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Abstract

This article highlights a set of principles and guidelines, developed by a
diverse group of specialists in the field, for appropriately including English
language learners (ELLs) with disabilities in large-scale assessments. ELLs
with disabilities make up roughly 9% of the rapidly increasing ELL population
nationwide. In spite of the small overall percentage of students that they
represent, this group experiences significant learning and assessment
challenges. In the context of successfully educating all students to high
standards, it is important for state education agencies, policymakers, and
local education agencies to improve achievement outcomes for these
students. One of the first steps in improving test performance is to design
and implement comprehensive and accessible assessment policies, and
consequently assessments, that address the specific needs of ELLs with
disabilities. Doing so will give them the chance to demonstrate the knowledge
and skills they have, thus allowing the test results to more accurately show
areas for school improvement.
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Introduction

K-12 students with disabilities often are marginalized by being placed in seg-
regated instructional settings with lower academic expectations, and by being
excluded from state assessments required for students without disabilities
(National Center for Learning Disabilities, 2007). To raise expectations for
students, federal special education legislation (Individuals With Disabilities
Education Act [IDEA], 2004) requires educators to provide equal access to
mainstream, grade-level instruction and assessment for K-12 students with
disabilities in public schools. Students with disabilities are expected to be
served in the least restrictive environment, which for most students is the
general education classroom. Legislation also requires, to the extent possible,
that students with disabilities participate, with appropriate supports and ser-
vices, in the same grade-level curriculum as their peers without disabilities
(Cortiella, 2006; IDEA, 2004; No Child Left Behind Act of 2001). According
to the National Center for Learning Disabilities (2007),

. .. The vast majority of students receiving special education in our nation’s
schools—some 85 percent—are found eligible under a disability category that
in no way precludes them from—with appropriate services and supports—
functioning at or above grade level or from achieving proficiency on a state’s
academic content standards in reading and math. (p. 8)

In addition to participating in grade-level curricula and instruction, stu-
dents with disabilities also must participate in school, district, and state
assessment systems along with their peers without disabilities (Cortiella,
2006; IDEA, 2004; No Child Left Behind Act 0of 2001). Exclusion from state
accountability assessments, those designed to improve the quality and effec-
tiveness of education systems, has been a particular challenge for students
who are dually identified as both a student with a disability and an English
language learner (ELL; Altman et al., 2008; Rieke, Lazarus, Thurlow, &
Dominguez, 2013; U.S. Department of Education, 2014b). Federal legisla-
tion mandating state accountability testing is based on the idea that educators
can create higher levels of learning for all students if schools meet certain
conditions. These conditions include (a) clarity about the content students are
expected to learn, (b) clarity about the content that will be assessed, and (c)
use of high quality information to adjust teaching practices and obtain extra
learning resources (National Research Council, 1999).

For the past two decades, work has been done on the best ways to include
students with disabilities (see Spicuzza, Erickson, Thurlow, & Ruhland,
1996a, 1996b; Thurlow, Ysseldyke, & Silverstein, 1995) and ELLs (e.g.,
Abedi, Hofstetter, & Lord, 2004; August & Hakuta, 1997; Kieffer, Lesaux,
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Rivera, & Francis, 2009; Koenig, 2002; Kopriva, 2000; Kopriva, Emick,
Hipolito-Delgado, & Cameron, 2007; Spicuzza, Erickson, Thurlow, Liu, &
Ruhland, 1996), as separate student groups, in large-scale assessments.
Relatively little work has been done on including ELLs with disabilities who
have both types of learning challenges (Albus & Thurlow, 2007; Kuti & Xu,
2012; Thurlow, Liu, Ward, & Christensen, 2013). Only a handful of states
have specific policies guiding assessment practices for this group of students.
The lack of policy may, in part, stem from a lack of awareness of student
characteristics and limited information on best assessment practices for stu-
dents with dual identification.

The authors acknowledge that there are controversies surrounding the use
of standardized assessments to leverage school reform (see Darling-
Hammond, 2004; Wang, Beckett, & Brown, 2006). Nevertheless, the collab-
orative work described in this article was intended to help state education
agencies (SEAs) meet existing federal requirements. The main purposes of
this article are to inform policymakers about the background and characteris-
tics of K-12 ELLs with disabilities that are relevant to developing targeted
assessment policies and to propose a set of guiding principles to inform that
policy development.

Who Are ELLs With Disabilities and Why Are
They a Concern?

According to Watkins and Liu (2013), estimates of the size of the popula-
tion of ELLs with disabilities vary according to the source. In the 2011-
2012 school year, data collected from special education programs in each
state indicated that ELLs represented anywhere from 0% to 31% of stu-
dents with disabilities, ages 6 through 21 (U.S. Department of Education,
2014a). These students represent about 9% of ELLs nationwide (Zehler
et al., 2003), but they can be concentrated in states with particularly large
ELL populations such as California, New Mexico, Nevada, Texas, and
Colorado. All of these states had a concentration of 15% or more ELLs
with disabilities in the special education population in the 2011-2012
school year (U.S. Department of Education, 2014a). However, the same
data set shows that states that have smaller ELL populations, such as Utah,
could still have relatively large percentages of ELLs with disabilities
(10%). As the numbers of ELLs in general continue to increase, in some
areas quite rapidly, the number of ELLs with disabilities can be expected
to increase as well.

There are no systematic data collected on the incidence of particular
types of disabilities among ELLs, but we can make some inferences about
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the most common types of disabilities for ELLs based on the general popu-
lation. Typically, among all students with disabilities, those with a specific
learning disability or a speech-language impairment represent the largest
student groups (U.S. Department of Education 2014a; Klingner, Artiles, &
Barletta, 2006). ELLs with disabilities show a similar pattern (Zehler
et al., 2003). Both ELLs with learning disabilities and those with speech-
language disabilities may experience difficulties with language that are
related to their disability as well as difficulties that are related to the pro-
cess of learning English as a new language. It can be challenging for edu-
cators to separate the two causes of language development issues and
address them separately in instruction and assessment (DeMatthews,
Edwards, & Nelson, 2014; Rinaldi & Samson, 2008), making it important
to examine a child’s needs more holistically.

