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Section D 
 

 
 

Rubric  

This section offers guidance to educators in 
how student performance is measured.  The 
combination rubric allows an easy correlation 
between the rubric language and how that 
language is operationalized for scoring 
(calibrated rubric).  Following the rubric are 
scoring criteria/explanations which give further 
information about each rubric dimension. 
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Rubric 

 
The rubric has been written to illustrate what students should be able to demonstrate at 
each of the three performance levels (basic, proficient, and advanced) and in each 
dimension of the rubric (performance, adaptations, self determination, transfer and 
generalization).  The language of the rubric is written in broad, general terms.   
 
For the purposes of portfolio development and scoring, these rubric terms need to be 
more specific in terms of what is actually required to be documented.  The combination 
rubric (rubric plus calibrated rubric) serves this purpose by providing more detailed 
descriptions of terms and quantifying the amount of evidence for each performance level. 
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 Rubric 
Dimensions Level 1 basic Level 2 proficient Level 3 advanced 

Student’s 
Achievement of 

Benchmarks 

Evidence that the student 
demonstrates little to no degree of 
breadth, depth, and difficulty of 
skills related to core content 
standards and benchmarks  

Evidence that the student  
demonstrates some degree of 
breadth, depth, and difficulty of 
skills related to core content 
standards and benchmarks 

Evidence that the student 
demonstrates a substantial degree 
of breadth, depth and difficulty of 
skills related to core content 
standards and benchmarks  

 

Evidence shows:  
Breadth – no achievement on 
primary benchmark  
Depth – level of 
achievement/accuracy  
(0 – 25%)  
Difficulty – neither age appropriate 
nor curriculum based activities  

Evidence shows:  
Breadth – achievement on primary 
benchmark  
Depth – level of 
achievement/accuracy (26% - 80%) 
Difficulty – age appropriate or 
curriculum based activities  

Evidence shows:  
Breadth – achievement on primary 
benchmark and on one additional 
standard/benchmark  
Depth – level of 
achievement/accuracy  (81 – 100%)  
Difficulty – both age appropriate 
and curriculum based activities  

Student’s 
Independent Use of 

Adaptations 

Evidence that the student does not 
use or uses to a limited degree of 
independence adaptations, 
modifications, and/or assistive 
technology; or adaptations, 
modifications, and/or assistive 
technology are not available  

Evidence that the student uses 
adaptations, modifications, and/or 
assistive technology; evidence that 
the student uses adaptations with 
some degree of independence  

Evidence that student uses 
adaptations, modifications, and/or 
assistive technology as appropriate; 
evidence that student independently 
uses adaptations  

 

Evidence shows:  
Student uses available 
adaptations/modifications/  
assistive technology independently 
(0 - 25%)  

Evidence shows:  
Student uses available 
adaptations/modifications/  
assistive technology independently 
(26 – 80%)  

Evidence shows:  
Student uses available 
adaptations/modifications/  
assistive technology independently 
(81 – 100%)  

Student’s 
Demonstration of 

Self-Determination 

Evidence that the student does not 
make or makes limited choices; 
evidence that the student does not 
reflect on and/or evaluate 
performance  

Evidence that the student makes 
choices and reflects on and/or 
evaluates his/her performance  

Evidence that the student makes 
choices, reflects on and/or 
evaluates his/her performance, and 
uses these to adjust his/her 
performance  

 

 Evidence shows:  
Choices – no choices or choices not 
related to content area activity (e.g., 
food, drink, clothing, colors, 
friends)  
Evaluation/reflection – no 
evaluation/reflection  
Use of Evaluation – no use of 
evaluation 

 Evidence shows:  
Choices –student makes choices 
related to content area activity or 
performance on standard 
/benchmark (goal setting, learning 
strategies, format, adaptations, etc.)  
Evaluation/reflection – student 
evaluates/reflects on performance 
on the content area standard 
(comparison of performance to 
performance or performance to the 
standard, etc.) 
Use of Evaluation – no use of 
evaluation 

Evidence shows:  
Choices – student makes choices 
related to content area activity or 
performance on 
standard/benchmark (materials, 
goal setting, learning strategies, 
format, adaptations, etc.) 
Evaluation/reflection – student 
evaluates/reflects on performance 
on the content area standard 
(comparison of performance to 
performance or performance to the 
standard, etc.)   
Use of Evaluation – 
evaluation/reflection used to adjust 
performance based on 
evaluation/reflection 

