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Spring 2021 ACCESS and Alternate ACCESS Test Administration 

Over the last few weeks, updates have been sent to District Assessment Coordinators (DACs), clarifying communication 

from the U.S. Department of Education which says they do not anticipate granting waivers to states this year for testing, 

as they did in the 2019–20 school year. Since Minnesota Assessments are required by both federal and state statute, this 

means MDE must continue planning for a spring test administration. 

The following are some additional points of clarification: 

 For ACCESS and Alternate ACCESS, the assessments must be administered in person.  



o For ACCESS and Alternate ACCESS, Minnesota is part of the WIDA Consortium with 40 other states and 

territories. While WIDA researched options for a remote administration that included remote monitoring for 

2020–21, the decision was made not to move forward for this year. 

 After hearing from school leaders, organizations, and families, MDE has extended the ACCESS and Alternate 

ACCESS testing window to allow schools as much flexibility in administering the test as possible. The testing 

window is now Jan. 25–April 16.  

 Additionally, if time permits in your assessment calendar, MDE recommends that districts wait to start 

administering ACCESS and Alternate ACCESS until the week of Feb. 8; although not required, this allows 

additional time for any possible changes at the federal level. While any actions (e.g., a waiver from testing 

requirements) would also require state legislative action, delaying the start of test administration allows more 

flexibility and time for MDE to provide guidance based on any changes. MDE understands that districts may not 

be able to wait, depending on their logistics for testing and the number of students who need to be tested. As 

you are scheduling, consider prioritizing ELs that are close to being proficient so they have an opportunity to 

demonstrate their proficiency and are able to receive an ACCESS composite score that can be used for 

reclassification.  

MDE will be working with WIDA to determine schedule impacts for test results and reporting. 

Student Resources for ACCESS/Alternate ACCESS 

Districts administering assessments early in the ACCESS/Alternate ACCESS window should consider what student 

resources will be most helpful in preparing their students to test, and should develop a plan to provide these resources 

to them. Specific information can be found on the Student Resources page.  
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FAQ about ACCESS and Alternate ACCESS for Families 

MDE has prepared a frequently asked questions document that districts can provide to families for more information as 

part of their communication about ACCESS and Alternate ACCESS testing; translations will be provided in approximately 

2–3 weeks. However, as each district or charter school’s situation is different in regards to communicating with families, 

providing this document is not required. This FAQ sheet is posted on the Student Instruction COVID-19 Resources page 

under Assessing Learning. MDE will provide a similar document for MCA and MTAS in February. 
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Continued Clarification for MCA and MTAS 

Like ACCESS and Alternate ACCESS, the MCA and MTAS are required by both federal and state statute, and the U.S. 

Department of Education does not anticipate granting waivers to states this year, as they did in the 2019–20 school 

year. The following are some additional points of clarification specific to MCA and MTAS: 

 For MTAS and MCA paper accommodations (regular print, large print, and braille test books and script), the 

assessments must be administered in person (i.e., at school).  

 For MCA online administrations, the assessment can be administered in person; MDE is also continuing to 

explore the options of administering remotely (i.e., at a location other than at school, like at home). 

https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/test/item/
https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/health/covid19/AcademicStandardsCOVID-19Resources/


o A remote administration could be available for online Reading MCA (grades 3–8 and 10), online 

Mathematics MCA (grades 3–8 and 11), and online Science MCA (grades 5, 8 and high school). 

o For a remote administration, the functionality will NOT be available for the Test Monitor to remotely 

monitor the student taking the test (i.e., the Test Monitor cannot visually monitor the student taking the 

test). While this functionality is being investigated in a pilot study this fall, it will not be available for spring 

2021 test administrations. 

o While MDE continues to explore a remote administration option, additional guidance is being prepared 

regarding what would need to be considered in terms of test administration (e.g., Testing Directions and 

student directions), etc. This additional guidance will be provided to give districts the most information to 

help in their planning and preparation. 

o MDE anticipates announcing whether remote administration will be available for spring 2021 MCA 

administrations by early February. 
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High School Science MCA 

High School Science MCA is administered to students in the school year when they complete a life science/biology class 

that covers grades 9–12 Minnesota Academic Standards in Life Science (Strand 4) and the Nature of Science and 

Engineering (Strand 1). Students who were unable to take the High School Science MCA in 2019–20 due to COVID-19 will 

not take the assessment in 2020–21 (or any other year), unless they are retaking their life science/biology coursework.  

