Inclusive And Equitable Assessment for 


English Language Learners �











Including English language learners in the movement to raise standards of learning for all students will not yield positive results without addressing equity and fairness issues in large-scale assessments and in the practices used to assess ELLs in local school districts.   











“Tests that do not accommodate crucial differences between groups of children are inherently inequitable. They do not give all children a fair chance to succeed because they assume that all children come to the testing situation with roughly the same experiences, experiences that are crucial for success.” (Meisels, Dorfman, and Steele, 1995)





What factors must be considered in order to assess English Language Learners equitably?


Achieving fairness and equity in assessment for the increasingly large population of English language learners in America’s schools is one of the most challenging aspects of assessment reform.  Raising standards of learning for these students means that how they have been assessed in large-scale assessments and at the school district level must be changed.  In writing about how assessment can better serve educational reform for students from diverse cultures, Malcom (1991) proposed several essential conditions that capture the essence of fairness and equity in assessment.


•		Rules about what is to be known must be clear to all. 


•	Ways of demonstrating knowledge must be many and varied. 


•	Knowledge valued by different groups must be reflected in what we expect children to know. 


•	Resources needed to achieve must be available to all. 


At the heart of equity in assessment is whether the design of new assessments can be responsive to diversity and whether all children will be given adequate preparation in the proficiencies assessed. Several factors affect equity in assessment for English language learners. These include what prior knowledge and language skills assessment tasks require, whether test content, procedures, or scoring criteria are biased, whether tests are valid, and whether all students have the opportunity to learn the material assessed.  Each of these factors present a score of issues yet to be resolved.  In addition, these factors are interrelated and influence one another.





Questions about Assessment Equity


The key issues that policymakers and administrators should consider under these areas have been identified by several researchers who have written extensively on equity issues in assessment for diverse student populations. Key questions that can help educators evaluate the equity of assessments are identified below.


Relevant Prior Knowledge


•	What common experiences and understandings must students have to make sense of the assessment task and solve it?


•	Can students connect their cultural background and experiences to what is expected in the task?


•	What information is essential for successful performance?


•	Will all groups be motivated by the topics provided? 


•	Are the criteria for performance known and familiar to all students—do all students understand what kind of evidence of learning will be valued when the assessment is scored? 


			(Baker and O’Neil, 1995; Farr & Trumbull, 1997; Saville-Troike, 1991)





�
Language Demands and Content Bias


•	What language demands do the tasks--particularly those emphasizing higher-order thinking skills—place on students with backgrounds in languages other than English?


•	If the task is not primarily meant to assess language facility, what alternative options for displaying understanding are available to students with limited English proficiency?


•	Are the concepts, vocabulary, and activities important to the assessment tasks familiar to all students to be tested, regardless of their cultural backgrounds?


•	Is the range of knowledge and ways of expressing knowledge called for in the assessment familiar only to the mainstream culture?


•	Are the limited topics used in performance assessments relevant to students with many different backgrounds? 


	(Baker & O’Neil, 1995; Estrin & Nelson-Barber, 1995; Farr & Trumbull, 1997; Garcia & Pearson, 1991, 1994; Medina & Neill, 1990; Neill, 1995)





Validity


•	Is the test valid for the school populations being assessed?


•	Has the assessment been validated with culturally and linguistically diverse student populations?


•	Does the assessment take into account the cultural backgrounds of the students taking the test?


•	Have all test translations been validated and normed?


	 (Farr & Trumbull, 1997; LaCelle-Peterson & Rivera, 1994; Rivera & Vincent, 1996)





Procedural Bias and Scoring Criteria


•	Do assessments unduly penalize students for whom, the testing format is unfamiliar or the prescribed time limitations are inadequate because of unfamiliarity with the test language?


•	Are English language learners given sufficient time to complete an assessment?





•	Do language differences, cultural attitudes toward test-taking, lack of test-wiseness, or test anxiety unduly penalize some students? 


•	What accommodations would be necessary to give English language learners the same opportunity as monolingual students to demonstrate what they know and can do?


•	Are the scoring criteria used to judge student performance biased toward the mainstream culture? Are the criteria specific enough to overcome the potential for bias when multiple raters are used to judge the performance of a group of students?


•	Do scoring criteria for content-area assessments focus on the knowledge, skills, and abilities being tested and not on the quality of the language in which the response is expressed?


•	Are those scoring the assessment sufficiently familiar with students’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds to interpret student performances appropriately and to recognize and score English language learners’ responses?


•	Do those scoring students’ work include educators from the same linguistic and cultural backgrounds as the students tested?


 (Baker & O’Neil, 1995; Farr & Trumbull, 1997; Garcia & Pearson, 1994; LaCelle- Peterson & Rivera, 1994)





Opportunity to Learn


•	Have all students had the opportunity to learn the assessed material and to prepare adequately to respond to the assessment tasks?


•	Have English language learners been placed in challenging learning situations that are organized around a full range of educational outcomes?


•	Have all students been taught by teachers of the same quality, training, and experience?


•	What educational resources are available to students? Are comparable books, materials, technology, and other educational supports available to all groups to be tested?


(Baker & O’Neil, 1995; Darling-Hammond, 1994; LaCelle-Peterson & Rivera, 1994) 


�
Will Performance Assessment Benefit English Language Learners?