Student’s 
Demonstration of 

Transfer and 
Generalization 

Evidence that the student 
demonstrates skills related to the 
content area standard(s) which are 
practiced and/or learned in one 
setting  

Evidence that the student 
demonstrates skills related to the 
content area standard(s) which are 
practiced and/or learned in a few 
settings  

Evidence that the student 
demonstrates skills related to the 
content area standard(s) which are 
practiced and/or learned in a variety 
of settings  

  Evidence shows:  
Student demonstrates skills and 
concepts practiced and./or learned 
in one setting 

Evidence shows:  
Student demonstrates skills and 
concepts practiced and/or learned in 
two or three settings 

Evidence shows:  
Student demonstrates skills and 
concepts practiced and/or learned in 
four or more settings 
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Scoring Criteria Explanations  
 
Student’s Achievement of Benchmarks 
 

This dimension examines the student’s work toward achievement of the selected, grade 
level, district benchmark(s). The breadth of that performance looks at how the student 
demonstrates work toward related standard(s)/benchmark(s) in that content area.  
Breadth is documented by the Review and Task assessment strategies.  Performance on 
interrelated standards/benchmarks shows a higher degree of skill/ learning.  The majority 
of evidence in the portfolio should show documentation of the primary standard toward 
which the student is working and has been specified on the portfolio cover sheet.  
Documentation of all 3 assessment strategies (review, observation, and task) must be 
included on this primary standard/benchmark to achieve a level of proficiency.  In order 
to show a higher level of student achievement on the rubric, documentation that the 
student is working on at least 1 additional standard/benchmark within that content area 
must be included.  This additional standard/benchmark needs to have 2 pieces of 
evidence to document the student’s performance.  That evidence must be both review and 
task (see Review, Observation, Task section for further information on criteria for review 
and task) and must come from different instructional units of study than evidence on the 
primary standard/benchmark.  Review and task must come from different instructional 
units of study, as well.  In the context of the Iowa Alternate Assessment, a unit of study is 
defined as “a segment of instruction focused on a particular topic. School courses are 
frequently divided into units lasting from one to six weeks. For example, an American 
history course might include a four-week unit on The Westward Movement” (ASCD, 
retrieved from the web 8/3/05). 

 
The depth of performance refers to the accuracy of the student’s performance (i.e., how 
much of the work is correct). Expressing depth (accuracy of performance) in percentage 
allows a level of student achievement of the benchmarks to be clearly documented.  
Depth must be documented by the observation strategy and must have a summative 
percentage. See Review, Observation, Task section for further information on criteria for 
observation.   
 
The difficulty has to do with the student’s performance in instructional activities that are 
based upon general education curriculum that other students of the same chronological 
age (age appropriate) would be engaged in and is indicated by using the same materials 
and instructional activities as other students.  Curriculum based activities most easily 
come from collaboration with general education specialists/teachers.  The development of 
these activities generally begins with looking at the school/district standards.  The 
standards are broad statements about what students should know and be able to do 
regarding a specific educational outcome.  From that start, grade level curricula based 
upon grade level standards are developed (e.g. while the standard may read the same at 
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all grade levels “Students can interpret data in a variety of ways”, the criteria for student 
performance will be different at each grade level).  Then teachers develop specific 
classroom instructional activities to teach that skill/concept – curriculum based activities.  
Students who are in the alternate assessment should take part in those same activities 
even though their outcomes may be different and less complex.  For example, if students 
in the 8th grade are analyzing sports data, Priti, a student with significant disabilities, is 
learning to identify single digit numbers within that same general education, curriculum 
based activity.  This affords Priti the opportunity to practice the skill that is most 
important for her at this time while also giving her access to the same information and 
instruction that other students are receiving.  In order for Priti to demonstrate her level of 
performance on the grade level standard, she must also do some data analysis.  NCLB 
guidance allows this performance to be less complex than the performance expected of 
typical peers.  For example, while typical peers might be looking at various types of data 
displays (line, bar, and pie charts, data tables, etc.) to determine trends and make 
predictions about the outcomes of future sporting events, Priti might be identifying which 
(textured) bar graph column representing wins of 2 different sports teams is “more.”  
 
