
CHAPTER 8 

Assessments 

In this chapter, we will: 

• Review theoretical constructs that are important for the fair assessment of 
emergent bilinguals, specifically: 

" The power of asse me.ms 
" The difference between language proficiency and content proficiency, 
>> The discrepancy between general language performances and 

language-specific p rformance, 
" The validity and reliability of tests for emergent bilinguals, 
" The fir of the assessment to the population and 
" The match of the language of the re t to the language practices of the 

students. 
• Identify inequities in assessment practices that arise from: 

» Assessing prematurely and intensely, 
» Establishing arbitrary proficiencies, or 
» Ignoring those who need the most help. 

• Consider om alternative practices, including: 
" Observing closely, 
" Assessing authentically and dynamically, 
" Enabling testing accommodations, 
» Disentangling language and content, 
» As e ·sing in studenrs' home languages, using translations and 

transadaptations, 
» Assessing bilingually, and 
» Translanguaging in assessment. 

One of the key equity issues mrrounding the education of emergent bilin­
gual concerns rhe ways in which these students are asses ed according to national 
mandates and state accountability sy rems. Our central qucsrion in this chapter i : 
Given what we know theoretically and researcl~-wise about assessment of emergent 
bili11g11afs, are these students being assessed according to accepted theories tmd re­
search evidence about language and bilingualism? The answer to rhi que tion a 
we will demonstrate here is an emphatic 110. A we have previously nored it has 
been widely demonstrated that as a result of inadequate high-stakes te ts, emergent 
bilinguals experience more remedial instruction, greater probability of a signment 
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to lower curriculum tracks, higher dropout rates, poorer graduation rates, and dis­
proportionate referrals to special education classes (Artiles, 1998; Artiles & Ortiz, 
2002; Bach, 2020; Bertrand & Marsh, 2021; Cummins, 1984). In fact, given the 
negative repercussions on graduation eligibility and resource provisions to schools, 
Menken (2010) argues that no group has been punished more by high-stakes assess­
ments than emergent bilinguals designated as English learners. 

Because the English learner subgroup by definition cannot possibly meet 
t~~ proficiency targets in these high-stakes tests, all programs serving emergent 
b1lm?uals are of~en q_uestioned, including those that are conducted exclusively in 
English. -:"1andatmg high-stakes tests in English for all has acted as language policy, 
acceleratmg students' immersion in English without the advantage of home lan­
guage support. Valenzuela (2005) maintains that high-stakes testing in Texas has 
been the most detrimental policy for Latines and emergent bilinguals and recom­
mends that there be local control over assessment. 

We agree with the assertion that all students have to be included in every assess­
ment. But there are equity concerns regarding how assessments are currently being 
conducted and how the data they generate are being used. These equity issues have to 
do wi~h misunderstandings of theoretical constructs for assessment that disproportion­
a~ely impact emergent bilinguals. These include (1) the power of assessments, (2) the 
difference between language proficiency and content proficiency, (3) the discrepancy 
between general language performance and language-specific performance (4) the va­
lidity and reliability of the tests for emergent bilinguals, (5) the fit of the as~essment to 
the population, an~ (6) the match of the language of the test to the language practices 
of the students. This chapter first considers these theoretical constructs and then iden­
tifies the shortcomings of some ill-considered practices that surround assessment of 
emer~ent biling_uals. As in other chapters, we note that there is a gap between accepted 
theories regardmg assessment for these students and the testing that takes place. We 
end the ch~pter by proposing alternative assessment policies and practices that are 
more effective for these students based on theory and research evidence. 

THEORETICAL CONSTRUCTS IN ASSESSMENT 

The Power of Assessments 

As Foucault (1979) has indicated, assessment can be a way to exercise power and 
control (see also Shohamy, 2001). Foucault (1979) explains: 

The examination combines the technique of an observing hierarchy and those of nor­
malizing judgement. It is a normalizing gaze, a surveillance that makes it possible to 
qualify, to classify and to punish. It establishes over individuals a visibility through 
which one differentiates them and judges them. (p. 184) 

Since Alfred Binet developed his intelligence testing methods in the early 
20th century, tests have been used to label and classify students, often with grave 
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consequences. f-or example, rhe Stanford-Binet test developed by Lewis Term~ n was 
used to "prove" that "[Indians, Mexicans, and Blacks] hould be segregated m spe­
cial classes .. .'' (Tem1an, cited in Oakes 1985, p. 36). The history of assessment 
has been entangled from the very beginning with racism and linguistic discrimina­
tion (Wiley, 1996). Testing is used more often as a vehicle for allocating or denying 
educational and employment benefits rather than as a means for informing teaching 
and developi11.g learning. 

Bertrand and Mar h (2015) examined the use of testing data over the course 
of a year in six schools with large populations of African American and Latine 
snidents. Their study found char educators and administrator frequently employed 
data in manners that reinforced deficit perceptions of students' abiHties by attribut­
ing students' performance to some aspect of the students' identity, such as being 
categorized as English learners, assigned to special education, or being generally 
and permanently a "low" student. These deficit-oriented ideas absolve educarors 
from their responsibility suggesting that if sn1dencs are predetermined to p rform 
poorly, then the effectiveness of the instruction they receive is irrelevant. While 
assessment data are supposed to inform and help improve teaching Kim's (2017) 
research with seco11dar)1-level emergent bilinguals noted that assessment data sets 
were actually used in ways that disadvantaged the ·e student througbour their edu­
cational journey. These students were continuously placed in remedial education 
and denied opporcunities for high-quality curriculum rendering them as perpetual­
ly low-achieving, struggling, and long-term English learners despite their eagerness 
to succeed in school. Thus educators have to be extremely mindful of the power 
of tests and how they can be dangerou and di criminatory if used inappropriately. 

