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T
he  accurate  and  valid  assessment  of  

young  children’s  development  is  critical  

to  both  enhancing  the  quality  of  instruc-­

tional  services  that  individual  children  

receive  as  well  as  to  better  understand-­

ing  and  improving  early  care  and  educa-­

tion  (ECE)  systems.  A  cardinal  rule  of  any  assessment  

system  is  that  the  purpose  for  the  assessment  must  

guide  assessment  decisions.  As  stated  by  Snow  and  

Van  Hemel  in  the  National  Research  Council  Report  

on  Early  Childhood  Assessment  (2008),  “Different  

purposes  require  different  types  of  assessments,  and  

the  evidentiary  base  that  supports  the  use  of  an  assess-­

ment  for  one  purpose  may  not  be  suitable  for  another.”  

(p.  2)  For  example,  assessments  for  daily  instructional  

purposes  are  typically  less  formal  than  assessments  

for  developmental  screening  or  program  evaluation  

purposes.  In  addition,  the  interpretation  and  use  of  the  

assessment  data  will  be  used  to  make  decisions  about  

an  individual  child’s  progress  or  a  program’s  effective-­

-­

sessment  instruments  or  data  collection  procedures.  

Further,  the  rapid  growth  of  young  children  who  speak  a  

language  other  than  English  in  the  home  who  are  being  

served  in  ECE  programs  requires  a  careful  review  of  the  

assessment  instruments  and  procedures  used  as  well  as  

the  policies  that  frame  assessment  decisions.  With  the  

expansion  of  state  and  federal  funding  for  ECE  services,  

there  is  an  urgent  need  for  clear  policy  recommendations  

to  guide  the  development  of  state  assessment  systems  

that  are  accurate  and  valid  for  young  learners  (birth  to  

-­

sive  and  integrated  statewide  assessment  system  would  

use  measures  and  procedures  that  are  compatible  with  

guidelines,  and  can  be  combined  to  provide  a  coherent  

-­

rooms,  and  programs.  

The  challenges  of  accurately  identifying  young  children’s  

developmental  status  across  multiple  learning  domains  

through  the  use  of  a  one-­time  assessment  have  been  well  

documented  (Daily,  Burkhauser,  &  Halle,  2010;  Mesiels,  

1999;  Snow  and  Van  Hamel,  2008).  For  large-­scale  as-­

well  designed  and  linguistically  appropriate  tools  for  

children  growing  up  where  English  is  not  their  primary  

language  as  well  as  the  need  for  caution  when  interpret-­

-­

sible  for  a  one-­time  assessment  of  a  child’s  performance  

to  capture  the  complexity  and  variability  of  any  young  

child’s  development;  these  challenges  of  accurate  devel-­

opmental  assessment  are  compounded  when  a  child  is  

still  mastering  the  home  or  primary  language  while  also  

acquiring  a  second  language  during  a  period  of  rapid  

cognitive,  social-­emotional  and  motor  development.  
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Language  Learners  (DLLs)1  in  early  care  and  education  

settings  (Garcia  and  Garcia,  in  press)  and  as  English  

Language  Learners  (ELLs)  in  the  K–12  education  sector  

this  population  has  risen  in  geometric  proportions  in  

the  last  two  decades  (Garcia  and  Nanez,  2011)  and  has  

been  the  fastest  growing  child  population  for  more  than  

two  decades  (Snow  &  Van  Hemmel,  2008).  In  2012,  

more  than  25%  of  all  young  children  under  the  age  of  six  

had  a  parent  who  speaks  a  language  other  than  English  

and  approximately  15%  have  at  least  one  parent  who  is  

In  order  to  accurately  assess  young  DLLs,  one  must  

consider  the  unique  aspects  of  linguistic  and  cogni-­

tive  development  associated  with  growing  up  with  two  

languages  as  well  as  the  social  and  cultural  contexts  that  

-­

search  has  clearly  shown  that  all  children  are  capable  of  

during  the  early  childhood  years  (Bialystok,  2009;  2010;  

Garcia,  2005;  Genesee,  2010),  there  are  important  social  

and  cultural  differences  between  DLLs  and  non-­DLLs  

and  within  the  DLL  population  that  affect  the  develop-­

ment  of  skills  that  are  important  to  school  readiness.  

For  example,  DLLs  are  much  more  likely  to  have  parents  

without  a  high  school  education,  to  live  in  low-­income  

families,  and  to  be  raised  in  cultural  contexts  that  do  

native  English  speakers  (Capps  et  al.,  2005;  Espinosa,  

2007;  Hernandez,  2006).  The  language  and  early  liter-­

acy  development  of  DLLs  also  follows  distinct  pathways  

-­

tions  for  language  assessment.  These  backgrounds  and  

developmental  characteristics  of  young  DLLs  need  to  be  

understood  when  interpreting  assessment  results  and  

1   The  term  Dual  Language  Learners  (DLLs)  is  used  by  the  
CECER-­DLL  to  refer  to  children  learning  more  than  one  
language  in  the  home  and  ECE  settings  during  the  early  
childhood  years  (ages  0-­5);  other  terms,  such  as  English  

(LEP),  English  Learners  (ELs),  Non-­English  speaking  
(NES),  English  as  a  second  language  (ESL),  and  Bilinguals  
are  used  to  refer  to  children  in  grades  K–12  who  are  learn-­
ing  English  in  addition  to  a  home  language.

making  decisions  about  program  effectiveness  or  service  

gaps.  As  Snow  (2011)  stated,  large-­scale  statewide  early  

childhood  assessments,

early  care  and  education  during  the  prekinder-­

-­

(p.  8)  

Assessment for Different Purposes

Assessments  are  used  for  a  variety  of  purposes.  Whether  

for  instructional  improvement,  screening  and  refer-­

ral,  or  school  readiness,  assessments  for  any  purpose  

the  DLL  population.  

Instructional  improvement  and  differentiation.  

