
ED 363 090

AUTHOR
TITLE

INSTITUTION

SPONS AGENCY

PUB DATE
CONTRACT
NOTE
PUB TYPE

EDRS PRICE
DESCRIPTORS

ABSTRACT

DOCUMENT RESUME

FL 021 315

Canales, JoAnn
Assessment of Language Proficiency: Informing Policy
and Practice.
Southwest Educational Development Lab., Austin,
Tex.
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (ED),
Washington, DC.
89

400-86-0008
29p.; Appended materials may not reproduce well.
Reports Evaluative/Feasibility (142) Guides
Non-Classroom Use (055)

MF01/PCO2 Plus Postage.
Achievement Test;; *Educational Policy; Elementary
Secondary Education; *Language Proficiency; *Language
Tests; *Policy Formation; *Second Languages;
Standardized Tests; Statewide Planning; Student
Evaluation; Testing; Verbal Tests

A discussion of language proficiency focuses on the
conceptual framework for assessing proficiency and its implications
for educational policy formation at the state and local levels.
First, the concept of language is defined in terms of the interaction
of these elements: language subsystems, communication skills,
language domains, language registers, and knowledge of the language.
Context of language use is also considered. Two common language
assessment approaches, oral language proficiency tests and
standardized achievement tests, are then examined for advantages and
limitations, and an alternative, integrative approach is outlined.
The latter approach is based on the sociolinguistic perspective that
language is more than the sum of its discrete parts, and uses
measures of integrative skills, including rating scales, interviews,
dictation tests, and cloze tests. Finally, guidelines for policy and
practice at the elementary and secondary school levels are proposed,
targeted specifically at state policy-makers, the state education
agency, and the local education agency. Appended materials consist of
notes on the characteristics of selected tests of English language
proficiency and results of a study of the reliability of a number of
language proficiency tests. (Contains 11 references.) (MSE)

***********************************************************************

ReprodLctions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made
from the original document.

***********************************************************************



ASSESSMENT OF
LANGUAGE

PROFICIENCY:

INFORMING
POLICY AND
PRACTICE

Jo Ann Cana les, Ph.D.
North Texas State University

U.S DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

Ott.ce ot Eaucabonat
Reseattn and tmorovement

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION

CENTER (ERIC,

&i:ns document has been
reproduced as

rece,yed Non, the oersoh or atgan.zai.on

or.gtnat.np .1
Wm), changes hare

been made In ,rnp,ore

rePrOduct,on ought y

Po.nts of or opmqns stated
a Ms cloc

meat do not necessanIn
reorespnt ott,c,a

OERI posalon Or ()oho.,

2



This publication is based on work sponsored wholly, or in part, by the Office of Educational Re-
search and Improvement, U.S. Department of Education, under Contract Number 400-86-0008. The
contents of this publication do not necessarily reflect the views of OERI, the Department,or any
other agency of the U.S. Government.

3



ASSESSMENT OF LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY:
INFORMING POLICY AND PRACTICE

Jo Ann Cana les

Language proficiency assessment how to assess, when to assess
has been a long-standing dilemma for both theoreticians and practi-
tioners. Addressing this complex issue requires a common concep-
tual framework defined by such questions as:

What is language?
In what context is language assessment needed?
What is involved in assessing language proficiency?
What do existing oral language proficiency tests tell us
about a student's ability to perform in the classroom?
What do standardized written tests tell us about a student's
ability to perform in the classroom?

All educational service providers, from policymakers to practitioners,
must understand these fundamental questions if they intend to use
lansmage assessment practices as instruments that inform decision-
making rather than as biased descriptions of students' educational
opportunities and successes.

Conceptual Framework

Defining "Language"
Language is a multi-dimensional concept that requires the interaction
of linguistic subsystems, communication skills, domains of language,
registers, and knowledge of the language.