 


Alternative assessments, called “performance” or “authentic” assessments, invite students to apply their knowledge to real world tasks. While the term “performance assessment” indicates that students are asked to demonstrate--through their performances on assessment tasks--that they can apply learned skills and competencies, the term “authentic” suggests that students are asked to perform assessment tasks in practical or “real life” contexts. Thus, authentic assessment can be thought of as a subset of performance assessment (Meisels, et al., 1995). Performance assessments gather evidence by employing many different types of assessment tools, such as oral presentations, exhibitions, portfolios of student work, experiments, cooperative group work, research projects, student journals, anecdotal records, notes from teacher observations, and teacher-student conferencing. Therefore, performance assessments draw on a wider range of evidence than do other forms of assessment. 





New forms of assessment offer greater promise of accommodating diversity and improving equity in education than do traditional assessments, but not much research has been done into how performance-based assessments affect the education of students from diverse cultural, linguistic, and economic backgrounds. Some have cautioned that there might be  potential problems in using performance assessments fairly with culturally and linguistically diverse groups of student (Garcia & Pearson, 1994). The potential effects of performance assessment on English language learners are discussed below.





Advantages of Using Performance Assessments with English Language Learners


In summarizing the striking contrasts between performance assessments and group-administered standardized achievement tests, Meisels et al. (1995) highlighted the following valuable features of performance assessments.


Performance Assessments


•		Promote student learning and support instruction 


•	Assist teachers in making instructional decisions by actively involving both students and teachers in the learning process


•	Minimize the likelihood of drawing conclusions from limited performance opportunities


•	Offer children from different backgrounds varied ways to display their knowledge and abilities


•	Provide information that can be used to form a profile of a student’s individual strengths and weaknesses


•		Monitor progress over time and influence ongoing learning  





“Rather than generalizing from a narrow task to a larger domain, performance assessment aims to document the broad-based process of learning. The purpose is to follow children’s development over time, within and across domains, to create differentiated profiles or portraits of children’s accomplishments and repertoires” (Meisels et al., p. 251). For English language learners, performance assessments have several advantages. They are closely linked with instruction, reveal more meaningful information about student knowledge and abilities, and allow students to display competencies in a wide variety of ways.





Closer Link to Instruction


Performance assessments can benefit English language learners when they are embedded in a sound, learner-centered curriculum. Typically, performance-based assessment strategies employ authentic, holistic tasks that invite learners to actively construct meaning in their responses. When integrated with instruction, performance assessment encourages teachers and students to collaborate in the learning process. When performance assessments are used to support standards-based curricula, they can benefit English language learners by exposing them to essential knowledge and allowing them to apply it to meaningful contexts (Baker & O’Neil, 1995; Garcia & Pearson, 1994; Valdez-Pierce & O’Malley, 1992). In addition, the use of performance assessments may encourage teachers not only to set challenging standards for English language learners, but also to use the information about student learning and performance to adapt instruction to individual students more effectively (Garcia & Pearson, 1994).





Based on real-life rather than contrived activities, performance tasks invite English language learners to solve real problems and provide them with more control over their learning. Because social context plays an important role in performance assessment, not only are students’ experiences seen as relevant, but they are viewed as an essential part of the learning process. The notion that instruction and assessment are embedded in a social context is essential to the education of English language learners who have to demonstrate content knowledge through an emerging second language (Hafner & Ulanoff, 1994). If instruction and assessment are embedded in meaningful contexts, English language learners will be better able to demonstrate what they know and can do.





More Meaningful Information About Student Knowledge and Abilities


Performance assessments are typically designed to employ a range of activities and to measure individual progress. By making greater cognitive demands on English language learners than do traditional tests, performance tasks invite a fuller range of responses, provide a richer picture of what these students have learned, and allow for the ongoing assessment of their higher order thinking skills (Farr & Trumbull, 1997). Because performance assessments allow teachers to observe the development of student thinking and organizational skills, they can be used to create profiles of the educational progress of English language learners. In fact, research has shown that teachers who use authentic classroom assessment tend to document the growth of individual students over time and often record their findings in narrative or descriptive formats that can be shared with students and parents (Calfee & Perfumo, 1993; Garcia & Pearson, 1994). 





In addition, because performance assessments allow for cultural adaptations and can employ assessment strategies that openly invite student performances that reflect diverse cultural perspectives, individual teachers may find ways to document information that they regard as important to understanding the learning of students from a variety of different language backgrounds. 





For example, in Spanish-English bilingual classrooms, teachers will want to know what literacy tasks a child can complete in English, in Spanish, or in both languages (Garcia, 1992).  They will want to know the extent to which their students interpret material and vocabulary based on their cultural and linguistic experiences or on mainstream experiences (Garcia, 1991).  Similarly, they will want to know the extent to which bilingual students are capable of using their knowledge of native-language reading to help in their second-language reading (Downing, 1984; Jiménez, 1992; Jiménez, Garcia, & Pearson, 1991).  Teachers working with dialect-speaking African-American youths on improving their writing also might want to evaluate these students' use of dialect features apart from their ability to develop a persuasive essay (Garcia & Pearson, 1991).  It is difficult to imagine formal assessments that could or would attempt to gather such information (Garcia & Pearson, 1994�).





