
>> Welcome to the third webinar in our spring, 2016 Alternate Eligible Content series.  If you are new to 
Alternate Eligible Content and the essentialization process, please visit our PaTTAN website at 
www.pattan.net, and click on the Educational Initiatives tab, select Students with Significant Cognitive 
Disabilities.  All pre-recorded webinars are available on this page. 
 
If you have any questions or comments during the viewing of this webinar, please send them to the URL 
that you see on the screen; reference the date of the webinar, 4/27/2016.  All questions and answers 
received will be posted as an FAQ with the recorded webinar following this presentation. 
 
Our focus today, and our title, is Tips for Reducing Complexity Across the English Language Arts Reading 
and Math Content.  We've been spending a lot of time looking at alternate eligible content and the 
essentialization process over the past year and a half, so much so, we get lots of questions and lots of 
feedback in regard to this content, and we have been compiling tips and helpful clues that folks are 
uncovering throughout this work.  So your colleagues, your teachers, your folks in the field are working 
together to help bring you the best of the best information in regard to making this content accessible 
for your students. 
 
So today we're going to examine the coded content.  We've been coding using the essentialization 
process, so we're going to look at that and how it links back to reducing complexity.  We're also going to 
think about how we connect complexity with our students' current levels of performance.  We'll take a 
look at how we can examine the language, the vocabulary, manipulate that, and how that links to 
reducing complexity.  We will also talk about some tips specific with English Language Arts and Reading 
content when we're reducing complexity, when we're instructing, when we're writing targets, and we'll 
also look at that in regard to mathematics. 
 
So let's get going.  Some tips and helpful clues -- we're almost like detectives, but this is a way that we 
hope will give you some added support out there in the field, as you work every day with your students.  
So we're going to look at it in two different buckets, and talk about it in regard to when we're designing 
targets for essentialization, and whether we're essentializing the content or using it as it's written, 
depending on our students, and when we're designing instruction -- how we're building skills towards 
mastery of that target.  So there are really two different things.  So we're looking at it through the lens 
of being very prescriptive, very diagnostic and saying this is what my student can currently do, this is 
their abilities in regard to this content.  This is what they know, and it's the reality of where I'm starting.  
So when we do that and look at the alternate eligible content, we design a target, and we've talked 
about that, and talked about how we can take that alternate eligible content and reduce that depth and 
breadth even more.  And that's one piece of the puzzle.  So once you have those targets designed and 
what you're thinking about in regard to where you want your students to go, and how they're going to 
demonstrate mastery, then you design your lessons or your units of study, because those are the pieces, 
the building blocks, that are going to get you to the goal of the students demonstrating mastery.  It all 
fits together, as opposed to designing great lessons and units, at the very end taking some data, or 
taking some days you go along, and going, well, what did my students learn?  This is taking it from a very 
different perspective of being, again, prescriptive and diagnostic about where you want your students to 
go, and having that target and goal in mind from the very beginning. 
 
So we think about reducing complexity and making targets.  We're going to talk about how we provide 
opportunities for students to understand the content and show what they know, and how that does not 
necessarily reduce the complexity of the content.  Our students need specially-designed instruction, and 
we know that, and that's outlined in the IEPs.  And how students take information and how they show 



what they know are realities of what our students need, and that's okay.  And sometimes, that reduces 
the complexity and sometimes it doesn't.  And we're going to look at that in more detail today, and try 
to make as clear as possible by the end of this time together of what that variance may be. 
 
So for example, when we think about reading, even at the most complex content level, when students 
are accessing the content mostly through interaction with the text, to assure or affirm comprehension, a 
picture, a video, a photo, a line drawing or an object can be used to support the understanding.  This 
level of support is very minimally provided at the most complex level of content, particularly when 
demonstrating mastery of that goal.  And throughout the instruction, you may use lots of supports, but 
when they actually demonstrate it, you're not going to have as many in place.  The more support you 
provide to ensure student understanding, the more you may be reducing the complexity of the text, and 
we're going to practice that today. 
 
So typically, minimal picture support is provided at the most complex level, and we're going to look at 
some other examples.  So if I'm teaching -- I'm in elementary school, and I'm teaching and using this 
piece of literature because of Winn Dixie, a very famous story.  We may want to ensure that the student 
understands that this is a story about a girl and a dog, and if we wanted to introduce the fact that it was 
a dog, we could use lots of different ways to validate or verify that this student understands it, based 
upon the student's modes or needs of support.  So we may need to use an object.  So we may use some 
kind of a stuffed dog, or a representation of a dog.  We could use a drawing.  We could use a 
photograph, we could use an actual dog, if the student needs to touch it and feel it.  And depending on 
what we're asking them to do with the content, we may not be reducing their access to the content by 
giving them a variety of different ways to recognize that it is about a dog. 
 