Other students with lower incidence disabilities that affect language
learning might also be expected to show some interaction between their
disability and second language development processes. For example, a
recent immigrant student who is deaf or hard of hearing may require the
use of sign language in school. However, American sign language (ASL)
may be a new language for this student because he or she comes from a
country that uses a different form of sign language. This student may need
the support of an ASL interpreter to function in an English classroom and
on tests administered in English, but his or her comprehension and lan-
guage production may be affected by limited proficiency in both lan-
guages. Furthermore, if a deaf student has not been taught through a
manually coded signing system that visually represents English, his or her
ability to decode text may be affected not only by second language devel-
opment, but also by difficulties associated with not being able to manipu-
late phonemes the student cannot hear. Such a student may rely on other
methods of comprehending the content of text. Likewise, a student with a
significant cognitive disability whose primary caretakers speak another
language may comprehend his or her native language better than English.
However, if he or she has limited expressive communication skills, it may
be difficult for educators to determine the language in which the student is
dominant.

The variability in the relationship between a student’s disability and his
or her second language proficiency creates unique learning and assessment
needs for individual students in this population. Therefore, if educators want
to have the most valid and reliable accountability data for school improve-
ments, we must account for the interconnectedness of disability and lan-
guage development when assessing children (Liu & Barrera, 2013; Shyyan
et al., 2013).
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Large-Scale Assessment Performance of ELLs
With Disabilities

Little information is publicly available about the academic achievement of
this student group or about the best ways to include them in assessments
(Kuti & Xu, 2012; Thurlow, Bremer, & Albus, 2011). In part, the lack of
information occurs because there is no requirement for state departments of
education to disaggregate large-scale assessment results for ELLs with dis-
abilities (Ricke et al., 2013). State departments of education may have access
to assessment results for these students but may not share them publicly
unless a specific request is made.

From the small amount of public information that is available, it appears
that ELLs with disabilities overall are among the lowest scorers in reading,
math, and science content assessments (Albus & Thurlow, 2007; Liu, Barrera,
Thurlow, Guven, & Shyyan, 2005; Liu, Thurlow, Barrera, Guven, & Shyyan,
2005; Thurlow et al., 2011). These reports show that as a group, the average
achievement levels of ELLs with disabilities are typically well below their
non-ELL peers with disabilities and their ELL peers without disabilities.
Similarly, they may not reach the more advanced levels of academic English
proficiency that are expected of their ELL-only peers. Estrada (2013) docu-
mented that sixth- through ninth-grade ELLs with learning disabilities in one
California school district were concentrated in the beginning, early interme-
diate, and intermediate levels of the state English proficiency assessment,
even in secondary school, after some had spent years in U.S. public schools.
In state accountability testing, test scores are intended to be a reflection of
how well the educational system is meeting the needs of their students,
including students with disabilities, not how capable students are of learning
the content (National Research Council, 1999).

While the publicly available assessment data do indicate a cause for con-
cern, there are three key issues with the data that may make valid score inter-
pretations difficult. First, the data that are publicly available, especially for
the state English language proficiency (ELP) assessments, may not represent
the achievement of all ELLs with disabilities. ELLs with certain types of dis-
abilities in some states may be routinely excluded from all, or some portions,
of the ELP test if there is no alternate ELP assessment or the students cannot
demonstrate some of the skills that are assessed (Liu et al., 2013; Ricke et al.,
2013). In fact, Christensen, Albus, Liu, Thurlow, and Kincaid (2013) found
that state English proficiency policies in 29 states specifically allowed ELLs
with certain types of disabilities to selectively participate in only some por-
tions of the English proficiency assessment (e.g., deaf students did not take
the listening and speaking test). Excluding students from the state English
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proficiency assessment has the potential to lower expectations for students’
academic English development and limit the kind of English instruction they
receive (Abedi, 2007; Francis & Rivera, 2007). If students do not receive
academic language instruction to help them acquire the language of school,
their ability to learn increasingly complex reading, math, and science content
in that language may decrease (Boals et al., 2015; Hakuta, 2011; Quinn, Lee,
& Valdes, 2012).

In addition, information from educators (Liu et al., 2013) indicates that in
some states ELLs with certain types of disabilities (e.g., significant cognitive
disabilities) may not receive the English language instruction that they need
and thus do not take ELP tests. In some cases, ELLs with certain types of dis-
abilities may be inappropriately de-identified as ELLs. De-identification
ends their formal relationship with English language development programs,
and the need to take yearly ELP assessments, even though the students con-
tinue to have limited proficiency in English and are still eligible for language
development services (U.S. Department of Education, 2014b). Some teachers
report that students’ language development needs are still being addressed in
the special education classroom (Liu et al., 2013). However, planning for this
type of language instruction does not necessarily include second language
development experts and thus may not be fully addressing students’ needs.
When early exit from second language instructional programs occurs, stu-
dents do not take annual ELP assessments, and educational decisions made
with those data will not represent the best interests of all ELLs with disabili-
ties. Furthermore, English language development expectations for students
may be lowered, which in turn minimizes students’ access to academic con-
tent taught in the second language.

Second, if students have not been instructed on the grade-level content and
academic language, the assessment data that are available may not support
valid interpretations about the knowledge and skills ELLs with disabilities
have. There are some data to suggest that ELLs with disabilities have not
been instructed in the same curricula as their peers without disabilities. More
than a decade ago, a national survey of ELL educators found that the curri-
cula used to instruct ELLs with disabilities was less closely aligned with state
standards than curricula for students without disabilities (Zehler et al., 2003).
More recently, some educators in focus groups have stated that the results
from state assessments do not always yield valuable information for ELLs
with disabilities because students’ academic skills are often well below
grade-level standards (Liu et al., 2013). These students may be particularly
likely to read below grade level and may have difficulty accessing test mate-
rials that are linguistically complex. Furthermore, the types of tasks found on
state assessments are not necessarily those taught in the classroom (Liu et al.,
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2013). A lack of alignment between curriculum, instruction, and assessment
makes it difficult to know whether poor assessment scores indicate struggles
with concepts or skills in which students have been instructed, potentially
requiring a reexamination of the design of programs and services, or whether
students have never been instructed in the concepts and skills that are
assessed.