Linguistic subsystems refer to the four subsystems that include
graphophonemics (letters/sounds), lexicon (vocabulary), morphol-
ogy (grammar and word order), and semantics (meaning). These
subsystems exists in all languages. Levels of proficiency may differ
between any or a combination of these subsystems. For example, an

SUMMARY

This paper seeks I) to
establish a common
conceptualframework
for language profi-
ciency assessment by
addressingfive funda-
mental questions
about the process; 2)
to describe an "inte-
grative approach" for
conducting language
assessment and its role
in the educational
process; and 3 ) to dis-
cuss the implications
of suggested guide-
lines for making in-
formed decisions
about policy and prac-
ticefor state-level poli-
cymakers , for deci-
sionmakers in state
education agencies
andfor administrators
and practitioners in
local education agen-
cies.
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a non-native speaker
of English . . . might be
able to understand a set of
oral directions, but would
have a difficult time com-
prehending the same di-
rections if they were writ-
ten. "

individual's pronunciation of English may be difficult to understand
and word order may not be grammatically correct, but, the person
may, nonetheless, be capable of verbally expressing a complex con-
cept. Thus, the individual's language proficiency may be "high"
with respect to vocabulary and meaning but "loW' regarding the use
of sounds and grammar/syntax.

Communication skills are used in pairs that can be categorized as
either receptive (listening, reading) vs. expressive (speaking, writing)
or oral (listening, speaking) vs. print (reading, writing), as illustrated
below. In either case, the pairing of the skills does not suggest that
proficiency in one skill (e.g., listening) necessarily equals proficiency
in its paired skill (i.e., speaking or reading). For instance a non-
native speaker of English whose language learning efforts have not
focused on oral production (speaking) or on academic reading mate-
rials easily might be able to understand a set of oral directions, but
would have a difficult time comprehending the same directions if
they were written.

CATEGORIES OF COMMUNICATION SKILLS

Oral Print

Receptive Listening Reading

Expressive Speaking Writing

Domains of language include four categories: home, peers, school,
and community. Understandably, this aspect of language suggests
that the language spoken within the context of the fotr domains may
differ, not onYy in the pronunciation of the words, but also in the vo-
cabulary used and the level of complexity required of the utterances
(phrases/sentences). The content of discourse (connected speech)
and the vocabulary used must vary from setting to setting if compre-
hension is the purpose of the communication.

Registers of a language refer to a range of expressive opportunities
that depend on such factors as situations, participants, relationships,
roles, topics, and locale (Fishman, 1972). For example, the formality
of a teacher's conversation differs considerably, depending on
whether he or she is talking with students, colleagues, or the school
principal.
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Dialects refer to the forms of speech employed by a given commu-
nity. This may consist of different words, or shortened, or altered
forms of words, found in the native language such as "mon" for
"man" commonly used by natives of the Caribbean of Bahamian
Islands.

Knowledge of the language refers to the extent an individual has
experience in a given language. The average monolingual child from
a family where there are frequent opportunities for verbal exchange,
including family discussions and reading of children's literature,
enters kindergarten at age five with at least 20,000 hours (365 days x
12 average hours of wakefulness x 5 years) of exposure to both the
receptive and expressive skills of the language spoken at home, with
peers, or in the community.

Communication Skills

Doma1us Vocabulary

,
II -,

etissrl Letters/
Sounds

Grammar/
Syntax

Sociolinguistic
Variables

Meaning

Linguistic
Subsystems
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"Communicative compe-
tence, for any given situ-
ation, is a functionofwhat
we have learned about
language, its structure,
and itsvocabulary for that
particular situation."

There are numerous possible interactive combinations between the
various components of a language, as illustrated below. Most likely
some individuals will be more proficient in some of these possible
combinations in a given language, and less proficient in others.

Here's an example of the situation. Two people, one a car owner and
the second a mechanic, are looking at an automobile that "won't
run." After studying the situation under the hood for several min-
utes, both are asked to explain the problem. No matter how familiar
the owner is with the car, the mechanic, because of training, is con-
versant about engines and automobiles at a level of detail far exceed-
ing that of most car owners. As a result, the mechanic's explanation
of the problem will be far more articulate and linguistically compe-
tent than that of the car owner.

Similarly, a student, who may demonstrate some knowledge of a
language on the playground, cannot be assumed to be communica-
tively competent in that language in the classroom without specific
instruction (Cummins, 1980). Communicative competence, for any
given situation, is a function of what we have learned about lan-
guage, its structure, and its vocabulary for that particular situation.