So a math example, at the most complex level, when we look at this example, we could put for a piece 
of content that talks about multiplication of single digit numbers, we could give the student, two times 
three equals what?  And maybe that student is working on fluency of facts, or maybe we could ask what 
is two times three, and maybe the student is able to answer and compute that.  We could also provide 
them with an array, and have it set up as a multiplication array, and set up two times three, and ask the 
student to solve it.  And we could ask the student what is the product, or total of two times three, or 
show me two times three -- they're doing the same thing and computing at the same level of 
complexity, which is the most level of complexity as if we were saying two times three.  We could also 
give the student a group of manipulatives, and ask them to show me two times three.  And they could 
set up their own array, or their own ability to show us two times three, and what that is.  So the more 
manipulative and the reduction of vocabulary used to support understanding that's being provided, then 
you're reducing the complexity.  In this particular example that's on the screen, those are three 
examples of the level of most complexity.  And we'll show you some additional examples of this same 
content later on in our time together of what it looks like when you reduce it.  But again, three different 
ways we're giving access, but the student is still doing the computation at the most complex level of 
content.  Again, at the most complex level, we would typically be pairing it with those digits, which we 
know are the most abstract symbol used with math. 
 
So that's just getting our feet wet.  Here we go.  We've worked and talked about coding, and using 
coding to help us reduce the complexity, reduce that depth and breadth even further through a process 
called essentialization if needed based upon the student's current level of performance.  So how can we 
use that coding?  And I know you all have gotten very, very good at that out in the field, how do we use 
that coding and reduce complexity of content when we're essentializing?  So we know we isolate what 
students need to know, do, and in what context.  We circle, we box, and we underline, and we get that 



information.  And then we take that information, if you remember the essentialization process, and then 
we ask questions in regard to our students' current levels of performance, and we think about all those 
pieces of content.  And then we refer to the questions that link that student performance to the 
content, and that's going to help us think about what do I need to reduce in complexity? 
 
So here's a familiar slide.  Here's our coding, this is what we've been doing with alternate eligible 
content in our ELA in Math.  We've been looking at our glossaries; you guys have been doing a great job 
with that out in the field.  And we have been determining intent.  So if you remember the coding 
process, we circle what students need to know, box what they need to do and then underline the 
context of that. 
 
So let's recall, let's practice again, and think about the complexity here of this particular piece of 
content.  We were just looking at math, multiple single digit whole numbers, piece of fifth grade 
content.  So what do we need to know?  Well, we need to know multiply, what is that?  Is the student 
able to know conceptually what it means to multiply?  What do they need to do in this piece of content?  
Well, the know and the do are the same thing in this piece of content.  Then they actually have to 
complete the process of multiplication.  So they have to know what it is, and then they have to complete 
the process.  And what's the context?  You've got it -- using single digit whole numbers.  And remember, 
it doesn't -- it says single digit whole numbers, but it's really whole numbers don't necessarily meant to 
be digits.  If you remember, we can look at numerical amounts conceptually, which is going to help us 
when we think about reducing the complexity. 
 
So what questions would we ask about this content?  Okay, first, we're going to start with, what does a 
student conceptually about what it means to multiply?  Multiplication is simply repeated addition; two 
plus two plus two is three times two, or two times three.  Five plus five plus five is five times three, or 
three times five.  So does the student understand that?  Do they understand addition?  What can they 
perform with addition concepts or with digits?  So that's your first question. That's going to help you 
think about what my student already knows, and where am I going to set that target, because 
remember, we want to make it challenging, we want the student to move beyond what they currently 
are doing.  And so we need to take that current information to help us write a target before we even 
think about the instruction.  So when we think about the "do," is the student multiplying already?  How 
is the student demonstrating the process?  Are they using manipulatives?  Are they using a calculator?  
And if they're using a calculator, do they know what they're doing?  Are they just plugging in numbers 
and manipulating a calculator?  These are questions that you need to ask.  Okay, what numbers, digits, 
numerical amounts have the students mastered?  Notice it says, "single digit whole numbers," it doesn't 
give you a range, it doesn't say up to nine.  It could be any single digit whole numbers.  And have they 
worked with the concept of one?  Is one something that they understand, or is that a place where you're 
going to need to start?  Does the student understand the vocabulary of "multiply," or does this need to 
be reduced to familiar, frequently-used language as a way for them to access this content?  Then we're 
back down, back to the know -- vocabulary has a lot to do with the know. 
 
And finally, how will the student gain access to the content?  How do they indicate comprehension of 
the language, and how do they express themselves?  Very important when we think about designing 
these targets, and to essentialize.  So that's math.  We're going to be thinking about those through 
math. 
 
Let's look at the piece of grade eight information, and how we can use questions to help us think about 
reducing that complexity.  Here's a piece of eighth grade informational text.  It's under Integration of 



Knowledge and Ideas.  What do students need to know?  An argument, claim -- what do they need to do 
with that?  Now, I know you're all sitting there watching this going, "Yes, it's identify."  You are 
absolutely correct.  And within what context?  Well, it's context that the author makes.  So that gives 
you a little bit of information that we're going to need to ask some questions about. 
 