Observational  approaches  that:  are  aligned  to  curricu-­

sources  gathered  over  time,  and  include  families  have  

been  recommended  by  the  leading  ECE  Professional  As-­

sociations  (NAEYC,  NAECS/SDE,  2003)  for  the  purpose  

of  improving  and  individualizing  instruction.  Frequent,  

on-­going  assessment  conducted  during  every  day  activi-­

ties  that  may  include  observation  of  child  performance,  

checklists,  rating  scales,  work  samples  and  portfolios  

improvement  and  adjustment  (Espinosa,  2008).  In  

order  to  accurately  collect  data  on  the  emerging  compe-­

tencies  of  DLLs,  these  approaches  will  need  to  include  

indicators  of  typical  development  of  young  children  who  

are  growing  up  with  more  than  one  language  as  well  as  

assessors  who  understand  the  languages  and  cultures  

of  the  children  being  assessed.  (See  Espinosa,  &  Lopez,  

2007,  Espinosa,  2008,  and  Snow  &  Van  Hemmel,  2008  

for  more  complete  discussions  of  the  potential  for  as-­

sessment  bias  when  teachers  and  children  do  not  come  

from  the  same  cultural  and  linguistic  backgrounds.)  

Assessment  for  screening  and  referral.  Develop-­
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of  children  who  may  be  at  risk  for  cognitive,  motor,  

language,  or  social-­emotional  delay  and  require  further  

assessment,  diagnosis,  and  evaluation.  Typically,  brief  

standardized  developmental  screening  tools  or  proce-­

dures  are  administered  to  large  numbers  of  children  to  

determine  if  there  is  a  potential  problem  and  if  referral  

for  more  in-­depth  assessment  is  warranted.  Standard-­

ized  instruments  are  most  often  used  for  this  purpose  

since  comparisons  of  one  child’s  development  against  

other  similar  children  is  required  to  determine  if  the  

child  is  developing  within  normal  ranges  or  may  have  

developmental  delays.  When  screening  for  possible  

delays,  assessment  experts  have  also  recommended  

that  young  DLLs  be  assessed  in  both  their  native  or  

dominant  language  as  well  as  their  stage  of  English  

2012;  NAEYC,  2009).

The  use  of  culturally  and  linguistically  appropriate  

screening  tools  and  procedures  is  a  challenge  when  

conducting  screenings  with  young  DLLs:  most  standard-­

ized  screening  tools  have  not  been  designed  for  young  

bilingual  children  and  have  serious  limitations  when  used  

with  DLLs;  most  teachers  and  assessment  professionals  

have  not  been  trained  to  conduct  nondiscriminatory  as-­

sessments  with  children  from  culturally  and  linguistically  

diverse  backgrounds;  many  ECE  teachers  do  not  speak  

the  child’s  native  language  and  are  not  familiar  with  the  

home  culture  and;  many  teachers  lack  knowledge  of  the  

psychometric  characteristics  of  tests  and  therefore  have  

-­

linguistically  diverse  backgrounds  (Sanchez  &  Brisk,  

2004).  Finally,  assessors  need  to  be  able  to  distinguish  

between     due  to  growing  up  with  

two  languages  as  opposed  to  language  delays  which  may  

require  specialized  language  interventions  (Espinosa  &  

Lopez,  2007).  For  all  of  these  reasons,  it  is  important  

for  assessors  to  use  multiple  measures  and  sources  of  

information,  consult  with  a  multidisciplinary  team  that  

includes  bilingual  experts,  collect  information  over  time,  

and  include  family  members  as  informants  when  making  

any  screening  recommendations  (Barrueco  et  al.,  2012;  

Espinosa  &  Lopez,  2007).  

As  ECE  systems  have  expanded  and  demands  for  ac-­

countability  have  grown,  states’  interest  in  assessing  

children’s  progress  across  important  school  readiness  

indicators  has  also  increased.  These  school  entry  assess-­

ments  have  the  potential  to  both  shine  a  light  on  chil-­

dren’s  developmental  status  at  kindergarten  entry  and  

focus  efforts  to  improve  the  birth-­to-­kindergarten  ECE  

system,  as  well  as  design  linguistically  and  culturally  ap-­

propriate  instruction  in  the  early  elementary  grades.  

Purpose of Kindergarten Entry Assessments

In  December  2011,  nine  states  were  awarded  Race  to  the  

Top-­Early  Learning  Challenge  Grants  (RT-­ELC).2  The  

Services  jointly  administer  this  competitive  grant  pro-­

2   The  nine  states  are:  California,  Delaware,  Maryland,    
Massachusetts,  Minnesota,  North  Carolina,  Ohio,    
Rhode  Island,  and  Washington
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gram.  The  primary  goal  of  this  initiative  is  to  increase  

access  to  high  quality  early  childhood  programs  for  chil-­

dren  from  low-­income  families  thus  helping  to  close  the  

school  readiness  gap.  The  RT-­ELC  requires  that  states  

understand  the  status  of  children’s  learning  and  devel-­

opment  at  kindergarten  entry  (Criteria  E).  States  must  

have  a  common,  statewide  Kindergarten  Entry  Assess-­

ment  (KEA)  that  informs  instruction  and  services  in  the  

early  elementary  grades  and  that:

a)   is  aligned  with  the  State’s  Early  Learning  

and  Development  Standards  and  covers  all  

Essential  Domains  of  School  Readiness;

b)   is  valid,  reliable,  and  appropriate  for  the  

target  population  and  for  the  purpose  for  

which  it  will  be  used  including  for  English  

learners  and  children  with  disabilities;

c)   is  administered  no  later  than  the  start  of  

school  year  2014–2015  to  children  entering  

a  public  school  kindergarten;

d)   is  reported  to  the  Statewide  Longitudinal  

Data  System,  and  to  the  Early  Learning  Data  

System;  and

or  State  resources  other  than  those  available  

under  this  grant  (CFDA  #84.412).

purposes  of  a  KEA  are  to  inform  instruction  and  ser-­

vices  in  the  elementary  grades  and  provide  information  

to  help  close  the  school  readiness  gap  at  kindergarten  

entry  and  not  to  prevent  children’s  entry  into  kinder-­

garten.  In  addition,  the  states  must  align  and  integrate  

assessments  across  the  early  childhood  sectors  and  

improve  the  screening  and  referral  systems.  As  this  will  

children  at  kindergarten  entry,  the  data  collected  from  

KEAs  can  potentially  be  used  to  identify  service  gaps  in  

the  state’s  ECE  system,  as  well  as  to  guide  the  design  of  

K–3  instruction.  In  essence,  states  are  being  asked  to  

assess  individual  students  to  determine  how  much  chil-­

dren  have  learned  prior  to  kindergarten  entry,  to  collect  

and  enter  data  into  a  statewide  data  system,  and  make  

judgments  about  the  level  of  school  readiness  across  

multiple  domains  for  all  entering  kindergarteners.  