Showing that student work is curriculum based can be accomplished in a variety of ways:  

• Showing comparable peer work and clearly documenting grade level 
• Note from a general education teacher clearly stating curriculum is from grade 

level curriculum 
• Note from a special education teacher specifically stating the text chapter, unit, 

grade level etc. from which the activity is derived 
• General education lesson plan documenting grade level 

There may be additional ways to indicate the grade level curriculum connection.  It is 
important, however, it make sure that the connection is specific.  It will not be enough to 
have statements such as “All 11th graders …”, “4th graders all take health class”, “8th 
graders learn to budget,” etc. 
 
Age appropriateness looks at how closely the materials, activities, and grade level 
standards/benchmarks involved in the education and instruction of students with 
disabilities match the materials, activities, and grade level standards/benchmarks used in 
the education and instruction of students without disabilities.  The age appropriate 
consideration gives a 5 year age range of anywhere from 2 years younger up to 2 years 
older than the age of the targeted student with disabilities.  By relying on grade level 
appropriate, curriculum based activities and materials, age appropriateness is guaranteed.  

 

When students of different age levels are in the same class together (e.g. self contained 
units), providing different age appropriate instruction for each student is difficult.  
However, grade level considerations should be made on an individual basis in order to 
deliver the most appropriate instruction for each student. In an effort to ease the 
instructional difficulties arising from these configurations, some programs deliver to all 
students instruction geared toward one specific grade level.  While making instructional 
delivery more convenient, grouping all students with severe disabilities into one grade 
level for ease of instruction is not an effective practice.  For example, delivering only 
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fourth grade content area instruction to a self contained class of students with severe 
disabilities only ensures that some students never receive the 3rd nor 5th grade curriculum.  
Allowing for this practice to continue does not facilitate transition but only allows for the 
acceptance of less than best practice instruction. 

 
Achievement/Accuracy: degree/level of correct performance  
Age Appropriate: materials and activities that reflect the chronological age of a student 
(can be within a 2 years younger to 2 years older age range)  
Benchmarks: measurable and observable component of each grade level, district school 
standard; should relate to IEP goals.  
Breadth: evidence of a variety of benchmarks and assessment strategies within 
curriculum based learning activities  
Curriculum Based: instructional activities from the age appropriate, grade level, general 
curriculum 
Depth: level of achievement/accuracy of a benchmark  
Difficulty: the degree of alignment of a student’s performance to age-appropriate, general 
education, grade level curriculum based instructional activities  
Standards: broad statements about what students should know and be able to do; maybe 
either comprehensive or organized by specific grade level expectations. 
 
Student’s Independent Use of Adaptations 
  
This dimension examines the student’s use of adaptations, modifications, and/or assistive 
technology and how independently the student uses those supports. The student should 
demonstrate the use of at least one of the 3 types of supports (adaptations, modifications, 
assistive technology) but does not have to use all three. The supports used for assessment 
should be the same as those the student requires and uses during instruction. Supports 
should be easy for the student to use and serve to make learning/performing within the 
context of general curriculum instruction more accessible and meaningful.  Independent 
use of adaptations is important for the student and can be documented by any 3 of 
Review, Observation, Task strategies, but must be clearly documented and include a 
summative percentage of the student’s level of independent use. 
 
Wehmeyer (2002) proposes that supports should: 

• be developed using the general curriculum as the benchmark from which 
personalized adaptations, modifications, and/or assistive technologies are 
designed.   

• present and allow demonstration in a manner meaningful to the individual student 
rather than water down the curriculum.   

• provide the student an independent means in which to access and interact with 
the curriculum and ultimately, post school activities.  

He then states that by beginning with the general curriculum and creating individualized 
supports, high standards and high expectations will be established.  Further information 
re: the development and use of adaptations can be found in the AMAT module (Denham 
and Clayton, 2004). 
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Adaptations are changes that are made to materials that the student uses or how the 
instruction is delivered to the student (e.g. different modalities, manipulatives, etc.).  
Modifications are changes in what the student is expected to learn within the grade level 
curriculum (e.g. one vocabulary word from a chapter in a novel instead of 10).  
Adaptations (including those made to instructional delivery), modifications, and assistive 
technology should serve to help the student perform more independently within the 
current and future environments.  The independent use of the support should be measured 
separately from the content being instructed, thus the independence level of using picture 
symbols would be measured rather than measuring answering questions about the 
content.  Expressing the student’s independent use of available adaptations, 
modifications, and/or assistive technology in percentages is required in order to 
effectively document this area of the rubric and can be noted on work samples or by data 
collection.  Monitoring independent use will also help in determining appropriateness of 
the selected support. 
 