Given the complexity of language and the various opportunities in
which language may be used, it is important to understand the
context in which language will be used before determining what
constitutes proficiency. Appropriate determination of an individ-
ual's language knowledge base is a tri-fold process that includes:

1. Identifying the context in which a student's language profi-
ciency should be determined. This context will provide the
vocabulary and the level of complexity that students must
work with if they are to be successful in the calssroom.

2. Determining a student's level of knowledge in the four lin-
guistic subsystems. In terms of instniction, this information
will help teachers identify the subsystems and the level at
which a student must be taught.

3. Assessing a student's level of proficiency in the four com-
munication skills to be utilized in the classroom. This will
allow the teacher to structure classroom activities appropri-
ately.
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Language Assessment Approaches

Language assessment practices now common in schools include the

use of an oral language profioiency test (OLPT) to assess skills in

listening and speaking and a standardized achievement test to

assess skills in reading and writing. The OLPT is used primarily to

place and exit students in pre-kindergarten through first grade; both

OLPTs and standardized achievement tests are used in grades 2

through 12. Reviews of school districtpractices show that, for the

most part, these measures are used in a summative manner (admini-

stered annually or at the beginning and end of the student's tenure in

a program) and are seldom used to monitor student progress on a

formative (on-going) basis.

How appropriate are each of these measures as assessments of lan-

guage proficiency?

The OLVI's typically are discrete-point measures of language be-

cause they assess a person's knowledge of a language's structures

using a single test item, such as subject-verb agreement or forming

plurals. Instruments used as OLPTs have been reviewed in recent

years by many agencies and experts (Texas 1988, 1985, 1979, 1977;

California, 1982, Rivera and Simich, 1981; Ulibarri, et al, 1981; Thonis,

1980). The primary purpose for reviewing these instruments has

been to determine how appropriate and efficient OLPTs are with stu-

dents whose first language is not English. Among the findings were:

The data reported for purposes of determining validity

and/or reliability was insufficient and, at times, non-exis-

tent.

The language characteristics of children on whom the test

was normed were not identified.

The number of discrete skills covered was minimal. (Of the

more than 200 dimensions of language that might be ap-

praised, most currently available language instruments

assess fewer than ten.)

' In recent years, some language proficiency measures have been devel-

oped that assess reading and writing in additior. to listening and speaking,

e.g., the Language Assessment Battery (LAB), the Language Assessment

Scales (LAS), and the Maculaitis Assessment Program (MAC). While they

do measure many more skills than the oral larquage proficiency measures,

the training, administration time, and scoring thme invca.ved have pre-

cluded their extensive use in the schools.

Focus Spring, 1989
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"(Many (standardized)
tests claim to determine
an individual's profi-
ciency in English after a
15-to-20-minute test a
dubious claim given the
complexity of the lan-
guage and the many
contexts in which it is
used."

The scaling of scores to determine proficiency was relatively
arbitrary and overlapping.

None of the OLPTs addresses student's knowledge of aca-
demic language (the language to be used in the classroom).

Many of these instruments require a minimal amount of training to
administer them. Many are accompanied by claims that use of the
test can be self-taught, and they make little mention of any unique
characteristics the examiner should have in order to obtain valii and
reliable results. Thu5, unlike ability tests such as the Wechsler Intelli-
gence Scale for Children, Revised (WISC-R), which must be admini-
stered by certified examiners, OLPTs can be given by virtually any-
one - aides, parents, older children - and frequently are, regardless
of the administrator's formal training.

Moreover, many of the these tests claim to determine an individual's
proficiency in English after a 15-to-20-minute test - a dubious claim
given the complexity of the language and the many contexts in
which it is used.

Furthermore, these tests are not comparable language assessment
instruments (Ulibarri, 1981). The basis for the Bilingual Syntax
Measure (BSM) is knowledge of syntax (word order): examinees are
shown pictures and asked questions, and their responses are re-
corded. The Language Assessment Scales (LAS) relies heavily on a
person's ability to retell a story presented by the examiner or a
tape. The Basic Inventory of Natural Language (BINL) involves
showing visual stimuli and having individuals tell what they see.
Students' scores on these three tests vary significantly and, as a
result, are unreliable in classifying language proficiency. Differences
between the various instruments have implications for entry into
programs for children whose native language is not English, since
they yield different scores depending on the different discrete points
they measure.