Wider Range of Ways to Display Competencies


Because performance assessments involve the use of multiple measures, they invite students to draw on multiple intelligences and to display varied cognitive and communicative styles. As a result, these assessments provide a wider range of opportunities for English language learners to show what they know and can do in both language and content areas (Estrin & Nelson-Barber, 1995; Navarrete & Gustke, 1996). At the same time, the flexibility of performance assessment allows teachers to vary the assessment methods used in order to more accurately diagnose the learning of students whose cognitive and cultural styles may cause them to perform poorly on conventional tests. By offering a range of contexts—including opportunities to work alone, in pairs, or in groups—teachers can vary assessment settings to reflect cultural preferences and also evaluate the impact of these contexts on particular students’ progress (Garcia & Pearson, 1994). Because performance assessment allows students to show how they solve tasks, teachers may be able to differentiate between learning problems caused by limited English skills and those caused by limited content knowledge.   Also, while traditional assessments did not capture the partial knowledge that English language learners were in the process of acquiring, performance assessments may provide more valid information about a student’s developing knowledge (Farr & Trumbull, 1997). 





When using performance assessments, an approach called “dynamic assessment” can be employed that helps teachers determine which tasks students can complete independently and which they can complete with varying levels of assistance. “[Dynamic assessment] assumes the stance that assessment should be directed toward finding out what the student is capable of learning (working in the ‘zone of proximal development’ ) with the assistance of the teacher rather than toward finding out what he already knows” (Farr & Trumbull, 1997, p. 235). Therefore, dynamic assessment allows teachers to document the progress that students who are learning a second language are making with and without support (Garcia, 1991, 1992). 





“Within the philosophical parameters of dynamic assessment, teachers would be able to provide students with background knowledge essential to text comprehension, translate obscure English vocabulary that might block an otherwise transparent linguistic translation, or provide other forms of assistance that bilingual students might need in order to comprehend and complete tasks in English.” (Garcia & Pearson, 1994, p. 370)





Designed to reveal how a child learns, dynamic assessment procedures can provide students with a series of increasingly challenging tasks and offer varying levels of assistance to help students perform successfully. Proponents believe that dynamic assessment offers the opportunity to gain insights into how a wide range of children learn, which instructional strategies facilitate learning, and which learners respond best to specific types of instruction. As a result, dynamic assessment can provide information about potentially effective techniques of educational intervention (Farr & Trumbull, 1997). 





Problems of Using Performance Assessment with English Language Learners


Researchers have noted that there may be disadvantages to using performance assessment with English language learners. Because of the particular ways in which performance assessments are structured, scored, and administered, English language learners could encounter difficulties that would make the assessments unfair to them. What follows is a summary of the main concerns that have been identified about the use of performance assessment with English language learners.





Language and Cultural Demands of Performance Assessments


Performance assessments are particularly demanding for English language learners because they rely heavily on language skills. Because performance assessments require students to read and write more when solving problems and demonstrating their critical thinking, their language demands are greater than those of traditional standardized tests. Even in mathematics and science, students are expected to write explanations of how they went about solving problems. If an English language learner’s literacy skills interfere with his or her ability to successfully accomplish an assessment task, it becomes impossible to distinguish between the student’s literacy and subject-matter knowledge and skills, and the assessment will provide little useful information about the student’s subject-matter performance (Koelsch, Estrin, & Farr, 1995; Navarrete & Gutsky, 1996). 





Consideration also must be given to whether performance assessments are based on culturally specific contexts that are unfamiliar to students from certain cultures.  A “real-life” problem may be very real to one student but totally unfamiliar to a student from a different culture.  The process of designing assessment tasks must also take into account that different cultures have different ways of solving problems and different ways of expressing solutions.  For example, an assessment might invite students to make judgments or express values, but these particular forms of demonstrating knowledge may not be compatible with the cultural styles with which a student is most familiar.





For performance assessments to be fair for all students, they must be modified so that they take into account how English language learners use language and provide all students with a sufficient context for understanding and responding appropriately to the assessment task. If these considerations are not addressed, then English language learners will perform no better on performance assessments than they do on current traditional academic achievement tests (Navarrete & Gutsky, 1996).





Teacher Bias


Teacher bias is a potential problem in the use of performance assessments with English language learners. Teacher beliefs about new forms of assessment, expectations for students, training in the use of alternative assessments, views about the use of results, and methods of motivating students are likely to affect the performance assessment results of English language learners (Rueda & Garcia, 1992). Cultural bias will not be eliminated just because performance assessments take the place of standardized tests. As experts in multicultural education have pointed out, it is difficult for teachers from mainstream backgrounds to identify topics that are relevant to culturally diverse groups (Banks & Banks, 1993; Hernandez, 1989). Also, when teachers do not consider how students’ cultural backgrounds affect their ways of working on a task, they tend to form expectations about how a task will be completed that lead to false impressions about student abilities (Garcia & Pearson, 1994). “Because teachers are typically not trained for, or systematic in their use of performance assessment, they may form impressions of students too quickly and use the data they collect from students to maintain those impressions throughout the year” (Meisels et al., 1995, p. 250). To use performance assessments fairly in a classroom with students from diverse cultural and language backgrounds, teachers must become knowledgeable both about the subject matter being assessed and about students' cultures and languages (Garcia & Pearson, 1991).





Validity, Reliability, and Procedural Issues


Because performance assessments are quite different from standardized tests, their procedures introduce new possibilities for inequities to influence student scores. While some of these potential inequities are connected to the nature of performance assessment tasks (which are richer but therefore can cover fewer topics), other potential inequities emerge from biases in how performance assessments are scored or from the contexts in which assessments are administered. 


