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Chapter 9

Assessing English-Language Learners’ Achievement

RICHARD P. DURAN
University of California, Santa Barbara

Assessment of learners” academic achievement in a second language presents impor-
tant challenges to the fields of educational research and educational practice.
Although these challenges legitimately concern learners” familiarity with a second
language, the challenges are more complex, particularly in the contexts of large-scale
assessments that are intended to hold schools accountable for what students know and
can do on the basis of their performance on assessments. This chapter presents a syn-
opsis of major trends and issues in this regard involving large-scale assessment of Eng-
lish-language learner students (ELLs) in the United States in core achievement areas.
These students are students from non-English backgrounds who are evaluated by
schools as not knowing sufficient English to benefit fully from instruction in this lan-
guage and who are eligible for receipt of educational support to acquire greater English
proficiency. Although the precise numbers of these students in the U.S. population
cannot be determined for reasons discussed in this chapter, they have been estimated
to number approximately 4.5 million and to constitute about 8% of all students in the
K-~12 grade range; about 80% of these students are from a Spanish-speaking back-
ground (Zehler et al., 2003). After a discussion of research trends and issues in the
main body of the chapter, the concluding portions of the chapter suggest development
of an alternative foundation for assessments that provide more valid information about
the learning capabilities and achievement of ELLs. This section also presents an exam-
ple of how one might pursue enriched assessment of ELLs in the context of classtoom
activities concerned with acquisition of an important class of academic English skills.
The focus is on assessment of ELLs in U.S. contexts, but the issues raised are perti-
nent to ELLs in broader international contexts and to learners assessed in second lan-
guages other than English. Attention to U.S. contexts, and in particular, the impact of
the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 on ELL assessment, highlights how in
one country, the United States, policy-motivated attempts to strengthen assessment of
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Durdn: Assessing English-Language Learners’ Achievement 293

ElLLs is tied to resolving better fundamental questions about who ELL students are, what
expectations are held about their schooling achievement, how English language profi-
ciency (ELP) affects or mitigates assessment and schooling performance, and what
research base exists to answer these questions and inform new directions for linking
assessment and schooling practices furthering the education of these students. Similar
questions and their resolution are relevant to other international contexts, particulatly in
industrialized nations that face a rapid growth in their immigrant populations from non-
industrialized portions of the world. Just as in the United States, these nations encounter
increasingly multicultural and muldlingual growth in their population and a need to
improve schooling outcomes for all residents in a country (Suarez-Orozco, 2001).

With this broader set of implications as a backdrop, the chapter overviews findings
related to improving assessment of ELLs in the United States at the federal, state, and
school levels and the ways in which federal and state policies under the NCLB law have
affected concern for inclusion of ELLs in assessments. Accordingly, the focus is on how
the policies of a particular law affect assessment practices required by states and their
school districts and schools and how this affects the validity of assessments adminis-
tered to ELLs. Attention to large-scale assessments under NCLB is of high interest
from an assessment and learning perspective in that the target of state assessments
under NCLB is what students are expected to learn in an entire year of schooling in a
subject matter given state standards for this expectation. This is very different from
attention to how to assess isolated learning and problem-solving skills better where
attention can be focused solely on assessing learning that does not bear any intended
relation to other kinds of learning expected of students. In contrast, the former is about
capturing a wide range of problem-solving skills and knowledge that are interrelated
as components of an intended curriculum at a grade level across an entire year and,
beyond that, that are capable of showing evidence of a progression in development of
skills and knowledge across grades. As will be appreciated, the ensuing discussion
blends concern for interpretation of policies with research and assessment issues. This
back-and-forth blending of policy and research issues is deliberate. Consistent with
current research on education reform and school accountability and assessment, we
need to examine carefully how the theories of action surrounding educational policies
are tied to research and assessment problems and issues (Baker & Linn, 2004).

Key issues drawing attention in this discussion include (a) who gets identified and
assessed under the status ELL; (b) how ELLs are included in assessments, including
with assessment accommodations and alternative assessments; (c) the performance of
ELLs on assessments and associated evidence of measurement reliability and validity;
and (d) the emergence of high-stakes assessments, such as high school exit assessments,
and their implications for the assessment of ELL students. In addressing the foregoing
questions, attention is also given to whether it is realistic to expect extraordinary con-
gruence in ELL population definitions and assessment practices across states, and
between states and the federally based national large-scale assessments. The tension
between states’ rights to govern assessment of students under their individual educa-
tion laws and federal concerns is such that there is a question about the trumping of
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federal goals for coherent assessment practices at the national level by the idiosyn-
cratic policies of individual states. Alchough this may seem unsound, at first, on sci-
entific measurement and nationally coherent policy grounds, the upshot is that the
privileging of states to decide how they best include and assess ELL students may
have a validity advantage. Allowing states to assert their rights on how to best iden-
tify ELL students may actually hold them more accountable, in the ideal and in the
long run, for being sensitive to the particular characteristics and needs of the students
they define as ELL within their jurisdictions. This is especially the case given the het-
erogeneity among ELLs in different regions and states in the country and the poli-
cies and resources in unique state and school district jurisdictions.

The final sections of the chapter shift attention to the inherent limits of large-scale
assessments as accountability tools for ELLs as a means for directly informing a deep
understanding of students’ learning capabilities and performance that can be related to
instructions and other kinds of intervention strategies supporting ELL schooling out-
comes. This critique is not intended to imply that existing large-scale assessments of
ELLs are uninformative. The existing results of such assessment clearly show that ELLs
often have serious academic content learning needs. But assessments can be designed
to work better for these students, if we take care to have assessments do a better job of
pinpointing skill needs of students developmentally across time, better connect assess-
ments to learning activities across time and instructional units, and better represent the
social and cultural dimensions of classrooms that are related to opportunities to learn
for ELL students. This final portion of the chapter starts with a concrete example for
how to go about improving assessments for ELLs by redefining how assessments are
conceived as tools for evaluating learning goals in the area of learning of academic
English. This discussion adopts an activity theory perspective. The ensuing discussion
is applicable at large to students, but focus on students whom we label as ELL in this
chapter sharpens the concern for the ways that students’ background, talents, and
social practices need to be examined more closely with regard to how these affect the
design and implementation of assessments that might guide instruction given class-
room and schooling practices and community experiences.

As will be suggested, (a) students’ proficiency in a subject matter cannot be cap-
tured adequately by one-dimensional constructs of academic competence, such as
those operationalized by existing large-scale assessments; (b) large-scale assessments
can at best provide “thin” coverage of what students know and can do given students’
background; and (c¢) current research on the social and cultural nature of learning
contexts and cognitive and interaction studies of students’ interaction in learning set-
tings suggest new ways to design assessment tools that are different from traditional
tests and assessments. In closing, the chapter discusses, once again, how opening the
question of what educational achievement goals should be can create opportunities
for revitalizing the field of educational assessment of ELL and other students.

The issues discussed go beyond suggesting that large-scale assessments should not
be expected to perform the function of local teacher-developed classroom assess-
ments intended to guide instruction in a differentiated and formative manner and
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that development of the latter represents a solution to making existing assessment
approaches more valid for ELLs. Classroom instructional and learning practices, and
expectations about students’ learning goals, are affected by institutional and cross-insti-
tutional values, educational policies, and practices that often work at odds with each
other as well as in mutual support. As will be discussed, we need to step back and exam-
ine what we value and mean by learning altogether and what we expect of students as
evidence that they have learned, given their developing skills and knowledge and
unique linguistic, social, and cultural history.

ASSESSMENT VALIDITY

Concern for assessment validity is central to the chapter. Assessment validity is the most
fundamental question underlying the construction and use of assessments. The funda-
mental question of validity asks, Does an assessment measure what it is supposed to mea-
sure given the purposes of an assessment? The question of assessment validity centers on
what inferences may drawn from assessment performances given the objectives, design,
and implementation of an assessment; see Messick (1989) for a now-classic discussion of
this contemporary view of validity. Assessment validity, according to contemporary
accounts, is inherendy about arguments used to support inferences—in the case of this
chapter, what ELL students know and can do on the basis of how they perform on assess-
ments. These arguments, in principle, must involve both conceptual and empirical war-
rants. Conceptually, the rationale and documentation for the purpose of an assessment, its
design and scoring, and score interpretation should offer an educational explanation of
what students know and can do in an achievement area and how these conclusions are
linked to empirical evidence and statistical or qualitative data interpretation of test perfor-
mance and their psychometric consistency or reliability. According to validity theory, there
should be a tight connection between what an assessment is expected to measure on con-
ceptual grounds and empirical performance data that could support assessment users
claims about achievement competence targeted by an assessment.

Arguably, the historical development of modern assessment validity theory sur-
rounding achievement and ability testing has not shown adequate sensitivity to ways
that the characteristics of individuals and groups interact with the sensibility of target
skill and knowledge constructs for assessment and ways that assessments seek to pro-
vide evidence for these as constructs as personal, stable attributes of individuals regard-
less of students’ background. Although there is a long history of critiques of assessment
design and practice from linguistic and ethnic minority community members citing
potential bias in standardized assessments (see Sanchez, 1934, for example), only grad-
ually has this perspective been reflected in specific investigations, as in differential item
function (DIF) studies that statistically investigate whether given assessment items are
significantly harder or easier for two groups of examinees matched in terms of overall
performance on an assessment. Although DIF studies are of value, additional work is
also emerging that questions whether the very mathematical-statistical models used to
represent skills and knowledge on unidimensional, numeric (interval) scales always
makes sense for every population of assessment interest (see Hambleton, Merenda, &
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Spielberger, 2005). The usual way to approach these issues from an assessment valid-
ity theory perspective is to propose that assessment performance has two components:
construct-relevant variance and construct-irrelevant variance. In the assessment of
ELLs, the focus of research on validity and reliability of assessments in English has
taken this perspective, with emphasis given to the possibility that there might be assess-
ment English-language demands that contribute to construct-irrelevant variance rather
than construct-relevant variance on assessments that are not intended to assess English
language skills per se.