In addition to OLPTs, a student's scores on the reading and language
arts subtests of standardized achievement tests often are used to
assess reading and writing proficiency in English. These tests are
also considered discrete-point measures since their construction is
such that they present a single stimulus - a test question - on a pre-
determined academic skill to be measured, such as identifying the
main idea.

On the surface, the use of these instruments seems logical since one

SEDL page 6 Focus Spring, 1989



obviously must have a certain level of proficiency in a language in
order to perform well on an achievement test in that language. Un-
fortunately, the nature of standardized testing generally precludes
such tests from being valid measures of a student's proficiency in a
language.

First and foremost, standardized tests are not designed to be instru-
ments of language proficiency cssessment; they are designed to rank
order students on the basis of their knowledge of academic skills.
Second, few, if any, limited English proficient students are likely to
be included in the forming of the test; thus, scores are not representa-
tive of the population on whom the test is being used as a test of
language proficiency. Third, several kinds of students are not likely
to do well on standardized measures of academic achievement for
various reasons. Students likely to score below minimum compe-
tence (that is, below average) include students who:

come from low-income families,
have reading disabilities,
have emotional disabilities,
are linguistically different,
lack basic skills, and/or
have poor test-taking skills.

Because a number of reasons can contribute to low scores, using a
standardized achievement instrument as a measure for determining
language proficiency can result in the improper placement ofa stu-
dent in a program.

A related caveat: if standardized achievement scores are to be truly
valid, they must reflect achievement on content covered in the class-
room. If there is little or no relationship between curricula and test
objectives, then there will be little or no relationship between a stu-
dent's academic proficiency and the test scores. This is an extremely
important consideration when using standardized achievement tests,
regardless of their language, as measures foi. identifying, placing,
and exiting students from special programs.

The widespread use of these two types of instruments, OLPTs and
standardized achievement tests, as criteria for determining place-
ment and exit, car be attributed to two probable factors:

1. To date there are no truly standardized measures of oral
language proficiency and

If there is little or no re-
lationship between cur-
ricula and test objectives,
then there will be little or
no relationship between
a student's academic
proficiency and the test
scores."
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. . .languageismore than
just the sum of its dis-
crete parts."

2. OLPTs and standardized tests offer the appearance of
quick, "objective" screening tools for making educational
decisions for placement.

The major fault, however, is that all of such instruments that have
been reviewed have been found minimally acceptable for use with
limited English proficient students and thus, should never be the
sole source(s) for determining a child's educational placement.
When OLPTs and achievement tests must be used as a standard for
measuring language proficiency, additional measures incorporating
systematically obtained teacher judgment and observation data
should accompany the "standard information."

An Integrative Approach to Language Assessment

The limitations previously discussed are not sufficient to totally
discard the concept of language assessment. The theoretical under-
pinnings of language assessment instruments need to be revisited,
however, and they must be couched in the more realistic disciplines
of sociology and linguistics (sociolinguistics), in addition to the his-
torical disciplines of psychology and linguistics (psycholinguistics).
The sociolinguistic perspective of language acknowledges the fact
that language usage:

is dynamic and contextually based (varies depending upon
the situation, the speakers, and the topic)

is discursive (requires connected speech)

requires the use of integrative skills to achieve communica-
tive competence.

The sociolinguistic theoretical viewpoint suggests that language is
more than just the sum of its discrete parts, and therefore, a similar
philosophy for language assessment instruments. Instruments
consistent with this philosophy are at the opposite end of the contin-
uum from discrete-point measures and are known as measures of
integrative skills. They include rating scales, interviews, dictation
tests, and doze tests.

Rating Scales
Classroom observations of students interacting in various settings
are the basis for determining students' linguistic proficiency. A
student's linguistic performance in listening and speaking is rated on

SEDL page 8 Focus Spring, 1989
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a five-point scale of proficiency, ranging from non-native speaker of
English to proficient speaker of English, for each of the four linguistic
subsystems (graphophonemic, lexicon, morphology, and semantics).
These rating scales are completed by the classroom teacher after
observing students in various settings. Separate rating scales can
also be completed for observations of casual, social interactions, such
as playground or cafeteria talk, compared to observations of formal
academic interactions, such as reading or social studies lessons.
Appropriate completion of these rating scales requires that the class-
room teacher have an understanding of the criteria used to rate each
of the linguistic subsystems.