States  are  then  encouraged  to  make  inferences  about  

the  effectiveness  of  the  ECE  settings  the  children  have  

attended  as  well  as  the  K–3  instructional  needs  to  help  

children  achieve  at  grade  levels.  

In  order  to  align  and  integrate  assessments  across  the  

ECE  service  sectors,  states  will  need  to  review  the  cur-­

riculum  and  assessment  expectations  for  Head  Start,  

community-­based  child  care  and  all  state  funded  ECE  

programming.  For  example,  the  new  Head  Start  Child  

Development  and  Early  Learning  Framework  (2010)  has  

-­

expectations  for  the  development  of  receptive  and  expres-­

sive  English  language  skills  as  well  as  engagement  in  

English  literacy  activities.  This  new  focus  on  the  process  

of  ELD  means  that  Head  Start  staff  will  need  to  both  un-­

derstand  how  to  promote  ELD  and  monitor  its  progress.  

Further,  the  Head  Start  Framework  states,  “programs  are  

to  ensure  that  children  have  opportunities  to  interact  and  

demonstrate  their  abilities,  skills,  and  knowledge  in  any  

language,  including  their  home  language.”  (p.  4).  Finally,  

the  document  describes  the  assessment  process  for  DLLs:

-­

-­

-­

Programs  need  to  choose  assessment  instru-­

language  or  languages  that  most  accurately  

-­
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practices  and  curriculum  decisions  to  maximize  

-­

ally  and  linguistically  appropriate  assessments  

  (p.  5)  

These  Head  Start  curriculum  and  assessment  require-­

support  the  development  of  DLLs.  It  is  imperative  that  

these  perspectives  be  integrated  into  all  state  early  

learning  and  development  standards  and  assessment.  

Early Learning Standards and  

Dual Language Learners:  

States Efforts and KEAs

All  state  KEAs  must  be  aligned  with  their  respective  

state  early  learning  and  development  standards  and  

cover  all  essential  domains  of  school  readiness.  They  

also  must  be  appropriate,  valid,  and  reliable  for  the  

target  populations  including  DLLs.  In  general,  early  

learning  guidelines  or  standards  are  statements  about  

what  children  should  know  and  be  able  to  do  before  

they  start  kindergarten.  Standards  for  young  children’s  

early  learning  outcomes  address  both  the  content  of  

what  children  should  know  and  be  able  to  do  as  well  

as  the  method  for  determining  if  the  child  has  met  the  

content  standard  (NAEYC,  2002;  NIEER,  2004).  They  

to  learn  during  the  years  prior  to  kindergarten,  thus  

giving  PreK  teachers  a  roadmap  of     they  need  to  

teach.  The  essential  domains  that  need  to  be  included  

are:  physical  well-­being  and  motor  development,  social  

and  emotional  development,  approaches  toward  learn-­

ing,  language  development,  cognitive  processes  and  

general  knowledge.  

California,  Delaware,  and  Maryland  were  judged  to  have  

the  highest  quality  Early  Learning  and  Development  

Standards  by  the  federal  RTT-­ELC  grant  reviewers  (OHS,  

2012).  These  states  have  early  learning  standards  that  in-­

cluded  children  from  birth  to  age  5  and  are  aligned  to  the  

Common  Core  (K–3)  State  Standards.  These  high  scoring  

states  have  aligned  their  PreK  standards  with  their  K–3  

standards  across  multiple  domains  of  development  in-­

cluding  social  emotional  and  physical  development.  Well  

developed,  coordinated,  and  aligned  learning  standards  

from  PreK–3RD  grade  have  been  advocated  as  a  means  

of  promoting  and  sustaining  early  learning  gains  that  

will  help  to  reduce  the  achievement  gaps  between  more  

advantaged  children  and  those  growing  up  in  reduced  

economic  circumstances  (Kaurez,  2006).  

Currently,  a  minority  of  states  specifically  addresses  

DLLs  in  their  ECE  language  and  literacy  standards,  

AR,  CA,  CO,  DE,  FL,  ME,  NJ,  NC,  ND,  OR,  PA,  WI  

(OHS,  2012)  and  only  one  state,  Alaska,  has  stan-­

dards  that  address  dual  language  development  

across  multiple  domains  (NCCLR,  2012).  As  of  2011,  

only  eight  states  have  early  learning  guidelines  with  

language  benchmarks  to  measure  the  ELD  for  DLLs.  

For  example,  In  the  state  of  California,  all  publicly  

supported  preschool  programs  are  required  to  ad-­

minister  the  
©  (2010).  Preschool  teachers  

complete  this  observational  child  assessment  twice  a  

year  to  measure  children’s  progress  toward  the  state’s  

early  learning  expectations,  or  the  Desired  Results.  

The  DRDP-­PS©  (2010)  is  aligned  to  the  California  

Preschool  Learning  Foundations  as  well  as  the  kin-­

dergarten  content  standards.  Each  measure  provides  

detailed  examples  of  children’s  behavior  indicating  

each  child’s  progress  on  a  continuum  of  development.  