Only rarely, but with increasing frequency, do we see critiques of assessment that
question the foundations for how assessments are developed on the basis of item response
theory or its earlier antecedent, classical test theory. Some investigators, such as Abedi
(2004), propose that the extent of linguistically based construct-irrelevant variance may
vary by first-language background and that this needs to be estimated in interpreting
assessment scores. Other investigators, for example, Kopriva (in press) and Solano-Flores
(2006), propose that psychometric measurement models need formally to incorporate
information on how cultural, demographic, and psychological and personality profiles,
as well as linguistic factors, affect ELLs’ assessment performance. But arguably, these cri-
tiques stop short of questioning how assessments and assessment measurement models
come to be based on theories of learning and curriculum and how their form, content,
and properties as evidence of achievement reflect societal and institutional forces.

Moss, Girard, and Haniford (2006) show sensitivity to these points in a review
of contemporary assessment validity theory, proposing a further transformation of
the notion of validity so that the concept more closely examines how the target skills
and knowledge of an assessment reflect fundamental assumptions about the nature
of learning and performance based on the value systems and practices of institutional
and policy stakeholders who advocate for and sponsor assessment systems. They sug-
gest a hermeneutic approach where the inferences about the meaning of assessment
performances lead to active, ongoing questioning of whether an assessment is really
operating as intended. The bottom line here is that validation of an assessment is a
process—one might add, a historical, dialectical process—wherein performance evi-
dence from an assessment is examined over time and where the standards for assess-
ments and assessments themselves are improved or redesigned so that they better
meet their goals and usefulness to stakeholders.

The hermeneutic approach described by Moss et al. (2006) also addresses the val-
ues of assessment stakeholders and the issues of ethics and power relationships between
stakeholders as issues that shape assessments and their consequences as part of this
dialectical process. Questions that arise in this regard include Who decides what stu-
dents are expected to know and do? What consequences are there to evidence that stu-
dents are not attaining competence in target achievement areas? and Who is held
accountable for improving the expected educational performance of students?

Why are the foregoing concerns of importance to this chapter? ELLs from certain
backgrounds show low achievement performance on large-scale assessments. They are
often students from low-income and immigrant backgrounds with parents who have
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limited formal education attainment. They are also students who have shown evi-
dence of low schooling achievement and schooling engagement based not just on test
scores over time but also based on school record indicators, such as matriculation
through required courses, classroom grades, attendance records, drop-out rates, and
so on. Large-scale assessments consistently show that ELLs as a whole lag behind other
students as a whole in their achievement. The magnitude of achievement lag has been
found to be between 0.5 to 2 standard deviations in magnitude on standardized tests
and assessments such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
that have been designed in accordance with well-established techniques for designing
standardized and criterion-referenced tests common to test developers.

What does this lag in achievement test scores tell us? Is limited competence in Eng-
lish, the language of an assessment, the main factor underlying this gap when an assess-
ment is administered in English? Does it tell us that ELLs know and can do less, given
received notions of what an assessment is supposed to measure? Or does it also propel
us dialectically to ask more deeply what it is that are we expecting ELLs (and other stu-
dents) to know and be capable of doing, not just in English but in the wider range of
languages and language varieties they may command? Furthermore, will we be served
by advancing more comprehensive models for achievement performance and evidence
of achievement performance that go beyond the constraints of traditional perspectives
underlying the design of existing large-scale assessments? These are among the main
questions that motivate this chapter that are tied to a deeper look at validity theory
underlying assessments as evidence for what ELLs know and can do, given a federal
policy such as NCLB—which putatively frames what ELL students should know and
be able to do in achievement areas—and how large-scale assessments at the state level
then are expected to serve as conceptually and technically sound instruments to mea-
sure students’ proficiency in target subject matter areas.

Ultimately, resolution of these issues is itself a historical process tied to the evolution
of how assessments will evolve over time to incorporate new research paradigms and find-
ings linking cognitive, sociocultural, and policy-organizational research on assessment to
more useful and productive accounts of how assessments themselves might guide assess-
ments as tools to inform educational policy and practice. The aim of the concluding part
of this chapter is to suggest some ways that reconstructing how we look at ELLs’ (and
other students’) achievement as “activity” could contribute to such a transformation. If
our current approaches to the design and implementation of large-scale assessments are
not working well enough for ELLs, what might be a better starting point?

But to create this argument, it is important to get back to why and how we assess
ELLs and other students in large-scale assessments currently tied to the policy pur-
poses of assessments and what has been done to address the validity and accuracy or
reliability of assessments for ELLs.

LARGE-SCALE ASSESSMENT OF U.S. ELLS WITH A FOCUS ON NCLB

Focus on assessment of ELL students in a U.S. context has several advantages not
only because of the range of research and data available to foreground challenges but
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also because of the historical evolution of U.S. federal educational policy in the form
of NCLB. For states to receive federal assistance under NCLB, states, school districts,
and schools are responsible for accounting for the rate at which different subgroups of
students show test-score evidence of having attained competence in the subject matter
areas of English language arts, mathematics, and more recently, science learning across
the K-12 grades. NCLB requites that states implement learning standards systems in
reading, mathematics, and science that specify what students are expected to know and
be able to do across grades and that serve to indicate whether schools are doing an ade-
quate job in instructing students. State assessment test items and assessments in Eng-
lish language arts, mathematics, and soon, science are constructed from test blueprints
or specifications intended to measure students’ attainment of standards.

Under Title I of NCLB, states are required to establish and implement adequate
yearly progress (AYP) goals for students, including students from key ethnic—racial
groups, special education students, and students classified as limited English proficient
(or ELL). The law at present requires that by 2013-2014, all students and target sub-
groups in a state attain 100% proficiency in meeting standards in reading and mathe-
marics in Grades 3 to 8, individually, on the basis of reading and math assessments and
assessments administered at least once in high school. States are also required to meet
state targets for high school graduation for all students. The area of science is held to
similar AYP requirements but with fewer assessments required in Grades 3 to 8.

ELL students with more than 1 year of attendance in U.S. schools must be
administered state assessments in English in the three NCLB target subject matter
areas, though they have the option of deferring this assessment in English for up to
2 additional years in some circumstances. States have the option of administering
ELL students their regular English version assessment under standard conditions or
with appropriate assessment accommodations to facilitate ELLSs’ access to assessment
content. Also, states may elect to administer ELLs modified (sometimes referred to
as alternate) assessments that are not intended to be measure exactly the same con-
structs in the same way as a regular or accommodated assessment but that can be
argued on analytic or empirical grounds to yield information about the same target
skills and knowledge.

Accommodated assessments are versions of the regular state assessment that have
modified administration conditions facilitating ELL students’ (and special education stu-
dents’) access to the information presented on an assessment while, allegedly, not alter-
ing the meaning of an assessment performance given the specification or blueprints for
items on the nonaccommodated assessment. In general (and not just for ELLs), assess-
ment accommodations involve a change in the setting, scheduling, timing, presentation,
or response mode for the standard assessment. The range of accommodations admin-
istered to ELLs include, for example, linguistic modification of test items to reduce
ELP requirements, dictionaries or glossaries explaining selected construct-irrelevant terms
found on assessment items, side-by-side English and non-English native language (L1)
presentation of assessment items, oral translation of assessment instructions, or even the
oral reading of an item as a whole in an L1 language. Other accommodations, such as
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extended assessment time and assessment in small groups, also are available for both ELL
and non-ELL students, depending on the state’s accommodation policies.

Modified assessments are unlike accommodated assessments in that they present
ELLs with an alternative assessment that is not expected (or found) to measure exactly
the same skills or knowledge as the regular assessment. For example, such a modified
assessment may consist of easier items than found in a regular state assessment and may
not cover exactly the same range of skills as the regular assessment. But there are other
possibilities, such as use of an off-the-shelf Spanish-version standardized achievement
test in math in place of the regular state assessment in math. In this case, modified assess-
ment refers to the fact that the standardized math achievement test is measuring a dif-
ferent (though arguably related) set of skills and knowledge when compared to the
regular state assessment.

States are required under NCLB peer review procedures to provide psychometric
and other related evidence regarding the reliability and validity of all assessments,
including accommodated and modified assessments. States must provide evidence that
their accommodated and modified assessments are aligned with grade-level student
standards and measure the same standards. In the case of alternative (here, modified)
assessments, states must make clear a procedure for how performance on a modified
assessment meets the same goals as the regular state assessment.

The foregoing requirements hold for students classified by states as ELL, but Tide
11T also requires that states implement English language development (ELD) standards
and annually administered ELP tests based on these standards to evaluate ELL students’
progress in attaining English proficiency.! States are required to establish annual mea-
surement objectives that establish goals for ELL students’ growth in English proficiency
based on their ELP assessment scores and also based on ELL students’ attainment of
fully English-proficient status based on assessment scores. Interestingly, although NCLB
Tides I and IIT hold that all ELL students in a state must attain proficiency in reading,
mathematics, and science in target grades by 2013-2014, the same 100% proficiency
rate does not apply for attainment of ELP. States have been given the flexibility to set
lower target rates for ELLs” attainment of full English proficiency based on ELP test
scores by 2013-2014.

A more recent requirement under Title I1] is that states conceptually align their ELD
standards and ELP assessments with subject matter standards in reading, mathematics,
and science. States are expected to present evidence to the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion that the content of ELP assessment items includes coverage of language usage
encountered in the three target subject matter areas. To meet this requirement, states
are expanding their ELD standards and ELP assessment blueprints so that they include
“academic language” and problem-solving tasks pertinent to subject matter learning
in the three areas, in addition to basic social and functional English characteristic of
early acquisition and learning of a second language. The federal goal for this alignment
requirement, putatively, is to help schools attend to the academic language-learning
needs of ELL students as they strive to support these students’ attainment of proficiency
in reading, mathematics, and science.
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In addition to state assessments under NCLB, the NAEP is also implemented
for the purpose of gauging students’ mastery of content standards developed from a
national perspective in a variety of subject matter areas, including but not limited to
reading, mathematics, and science. The NAEP assesses students’” mastery independent
from states’ standards. Under NCLB, states are expected to corroborate the progress of
students on their state assessments in reading and mathematics (and eventually science)
in light of NAEP results for their state in these subject matter areas. Although NAEP
is a separate assessment from state assessments, and the assessment standards of NAEP
are different (almost always more demanding than state standards), there is a federal
expectation that growth in states’ achievement test scores for the same grades over time
will also be reflected in growth on NAEP tests for the same grades over time.