Interviews
Structured interviews are developed and administered on an
individual basis. Ideally, an examiner should conduct the interview
while a language specialist transcribes the examinee's responses,
noting the use of the four linguistic subsystems. The advantages of
this kind of measure are that it can be individually tailored to the
experiences of the examinee and it allows the examiner opportunities
to explore an individual's knowledge of the language.

The disadvantages, however, are several. First, it usually requires
two people to administer the interview, a skilled interviewer and a
language specialist. Second, this interview scenario has the potential
to distract the examinee and perhaps contribute to diminished re-
spor.ses because of intimidation, especially for young children.
Thi:d, individualized administration makes it a time-consuming
procedure. Finally, without appropriate scaling criteria, interviews
are unsuitable for widespread use in schools as a tool for identifica-
tion and placement of students.

Dictation Teats
The examinee listens to text dictated from graded material and
writes down what is heard. The premise for this measure of integra-
tive skills is that the individual needs to have knowledge of the four
linguistic subsystems in order to convert speech to print. The advan-
tages of dictation tests include:

They are easily developed from material used in everyday
classroom situations such as basal readei s, science books, or
social studies books.

They can be administered in a group setting.

They do not require extensive specialized training to de-
velop or administer.

Focus Spring, 1989 SEDL page 9
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The few disadvantages of dictation tests, which can occur in the
administration phase and the scoring phase, are manageable if the
examiner is aware of them. First, an examiner's dialectal differences
may cause the examinee difficulties in transcribing speech to print, a
problem that could be overcome by using a taped version of the
dictation. A related problem, students' lack of familiarity with this
type of test, can be mitigated with practice sessions prior to the
actual dictation to be used as the measure of language proficiency.

Second, an examinee's unfamiliarity with all of the variations in
spelling of English sounds may cause interference for the examinee
in converting speech to print - writing "miss is esmith" for "Mrs.
Smith," for example. This difficulty can be overcome by having the
dictation tests scored by someone who knows the differences be-
tween the graphic and phonetic systems of the examinee's native
language compared to the systems in English.

Third, the dictation test requires that the individual being tested
knows how to write.

Finally, appropriate criteria for scaling need to be developed, as in
the case of the interviews.

Cloze Tests
The examinee is asked to complete a readability-graded passage
from which words have been omitted at regular intervals (usually
every fifth word). The premise of this procedure is that language is
highly redundant, with many contextual clues that can inform the
examinee of the appropriate missing words if that person has a
command of the language being tested. Cloze tests have been used
for many years and validated by reading specialists. Administered
and analyzed properly, the results of doze tests will yield informa-
tion regarding the examinee's level of facility with the text. Such in-
formation is useful in planning for students' instructional needs.

In addition to its instructional orientation, there are many advan-
tages to this procedure. The test can be prepared easily using texts
that students use in the classroom, thus making the assessment
procedure a functional one. Further, the test can be administered in
a group setting and quickly scored. If administered to native speak-
ers at the same grade level, their scores can serve as a basis of com-
parison for the non-native speakers' scores. Additionally, the con-
struction, administration, and scoring of the doze test do not require
any extensive specialized training to use correctly.

SEDL page 10 Focus Spring, 1989
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Communication
Skills

Listening

Speaking

Reading

Writing

MEASURES OF INTEGRATIVE SKILLS

Letter/Sounds

RS D

0.q1

Linguistic Subsystems
Vocabulary Grammar/Syntax

RS

RS

RS

Meaning

D I

C

Non-shaded measures are appropriate for the skills and substructures indicated. The
following codes are used for the measures:

RS = Rating Scales, D = Dictation, I = Interview, and C = Cloze.

All four of these measures assess more than one discrete, isolated
language or linguistic skill as shown in the following chart.

