
Alternate Academic Diploma

Overview of the alternate academic diploma policy and implementation



 The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) has made this an 
option. 

 Pursuant to legislation passed during the 2017 legislative 
session (i.e., Public Chapter 177) the state board of education 
(SBE) must approve an alternate academic diploma (ADD) for 
students with significant cognitive disabilities who participate in 
the alternate assessment. 

 The department understands the importance of recognizing the 
instruction, supports, and intervention provided to students.

 Students who are engaging in rigorous instruction should be 
able to celebrate their accomplishments.

Why are we proposing a new diploma?



ESSA has made this an option in Section 1801(23)(A)(ii)(I) 
relative to graduation rate.

 (bb) all students with the most significant cognitive disabilities 
in the cohort, as adjusted under clause (i), assessed using the 
alternate assessment aligned to alternate academic 
achievement standards under section 1111(b)(2)(D) and 
awarded a State-defined alternate diploma that is—

– (AA) standards-based;

– (BB) aligned with the State requirements for the regular high 
school diploma; and 

– (CC) obtained within the time period for which the State ensures 
the availability of a free appropriate public education under section 
612(a)(1) of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (20 
U.S.C. 1412(a)(1)); 

ESSA Diploma Policy Requirements



Beginning with students entering the ninth (9th) grade in 2018, an alternate academic 
diploma may be awarded to students with the most significant cognitive disabilities at 
the end of their fourth (4th) year of high school who have:
(1) participated in the high school alternate assessments, 
(2) earned the prescribed twenty-two (22) credit minimum, 
(3) received special education services or supports and made satisfactory progress 

on an IEP, 
(4) have satisfactory records of attendance and conduct, and
(5) have completed a transition assessment(s) that measures, at a minimum 

postsecondary education and training, employment, independent living, and 
community involvement. 

The required credits may be earned either through the state-approved standards or 
through alternate academic diploma modified course requirements approved by the 
State Board. A student who earns an alternate academic diploma shall continue to be 
eligible for special education services under IDEA until the student receives a regular 
high school diploma or through the school year in which the student turns twenty-two 
(22).

Updated High School Policy 



Diploma Who Is Eligible? Terminal
(Yes or No)

Included in 
Graduation 

Rate?

Regular Diploma Everyone
Yes—terminates eligibility 

for IDEA services
Yes

Alternate Academic 
Diploma

Students assessed on the 
alternate assessment

No—student is still eligible 
for IDEA services through 

21

Yes*

Occupational 
Diploma

Students with an individual 
education program (IEP) who 

will not be able to earn the 
regular diploma

No—student is still eligible 
for IDEA services through 

21
No

Special Education 
Diploma

Students with an IEP who will 
not be able to earn the regular 

diploma

No—student is still eligible 
for IDEA services through 

21
No

Comparison of Diplomas

*Included in graduation rate if completed within the four 

years plus one summer time limit.



Possible Student Trajectory

High School years 1-4 
(Freshman-Senior)

Alternate Academic 
Diploma focus on the 22 
credits including the CTE 
and WBL option to replace 
foreign language 
requirement.

5th year of high school 
through 21 years old or 
departure from school

Occupational diploma 
focus on selecting and 
learning a career. 
Continuing to participate 
in academics if needed to 
meet career goals.

Postsecondary or 
after age 21

Successful critical 
thinker, problem-
solver, employee, 
community member, 
etc.



Compared to Students without Disabilities

High School years 1-4 
(Freshman-Senior)

Alternate Academic Diploma 
focus on the 22 credits 
including the CTE and WBL 
option to replace foreign 
language requirement.

5th year of high school 
through 21 years old or 
departure from school

Occupational diploma 
focus on selecting and 
learning a career. 
Continuing to participate 
in academics if needed to 
meet career goals.

Postsecondary or 
after age 21

Successful critical 
thinker, problem-
solver, employee, 
community member, 
etc.



To receive the AAD, a student must:
1. Participate in the alternate assessments,
2. Earn the prescribed 22 credit minimum, 

– To count within the graduation rate this must occur within the four 
years plus one summer timeline

– Course requirements are outlined to support schools in the 
instructional expectations for the 22 credits

3. Receive special education services or supports and make satisfactory 
progress on an IEP,

4. Have satisfactory records of attendance and conduct, and 
5. Complete a transition assessment(s) that measures, at a minimum 

postsecondary readiness in the areas of postsecondary education 
and training; employment; independent living; and community 
involvement. 