In the past 20 years, the NAEP has developed its own policy and reporting agenda
concerned with disparities in the performance of ELLs relative to other groups of stu-
dents, as the national population of ELLs has increased dramatically among the states
and as the agency has pursued testing of Puerto Rican students in Spanish. The NAEP
agenda has been deeply influenced by U.S. federal laws mandating inclusion of stu-
dents regardless of background in federal data reporting. This has led the NAEP to
undertake a significant body of research on testing accommodation—ways of altering
assessment administration conditions—so as to ensure maximal participation of stu-
dents. ELLs and students with special education status have been particular targets for
NAEP accommodation studies.

The question of comparability of ELLs” scores on state and NAEP tests presents
a number of issues that illustrate challenges in better understanding what sense we
can make of tests supposedly administered to similar ELLs in similar subject matter
areas with arguably related measurement objectives.

Attention is now turned to coverage of what research tells us about four key areas
that present challenges for adequate assessment of ELLs in large-scale assessments:
(a) Who is assessed under the status ELL? (b) How are ELLs included in large-scale
assessments? (c) What evidence do we have about the reliability and validity of ELL
assessment outcomes on Jarge-scale assessments? and (d) What special issues are arising
in the use of large-scale assessments for high school exit purposes?

Who Gets Identified and Assessed as ELL in Large-Scale Assessments?

One of the most consistent findings in current research on assessment of ELLs
is that ELL status is not well defined in large-scale assessments (Abedi, 2004). The
National Research Council (Koenig & Bachman, 2004), in a major synthesis report
on participation of students with disabilities and ELL students in large-scale state
assessments and NAEP, concluded that ELLs are not a true demographic population
that can be unambiguously defined by a set of well-defined indicators that are reliably
measurable in an all-or-none way. ELLs participating in state large-scale assessments
are in effect a policy construction, a category of students established by individual
states to satisfy their education laws to deal with a growing group of students from
non-English backgrounds who show some evidence of limited familiarity with English,
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patterns of low school achievement, low assessment scores in English, and propensity
to drop out of school and not go on to higher education if they do complete high
school. It must be admitted that linguistic and educational researchers themselves do
not provide a definitive way to resolve the definition of ELLs. Valdes and Figueroa
(1994), for example, present numerous typologies that can be used to characterize
bilingual background students with importance to interpreting students’ test perfor-
mance. But what is of essence here is what states do in their own definitions with due
consideration for large-scale assessments.

All states rely on a home-language background questionnaire to identify students
whose parents or caretakers report whether a language (in addition to or) other than
English is spoken at home. A yes response to this question leads schools to further
screen and assess students for the possibility that they can be classified as limited in
their English proficiency and hence eligible for ELD support under state and local
programs for this purpose. There is no body of research that has investigated the valid-
ity and accuracy of home-language surveys. And there is no research investigating the
utility of more “textured” analysis of how one or more languages are used by whom
and for different purposes in households and how this might be helpful in identify-
ing the English language competencies and needs of students whose parents or care-
takers respond yes to presence of a non-English language at home.

In most states a yes response to the presence of a non-English language at home trig-
gers administration of an ELP assessment. Performance on this assessment is used to
determine whether students can be classified initially as ELL or, alternatively, as Eng-
lish proficient. It is important to note, however, that most states do not classify stu-
dents as ELL solely on the basis of performance on the ELP assessment. Most states
allow local school jurisdictions to use additional criteria to make this decision. In Cal-
ifornia, for example, local schools are allowed to individually weigh other factors in
making this decision. Additional factors that are considered typically include falling
below a threshold performance level on a designated English language arts and reading
test (this could be the same as the state assessment mandated under NCLB), a teacher’s
or reading specialist’s clinical judgment regarding students’ English proficiency, and
parents’ input regarding their child’s readiness for English language instruction.
Although states such as California monitor whether school districts and schools use
allowable criteria such as that mentioned, a state such as California restricts its feed-
back to advising schools about how to improve their procedures and to advising
schools of their vulnerability to litigation by others in the event they do not improve
their assessment practices so as to support ELL students’ learning needs.

A related set of relevant factors affecting the definition of ELLs concerns the demo-
graphic characteristics and resources of their current communities and schools. It may
seem odd logically to consider that the meaning of being an ELL student is tied to the
current environment surrounding the community and schooling life of an ELL stu-
dent. However, it is overly simplistic to maintain a separation between student iden-
tity in this regard and the characteristics of the community and schools, because
the educational meaning of ELL status is constructed, as has been noted, by local
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communities and schools. As was mentioned in the foregoing, states give local com-
munities and schools liberty to decide ELL status based on local criteria such as locally
set criteria derived from English achievement assessment performance, teacher clinical
judgment of students’ readiness for English instruction, and parental advice. There
appears to be much anecdotal evidence, for example, that local schools and school
boards may favor liberally identifying, or alternatively, conservatively bestowing, ELL
status on students because of pressures to maintain or obtain financial resources to pro-
vide more educational services to more students or, conversely, to avoid showing lack
of resources to serve the additional educational needs of an increasing number of ELL
students. There is no systematic large-scale research on this sensitive issue.

States” adoption of unique ELD standards and unique ELP assessments further leads
to inconsistencies in how ELL students are defined across states. Each state undertakes
an educational-political process to create its framework for ELD standards that lead to
the adoption of its ELP assessment based on these standards. NCLB requires that states
have ELD standards and that ELP assessment be based on these standards to measure
English proficiency of students initially classified as ELL. NCLB is explicit in requiring
that states create ELD standards and ELP assessments that assess skills in speaking, lis-
tening, reading, writing, and language comprehension. NCLB also requires that states
design their ELD standards and ELP assessments in line with findings from research on
language learning and its developmental progression, national-level efforts to define ELD
standards (such as by the Teaching English as a Second Language organization), and
findings on best-assessment language proficiency practices for ELL students consistent
with testing standards (American Educational Research Association, American Psycho-
logical Association, & National Council on Measurement in Education, 1999). How-
ever, the U.S. Department of Education, under NCLB, leaves it up to states to specify
their ELD standards and ELP assessments in accordance with these general requirements.

Furthermore, states are given license to establish performance standards across
assessment areas and composite scores on ELP assessments to determine ELLs move-
ment across proficiency categories indicating increasing English proficiency and,
when students have artained sufficient English proficiency, no longer to classify them
as limited English proficient. NCLB does not permit states to do just anything. States
are held accountable for providing logical-conceptual evidence and some modicum of
basic validity and reliability evidence supporting the claim that ELD standards and
ELP assessments are aligned and operating empirically as expected.

Nonetheless, given that there is no consensus in the field of language acquisition
research and language proficiency on how to best create ELD standards and ELP
assessments, there is very limited consistency and established agreement on who gets
classified as ELL or English proficient across states (Abedi & Gandara, 2006; Durén,
2006; Koenig & Bachman, 2004).

A further issue complicating identification of ELLs is that there is great heterogene-
ity in the background characteristics of students so identified using existing procedures
(Abedi, 2004). ELLs can be very different in terms of their non-English language and

previous exposure to this language as a medium of instruction, as well as differing in
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their expetience in learning and using English prior to enrollment in U.S. schools. Also,
ELLs vary at which age and grade they enter U.S. schools and what curricula they have
been exposed to in their country of origin prior to entry into U.S. schools.

These factors have implications for understanding the learning needs and readi-
ness for ELLs to transition to all-English instruction. These learning needs and readi-
ness to transition to all-English instruction will be heterogeneous themselves and,
furthermore, will complicate the interpretation of ELLs” scores on large-scale assess-
ments. The same scores may have very different instructional significance for differ-
ent ELLs classified as being at the ELP level.

Paradoxically, the idiosyncratic definition of ELLs as a student population among
states might work against a nationally consistent way of defining this population but
eventually aid individual states in developing accountability models for supporting
the learning and academic progtess of their unique ELL populations. As states and
their local school districts grapple with the growth of their ELL populations, their het-
erogeneity, and local community and school resources, there is the possibility—in the
ideal—that they are likely to become more concerned with a more refined way to deal
with the specific learning needs of heterogeneous groupings of ELLs. For example, as
will be discussed later in this chapter, there is an emerging national pattern that long-
term ELL students in middle and high school (students who have been in the United
States and classified as ELL for 5 years or longer) have different English-learning needs
and schooling engagement and motivational characteristics as compared to more-
recent-arrival ELLs who have strong educational records of achievement via schooling
outside the United States in their primary language. States, school districts, and schools
faced with getting students to pass high school exit examinations as a requirement for
a high school diploma are faced with developing different strategies to get these differ-
ent kinds of ELL students to graduate from high school, and different states have dif-
ferent laws and funding mechanisms that need to address these needs.

How Are ELLs Included in Large-Scale Assessments?

Despite the highly heterogeneous nature of ELLs, the criteria for deciding how
ELLs are assessed in large-scale assessments relies entirely on whether they are simply
classified as ELL or not. Under NCLB, students from non-English backgrounds who
are determined to not be ELL are administered assessments in English in the same
manner and format as students from a solely English language background. These
English-proficient students from non-English backgrounds are folded into the general
assessment reporting population of students at large. As a special case, under NCLB,
students who were initially classified as ELL but who subsequently were reclassified as
fully English proficient may be counted by states as members of the ELL reporting
category for up to 2 years for AYP purposes (Frances, Kieffer, Lesaux, Rivera, &
Rivera 2006). The U.S. Department of Education permitted this practice after con-
sidering how the immediate removal of former ELL students from AYP calculations
would necessarily depress evidence that states were making significant progress in
getting ELLs to meet AYP goals.
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With this AYP reporting caveat in mind, under NCLB, states must include all
ELL students in their mandated assessments in reading, mathematics, and science.
States are given the option under NCLB to administer their regular English-version
assessments to ELLs, to administer their English-version assessments with accom-
modations to ELLs, or to administer ELLs modified assessments (for the latter to be
acceptable under NCLB, a strong argument is required that the modified assessment
provides comparable results to the regular state assessment). In implementing these
options, under Title I of NCLB, states are held accountable for providing evidence
supporting the conclusion that accommodated and alternate assessments adminis-
tered to ELLs measure the same range of content standards at an ELL student’s grade
level as the regular English version assessment. States are also required to document
that the scores and proficiency-level assignments earned by ELLs have the same
meaning as for non-ELLs.