So if you think in your head what questions might you ask to link the student performance to the 
content?  I'll give you a quick second to think about what you would ask.  Think about the know, we're 
going to go there first, then the do, and then we're going to go to the piece about the context.  What 
does the student know about an argument or a claim?  Can they define either term?  I always love to use 
Karin Hess' example; Karin's from the Assessment Coalition up in New England, and she always talks 
about the claim is Lucky Charms, they're magically delicious.  Are they?  Who says that?  That's a claim.  
Does the student understand what a claim is?  Someone says something that they want you to believe. 
 
Can the student identify?  How do they identify?  How does the student interact with text?  So when we 
think about that the author makes, author is inferring that it's something that someone wrote or 
designed to be read, can the student define an author?  Do they understand what an author is?  Is that 
important?  Is it meaningful in this particular student that you may be essentializing or writing a target 
for in regard to this content?  So if they're interacting with text, how much text can they interact with?  
How much text do they currently interact with?  It doesn't say it has to be a paragraph, two paragraphs, 
a sentence, a story, a whole page, two pages -- there is no clarifying marker there of how much text it 
has to be.  What vocabulary and language may need to be addressed?  Identify, argument, claim, author 
-- these are all very important questions that you're going to need to ask in regard to this content.  And 
then again, determine how the student indicates comprehension of language, and determine how the 
student expresses themselves.  It's going to be really important that you use things that you know the 
student can do to craft these other pieces that you're going to need to build the student up where they 
don't know, or don't have knowledge that you're going to be teaching. 
 
So that's using our coding.  Now let's think about how we're going to use our language, vocabulary and 
how that impacts complexity when essentializing.  So when we think about reducing complexity of 
language, we're going to use frequent, familiar core vocabulary, considering each student.  So what's 
familiar to one student may not necessarily be familiar to another, so you're going to want to make 
those adjustments, whether you're in your target, in your instruction, when you're modifying text -- we 
spent a whole hour on that last month.  If you haven't seen that, you might want to go back and refer to 
that when you think about modification of text. 
 
So the more additional support; pictures, objects, photos, video, sensory input used to define 
vocabulary, it may be access, but more likely the content is reduced in complexity if -- ask yourself -- has 
the use of the vocabulary and the supports altered the level of complexity of the intent of the alternate 
eligible content?  So think about this, think about this example.  We've used this, it's in our one-pager 
that we've provided as a handout over and over.  It's about counting money to using coins or one dollar 
bills, if you're familiar with that in third grade.  We talk about using the vocabulary language, can alter 
the intent.  So for example, the intent of that piece of content was described as demonstrating 
understanding of the value of money using coins or one dollar bills.  So adjusting the vocabulary and 
language at the most complex level of content, folks landed on coins.  Coins would be much more 
complex than any other -- than manipulating single one dollar bills.  So then the next level, when we 
kind of start teasing it back and thinking for reducing the depth, reducing the breadth, we went to those 
one dollar bills, so the vocabulary and language were going to just the one, but we're using one dollar 
bills to count and demonstrate understanding the value of money.  But we would use probably an 



amount that would be familiar to students; if five is within their range, three is within their range, we 
would use that.  And then teasing that back to even more complexity using vocabulary and language of 
one -- one cent, one dollar -- we're staying within the intent, but using the vocabulary, we've altered the 
level of complexity by reducing the complexity to just a value of one. 
 
So vocabulary can be important, and thinking about how we're defining that, if we have reduced the 
complexity of the intent, the intent being demonstrating understanding the value of money -- we went 
from using coins, which would be lots of different variety of amounts to using just one dollar bills with 
varying amounts, up to single digit numbers up to nine, then maybe we would go back to teasing that 
back even further to a value of one. 
 
So supporting vocabulary and language, here's some other considerations.  So think, you can use videos, 
pictures.  We had the video of the hurricane last month, when we looked at modifying content, 
informational text around hurricanes.  So using a video, using sound, using textures, using real-life 
objects can certainly support vocabulary and provide access.  You want to identify what the student's 
symbol knowledge is.  Do they recognize letters, words, 2D pictures, line drawings, photos, 3D pictures, 
objects?  Think about symbols -- are the symbols you're using based on adult symbol knowledge?  What 
is known about the student's symbol knowledge?  So for example, you know, "no pets" -- maybe that's 
familiar to the student, but that's really kind of an adult symbol knowledge.  And a lot of references, and 
we kind of take that to lots of different extremes and make our own up.  And that may or may not be 
understandable, but ensure that what you're using is understandable to the student.  Avoid symbols as 
illustrations, unless it's the only way a student understands and demonstrates knowledge.  And avoid 
symbolizing sentences within targets. 
 