Note: Students are not required to participate and/or achieve a specific score on the high school Science MCA in order 

to graduate or meet graduation assessment requirements. 
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College Entrance Exam Administrations 

Commissioner Mary Cathryn Ricker has consulted with Commissioner of Health Jan Malcolm and has determined that 

ACT and SAT testing will be permitted in school facilities beginning Jan. 7, regardless of learning model. The 

commissioners will continue to monitor the public health situation to make determinations about testing in school 

facilities for future test dates and will update guidance as needed. 
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Updates to Data and Availability of Reports 

There are several updates to data on MDE’s Data Reports and Analytics page and one update for ACCESS data on the 

WIDA Data Dashboard. 

On the Data Reports and Analytics page: 

 ACT Data: The ACT data for the 2020 graduating class is now available under the Student Data heading. This data 

file gives ACT information for the last 5 years by district and school. 

 Subscore Report: The Subscore Report will be removed on Jan. 21. Subscore data can still be found in the 

publicly available Assessment and Growth Files for all applicable statewide assessments. 

https://public.education.mn.gov/MDEAnalytics/Data.jsp
https://public.education.mn.gov/MDEAnalytics/DataTopic.jsp?TOPICID=87
https://public.education.mn.gov/MDEAnalytics/DataTopic.jsp?TOPICID=31
https://public.education.mn.gov/MDEAnalytics/DataTopic.jsp?TOPICID=1


 Assessment and Growth Files: Within the Test dropdown menu, the option for “Growth” was removed Jan. 1, 

and the webpage has been renamed to Assessment Files. 

o MDE is no longer required to report growth as high, medium, and low, also known as Minnesota Growth, for 

the MCA. Because of this change in legislation, MDE is removing the z-score growth calculations that use 

MCA scale scores from all assessment and accountability reporting as they inappropriately emphasize the 

use of statewide assessment scores at the individual student level and are often misinterpreted.  

o Moving forward, the only growth calculation that MDE will provide for the MCA/MTAS is the academic 

progress indicator, which is part of the North Star Accountability System. 

On the WIDA Data Dashboard:  

On June 30, 2021, the ACCESS Percentile Growth information will be removed from the WIDA Data Dashboard. The 

ACCESS is a criterion-referenced assessment, which means it measures performance against a fixed set of criteria: the 

WIDA English Language Development Standards. Criterion-referenced assessments measure mastery of concepts and 

skills outlined in goals or objectives. The percentile growth calculations focus on improvement in comparison to other 

students, which is not an appropriate use of data from a criterion-referenced test. To encourage appropriate use of the 

data provided, the growth percentile information is being removed.  

MDE recommends using a progress calculation based on scale score and proficiency level changes between years. Please 

refer to the Guidebook: Exploring ACCESS for ELLs Data document (under the Test Score Interpretation Resources 

expandable heading) on the District Resources page for additional information on using ACCESS results in your district. 

Note: The WIDA Data Dashboard is a component within the WIDA Data Warehouse. It is an interactive site used to view 

aggregated analytical information for ACCESS. Districts can log in to the WIDA State Dashboard using their WIDA Secure 

Portal information to analyze data at the consortium and state levels. 
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Test Security Training and Test Monitor Courses 

The Test Security Training is now available in the Training Management System (TMS). The Test Security Checklist is a 

paper option that includes the same content and may be used in place of the Test Security Training. Translated versions 

of the Test Security Checklist in Hmong, Somali, and Spanish will be available in January. 