Fewer tasks and longer reading passages.  When large-scale assessment programs employ the more complex tasks used in performance assessments, fewer topics can be surveyed by the test. Questions have been raised about how this limited number of topics will affect the scores of diverse student populations. When an assessment draws on a limited number of assessment tasks, it increases the likelihood that some children may have had little exposure to the limited content reflected in the assessments (Estrin & Nelson-Barber, 1995). It is possible that a limited range of topics will not provide an adequate opportunity to assess the performance of varied student populations, and some have suggested that these kinds of assessments may produce student scores that demonstrate more about the extent of the test taker’s mainstream cultural experience than about his or her actual competencies in the subjects assessed.





One of the ways in which performance assessments present students with fewer varied tasks than traditional standardized testing is by asking students to respond to a few longer passages rather than a wide range of short reading passages. By using longer passages, performance assessments seek to provide students with more meaningful and authentic opportunities to demonstrate what they know and can do. However, longer passages may be particularly difficult for English language learners, and judgements about the proficiency levels of these students that are based on a more limited sampling of tasks or passages may lead to incorrect inferences about their actual capabilities (Garcia & Pearson, 1994). 





Scoring rubrics and bias.  Whether the results of performance assessments of English language learners are reliable or not will depend on how scoring rubrics are developed and how much bias affects the scoring of assessments. Those scoring student responses to performance assessments are expected to apply clearly defined performance criteria to make a sound judgement about the level of proficiency demonstrated. However, even in large-scale performance assessments, only a small number of teachers participate in the design of scoring rubrics. Therefore, the reliability of performance criteria can be undermined if those who design scoring rubrics are not knowledgeable about how to teach and assess children from a variety of cultural and linguistic backgrounds� (Baker & O’Neil, 1995). 





Furthermore, although research has shown that well-trained raters working with well defined and articulated scoring criteria can reach high levels of agreement with one another (Shavelson, Baxter, & Pine, 1992), ratings of student performance can be subject to scorer biases based on observable attributes such as a students’ ethnicity and gender. “Even when relatively structured rubrics are used, there is some evidence that raters rate members of their own race or ethnicity higher than those of other races and ethnicities” (Baker & O’Neill, 1995, p. 73). In addition, when student performance on a demonstration or exhibition is assessed, it can be heavily influenced by scorer response to students’ verbal skills, dialect, or accent. In many cases, individuals who speak in dialects or with accents are more likely to be judged as less intelligent and less capable” (Garcia & Pearson, 1994, p. 228).





Assessment administration.  How performance assessments are administered is likely to vary from one school or classroom to the next, and “differences in procedures such as task directions, the provision of help, and the availability of resources can be counted on to have known and measurable effects on student results” (Baker & O’Neil, 1995, p. 72). Therefore, the context in which a performance-based assessment is administered will affect the validity of the results for English language learners (Winfield, 1995). 





What Policies and Practices Should be Followed When Including English Language Learners in Statewide Assessment Programs?





Because adequate resources have never been devoted to addressing the issues of assessment for non-English speakers in America’s schools, there are many more questions than answers about  policies and practices that should be followed in including English language learners in large-scale statewide assessment programs (August & Hakuta, 1993; Olson & Goldstein, 1997). However, while the knowledge base about which approaches are best is limited, many studies are underway, and core questions are being answered. Proceedings from a national conference on “Inclusion Guidelines and Accommodations for Limited English Proficient Students in the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)” underscored the importance of developing a coherent framework for inclusion, citing three overall principles which are also relevant to state assessment systems (August & McArthur, 1996).





Basic Principles


�Maximum Inclusion


Assessment results should represent all students. Every student, regardless of language characteristics, should be included in the assessment population.





Continuum of Strategies


Because no single strategy will enable all English language learners to participate fairly in large-scale assessment programs, a continuum of options should be available to support the participation of these students. These options may include both those that have been proven to be effective and untested options that still need to be field tested.





�Researchers suggest assessment programs should draw on available options and attempt to maximize the number of students who are offered options on the tested/proven end of the continuum.  At the same time the feasibility and impact of untested options should be investigated. Using the entire range of options would allow the inclusion of all students, even though some of the students would only be included through the use of non-comparable assessment strategies.”� (August & McArthur, 1996, p. 9)





Practicality


Assessments designed to meet the needs of English language learners must be evaluated for their costs, their benefits, their consequences, and the feasibility of their administration. For example, since it may not be feasible to develop native language assessments because of the costs and psychometric problems involved in getting an equivalent translation of a test from one language to another, other ways of including English language learners who are not proficient in English in assessment programs would need to be explored. Alternative assessment strategies must also take into account whether the requirements and burdens of assessment administration are manageable at the local level and whether the toll of assessment on individual test takers might be too great. 





Guidelines for Including English Language Learners in Statewide 


Assessment Programs


Based on the three fundamental principles above, current research suggests that the following guidelines should be followed in developing and implementing assessment policies and practices that to the greates extent possible include English language learners in statewide assessment programs.





Consider how to include populations such as English language learners when the assessments are being developed.


Are statewide assessments appropriate, valid, and reliable for English language learners? All too often, states develop and field test new assessments for the general population, allowing the technical demands of test construction to postpone consideration of whether these new assessments are appropriate and fair for English language learners. Once developed, tests are then reviewed to determine whether a native-language version or some type of accommodation would facilitate the participation of English language learners. However, addressing the needs of English language learners as an afterthought makes it more difficult to develop assessments that are inclusive, valid, and reliable for this population. Instead of adjusting assessments to English language learners after their development, those who specialize in working with English language learners should be asked to participate from the beginning when assessment policies, items or tasks, and procedures are being developed. (Farr & Trumbull, 1997; Olson & Goldstein, 1997).