So you don't want to have a symbol for every word necessarily, as it could make the complexity of trying 
to understand what's going on interfaced with trying to understand what the symbols are.  So that's 
probably a whole other webinar, but just keep that in the back of your mind.  Thinking about 
background knowledge, leaving background knowledge limited may lead you to use videos and actual 
objects and sound effects to increase comprehension.  You want to pre-teach background knowledge 
and concepts, but only as it's necessary to the intent of the alternate eligible content.  You don't want to 
necessarily have to teach a student what a metaphor is, if you're using poems or similes, you know, you 
don't have to teach the understanding of that if you're trying to get to picking out a detail, or 
understanding a theme.  So you want to pick and choose what you're going to teach that's going to give 
you the most bang for your buck with the amount of time that you have with your students around this 
content area, that lines in as closely to the intent of the alternate eligible content.  We would again 
encourage -- and we talked about this last month -- avoid overuse of pictures.  We would suggest you 
use authentic pictures, age-appropriate pictures, object sensory input.  But go for the big idea.  Last 
month we had a modification using some pictures; we were modifying portions of Charlotte's Web, and 
there was a part of it where Fern was wondering about why her dad needed an axe, with her mom, and 
she saw the dad passing them in the kitchen. 
 
And so maybe just using a question mark may not be enough, and so you might need to have a thinking 
picture.  But you wouldn't want to say, "Why is dad" -- to have a picture of dad with an axe there at the 
same time that you wanted to really get, the big idea here is that Fern was really thinking about what 
was going on.  So you can be reading the story and represent that big idea that Fern was really thinking 
about it, and trying to figure out something that was happening.  So really be judicious when you think 
about using pictures and supports, that you're getting to that idea that you want to get to in regard to 
the alternate eligible content. 



 
So here's some vocabulary and language examples.  We're going to stick with our same theme; multiply 
single digit whole numbers.  So here is the vocabulary of "multiply."  So our student that may be -- we 
may be able to use that, but maybe not.  And you might be able to supplement "times," or give a visual 
support of what that is, probably at the most complex level.  When we start reducing and giving some 
additional clues, like repeat add, or add again and again and again, we are then providing supports when 
we can give a visual four plus four plus four, but we may also want to add some pictures with that.  
We're adding more support, we're reducing the complexity because we're providing more information 
to the student to help them solve the mathematical problem.  And then here, we might truly be almost 
giving a direction to the student, put it all together where they're actually taking these and putting them 
together, which is, again, quality of life.  If a student can follow direction to be able to do that, for many 
students at that level we would be celebrating and saying yaay, we see them being partial participants in 
their environment in the future.  So again, thinking meaningful, and how to make it applicable to your 
students.  We have a webinar on that too; if you haven't seen that one from January. 
 
Here's our example.  Let's take a look at language with our grade eight example of identifying an 
argument or claim that an author makes.  So here we have a claim, maybe "claim" is too robust; it's 
something you might need to break down to more frequent, familiar vocabulary for your students, so 
you could go with main point of an argument, define it for them; a statement of what someone wants 
you to believe.  Use your glossaries to back it up.  And we may need to reduce that even further, and 
truly define that what someone thinks and says, so maybe it's too abstract of what someone wants you 
to believe, maybe too abstract for the student to comprehend.  But we want them to identify at its most 
-- least complex level, what an argument or claim is, using words.  So maybe in the middle part, mid-
complex level, we might just even say, "think and say."  So our blue shaded ones kind of are moving us 
back to reducing the complexity a little bit, and we might even supplement that with pictures about 
people thinking.  And at the very least complex level, we may not even use words or text at all, but just 
pictures and probably photographs, or a way to help students understanding thinking.  Thinking is very 
abstract, or what you think.  We may have to pair it down with some instruction of starting students 
with making some opinions or claims of their own, and it could be just a favorite food or a favorite 
flavor, to start building them to understanding that what they think may be different from what 
someone else thinks. 
 
So let's pull together what we've talked about so far, so we can keep it kind of fresh in your brains, and 
in kind of a sequential way.  We talked about how to connect when we code essentially, how to think 
about reducing complexity through coding and using our data, how we think about reducing complexity 
with language, and we're going to move into accessing supports to reduce complexity.  So we've coded 
content to help determine essentialization, we've used those data questions related to the content to 
help us then evaluate our student's current level of performance, and think about setting targets that 
may be reduced in complexity, and that is okay because remember, students can demonstrate 
proficiency of this alternate eligible content, at lots of different levels of complexity; proficiency that's 
going to be meaningful and valuable even 10, 25 years in the future to what they do in real life. 
 
We also talked about how a student indicates how they comprehend the language they're hearing, or 
the language of what's being asked for them to do, whether it's math or through literature or an 
informational piece of text, and how the student expresses himself is very important to this process.  
And then thinking about vocabulary and language and how they can be modified to reflect the student's 
frequent, familiar and core vocabulary, however the vocabulary and language that we use reduces the 



complexity of the intent, then we know we've reduced the complexity of the content.  And so that's 
okay, just a different way to think about how to get to the end means of setting those targets. 
 
Now we're going to talk about supports, and supports are really important when we think about 
reducing complexity, and supports are also very important when we think about instruction.  So when 
we think about reducing complexity of targets because, if you remember, I said in the beginning it's 
really important that as teachers, we want to set targets, we want to prescribe and diagnose how our 
students are going to get to that target, and what they're going to need in order to get to that target.  
And so we may have to reduce the complexity of the alternate eligible content -- perfectly good.  And 
that's called essentialization.  And we use supports to do that.  And then we also use supports in 
instruction. 
 