All staff involved in any aspect of testing are required to complete the Test Security Training. This year, some 

requirements in the Test Security Training and the Assurance of Test Security and Non-Disclosure will not be able to be 

implemented or maintained in the same manner for MCA remote administrations, if a remote administration option is 

available. MDE has included this acknowledgement in the training (and checklist) as well as the Assurance. Additional 

guidance about remote administration policies and procedures will be provided in separate resources and trainings. 

o Active Monitoring – The Active Monitoring for Statewide Tests training is also now available in the TMS.  

o Administering the MCA – The Administering the MCA training, which is the third training in the MCA Test 

Monitor – in person course, will be available soon. The content of this training is specific to in-person 

administrations and includes the options for Test Monitors administering tests online, on paper, or both. 

o Additional Training for Remote Test Monitors – MDE is designing a new course specifically for Test 

Monitors administering the MCA remotely, if a remote administration will be available. The title of the 

course has also been added to the TMS and appears as MCA Test Monitor – remote.  

https://public.education.mn.gov/MDEAnalytics/DataTopic.jsp?TOPICID=1
https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/account/index.htm
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fsecure.wceruw.org%2Fwidadashboard%2F%23%2Flogin&data=04%7C01%7CKendra.Olsen%40state.mn.us%7C5fb64afd777340d10abd08d8a20aa65a%7Ceb14b04624c445198f26b89c2159828c%7C0%7C0%7C637437513921830239%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=KivmWAyIWV97PJTotaeKgqpnIv08u5kT56Y6J08hsmc%3D&reserved=0
https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/test/district/
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fminnesota.pearsonaccessnext.com%2Ftraining%2F&data=04%7C01%7CKendra.Olsen%40state.mn.us%7C5fb64afd777340d10abd08d8a20aa65a%7Ceb14b04624c445198f26b89c2159828c%7C0%7C0%7C637437513921810328%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=z1gVjK2QDFvcCJBYS8TPx2le%2F%2BHI9eFcVN03gdzjyuI%3D&reserved=0


Test Monitors who will be administering multiple assessments must complete all applicable courses. For example, a Test 

Monitor administering the MCA in person and remotely would complete both MCA Test Monitor courses.  
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Alternate Assessment: ARC Process for 2020–21 

District leaders (Special Ed Directors, DACs, and Superintendents/Directors) were contacted in January 2020 to respond 

to the Assurance, Rationale and Context (ARC) process for the 2019–20 school year. About 92% of districts responded, 

and results will be included in a report to the US Department of Education (USDOE) to meet the requirements of MDE’s 

action plan outlined in August 2019. This report will be available on the MDE website when complete. If a district was 

not able to respond, MDE will be reaching out in the next few weeks to assist in the completion of this process. 

For 2020–21, MDE will again contact district leaders with details about how to participate in this year’s process. This 

communication will go out the week of Jan. 11; the deadline to respond will be March 5. If a district has no participation 

data from spring 2020, only the assurance step will need to be completed.  

For more information about the federal requirements and the work Minnesota has done pertaining to alternate 

assessment participation, refer to the Overview of the One Percent Cap and Alternate Assessment Participation in 

Minnesota on the Minnesota Tests webpage.  
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Testing 1, 2, 3 Website Tip  

For users who have received a warning message on the Testing 1, 2, 3, website, MDE has discovered a solution to 

resolve this error. Users need to clear the cache by refreshing the webpage. Note: In order to refresh the webpage, use 

(CTRL + F5) on a PC or (Command + F5) on a Mac. Contact testing123@state.mn.us for any additional questions. 