Third, the content and ELP assessment data that are available may not sup-
port valid interpretations about the knowledge and skills students have if par-
ticipating ELLs with disabilities did not receive appropriate test
accommodations. To be most effective, accommodations should simultane-
ously address language-based and disability-related learning challenges
rather than being chosen for each type of learning challenge separately
(Rogers & Christensen, 2011). However, educators report that accommoda-
tions for ELLs with disabilities may be separately assigned by the English as
a second language (ESL) or bilingual education teachers for ELP tests and by
the Individualized Education Program (IEP) team for content area tests.
When separate accommodations decisions occur, each set of decisions
reflects only part of a student’s needs (Liu et al., 2013). Furthermore, not
every state offers accommodations to ELLs with disabilities on all portions of
state assessments, particularly on ELP assessments (Christensen et al., 2013).

When ELLs with disabilities do use accommodations, it is not always
clear which ones they use. The field lacks comprehensive and clear informa-
tion on accommodations actually used on state assessments. Information on
accommodations used for ELP assessments is particularly infrequent in the
literature, potentially reflecting a lack of clarity in the field over how to
accommodate students on a test of language without changing the constructs
being measured. In a 2011-2012 survey of state special education and assess-
ment directors (Rieke et al., 2013), participants from 28 states reported that
their state offered accommodations to ELLs with disabilities on all sections
of the state ELP assessment. Participants from 15 states reported that their
state offered accommodations only on some sections of the test. This infor-
mation from staff appears to differ from the wording of existing state policies
on the assessment of ELLs with disabilities. Christensen et al. (2013) found
that in 2011, 37 state policies contained wording indicating that students with
IEPs or Section 504 Plans could use accommodations on any segment of the
ELP assessment. Eleven state policies indicated that educators could request
permission to use accommodations not listed in state assessment decision-
making documents (Christensen et al., 2013).

To sum up, a number of factors can cause confusion for educators who
must select the best test accommodations for a given student (see Liu et al.,
2013). These factors include (a) the variability in the accommodations that
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are allowed for each portion of a test, (b) the lack of research available on
beneficial accommodations for ELLs with disabilities, (c) the availability of
selected accommodations that are not listed in policy, and (d) the difficulty of
determining whether specific accommodations compromise test integrity
(Bolt & Thurlow, 2004). In addition, the ease of filling out computerized IEP
forms by checking boxes may lead some IEP teams to select every possible
accommodation for an ELL with a disability in the belief that more accom-
modations cannot hurt the student’s score (Kuti & Xu, 2012; Liu et al., 2013).

As the highlighted literature has shown, educators need clear assessment
policies to guide decision making for ELLs with disabilities so that test
results are meaningful. Yet many state department of education staff (Albus
& Thurlow, 2007; Altman et al., 2008; Rieke et al., 2013) point out that the
developing and implementing appropriate assessment policies for ELLs with
disabilities is a continuing challenge for state policymakers.

This article describes the outcome of a 3-year collaborative effort that
aimed to inform and promote valid state assessments for ELLs with disabili-
ties. Collaborators included five state departments of education (Arizona,
Maine, Michigan, Minnesota, and Washington), the National Center on
Educational Outcomes (NCEO), and a diverse group of national specialists in
the fields of ESL, special education, and assessment. These groups and indi-
viduals developed a set of principles and guidelines for appropriate assess-
ment of ELLs with disabilities. The intent in creating these principles and
guidelines was not only to help improve the validity of assessment systems in
the five partner states but also to inform the development of inclusive assess-
ment policies at state and local levels across the country.

We first describe the process that was used to gather input from a special-
ized panel and to distill a set of assessment principles and related guidelines
from that input. Next, we discuss the key ideas supporting each principle, as
well as relevant literature supporting those ideas, and conclude with recom-
mendations for state and local education agencies who may be implementing
the principles and related guidelines.

Method

Delphi methodology was used to investigate possible ways to improve assess-
ment results for ELLs with disabilities (for the full report see Thurlow et al.,
2013). The Delphi is a structured method that brings together a diverse group
of individuals knowledgeable in relevant fields, to address a complex prob-
lem (Clayton, 1997). The Delphi is often used when there is limited research
on a topic and standard analytic techniques do not fully address the research
questions (Ziglio, 1996). Instead, the question of interest involves a number
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of interconnected issues with policy implications for which multiple solu-
tions are advantageous (Gupta & Clarke, 1996; Linstone & Turoff, 1975). In
these cases, the Delphi method is valuable because it structures participants’
interactions to yield reliable decisions while also supplying the reasoning
behind the decisions (Dalkey & Helmer, 1963; Rowe & Wright, 1999). At the
time this project began, there was a limited research base addressing assess-
ment of ELLs with disabilities. Therefore, the Delphi method was well suited
for developing a set of principles that could guide the field.

Five main characteristics define the structure of a Delphi study. First, Delphi
studies are conducted in multiple rounds that progress from brainstorming pos-
sible problem solutions to discussing and prioritizing the most highly valued
options. This process allows experts to share opinions and ideas, reflect on
others’ viewpoints, and adapt responses (Rowe & Wright, 1999). In this way,
dissenting viewpoints are incorporated to avoid possible “groupthink™ pitfalls.
Second, data are collected in an asynchronous manner, where experts are able
to answer when it is most convenient (Ziglio, 1996). Third, experts remain
anonymous to each other throughout the study, which minimizes social dynam-
ics that might affect an open exchange of conflicting views (Clayton, 1997).
Fourth, the researchers control the topics, rating systems, and feedback pro-
vided to the experts during the Delphi. Researchers are able to tailor the focus
of discussions to address the most relevant information (Rowe & Wright,
1999). Fifth, the data are analyzed using mixed-method analysis, in which
responses are both qualitatively and statistically analyzed (Clayton, 1997).

Expert Panel

When selecting individuals to participate in a Delphi, Ziglio (1996) suggested
that participants should be practically engaged in the field and have the capac-
ity to explore the issues at hand. Because the topic of assessment of ELLs with
disabilities spans multiple fields, we invited experts from several related fields
to share their unique knowledge base. These experts came from the fields of
educational assessment, special education, ESL, and bilingual education (see
Table 1). Because of their diverse research expertise, a wide array of diverse
opinions were represented during the Delphi rounds. Twelve experts (10
women, two men) were invited to participate in the Delphi, and 11 of them
chose to participate. All 11 experts completed each round of the Delphi.

Electronic Delphi

An electronic Delphi was conducted for the current study. There are a
number of benefits to conducting a Delphi study electronically. Using the
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Table I. Number of Specialists Participating in the Study, by Field of Expertise.