It is important not to confuse adaptations, modifications and instructional delivery with 
instructional strategies.  Instructional strategies include time delay, task analysis, 
backward and forward chaining, and system of least prompts.  While these components 
of systematic instruction are extremely important in teaching the student new skills and 
information, they do not necessarily make the student’s performance more independent.  
Supports that require other people such as scribes and readers, while important for some 
students in assessment and instruction, should not be thought of as adaptations as they do 
not allow a student to be independent.      
 
Adaptations: changes made to existing materials or instructional delivery in order to 
meet the needs of a student  
Modifications: substantial changes from the grade level curriculum in what a student is 
expected to learn and/or demonstrate  
Assistive Technology: devices/equipment used to assist students in developing and 
participating in meaningful standards based instruction  
Independence: student performances that are done spontaneously without cues and 
prompts other than those that occur naturally (i.e., “authentic”) 
 
Student’s Demonstration of Self Determination 
 
This dimension examines the student’s level of self-determination within instructional 
activities that address the selected standard/benchmark. The control the student exerts 
over the learning activity/situation/environment and/or over his/her own performance can 
be reflected in the types of choices he/she makes, reflecting upon his/her work, 
evaluating his/her performance, and using that reflection/evaluation to make adjustments 
in future performances or set new goals (adjust performance).  Self-determination is a 
process that continues across one’s life span so ongoing instruction is acceptable (the 
student does not need to demonstrate self-determination completely independently).  Self 
determination components may be documented by any of the Review, Observation, Task 
strategies. 
 
Student choice and control has major impacts upon student performance.  Students 
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without disabilities make many choices as a matter of daily living.  Many factors, 
including low expectations, ineffective communication skills, etc., contribute to the 
relative lack of choices or limited choices available to students with disabilities.  Besides 
the effect of improvement of performance, learning to make good choices is a skill that 
can and should be directly instructed.   
 
Reflecting upon one’s work is the next step in learning self determination.  Reviewing 
one’s own performance draws attention to factors such as accuracy and independence and 
conveys an attitude of importance to the work and the performance.  Evaluating the work 
and performance (i.e. is it better than before?, did I do a good job?, etc.), helps the 
student learn what is expected and what level of performance is acceptable.  Students 
may need instruction and guidance to make valid reflections.  Instruction is essential to 
learning to reflect and evaluate one’s own work. 
 
The use of evaluation gives the student the opportunity to focus upon that part of his/her 
performance that needs improvement.  In that way, the student can have a clear 
expectation of what improvement needs to be made.  The student can then concentrate on 
that particular area of performance (i.e., adjust performance).  For example, Robert and 
his teacher review his performance on touching pictures that represent printed words 
from a science lesson.  They talk about the difficulty in determining which picture Robert 
touches because he uses his whole hand (palm) which often covers more than one picture 
(“reflection”).  They decide together that the next time Robert needs to use his index 
finger to touch the picture.  During the next instructional session the teacher reminded 
him of his previous reflection and he attempted to point with his finger (i.e., use of 
evaluation to adjust performance).     
        
Self-Determination: the ability to control basic decisions and directions of one’s life  
Choices: student selections within the context of instruction  
Limited Choices:  choices that do not have a high impact on learning such as preferences 
of food, drink, color, clothing, friends, etc. 
Reflect/Evaluate: reviewing one’s performance and/or identifying the quality of one’s 
performance and the components involved in that performance 
Adjust Performance: using reflection/evaluation to make critical decisions regarding 
future performances 
 