State policies regarding provisions of accommodations and alternate assessments
have increased dramatically since 2001, as states have implemented their state assess-
ments responsive to requirements for student inclusion in state assessments under
NCLB (Rivera & Collum, 2006). States have only sporadically conducted research
examining the validity and reliability of accommodated and modified assessments for
ELL students. Research has found that a school’s decision to administer assessment
accommodations to ELLs is based overwhelmingly on what state policies specify as a
permissible accommodation (that presumably is convenient for local schools to admin-
ister) and not on a linguistic rationale intended to reduce English language load faced
by ELL examinees on an assessment (Abedi & Gandara, 2006). In other words, ELLs
are prone to get assessment accommodations, such as extended time or assessment in
small groups, because these create less burden on schools when managing the admin-
istration of assessments. More recently, Kopriva, Emick, Hipolito-Delgado, and
Cameron {(2007) report experimental evidence that selection and administration of
accommodations tailored to the specific language background, cultural familiarity of
ELLs with U.S. schools, and schooling practice can lead to improved state test scores
compared to ELLs administered no accommodations or ELLs administered only some
of the recommended accommodations given their background.

What Do We Know About the Performance of ELLs on Assessments?

There is consistent research evidence that ELLs, as a whole, perform at lower lev-
els on unaccommodated large-scale assessments administered in English. NAEP data
on ELLs shows that students identified as ELL score lower on reading and math
assessments at all grade levels (Mazzeo, Carlson, Voelkl, & Lutkus, 2000). Abedi and
colleagues (Abedi, Lord, & Hofstetter, 1998; Abedi, Lord, Kim, & Miyoshi, 2000)
report several studies conducted in a variety of settings across the United States using
assessments built from released NAEP math and science items that have shown that
ELLs tend to perform better on these assessments than on assessments of English read-
ing using released NAEP items. This research has also shown that the reliability of

assessment performance is high to very high for ELLs on math and science assessments

This content downloaded from 103.50.151.143 on Wed, 25 Mar 2020 10:35:55 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Durdn: Assessing English-Language Learners’ Achievement 305

but only moderate to moderately high on English reading assessments, suggesting that
greater demand on English can make ELLs’ test performance less stable.

Although states have lagged in conducting extensive research of their own on the
validity of assessment accommodations administered to ELLs, there has been a grow-
ing body of such research, though it has not produced consistent findings. As the field
has emerged, two key questions have come to guide research: (a) Is an assessment
accommodation effective? That is, does it raise assessment scores for a target popula-
tion such as ELLs above levels obtained by such examinees administered an assessment
without the accommodation? and (b) Is an assessment accommodation valid in pre-
serving the intended meaning of assessment scores as measures of target knowledge and
skill areas? (Abedi, Hofstetter, & Lord, 2004; Sireci & Zenisky, 2006)

In the case of ELLs, the first question concerns whether an assessment accommoda-
tion does what it is intended to do—namely, facilitate ELLs’ ability to access the infor-
mation required to understand and to work an assessment item without having limited
proficiency in English interfere with problem solving—in those cases where ELP is not
a skill deliberately intended for assessment in a target knowledge and skill area. The sec-
ond question addresses the issue of whether any advantage in assessment scores shown
by ELLs administered an accommodated assessment may alter the meaning of the
underlying constructs intended for measurement. A common way to investigate this is
to check whether non-ELLs administered an accommodated assessment show no dra-
matic increase in assessment scores compared to performance shown when they are
administered a nonaccommodated version of an assessment. If non-ELLs show as dra-
matic an increase when administered an accommodation compared to non-ELLs not
administered the accommodation, this is taken as evidence that the accommodation has
altered the constructs targeted for assessment. In the research literature on accommoda-
tions, a combined test of the effectiveness and validity of an accommodation for ELLs
versus non-ELL students is labeled the “interaction hypotheses,” referring to the use of
a two-way analysis of variance for determining whether an accommodation is statisti-
cally more effective for ELLs but not for non-ELLs (Sireci, Li, & Scarpati, 2003).

Syntheses of research evidence on the effectiveness and validity of accommodations
have not found consistent results across accommodation types (Frances et al., 2006;
Koenig & Bachman, 2004; Sireci et al., 2003). Studies sometimes show evidence of
effectiveness, but not validity, as with linguistic simplification of test items where it has
been found to aid native English speakers more than ELLs, and in some cases, linguis-
tic simplification has not shown evidence of effectiveness regardless of group (Abedi,
2006; Frances et al., 2006).

Two accommodation types show the most evidence of effectiveness and validity
for ELLs (Frances et al., 2006). These include (a) providing ELLs with customized
English dictionaries including definitions of a limited range of terms occurring in
assessment math or science items and (b) providing (English or bilingual) glossaries
elaborating on the meaning of select math or science terms occurring in assessment
items in cases where the linguistic access to the meaning of terms was not an assess-
ment construct target.
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Extended time as an accommodation has been found to be associated with increases
in assessment performance for ELLs, but this accommodation can be confounded with
other factors affecting assessment performance because it is seldom administered without
being coupled with another assessment accommodation, such as small-group adminis-
tration or the linguistically based accommodations mentioned above, therefore making it
impossible to isolate performance improvement as because of extended time alone.

Another important form of assessment accommodation that has been investigated
provides ELLs with assessment items in their primary language. This can occur in the
form of separate English and non-English versions of the same assessment or a dual-
language assessment where items are presented in both languages on the same assess-
ment instrument. The development and use of translation equivalent assessments is
considered a form of “assessment adaptation” for cross-cultural assessment purposes
{Hambleton et al., 2005). Although assessment adaptation is a more general concept
referring to a range of ways to make assessments potentially more equivalent across
populations, it is helpful in the context of discussing assessment in more than one lan-
guage because it highlights the importance of a variety of sources of cultural issues
in assessment content that interact with ways in which different languages affect the
meaning and intelligibility of items represented by language on assessments (Geisinger,
1994; Hambleton, 2005; Stansfield, 2003; van der Linden, 1998).

The creation of assessment iterns that are considered to be translation equivalents is
a complex enterprise (Stansfield, 1996; Vijver & Poortinga, 2005). Although there is no
one best procedure, assessment items that are “transadapted” (Stansfield, 1996) undergo
a rigorous cycle of development and checking for quality of translation. This can involve
translation of an assessment item from a second language (L.2) such as English to an L1
such as Chinese or Spanish, followed by back translation from an L1 to an L2, to check
whether the same meanings are being communicated in the versions of an assessment
item in each language. It is also possible to check whether translation of an item to a
third language (L3) from an L1 and L2 version leads to recognizable equivalent jtems
in L3. Professional translators are recommended for these purposes, and their wotk can
lead to substitutions in wording, syntax, and idiomatic usage across languages for an
assessment item for the item to be matched better with the linguistic and cultural back-
grounds of examinees. Piloting and field-testing with examinees and school staff are also
used to check for perception of equivalence of meaning across transadapted items.
Although perceptions of quality of translation are important as indicators of the valid-
ity of translated versions assessments, they do not establish the degree to which trans-
lated assessments are psychometrically equivalent.

The general problem of establishing the psychometric equivalence of assessments in
two languages is covered by Wainer (1999) in his aptly titled paper “Comparing the
Incomparable.” Wainer notes that it is impossible psychometrically to equate assess-
ments in two languages in the strongest sense—scores on two assessments have exactly
the same score distributions and measurement scale properties—because there can be
a confound between the ability required to solve items in one language versus the other
and the ability of two groups of examinees who are assigned to be assessed in one
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language versus the other. When two translated assessment items differ in difficulty,
for example, when the item in L1 is solved by a smaller proportion of L1 examinees
than when the item is presented in L2 to L2 examinees, what is responsible for this dif-
ference? Is it that the L1 version of the item is harder because the linguistic (and cul-
tural) properties of the item make it harder, or is it because L1 examinees have learned
less of the knowledge and skills assessed by the item?

The solution to this problem is to relax the meaning of equivalent by adding assump-
tions. As Wainer (1999) explains, one way to do this is to assume that translated items
on an assessment are equivalent in difficulty across languages if their degree of difficuley
within each language of assessment remains invariant across languages. That is, if we
were to order the difficulty of items in each language, would we find the same difficulty
order of items in the other language? If this is so, we have met a necessary, but not suf-
ficient, condition for the equivalence of assessments across two languages. Meeting this
condition is not sufficient to ensure the strict equivalence of translated assessment
because additional statistical properties would need to be met. The other solution to the
problem is to assume that two groups, one taking the L1 assessment and the other the
L2 assessment, are of equal ability and to adjust scores statistically for any observed dif-
ferences across groups.

Sireci, Patsula, and Hambleton (2005) and Sireci (2005) outline strategies of this
sort to permit linking and comparison of scores on assessments that are intended to be
parallel in two languages. Suffice it to say that although there is no petfect method to
ensure that scores on the same intended assessment in two languages are strictly equiv-
alent, psychometricians have worked out a variety of ways to verify that there are sys-
tematic and expected ways that scores on two assessments are related once assumptions
are made. Example techniques, beyond investigating whether items show highly simi-
lar difficulty level in each language across two languages, include looking at whether
items show no change in difficulty across L1 and 1.2 groups given their overall score in
each language, whether items are measured with the same degree of reliability precision
in each language, whether items cluster together in difficulty in each language on the
basis of particular knowledge and skills they are designed to assess, and whether per-
sons who are fluent in two languages perform similarly when presented items in both
languages.

Before proceeding to a discussion of the cognitive issues raised by the quandary of
establishing equivalence of assessments in two languages, it is helpful to add some com-
ments on dual-language assessments of achievement. Dual-language assessments are
translated assessments where an examinee is presented with assessment items in two
languages simultaneously, such as in a side-by-side format, where the left portion of an
assessment booklet has items presented in one language and the right side of a booklet
presents the same item in a second language. No clear evidence has emerged that this
accommodation leads to enhanced ELLs’ performance compared to ELLs adminis-
tered regular English versions of items (Sireci et al., 2003), but there is evidence also
that ELLs perform no more poorly on such assessments compared to regular English
assessments (Mazzeo et al., 2000). Some cognitive interview data exist suggesting that
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ELLs administered dual-language assessments pick one language instead of the other
and only concentrate on that language during an assessment. It also appears that pref-
erence for English on such assessments is connected to the fact that ELL students are
receiving their current instruction solely in English.