Field of expertise Number of specialists
Educational assessment 5
English as a second language/bilingual education 4
Special education 2
Total Il

Note. Some specialists worked in multiple fields. The primary field is recorded in this table.

computer allows for faster access to the materials as well as faster partici-
pant response times compared with a mail-based Delphi (Chou, 2002).
When the pace of the Delphi is quicker, it is easier to maintain participant
interest and a more interactive discussion can take place (Rotondi &
Gustafson, 1996). The expert panel is also more often comfortable typing
versus handwriting long responses, so the electronic format facilitates
more in-depth discussion (Chou, 2002).

For this study, experts completed the Delphi using a secure Google-based
website that housed all study materials. Before the first round of the Delphi
began, experts were provided background information about Delphi meth-
odology, demographic characteristics about ELLs with disabilities, and a
glossary for terms that are commonly used when discussing large-scale
assessment, ELLs, or students with disabilities. Experts were provided
information on Delphi methodology because Delphi best practice suggests
that experts should understand the assumptions that underlie the methodol-
ogy and their role in facilitating meaningful results (Linstone & Turoff,
1975; Rotondi & Gustafson, 1996; Ziglio, 1996). Because some experts
were from assessment backgrounds, while others were from ESL or special
education backgrounds, they were provided with a glossary of terms from
the three fields.

Administration Procedures

The research team conducted the Delphi in three rounds to allow experts
the chance to provide their opinions, respond to others views, and adapt
their responses based upon the discussion. Three rounds took a short
enough time that participant engagement remained high. Experts were
given 2 weeks to complete the first round, because it was the most time
intensive, and 1.5 weeks to complete the next two rounds. The researchers
had 1 week in between each round to analyze the data and provide feed-
back for the next round.
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Round I. In the first round, experts were provided with an open-ended
questionnaire that asked them to provide standards, principles, or promis-
ing practices for improving the validity of assessment results for ELLs
with disabilities in each of six categories. The categories were (a) partici-
pation decision making, (b) providing accommodations, (c) development
of content standards, (d) development of test items on large-scale assess-
ments, (¢) bias and sensitivity reviews of large-scale assessments for item
functioning concerns, and (f) score reporting. For each category, experts
were asked to consider ELP assessments and state content assessments
(both regular and alternate versions).

Round 2. At the start of Round 2, experts were provided with a 5-point Lik-
ert-type questionnaire built from Round 1 responses. The responses were
grouped by the original six categories and then subcategorized by themes. All
Round 1 comments were included, unless they were incomplete or lacked
sufficient context to be comprehensible. When experts suggested the same
ideas, those responses were combined. Original wording was preserved when
possible, but at times it was changed to make rating easier for other partici-
pants. Three types of changes were made. First, opinions were made into
statements. Second, comments that conveyed more than one idea were
divided. Last, long comments were condensed. In addition to rating each
item, participants were also able to provide additional text-based comments
and, as recommended by the Delphi literature (Rotondi & Gustafson, 1996),
they could examine all of the original comments from Round 1.

Round 3. In Round 3, participants viewed average ratings from Round 2 as
well as all of the individual ratings for each item. They could also access all
Round 2 comments, grouped by section and divided into areas of agreement
and disagreement. Items with large discrepancies (i.e., a mixture of ratings
between 1 and 5) were categorized as areas of disagreement. Items with simi-
lar ratings (defined as items with ratings of 4 and 5) were categorized as areas
of agreement. After the summaries of agreement and disagreement, partici-
pants were asked to submit a general principle that addressed just the areas of
disagreement. There were between one and two areas of disagreement per
category.

Data Analysis

All items on the Round 2 questionnaire with an average importance rating of
4.5 or higher were grouped into broad themes, and an overarching principle
was written for each group of statements. Then comments that related to that
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principle, and related highly rated items from Round 2, were used to formu-
late the corresponding guidelines. Because the purpose of this study was to
provide a set of guiding principles to inform policy development, areas of
unresolved disagreement or controversy among the experts were not included
in the principles and guidelines.

Results

From the Delphi data, the research team developed five broad principles for
ensuring that ELLs with disabilities are appropriately included in large-scale,
standards-based content assessments (Thurlow et al., 2013). A complete list
of the principles and guidelines is provided in this section. Beneath each prin-
ciple, guidelines provide additional information about how to best achieve
the vision that the principle describes.

Principle 1: Content standards are the same for all students.

Guideline 1A: Include individuals with knowledge of content, second lan-
guage acquisition, and special education on the team that writes standards.
Guideline 1B: Design standards so they are accessible to all students,
including ELLs with disabilities.

Guideline 1C: Provide ongoing professional development on implementa-
tion of standards for ELLs with disabilities to ensure high quality instruc-
tion and assessment.

Principle 2: Test and item development include a focus on access to the
content, free from bias, without changing the construct being measured.
Guideline 2A: Understand the students who participate in the assessment,
including ELLs with disabilities.

Guideline 2B: Involve people with expertise in relevant areas of test and
item development.

Guideline 2C: Use Universal Design principles in test and item
development.

Guideline 2D: Consider the impact of embedded item features and accom-
modations on the validity of assessment results.

Guideline 2E: Include ELLs with disabilities in item tryouts and field
testing.

Guideline 2F: Conduct committee-based bias reviews for every assess-
ment through continuous, multiphased procedures.

Principle 3: Assessment participation decisions are made on an individual
student basis by an informed IEP team.

Guideline 3A: Make participation decisions for individual students rather
than for groups of students.
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Guideline 3B: Make assessment participations in an informed IEP team
representing all instructional experiences of the student, as well as parents
and students, when appropriate.

Guideline 3C: Provide the IEP team with training on assessment decision
making for ELLs with disabilities.

Guideline 3D: Use written policies that specifically address the assess-
ment of ELLs with disabilities to guide the decision-making process.
Principle 4: Accommodations for both ELP and content assessments are
assigned by an IEP team knowledgeable about the individual student’s
needs.

Guideline 4A: Provide accommodations for ELLs with disabilities that
support their current levels of English proficiency, native language profi-
ciency, and disability-related characteristics.

Guideline 4B: Collect and examine individual student data to determine
appropriate accommodations for ELLs with disabilities taking ELP and
content assessments.

Guideline 4C: Develop assessment accommodations policies for ELLs
with disabilities that account for the need for language-related and disabil-
ity-related accommodations.