The selection of an appropriate instrument for use in a school setting
requires considerations other than the language compenents such as
administrative costs, training required, and ease of adminstration
and scoring. One way to use these factors in selecting among the
methodologies is to rate the measures on each of the criteria, using a
three-point scale that represents relative costs in dollars or effort (i.e.,
1 = least cost, 2 = medium cost, 3 = most cost). Ratings for all criteria
are then tallied for each measure, permitting a numerical comparison
of total cost considerations.

A typical set of such pragmatic ratings for the various measures of
integrative skills is presented below. These ratings are realistic for
many school districts, and they suggest that rating scales and doze
tests will be less time-consuming and less expensive than dictation or
interviews. Such ratings may vary, however, depending on a dis-
trict's available resources.

With cost-consideration rankings in hand, district administrators can
better assess the cost-effectiveness of employing alternative measures
for specific purposes, weighing both costs and benefits.

Focus Spring, 1989
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PRAGMATIC RATINGS OF MEASURES
OF INTEGRATIVE SKILLS*

Measure

Rating
Scales

. ... .

Interviews

Cost Factors (dollars and/or effort)
Development Duplication Training Testing Scoring Relative

Cost

1 1 2 1 1

2 1 3'
2 1 3 3 3

,

6

12

*Rating may differ based on resources available in district.

Guidelines for Policy and Practice

As the primary decisionmakers regrading the schooling of children,
educators are faced with many opportunities either to enhance or
preclude a child's successful experiences in school. These opportuni-
ties are multiplied in the case of linguistically different children who
require bilingual/English as a Second Language instruction. This
field of education is fraught with primitive assessment tools, unclear
definitions for effective instructional practices, and an insufficient
number of trained specialists to meet growing needs. Following are
some suggestions for service providers at the various levels of poli-
cymaking legislative, state education agency (SEA), and local edu-
cation
agency (LEA) - to begin the process of overcoming these seemingly
insurmountable obstacles.

State Policymakers
Historical precedent has shown that, without legislative intervention,
effective school practices may not always be equitable. To ensure
equity in the schooling process, legislators must take an active role in
sponsoring legislation that enables the creation of programs that are
flexible, sensitive to student needs, and above all, funded. Legisla-
tors need to consider:

1. Mandate appropriate indentification and placement of
students whose first language is not that of the school's.

SEDL page 12 Focus Spring, 1989
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2. Fund the identification and instructional processes neces-
sary to meet the needs of language-minority students.

3. Establish consequences for state and local education agen-
des (SEA/LEA) that do not appropriately address the
needs of language-minority students.

State Education Agency
The state education agency can address the issue of language assess-
ment in a variety of ways, including the following:

1. Set parameters for identifying, placing, and exiting stu-
dents on the basis of English language proficiency.

2. Organize a statewide task force composed of a cross-
section of educators - administrators, speech therapists, bi-
lingual/ESL teachers, and regular teachers - to assist with
setting parameters and developing assessment criteria
and/or instruments.

3. Develop or modify a language-proficiency rating scale for
use statewide to ensure consistent criteria for determining
listening and speaking proficiency.

4. Develop training materials for use in local school districts
to ensure that all local personnel understand the use of and
can administer the rating scale properly

5. Develop criteria for doze procedures to ensure that all
LEAs develop doze tests using the same readability meas-
ure and following the same principles of development
(e.g., omit or include a or an; include or exclude technical
terms in content-area doze tests).

6. Pilot-test language-assessment procedures to ensure their
comprehensibility, as well as their feasibility, in the field.

7. Monitor language-assessment practices at the LEA level
periodically to ensure appropriate use of criteria and/or
instruments.

8. Review language-assessment practices at the LEA level pe-
riodically to determine need for modification of criteria
and/or instruments.