To  assess  the  dual  language  learner’s  English-­lan-­

guage  development  in  preschool,  transitional  kin-­

dergarten,  and  kindergarten,  the  domain  of  English  

Language  Development  (ELD)  has  four  measures,  

comprehension  of  English,  self-­expression  in  Eng-­

lish,  understanding  and  response  to  English  literacy  

activities,  and  symbol,  letter,  and  print  knowledge  in  

English.  Furthermore,  in  the  teacher  support  materi-­

als,  (WestEd,  2010),  the  California  Child  Develop-­

ment  Division  has  stated:  
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(p.  13)

LLD  measures  are  used  to  assess  progress  in  

-­

-­

-­

-­

(CDE,  CDD,  2012,  p.  vii)  

  As  the  KEAs  must  measure  progress  toward  the  

Learning  Standards  or  Guidelines,  the  content  of  

these  standards  is  critically  important  when  assess-­

ing  the  development  and  school  readiness  of  DLLs.  If  

state  ECE  standards  have  been  designed  using  typical  

development  of  native  English  speakers  as  the  norm  

against  which  all  students  are  compared,  the  unique  

characteristics  of  DLLs  are  likely  to  be  misinterpreted,  

is  the  current  state  of  affairs;  when  compared  to  their  

English-­speaking  peers,  DLLs  are  consistently  found  

-­

garten  (Magnuson  &  Wladfogel,  2005).  Furthermore,  

when  state  ECE  standards  focus  solely  on  achievement  

of  benchmarks  in  English,  important  linguistic  capaci-­

ties  in  the  child’s  home  language  will  be  overlooked.  If  

states  only  measure  progress  in  English  development,  

English-­only  instruction  most  often  becomes  the  norm,  

which  can  overwhelm  the  ongoing  development  of  the  

home  language,  and  the  potential  of  emergent  bilin-­

gualism  is  lost  (Espinosa,  2010).  Since  the  research  

bilingualism  and  the  negative  consequences  of  home  

language  loss  (Bialystok,  2010;  Wong-­Filmore,  2000),  

both  home  language  and  English  language  development.  

In  particular,  in  the  language  and  literacy  domain,  ECE  

on  current  research  for  listening,  speaking,  reading,  

and  writing  in  both  the  home  language  and  English  

(Matthews,  2012).  As  most  ECE  teachers  are  not  well  

prepared  to  offer  instruction  in  multiple  languages,  it  

will  be  imperative  for  states,  TA  Systems,  and  programs  

to  provide  professional  development  on  strategies  to  
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support  home  language  development  while  promoting  

English  language  development  (See  Espinosa,  2010  for  

for  preschool  teachers).

By  providing  clear  descriptions  of  the  developmental  

continuum  for  DLLs,  states  will  promote  deeper  under-­

standings  on  the  part  of  teachers  about     young  chil-­

dren  acquire  a  second  language.  These  understandings  

are  vitally  important  as  teachers  design  their  classroom  

instruction  and  adapt  their  strategies  and  expectations  

based  on  knowledge  about  the  child’s  stage  of  English  

acquisition  and  competence  in  the  home  language.  To  

understand  a  DLL’s  academic  progress  and  level  of  

school  readiness,  it  is  important  to  have  information  

on  each  of  the  child’s  languages  to  shed  light  on  overall  

development  and  predict  future  achievement  in  English  

(Garcia,  2005;  Oller  &  Eilers,  2002).  

The  ECE  standards  can  also  provide  guidance  to  teach-­

ers  on  how  to  design  effective  instruction  for  DLLs.  For  

example,  the  Texas  and  New  Jersey  PreK  guidelines  

include  sections  focused  on  how  to  incorporate  the  

home  language  during  instructional  activities  as  well  as  

examples  of  appropriate  language  and  literacy  activi-­

ties  and  enriched  classroom  environments  for  DLLs.  

In  addition,  the  California  State  Preschool  Curriculum  

Framework  has  a  chapter  devoted  to  designing  instruc-­

classrooms  more  culturally  and  linguistically  appropri-­

ate  for  DLLs.  

As  states  revisit  their  ECE  Standards  and  Guidelines  in  

light  of  the  RTT-­ELC  opportunities  and  requirements,  

it  will  be  important  to  seriously  consider  the  needs  of  

young  children  who  are  in  the  midst  of  achieving  basic  

another  language,  and  simultaneously  developing  

foundational  knowledge  about  how  the  world  works.  

-­

propriate  KEAs  is  for  states  to  review  their  ECE  learning  

standards  and  guidelines  to  determine  if  they  explicitly  

address  the  learning  needs  of  DLLs.  

Assessing Dual Language Learners: 

Implications for KEAs

Since  KEAs  are  intended  to  be  utilized  for  program  eval-­

uation  as  well  as  to  provide  data  for  instructional  plan-­

ning  for  the  elementary  grades,  it  will  be  important  that  

state  KEAs  meet  the  psychometric  standards  for  large  

professional  associations  such  as  NAEYC,  AERA,  APA,  

NCME,  NRC  and  outlined  in  the  literature  (Snow,  2011;  

Snow  &  Van  Hemmel,  2008).  

Psychometric Standards

Essentially,  KEAs  must  meet  industry  standards  for  reli-­

ability  and  validity  as  well  as  be  linguistically  and  cultur-­

ally  appropriate  for  the  populations  of  children  to  whom  

they  are  administered.  Reliability  includes  the  extent  to  

which  an  assessment  yields  consistent  information  across  

time  (test-­retest  reliability),  with  different  assessors  

(interrater  reliability),  and  the  degree  to  which  scores  

within  a  given  test  are  correlated  (internal  consistency).  

an  assessment  is  consistently  and  objectively  measuring  

the  same  dimension  of  development  regardless  of  who  is  

conducting  the  assessment  and  when  it  is  administered.  

Validity  refers  to  the  degree  to  which  the  assessment  is  

actually  measuring  the  intended  purpose.  While  there  

are  multiple  forms  of  validity,  an  important  dimension  of  

validity  for  DLLs  is  construct  validity:  the  extent  to  which  

a  given  assessment  captures  the  area  of  development  

targeted  in  the  assessment.  Research  has  shown  that  a  

child’s  achievement  on  assessments  administered  in  Eng-­

-­

ciency  (Abebi,  2010).  Therefore,  scores  of  mathematical  

numeracy,  phonological  awareness,  basic  concepts,  etc.

In  addition  to  meeting  the  standards  for  reliability  

and  validity,  KEAs  must  address  the  unique  cultural  

and  linguistic  features  of  dual  language  development.  