Guideline 4D: Provide decision makers with training on assessment
accommodations for ELLs with disabilities.

Principle 5: Reporting formats and content support different uses of large-
scale assessment data for different audiences.

Guideline 5A: Use disaggregated data for ELLs with disabilities to account
for demographic and language proficiency variables.

Guideline 5B: Highlight districts and schools with exceptional performance
to identify characteristics that lead to success of ELLs with disabilities.
Guideline 5C: Provide interpretation guidance to educators about ways in
which large-scale assessment data can be interpreted and used for educa-
tional planning.

Guideline 5D: Provide different score report formats as guides to parents
and students.

The principles and guidelines are meant to provide direction in each aspect
of large-scale assessment from the creation of content standards through test
development, participation decisions, and score reporting.

Discussion

As a whole, the principles and guidelines provide an overview of large-
scale assessment that is relevant to all stakeholders. However, individual
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principles or guidelines may be more pertinent to particular stakeholders,
as shown in Figure 1.

State departments of education may have the closest involvement with
principles relating to the creation of inclusive and accessible standards,
the development of assessments based on those standards, and the report-
ing of student results. At the local level, districts and schools are typically
the sites where student assessment participation and accommodations
decisions are made.

In the next section of the article, we describe how each of the principles,
along with the related guidelines, relates to particular audiences, and tie the
key concepts contained within them to the research literature.

State Level

At the state level, the relevant principles and guidelines (1, 2, and 5) focus
on (a) providing access to, and high quality instruction in, the content that
will be measured by state assessments; (b) making sure state assessments are
unbiased and accessible to ELLs with disabilities; and (c) ensuring that
score reporting formats and the content of reports are appropriate for the
audiences who will use the information. All of these principles fall within
the jurisdiction of the SEA but may be relevant to policymakers in state
government as well.

Principle |:Content standards are the same for all students. State-developed con-
tent standards represent the knowledge and skills that students at a particular
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grade level should have after instruction. Although student performance on
the standards, as measured by state tests, may differ, it is important that there
is a common reference point which includes all students. If all students are
assessed on achievement relating to the same standards, decisions about dis-
trict and school programs and curricula, as well as time and resource alloca-
tion, can be made in a way that improves learning for everyone (Thurlow
etal., 2013).

Current IDEA legislation emphasizes not just providing access to the gen-
eral curriculum for students with disabilities but also the importance of dem-
onstrating improved student learning outcomes with that curriculum
(Hardman & Dawson, 2008). This legislation applies equally to all students
with disabilities, including ELLs with disabilities. For standards to provide
high quality learning opportunities, students must have well-designed instruc-
tion that is aligned to the grade-level standards (Browder, Spooner, Wakeman,
Trela, & Baker, 2006; Thurlow et al., 2013). High quality learning opportuni-
ties can happen in special education and ESL or bilingual classrooms.
However, experts caution that when students are segregated from the main-
stream for most of the school day, their learning experiences are likely to be
different from those of their mainstreamed peers (Callahan, Wilkinson, &
Muller, 2010; Gandara & Orfield, 2012; Harklau, 1994; Sharkey & Layzer,
2000).

For standards-based content instruction to be high quality, special educa-
tion legislation requires that it be individualized to meet the student’s disabil-
ity-related needs (Hoover & Patton, 2004). In addition, ELL researchers
argue that instruction should be linguistically modified, if language is not the
purpose of the lessons, and appropriately scaffolded so that the instruction is
comprehensible to ELLs (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2004; Goldenberg,
2008). Providing extensive individualization and adaptation across class-
room settings requires that ESL or bilingual teachers, special education
teachers, and mainstream teachers collaborate (Martin-Beltran & Peercy,
2014; Pawan & Craig, 2011) and communicate a common set of expectations
to students. It also requires that the teachers are well supported in working
with ELLs who have disabilities. Support can take several forms. First, the
school and district must make a long-term commitment to improving the aca-
demic achievement of all students. Then within the context of that commit-
ment, teachers receive consistent and comprehensive training on the
implementation of standards with special populations of students (Lewis-
Moreno, 2012), including ELLs with disabilities. Training should emphasize
the core knowledge embedded in the standards, how to determine whether an
individual student has learned that core knowledge, and how to remediate for
missing knowledge and skills while not losing sight of grade-level content
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expectations. It can also address the ways in which student learning may be
affected by the combination of second language acquisition processes and a
disability, and how content standards can be integrated into special education
and ESL instruction (Lewis-Moreno, 2012; Thurlow et al., 2013).

All states have a set of standards in place, but as standards are revised, or
new ones are developed, they must be created with all students in mind.
Doing so ensures that ELLs with disabilities can meaningfully participate in
standards-based instruction and assessment. Meaningful participation
includes accessible standards that focus on the most important skills and that
are broadly framed to avoid excluding some students whose disability or
English proficiency level precludes them from demonstrating knowledge in
particular ways. As an example of a standard that is framed narrowly, and
which, as a result, may be difficult for ELLs with certain types of disabilities,
consider the following examples from the kindergarten Common Core State
Standards in English Language Arts:

Phonological Awareness:

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RF.K2

Demonstrate understanding of spoken words, syllables, and sounds (phonemes).
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RF.K2A

Recognize or produce rhyming words.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RF.K2.B

Count, pronounce, blend, and segment syllables in spoken words. (Common Core
State Standards Initiative, n.d. Available at www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/
RF/K/ under "Phonological Awareness")

These sample standards and benchmarks emphasize some key compo-
nents of early literacy that may be difficult for some students with dis-
abilities to demonstrate, such as those who interact with text tactilely
(e.g., Braille), auditorially (e.g., talking books, screen readers), or multi-
modally (e.g., computerized assessments with embedded audio or video
links). Being unable to show mastery of the standard means that students’
scores on a related assessment may not reflect the text comprehension
skills they have had the opportunity to learn through instruction with
accommodations. Instead, assessment scores will reflect some limitations
associated with students’ disability.


www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RF/K/
www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RF/K/
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Principle 2:Test and item development. Principle 2 and the related guidelines
address the importance of making sure that large-scale assessment items are
accessible to ELLs with disabilities. Accessible items are those that do not
preclude students from showing what they have learned because of the way
in which the test or item features interact with a student’s second language
proficiency and disability (Ketterlin-Geller, 2005, 2008; Thurlow et al.,
2013). Accessibility can be addressed either through a process of universal
design (Johnstone, Miller, & Thompson, 2006; Ketterlin-Geller, 2005, 2008),
where items are created from the beginning to be usable by the widest variety
of students possible, or through adaptation of existing items (Cawthon,
Leppo, Carr, & Kopriva, 2013). In either case, test developers and SEA staff
must have a clear understanding of the key concepts that are to be assessed
and how ELLs with disabilities show the knowledge and skills that they have
so that they can make a determination about important features of items that
can, or cannot, change (Cawthon et al., 2013; Thurlow et al., 2013).