Focus Spring, 1989 SEDL page 13
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Local Education Agency
Since the implementation of language-assessment procedures rests
with local education agency (LEA) staff, LEAs should:

1. Provide training for all administrators and teachers in the
district.

2. Administer the assessments consistently and periodically
at pre-determined times.

3. Monitor implementation of language-iissessment proce-
dures.

4. Review outcomes of student performance in language
proficiency assessment committees.

5. Provide constructive feedback to state education agency
staff regarding language assessment practices.

Some optional considerations include:

1. Participate in the SEA's state-wide task force to develop
criteria/instruments for language-proficiency assessment.

2. Participate in pilot testing language assessment practices.

These suggestions are congruent with those for state education
agency staff. In addition, local agency staff have additional responsi-
bilities since ultimate dedsions regarding educational intervention
rrqs with them. These responsibilities require that LEA staff weigh

e trailable information prior to making determinations about a
1A's educational placement, particularly when exiting the child

from a prosram. In the case of the bilingual child, a number of
factors must be considered (Mace-Matluck, 1988):

1. Does the oral language proficiency test used by your
school district measure not only the kind of language
needed in your class but also that which will be needed at
the next higher grade level?

2. Has the student sufficiently mastered the basic language
skills that will prepare him or her to deal successfully with
the shifting emphasis of language skills at the next level of
schooling?

SEDL page 14 Focus Spring, 1989
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3. Are you familiar with the textbooks that the student will be
expected to use the next year? Are you sure he or she can
handle both the language and content demands of these
books with a minimum of help?

4. Have you exposed the student to a wide variety of vocabu-
lary, text types, and topics?

5. What is the student's reading rate in English? How well
does the student comprehend both content-area and read-
ing texts?

6. What are the student's scores in language arts and reading
on the most recently administered standardized achieve-
ment test? Are the scores at least as high as the average
student in that student's school (i.e., do the scores compare
favorably with the school or district norm?)

7. Have you looked at the student's scores on the math,
science, and social studies sub-tests of the standardized
achievement test? Do they compare favorably with the
school or district norm?

8. How high is the student's anxiety level in your class? Is
school stressful, or is the student self-confident and able to
handle frustration or failure?

These are basic questions that must be addressed prior to making de-
cisions to exit students from a bilingual/ESL program.

One final word: Language assessment, like language itself, should not
be a static, cast-in-concrete practice. Because language assessment is
predicated on a dynamic, context-based tool, namely language, it too
must be dynamic and context-based. Otherwise, assessment and
subsequent interpretations will be unrealistic, isolated observations
of language proficiency, which may be totally unrepresentative of the
student's language skills.

"Because language as-
sessment is predicated on
a dynamic, context-based
tool, namely language, it
too must be dynamic and
context-based."
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In July, 1982, the Assessment of Oral English Proficiency: A Status Report
was presented at the Fifth International Symposium on Educational Testing at
the University of Stirling in Scotland. Authors of the report are Dr. David
Ramirez, Evaluation and Research Consultant, California State Department of
Education; Dr. Barbara Merino, Assistant Professor of Education and
Linguistics at the University of California; Dr. Thomas Bye, Director of
Bilingual Education at the Vallejo Unified School District, California; and
Norman Gold, Ed.D. Bilingual Education Consultant, California State
Department of Education.

The paper was based on the work of the Language Proficiency Instrument Review
Commiitee for the Californiz State Department of Education whose work
centered around three major tasks.

1. To adopt standards based on linguistic and psychometric principles by
which the technical properties of oral English language proficiency
tests designed to identify children of limited English proficiency.

2. To apply those standards to the selection and recommendation of
instruments for purposes of this identification process.

3. To develop specific recommendations for improving language
proficiency tests.

The committee prescreened many oral English language tests using six specific
criteria. Next, they thoroughly analyzed those instruments which met the
criteria along a common set of characteristics which were:

I. Test Background
II. Qualitative Evaluation of Test Materials

III. Administration
IV. Validity
V. Reliability

VI. Normative Standards
VII. Interpretation.

Recommendation by the California Stat. Department of Education for an
individual test "vas based largely on informsfzion provided in support of its
validity, reliability, normative standards, and interpretation. That is,
respectively, how well were the following questions addressed.

1. Does this test adequately assess oral English language skills?

2. Does it do so consistently?

3. Does this test accurately assess the oral English language skills
needed by language minority children to function successfully in
California's English-only classrooms?

4. Does this test accurately discriminate between non-, limited-, and
fluent-English-speaking children?" (p.3 of California report.)
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The findings of this report aro included as information for those commonly
used instruments which assess English oral production for Hispanic, Native
American, and Asian students in Title VII projects in the state. Please
refer to this report for more information.