Back to Top 

Featured Resource of the Month: MathBits Articles 

Math Bits is a monthly journal published by the Minnesota Council of Teachers of Mathematics (MCTM). MDE’s 

Math Assessment Specialists have written articles about a range of topics, like tips on using the Benchmark ALDs to 

improve classroom math assessments, explaining the formula sheets, and understanding how to interpret and use 

scale scores from the Math MCA. For a list of all math articles written by MDE’s Math Assessment Specialists, visit 

the MCA tagged articles on the MathBits MCA Page.  
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Upcoming Opportunities 

Science Alternate MCA Test Specifications: Public Review  

Following the 2019 revisions to the Minnesota K–12 Academic Standards in Science, the Science Alternate MCA 

(formerly MTAS) will begin assessing these standards in the spring of 2024 for students with significant cognitive 

disabilities. In collaboration with a committee of Minnesota educators, MDE has drafted the test specifications for the 

Science Alternate MCA to assist with the development of the new assessments. In addition to test specifications, the 

https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/test/mn/
https://testing123.education.mn.gov/TEST/index.htm
mailto:testing123@state.mn.us
http://www.mctmmathbits.org/?tag=mca


document includes extended benchmarks, which are based on the new Minnesota science benchmarks but reduced in 

depth, breadth, and complexity.  

Members of the public are encouraged to review the proposed test specifications and provide feedback through the 

Science Alternate MCA Test Specifications Feedback Survey. The survey will be open until Jan. 24.  

Feedback from multiple perspectives, including science and special education teachers, is important in creating the best 

assessment possible for Minnesota students with significant cognitive disabilities. Please share this information with 

applicable district staff.  

Note: The link to the survey, as well as a copy of the survey questions (in the Science Alternate Minnesota 

Comprehensive Assessment Test Specifications document), are available on the Test Specification page.  
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Teaching and Learning Led by Evidence – Webinar Series Continuing  

After receiving requests from educators to cover additional topics, we will continue this series that began in the fall. 

These webinars are for any teacher or school leader who wants to center instruction on evidence of student learning or 

would like to sharpen their data and assessment skills.  

Registration is required for each WebEx session, using the links below, and participants will earn one continuing 
education unit for each session. All sessions will be recorded and posted on Testing 1, 2, 3 for future reference. 

 “Where can student data from MDE be accessed by teachers?” 
o Participants will gain: An overview of the types of student data relevant to educators that is publicly 

available, knowledge of how to access and use the data when making decisions, and a framework to use 
when discussing student data with colleagues. 

o Presenters: Kat Edwards and Kendra Olsen 
o Thursday, Jan. 28th, 4–5 pm 
o Register for Session 6 

 

 “How can results from Minnesota Assessments be accessed and used by teachers?” 
o Participants will gain: An overview of the types of assessment data publicly available and how to access, 

How to interpret and filter assessment data by student group or grade level using the MN Report Card, 
and a comparison of the various reports that MDE generates of assessment results. 

o Presenters: Kat Edwards and Kendra Olsen 
o Thursday, Feb. 25th, 4–5 pm 
o Register for Session 7 
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Important Ideas and Research in School Assessment and Data 

This section of the newsletter is designed to keep educators well-informed on current research and best practices 

to improve teaching, leadership, and learning in relation to data and assessment in the classroom. 

It’s Okay to Not Be Okay 

In this Education Week article, a common phenomenon affecting teachers during the pandemic is described: “toxic 

positivity” – statements like Look on the bright side. It could be worse. Think about the good things you’ve got. Teachers 

are heroes. You’ve got this. Everything happens for a reason. The problem with these upbeat statements, says Marc 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/KGK2VMW
https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/test/spec/
https://testing123.education.mn.gov/test/get/req/
https://minnesota.webex.com/minnesota/k2/j.php?MTID=t21714941c42fc3803825cd0e28b8dceb
https://minnesota.webex.com/mw3300/mywebex/default.do?service=7&nomenu=true&main_url=%2Ftc3300%2Ftrainingcenter%2FLoading.do%3Fsiteurl%3Dminnesota%26UID%3D-99999999%26RT%3DMiM3%26siteurl%3Dminnesota%26apiname%3Dj.php%26MTID%3Dtc9ecb1cb1a1289d9d6971d79ef51829e%26FM%3D1%26rnd%3D0781956068%26servicename%3DTC%26ED%3D1173915607%26needFilter%3Dfalse&siteurl=minnesota


Brackett (Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence) is that they fail to acknowledge very real fears and anxieties that 

students and educators are experiencing – and can actually make morale worse. People can be made to feel guilty for 

not being more positive, but ignoring negative emotions doesn’t make them go away, says Brackett.  