Now let us turn to the problem of equivalence of items and assessments intended
to assess the same skills and knowledge via assessment items found on large-scale assess-
ments from a psychometric perspective attuned to cognitive and background issues.
This discussion will serve as a bridge to the final section of this chapter suggesting the
value in rethinking what counts as evidence for ELLs’ learning achievement in content
areas given the putative goals of large-scale assessments under policies such as NCLB.

Martiniello (2007) examined the effects of linguistic complexity on DIF for ELLs
on solving math word problems. Following prior research by Abedi et al. (1998) and
others, she postulated that ELL fourth graders would find Massachusetts Comprehen-
sive Assessment System math test items with greater English language requirements
harder than was the case for non-ELL peer students. Indeed, this turned out to be the
case. In addition, however, she examined whether presence of visual images represent-
ing mathematical relationships necessary to solve problems mitigated the difficulty of
items for ELL students. This turned out to be the case. As part of her research, Mar-
tiniello interviewed a small sample of 24 students regarding how they solved problems
as they solved them. Her protocol collection method involved probing students about
difficulties students encountered with interpreting linguistic terms occurring in prob-
lems, the math concepts alluded to, and ways that visual images supported perfor-
mance. Her findings supported the conclusion that the presence of diagrammatic
images related to critical problem information supported ELLs’ performance when
they encountered difficulties in understanding the English statement of problems.

Although the simple conclusion that presence of visual or other aids common to test
accommodations is supported by the foregoing study, there is not always clear evidence
that these aids really work as intended—a partial reason why the testing accommoda-
tion research has not always found that accommodations work as intended (see Kopriva
et al., 2007). There is a growing literature regarding the cognitive functioning of per-
sons in a first and second language that builds on cognitive psychology research that is
relevant to this disparity. This chapter does not review this research in detail, but its
mention s useful, nonetheless, because it suggests that the performance demands of learn-
ing tasks are an important issue that needs to be considered in understanding ELLs’ learn-
ing. This research cited focuses on ELLs’ performance of very specific cognitive learning
and performance tasks and on how multiple representations of task information—
for example, L1 and L2 representation, computer-aided figural representation,
or animation—affects emerging bilinguals’ accuracy and efficiency in problem solving.
Three not-altogether-consistent examples of such research cited here illustrate how
the theoretical notion of cognitive load can help explain limitations that ELL or other
dual language-immersed students face when asked to perform complex learning and
other cognitive tasks. According to cognitive load theory (Sweller, 1988), learning
and problem solving are dependent on the capacity of working memory to keep track
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of information relevant to performing the tasks at hand. That working memory capac-
ity is limited to about seven, plus or minus two, chunks or sets of information at a time
is one of the earliest findings of cognitive psychology (Miller, 1956).

Plass, Chun, Mayer, and Leutner {2003), using a cognitive load research paradigm,
examined the ability of bilinguals asked to learn new vocabulary terms embedded in
reading texts in a second language. They postulated that bilinguals™ effectiveness in
vocabulary learning in a second language is heavily dependent on the working mem-
ory capacity of learners. They tested the hypothesis that extra support for reading via
computer-provided visual, written, or orally read annotations regarding word meaning
in L1 would facilitate L2 vocabulary learning. Contrary to expectations, their findings
indicated that visual annotations reduced vocabulary learning for second-language
learners relative to other second-language learners or native-language students receiv-
ing no annotations or orally read annotations explaining the meanings of words. They
concluded that the addition of supplemental visual support, rather than reducing pro-
cessing load, actually overloaded the memory capacity of second-language students and
that this led to a deterioration in their ability to learn. They suggested that offering stu-
dents a choice in what multiple representation support they would receive would ame-
liorate this negative effect. Students would be able to decide on their own what form
of either visual or oral support would help or hinder their information processing, tak-
ing into account their own sense of what was most effective for them.

The latter hypothesis held up in a study by Durdn and Moreno (2004), who found
that providing ELL elementary school students with a choice of oral support in either
Spanish or English during a visually animated mathematics learning task improved
students’ performance compared to students not provided the extra language support.
Research such as the foregoing continues, but although it is informative on cognitive
grounds, and suggests strongly that cognitive and assessment tasks presented to ELL
students have to be carefully understood in terms of their linguistic and information
processing demands to interpret performance on these tasks, research by and large has
yet to broach ways in which social and cultural understandings of context may have
a concomitant effect on ELLs™ performance on typical school learning tasks and
assessment tasks intended to reflect school learning. Here is where attention to ELLs’
background can add insights that portend such understanding.

Recall that earlier, the issue of the great heterogeneity in ELLs” background was
brought up. Abedi et al. (2004), going beyond concern for the effectiveness and valid-
ity of assessment accommodations on ELLs, raise concern for understanding how
background differences within ELLs might affect assessment scores. Using postassess-
ment questionnaires to gather background information, they found that student infor-
mation on time lived in the United States, language spoken at home, and self-ratings of
understanding English at school, proficiency in the non-English language, and English-
language status predicted NAEP science assessment performance significantly better for
students not receiving an English dictionary accommodation than for students receiv-
ing the accommodation at the fourth-grade level. Although the results at the eighth-

grade level did not attain statistical significance, they were in the same direction. The
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evidence suggests that the dictionary accommodation reduces the importance of the
selected background variables as determinates of student performance on the NAEP
science assessment. The findings also suggest that students from different non-English
backgrounds may benefit differentially from the availability of the dictionary accom-
modation. In particular, fourth-grade students from a Korean-language background
seemed to benefit significantly better from this accommodation.

Solano-Flores (2006) and Solano-Flores and Nelson-Barber (2001) suggest that
student, schooling, and language background variables interact in systematic patterns
thar affect cognitive performance on NAEP and specially developed standards-based
science items in English for ELL students. The key idea is that variation in assessment
performance on particular items in English for ELLs is not solely because of student
ability factors and an unexplainable noise-error factor but also systematic error of
measurement that can be explained by an interaction between these factors and stu-
dent background factors. Consistent with Lee’s (2005) advocacy for greater sensitiv-
ity to cultural influence on science assessment performance, they argue that there is
an underlying notion of assessment cultural validity that needs to be considered when
explaining performance on science items (and items in other content areas) by ELLs.
Solano-Flores and Nelson-Barber (2001) and Solano-Flores and Trumbull (2003)
report generalizabilty theory statistical studies and cognitive lab studies of ELLs with
different language, schooling, and national origin backgrounds on specific NAEP
assessment items. The generalizability studies found that some ELL student groups
from different language backgrounds show more variability in performing on specific
assessment items than others. The cognitive lab studies isolated specific comprehen-
sion issues encountered by students from different backgrounds in understanding
required information in assessment items. Solano-Flores (2006) points to evidence
that ELLs from different background might require different numbers of assessment
items for assessment reliability to be high enough to support the validity of assess-
ments. However, Solano-Flores and Nelson-Barber are careful to point out that the
underlying question of assessment validity needs to take into account more specifi-
cally the cognitive and linguistic backgrounds of examinees and how the interpreta-
tion of assessment item information is constructed by examinees.

High School Exit Examinations and ELLs

In 2005-2006, there were 25 states implementing high school exit examinations as
requirements for receiving the high school diploma (Center for Education Policy [CEP],
2006). These states comprise 65% of the nadon’s students and 76% of the nation’s eth-
nic minority students. Although not computed formally, this would comprise between
50% to 80% of all ELLs who are thus required to pass high school exit examinations to
receive a high school diploma. Use of high school exit examinations for many states is
also tied to meeting NCLB requirements for AYP goals in reading, mathematics, and
science, but several states, such as New York with its Regents Examination system,
include additional areas of subject matter assessment as part of their high school exam-
ination system.
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ELLs lag considerably across the country in passing high school exit examinations.
The CEP (2006) reports that among 22 states providing breakouts of pass rates for ELLs
in 2005 on their first try at passing, between 17% and 60% fewer ELLs passed the read-
ing and English arts high school exit exams compared to students as a whole in their
respective state (median = 35%). The corresponding gap in mathematics pass rates was
noticeably lower, with the gap within a state ranging from 41% to 4% (median =
20%). These differences are consistent with the hypothesis that ELLs will have more dif-
ficulty with assessments that require a greater reliance on English language assessments.

There is a lack of research comparing the background and previous achievement
records of ELLs who pass or fail their state’s high school examination on their first
attempt at passing the examination. There is some reason to believe that those failing
to pass are heterogeneous in terms of their prior achievement and history in U.S.
schools. Specifically, there is evidence (Callahan, 2005) that a significant number of
these students represent “long-term ELLs.” These are students who have been classi-
fied as ELLs for more than 5 years and failed to be reclassified as English proficient
by the time they reach the 10th grade. Callahan (2005), in her research on achieve-
ment of ELLs in California high schools, suggests that academic tracking of these stu-
dents is occurring and that these students show a historical pattern of cumulative low
school achievement prior to high school entry. She also cites research by Raudenbush,
Rowan, and Cheong (1993) reporting that low academic tracking of students is asso-
ciated with less demanding language and discourse practices in classrooms as well
as less demanding academic content. These possibilities are ones deserving greater
research attention, as they suggest that the socialization of students to schooling and
the opportunity for ELLs to learn and develop an identity as successful students are
critical issues tied to both communication and learning of content.