Language Proficiency and Content Proficiency 

Every assessment is an assessment of language {AERA APA & CME 2014). Thus 
a essmenr for emergent bilingual who are still learning the language in which the 
te tis administered is not valid mtless language is disentangled from content. As we 
h.we noted, English used for interpersonal communication is not the same as the more 
complex use required for academic tasks in English. Gottlieb (2006 2016) describe 
how aCfldemic language f>roficie11cy is usually assessed by evaluating the comprehen-
ion and use of specialized vocabulary and langu,1ge patterns in the spoken and written 

modes, tbe linguistic complex.icy of these modes, and the appropriate use of the sound 
ystem (phonology), grammatical so·uctw·e (syntax) and meaning (semantics) of the 

language. Content (Jroficie11cy refers to whether the student ha actually acquired 
knowledge of the 11bject matter. When assessments use only English to test emergent 
bilinguals' content knowledge both language and content proficiency are entangled. 

The Discrepancy Between General Linguistic Performance and 
Language-Specific Performance 

It is also importanr to kee_p in mind two dimensions of language performances that 
we call general linguistic performance and language-s(Jeci/ic performance (Garcia, 
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Johnson, & Seltzei; 2017). General linguistic performance ha to do with the ability 
of students to dep.loy any of the features in their language repertoire to accomplish 
language and content-specific task . Language-specific performance refer t the 
ability to deploy only the fearures considered standard and that corresp<md to 
tbe specific named language demanded of the task (Garcia et al., 2017). 

All speakers use features of their language system that go beyond those sanc­
tioned in schools to per.form academic tasks. In part schools reach students to use 
l:rnguage for tasks that are different from those they perform outside of chool. 
Jn schools, for example, students are given practice in making sense of complex 
texts they have read or listened to; using language to make convincing arguments 
especially in writing; discussi11g a. math problem or theorem; and so on. As we 
have seen, emergent bilinguals come into schools with very different schooling 
experience~. ome newcomer arrive in U.S. schools with trong prior educa ion. 
They know how to use language to perform school casks, alrhough perhaps rhey 
may not have the feacures of English demanded in a U.S. chool. Ler us illustrate 
with two hypothetical cases. Jeehyae newly arrived from Korea can use Korean 
to do all the things char the language arts standards require. In reading, and in 
Korean, Jeehyae can provide text evidence of key idea , make inferences and iden­
tify main ideas and relationship in comp.lex texts recognize the text's craft and 
structure (its chronology CO!llparison and contrast, identify cause and effect}, and 
associate knowledge and ideas frolll multiple ources and texts. In writing and 
in Korean, Jeehyae can produce text types for vari<>u purposes, such as opinion 
informative, explanat ry and narrative pieces. Bur, of course if in an assessment 
Jeehyae were asked to perform these ta k using English features exclusively, she 
would do very poody. 

Jechyae's lingui tic performance is differem from that of Moussa, a sn1dent 
recently arrived from Guinea in Africa whose home language practices he identifies 
as Fulani bur who has been schooled in French in a poor rural school. Moussa's 
school did not provide him witb tbe opportunities to use Fulani or French to per­
form the linguistically comp.lex academic tasks valued in U .. schools. His school 
focused on developing Moussa's standard French through mechanical drills and 
tasks aimed to "erase" his Fulani. When Moussa entered his U.S. school, he was 
assessed in English only. As a result, his lack of experience using language for ac;i­
demic purposes was ma ked by his poor English-only performance. 

~y not differentiating between general linguistic performance and language-
pec,fic performance, assessments run the risk of obviating the important differ­

ence between Jecbyae a student able to use language to perform academic task 
{even if that language is Korean), and Moussa, whose poor language performance 
is nor simply a matter of English language acquisition but of learning how to use 
language for school tasks. Both students' language-specific performances in English 
language assessments are poor. However, Jeehyae can leverage her experience with 
ways of using Korean in school to perform academic tasks whereas loussa can­
not perform these tasks in French nor can he do so in Fulani. A sessmenrs that 
do not differentiate between general linguistic performance and language-speci.fic 
performance mask a □ important difference among emergent bilinguals that has 
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important consequences for their education. These entanglements then have impor­
tant significance for test validity. 

Validity and Reliability for Emergent Bilinguals 

In order for test results to be equitable, emergent bilinguals must be included in the 
design and piloting of the instrument so that the norming of the test is not biased-:­
that is, the test must have both validity and reliability for bilingual students (Abedi, 
2004; Abedi & Lord, 2001). 

Reliability refers to the capacity of the test or of ind!vidual test ite~s to measure 
a construct consistently over time. Research by Abedi (2004); Abedi, Hofstetter, 
and Lord (2004); and Martiniello (2008) demonstrates that large-scale exams have 
differential reliability for students whose English language abilities do not match the 
population on whom the test was normed. Martiniello (2008) shows th~t emergent 
bilingual students and monolingual students with the sa?:e math ability perform 
differently on particular math test items because of unfamiliar vocabulary and com-
plex syntactic structures. 

Chatterji (2003) defines validity as having to do with "the meaningfulness of 
an assessment's results given the particular constructs being tapped, purpose.s ~or 
which the assessment is used and the populations for whom the assessment 1s m­
tended" (p. 56). Given the fact that language and content are confounded in t~s.ts, 
there are concerns over the validity of standardized assessments for emergent b1lm­
guals because a test may not measure what it intends. Furthermore, tests may ~~ve 
little content validity for these students because the performance of emergent b1lm­
guals does not reveal much about their learning (Lachat, 1999). Worse still is the 
consequential validity of these tests for emergent bilinguals-the after-effects and 
social consequences. Emergent bilinguals often pay a price with rega'.d to how_ they 
are taught as a result of these tests, ending up misdire.cted into remed~al educational 
programs and special education (Cronbach, 1989; Kim, 2017; ~ess1ck, 1989): 

Because tests are constructed for white, middle-class, monolmgual populations, 
they always contain a built-in content bias. Tests do not always include activities 
or concepts from the worlds of minoritized students (Mer~er, 1989). No_r do they 
take into account the multilingual abilities of bilingual children (Ascenz1-Moreno 
& Seltzer, 2021; Shohamy, 2011). These tests designed for monolingual students 
reflect neither the cultural practices nor the language practices with which emergent 
bilingual students are familiar. 