CRITERION VALIDITY CLAIMS OF ORAL LANGUACI PROFICIENCY TESTS

BSM I & II

LAS I & II

IPT

BINL

Concurrent
Validity

No claims.
Independent evidence of
moderate relationship with
other oral measures. Vir-
tually no correlation with
academic achievement.

Moderate correlation with
achievement. Moderate to
fairly high correlations
with other oral measures
and teacher judgement.

Moderate to high
correlations with other
oral measures and teacher
judgements.

Mixed correlations reported
with ESL continuum and separate
comprehension test of unknown
characteristics and small n's.
Independent evidence of lower
correlation with other oral
measures than shown among
those other measures. Low
and negative correlations
with achievement.

Predictive
Falidity

No claims.
No evidence.

Predictive validity claims
are really concurrent. No
evidence.

No claims or evidence.

Low to moderate correla-
tions between.BINL at
pretest and ESL mastery
test 10 months later.
Neither n's nor character-
istics of the ESL test
specified.

rur -MUT RELIABILITY mans of ORAL urcumairRoncrocy TESTS

BINL

No informatiom provided

LAS II Missing

Inforuation given bat not adequate or appropriate as noted

Different sets of picture! uses in two administra-
tions. (Specific sets not known.) The effect of
pictures and occasion are confounded.

RF,T cm, PVAlt AB( E
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BSM t Low coefficient (KAPPA .44; 66 percent agreement)
suggest instability of scores.

Information given is satisfactory but not complete as noted

BSM II

LAS I

IPT

F.7,r grades 4-8 only, students (n 85) mainly in upper
levels of proficiency (76 percent were FES) Pearson
correlation of .82 to .84.

Correlation coefficients low to moderate .36-.64,
though on a small sample (n 29) and different
scorers and examiners were used at both test
administrations.

Information thorough and adequate

Pearson r .94, n 218. Age, sex, grade level,
locale, and teacher opinion of academic ability are
provided. Change scores also included.

INTER-SCORER RELIABILITY CLAIMS Of ORAL LAMCUAGR FlOYICIEACY TUTS

No information provided

BSM II Missing

Information given is satisfactory but not thorough

Bat I Inter-judge agreemen't values of .73 are reported.
Written protocols were used.

BINL Correlation between machine vs. human scores on 162
sentences is reported. It is not clear how many
different children produced sentences. Human raters
included a linvist and speech therapist (highly
skilled raters of the sort not likely to be found in
the field.) The machine functioned under what appeals
to be two different progress since some discrepancies
were noted in two machine scores.

LAS I

LAS II

Inter-rater correlations between teachers, sides, and
school psychologist. Ethnicity, age, and number of
children in sample are noted, but.language proficiency
level is not. Amount or quality of training received
by scorers are not specified. Reported difficulties
experienced in the field in scoring storytelling
subtest are not addressed. Correlations ranged from
.85 to .96.

Inter-rater reliability involved two linguists trained
by LAS personnel (an unusual situation), not likely to
be found in the field. However, correlations by rater
not highly trained was respectable (r .71). In story
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retelling, other subtests had coefficients in the
.90's.

IPT Different examiners as well as different raters were
used. Correlations are high (sample of rv 218).

MURAL CONSISTENCY RELIABILITY CLAIMS OF ORAL LANGUAGE PROFICIENT TESTS

No information provided

BSM I Missing
BINL Missing

IPT

LAS I

LAS II

BSM II

Information is satisfactory but not complete

Correlation coefficients are high (Cronbach Alpha of
.98 for test as a whole) point biserials are also
reported for each item. No data provided for
subscs' A.

Data available on monolingual-English speakers and
children from different ethnic backgrounds.
Coefficients ranged from a low of .39 for vocabulary
subtest to a high of .95 for comprehension. The
relationship of different stories used in story
retelling is not discussed nor is the relationship of
story retelling to other subtests.

Coefficients ranged 'pram .65 on vocabulary subtest to
.93 on phonemes subtest. Data drawn from a

monolingual Anglo sample. As in LAS I, story
retelling has not been analyzed.

High internal coasistency on a sample of 500.
Separate coefficients computed for level 3/4 and level
5/6 items. Point biserials for individual items are
not provided.
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