So here is the difference, to be clear.  And I want you to make a note of this, because if you're thinking 
about taking our survey at the end of it, I can guarantee you this is going to be on it.  When we think 
about supports and their impact complexity, and we think about instruction, and we're instructing 
towards targets that we very carefully have crafted and designed, you can use any support.  You can use 
the supports that are in specially-designed instruction.  If as you're teaching you realize the student 
needs a little bit more -- that's good.  You can do that because your job is to ensure that that student 
learns to the fullest extent possible.  I would also say that you're probably going to be using supports 
more heavily during instruction while you're shaping the learning.  As the students get more fluent and 
more proficient with what they're learning, you're probably going to have that start, other supports may 
not need to be as intense.  And so I would say that as you write targets, your targets may typically 
reflect less supports because you want to get your students as close as possible to the highest level that 
they can achieve with that alternate eligible content, so you're going to be generous with your supports 
as you get them there, but you want to use the absolute least amount of support that's going to help 
that student demonstrate what they have learned, in order to get to that target. 
 
So that's instruction.  Now let's think about it as we think about the supports and how they impact 
complexity when we write targets, because, as you remember, our charge as teachers is to move 
students forward, to have them make progress.  So if we know where they're starting out with content 
and we want to move them forward, we want to set that target -- we want it to be challenging, but 
realistic, and the first students to get there.  So when we design targets, we're to consider the supports 
that our students need for access, and that's when we're designing targets.  Think about how the 
student understands the content, how they demonstrate what they know.  But remember, when you're 
designing targets, you want to ask the question, has the use of supports changed the complexity of the 
intent?  And the reason you would ask that is that that's going to impact your target, and as you're 
teaching towards it.  And you want to make sure that you are writing targets that are, again, challenging, 
and can demonstrate that the student is learning and moving forward.  So you want to keep that in mind 
as you use supports. 
 
And know that -- and this is quite fine -- that if supports have been added to ensure understanding, do 
you remember our example of the multiplying single digit numbers at the least level of complexity?  We 
had the three groups of four dots and we said, but together, put it all together -- that we know the 
complexity has been significantly reduced from the original intent.  However, it is still aligned to that 
original intent.  And we're going to show you that, too, with our example of our targets.  So you just 
want to make sure that it is challenging, and that reduced depth and breadth has demonstrating that 
the student has learned.  If it's demonstrating that they're able to do what they already know and can 
do, we haven't set the target high enough.  So keep that in mind when you look at your data. 



 
Just some tips -- consider the features of the targets.  Again, this is kind of a review of what we just 
talked about, what are the important components that you have coded?  What's the vocabulary and 
language?  And using student data, how are you setting mastery?  And is it definitely showing that the 
students are making progress? 
 
Okay, let's move on and look at some common tips for reducing complexity.  We're going to first look at 
our English Language Arts and Reading, so when you think about it, complexity with writing our targets 
and when we're helping to deliver instruction, here's some general tips.  First of all, we're always going 
to recommend, as we did last month, and talked about partnering authentic text with modified text, 
when possible.  So we know you're not going to sit down and modify entire pieces of text, nor would we 
expect anyone to be able to do that, or have the time to do that.  But you're going to want to lift 
excerpts of the text where you're really trying to get to the student's understanding, and finding -- really 
zoning in on that piece of alternate eligible content.  So you will always be using modified versions of 
text, or text excerpts when you're working with alternate eligible content targets.  If the student is able 
to read or understand text written at the grade level, then you need to take that information back to the 
IEP team and have a conversation about whether or not an alternative assessment is appropriate, only 
because of the complexity of text as it goes through the grades.  When you write targets for ELA and 
whether you're writing a target that's written and represents the alternate eligible content as it's 
written, or you're writing a target that's essentialized, use language in that target, or you might be 
writing the target for an IEP goal or objective, and that's okay, too.  Use language of the alternate input 
that supports the text or supports the language that they're hearing within the literature or 
informational text, so include language such as using visuals, pictures, objects, videos, texture, sensory 
input -- be specific.  Use that in your target statement.  And that helps you to indicate your level of 
complexity. 
 
