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Key Messages of ESSA and the Dear Colleague Letter 
 

ESSA Dear Colleague Letter 

Overview 
• The Act applies to All students and All public schools 
• Promotes high expectations 
• Encourages Collaboration and Sharing Responsibility 
• Retains  requirements to adopt challenging, 

academic standards that apply to ALL public schools 
and their students, including students with 
disabilities 

• States may adopt alternate achievement standards 

• Research has demonstrated that children with 
disabilities who struggle in reading and mathematics 
can successfully learn grade-level content and make 
significant academic progress when appropriate 
instruction, services, and supports are provided. 

• Conversely, low expectations can lead to children 
with disabilities receiving less challenging instruction 
that reflects  below grade-level content standards, 
and thereby not learning what they need to succeed 
at the grade in which they are enrolled 

• States must set challenging achievement goals  for 
all students and ensure that meaningful progress is 
made toward those goals. 

Curriculum 

The same curriculum as for nondisabled children The same curriculum as for nondisabled children based 
on the State’s  academic content standards for the 
grade in which a child is enrolled, regardless  of the 
severity of the disability. 

Specially Designed  Instruction 

“adapting, as  appropriate to the needs of an eligible 
child, the content, methodology, or delivery of 
instruction to address the unique needs of the child that 
result from the child’s disability…so that  the child can 
meet the educational standards…that apply to all 
children.” 34 CFR 300.39(b)(3) 

The IEP must also include the specially designed 
instruction necessary to address the 
unique needs of the child that result from the child’s 
disability and ensure access  of the child to 
the general education curriculum, so that the child can 
meet the State academic content standards 
that apply to all children, as well as the support services 
and the program modifications or 

What is Every Student 

Succeeds Act (ESSA)? 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was signed by 

President Obama on December 10, 2015. The 

measure reauthorizes the 50-year-old Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), the nation’s 

national education law and longstanding 

commitment to equal opportunity for all 

students. ESSA replaces the previous version of 

the law, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, was 

enacted in 2002. 

What is a Dear Colleague 

Letter? 

The US Office of Special Education Programs 

(OSEP) issue Policy Letters provide information, 

guidance and clarification regarding 

implementation of the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) through two 

types of issuances: OSEP Memos and Dear 

Colleague Letters. The November 16, 2015 Dear 

Colleague is referenced in this document. 
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 supports for school personnel that will be provided to 
enable the child to advance appropriately 
toward attaining the annual goals. 

IEP Goals 
Expectations for IEPs 
 Defines Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) as 

enabling a student to be involved in and make 
progress in the general education curriculum 

 Based on the individual needs of the student 
 Takes into account the impact of the child’s 

disability on his or her involvement and progress in 
the general education curriculum. 

 Individualized education program (IEP) for an 
eligible child with a d i sability must be aligned 
with the State’s  academic content standards for 
the grade in which the child is enrolled. 

• Reinforced IDEA  expectations 
• All students must be measured annually using valid 

and reliable academic indicators allowing for 
meaningful differentiation in school performance 

• Goals must be aligned to grade level content 
standards, must be achievable, must be sufficiently 
ambitious to close any achievement gaps 

Assessment 
• States must provide for appropriate 

accommodations including assistive technology 
• Must be developed, to the extent practicable, using 

principles of Universal Design for Learning (UDL). 

All students must be measured annually using valid and 
reliable academic indicators allowing for meaningful 
differentiation in school performance 

Significant Cognitive Disabilities 

 States must ensure that for each subject, the total 
number of students with significant cognitive 
disabilities assessed using an alternate assessment 
does not exceed 1 percent of the total number of 
students in the state who are assessed in that 
subject. 

 States may not preclude a student with the most 
significant cognitive disabilities who takes an 
alternate assessment from attempting to complete 
the requirements for a regular high school. 

 Prohibits states from counting lesser credentials, 
such as certificate of completion, certificate of 
attendance,  or GED – as a regular  high school 
diploma. 

 Parents  must be clearly informed if achievement 
will be measured based on alternate standards. 

For those students with significant cognitive disabilities, 
alternate academic achievement standards: 
• Must be aligned with grade level standards, 
• May be restricted in scope or complexity or take the 

form of introductory or pre-requisite skills, 
•     CCC team  should estimate the student’s 

growth toward grade level academic standards, and 
• Annual IEP goals are sufficiently ambitious to close 

the gap between the student’s performance and the 
grade level standards. 

Shared Responsibility 

High Expectations 

Meaningful Access 

Grade Level Standards 
High Expectations=Increased Outcomes 