Currently,  there  are  multiple  limitations  to  existing  

assessment  approaches  used  with  DLLs;  the  scope  of  

this  working  paper  does  not  allow  a  complete  discus-­

sion  of  the  major  issues  (see  Espinosa  &  Lopez,  2007  
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or  Espinosa,  2008  for  a  more  complete  discussion  of  

the  technical  and  administrative  considerations).  The  

basic  requirements  for  assessment  approaches  that  

are  linguistically  and  culturally  appropriate  include  

the  standardization  samples  and  content  and  seman-­

tic  equivalency.

Standardization  Sample.  Was  the  measure  standard-­

ized  with  samples  of  children  that  are  similar  to  the  tar-­

or  more  languages,  it  is  important  that  all  versions  of  the  

assessment  have  been  normed  with  samples  of  children  

who  are  bilingual  and  not  monolingual.  In  addition,  the  

social  and  economic  conditions,  and  educational  levels  

of  the  parents  of  the  children  in  the  standardization  

sample  should  closely  resemble  the  children  included  in  

the  assessment.  Misleading  conclusions  about  language  

development  can  be  drawn  when  assessment  norms  are  

based  entirely  on  white,  middle-­class  children’s  develop-­

ment  and  the  children  being  assessed  are  growing  up  in  

bilingual  families  and  under  more  deprived  circumstanc-­

in  the  norming  sample  can  lead  to  systematic  bias  when  

interpreting  assessment  results  for  DLLs.  

Content  Equivalence.  Are  the  area  of  development  be-­

ing  assessed  the  same  for  different  cultural  groups?  Are  

the  topics  and  items  relevant  to  the  language  and  cul-­

tural  group  being  assessed?  For  example,  a  kindergar-­

ten  entry  assessment  item  given  in  the  state  of  Alaska  

should  probably  not  require  a  child  to  recognize  a  beach  

umbrella  as  part  of  a  vocabulary  test.  

Semantic  Equivalence.  According  to  Barrueco  et  al.,  

(2012),  measures  and  items  within  measures  must  pos-­

sess  the  same  meaning  across  languages  and  dialects.  

Do  the  words  used  in  the  assessments  have  the  same  

meanings  when  translated  from  one  language  to  an-­

other?  How  were  the  translations  completed,  by  whom,  

and  do  the  translations  maintain  the  original  meanings?  

This  feature  is  particularly  important  when  assessing  

vocabulary  development  in  DLLs.

Finally,  when  assessment  measures  are  developed  in  

more  than  one  language,  it  is  important  to  carefully  

language.  Often  the  administration  manuals  will  only  

include  information  on  the  standardization  sample,  

reliability  and  validity  in  the  English  version  and  then  

conclude  the  instrument  is  appropriate  for  DLL  popula-­

instrument  or  procedure,  assessment  teams  must  care-­

fully  review  the  administration  manual  to  determine  the  

technical  adequacy  for  groups  of  DLLs.

The  impetus  for  appropriate  and  responsive  assessment  

practices  of  DLLs  is  supported  by  a  number  of  legal  

requirements  and  ethical  guidelines,  which  have  devel-­

oped  over  time.  A  widely  cited  set  of  testing  standards  

are  found  in  a  publication  from  the  American  Psycho-­

logical  Association  (APA),  the  American  Educational  

Research  Association  (AERA),  and  National  Council  on  

Measurement  in  Education  (NCME)  entitled  

(1999).  In  

summary,  it  is  inappropriate  to  use  psycho-­educational  

tests  developed  for  and  normed  with  monolingual,  

English-­speaking  children  to  understand  the  develop-­

ment  of  the  DLL  population.  As  Snow  and  Van  Hemel  

(2008)  noted  in  the  NRC  Report,  

assessment  tools  and  procedures  should  be  

-­

-­

  (p.  252)

Therefore,  assessments  are  valid  and  reliable  

when  they  consider  the  linguistic  and  cultural  

factors  related  to  DLLs  throughout  the  design,  

administration,  and  interpretation  processes.  

Principles for Assessing DLLs

Researchers  and  organizational  bodies  have  offered  

principles  for  practitioners  engaged  in  the  assessment  

of  DLLs.  The  National  Association  for  the  Education  of  

Young  Children  (NAEYC,  2005)  and  the  National  Re-­

search  Council  (NRC,  2009)  have  both  provided  com-­

prehensive  sets  of  recommendations.  These  recommen-­
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dations  aim  to  “increase  the  probability  that  all  young  

-­

priate,  effective  assessment  of  their  learning  and  develop-­

ment”  (p.  1,  NAEYC,  2005)  and  improve  overall  instruc-­

tion.  Five  essential  recommendations  are  discussed  here.

First,  screening  and  assessment  instruments  

and  procedures  are  used  for  appropriate  pur-­

poses.  Screening  tools  should  result  in  needed  supports  

and  services  and,  if  necessary,  further  assessment.  For  

evaluation  and  accountability  purposes,  DLLs  should  

be  included  in  the  surveyed  group  and  provided  with  ap-­

propriate  assessments  that  consider  their  dual  language  

characteristics.  Second,  as  stated  above,  assessments  

should  be  culturally  appropriate.  This  means  as-­

sessment  tools  and  procedures  should  be  aligned  with  

cultural  and  linguistic  characteristics  of  the  child.  

Third,  caution  ought  to  be  used  when  developing  

and  interpreting  standardized  formal  assess-­

ments.  Standardized  assessments  are  used  for  at  least  

three  purposes—to  identify  disabilities  and  determine  

program  eligibility,  to  monitor  and  improve  learning,  

and  for  accountability  purposes.  It  is  important  that  

DLLs  are  included  in  large-­scale  assessments,  and  

that  these  instruments  continue  to  be  used  to  improve  

educational  practices  and  placements.  However,  those  

administering  and  interpreting  these  tests  must  use  cau-­

tion.  Test  development  issues—including  equivalence,  

translation,  and  norming  (see  above  discussion)—must  

be  scrutinized,  and  when  appropriate,  accommodations  

should  be  allowed  such  as  accepting  code-­switching  for  

DLLs  when  assessing  their  language  development  (Bar-­

rueco  et  al.,  2012).