The author offers some tips for teachers to reassure their students through the pandemic: 

 Acknowledge emotions. The pandemic will not last forever, but things are tough right now for all of us. 

 Acknowledge that people who use these upbeat statements mean well. 

 Monitor your own “self-talk.” 

 Model a range of emotions and how to handle them. 

 Don’t ignore negative emotions. 

 Don’t pressure people to be optimistic all the time. 

 Don’t give pep talks without meaningful support. 

 Don’t make being happy all the time your goal. 

“When Toxic Positivity Seeps Into Schools, Here’s What Educators Can Do” by Arianna Prothero in Education Week, 

January 6, 2020 (Vol. 40, #17, pp. 10-12). 

The 10 Most Significant Education Studies of 2020 

In this Edutopia article, the authors identify what they believe are the ten most significant education studies of 2020 

(see the full article below for links to the studies): 

1. Technology and ease of access to content are key to successful remote learning. Students should be regularly 

asked questions like, Have you encountered any technical issues? and Can you easily locate your assignments? 

2. When students generate their own questions about the content they’re studying, they are more engaged, think 

more deeply, and have better retention. Asking questions is significantly more effective than conventional study 

strategies like re-reading, highlighting, and underlining key sentences.  

3. Vocabulary “sticks” when students act words out. When students are learning new vocabulary, retention 

doubles when they use their hands and bodies to dramatize the words. Drawing pictures is also helpful.  

4. Students who spend more time mastering decoding become better readers than students focused on reading 

skills like finding the main idea, if they spend more time learning about the world – especially social studies. 

5. Writing by hand (or drawing) produces deeper learning than typing or tracing words. However, keyboarding is a 

useful skill, especially for students with dyslexia. 

6. The Lucy Calkins Units of Study literacy program is insufficiently explicit and systematic in teaching young 

readers how to decode and encode words. Calkins is reported to be working on “rebalancing” the program.  

7. Clear standards and a scoring rubric mitigate implicit biases that teachers may have. Vague, holistic grading 

criteria, on the other hand, allow biases to work against students of color. 

8. High-school grades are better predictors of college success than ACT and SAT scores. Why? Researchers believe 

grades better indicate key skills like perseverance, time management, and the ability to deal with distractions.  

9. When learning to code, mathematical prowess is less important than language skills. This suggests that passing 

advanced math tests should not be a criterion for admission to programming classes.  

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/when-toxic-positivity-seeps-into-schools-heres-what-educators-can-do/2021/01


10. Pollution is linked to students’ school attendance and asthma problems. When three coal-fired plants near 

Chicago were shuttered, student absences went down, as did emergency room visits for asthma-related crises.  

“The 10 Most Significant Education Studies of 2020” by Youki Terada & Stephen Merrill in Edutopia, December 4, 2020. 

 

 

 

 

Sign up to receive the Teacher Newsletter. 

Manage Preferences  |  Unsubscribe  |  Help  |  website 

 

Statewide Student Assessment and Data Analytics 

Our mission is to produce reliable data and support its use through a system of tools that promotes equity. 