RECONSTRUCTING ELL STUDENTS’ ACHIEVEMENT
AS ACTIVITY AND AN EXAMPLE OF IMPROVING ASSESSMENT
OF ACQUISITION OF ACADEMIC ENGLISH

Classroom Learning Activity

The notion of cultural validity of assessments in the context of the goals of large-
scale state assessments under NCLB and on high school exit examinations to measure
what ELL students know and can do based on learning standards is an awesome task,
given the cumulative issues that have been cited. Both language and culture are deeply
implicated in the validity of assessments, and they are also intertwined with ELL
students’ educational and experiential histories and opportunity to learn whar is
expected in classrooms under existing educational policies. What can be done to cre-
ate assessments that go beyond the limitations of existing large-scale assessments as
indicators of what ELL students know and can do? It is important to realize that
resolving these issues by refining the design and implementation of existing large-scale
assessments will get the field only so far.
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Baker (2007), looking toward the future, suggested that we need additional tools to
complement existing large-scale state assessments to create assessments and bodies of
evidence that reflect students’ development and learning accomplishments in a man-
ner more sensitive to public policy and the emerging goals of schools in the new mil-
lennium. She advocated that current psychometric methods need to be extended to
better map curriculum goals and students’ growth in subject matter competence and
its application to new learning over time. She suggested that educators explore a wide
variety of assessment tools and bodies of evidence of student accomplishments that
schools and the public at large will value as important learning outcomes of enduring
significance for students. She mentioned, in this regard, that we need to consider tools
for the accumulation of evidence of achievement growth sensitive to students’ back-
ground and unique propensities to learn different skills and knowledge in different
ways. Also at issue are students’ unique pathways through schooling, given these char-
acteristics. Baker cited the distortions to instruction that occur, given schools’ and
teachers” accountability to raise scores of students on large-scale assessments under state
and federal schooling accountability policies. Although these perspectives are relevant
to U.S. students at large, they have special relevance for second-language learner and
immigrant students in international contexts, given second-language learners’ diversity,
language needs, and learning needs, as previously cited.

One way through this thicket is to start by reconceptualizing what we can mean by
classroom achievement itself. Although there is no one way to resolve this issue, researchers
in the tradition of cultural historical activity theory (CHAT; Cole, 1996) provide valu-
able insights that imply we ought to look more closely at classroom interaction irself as
the locus of assessment and learning. From a CHAT perspective, human development
and competence emerge through socialization processes that support individuals’ acqui-
sition of skills and knowledge that allow persons to develop and exercise identities as
members of social groups and participants in social domains and social institutions. Fun-
damental to CHAT and related sociocultural approaches (see, e.g., Gee, 2007), human
social interaction is the primary route for learning to take place. This concern, of course,
also includes students’ functioning and interaction in classrooms as learning sites.>?

Scribner (1979), in her research on the cultural foundations of cognitive and linguis-
tic skills, called attention to the notion that members of cultures and social groups acquire
and develop “genres” for thinking, problem solving, and language use attuned to their
everyday living circumstances. Building on Vygotsky (1978) and Leontiev (1981), Cole
(1996) and Wertsch (1998) call attention to the fundamental principle that human
action is tied to how individuals come to perceive and interpret the situations they
construe and how they use these construals to project and guide their purposive action.
Situations are interpreted in terms of components involving projections about who,
where, when, what (goals), why, and how. These are notions that in contemporary cog-
nitive science undergird social and cognitive action described in terms of scripts (Nelson,
1996} or cultural mental models of situations and action (Holland & Quinn, 1987).
What do these ideas suggest about conceptualizing the development of learning agency
among ELL students, assessment, and opportunity to learn in the classroom?
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ELL students need to acquire identities intimately tied to their agency as learners in
the context of classroom cultures and genres for thinking, problem solving, and lan-
guage use that fit the demands of classroom learning goals. Scarcella (2003) and Bailey
(2006) provide elaborate accounts of the range of academic English skills ELL students
need to acquire, and Adamson (1993) elaborates how cognitive schema and script the-
ory and Vygotskian theory improve our understanding of how ELLs come to be social-
ized to participate in classroom learning tasks and to meet communicative competence
requirements of these tasks. Consistent with the accounts of Nelson (1996), Holland
and Quinn (1987), and Cole (1996), ELL students need to acquire mental and cultural
models and scripts for how to act out being competent participants in classroom learn-
ing activities, and this includes acquiring competence in using language and language
structures to participate in learning activities for communicative purposes.

Taking things a bit further from a Vygotskian perspective, Tharp and Gallimore
(1988) assert that bona fide instruction can occur only when students are assisted in per-
forming and progressively internalizing knowledge and skills they have not previously
mastered. According to this “strong” definition of instruction, true instructional learning
does not occur unless students actually come to know and do things that they previously
have not mastered through participation in instructional activity. For learning to occur
via instruction, students and teachers or teacher aides must jointly construct understand-
ings of what the goals of learning activity are about and of how to evaluate competence
in learning progression. Interaction and communication are central to this process, and
this must involve participants’ assessment of their intentions and common construals of
activity and social and self-regulation of performance to respond to assessment. As effec-
tive instructional activity proceeds, students go from not being able to perform tasks and
apply knowledge to being able to do so with support from more capable others. This sup-
port may be in the form of direct advice on how to perform tasks and apply knowledge,
to modeling of competence by more capable others, and to reciprocal interaction where
a more capable other extends scaffolding via interaction to guide a learner through next
steps of competent performance within their “zone of proximal” development. As stu-
dent learners acquire competence, they begin to internalize this socially shared under-
standing of competence so that it may be displayed with less overt support from more
capable others, though always, competent performance remains a social act requiring that
learners recognize how competent performance is realized through shared social percep-
tions of action in the classroom and its ongoing range of cultural practices.

The importance of the foregoing resonates with the seminal qualitative research
findings of Wong Fillmore (1976), who found that ELL children’s social interaction
with native English speakers provided the ELL children with exposute to native, flu-
ent exercise of English discourse and speech act forms that the ELL children could
then approximate in their interaction with the native English—speaking children.
Wong Fillmore’s research showed that this strategy, when accompanied by the recip-
rocal response of competent English speakers, acknowledging the functional intent of
ELL students’ utterances, helped ELL children acquire increased English competence
through repeated refinement of the intended linguistic form.
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So as we think about how to develop a stronger foundation for ELL assessment,
it would seem very helpful to worry about how our assessment designs and assess-
ment targets might benefit from the foregoing perspective.

Assessing ELL Academic English Competency: An Example

In what follows, an account is given of how ELL student assessment might be recon-
ceptualized toward this end, with an emphasis on acquiring one very important class of
academic English skills: being able to recognize questions and knowing how to answer
them appropriately. The question-recognition and answering contexts under consider-
ation involve reading and understanding a text and answering a question about what
was read. This is but one example of the great range of academic language skills in Eng-
lish that ELL students are required to master, but its consideration has much to offer in
that it moves the issue of assessment and its connection to learning in a concrete man-
ner. Rather than addressing how assessments might be improved to inform the learning
of academic English in the abstract, the example allows us to be concrete about ways
that a specific model for a particular class of functional English usage can be coupled
with assessment in a manner tied to the improved use of assessment for the purpose of
evaluating students’ learning,

Questions, like other linguistic forms, do not exist in everyday reality in isolation.
They arise and are used as communicative discourse forms within situations and activi-
ties where they assist participants in negotiating meanings and getting practical business
done. This is certainly the case in classrooms beginning in the earliest grades, where they
form a foundational genre for classroom interaction and learning. Students must
develop the ability to recognize their occurrence and how they fit into academic tasks as
part of classroom cultural practices. And beyond this, students must acquire the ability
to go about answering them competently in written as well as oral form.

Durdn and Szymanski (1997) reported a study using formal pre- and postassess-
ment of third-grade ELL students’ ability to benefit from question-answering instruc-
tion. An important feature of this research, with import for new forms of assessment,
is that the study also involved analysis of discourse interaction among students and
their teacher during question-answering instruction. The research used a CHAT and
Vygotskian perspective to analyze when and how students actually worried collectively
about the specific linguistic and semantic properties of questions and how they
pursued answering them in writing through their interaction.

From a Vygotskian perspective, the challenge of the research was to start with the
research issue: How well can individual students working alone answer written ques-
tions about meaning conveyed in text passages prior to start of a specific lesson
sequence intended to improve question-answering skills? This was the role of the pre-
assessment. A second question was How well can individual students working alone
answer questions following participation in the instructional intervention? Evidence
of increased independent performance would be consistent with the inference that
students had learned from instruction—though a stronger research design would have
required a comparison group with no intervening targeted instruction on question
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answering to control for the possibility that repeated exposure itself to question-
answering demands on the posttest improved performance just because students were
already familiar with question-answering demands from the pretest.

However, the most critical component of the Vygotskian and activity theory per-
spective in the Durdn and Szymanski (1997) study was its analysis of how the teacher’s
instructional interaction with students, and students” interaction with each other and
the teacher, made visible students’ acquisition and use of the teacher’s cultural model or
schema for how to answer questions. The analysis of this interaction also revealed evi-
dence of formative assessment. As the students interacted, they evaluated their knowl-
edge of the teacher’s model of how to analyze and answer questions, and they regulated
their understanding of this model through offering feedback to each other so as to bet-
ter apply the model. Consistent with a Vygotskian account, the talk or explanation of
how to answer questions was first shared as interaction between the “expert” teacher and
“novice” students. The teacher explained how to identify different “wh question” lin-
guistic markers—who, what, when, why, and how—and that they occurred at the begin-
ning of a question sentence or clause. (Consider, e.g., “What did Jim buy at the store?”)
She also modeled and explained that the question always pertained to a semantic sub-
ject (e.g., “Jim”) explicitly mentioned in the question and that the question marker spec-
ified the kind of semantic information requested about the subject (e.g., what pertained
to an object bought by Jim at the store). She showed students how to keep track of the
wh question marker and subject by underlining pertinent parts of the written question.
She next modeled how students might search a portion of a target text for the answer to
the question—again underlining possible relevant sections. She also showed how once
the relevant information was found in the story, students could next begin planning and
writing their answer. This, prototypically, was modeled by the teacher as first “echoing”
the subject (e.g., “Jim”) at the start of the written answer, followed by restating infor-
mation already given in the question with an appropriate change in verb tense (as in
“Tim bought”) and then finishing the answer-sentence with the new information com-
pleting the semantic requirement for an answer (e.g., “a shirt”). The teacher in this
process also explained to students the difference between answering a written versus spo-
ken answer to a question. She explained that in face-to-face talk, people typically just
give the answer without all the other information made explicit in the written academic
form of a question answer (e.g., by just uttering, “A shirt”).