Fit of Tests to Population 

Criterion-referenced assessments, in which each exam is compared_ to a_ specific 
body of knowledge, are distinct from norm-referenced assessme~ts, _m which each 
exam is measured against the scores of other students. But cntenon-referenced 
assessments are still not appropriate for testing emergent bilinguals. In criterion­
referenced assessments, students are graded according to whether they have met a 
defined criterion or standard, which determines what students should know and be 
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able to do in various subject areas. But emergent bilinguals, by definition, gener­
ally cannor meet the standard of English la11guage proficiency; thus, they are often 
judged not to be competent with regard to subject knowledge. 

Furthermore because language and subject content are entangled, studies have 
found that there is a discrepancy between test scores and student performance in 
the classroom. Kart er al. (2004) studied Spanish-speaking and Chinese-speaking 
emergent b!linguals in San Francisco and concluded: "Test data suggested that ELL 
srudents underperformed academically compared to EO (English-only) student 
but ELL students turned our to be high achievers in the classroom context' (p. 56). 

Ir ha been shown that f)erforn.1ance-based assessments, tesrs that ask students 
to produce a product such as a portfolio or perform an action are better for bilin­
gual tudenrs because they provide a wider range of opportunities to show what they 
know and are able to do in both language and content areas (Abedi 201 0; Estrin & 
Nelson-Barbet, 1995· Gottlieb 2016, 2017; avanete & Gustke, 1996). Geni hi 
and Borrego Brainard (1995) say that performance-based assessment "can be oral 
written 'performative,' as in dance, or visual/artistic" (p. 54). Goh (2004) recom­
mends ru1y alternative technique that can determine what a g.iven sntdent really 
know or can do-performances hand -on activities and portfolios of studen 
work-arguing that assessment mu t include multiple modalities. Because student 
problem-solving skills may be documented in different ways, performance-based 
multimodal as essmenr are less language dependent than are traditional tests en­
abling teachers to better distinguish between language proficiency and content pro­
ficiency. o, although performance-based assessments tax teachers' rime, they are 
more appropriate precisely because they require teachers' attention to the details in 
students' performance. 

However, it is important to recognize that although performance-based as­
sessments are a more appropriate and valid way to identify student learning, they 
are not necessarily neutral or objective instrnments because ultimately they rely 0.11 

teacher ' interpretations of the results they yield. Teachers' perceptions of students 
and underlying ideologies play a significant role in shaping their interpretations 
of student performance in these assessments. For example, Ascenzi-Moreno and 
Seltzer's (2021) research on formative reading assessments in two different dual­
language bilingual programs found that teachers tended to interpret low reading 
scores among La tine students differently from those of more affluent white students. 
While teachers analyzed low cores among white students in nuanced ways and 
used them to identify skills they wanted to teach, teachers of Latine student viewed 
their low scores as an indication of lack of literacy in their homes and discussed 
them as a natural result of being overall struggling learner . Thus Ascenzi-Moreno 
and Seltzer argue that educators do not use assessments just to gauge students' 
knowledge; they may also rely on them to reinforce their preconceived beliefs. 

Let us reiterate the major caveat about performance assessments: Because their 
interpretation relies on the judgment of those scoring the tests (Lachat, 1999), it is 
crucial that individuals knowledgeable about the linguistic and culrurnl pracrices 
of emergen: b.ilinguals participate in the development of rubrics for scoring stlldenr 
work. In this way, scorers may be able to disentangle academic performance on the 
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assessment from language proficiency. In addition, it is important to recognize the 
fallacy of color-blind neutrality and engage in deep reflexivity through the interpre-

tation process. 

Matching the Language of the Test to Language Practices 

The language practices of both emergent and proficient bilingual students are very 
different from those of monolingual students. Thus a test constructed for mono­
linguals cannot match the language use of bilingual individuals who draw from a 
language repertoire with many more linguistic features. Baclunan (2001)_ refers to 
the distinction between the language of the test and actual language practices: 

That there must be a relationship between the language used on tests and that used in 
"real life" cannot be denied, since if there is no such relationship, our language tests 
bec0me mere shadows, stedl.e procedures that may tell us nothing about the very abil­
ity we wi h co measure. (p. 356) 

Valdes and Figueroa (1994) point to the diffi ulties of testing emergent bilin-
gual students with i_nstruments rhat have been normed for monolinguals: 

When a bilingual individual confronts a monolin :ual test developed by monolingual 
individual , and standardi7,ed and normed on a monolingual population both the test 
taker and the test are asked to do something that they cannot. The bilingual test taker 
cannot perform like a monolingual. The monolingual test cannot "measure" in the 
other language. (p. 87) 

Clearly, monolingually constructed and admini tered tests cannot validly 
measure the complex language practices of bilingual students. 

INEQUITABLE ASSESSMENT PRACTICES 

The inadequate and inequitable a ·essment practice for emergent bil.inguals are 
often the product of the deficit thinking and raciolinguistic ideologies that we have 
identified in this book. Emergent bilinguals continue to be assessed prematurely 
with high-stakes instruments that confound academic language and content and 
diat do not align with their language practices. [n fact, much educational time is 
taken up testing with invalid instrumencs. And despite the fact rhat theory and 
research support tbe use of performance-based assessments as more valid for these 
tudenrs they are rarely used as high-stakes tests. 