 
 

https://www.edutopia.org/article/10-most-significant-education-studies-2020
http://links.govdelivery.com/track?type=click&enid=ZWFzPTEmbXNpZD0mYXVpZD0mbWFpbGluZ2lkPTIwMTkwOTEwLjEwMDA2MjkxJm1lc3NhZ2VpZD1NREItUFJELUJVTC0yMDE5MDkxMC4xMDAwNjI5MSZkYXRhYmFzZWlkPTEwMDEmc2VyaWFsPTE2Nzg0NDIyJmVtYWlsaWQ9a2VuZHJhLm9sc2VuQHN0YXRlLm1uLnVzJnVzZXJpZD1rZW5kcmEub2xzZW5Ac3RhdGUubW4udXMmdGFyZ2V0aWQ9JmZsPSZtdmlkPSZleHRyYT0mJiY=&&&120&&&https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/MNMDE/subscriber/new?topic_id=MNMDE_1652
http://links.govdelivery.com/track?type=click&enid=ZWFzPTEmbXNpZD0mYXVpZD0mbWFpbGluZ2lkPTIwMTkwOTEwLjEwMDA2MjkxJm1lc3NhZ2VpZD1NREItUFJELUJVTC0yMDE5MDkxMC4xMDAwNjI5MSZkYXRhYmFzZWlkPTEwMDEmc2VyaWFsPTE2Nzg0NDIyJmVtYWlsaWQ9a2VuZHJhLm9sc2VuQHN0YXRlLm1uLnVzJnVzZXJpZD1rZW5kcmEub2xzZW5Ac3RhdGUubW4udXMmdGFyZ2V0aWQ9JmZsPSZtdmlkPSZleHRyYT0mJiY=&&&121&&&https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/MNMDE/subscribers/new?preferences=true
http://links.govdelivery.com/track?type=click&enid=ZWFzPTEmbXNpZD0mYXVpZD0mbWFpbGluZ2lkPTIwMTkwOTEwLjEwMDA2MjkxJm1lc3NhZ2VpZD1NREItUFJELUJVTC0yMDE5MDkxMC4xMDAwNjI5MSZkYXRhYmFzZWlkPTEwMDEmc2VyaWFsPTE2Nzg0NDIyJmVtYWlsaWQ9a2VuZHJhLm9sc2VuQHN0YXRlLm1uLnVzJnVzZXJpZD1rZW5kcmEub2xzZW5Ac3RhdGUubW4udXMmdGFyZ2V0aWQ9JmZsPSZtdmlkPSZleHRyYT0mJiY=&&&122&&&https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/MNMDE/subscribers/new?preferences=true
http://links.govdelivery.com/track?type=click&enid=ZWFzPTEmbXNpZD0mYXVpZD0mbWFpbGluZ2lkPTIwMTkwOTEwLjEwMDA2MjkxJm1lc3NhZ2VpZD1NREItUFJELUJVTC0yMDE5MDkxMC4xMDAwNjI5MSZkYXRhYmFzZWlkPTEwMDEmc2VyaWFsPTE2Nzg0NDIyJmVtYWlsaWQ9a2VuZHJhLm9sc2VuQHN0YXRlLm1uLnVzJnVzZXJpZD1rZW5kcmEub2xzZW5Ac3RhdGUubW4udXMmdGFyZ2V0aWQ9JmZsPSZtdmlkPSZleHRyYT0mJiY=&&&123&&&https://subscriberhelp.govdelivery.com/
http://links.govdelivery.com/track?type=click&enid=ZWFzPTEmbXNpZD0mYXVpZD0mbWFpbGluZ2lkPTIwMTkwOTEwLjEwMDA2MjkxJm1lc3NhZ2VpZD1NREItUFJELUJVTC0yMDE5MDkxMC4xMDAwNjI5MSZkYXRhYmFzZWlkPTEwMDEmc2VyaWFsPTE2Nzg0NDIyJmVtYWlsaWQ9a2VuZHJhLm9sc2VuQHN0YXRlLm1uLnVzJnVzZXJpZD1rZW5kcmEub2xzZW5Ac3RhdGUubW4udXMmdGFyZ2V0aWQ9JmZsPSZtdmlkPSZleHRyYT0mJiY=&&&124&&&http://education.state.mn.us/mde/index.html