Number 3 and 4 are the same requirements for all three special education diplomas.

Requirements



 The department has developed course requirements 

based on alternate assessment targets to guide educators 

in the development of grade-level, standards-based 

modified instruction.

– Alternate assessment targets were developed with input 

from Tennessee educators.

Course Requirements 



Tennessee 
State 

Standards

Alternate 
Assessment 

Targets

Post 
Secondary 
Readiness

Course Requirements Continued



Tennessee 
State 

Standards

Alternate 
Assessment 

Targets

Post 
Secondary 
Readiness

Course Requirements Continued

Course 
Requirements



Shift from choosing if a student will participate in:

Comprehensive Education

Academics
Functional/ 
Life skills



Shift from choosing if a student will participate in:

To a comprehensive and inclusive:

Comprehensive Education

Academics
Functional/ Life

skills

Academics
Functional/ 
Life skills



Sample Course Requirements



Sample Course Requirements
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Courses taught during a class period

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4

ELA I ELA I ELA I ELA I

ELA II ELA II ELA II ELA II

ELA III ELA III ELA III ELA III

ELA IV ELA IV ELA IV ELA IV

Algebra I Algebra I

Algebra II Algebra II
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CTE CTE CTE WBL

PE Fine Art Elective PE (0.5 credits) 

Class 1

Class 2

Class 3

Class 4

Class 5
World History and 

Geography

US Government and 

Civics (0.5 credits)

Economics (0.5 credits)

Personal Finance (0.5 

credits) 

Earth and Space Science Biology I Physical Science Biology I

US History and 

Geography

Applied Math

Algebra II

Applied Math

Geometry

Geometry

Applied Math

Algebra I

Applied Math



 Counts within the graduation rate as long as it is earned in the four 
years plus one summer timeline. 

– Students may earn the diploma after this timeline, it will just not be 
reflected in the graduation rate.

 Schools are able to use the course requirements to guide the current 
work in providing all students with rigorous academic instruction.

 The AAD policy and course requirements can be supported within 
each student’s least restrictive environment (LRE) as determined by 
their IEP team.

 Students will have a diploma that accurately reflects achievement 
with high expectations and standards.

Benefits



 First AAD courses will be offered in August 2018 

 It will probably be a full 4 years after implementation before our 
first graduate.

 Students will need to be scheduled into courses all four years 
of high school to earn this within the same 4 year + summer 
that is needed for the graduation rate. However, they may 
pursue the AAD diploma beyond the four years if they choose.

 Should “add-to” a student’s experience and skills, not “take 
away from” any opportunities such as the Occupational 
Diploma

 We will post the course requirements as a draft and will 
finalize in the summer after considering your thoughts and 
suggestions.

Summary Points



 Virtual and/or regional trainings:

– Policy trainings—policy, implications, requirements, 
expectations, benefits, etc.

• Directors of schools and high school principals

– Implementation trainings—course requirements, 
instructional design, scheduling, etc.

• Special education directors and high school special education 
teachers

 Course codes will be available for the 2018-19 school 
year

 Anticipated implementation within schools beginning in 
August 2018.

Next Steps



Contact Information

Theresa Nicholls

Theresa.Nicholls@tn.gov

Blake Shearer

Blake.Shearer@tn.gov

Alison Gauld

Alison.Gauld@tn.gov



Contact Information
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Resources

https://goo.gl/Ho5mZV

Family & Youth Educator and Mentor/ 

Post-Secondary Transition Specialist

Phone:  615-693-2547

Email:    Joey.Ellis@tnstep.org

Presented by:  Joey Ellis, STEP, Inc.



Contact Information
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Resources

https://goo.gl/Zk3rdo



Contact Information
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Tennessee’s Parent Training & Information Center

STEP, Inc. (Support and Training for Exceptional Parents)

Call 800-280-7837 or your local office

West Tennessee 
Memphis and Shelby/Fayette/Tipton counties (901) 726-4334   
westrtc@tnstep.org
All other West counties (731) 225-6034
Deborah.mcbride@tnstep.org

Middle Tennessee
middlertc@tnstep.org (615) 463-2310     

East Tennessee
eastrtc@tnstep.org (423) 639-0125 x17

Español (800) 975-2919

Business Office  
712 Professional Plaza, Greeneville, TN 37745
information@tnstep.org            Fax (423) 636-8217 (423) 639-0125 