Assessing Prematurely and Intensely 

Researchers contend that the high- takes testing of the American school popula­
tion mandated by CLB (2001) and continued by ESSA (2015) has had a negativ 
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effect on all students (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). Much rime and energy is being 
spent testing, even though there is no evidence that the testing is improving rhe 
education of emergent bilinguals. Although teachers are assessing students with 
more performance-based assessments, they often deem the cores on high-stakes 
standardized rests to be mor important because schools and teachers are held ac­
countable for the performance of srndents on sud1 tests (AmreiJ1 & Berline[ 2002). 

The intensiry of testing means rhac less time is being spent in challenging and 
crcarive teaching or teaching subject matter that is nor tested. The phenomenon 
known as washback the process by which testing and formal assessments drive the 
curriculum, has been well documemed, especially in the literature on language reach­
ing (Bach, 2020; Cheng, Watanabe, & Curtis, 2004; Shohamy, Donitsa-Schmidt, 
& Ferman, 1996). srudy by the Center on Education Policy (CEP) found thar 
since 2002, 62% of districts reported they had increased the time for reading and 
required schools ro spend a specific amount of time teaching reading, while 53% of 
districts had also done so for math (Center on Education Policy, 2005). In contra t 
less time is being spenr reaching science, social studies and the arts. Crucially, the 
reading and marh curricula narrowly follow the exigencies of the resrs. 

The Center on Education Policy (2016) surveyed teachers on a number of is­
sues assessment being one of them. Eighty-one percent of teachers responding 
believed char rudents spend roo much time taking stare-mandated resrs. In high­
poverty schools one-rhird of teachers said they spend more than one month per 
school year preparing studenrs for mandated exams. However, an overwhelming 
majority of teachers (86%) believed in formative reacher-made assessments. For 
stare-mandated tcsr , Jes than a third of teachers surveyed wanted ro eliminate 
rhem bur more than half (60%) wanted to reduce d1eir frequency o.r length. 

In 2015 the Council of the Grear City Schools estimated that the average stu­
dent in large city school systerus will tak approximately 112 mandatory standard­
ized tests between prekindergarten and high sch0ol. Each year, srndents spend an 
average of 20 co 25 hours raking these tests. 

In the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic with its attendant ongoing deficit 
discourses about 'learning loss," te t-related pressures have been exacerbated. A 
2023 survey by rhe EdWeek Research Center, involving 870 teachers, principals, 
and district leaders, showed thar nearly half feel heighrened pressure after Covid-19 
ro ensure students perform well on these tests ( tan ford, 2023). In addition, 4'1 % of 
participants reported an increase in the time spenr by teachers in their districts on 
preparing snidenrs for standardized tests since the 2018-2019 school year, which 
was the last full school year before the pandemic. 

Concern about excessive testing are not new. A 2015 1Jati0nal PDK/Gallup 
poll (POK International, 2015) reported rhat two-thirds of pub.lie-school parents 
agree that there is too much emphasis on standardized testing. This has fueled rhe 
parental movement to opt out of mandated standardized testing. Although ESSA 
(2015) has conrinued to require testing, it ha also made funds available co state to 
audit their resting systems and eliminate unnecessary assessments (U.S. Departmenr 
of Education, 2016). During a speech to educators in January 2023 U.S. Secretary 
of Educarion Miguel Cardona noted that 'too many generations of swdems, 
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parricularly Black and [Bjrown stud nts, missed out on STEM, hands-on learning, 
experiential learning ot project-based learning because reaching was re_duced to 
rest prep. Enough is enough!" (L ng, 2023). He advocated for standardized tests 
ro serve as 'a Oashlighr" illuminating effecti-ve educational practices rather than "a 
hammer" dictating omcomcs. However, rrnnsforming rhe culmre of accountability 
rJ1at ultimarcly punishes the mosr vulnerable tudenrs will continue robe a challenge 
given over 20 year of federal policy mandaring annual re ring and imposing penal­
ties on underperforming schools. 

Establishing Arbitrary Proficiencies 

As e ment of emergent bilinguals is done particularly to determine whether or not 
they arc proficient in English. But different states mea ure English proficiency dif­
ferently u ing ce ts that have diverging views of what the construcr of proficiency 
emails. Thus, as we hav said, emergent bilinguals may be deemed to be proficient 
in one state and not in another. 

Esrablishing these arb.itrary language proficiencies a.lso stems from a misunder­
standing of language d velopment and bilingualism. Proficiency assessments pay 
acrenrion only to th stage in which English i being learned, as if that proces could 
be completed rhus ignoring that all speakers are constantly adding n.ew features 
co om linguistic/semioric repertoire. The point at which the student is declared to 
be "proficient in English" is esrablished arbitrarily and abstractly. Gandara and 
Contreras (2009) noce rhat it is a false did1oromy to say rhar "One is either pron­
cienr or not; one is e.irher an English learner or a fluent English peakcr" (p. 124), 
and they argu that this false dichotomy is imposed because of external fonding and 
orher pressures to sort tudenrs. These assessmems consider proficiency only from a 
monolingual English language poin of view and the emergent bilingual studenr is 
considered nothing more than an English learner. 

In contrast as we have said speakers "do language'· they language active­
ly- rhey use diverse language features, practices, and additional meaning-making 
modes. We have argued that rhe bilingual continuum is not a straight linear process 
bur rather is one chat flows unevenly as studems' language practices adapt ro the 
changing socia.l and academic conrcxrs and inrerlocucors that they encounter. as 
well as rheir bodily-emotional experiences wirh language. The dynamic relation­
ship among the linguisri features that they draw on means that, although students 
can be placed along a bilingual continuum in terms of development of both what is 
considered the home language and English, there is no end point by which students 
leave one category and enrer inro ano-rher because they are always translangnag­
ing. Biling11al proficiency is dynamic. Like a river current, what Garcia, Joh.nson 
and elr:zcr (2017) have called the translanguaging corriente, ic is always flowing and 
always adapting to the communicative terrain in which it is being performed and 
the students' own emotional sense of belonging. Emergent bilinguals are ome­
where along the starting point of the bilingual continuum, and developmencal pro­
gress along that continuum is contingent on their opporruniries for doing language 
and their "feel" in doing so. However. because bilinguals arc constantly selecting 
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features from their language repertoire for very different rasks and diverse interlocu­
tor , we cannoc say rhac they have ever finished "having' one language or the other. 