Some other tips:  At the most complex level, the ones we just saw are just general tips, but at the most 
complex level, you will probably be using pictures of visual supports minimally.  You want to think about 
students listening to text or decoding, reading the text, and being able to gain meaning from it.  
Whenever possible, you want to use authentic pictures, authentic visuals, authentic, age-appropriate 
supports that really directly align to the text that represent the text.  And partner with that print text, 
too.  You want the print in front of the student at the same time, and when designing your target 
instruction and mastery criteria.  So here's an example.  You've seen our Tom Sawyer picture before, but 
we're just kind of using that as a marker for you, when you think about authentic pictures, because it 
represents the time era, represents the actual story.  And this is at the most complex content level.  
Always modify, check your readability.  Remember we talked about that last month.  If you didn't catch 
that, go back and check that webinar out.  Readability through Microsoft Word, they use Flesch-Kincaid.  
There's other ones out there, but you want to make sure that you're at the grade level -- using grade 
level appropriate text, but you probably will want to be at least two grade levels lower, or probably no 
higher than a third or fourth grade level for students who take an alternate assessment.  Don't assume 
students understand all the vocabulary.  Check for understanding.  Check for understanding around a lot 
of different conditions.  I've had many teachers be very surprised when we kind of check some of the 
language and use it out of the context of maybe a memorized story, or a memorized context for a 
student, and they aren't quite sure what that is, or what that word, or what that picture, or what that 
really means.  So check for understanding.  Pre-teach vocabulary and language as needed. 
 
Student mastery can be demonstrated at the most complex level.  With your target, these are not test 
items, but they're just targets.  So at the end of teaching, this is what your students should be able to 



know and do.  And this how they're going to show you, and this is a measure or a way that can indicate 
that the student has mastered what you have taught.  Typically, you're going to have -- if there's choices, 
there's typically a selection from choices, you're going to want at least three, so it's not a guess.  You 
could use open ended questions and answers, you could use drawing, verbal responses, pointing, eye 
gaze -- any mode of response to demonstrate mastery is acceptable.  It does not reduce complexity in 
any way, shape or form when the student is showing you what they know, and the way and the means 
that they can. 
 
When you think about ELA and mid-level of complexity, some general tips, or thinking about mid-level 
complexity you want to use pictures, visuals and other supports as needed.  You're going to see them 
probably more heavily partnered with text.  You're going to see them heavily partnered with 
demonstration of the target, and that's okay.  Students need more support, and that's what you need to 
provide.  Be clear on the intent; make sure you haven't moved off into the weeds.  There's a lot of 
instructional skill sets that sometimes we need to teach that we would have to start small and build up.  
Like, for example, if I'm teaching a student what a detail is, I may have to do that through familiar 
photographs of someone they know, and just change one thing about that photograph.  You know, now 
the person has a hat on.  Now the person is wearing sunglasses.  Now the person has a scarf on.  So you 
can alter that to teach what a detail is, but identifying a detail is not the intent of the alternate eligible 
content, it's finding a detail in the piece of text.  So you would take your photographs and maybe add a 
sentence with them, and gradually move your students to understanding what that is. 
 
The complexity of the intent of the alternate eligible content should be reduced in depth and breadth 
from how it's written.  So if you're out in the middle range somewhere on that area, your student would 
definitely have -- you would see that reduced in what you're expecting a student to know and be able to 
do.  And when possible, use authentic pictures, use great appropriate visuals, videos and objects to help 
students understand the text.  For example, the boy is happy.  If I'm in elementary school I might be 
using this picture, or I might be using a line drawing to just verify what that means, and in order for the 
student to gain the most comprehension from what it is that we're trying to teach.  If I was in a high 
school and there was a story around that indicated that it made people feel happy, I would be using 
teenagers in my pictures and objects and visuals. 
 
So again, whenever possible, use authentic text, always modify text, reduce complex sentences to 
simple sentences.  Target the most relevant portion of the text that matches the intent.  If you want to 
modify, no one is expecting anyone to be out there modifying complete stories out there.  Again, we 
gave you lots of places, free sites to go to, to find some modified text.  So use those.  Select text that 
relates to the alternate eligible content that you're teaching.  Teaching about theme -- make sure you're 
using a story that has that theme in it, and we, again, talked about that last month.  Reduce the 
complexity of the vocabulary to core, frequent, familiar vocabulary for individual students.  Remember 
what might be familiar for one student may not be familiar to another.  Check your readability.  And 
again, student mastery can be demonstrated.  Selection, manipulation of objects -- again, any mode of 
response is acceptable. 
 
And our least level of complexity, again, using pictures and visuals and other supports.  Be clear on the 
intent.  You're going to be significantly paring that complexity down in significantly reduced depth and 
breadth.  Supports may appear obvious, so what someone's thinking about, you may have a picture of 
someone thinking, you may have a picture of a student thinking, a picture of the teacher thinking to help 
the student understand, but it's going to be really obvious.  And it may seem transparent to us, but what 
we're asking the student to do around the conceptual understanding of this piece of content needs to 



be meaningful. So whenever possible, we're going to use authentic pictures, visual objects, songs.  For 
example, the boy is happy.  You're going to use a picture.  Girl's happy.  I try to be very clever and put a 
sound bite in here with a girl laughing, I even tried to infuse the song, "Happy."  But because of our 
streaming nature of this recording, we did not want to interfere with your ability to get this content.  So 
just keep that in mind.  You can do that.  You can embed all kinds of -- anything that's going to be 
familiar to the students, that's going to help them understand. 
 
Whenever possible, use authentic text.  Always modify significantly simple sentences, repetitive 
sentence patterns.  Again, target the most relevant portion.  Reduce the complexity of vocabulary.  And 
again, your student mastery is definitely going to be pared down; you can have as few as two choices.  
The student can select the correct choice.  We celebrate. 
 