Choose assessment content that is appropriate for the diverse populations taking the test. 


Both the diverse cultural backgrounds represented in a student population and the amount of knowledge of mainstream culture needed to understand and respond to an assessment item or task should be considered when developing assessments. Because many English language learners draw on life experiences that differ from those who develop assessments, these students often respond to performance assessments in unanticipated ways . As a result, for performance assessments to be fair to English language learners, assessment tasks should be developed with the diverse cultural perspectives of the student population in mind (Winfield, 1995).





Field test assessments with English language learners to ensure validity.


Only assessments that have included English language learners in their field test population sample will be valid for use with these students. Making inferences about the competencies of English language learners from assessments that have been validated with monolingual English-speaking students constitutes an invalid use of assessment data (LaCelle-Peterson & Rivera, 1994). A “best practice” approach in the development of assessment instruments and procedures is to field test them with a student sample that is representative of all the types of students who will take the assessment (Olson & Goldstein, 1997).





Establish scoring criteria appropriate for evaluating the work of English language learners and train those who score assessments properly.


Assessment scoring criteria must make it possible to determine the content-area knowledge, skills, and abilities being tested while not becoming skewed by the linguistic skill with which student responses are expressed (LaCelle-Peterson & Rivera, 1994). Otherwise, English language learners will be penalized inappropriately for lacking English language skills. In the case of performance assessments, individuals who are knowledgeable about the cultural and linguistic characteristics of the students being assessed should participate in the development of rubrics for scoring student work. Furthermore, assessment personnel who score the responses of English language learners must be carefully selected and trained. 





Field-test assessment options that will maximize the inclusion of English language learners in state assessments.


Large-scale assessments typically employ two options in order to maximize the participation of English language learners:


•		alternative assessments� that modify the assessment instrument to make it easier for students with limited proficiency in English to comprehend


•		accommodations that adjust test administration procedures to support students with limited proficiency in English





Questions are often raised about whether the results of an alternative assessment are comparable to those of the assessment it replaces, whether alternative assessments offer valid measures of the content being assessed, and whether scoring rubrics for alternative versions are reliable. (Rivera & Vincent, 1996). States frequently permit supportive accommodations in order to encourage the participation of English language learners in content assessments in English. Some of the accommodations are designed to reduce the English language demand of assessments for these students by simplifying directions, allowing the use of dictionaries, and reading questions aloud in English. Other accommodations permitted include separate testing sessions, flexible scheduling, allowing extra time, and small group administration (August & Lara, 1996). 





Although survey data provided by states indicates the range of accommodations permitted, it is harder to determine which accommodations are actually used. Therefore, states need to collect data documenting how various accommodations are used and how effective they are in promoting the participation of English language learner students in statewide assessments. Rivera and Vincent (1996) caution that accommodations do not work equally well for all English language learners because of wide variations in English language proficiency. While accommodations may make a positive difference for English language learners who already are fairly proficient in English, for those who have very little proficiency in English, they may not make enough of a difference to enable students to perform at high levels . 





An issue for states is whether the results of tests taken with accommodations can be compared to the results of tests taken without accommodations. The issue of consistency or comparability across tests will not be resolved easily from a technical standpoint.  Because of this, it has been suggested that the assessment results of students who take an assessment without accommodations should be separated from those of students who take the assessment with accommodations. The use of alternative assessment strategies and accommodations requires research, analysis, and evaluation of assessment practices to determine their comparability to the assessments used to measure the progress of fluent English speakers. States can learn from empirical studies, conducted by the National Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing (CRESST), that examine the inclusion in the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) of students . Two new research efforts by CRESST researchers focus specifically on the validity of accommodations and modifications in assessments. The primary goal of this research is to produce a continuum of accommodations and modifications that will be appropriate and feasible for use in NAEP. The findings of these CRESST studies should have important implications for the large-scale use of assessment accommodations and modifications.





Ensure that translated assessments are equivalent to the English version of the assessment.


National statistics show that approximately 73 percent of students categorized as having limited English proficiency come from Spanish language backgrounds (August & McArthur, 1996), and some states with a large and stable population of these students are developing Spanish versions of content area assessments that can be offered as an assessment option. However, while the limitations of English-only assessment are becoming increasingly obvious, translating a test from one language to another raises many new issues. Because concepts and terminology do not have perfect equivalents in different languages, translated items may exhibit psychometric properties substantially different from those of the original English items. Thus, a translated test may not effectively test the same underlying concepts and competencies (Cabello, 1984; Farr & Trumbll, 1997�; Olmeda, 1981). Also, because some languages, such as Spanish, have many dialects, it can be very difficult to translate material in a way that will be similarly understood by most speakers of the language (Estrin, 1993). The difficulty presented by translation was noted in the "Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing":





“Psychometric properties cannot be assumed to be comparable across languages or dialects. Many words have different frequency rates or difficulty levels in different languages or dialects. Therefore, words in two languages that appear to be close in meaning may differ radically in other ways important for the test use intended. Additionally, test content may be inappropriate in a translated version.” (AERA, 1985, p. 73)


 


Furthermore, problems occur in developing effective native-language assessments because many English language learners often have only developed limited literacy and language skills in their primary languages and therefore need to use both the native-language version and English language version of the test.  Developing and validating equivalent “bilingual” versions of a test (two versions sidy-by-side) is very difficult. For example, research results from the 1995 NAEP field test of mathematics, which tested items in Spanish-only or in side-by-side Spanish-English formats, illustrate the challenge of using native language or bilingual versions of assessments (Anderson, Jenkins, & Miller,� 1996). “This research found substantial psychometric discrepancies in students’ performance on the same test items across both languages, leading to the conclusion that the Spanish and English versions of many test items were not measuring the same underlying mathematical knowledge” (August & Hakuta, 1997, p. 122). 