The federal requirement of ESSA that students meer AYP standards in tare 
exams drives the con truction of categories of proficiency that have little to do with 
students' real learning and dcveloprnenc. Assessmenrs are then used to categorize 
students arbitrarily instead of to develop deep understandings and reacher knowl­
edge about students and their learning. 

Ignoring Those Who Need the Most Help 

federal educational policy's ongoing emphasis on ensuring that all students .are 
proficient in English and pass tandardized tests means that it has become common 
for schools to pend enormous rime and energy with rhose who are close ro m0ving 
up a proficiency level, those whom many call "the bubble kids" (Booher-Jennings, 
2006). cal and chanzenbach's (2010) research hows that although • CLB a -
countability data reveal decreased disparities in achievement bcrween white and 
minoritized srudenrs when the darn ar disaggregated by subgroup, Black and 
Latine srndenrs are still likely to be left behind because schools tend to prioritize 
bubble kids. Unfortunately even new srraregies intended to prevenr man.ipulacion 
of the system are susceptible to manipularion themselves. Lauen and Gaddis (2012) 
found that minoritized srudenrs who were near the proficiency threshold benefited 
more than those significantly below or above it indicating again, char teachers may 
have focu ed more attention and resources on these srudenrs. In this way while 
subgr01.1p accounta biliry measures may reduce disparities between different groups 
they may also exacerbate disparities within those groups. In sum, srudenrs at the 
bottom were getting very little help and srudenrs at rhe top were also nor being 
challenged academically and inrellectually because their positive scores would not 
make a difference to the schools AYP measures. 

ALTERNATIVE ASSESSMENT PRACTICES 

Observing Closely 

The best way to a sess emergent bilinguals is for teachers to observe and listen to 
their students and record these observations systematically over long period of 
time. Of cour e to "re-view" emergent bilinguals in the close ways described by 
Carini (2000a p. 56), ~he observer must be familiar with the lingui tic and cultural 
practices of the student. Carini (2000b) differentiates between assessing whar stu­
dents learned, made, or did and "paying close at.rention ro how a d,ild goes about 
learning or making something" (p. 9), Carini (20006) continues: [l]t i when a 
reacher can see d,is process, the child in motion, the child engaged in activities 
meaningful to her, that it is possible for the teacher to gain the insights needed ro 
adjust her orb.is own approaches to the child accordingly" (p. 9). Thus, for Carini, 
observing closely refers ro understanding the process of learning, nae just assessing 
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a producr. These ongoing descriptive reviews of children (Carini, 2000a, 2000b; 
Traugh, 2000) can develop a mulridimensional portrait of bilingual learners. Rather 
than labeling emergent bilinguals as "limited," "ar risk," or "delicienr," these kinds 
of assessment provide avenues for understanding the capacities and strengths of 
emergent bilinguals. Observing closely allows the teacher/assessor ro obtain valid 
reliable information about the dynamics of the process of learning thar then informs 
the teaching in a cyclical relationship. 

Assessing Dynamically and Authentically With Performance Assessments 

D)'namic asse-Ssment rests on the work of Vygotsky on the inreracrive nature of cog­
ni.tive development. Its goal i ro "determine th ize' of the ZPD [zone of proximal 
development]" (Gutierrez-Clellen & Pena 2001 p. 212) and to transform students' 
abilities through dialogic collaboration between learners and rhe assessor-teacher 
(Poehner, 2007). Dynamic assessment and instruction mutually elaborate each 
other. Dynamic as essmenc i thus mostly formative; it simultaneously supports 
emergent bilinguals in the learning of language and conten (Alvarez et al., 2014· 
Bailey & Heritage, 2014· Heritage, Walqui, & Linquanti, 2015}. 

Georgia Garcfa and P. David Pearson (1994) in a review of formal and 
alternative assessment, support the notion that emergent bilinguals be given 
performance-based asses ments that are dynamic, in the sense that they should 
reveal what the smdenr can do with or without tJ1e help of the teacher or of peers. 
In this wa>• teachers a.re able ro evaluate the kind of support that students re­
quire in order to comprehend and complete tasks. For Garcfa and Pear on, these 
dynamic assessments can be conducted in Engli h the home language, or using 
practices from both languages. Through dynamic assessments that are adminis­
tered bilingually, teachers may assess their students' interpretations of material 
• nd vocabulary from diverse cultural and linguistic perspective and then use that 
knowledge ro create further opportunities for students to learn what is appropri­
ate. F r example, through bilingual dynamic a sessments, bilingual srudenrs can 
demonstrate their literacy understandings using their home and school language 
practices, and teachers can then assist them in developing academic literacy in 
the additional .language (see also Garcia, Johnson & Seltzer 2017; Garcia, 2009 
Chapter lS). 

Gottlieb (2017) provides a succinct guide to assessing multilingual leamers us­
ing performance assessments. She gives the following characteristics of an effective 
performance assessmem: 

• Represents students' identities, languages, and cultures, 
• Consists of authentic rask with real-life application that ideally take on 

social action, 
• Requires hands-on student engagement, preferably in collaboration with 

peers, 
• Exemplifies original student work that includes multiple modalities, 
• Is built from features of uni.versa! design for learning, 
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• Connects to students' lives, inrerests, and experiences, and 
• Offers evidence for learning based on standards-referenced criteria for 

success. 
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Portfolio assessment is an important part of these performance assessments. In 
portfolio emergent bilingual can collect arrifacts of their learning and reflect on 
what they have learned collaboratively wirh one anothel', their reacher, and their 
families. 