Fourth,  those  administering  assessments  should  

have  cultural  and  linguistic  competence.  This  

may  be  the  most  challenging  of  the  recommendations.  

Professional  development  and  training  of  teachers,  

school  psychologists,  speech  pathologists,  and  related  

staff  constitutes  a  long-­term  goal  which  will  demand  

ongoing  funding  and  constant  vigilance.  Those  assessing  

DLLs  should  be  bicultural,  bilingual,  and  knowledgeable  

about  second  language  acquisition.  

Finally,  families  should  play  critical  roles  in  the  

assessment  process.

the  right  to  be  included  in  the  decision  making  process  

regarding  the  educational  placement  for  their  child.  

process  for  a  given  child  is  optimal  when  parents’  wishes  

are  voiced  and  considered  throughout.  Although  fam-­

ily  members  should  not  administer  formal  assessments,  

they  are  encouraged  to  be  involved  in  selecting,  conduct-­

ing,  and  interpreting  assessment  results.  The  process  and  

results  of  assessment  should  be  explained  to  parents  in  a  

way  that  is  meaningful  and  easily  understandable.

In  summary,  the  principals  for  assessment  stress  that  

assessments  must  be  used  for  appropriate  purposes,  cau-­

tion  should  be  used  when  interpreting  assessment  results  

and  making  educational  decisions,  and  assessments  used  

with  DLLs  must  take  into  account  the  characteristics  of  

the  DLL  population.  This  means  that  assessments  must  

be  culturally  relevant  and  those  administering  assess-­

ments  should  have  cultural  and  linguistic  competencies  

representative  of  the  cultural  and  linguistic  characteris-­

tics  of  the  population  being  assessed.  Adherence  to  these  

assessments  of  their  learning  and  development,  lead-­

ing  to  instructional  improvements.  As  policies  continue  

to  emphasize  and  demand  the  use  of  these  principals  of  

assessment  with  and  for  the  DLL  population,  an  equal  

concern  is  the  alignment  between  how  DLLs  are  identi-­

assessed  in  K–12  school  contexts.  

Policy Gaps and Opportunities

Despite  the  movement  towards  what  may  seem  like  a  

continuum  of  education  from  birth  to  Kindergarten  

-­

lic  education  frequently  remain  uniquely  distinct.  The  

ECE  system  has  been  increasingly  transformed  by  the  

research  calling  for  more  enriched  early  learning  expe-­

riences  and  the  market  demand  for  such  pre-­academic  

experiences.  Increasing  numbers  of  public  school  sys-­

tems  are  providing  full  day  Kindergartens  and  expand-­

ing  into  PreK  early  learning  programs  for  students  who  

eventually  will  attend  K–12  public  schools.  Recently,  
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school  districts  have  also  begun  to  organize  around  a  

PreK–3RD  grade  continuum  of  coordinated  systems  of  

curriculum,  assessment  and  professional  development.  

Yet,  early  childhood  services  and  the  public  schools  

typically  are  governed  by  different  statutes,  rules  

and  regulations,  and  are  overseen  by  their  respective  

state  and  federal  agencies.  Although  different  licens-­

ing  authorities  and  funding  requirements  govern  each  

segment,  the  RT-­ELC  grant  provisions  are  intended  to  

help  states  move  toward  more  integrated  cohesive  ECE  

systems  that  both  reduce  the  school  readiness  gap  and  

promote  continued  achievement  of  high-­needs  children.

Funding  sources  are  typically  distinct.  Funding,  particu-­

larly  at  the  federal  level,  is  authorized  in  different  legisla-­

tion  and  overseen  by  different  agencies.  While  legislation  

may  encourage  coordination,  the  operational  realities  of  

administering  federal  programs  call  for  the  continuing  

operation  within  silos.  Accountability  for  academic  prog-­

ress  is  the  mission  for  Elementary  and  Secondary  Educa-­

tion  Act  and  is  further  strengthened  in  the  legislative  

proposals  and  frameworks  currently  being  considered  

in  the  nation’s  capital.  Investing  time  and  money  from  

K–12  public  education,  e.g.,  Title  I,  to  coordinate  and  

make  stronger  linkages  to  early  learning  is  a  challenge  

in  these  economic  times.  However,  a  focus  on  coordinat-­

ing  and  aligning  ECE  to  K–12  systems  would  surely  help  

schools  meet  their  accountability  requirements.

Five  important  areas  lend  themselves  to  exploring  the  

possibilities  of  coordination  between  policies  and  prac-­

tices.  Each  area  is  described  below,  followed  by  policy  op-­

portunities,  and  where  applicable,  examples  of  the  policy  

recommendations.  Currently,  two  policies  offer  examples  

of  these  recommendations  in  practice,  the  Early  Educa-­

tion  Initiative  in  Illinois  (a  state  level  policy)  and  efforts  

underway  to  improve  the  education  of  PreK–3RD  grade  

DLLs  in  Maryland’s  Montgomery  County  Public  Schools  

(MCPS)  (a  district  level  policy).  

Include DLLs at the Outset 

Too  often,  assessments  of  non-­mainstream  children  

and  the  experiences  they  are  having  in  learning  venues  

is  an  after-­thought.  The  challenges  and  opportunities  

in  appropriately  including  this  population  at  the  outset  

of  assessment  policy  and  practice  is  critical.  The  initial  

for  all  children.  