So here is an example of target.  So let's see, using our coding, thinking about reducing the complexity of 
our vocabulary, thinking about asking those questions.  Here's our intent.  Indicate the viewer belief that 
the writer of the text is sharing.  Most complex -- what is it that students need to know?  A "statement" -
- we could use argument or claim, but we could also use a statement that they want you to believe.  
Okay, so it's still pretty complex.  "Identify" can be name, show, point.  There could be other things we 
could put in there that would be relevant to a student.  We're going to define author; we know it's part 
of the context, but in this case we could use the word "author," if the student understands it, but in our 
target, we might want to be really clear that it's the person who wrote the article, because we're going 
to use an article.  And we're going to use modified text.  Mid-level, what's the know, the thought or idea 
that was given or said to us as we read it.  What's the do -- show a name, point to, select.  We're going 
to again define author, that's in the yellow, as our vocabulary, someone who wrote the newspaper.  And 
we're going to use heavily modified text, visual supports and choices.  Least level of complexity -- we're 
reducing that down to just an idea, what someone's thinking.  Show, point to, select is the "do," it could 
be, of course, many other ways that your student can identify.  We're going to just define "author" in 
the text, as in the newspaper story.  We're going to use heavily modified text, visual supports, real-life 
objects and obvious clues.  Just suggestions, these are just examples, but this is how we connected it 
back and reduced our complexity for our targets. 
 
Let's take a look at math in our final minutes here.  We're looking at some general tips.  Always 
remember, and we've said this from the get-go -- digits represent the most abstract form of math.  We 
go there first, but it's a symbol, it's a symbol that has quantitative amounts attached to it.  It's a symbol 
that has a word attached to it, so you've got language.  You've got quantitative, the concept, and it's a 
symbol.  So there's lots of pieces to just a digit.  So it is the most abstract form of representation.  So it 
can be paired, it can stand alone at the most complex alternate eligible content level.  We wouldn't 
necessary see that if you're reducing complexity.  It's gradually faded across levels of content 
complexity.  And remember that even when the content says numerical, remember numerical doesn't 
have to be numbers or digits; it can be represented in other ways. 
 
Just about every piece of math alternate eligible content represents a concept.  You're not going to see 
fluency of thought.  So you want to focus when you're reducing your complexity with targets, when 
you're teaching that it's with the process; the complexity of that concept or process, and still stay 
aligned to your intent.  So the intent's really critical.  And remember your intent's a broad construct of 
that piece of math. 
 
Here's one that's really tricky.  And I've been out working with teachers, and I want to say this as clear as 
I possibly can.  So when you look at the piece of alternate eligible content, there are some, and there's 



stakeholders, and many of you are out there listening to this, were stakeholders in these conversations.  
There are pieces that, where it says "real-world problem" -- so you want to make sure that when you 
write your target, that your target is reflective of that real-world problem, and that your target is written 
as such.  When it doesn't say "real-world problem," your target shouldn't reference a real-world 
problem, because you're adding context, you're adding background knowledge that the student may or 
may not need.  And what we want to do is, we want to try to teach these pieces of content, so the 
students can generalize it to lots of situations.  For example, you've heard me before talk about a piece 
of eighth grade content, about 2D or 3D objects with reflection, rotation or translation.  Teaching that, it 
doesn't give you a context there.  So we wouldn't want to add a context to that, because that could be 
situated in a lot of different places.  We could have students manipulating shapes to fill a shelf.  We 
could have a student manipulating shapes to make things fit right in a room, so there's lots of different 
ways.  So we want to make sure our target is reflective of the way the content is written, so please keep 
that in mind. 
 
At the most complex level, here's some tips.  You want to use digits or digits paired; your content's going 
to reflect that, of using digits or digits paired with quantitative amounts.  Check your alternate eligible 
content and see how it's written.  The amount of the digit, or the amount of the numerical pieces that 
you're using are not necessarily important, as important as the concept.  So use what's familiar to the 
student, unless it's specifically indicated within a piece of alternate eligible content.  If it says up to a 
thousand at your most complex level, you're going to be working up in those higher order numbers.  
However, you don't have to do that unless it's specified within the contents.  So pay attention to what 
your content's asking the student to know and do.  Don't assume the student knows all the vocabulary.  
Make sure you're checking for understanding.  Focus on designing targets that reflect the most complex 
constructs, when we talked about the coins, and identifying coins or one dollar bills, coins reflected the 
most complex content.  That was kind of an easier one to take a look at.  They're not as definitive, but in 
a lot of cases they are.  Use student data background knowledge to drive the numerical parameter, 
unless it's stated -- if there is an indicated range, most complex you're going to go the higher end of the 
range.  Mastery -- it's going to look very similar to what we looked at in the ELA.  There's lots of ways 
students can demonstrate it, but it's going to be, you know, you're going to have to give them, if you're 
using choices, at least three or more choices so that we can validate that they indeed know, and they're 
just not guessing the answer. 
 