Gottlieb (2017) points to other tools that can be used in performance assessments: 
anecdotal notes taken by the teacher student self-assessment, peer assessmenc read­
ing response logs, read-alouds using translanguaging together wirh other meaning­
making modes and the resources offered through technology (see Chapter 9). All 
of these are valid gauges of emergenr bilingual students' academic progress, raking 
inro accounr the difference between languag and contcnr proficiencies and between 
general linguistic performances and language-specific performances. 

Enabling Testing Accommodations 

One way to improve the validity of monolingual standardized assessments is to 
provide students with test accommodations. Many educational authorities pro­
vide accommodations for emergent bilingual students being tested in English. As 
a result of the accountability-system changes associated with NCLB and continued 
under ESSA emergent bilinguals must be provided with appropriate accommoda­
tions. ESSA (2015) states that such accommodations should include, "to the extent 
practicable assessments in the language and form most likely to yield accurate in­
formation on what tho e students know and can do" (p. 129 Star. 1826). 

tate accommodation po.licies vary substanriall}' (Rivera & Collum 2006) . 
Rivera and tansfield {2001) organize the different 11cco111111odation into five 
categodes: 

1. Presentation: Permits repetition, explanation, simplification, test 
rran lations into students' native languages, or test administration by a 
bilingual specialist 

2. Response: Allows a student to dictate their answers, and to respond in 
their native language or display knowledge using alternative forms of 
representation 

3. Setting: Includes individual or small-group administration of the test, or 
administration in a separate location or multiple testing cssions 

4. Timing/scheduling: Allows for additional time to complete the test or extra 
breaks during administration 

5. Reinforcement: Allows for the use of dictionaries and glossaries 

Abedi and Lord (2001) how how linguistic modification, the paraphrasing of 
test ire ms o tba t they are less complex has resulted in ignificant differences in math 
performance among emergent bilinguals in the United States. In fact, additional 
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research has hown char the only accommodation that narrows the gap between 
emergent bilinguals and other students is linguistic modification of questions that 
have excessive language demands (Abedi & Lord, 2001; Abedi et al., 2004). Test 
accommodations other than linguisrk modifications seem to make little difference 
in the scores of emergent bilinguals. However, linguistic accommodations tailored 
to meet the language needs of emergent bilinguals such as glossaries/dicrionaries 
and linguistic modifications, tend to be le s commonly integrated into assessments 
conducted in mairn,rream classrooms (Yang 2020). Because teacher beliefs and 
knowledge play a significant role in their assessment accommodation practices, it is 
important to design professional development that deliberately supports teachers in 
this area ( scenzi-Moreno & Seltzer, 2021; Cbo, 2019· Yang, 2020). 

Disentangling Language and Content 

Conrenc and language arc distinct areas of learning, but they are also intercon­
nected suggesting tha lan!,'llage proficiency is necessary co convey content knowl­
edge. ocwith randing, Mahoney (2017) ere ses the importance for educators of 
emergenr bilinguals to consisrently clarify the purpose of their assessments ia order 
co differentiate the relevanr construct. Alrhough this di entanglement is difficult, 
ome alternatives have been proposed. Shepard (1996) has argued that a fair as­

sessment framework for emergent bilinguals should integrate the tvvo dimension -
language proficiency and content proficiency. Academic performance of bilinguals 
hould be seen as a continuum that is related to a conrinuum of English acquisition; 

in this view the language in the tests of ubject-matter content is adapted according 
to the place along tl,e continuum in which the tudent migh~ be situated. 

Duverger (2005) has sugge ted that another wa)• of disentangling rhe effects 
of language proficien y on content proficiency is ro have 11 double scale of criteria: 
criteria rel11ting to the collle11t being delivered and criteria relating to rhe language 
being used. \'Qhen conrent learning takes place through a studenc's weaker language, 
which is English in rhe case of emergem bilinguals in the United mtes who ase the 
major focu, in this book, subject-matter knowledge should have a higher coeffi­
cienr and language should not mask satisfactory handling of the conrenr. 

Assessing Students in Their Home Language 

A much more equitable practice would be to assess students in their home lan­
guages. In this ect.ion we address why tl1is does not happen and the ideological 
and technical obstacles that stand in the way. The current debate over assessmenr of 
emergent bilinguals in the Uni.ted Stares largely re ult from rbe lack of clarity over 
the goal of their educarion, which is whether educating emergent bilingual should 
focus only on English language development or more broadly on their inr llectual 
academi , and social development. The education of English language learners-as 
rhe naming indicates and as we have been signaling-often focuses narrowly on the 
acquisition of English la11gt1age skills and nor on the acquisition of contenr knowl­
edge. Houser (199 ~) explains that if content-area knowledge were tbe primary goal 
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studenr~ would be assessed in their home language. Howeve1; assessing students 
in their home language is generally considered .inappropriate because educational 
policy attends narrowly to Auency in English. Furthermore, developing translations 
and rrnnsadaptation of assessments in the home language is complicated as we 
will see in the next two sections. 

