
Wisconsin Essential Elements: 
Understanding Standards Aligned Instruction for 
Students with Significant Cognitive Disabilities

What are the Essential Elements (EEs)? 
The Wisconsin Essential Elements are descriptions of what students with the most 

significant cognitive disabilities are expected to know and be able to do at each grade level 

from kindergarten through 12th grade. They are essential skills that are linked to the 

Wisconsin Academic Standards grade-level specific expectations. The Essential Elements 

are for the content areas of English Language Arts, Mathematics, Science, and Social 

Studies. More information and copies of the Essential Elements are available online at: 

Wisconsin Alternate Academic Achievement Standards on the DPI website. 

 The Essential Elements are the bridge between grade-level content standards to 

academic expectations for students with the most significant cognitive disabilities. 

Essential Elements represent both tested content and content relevant for instruction. 

Essential Elements are reduced in depth, breadth, and complexity and include linkage 

levels in grades Kindergarten through 12.  

Individualized Education Program (IEP) 
IEP teams need to consider the Essential Elements when 

developing the student’s IEP. The Essential Elements help the 

teacher identify students' needs and plan grade-level instruction 

and assessment for students with the most significant cognitive 

disabilities. The IEP under Present Level of Academic Achievement 

and Functional Performance includes information regarding the student's performance. 

Expectations for students with the most significant cognitive disabilities 
All students deserve and have a right to a quality education. This right includes the 

opportunity as much as possible for students with the most significant cognitive 

disabilities to have access to the general education curriculum and be involved in and have 

the same opportunities and experiences as other students.  

Sometimes, students with the most significant cognitive disabilities are not able to access 

the standards in a meaningful way or to the same degree as other students. Wisconsin 

educators work with educators from across Wisconsin and other states to create 

alternate academic achievement standards that align with the Wisconsin Academic 

Standards.  

https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/topics/essential-elements


The use of the Wisconsin Essential Elements (EE’s) 
Teachers of students with the most significant cognitive disabilities use the Essential 

Elements when planning instruction.  General education and special education teachers 

collaborate on what is taught and how it is taught so that their students can participate 

and learn as much as possible. The Essential Elements may also be used to help teachers 

develop ways to measure student progress. 

Implications of participating in the alternate assessment aligned with the Wisconsin 
Essential Elements 
Participation in the alternate assessment aligned with the Wisconsin Essential Elements 

does not prevent a student from receiving a regular high school diploma. Under federal 

law, students participating in the alternate assessment cannot be stopped from 

attempting to complete the regular high school diploma requirements. For further 

information on graduation requirements, please refer to your local school district policies. 
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