Policy  Opportunity.  Any  federal,  state  or  local  agen-­

cies  involved  in  efforts  to  assess  young  children  for  any  

purpose  

DLLs.  Those  policies  must  address  issues  of  assess-­

ment  system  development,  administration,  applica-­

tion  of  results,  and  links  to  decision  making  based  on  

assessments.  Absence  of  such  policies  places  DLLs  in  a  

position  of  vulnerability  in  the  assessment-­to-­practice  

context  that  is  so  prevalent  in  the  early  education  

environment  of  today.  In  Illinois,  a  state  policy  (initi-­

ated  in  2008  with  full  implementation  by  2014)  extends  

language  services  for  the  DLL  population  beyond  K–12  

grades  and  into  PreK  with  funds  from  the  state  funded  

program,  Preschool  for  All.  The  policy  intends  to  cre-­

ate  a  stronger  connection  between  PreK  and  the  early  

grades  of  school,  with  close  attention  to  building  DLLs’  

language  skills  necessary  for  school  success  (Severns,  

2012).  Similarly,  the  MCPS  policy  aims  to  decrease  

the  achievement  gaps  between  DLLs  and  their  native-­

English  speaking  peers.  In  an  effort  to  meet  their  goal  

that  80%  of  students  will  be  college  ready  by  2014,  and  

recognizing  that  the  population  of  DLLs  is  rapidly  grow-­

ing,  the  district  has  included  PreK  DLLs  in  their  efforts  

to  increase  student  achievement.  What  resulted  was  a  

district-­wide  strategy,  focusing  on  language  learners  

beginning  in  PreK,  that  emphasized  DLLs  must  not  only  

acquire  basic  English,  but  also  master  the  academic  

English  needed  to  be  college  ready  (p.  6,  Marietta  &  

Brookover,  2011).  

old  come  from  homes  where  a  language(s)  other  than  

-­

dination  between  the  providers  serving  0–5  year  olds  

of  such  students.  Identifying  students  that  come  from  

homes  where  a  language  other  than  English  is  spoken  
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accommodations,  supports,  and  services  appropriate  for  

DLLs.  While  a  Home  Language  Survey  is  required  for  

students  entering  K–12  (and  PreK,  in  some  states/dis-­

tricts)  it  is  predominately  not  required  in  early  learning  

programs.  This  policy  gap  needs  to  be  addressed.  Along  

with  implementing  a  Home  Language  Survey  Policy  for  

ECE  programs,  additional  policies  that  include  formal  

concerns  about  testing  students  at  such  a  young  age  (i.e.  

appropriateness  of  assessing  young  students  when  their  

Policy  opportunity.  Identifying  which  children  are  

-­

sential.  National,  state,  and  local  level  policies  should  

step  in  meeting  learning  and  developmental  goals.  

Recognizing  that  it  would  take  weeks  at  the  beginning  

of  the  kindergarten  year  to  identify  students  in  need  of  

language  assistance.  MCPS  now includes the DLL identi-

 

 

-

Include Unique Instructional Needs  
of DLLs in State Early Learning and 
Development Standards

The  learning  and  development  expectations  for  young  

cognitive  development  associated  with  growing  up  with  

two  languages  as  well  as  the  social  and  cultural  contexts  

learning  standards  and  curriculum  guidelines  should  

explicitly  address  the  expectations  for  DLLs  as  well  as  

the  instructional  methods  that  have  been  empirically  

linked  to  English  language  development  and  academic  

-­

Language  

  by  García  &  García,  2012).

Policy  Opportunity.  Review  and  expand  current  stan-­

dards  to  address  the  unique  features  of  dual  language  

development  and  include  instructional  supports  that  

explicitly  promote  English  acquisition  while  support-­

ing  continued  home  language  development.  As  has  

need  to  recognize  the  importance  of  assessing  DLLs  

The  California  Preschool  Learning  Foundations  

provide  an  example  of  how  states  can  address  both  

overall  development  in  any  language  as  well  as  English  

http://fcd-us.org/sites/default/files/FCDCaseStdyMntgmryCtyELLS.pdf
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language  development  for  DLLs  (accessed  at    

http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/cd/re/psfoundations.asp).

In  addition,  MCPS  has  developed  a  DLL  curriculum  that  

parallels  the  state  standards  and  addresses  the  aca-­

demic  English  development  of  PreK–3RD  grade  learn-­

ers.  This  curriculum,  aligned  with  MCPS  standards,  

provides  the  structure  and  resources  to  teach  language  

objectives  in  the  context  of  the  general  education  cur-­

riculum.  As  a  continuum,  the  curriculum  begins  with  

attention  to  the  oral  competencies  and  language  devel-­

opment  at  the  PreK  level,  and  then  increases  attention  

to  the  listening,  speaking,  reading,  and  writing  skills  of  

various  levels  of  language  learners  across  grades  K–3  

(p.  6,  Marietta  &  Brookover,  2011).  Along  with  attention  

to  home  language  and  English  language  development,  

broader  standards  and  practices  related  to  learning  

(such  as  in  the  content  areas)  and  development  (e.g.,  so-­

aspects  of  DLL  development.  

Strengthen Human Capital in  
Early Childhood Assessment for DLLs

Assessments  used  with  DLLs  must  be  culturally  appro-­

priate;  those  developing,  administering,  and  interpret-­

ing  assessments  should  be  culturally  and  linguistically  

competent  in  relation  to  the  characteristics  of  the  DLL  

population  included  in  the  assessments.  However,  de-­

spite  the  high  proportion  of  DLLs  among  the  nation’s  0  

to  5  year  olds,  there  is  no  strategic  effort  to  prepare,  hire  

and  train  individuals  with  the  linguistic,  cultural  and  

professional  capacity  to  assess  DLLs  in  early  childhood  

programs.  Even  in  local  education  agencies  (LEAs)  

that  operate  PreK  and  Kindergarten  programs,  there  

is  little  coordination  and  targeted  efforts  in  develop-­

ing  the  required  competencies  for  proper  assessment  

of  DLLs.  Too  often,  instructional  personnel  or  others  

not  prepared  to  conduct  and  interpret  assessments  are  

given  responsibilities  for  these  important  tasks.  When  

assessors  are  not  bilingual,  bicultural,  and  knowledge-­

able  about  second  language  acquisition,  the  chances  

of  misinterpreting  assessment  results  and  misusing  

assessments  increase.  