The Durdn and Szymanski (1997) study found evidence of gains on ELL students’
ability to answer the same wh question forms from pretest to posttest. They also
showed evidence that the students were able to emulate the teacher’s way of talking
about question answering, and steps in question answering, through their social
regulation of problem solving to answer questions in small groups. The interaction
analyses revealed that students reminded each other of the steps that the teacher had
shown them for answering different types of wh question forms and that they assessed
how well they were carrying out these steps through their interactions with each other
and how they refined their problem solving so as to reflect better the teacher’s model
and explicit steps for answering questions.
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This example of research is suggestive of how one might improve assessments of ELL
students by having a clear specification of what competencies students are expected to
acquire as a result of specific instructional sequences and experiences. It further illus-
trates the value and importance of having available a specific framework for instruction
that can help analyze how students might practice and improve their learning compe-
tence through steps that they undertake in performing a complex learning task. The
specificity cited does not imply that there is one best or only way to teach question
answering. It does imply, however, that having a clear conception of a target skill
domain and how instruction in that domain is designed to occur helps and that evi-
dence from formal pre- and postassessments and assessments rendered in instructional
interaction can be interpreted to ground an understanding of important learning.

How does an approach to instruction and assessment such as the preceding link
with the goals of educational standards-informed instruction for ELLs? First, it is
important to note that such links are possible. Statements of learning standards in Eng-
lish language arts can be connected to instructional practices addressing acquisition of
those standards by students. Formal pre- and postassessments tied to standards can be
used to evaluate whether students have acquired knowledge and skills. Note, though,
that large-scale assessments are not capable of such refined diagnosis. Large-scale assess-
ments used by states in an area such as English language arts are “status” instruments
and are administered only once per year and intended only to be gross measures of
what students know and can do in a subject matter area. These assessments are not
intended sensitively to measure growth in students’ learning across time.

In addition, it is also important to understand that statements of learning standards
in an area such as English language arts or any other academic area cannot adequately
treat how learning is supported and how it might use assessments to guide instruction.
The notion of “classroom formative assessment” has been explored in recent years to
address this issue (Black & Wiliam, 1998). This notion of assessment addresses how
teachers can use day-to-day assessment information to guide instruction. Whereas this
work has concerned use of formal classroom assessments for this purpose, others have
extended the notion of formative assessment so that it is considered as potentially occur-
ring within learning interaction itself (Torrance & Pryor, 1998), consistent with the
analyses described by Durdn and Szymanski (1997).

Erickson (2007) refers to this interaction-embedded form of assessment as “proximal
formative assessment.” Proximal formative assessment centers attention to the ways in
which instruction is supported through social interaction. Direct instruction of knowl-
edge and skills will not suffice. Students cannot demonstrate acquisition of new knowl-
edge and skills if they are exposed merely to what they are expected to know and do via
a “broadcast” model, where teachers explain and model what needs to be learned with-
out students’ having the opportunity to practice use of knowledge and skills with feed-
back from a teacher or other students regarding the suitability of performance.
Instructional contexts are socially constructed, started, maintained, and temporarily ter-
minated by participants through their actions and through their interaction. Assessment
is provided via interaction and via ability to understand how to take up the implications

This content downloaded from 103.50.151.143 on Wed, 25 Mar 2020 10:35:55 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Durdn: Assessing English-Language Learners’ Achievement 317

of assessment by revisions of subsequent action by learners (see Durdn, 1994, for how
this take-up is tied to Tharp and Gallimore’s [1988] notions of assisted performance).
Erickson also raises the issue that we ought not to view learning and assessment sup-
ported by interaction as bounded by immediate instructional incidents. He states that
the danger is that “‘what is learned’ by students is treated as an entity that comes to exist
after instruction has taken place, and thus, can be measured as @ whole thing of the past’
(p- 190). As an alternative, he proposes that learning be considered as a continuously
constructed entity in the ongoing course of classroom life and its activities.

Consistent with Erickson (2007), Durdn and Szymanski (1997) and Putney,
Green, Dixon, Durdn, and Yeager (2000) discuss the notion of consequential progres-
sion as a concept capturing how present understandings of a context and activity have
a historical reality and the potential to shape and support future interpretations of con-
text and activity. ELL students’ learning of new knowledge and skills is not historically
isolated and understood by considering just one occasion of instruction that seemed to
benefit learning. New learning is based on prior learning, and new learning has further
consequences for additional learning. Better understanding how formal assessments
and assessments in interaction guide the consequences of prior learning on new learn-
ing is complex to consider and lies at the heart of enhancing assessment for ELLs’ and
other students’ school learning, For example, ELL students’ acquisition of academic
English skills in an area such as question answering is not an isolated learning accom-
plishment. Such knowledge and skill acquisition is coupled with learning of other aca-
demic English skills and becomes part of a repertoire of communication skills that
enables learning across domains of social and academic experience. The intent of exist-
ing standardized English proficiency tests and state English language arts large-scale
assessments is to address evidence of what has been learned, but the design of such
assessments is incapable of representing or addressing how learning progtesses as a real
cultural and social interactional process.

As discussed at the start of this chapter, the most fundamental question about
assessment is about what valid inferences may be drawn about competence in a target
content domain, given assessment performance information. Large-scale assessments
have a severe limitation in this regard. Their results can at best provide a long-distance,
coarse, static understanding of what ELLs know and can do, and these inferences are
severely affected by ELLs’ diverse backgrounds and by the limitations in the design and
sensitivity of assessments for this population. That stated, this does not imply that such
assessments are not without value, and yes, there are improvements in the ways that such
assessments can be supplemented by more targeted formal assessments that reveal cog-
nitive and linguistic growth and by proximal formative assessments that look closely at
how interaction in classroom learning activity supports learning from the lived perspec-
tives of ELL students as participants with teachers in creating classroom culture.

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Looking to the future, beyond refinements of the sort suggested above that make
instruction and assessment more tightly linked to ELLs’ acquisition of specific
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important skill types, it is helpful to step back and consider a snapshot critique of large-
scale assessment. Students’ proficiency in a subject matter can be captured in only a
limited manner by one-dimensional constructs of academic competence, such as those
operationalized by existing large-scale assessments using item response theory.
Although there is research on multidimensional versions of item response theory, there
are no versions of such assessments used for accountability purposes by states, and it is
not clear how such models would have application to highly complex skill and knowl-
edge domains (though see Mislevy, 1997). The heterogeneity among ELLs, as cited,
for example, in the work of Abedi (2004), Martiniello (2007), and Solano-Flores
(2006), leads to evidence that assessments administered many ELLs are measuring
morte than an intended skill and knowledge area. The unaccounted-for error variance
in assessment scores is not random error; the research cited indicates that it includes
systematic variance in performance that that results from an interaction between the
knowledge and skills required to solve particular assessment items and the background
and schooling characteristics of ELLs. There is information in these interactions that
may have instructional value for students, particularly if instruction can be made cul-
turally and linguistically responsive to the backgrounds of ELL students.

A second limitation of large-scale assessments is that, at best, they can provide only
a “thin” coverage of what students know and can do. Such assessments are built to sam-
ple discrete skills and knowledge specified in subject matter and corresponding assess-
ment blueprint frameworks. Constructive critics of large-scale assessment, such as
Popham (2006), suggest that given the reality that large-scale assessments can present
only so many items that cover only so many standards in a subject area, it is wiser
to have assessments target fewer assessment standards and to do so in a manner that
reflects more systematically how standards might be interrelated. The current call
under NCLB for growth models exacerbates this issue, in that state assessment systems
lack strong developmental progression models based on cognitive and curriculum
design theories for representing how students advance in expertise across years in sub-
ject matter domains. These issues are important for understanding ELLs’ performance
on large-scale assessments within and across years. ELL students enter U.S. schools
at varying ages, with varying fluency in English, and with different background and
schooling experiences in their primary language. Inferences drawn from large-scale
assessment results for ELLs may be invalid because the results do not indicate simple
presence as opposed to absence of skills. Existing assessment accommodations for ELLs
may not be powerful enough to level the assessment playing field for these students.
This is more than an issue of reliability of assessment performance; it can also reflect a
mismatch between what ELLs are expected to know and do and systematic variation
in their opportunity to learn these skills and knowledge. Not understanding this
match and mismatch results in lost information on how schools might better serve
these students.

A third limitation of existing large-scale assessments is that they do not reflect cur-
rent research on the social and cultural nature of learning contexts or cognitive and
interaction studies of students’ interaction in learning settings that suggest new ways to
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design evidence of achievement that are different from traditional assessments. This cri-
tique is very much in evidence in Baker’s (2007) American Educational Research Asso-
ciation presidential address, where she focused centrally on cognitive science research on
students’ development of subject matter expertise and suggestions on the need for 21st-
century students to develop complex skills and knowledge sets attuned to developments
in technology applications to daily life, social and institutional demands for increased
flexibility and adaptability of employees and leaders, and the increasing importance
of communication skills across institutional and global communities. Certainly, here,
ELLs’ fluency in a non-English language becomes a potential asset for learning and
expertise development rather than a deficit to be replaced by English and knowing how
to apply skills and knowledge solely in English-speaking contexts.

The real-world and instructional learning environments are much too complex to
be represented in depth by assessment items presented in an isolated manner from
authentic social and cultural settings for learning, where skills and knowledge are
deeply interrelated and integrative in nature. Learning standards themselves suffer the
same limitation in that they are embodied in stand-alone statements abour skills and
knowledge that break down what is to be learned in isolation from the actual processes
and sociocultural practices that constitute participation in schools. Sociocultural and
activity theory research, evidence-centered design of assessments, and postmodern
views of assessment suggest possibilities; see, for example, Moss et al. (2006), Mislevy
(1997), and Mislevy and Huang (2006). The focus in these accounts is on the validity
of assessments. What do we “really” want evidence of and how do we evaluate and use
this evidence? Rhetorically, one might ask, do we really want just to know that students
have acquired discrete bits of knowledge and skills, or do we really expect more from
students, teachers, and schools? Gee (2007) puts it quite concisely:

To fairly and truly judge what a person can do, you need to know how the talent (skill, knowledge) you
are assessing is situated in—placed within—the lived social practices of the person as well as his or her
interpretation of those practices. (p. 364)

You in the foregoing can be seen to refer to all stakeholders concerned with educa-
tional outcomes, be they parents, teachers, employers, policymakers, and so on. And
importantly, you can also refer to students’ own inferences about their competencies
and their peers’ inferences of their distributed competence.