Student’s Demonstration of Transfer and Generalization 
Transfer and generalization is especially important for students who meet the criteria for 
alternate assessment. The students who meet these criteria have documented difficulties 
with making generalizations and demonstrating skills across natural environments.  
Natural environments would be places and/or contexts in which age appropriate peers 
would be expected to learn, interact, and work.  For students, the most common 
environments would be the general education classroom and related settings (e.g., school 
library, cafeteria, computer lab).  By providing instructional opportunities not only in the 
settings alongside general education classmates there will be better models, higher 
expectations, increased communication and social interaction opportunities, numerous 
occasions for unintended  learning (e.g., waiting, turn taking, attending, organizational 
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skills responsibility, independence).  Generalization can take place across people, 
activities, materials, and settings; however, the alternate assessment is specifically 
designed to assess generalization across settings only. The very nature of different 
settings implies that the people, activities, and materials will be different, as well.  In 
order for settings to be valid in terms of assessment, the student must show demonstration 
of skills or learning/instruction in those places. Settings that are not instructional in nature 
would not fulfill this criterion.  Educational contexts may be considered different settings.  
For example, some elementary school students spend their entire day within the 4 walls 
of the 4th grade classroom.  However, in addition to decoding strategies in language arts 
“class,” they also use those strategies in science with vocabulary related to those 
concepts.  Even though those 2 contexts are within the same 4 walls, they are considered 
to be settings as they require a different behavior repertoire.  Conversely, settings that are 
essentially the same in terms of behavior repertoire (e.g. Rite-Aid vs. Walgreens) are not 
considered to be different settings.  Related to this is the use of different instructional 
times and groupings as different contexts (e.g., teacher time, individual time, group time, 
etc.).  These situations do not meet the crtiteria for different contexts and are not 
considered to be different settings for scoring.  Transfer and Generalization may be 
documented by any of the Review, Observation, Task strategies and are totaled across the 
content area (both benchmarks if 2 are present). 
 
As a matter of best practice instruction, it is important to use settings that make sense.  
Thought should be given as to where it is appropriate to learn, practice, and/or apply 
skills.  Settings that don’t make instructional sense (e.g. rote memorization of 
multiplication tables in the swimming pool) will not be used in scoring.  Additionally, 
other classes may be wonderful places to practice and apply skills in reading and math 
but few students actually learn to read in science class.  Prioritization should be given to 
content area classes for learning content area skills. 
 
We all agree that there are numerous opportunities across the curriculum to practice, 
apply, and generalize reading and math skills.  The embedding of these skills within 
classes focused toward the learning of other content is not only essential to accessing that 
content but to reinforcing reading and math skills, as well.  Additionally, these other 
content area classes are sometimes perceived to be “easier” to integrate students into due 
to the fact that some of the skills are more “hands on” and less abstract.  (However, this 
perception is sometimes true and sometimes not.  It always makes sense to carefully 
challenge our long held assumptions in the light of current reality.) 
 
While we do not mean to discourage the use of classes other than language arts and math, 
we do want to say this is not enough.  The in-depth instruction necessary for most 
students to become proficient in reading and math makes it imperative to include 
students, if not in general education language arts and math classes, at least in instruction 
following the core curriculum in those two content areas.  Students must receive direct, 
explicit instruction in the language arts and math curricula in order to effectively use 
those skills across other curriculum areas.  Even though generalization opportunities may 
be planned for simultaneously with instruction in language arts and math, they cannot 
take the place of critical content area instruction.  To focus solely on the use of language 
arts and math as components of other content areas is to ignore the importance of 
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curriculum instruction in those two areas.  
 
Therefore, it is our position that opportunities to generalize language arts and math skills 
while accessing other curriculum learning should be encouraged, they must also be taught 
within the contexts of general language arts and math curriculum content area instruction 
(integration into general education classes would be most effective but curriculum 
instruction regardless of placement is essential). 
 
To some degree, this position may transfer into the area of science, as well.  Certainly, 
science would include health classes, chemistry, biology, etc.  These are clearly 
connected to the learning of science concepts and curriculum.  However, there may be 
other contexts in which scientific concepts can be embedded.  The one that comes most 
quickly to mind is cooking.  Cooking is based upon science.  However, cooking is most 
often just cooking and no scientific concepts are brought into the instruction.     If they 
are then those classes could be utilized for opportunities to generalize scientific concepts 
and skills.  The same would hold true for “greenhouse” contexts, recycling, and some 
tech. ed. types of classes.  But, again, that would not be enough.  Direct, explicit 
instruction in core science curriculum is necessary for all students.   
 
Transfer and Generalization: the ability to use a skill in more than one setting  
Settings: instructional environments where the learning, practice, and demonstration of 
skills occurs 
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