Abedi and colleagues (2011) identified five major categories of assess-
ment accessibility features that may pose a significant barrier to students with
disabilities who take standardized tests. These features include (a) cognitive
features (e.g., passage type, item type, depth of knowledge, breadth), (b) tex-
tual/visual complexity (e.g., number of columns, number of pages, words per
page, number of fonts, size of fonts, number of unnecessary visuals), (c)
grammatical features (including passive verbs, complex verbs, relative
clauses, subordinate clauses, complex noun phrases, and nominalization), (c)
lexical complexity (e.g., number of long words, number of words in item or
paragraph, etc.), (d) lexical density (e.g., number of unique words per item
and per page or paragraph), and () grammatical complexity.

While these five groups of identified features could have a relatively large
effect on assessment outcomes for students with disabilities, Abedi et al.
(2011) found that the accessibility challenges posed by each type of feature
were not necessarily the same for all (Abedi et al., 2011; see also Cawthon
et al., 2013). In general, textual/visual complexity features like font style or
words per page created the greatest accessibility barriers for the total group
of students with disabilities. These features could be addressed relatively eas-
ily by assessment developers (Abedi et al., 2011). Many of the most challeng-
ing features they identified related to complex language use in test items. A
difficulty with complex language is common to many groups of students
(Abedi et al., 2011; Johnstone et al., 2006; Johnstone, Thompson, Miller, &
Thurlow, 2008), but it may be difficult to determine whether the construct
measured by an item should include such language. Furthermore, Abedi et al.
(2011) found that language complexity, and thus the ability to take in infor-
mation through reading, interacts with student characteristics in different
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ways (Abedi et al., 2011). Complex language created more of an accessibility
barrier, and potentially a greater difference in outcomes, for some students
with disabilities compared with others.

Language-related features of assessments may also pose accessibility
challenges for many second language learners as well (Cawthon et al., 2013;
Liu & Anderson, 2008). For example, an expert panel on assessing ELLs
with disabilities determined that a lack of concise and readable text in English
proficiency assessment items was the largest accessibility barrier for these
students as an overall group (Liu & Anderson, 2008).

Other possible sources of accessibility challenges not covered by Abedi
et al.’s (2011) list include assessment procedures and instructions that are too
complex and not intuitive to students, and an assessment that is not amenable
to accommodations (Johnstone et al., 2008).

It is important for SEA staff members who create assessment policies to
keep in mind that the same adaptations are not necessarily beneficial for all
students with special needs across all items on a test (Cawthon et al., 2013).
Students with different needs may focus on different parts of the adapted
items, thus creating a variable interaction between the student and the item
that may be supportive for some individuals, and not supportive for others.
Therefore, steps need to be taken during the item development process to
ensure that any changes to existing items have the intended effect for the
desired student group (Cawthon et al., 2013). If changes to the test, such as
simplifying language, result in a lowering of an items’ cognitive complexity,
item developers must be intentional about the way in which they make such
changes (Cawthon et al., 2013).

To ensure that tests are well designed and can be accessed by the largest
number of students possible, the test development team needs to have the
background and training to make decisions about which aspects of items are,
in fact, extraneous, and which can be altered to enhance the ways in which
ELLs with disabilities interact with specific items (Thompson, Johnstone,
Anderson, & Miller, 2005; Thurlow et al., 2013). Making these types of deci-
sions entails that test developers have experience with this specific popula-
tion of students.

Once items have been developed, bias review committees should examine
them to determine whether there are any unforeseen sources of bias (e.g.,
linguistic, cultural, economic, or gender) that prevent all groups of students
from interacting with items in the same way (Johnstone et al., 2008; Thompson
et al., 2005; Thurlow et al., 2013). SEA staff should also field test items with
a sample of students, including ELLs with disabilities, to determine whether
there are additional unanticipated accessibility issues with items, or further
sources of bias that need to be addressed (Johnstone et al., 2008; Thompson
et al., 2005; Thurlow et al., 2013).
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Principle 5: Reporting formats and content. Principle 5 addresses the need for
the SEA to create clear and accessible assessment reports for a variety of
audiences who are invested in the information and to support districts and
schools in interpreting that information accurately. Providing disaggregated
state content and English proficiency assessment data on ELLs with disabili-
ties is crucial to improving students’ educational opportunities even though
disaggregated reporting for this specific group is not mandated by federal
education laws (Albus, Thurlow, & Liu, 2009). The intent of sharing data
publicly is to help educators, parents, and the public understand student per-
formance and decide how to allocate resources to promote desired levels of
academic achievement (Sopko & Reder, 2007). How these data are reported
influences the way students are perceived and how the school system keeps
track of their progress. Appropriately reported data can increase public and
parental support for schools and educational programs (North Central
Regional Educational Laboratory [NCREL], 1994). However, poorly reported
assessment data may have the opposite effect on stakeholder attitudes and
perceptions.

Most of the published recommendations for state assessment data
reporting relate to the National Assessment of Educational Progress or
NAEP, but these recommendations have relevance for reporting state
assessment scores for individual students (Goodman & Hambleton, 2004),
particularly those in special populations.

General good reporting practices include determining a few well-defined
purposes for reporting assessment information prior to test administration,
along with the key audiences for reports, and tailoring the reports to these
individuals and purposes (Goodman & Hambleton, 2004). Each audience
may have different backgrounds and require different information (Thurlow
et al., 2013). Specially designed written report formats are appropriate to
ensure that the audience gets the most relevant information (Thurlow et al.,
2013). For example, parents may be most interested in information on their
student as well as overall school and district achievement. They may also like
to know what they can do to help improve their child’s score (Goodman &
Hambleton, 2004). Information contained within each type of report needs to
be limited in scope, clearly communicated, and easily comprehended by
readers who may not have much familiarity with assessment concepts
(Goodman & Hambleton, 2004; Thurlow, Bremer, & Albus, 2011; Thurlow
& Ives Wiley, 2006; Zenisky, Hambleton, & Sireci, 2009).