Test translations. Effective translation of tests requires collaboration among 
variou rakeholders, including rranslacors ESUbilingual teachers content teach­
ers rest developers, and ociolinguists (Solano-Flore 20'12; Turkan & Oliveri, 
2014). Given how challenging this is, test translation is nor always feasible or 
appropriate. Because the resting indu try is a market-driven operation, ir might 
be possible co develop mm lations into Spanish, since the numbers of Spanish­
speaking emergent bilinguals wouJd merit it, but developing them into less com­
monly used languages co11ld be difficult and expensive. Furthermore assessment 
conducted in different languages may not be psychomerrically equivalent (Anderson 
et al., 1996). Mainraining construct equivalence is difficult when tl1e test is either 
translated directly from one language tO another or when tests in cwo languages 
are constructed. The nonequivalence of vocabulary difficulty between languages 
makes comparisons for content proficiency between tesrs given in different lan­
guages inappropriate (August & f-lakuta, 1998). The Standards for Educational and 
Psychological Testing put forth conjointly by the American Educational Research 
Association, the American Psychological Association and the atic,mal Council on 
Measurement in Education (1985) state: 

Psychometric properties cannot be a sumed to be comparable across languages or 
dialects. Many words have liffcrenc frequency rate or difficulty levels in different 
languages or dialccrs. Therefore, wo(d in rwo languages that appear co be close 
in meaning may differ rndica.lly in orhcr way imporram for the resr use intended. 
Additionally, test contcm may be inappropriate in a rran larod version. (p. 73) 

Sometimes, emergent bilinguals are allQwed to use both the home language 
version and the English langt1age ver ion of the test. But developing and validating 
equivalent versions of a test (two monolingual ver ions side by side) i difficult and 
cosrly (Anderson, Jenkins, & Mille~ 1996). Furthermore, research on this issu has 
repeatedly shown substantial psychometric discrepancies in studenrs' performance 
on the same tesr items across languages (August & .Hakura 1997). Thi means that 
test items are not measuring the same underlying knowledge. 

ln addition, translations are only viable when cmetgent bilinguals have been 
cffecrively educated in their home languages. And even then translations may privi­
lege the standard variety of the language which often is different from language 
use in biling1ml contexts (Solano-Flores 2008). If students have limited literacy in 
the standard variety, a translated asses menc char tests content proficiency i also 
invalid. 

An additional concern is that even appropriate c.ran lation of tests would 
not obviate the cultural uniqueness and register of high-stakes tests, which 
might uot be familiar co immigrant studencs-the format layout, bubbling in 
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mul'tiple-choice answers, and discursive style that are specific to tests (Solano­
Flores, 2008) as well as computer-ba ed assessments. 

Furthermore translations are only appropriate if the srudenrs have been 
taught through the language of the cesr. If the language is nor used for insrruc­
rion then assessment for content proficiency in d1e tudems' home language also 
may be counterproductive. For instance, Shanmugam and Lan (2013) discovered 
thar Malay-speaking tudents expressed dissatisfaction with Malay c.ranslarion as-
iscance because English was their primary language in school. They felt they under­

stood mathematical concepts berter in English than in Malay. In short, the language 
of the assessment musr match student ' primary language of instruction (Abedi & 
Lord 2001; Abedi Lord & Plummer, 1997· Yang, 2020). 

Transadaption of tests. Transadapration is a scraregy wid1 promise. Transadapted 
rests adapr res items co fit the cultural or linguisric requirement of the studencs who 
are being tested. For example an English resr item may ask about "mountain climb­
ing" but the Spanish rest may adapt this to say "exa1tsi611," a more relevant cultural 
experience. Transadapted test irems are nor simple translations. They are wrirren 
from the linguistic and culrural perspective of the group being tested. Tran adapted 
rests work co eliminate culn1ral biases which are prevalenr in many assessmenrs 
because they refer to cultural experiences or historical/social backgrounds co which 
many emergent bilingual have nor been exposed (Johnston, 1997). As a resulr, they 
have more validity than cesrs thar are imply translared. They also are better able 
ro capture content know'ledge by minimizing rhe negative effects of language par­
ticuJa rly when using orher accommodations such as combining cransadaptation and 
oral delivery in math ass·essment (Badham & Furlong, 2022). Transadapted tescing 
is being u ed in some states-for example Texas which uses transadapted Spani h 
versions of the srate's test, called TAAR. However, even cransadapted test because 
they are monolingual do nor rak inco account d1.e full range of linguistic prac­
tices of emergenc bilingual students whose full capabilities are enmeshed with their 
bilingualism. 

Assessing Bilingually 

A valid way to assess the content proficiency of emergent bilinguals (nor solely 
rheir English proficiency) is co develop large-scale assessments that build on their 
bilingual abilities. One example of a bilingual mode instrument designed m assess 
the verbal-cognitive skills of bilingual srudents is the Biling1.1al Verbal Ability Test. 
All subtescs of the asse smenr are first administered in English. Any item failed is 
tben readmini tered in d1e student' home language and tbe score added in order 
co measure the test-taker's knowledge and reasoning ability using both languages 
(Munoz-Sandoval er al., 1998). 

rudenrs also could be a sessed via a biNngual mode, a way of rendering learn­
ers' bilingual abilities and knowledge visible. For example, spoken questions can be 
given in one lang·uage and responses requested in another. Or written tests can have 
the question in English, and the responses may be p,roduced in the home language, 
or vice ver a. Alternatively rhe written text could be supplied in English and the oral 
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presentation in the home language, or vice versa, thereby providing rhe reacher wirh 
a measure of students' productive skills across two modes and for a II languages, while 
at the same rime giving emergent bilinguals the opporrunicy to use all their languages. 
Tims this bilingual mode of assessment woul.d nor only give educators a mo.re accu­
rate picrure of what students really know without having language as an intervening 
variable but it also would offer a dearer picture of students' language capacities. 

Io cases where school authorities are interested exclusively in students progre s 
in learning English student might also be assessed via a bilingual tap mode, a way 
of rapping into or drawing on dleir home language in order to produce English 
(Garcia, 2009). This type. of assessmenr would, for example, give instructions and 
questions in the students' 11.ome languages and as)< students ro respond solely in 
Engli h. In dJis way, the home language would be used to acrivare knowledge for a -
essment in. much die same way char bilingual children use their home language and 

culture to make sense of what they know. This bilingual rap as essmenr builds on 
work on bilingual language processing by Dufour and Kroll (199 --), Jessner (2006) 
and Kecskes and Martinez Cuenca (2005). 