Policy  opportunity.  Local,  state  and  national  policies  

and  programs  must  support  the  development  of  rel-­

evant  competencies  and  skills  in  early  learning  assess-­

ment  personnel  for  the  DLL  population.  The  state  poli-­

cy  in  Illinois  and  the  MCPS  district  policy  both  address  

teacher  preparation  for  working  with  the  DLL  popula-­

tion.  Once  the  policy  in  Illinois  is  fully  implemented,  

PreK  teachers  in  schools  with  DLL  populations  will  be  

language  learners  (Severns,  2012).  In  MCPS,  the  policy  

requires  all  teachers  across  the  district  to  participate  in  

ongoing  professional  development  relate  to  language  

learners  (Mariett  &  Brookover,  2011).  While  atten-­

tion  to  knowledge  and  skills  related  to  teaching  DLLs  

and  second  language  acquisition  should  help  teach-­

ers  to  more  accurately  interpret  assessment  data,  it  is  

-­

tion  to  assessment  competencies.  Policies  that  require  

-­

ticularly  for  DLL  children.  Any  agency  responsible  for  

the  oversight  of  child  care  and  early  childhood  centers  

will  need  to  invest  funds  to  support  such  professional  

Coherence of Assessments 

K–12  public  education  systems  typically  lack  coordi-­

nation  of  the  assessments  for  DLLs  across  their  early  

childhood  programs  and  the  elementary  grades,  and  

lack  coherence  in  standards  for  learning/development  

and  measures  of  instructional  quality.  The  movement  

towards  PreK–3RD  grade  alignment  must  include  as-­

sessment  coherence  throughout  this  continuum  for  both  

the  individual  child  and  the  system  of  learning  experi-­

ences  available  across  settings  and  ages.  

Policy  opportunity.  Future  policies  must  encourage  

coherence  of  assessments,  standards,  and  measures  of  

K–12  public  school  systems  and  ECE  programs.  The  

policy  in  MCPS  offers  an  example  of  shared  assessment  

practices.  Aligned  with  their  district  wide  curriculum  

for  DLLs,  MCPS  developed  their  own  language  assess-­

ments  across  PreK–3RD

http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/cd/re/psfoundations.asp
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grade  language  learners  are  asked  to  “draw  and  label  a  

picture  of  an  animal  and  write  to  describe  the  animal,  

using  a  writing  template  and  other  print  resources”  (p.  

11,  Marietta  &  Brookover,  2011).  Teachers  use  these  

assessments  to  discuss  information  about  students  in  a  

-­

tives  within  the  district  DLL  curriculum.  Additionally,  

teachers  use  these  assessments  to  predict  a  student’s  

these  district  created  language  assessments  alongside  

the  standardized  state  language  assessment  provides  

educational  partners  with  a  broader  view  of  students’  

language  abilities.  

Beyond  the  MCPS  example,  further  opportunities  for  

sharing  assessment  information  between  early  learning  

providers  and  K–12  schools  would  prove  helpful.  The  

Linguistic  Responsiveness  (NCCLR)  is  an  example  of  

a  federal  initiative  that  supports  goals  related  to  inte-­

grated  PreK–3RD  grade  systems.  More  agencies  need  to  

follow  the  lead  of  NCCLR  and  make  resources  available  

to  school  districts  and  early  childhood  programs  to  sup-­

port  coordinating  efforts  to  appropriately  and  accurately  

identify  DLLs  and  support  professional  development,  

software  purchase/re-­design,  data  management  activi-­

ties,  and  valid  assessment  efforts.  

Conclusion

-­

vantages  of  accurate  assessment.  The  current  empirical  

knowledge  base  and  the  legal  and  ethical  standards  are  

DLLs.  Improvements  will  require  commitments  to  criti-­

cally  evaluate  current  assessment  tools  and  procedures,  

develop  new  tools  that  are  psychometrically  reliable  and  

valid  and  to  demonstrate  the  use  of  these  tools  leads  to  

improved  practices  and  outcomes  for  DLLs.  This  effort  

will  require  the  utilization  of  trained  staff  competent  in  

the  design,  administration  and  interpretation  of  linguis-­

tically  appropriate  assessments.  Furthermore,  related  

assessments  of  contextual  conditions  will  be  necessary  if  

current  assessment  strategies,  which  largely  focus  on  the  

individual,  are  to  improve  classroom  instruction,  curricu-­

lum  content,  and  child  outcomes  across  a  population  of  

students  (García  &  Náñez,  2011).  

Implementation  research  suggests  that  assessment  

practices  with  young  DLLs  continue  to  lag  behind  estab-­

lished  legal  requirements  and  ethical  standards  set  forth  

by  APA,  AERA  and  NCME.  In  part,  this  is  because  of  a  

lack  of  available  instruments  normed  on  representative  

samples  of  DLLs,  because  of  inadequate  professional  

development  and  training,  and  partly  because  of  insuf-­

current  practices  in  the  assessment  of  young  DLLs  in  

policy,  and  ethics  is  largely  a  function  of  the  gap  between  

practical  and  optimal  realities.  However,  efforts  are  

underway  to  bridge  these  realities.  Barrueco  and  her  col-­

leagues  have  provided  a  useful  compendium  of  available  

assessment  instruments  commonly  utilized  in  an  appro-­

priate  manner  with  DLLs/ELLs  (Barrueco,  Lopez,  Ong  &  

Lozano,  2012).  In  addition,  the  Center  on  Early  Care  and  

Education  Research—Dual  Language  Learners  (CECER-­

DLL)  is  compiling  a  critical  analysis  of  individual  and  re-­

lated  educational  environment  assessment  tools  relevant  

to  this  population  (CECER-­DLL,  in  press).  

Given  the  large  and  increasing  size  of  the  young  DLL  

assessment  practices,  continued  efforts  towards  improve-­

ment  are  critical.  Potentially,  the  design  and  use  of  KEAs  

is  one  way  to  improve  the  assessments  used  with  DLLs.  

Close  attention  to  the  policies  and  practices  surrounding  

the  development  and  use  of  KEAs  across  states  is  neces-­

sary  if  KEAs  are  to  be  successful  in  identifying  service  

gaps  in  ECE  systems  and  improving  the  PreK–3  instruc-­

tion  for  DLLs.  
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Appendix

Matrix for the Language/Literacy Assessment of Young DLL Children  

Purpose for  
Assessment Types of Measures/Procedures Recommended

Determination    

of    

Language    

Dominance

Language    

Determination  

of    

Language/  

Learning    

Disorder  

Kindergarten  

  

Assessments

Language    

Outcomes
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