A major consideration for developing written reports is whether the read-
ers can easily locate and extract desired information (Thurlow et al., 2008).
Numerical information should be clearly presented, without the use of
assessment and statistics terms such as “standard error” or “normal curve
equivalent,” accompanied by text that describes the data and by
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visual representations of the data (Goodman & Hambleton, 2004).
Organizing features such as large headings, boxes to highlight summary
information, and sufficient white space help to make reports accessible
(Goodman & Hambleton, 2004). For any education or testing terms that are
used, a corresponding glossary of key terms helps to clearly convey infor-
mation (Goodman & Hambleton, 2004). In addition, the report should pro-
vide a description of the assessment, its purpose, and how the test data will
be used by schools and districts (Goodman & Hambleton, 2004). When
more detail is available, it should be provided in a supplemental interpretive
guide or an additional in-depth report that is disseminated at the same time
as the primary report (Goodman & Hambleton, 2004).

There are not many models or research-based recommendations about the
best way to report student assessment data to audiences interested in students
with disabilities, especially if the students are also ELLs (Thurlow et al.,
2011; Thurlow & Ives Wiley, 2006). As recently as the 2008-2009 school
year, relatively few states reported the regular content or English proficiency
assessment participation and performance of ELLs with disabilities (Thurlow
et al., 2011). Some states did report the numbers of ELLs taking an alternate
content assessment intended for students with significant cognitive disabili-
ties (Thurlow et al., 2011).

A series of research reports written nearly a decade ago provides an exam-
ple of how disaggregated content assessment data on ELLs with disabilities
might be presented. The authors disaggregated data on ELLs with disabilities
by language background and the student’s primary disability type, when
numbers of students were large enough to avoid identification of individuals
(Albus, Barrera, Thurlow, Guven, & Shyyan, 2004; Albus, Thurlow, Barrera,
Guven, & Shyyan, 2004; Liu, Barrera, et al., 2005; Liu, Thurlow, et al.,
2005). These reports contextualized large-scale content assessment perfor-
mance by providing information about the numbers of enrolled students par-
ticipating in the assessments as well as students’ background characteristics.
What the reports did not do, was to disaggregate data on ELLs with disabili-
ties by students’ English proficiency level, a recommendation that is some-
times made in the literature (Thurlow et al., 2013).

The method of delivering information to different audiences is also
important to consider. One source (NCREL, 1994) recommends that SEAs
(and sometimes districts) consider communicating test information and
results in multiple formats for each audience, using strategies such as
briefings, meetings, written reports, press releases, and newsletter articles
to share information. Providing a variety of formats, including oral deliv-
ery in English and other languages when possible, is especially important
for parents of ELLs with disabilities. Some parents may have relatively
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low levels of literacy in English or in their native language, which makes
reliance solely on written materials a problematic communication strategy
(Arias & Morillo-Campbell, 2008). Another reason that use of multiple
formats is important is that parents may lack access to the Internet, a typi-
cal method used by SEAs to share assessment reports. Furthermore, it may
be discouraging to any parent or community member if locating relevant
information in an online assessment report takes several mouse clicks
(Thurlow et al., 2011).

Local Level

When it comes to large-scale assessment, district and school-level educators
make participation decisions for ELLs with disabilities, including selecting
the type of test and choosing accommodations. Thus, Principles 3 and 4 apply
primarily to educational policy at the local level.

Principles 3 and 4. Principle 3 and the related guidelines discuss individual-
ized assessment participation decision making at the local level by an
informed IEP team. Principle 4 and its guidelines specifically address the
selection of appropriate accommodations on both content and ELP assess-
ments. The policy implications of these two principles are similar and thus
they are discussed together. Both principles share two essential components
to making large-scale assessment decisions for ELLs with disabilities. First,
they both advocate for individualized decisions to be made for students. Sec-
ond, they both highlight the importance of a knowledgeable and collaborative
IEP team in making good assessment decisions.

Individualized decisions. Underlying both principles on participation deci-
sion making is the common theme of individualized decision making. Assess-
ment decisions for students with disabilities need to be made as part of their
IEP, which is required by law to be individualized to help students with dis-
abilities make progress in the general curriculum (IDEA, 2004). Assessment
participation and accommodations decisions should not be made solely on a
student’s disability category, ELL status, or language background (Martinez
& Humphreys, 2006). When decisions are made based upon group member-
ship (e.g., requiring all ELLs with disabilities to take an alternate assessment,
providing a translated test to all Spanish speakers regardless of students’
first language literacy skills), the decision may have unforeseen detrimental
effects such as lowering scores, making assessment scores difficult to inter-
pret, and lowering expectations for the group as a whole (Abedi, 2009; Liu
etal., 2013).
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Depending on the assessment system of the state in which the student
lives, IEP teams may have several options to choose from for content and
ELP assessment participation. These options include general content assess-
ments with, or without, accommodations, alternate content assessments
based on alternate achievement standards for students with significant cogni-
tive disabilities, and potentially alternate ELP assessments that are currently
in development. Participation decisions should be informed by data collected
at the individual student level. In the context of a given state’s participation
policies, progress-monitoring data, accomplishment of IEP goals, psycho-
educational evaluations, and English, and possibly native, language profi-
ciency data can all be used to support the selection of an appropriate
assessment. Some ELLs with disabilities may not meet the criteria for partici-
pation in alternate assessments, reinforcing the need for individualized deci-
sions. Students with disabilities should participate in challenging assessments
so that they continue to receive complete access to the general curriculum
(Cortiella, 2006).