Mid-level of complexity -- digits use much less frequently. You're going to use manipulatives, pictures, 
age-appropriate representations, maintaining your intent.  Keep asking yourself the question, is it still 
aligned?  Have I reduced the depth and breadth?  Use core familiar vocabulary, and whenever possible, 
use authentic pictures, but use other great appropriate visuals, textures, anything -- objects that help to 
increase the understanding. 
 
So here's an example, 2D to 3D.  It's a piece of content.  Multiplying single digit numbers, I know we 
would think two dice, and may they'd both have a five on it.  Maybe your student's subitizing and able to 
look at amounts.  I know some folks have been doing some instruction that way, to help students cut 
down on the working memory, or being able to recognize amounts, and maybe you're going to 
represent five times five, two dice with five, so that's, remember, repeated addition, five plus five, or it 
could be five times two which is ten, or maybe you're using digit blocks -- lots of different ways you can 
represent math with manipulatives, and age-appropriate manipulatives. 
 
Again, student mastery, provided you have at least three choices.  Any mode of response is acceptable.  
At the least level of complexity, you're going to want to reduce that vocabulary to core and familiar.  You 



want to pre-teach the vocabulary.  Use manipulatives.  You may have to use objects that are familiar, 
relevant, age-appropriate.  Use large discrimination and any other additional supports.  Remember we 
said, "put together," we actually told the student what they needed to do.  And that's okay.  They're still 
following direction, they're still participating and demonstrating they understand what it is that you're 
asking them to do.  So use large discrimination.  If you remember back to our coin example, we used 
large discrimination at the least level of complexity when we said, "Show me one cent," or point to, or 
eye gaze to, or show me.  And we could ask them to show one penny, and then have two larger groups 
of pennies.  So it's almost like giving the answer away, but for our students who need targets at the least 
complex, those targets should be challenging.  And that would be an incredible piece of content for a 
student to learn, because maybe we finally have taught them to discriminate this piece of money, that 
it's money and it has some value, as opposed to it being a button or marker.  Use familiar objects that 
assure meaningfulness. 
 
So example, at this level, multiple single digit numbers -- we're back to that piece of content.  We could 
prompt, "put together."  We're putting two apples plus two apples plus two apples, or three apples two 
times.  We can pair the language with language that's familiar to the student as well.  So for example, if 
we think about identifying two dimensional or three dimensional, our prompt could be, "find same."  
And we'd have a tissue box there, and they would just be able to, at the end of instruction.  So we 
wouldn't just be throwing this out for them to do as an activity, we would teach them how to 
discriminate and move towards find that that goes together. 
 
So at the mid-level of complexity, or at the least level of complexity, student mastery can be 
demonstrated from a selection of choices.  In fact, please cross it out and put "least complex" in there.  
Selection of two choices, can be as few as two with visual objects.  Use a verbal response, any mode of 
response to demonstrate mastery is acceptable. 
 
So multiplying single digit whole numbers, here's your intent, demonstrate understanding of the process 
of repeated addition with single digit whole numbers.  At most complex, what do we need to know?  
Well, in this case, we're going to use a model template and manipulatives.  Students are going to need 
to know how to solve and compute with that model template and manipulatives.  And how are we going 
to do that?  They're going to solve the multiplication problem, and they're going to use a single digit, 
whole number equation.  That's at the most complex.  At the mid-complex, we're going to use reduced 
vocabulary by using repeated addition, so we're pretty much going to tell them what to do.  We're going 
to give them the know with manipulatives, and then ask them to solve the problem.  We don't have to 
use multiplication, we solved the repeated addition problem.  And we're going to limit the quantitative 
amounts to no larger than five.  And at the least complex, we're going to use reduced familiar 
vocabulary, such as, "put together."  And our target's going to be to solve this repeated addition 
problem, that's the do.  And within what context -- we're going to put our parameters, up to three sets, 
but we're going to limit the numerical amounts to no more than two, so maybe two dots, two apples, 
two whatever's familiar to the student, and ask them to put together. 
 
So this was a world-wind tour.  We're very close to our time, maybe, like, a slight minute over.  But 
today's focus is on -- these were our goals today, and particularly our tips -- we ended with specific to 
ELA Reading content and our Math content. 
 
Our next webinar is May 25th, 2016, our viewing window will open at 3:00 p.m. and will close at 
8:00 a.m. on May 26th, and the title is, we're going to give you more examples.  We're just going to 



flood you with additional examples you haven't seen already of essentialization in regard to English 
Language Arts, Reading and Math. 
 
Thank you very much for participating today.  My contact information, along with my colleagues, Audrey 
Kappel and Elizabeth Christopher, who has done a lot of work around the language piece with us, you 
can contact any one of us in regard to this content.  I’m going to now display the code.  If you are 
watching this in our viewing window of April 27th, 3:00 p.m. until April 28th, 8:00 a.m., the code will be 
reflected and you can complete our survey.  And you will receive a Certificate of Completion. 