Because direct translation may actually introduce more language bias, the most highly recommended procedure in test translation is back translation. In this procedure, the test that has been translated into the second language is translated back into English language.  The two English versions are compared, and items showing apparent discrepancies in vocabulary, phrasing, or meaning are modified further in the translated version. When this process is completed, the newly revised version goes through another back translation. At least three back translations, each conducted by a different translator, are generally recommended in order to prepare a translated assessment that does not introduce discrepancies in meaning inadvertently (Lam, 1991).





Disaggregate assessment data to monitor the achievement of English language learners .


Statewide assessment results should be disaggregated to determine how English language learners are performing as a group. The reporting of disaggregated data at state and district levels will allow for an understanding of the academic development and achievement trends of English language learners and enable local educators to make more meaningful judgements about the effectiveness of instructional programs (LaCelle-Peterson & Rivera, 1994). In addition, data collected in state accountability assessments should include background information on English language learners such as their primary language and the length of time they have received content instruction in English and instruction in English as a second language. 





Although the findings from national studies address issues faced by state policymakers, “[M]any challenges still exist that may stand in the way of best measurement practice and the proper implementation of assessment methodologies that are technically sound” (Olson & Goldstein, 1997). Therefore, further research that involves state and local policymakers, educational leaders, and key constituents is needed. “Different types of large-scale assessments are in use in many different localities, some with very different approaches and purposes than NAEP. Because there are limits to the answers that can be found from the ongoing collection of studies, more research is needed at the national, state, and local levels” (Olson & Goldstein�, 1997, p. 76).








What Policies and Practices Should School Administrators and 


Teachers Follow When Assessing the Academic Performance 


of English Language Learners?





LaCelle-Peterson & Rivera point out that the question “how should we assess English language learners” has no definitive answer, adding that the best assessment policies will result from “the establishment of processes for experimenting and reviewing assessment strategies in light of the changing English language learner population entering the schools” (LaCelle-Peterson & Rivera, 1994, p. 70).





�Research and effective practice suggest that the following principles and approaches can guide school district administrators and teachers when they make decisions about how to assess the academic performance of English language learners.





�Establish assessment policies before selecting or developing measures.


In their comprehensive volume on assessing diverse learners, Farr and Trumbull (1997) argue that school administrators and teachers should establish policies for their assessment programs before they begin to choose, design, refine, or develop a set of measures that will constitute these programs. 


 


“They should reflect on and discuss the purposes of assessment and the questions they most want to answer about their students. They must think about the potential of any test or assessment measure to interfere with learning or to harm students; they must discuss how much intrusiveness they want to permit and how to integrate assessment with instruction. They must decide what types of assessment are appropriate for which students and what administration procedures they need to follow or modify to accommodate diverse learners.” (Farr & Trumbull, 1997, p. 201)�





�Today, since assessment policies are often tied to learning standards and linked to instruction, schools with linguistically and culturally diverse student populations need assessment development policies that draw on teacher commitment to standards, understanding of the purposes of assessment, and knowledge about how culture and language affect learning. Building effective assessment policies requires a consideration of the range of measures needed for comprehensive assessment of diverse learners, the many factors that might affect the performance of particular student populations, and how these factors can be addressed through accommodations. 





Provide English language learners with instruction that will enable them to develop higher order proficiencies.


English language learners must have adequate opportunities to develop proficiencies based on high learning standards. This means ensuring that they have been exposed to challenging learning situations and the full range of desired educational outcomes. They should be thoroughly grounded in what is expected of them, provided opportunities to learn the content being assessed, and taught in ways that will enable them to respond to the more complex and cognitively demanding tasks of performance assessments (Navarrete & Gutsky, 1996; Navarette, 1994). Most importantly, they must have equitable access to the educational resources and high quality teachers that will support them in learning and achieving at high levels (Baker & O’Neil, 1995; LaCelle-Peterson & Rivera, 1994).


 


Use assessments that are appropriate for English language learners.


Teachers should begin planning for the assessment of English language learners with two questions in mind:   1) What do I need to know about individual children's literacy and language development in order to plan their instruction and assess their performance? 2) What activities and tasks can I use to determine this information? (Farr & Trumbull, 1997).� The following criteria should be considered in determining the appropriateness of assessments for English language learners.





Criteria for Determining the Appropriateness of Assessments 


for English Language Learners





1.	The extent of ELLs’ experiences with the concepts, knowledge, skills, and 


applications represented in the assessment.


2.	The language demands of tasks, particularly for tasks emphasizing higher-order 


thinking skills.


3.	Whether assessment tasks include concepts, vocabulary, and activities that would 


not be familiar to students from a particular culture.


4.	Whether the standards for performance are known and familiar to the ELLs who 


are being assessed, and whether they understand the processes and products of 


learning that are valued in the assessment.


5.	The prior knowledge and understanding required of them in order to make sense of assessment tasks.


6.	Whether they will be able to connect their cultural background and their experiences 


to what is expected in an assessment task.


7.	Whether the range of assessment tasks are multidimensional in ways that 


accommodate different culturally-based cognitive styles and modes of representing understanding.