Accommodations selection is another area in which individualized deci-
sions are crucial. Due to the interaction of a student’s second language devel-
opment and disability, decisions that only address one area of need for the
student, may inadvertently hinder the other area. For example, all ELLs in a
district may be provided with a hard copy simplified English dictionary as an
accommodation to help the students understand extraneous vocabulary.
However, some ELLs with disabilities may have limited ability to see the
print, and if their language proficiency is not sufficient to make use of the
dictionary, providing it may create a distraction for certain individuals (Albus,
Thurlow, Liu, & Bielinski, 2005). A hard copy ELL dictionary, if allowed for
a particular content area, should only be chosen as an accommodation for
students who know how to use one (previous use of the accommodation in
instruction is desirable, when possible), have high enough English profi-
ciency to comprehend entries (Albus et al., 2005; Shyyan et al., 2013), and
who can interact with text in a print format. Allowing the student to use the
accommodation in instruction provides the student access to instruction while
giving educators the time to collect data on the utility of the accommodation
(Martinez & Humpbhreys, 2006; Shyyan et al., 2013). Information on how the
student responds to the accommodation is needed to ensure that it is not hin-
dering the student’s ability to show his or her knowledge on the assessment
(Martinez & Humphreys, 2006; Shyyan et al., 2013).

Sometimes there is confusion among IEP team members as to whether the
assessment accommodations listed in a student’s IEP must be provided on
state assessments if there is a potential that they will invalidate the assess-
ment (e.g., a read-aloud accommodation on a reading assessment). A key
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component to appropriate, individualized assessment decision making for
ELLs with disabilities is the existence of clear state policies made specifi-
cally for this population of students. According to Christensen et al. (2013),
several states have policy manuals that guide participation decision making
for students with disabilities and ELLs separately. In some cases, those man-
uals may be contradictory to one another. For example, an accommodation
such as reading math test items aloud may be allowed for students with dis-
abilities, but not allowed for ELLs. In those occasions, deciding if the accom-
modation is allowed for an ELL with a disability can be challenging. By
creating policies specifically for ELLs with disabilities, these inconsistencies
can be better addressed. Policy can guide decision making while still allow-
ing decisions to be made based upon the individual needs of the child. No
policies should be put in place that make assessment participation decisions
solely based on language proficiency, disability category, background char-
acteristics, or any other group membership.

Collaboration. In addition to individualized decision making, both Prin-
ciples 3 and 4 emphasize the need for collaborative decision making by all
individuals involved in the student’s education. Both principles presume the
existence of an IEP team for ELLs with disabilities, as required by federal
special education legislation. The IEP team makes assessment participation
decisions for ELLs with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 2014b).
Because the IEP is a planning tool for how services will be implemented in
multiple settings, all of the relevant stakeholders should participate (Welch,
2011). Input from a variety of individuals can help to ensure that no aspect of
a student’s needs gets overlooked.

The key individuals on the IEP team include teachers, support staff, par-
ents, and the student. Certain individuals are required to attend IEP meetings
and be involved in assessment decisions, including general and special educa-
tion teachers, parents, and a district representative (Liu & Barrera, 2013). Best
practices suggest that language educators should also be part of the IEP team
so that students’ language development needs are appropriately accounted for
in content assessment decisions (Liu & Barrera, 2013; U.S. Department of
Education, 2014b), and so that appropriate decisions for accommodating
annual ELP assessments can be made with special educators, rather than being
made exclusively by ELL staff. In the same way, involving parents and the
student themselves, when appropriate, is vitally important. When working
with ELLs who have disabilities, addressing cultural and linguistic barriers to
parent IEP team participation can be a significant undertaking (Lo, 2012,
2005). However, ensuring that parents understand and take an active role in
the decisions being made about their child’s education is necessary (Lo, 2012,
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2005). Involving interpreters and cultural liaisons may help bridge barriers to
communication (Lo, 2012). Other related service personnel such as school
psychologists and speech pathologists can provide valuable input in collabora-
tive assessment decision making (Welch, 2011). School psychologists are
knowledgeable about assessment practices, and speech-language pathologists
have expertise in language and disability services.

A lack of time and a large teaching load or caseload for educators can
restrict their ability or willingness to collaborate, especially across unrelated
departments (DeMatthews et al., 2014; Liu et al., 2013). District and school
administrators, therefore, need to take leadership in promoting changes that
support greater collaborative decision making by IEP teams. It may be neces-
sary to reorganize teachers’ schedules and classrooms and give general edu-
cators, special educators, and ELL specialists resources, as well as the time
and space, to jointly plan lessons, participate on intervention teams for stu-
dents who have not yet been referred to special education, and attend or pro-
vide input to IEP meetings (Martinez & Humphreys, 2006; Welch, 2011).

Additional district or school-level training may be required to ensure that
educators on the IEP team understand both content and ELP standards, the
possible assessment options, and how available accommodations can benefit
students in both instruction and assessment (DeStefano, Shriner, & Lloyd,
2001; Rinaldi & Samson, 2008). Training on understanding second language
development processes and how accommodations can support language
development is also needed (Mueller, Singer, & Carranza, 2006; Rinaldi &
Samson, 2008). Without these types of trainings, educators may make inap-
propriate test participation and accommodations decisions that can either
exclude students from an assessment or prevent them from showing their true
knowledge and skills (Thurlow et al., 2013). School and district administra-
tors may also require training in the same areas so that they can support IEP
team decision making (Martinez & Humphreys, 2006).

Conclusion

As state accountability systems develop and there is greater and greater use
of assessment results as a basis for policy and programming decisions, it is
important that assessment systems are fully inclusive. Test results must sup-
port valid inferences about the knowledge and skills of all students, including
those who are dually identified as ELLs with disabilities. It is safe to assume
that as the size of the total population of ELLs increases, the population of
ELLs with disabilities is keeping pace. Therefore, this group of students is
important for states and local education agencies to be knowledgeable about
so that they can plan appropriately for ways to help students achieve grade-
level standards-based outcomes.
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The five principles developed through this research project are intended to
create a comprehensive and unified vision for the appropriate inclusion of
ELLs with disabilities in large-scale content and English proficiency assess-
ments. The principles are also intended to maximize the validity of instruc-
tional decisions that are made based on assessment data. They are consistent
with best practices recommended by the Standards for Educational and
Psychological Testing (American Educational Research Association [AERA],
American Psychological Association [APA], & National Council for
Measurement in Education [NCME], 2014), A Principled Approach to
Accountability Assessments for Students With Disabilities (Thurlow et al.,
2008), and the Accessibility Principles for Reading Assessments (Thurlow,
Laitusis et al., 2009).

The principles are not an endpoint in themselves. Rather, they should
serve as a starting point for a larger, multidisciplinary conversation, along
with additional research, about the appropriate instruction and assessment of
ELLs with disabilities.
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