finally, each specifies the criteria: two 
or more similarities across five different texts. 

The third objective is based on Essential Element EE.RL.7.6. It states that Pat will 
read to compare the point of view of two characters and has the same structure as 
the previous two objectives. 
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Now consider an example from mathematics. The team has already identified 
Conceptual Area MC 1.3 as an area of priority for the IEP. As such, the team has 
generated a statement of the student's present level of academic and functional 
performance relative to his or her ability to calculate accurately and efficiently using 
simple arithmetic operations. The team has also developed an annual goal that 
reads, "Given problems with like denominators, products up to 100, or divisors up to 
five, Pat will solve a set of 10 or more problems with 80% accuracy by the end of this 
IEP cycle." 

Next, the team considers the DLM Essential Elements for the grade that are related 
to Conceptual Area 1.3. These Essential Elements specify the types of calculations 
Pat will be able to complete accurately and efficiently. The skills required to do this 
can be translated into short-term objectives. In this example, the team has 
prioritized Essential Elements EE.7.NS.1., “Add fractions with like denominators 
(halves, thirds, fourths, and tenths) with sums less than or equal to one,” EE.7.NS.2.a., 
“Solve multiplication problems with products to 100,” and EE.7.NS.2.b., “Solve division 
problems with divisors up to five and also with a divisor of 10 without remainders.” 

The team then considers how the Essential Elements translate into measurable 
short-term objectives for Pat. This example shows that the team wrote one short-
term objective to go with each of the three Essential Elements. 

Pause for the activity. 

The format of the three short-term objectives is consistent. Each begins by 
specifying the context within which Pat will accomplish the objective. That is, she 
will have a set of 5 or more problems. Then, each specifies the behavior Pat will 
demonstrate: (1) add fractions with like denominators with sums less than one, (2) 
multiply two numbers with products less than or equal to 100, and (3) divide two 
numbers with divisors up to five. Finally, each specifies the criteria: 80% accuracy 
across three sets of four problems. 

The examples provided in this training are general examples. IEP teams should 
contact their state education agency for specific regulations and additional 
information regarding IEPs in their state. At the same time, teams should work to 
follow the process of using claims, conceptual areas, and Essential Elements that is 
described in this module. 

Remember, DLM claims and conceptual areas translate into SMART annual IEP 
goals, and Essential Elements guide the development of related benchmarks or 
short-term objectives depending upon each state's rules. 

To access the DLM claims, conceptual areas, and Essential Elements, and to learn 
more about the DLM Alternate Assessment System, please go to 
www.dynamiclearingmaps.org. Thank you for your participation. 
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