8.	Whether the ELLs being assessed have had experience with the format of the 


assessment.


9.	The types of accommodations that will be necessary to give them the same 


opportunity as other students to demonstrate what they know and can do.





(Baker & O’Neil, 1995; Estrin & Nelson-Barber, 1995; Farr & Trumbull, 1997; Garcia & Pearson,1994; LaCelle-Peterson & Rivera, 1994; Neill, 1995)











Use authentic assessments that draw on English language learners’ real-life situations


Authentic assessments connected to real life situations will help English language learners to understand and apply essential concepts, knowledge, and skills (O’Malley & Pierce, 1996). When developing assessments for linguistically and culturally diverse student populations, educators should consider how student life experiences will affect responses to assessments. English language learners have difficulty learning from and responding to assessment tasks that lack a context that is meaningful to them. It is far more likely that these students will develop an understanding of academic concepts if assessment tasks connect to their frame of reference and their personal experiences (Farr & Trumbull, 1997; Koelsch et al., 1995). As Baker notes, in developing more equitable assessments “schools must find ways to deal with children from cultures, languages, and expectations that mainstream America barely understands, if at all” (Baker, 1994, p. 199). Thus, administrators and teachers who wish to develop authentic and meaningful assessments for English language learners should draw on English language learners’ home and community experiences as strengths to be integrated more effectively into instruction. 





Use multiple assessment strategies so English language learners have a wide range of options when showing what they know and can do. 


Using a variety of assessments is especially critical for English language learners who need to demonstrate their progress in both language and academic areas over time. They must be given multiple opportunities to show how they learn, and to demonstrate what they have learned in ways that are comfortable for them and reflect their communication capabilities. This approach is widely supported in the literature. Wiggins (1989) highlighted the importance of variety and flexibility in assessment, emphasizing that assessments should accommodate students’ learning styles, aptitudes, and interests. Farr and Trumbull (1997) also emphasized that using varied approaches that accommodate different learning styles will yield more meaningful results.  Latitude should also be given in the time allowed to complete assessment tasks, allowing English language learners time to experiment, draft, reflect, and revise their work (LaCelle-Peterson, & Rivera, 1994; Navarette & Gutsky, 1996). The use of multiple assessments over time will yield a more valid profile of what English language learners have learned to emerge. Allowing English language learners to demonstrate their competence in a variety of ways will yield a deeper understanding of their approach to learning situations, their knowledge of content, and their thinking skills. The use of varied strategies will be important for teachers as well because it will enhance their ability to determine English language learners’ progress across a wider range of learning areas, and enrich their awareness of cultural differences in how their students approach learning (Farr & Trumbull, 1997).





Establish scoring criteria for performance assessments that are appropriate for English language learners.


Because performance assessments require teachers to apply clearly defined criteria when determining the level of proficiency a student has demonstrated in responding to a task, special attention must be given to whether scoring criteria provide the basis for a fair evaluation of the responses of English language learners. If scoring rubrics used to assess these students are to be fair, they must be developed by district and school staff who are knowledegable about the linguistic and cultural characteristics of these students and who understand how language and culture influence learning. Performance criteria used to assess English language learners are likely to be unreliable if they are developed by staff who hold views of quality performance that conflict with the understanding of specialists who are most knowledgeable about teaching linguistically and culturally diverse children (Baker & O’Neill, 1995). It is especially important that the role of language be explicitly considered when developing scoring criteria so that English language learners are not penalized inappropriately for lacking Engish language skills. Content-area performance assessments should be scored based on the knowledge, skills, and abilities being assessed, not on the quality of the language in which the response is expressed (LaCelle-Peterson & Rivera, 1994).





The background and expertise of scorers can affect an assessment’s fairness and validity, and staff must have adequate expertise and training in order to score the performance responses of English language learners fairly. Furthermore, to understand an English language learner’s assessment results, an evaluator must be familiar with both that student’s cultural and linguistic background and  the extent to which the student is acculturated (Hernandez, 1994). Teaching staff and specialists can benefit from working as a team in scoring the work of English language learners because by doing so they can deepen their understanding of the relationships between performance standards and effective instructional strategies for English language learners.





Provide professional development for teachers.


New forms of standards-based assessment require that teachers develop new skills and see their role in new ways. Teachers must be able to build instruction around performance tasks, organize learning around holistic concepts, guide student inquiry, provide a variety of opportunities for students to explore concepts and problem situations over time, use multiple forms of assessment to gather evidence of student proficiencies, and make informed judements about student progress (Lachat, 1994). For teachers to support the use of alternative assessments with English language learners, they must be proficient not only in subject matter knowledge and current theories of how students learn, but also in knowledge of how language and culture influence student learning and performance. Therefore, professional development for teachers is essential to using alternative assessments with English language learners. “Alternative assessments, with such a premium placed on teacher judgment, make sense only under the assumption that high levels of professional knowledge—about subject matter, language, culture, and assessment—are widely distributed in the profession. Thus, the implications for professional development are very serious” (Garcia & Pearson, 1994, p. 379 ). 





Teachers will need in-service education as they learn to evaluate the language demands and cultural content of instructional activities and to develop an understanding of the communication styles and patterns of their students’ cultures. Estrin (1993) noted that teachers need opportunities to learn more about language and culture and how they affect the classroom and to develop greater knowledge about particular cultural communities. She suggested that professional development might address such areas as differences in English language learners’ communication and cognitive styles, evaluating the language demands of classroom tasks, including all students in classroom discourse, determining students’ language proficiencies, and working with different cultural communities.