Given these challenges, where might we go in improving assessments of ELL stu-
dents? Baker (2007) provides some suggestions that would seem quite appropriate.
She introduced the notion of qualification—a “trusted, certified accomplishment” in
school, but also possibly outside of classrooms, by a student that would augment
accountability assessment performance as indicators of a broader range of student
achievement, beyond learning of specific skills. A qualification would involve choices
made by students about preferred achievement areas, goals, and a school-sanctioned
crediting system for students regarding these accomplishments. A crediting system
would need to certify what would count as significant learning experiences, organiza-
tion of work and effort, required judgment and certification of expertise by others in
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an achievement area, and validation of such a system based on inferences of what a
qualification means. Instead of a test score, a student’s qualification would represent
a set of significant accomplishments in a complex achievement area that would
include but go beyond subject matter expertise, such as application of knowledge and
skills to a public service project, complex artistic performance, or some other complex
domain of applied knowledge and skills.

It will be very interesting to consider how Baker’s call for a qualification system of
assessment could be made relevant to ELL assessment in U.S. schools and elsewhere.
The immigrant and transnational experience of ELLs presents these students with
many linguistic, cultural, and social challenges that, when overcome, represent the
resiliency and adaprability of humans and human intelligence at large. This is a new
frontier for ELL assessment. The contemporary notion of setting learning and assess-
ment goals through “backward mapping” seems relevant here (Wiggins & McTighe,
1998). In backward mapping, a curriculum, instruction, and accompanying classroom
assessments are designed from the top down, starting with a clarification and detailed
statement of educational goals, followed by specification of instructional practices and
assessments that could be used to achieve goals. Viewed as a dialectical process, what
has become popularly known as backward mapping can be represented from a CHAT
perspective as being framed by four questions (Durdn, Escobar, & Wakin, 1997):

o What is achievement?

e What activities give rise to achievement?

® What evidence is there of achievement in activities?

¢ Whar are the socioeducational consequences of the foregoing?

These four questions are interlocking. They form a conceptual schema not unlike the
schema underlying the paradigm of critical pedagogy, which sets forth an unending
dialectical cycle of investigating how to conceptualize important educational and
social problems, how to devise and implement strategies to solve problems, and how
to evaluate the success of problem solving and then go on to better reframe problems
and strategies and implementation of strategies (Wink, 2005). Deeply understanding
these questions and how to approach answering them from a CHAT perspective com-
mensurate with views on how to establish new understandings of what achievement
means for ELL and other students is nontrivial. Durdn and Szymanski (1997) postu-
late that students’ moment-to-moment interpretation of learning activity as social and
cultural practice and as manifestation of identity and agency are central. The notion
of consequential progression applies. How might past and current learning experi-
ences add up to form trajectories for personal development and new forms of learn-
ing? What activities and evidence provide insights and data into this historical as well
as immediately situated development? How does our thinking about education and
its goals get transformed by considering enhanced notions of achievement akin to
those described by Baker (2007) and others? Within the boundaries of an academic
year, it has been possible to use ethnography to trace students” progression through
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learning sequences that provide interactional evidence of how young elementary
school ELL students form ongoing identities as early learners of social science (Put-
ney et al., 2000) or natural science (Reveles, Kelly, & Durdn, 2007). How do we aug-
ment such research to track both qualitative and quantitative evidence of students’
longer range development of identities that can be meaningful parts of students’ lives
and can show evidence of Baker’s endorsements? These are important next questions.

In closing, it is helpful to return to the work of Moss et al. (2006). Along with
Rochex (20006), these investigators remind us of the deep interplay that exists between
the expectations of educational policymakers at different levels of government, and even
across nations, and assessments administered to students. There is no escaping that
national and major jurisdictional levels of educational governance motivate and set the
expectations of local educational practitioners, teachers, parents, and students them-
selves regarding the meaning and implications of assessments for schooling account-
ability purposes and for student high-stakes purposes such as high school graduation
(McDonnel, 2004). The reality is that very few educational stakeholders are able to
comprehend the technical characteristics of assessments well, if at all. These stakehold-
ers also, by and large, have only a limited grasp of the meaning and implications of terms
such as English-language learner and English proficient, and the complexity of this lim-
ited understanding is also caught in scientific and social science debates of the meaning
of such terms, as well as in policy debates.

Much work remains to be done to better ground the field of assessment of ELLs. As
part of this process, in closing, it is important to understand that the findings and issues
cited in this chapter are of equal relevance to all students. Focus on ELLs helps us under-
stand better how important historical, cultural, and linguistic background differences
have to be taken into account in interpreting the results of assessments and the design of
new assessment strategies aligned to the characteristics of students. Also at issue is how to
locate and treat educational practitioners as full partners in pursuing these matters, and
it is good to see at the close of 2007 that in the United States, federally funded efforts are
under way to create consortia among states to support teachers’ development of forma-
tive assessments based on general backward-mapping strategies that require discourse and
dialogue among teachers, parents, policymakers, and students regarding what is desired
and valued as learning and what evidence can count for learning (Cech, 2007). This will
certainly contribute to understanding better how locally developed assessments grounded
in authentic learning activity can complement information cutrently provided by large-
scale state achievement assessments, though much work will be required. All of the con-
cerns discussed here also deserve further exploration in different national contexts and
comparatively across countries in light of variations in nations’ education policies and
conception of desired schooling outcomes (see Rochex, 2006).

NOTES

'The No Child Left Behind stipulation that states develop English language development (ELD)
standards requires states to set explicit expectations of about the basic English (reading, writing,
listening, and speaking) skills required of ELLs learning English throughout the K-12 grade
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span. Typically, these ELD standards are arranged by specific grades or in clusters of adjacent
grades, so that they are appropriate to the English language requirements of curricula encoun-
tered by students.

English language proficiency (ELP) tests that are administered to English language learner
(ELL) students are built to sample the requirements of ELD standards at a given school grade
or grade band appropriate to a student. They should not be confused with tests of English lan-
guage arts administered annually to all eligible students as part of large-scale assessments. The
former are to gauge ELLs” mastery of English as a second language and readiness to receive
instruction in English. The latter are to assess students’ command of English as found and
taught in regular English language arts classes ar a target grade level. In reality, ELD and Eng-
lish language arts (ELA) competencies are expected to blend for ELLs. As ELLs become more
competent in English, they acquire foundational skills for meeting ELA standards.

2As mentioned, the discussion regarding cultural historical activity theory (CHAT) as a use-
ful perspective from which to reconceptualize classroom and schooling achievement is not
intended to suggest that there are no other perspectives based on alternative statements of the-
ory, research, and practice that address similar concerns with diverse populations of students.
For example, Banks and Banks (2001) provide comprehensive coverage of such topics in their
Handbook of Research on Multicultural Education from multiple disciplinary perspectives.

Much of this relevant theory, research, and practitioner guidance not described explicidy as
under the aegis of CHAT often is described as founded on sociocultural, sociolinguistic, or con-
structivist approaches to learning, instruction, and classroom communication. Early work of this
sort emanated, for example, from the writings and research compilations of investigators such Au
(1980); Cazden, John, and Hymes (1972); Cook-Gumperz (1986); Erickson and Mohatt (1982);
Erikson and Shultz (1981); Green (1983); Green and Wallat (1981); Heath (1983); and Trueba,
Guthrie, and Au (1981). Works such as those mentioned were among the first investigations to
address how analysis of discourse and interaction laid bare how perception of interactional con-
text and participation in face-to-face interaction was centrally dependent on the cultural, social,
and linguistic resources and background of communicants in schooling and other settings. Inves-
tigators such as Saravia-Shore and Arvizu (1992), in their edited volume Cross-Culsural Literacy,
were among the first to extend concern for ethnographic and sociolinguistic study of classroom
communication so that it included examination of how schooling policies, and in particular, resis-
tance to bilingual education policies, affected everyday classroom interaction.

Wells (1999), in his volume Dialogic Inquiry, was among the first sociolinguistic and dis-
course analyst researchers to link Vygotskian theory (and issues tied to CHAT) to classroom
research. He was also influential in bringing increased attention to the research of functional
linguists such as Halliday and British, European, and Australian researchers on what later
came to be known as the “new literacies” research paradigm (see, e.g., Gee, 2004; and Barton,
Hamilton, and Ivanic, 2000). The new literacies paradigm has proven quite valuable in sug-
gesting that the functions and linguistic form of spoken and written texts atise from social-
ization to cultural practices and instrumental goals associated with texts.

It is not possible in the present chapter to survey the extensive literature that followed these
earlier works that has put increased attention on how sociolinguistic, ethnographic, and new
literacies research has addressed how learning in schooling and other contexts is driven by
interactive processes. That stated, readers are referred to volumes by Bloome, Carter, Christ-
ian, Otto, and Shuart-Faris (2005) and Schleppegrell and Colombi (2002) for examples of
recent research in this area. The latter volume is of particular relevance to this chapter because
it address how second-language learners (as well as first-language learners) acquire competence
in controlling the linguistic and discourse features of texts tied to language as used in acade-
mic settings. Freeman and Freeman (2002) do an excellent job of pursuing these issues from
the perspective of teachers and focus on the special challenges of addressing the academic lit-
eracy needs of long-term high school ELL students.

This content downloaded from 103.50.151.143 on Wed, 25 Mar 2020 10:35:55 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Durdn: Assessing English-Language Learners’ Achievement 323

It is important to note that all of the research cited above has involved primary use of qual-
itative research methods and virtually no use of quantitative test data or use of experimental
design techniques. One upshot of this is that research of this sort has been excluded from con-
sideration in a recent major synthesis of findings in a chapter on findings of sociocultural
research on literacy development of second-language learners by August and Shanahan
(2006). This omission is logical on the basis of empiricist criteria used in this volume to define
what counts as defensible research findings. The criteria are appropriate only for studies that
permit comparison groups and use quantitative methods. However, these criteria for valid
findings do not hold for researchers in the traditions of sociocultural, sociolinguistic, ethno-
graphic, and CHAT perspectives. See Erickson (2007) and Moss, Girard, and Haniford
(2006) for a further explication of this matter.

3Also, comprehensive approaches to reconceptualization of classroom and schooling
achievement are becoming more and more prevalent from a CHAT perspective. For example,
an excellent resource in this regard are papers and reports published electronically by the
Center for Research on Education, Diversity, and Excellence (CREDE) at the Internet site
http://crede.berkeley.edu/index.html. The CREDE Web site is particularly powerful in its
attention to ways that teacher training, staff development, and instructional practice promote
effective instruction, given students’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds.
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