A more holistic way co a sess emergent bilingual is to integrate nor only rhe 
use of bilingual approaches but also various language m dalities such as reading, 
writing, Ii tening, and speaking in literacy assessment. For instance Butvilofsky and 
colleagues (2021) advocate for a comprehensive bilirerate assessment approach that 
employs writing ro more accurately gauge emergent bilingual learners' literacy pro­
ficiency, such as in reading fluency and phonological awareness. !J1 their srndy, they 
selected students whose scores on d1e Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy 

kills (DIBELS) English assessment identified them a reading below or well belo\ 
benchmark and in need of intensive interventions. Yer the authors also n.dmiDisrered 
the lndicadores Dinamicos del Exito en la Lectura (IDEL), a imilar rest in Spanish 
and collected three pairs of panish and English writing samples. lo addition to 

the !DEL results the qua lira ive analysis of cbe srudents' writing samples revealed 
biliceracy strengths across Spanish and English as well as their capacity to exhibit 
progress throughout their second-grade academic year that DlBELS was unable to 
capture. This research underscores the importance of biliterate writing assessment 
in comprehensively evaluating emerging bilingual learners' literacy development, 
offering a broader and more suitable mean of assessing their literacy skills along 
their linguistic repertoire. 

Translanguaging in Assessment 

Leveraging translanguaging in assessment is the only way to level rhe playing field 
between bilingual and monolingual students, giving bilingual students rhc oppor­
tunity rhat monolingual children have-to be able to show what rhey know and 
can do using all their linguistic resources. Teachers who leverage translanguaging 
in instruction can design formarive and summative assessments in whicb students 
<1re given the opportunity co show what they know by using their fall language and 
communicative repertoire (Ascenzi-Moreno & elczer, 2021 • Garcia Johnson, & 
Seltzer 2017· Gottlieb 2017· Mahcmey 2017). 
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A translanguaging design for assessments ensures that students can perform us­
ing all the features of their language repertoire; at the same time, the design tracks 
whether students are performing independently or with moderate assistance from 
other people or other resources. For just these purposes, Garcfa, Johnson, and 
Seltzer (2017) have developed a Teacher's Assessment Tool for Translanguaging 
Classrooms. Teachers who are bilingual can apply such a tool readily. The chal­
lenge for monolingual teachers, however, is greater, because they have to rely on 
other individuals (peers, parents, or other colleagues) and other resources for help 
in interpreting students' test responses. Even so, technology is making this easier, 
and electronic translations are an indispensable resource for teachers today. 

Translanguaging in standardized assessments is still rare, although technology 
is enabling more possibilities: Alexis Lopez and his associates at ETS have been 
developing middle school math and science translanguaging assessments for Latine 
bilingual students. Students are first asked to select a bilingual avatar who is a bi­
lingual friend or assistant and who provides a model of how to translanguage in as­
sessments. Next, on this computer-based platform, students have the opportunity to 
see or hear items in two languages, English and Spanish. This way, they can say or 
write responses using all their linguistic resources, either oral or in writing (Lopez, 
Turkan, & Guzman-Orth, 2017). The intent is to ensure that language and con­
tent, as well as general language and language-specific capacities, are disentangled 
(Lopez, 20236; Lopez, Guzman-Orth, & Turkan, 2014). Additionally, these test in­
novations are exploring how to enable multilingual practices in content and English 
language proficiency assessments (Lopez, 2023a). 

EDUCATING EMERGENT BILINGUALS: 
ACCOUNTING FOR FAIR ASSESSMENT 

The data-driven frenzy of accountabilit)' that was first spurred by NCLB (2001) 
purs assessments rather tban teaching ar the center of education roday. The issue 
of as essment is particularly important foe emergent bi!jaguals, for whom some of 
these higb-stakes rests are invalid. There are, however ways of improving the con­
struction of valid assessments for this population, and this chapter ha considered 
some of these altemarive pracrices. 

In sum, we see that misunderstandings about bilingualism in the United States 
create obstacles to developing assessment mechanisms that are fair and valid for all 
n1denrs. Monolingual high-stakes test administered to emergent bilinguals have 

negative consequences not only for the individual students but also for the teachers 
who teach them, the leaders of the schools in which they are educated, the commu­
nities in which they live, and the states in which they reside. Scores on assessments 
are not only driving the kinds of instruction and programmatic opportunities char 
emergent bilinguals can access bm also the salaries that their teachers receive, the 
funding that their schools and the srates in which rhey r.eside obtain and the real­
estate value of the communities in which they live. This creates a cycle in which the 
victims will surely be the emergent bilinguals, as the e resting practices will result 
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in smdenrs dropping out of the school system, excluding rhem fmm all opportuni­
ties to learn. Developing fair and valid assessments for emergent bilinguals emerges 
as the masc critical issue in education during this era of increased accountability. 
Conrim1ing down the path we are on has the potential not only to exclude children 
from educational opportunities but al o to undermine the entire public school ys­
rem on which our U.S. democracy rests. 

STUDY QUESTIONS 

1. Why are assessments so powerful? 
2. Why are assessments not always valid and reliable for emergent 

bilinguals? 
3. How do the ditterent kinds of tests compare in the way they assess 

emergent bilinguals' language and content proficiencies? 
4. What are some of the complications of establishing categories of 

proficiencies? 
5. What is the difference between observing closely and assessing 

students? Discuss advantages and disadvantages. 
6. Describe some of the test accommodations that can be used with 

emergent bilinguals. Identify issues to consider and practices that 
work best. 

7. What are the issues that surround translations and transadaptions of 
tests? 

8. Discuss ways of assessing bilingually. In your view, what are the 
difficulties with implementation of such assessments? 

9. What does accounting for translanguaging in assessment entail? What 
are the benefits and the challenges of translanguaging in assessment? 