�
Implications for Policy and Practice





Increase the participation of English language learners in national, state, and district assessment programs.


English language learners must be included to the fullest extent possible in assessment programs that allow schools, districts, and state education departments use to monitor their achievement. Inclusion is essential if these students’ proficiency in core subject areas and the effectiveness of the instructional programs in which they are enrolled are to be determined, and if improvements that will raise student levels of performance are to be made�. States need to develop common, consistent policies on how to use assessment alternatives and accommodations effectively when testing English language learners who possess varying levels of English proficiency. They also need to ensure the technical quality of translated tests. Guidelines on how to include data on the progress of English language learners in state accountability reports are also needed (August & Lara, 1996; Rivera , Hafner, & LaCelle-Peterson�, 1997).





Address the issues raised by including English language learners in state assessments.


Assessment reform that benefits monolingual English students will not automatically benefit English language learners. Therefore, the unique needs of English language learners must be addressed when new statewide assessments are being developed or efforts to raise these students' levels of performance will not succeed. If English language learners are not included in the population sample used for validation,� the assessment will not be valid for these students and cannot fairly be used to assess them (LaCelle-Peterson & Rivera, 1994). Technical and measurement issues must be addressed in determining the technical adequacy of large-scale assessments for English language learners.  Consideration must be given to whether the assessment provides both a fair opportunity for all students to answer questions across the range of difficulties being tested and whether it provides a reliable and consistent measure of the performance of English language learners. The use of assessment alternatives and accommodations must be examined to determine whether they yield results that are comparable to the assessments used with fluent English speakers.


Give high priority to equity when assessing diverse groups of students. 


Poor test performance is a very serious matter for children. Tests can influence children’s self-perceptions and others’ perceptions of a child’s abilities and can lower expectations for  achievement (Meisels et al., 1995). In proposing that assessments should accommodate diversity in learning styles, aptitudes, and interests, Wiggins (1989) asked why all students must be tested in the same way and at the same time and why a student’s speed of recall should be so well-rewarded and slow answering so heavily penalized. This equity perspective highlights the importance of ensuring that English language learners are not penalized because assessments are not fair or appropriate for them or because they are deprived of the time they need to complete an assessment. Equal attention must be given to providing the types of accommodations that will allow English language learners the opportunity to demonstrate what they know and can do (Garcia & Pearson, 1994; LaCelle-Peterson & Rivera, 1994).





Provide English language learners with high-level instruction so they can perform complex and cognitively demanding assessments tasks.


Educational policies and practices need to create conditions that will help English language learners achieve high levels of performance. The standards and criteria for performance must be clear to these students, and they must be thoroughly prepared for what is expected of them. They must also be given opportunities to practice and refine their responses to higher order assessment tasks and helped to understand the processes of learning that are valued and the ways they can demonstrate the quality of their work. Clear expectations will help English language learners adjust their performance to the demands of assessment tasks, but more attention must also be given to devising assessment tasks and instructional strategies with diversity in mind. As assessment tasks increasingly measure students’ higher-order thinking skills rather than their retention of facts and fragments of information, much more consideration must be given to the  influence language and culture have on how students solve problems, make inferences, question assumptions, communicate mathematically, and demonstrate other behaviors associated with higher-level cognitive abilities (Farr & Trumbull, 1997; Malcom, 1991).





Use assessment and instructional practices that enable English language learners to connect their cultural backgrounds to the academic knowledge valued in schools.


English language learners can demonstrate what they know and can do more effectively when instruction and assessment draw upon their real-life experiences, allowing them to build upon their prior knowledge and choose their own ways of solving problems. To create meaningful learning contexts for English language learners, educators must understand how instruction and assessment can connect to the cultural experiences of these students. In more concrete terms, assessments should provide a range of options for students to express their knowledge and understanding.  Students’ home and community experiences can be incorporated into instruction, and learning tasks can include topics that are relevant to students from diverse cultural backgrounds (Farr & Trumbull, 1997; Garcia & Pearson, 1994; Neill, 1995; Winfield, 1995).





Use multiple measures to make decisions about the academic progress of English language learners.


When English language learners have an opportunity to show their understanding and competence in a specific area of proficiency in a number of ways, it is more likely that they will be able to demonstrate what they know and can do. Therefore, by using multiple assessments, we can increase the likelihood that our judgements about the progress of these students are valid (Navarrete & Gutsky, 1996). Furthermore, by using multidimensional assessments throughout the school year, teachers and school administrators will be able to get a more meaningful profile of English language learners’ language development and academic progress. The use of multidimensional assessments over time can reduce the negative consequences that occur for English language learners when decisions about their achievement and potential are based on information from limited measures that may be susceptible to bias (Farr & Trumbull, 1997).





Provide teachers with professional development in how to use performance assessments with students from diverse backgrounds.


Standards-based instruction and the use of alternative assessments with English language learners require new roles and new skills for teachers. Professional development will be necessary to prepare teachers both to build instruction and assessment around authentic learning tasks for students with varying levels of English proficiency,and to evaluate the language demands and cultural content of instructional activities. Professional development needs to strengthen teachers’ understanding of how language and culture influence student learning and how differences in the communication and cognitive styles of various cultures influence student participation in learning tasks.  Teachers must also receive specific guidance on how to provide a variety of opportunities for students to explore concepts and problem situations over time, how to use multiple forms of assessment to gather evidence of student proficiencies, and how to create and apply scoring rubrics that are not culturally biased.
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