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ABSTRACT 

 

 
Villalobos Pavia, Heather May Assigning Assessment Accommodations to English Learners: A 

Phenomenological Study. Doctor of Education dissertation, University of Northern 
Colorado, 2021. 

 

 

The English learner (EL) student population has grown steadily for the past 20 years. 

During this time, the use of standardized assessments has increased as well. Teacher 

understanding of assessment accommodations that best support ELs is low, despite the research 

that shows the unreliability of standardized achievement tests that measure the academic 

achievement of ELs. The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to examine 

how 10 teachers engage in the assessment accommodation selection process. Teachers were 

intentionally selected from intermediate elementary grades where the most native 

(primary/home) language accommodations are available on state assessments. Data were 

collected through surveys, questionnaires, open-ended questions, and interviews. Findings 

describe the experiences of the participants as they navigate the assessment accommodation 

process. Experiences are classified into overarching ideas of accessibility, support, purpose, 

process, and application. Results shed light on how the participants interpret standardized 

assessments, the decision-making process related to accommodation selection for EL students, 

and the impact of assessments on their instructional decisions and teacher evaluation.  
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CHAPTER I 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
 

Approximately 10% of kindergarten through Grade 12 public school students in the 

United States are English learners (ELs) (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 

2020), with estimates that the EL population will account for 25% of K-12 students by 2025 

(DePaoli et al., 2015). These students are eligible to receive specialized English language 

development (ELD) instruction. Under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), each state is 

required to monitor if local education agencies (LEAs) are effective in the implementation of 

their ELD instruction. This measurement of effectiveness includes results from both the English 

language proficiency assessment and state content assessments. The ESSA maintains the 

requirement from the previous No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation (2001) that a state’s 

annual academic assessments must provide for:  

Inclusion of English learners (ELs), who must be assessed in a valid and reliable manner 

and provided appropriate accommodations. This includes, to the extent practicable, 

assessments in the language and form most likely to yield accurate data on what ELs 

know and can do in academic content areas (i.e., mathematics, reading/language arts, and 

science) until students have achieved English language proficiency. (United States 

Department of Education, Sec.1111 2(B)(vii)III 2016).  

Despite the ESSA (2015) requirement that ELs "be assessed in a valid and reliable 

manner and provided appropriate accommodations . . . to the extent practicable, assessments in 
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the language and form most likely to yield accurate data on what ELs know and can do in 

academic content areas" ((f) of §200.6), research suggests that one of the most challenging tasks 

in an EL student's academic life is dealing with the complicated language in content assessments 

(Abedi, 2006; Abedi et al., 2004; Immekus & McGee, 2016). Parent education, socioeconomic 

status, teacher qualifications, and school environment contribute to the persistent achievement 

gap between EL and non-EL students (Gándara & Mordechay, 2017). The single greatest factor 

in the performance gap between EL and non-EL students, as measured by state content 

assessments, is attributed to the linguistic complexity and language demand of the assessments 

(Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Miller, 2018). When the data gathered on student performance through 

assessment results are inaccurate, efforts to monitor LEA effectiveness in their ELD instruction 

will be unsuccessful, thus misguiding EL students' educational opportunities (Escamilla et al., 

2018). 

Statement of the Problem 

The problem that this phenomenological study addressed is the educational system's 

response to meeting the unique needs of ELs, the broad ownership related to the success of ELs, 

and the admonition that these students are to be "fixed" by a small number of language 

development teachers. Under ESSA (2015), schools must demonstrate that their EL students are 

showing academic success ((f) of §200.6). Too often, standardized assessment results are the 

only data point used to measure a student’s or school's success. The practice of using assessment 

results from a standardized test as the main achievement data point creates an environment where 

teachers provide every tool available to support the success of EL students on the assessment.  
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This may mean assigning accommodations for ELs, often without an understanding of the 

accommodation or knowledge of how the student performs with the accommodation (Bailey & 

Carroll, 2015).  

Research has been conducted on a standardized assessment’s ability to accurately 

measure what an EL knows. Consistent findings demonstrate that standardized assessments are 

often invalid and unreliable measures for ELs (Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Abedi et al., 2004; 

Escamilla et al., 2018). Specifically, looking at an item’s ability to measure content 

understanding across subpopulations, Huggins-Manley (2016) found that different constructs are 

being assessed across groups, indicating that an item designed for monolingual English speakers 

does not perform the same for ELs. The most effective accommodation for ELs with emergent 

English language proficiency or who were receiving instruction in Spanish, was a Spanish test 

version as compared to the English test version (Pennock-Román & Rivera, 2011). When ELs 

with primary/home language instruction are not assessed in their primary/home language, their 

access to the assessment as constructed is limited, most likely resulting in test scores that do not 

accurately represent their content knowledge (Lane & Leventhal, 2015). While Lane and 

Leventhal (2015) as well as Kopriva et al. (2007) demonstrated the impact of assessments for EL 

students, there is a gap in the literature with regards to the decision-making process of EL 

teachers who must decide what accommodations to provide EL students on standardized 

assessments. Assignment of accommodations to ELs has been based on anecdotal information, 

and in some cases, it is not clear how the decisions were made (Kopriva et al., 2007).  

When properly assigned, an assessment accommodation improves a student’s access to 

the test without changing the construct of the assessment (National Center for Educational 

Outcomes [NCEO], 2020). However, when the accommodation(s) do not align with the student's 
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educational experiences, the accommodation may not provide the expected access. 

Accommodations selected by the student's educational team, including classroom/content 

teacher, ELD teacher, parent, and student, are the most beneficial to the student (Gottlieb, 2017). 

English learners who receive appropriate accommodations outperform ELs who receive no or 

inappropriate accommodations. Additionally, when ELs receive inappropriate accommodations, 

they perform no better than ELs who receive no accommodations (Kopriva et al., 2007). The 

direct connection to student performance with the appropriate accommodations and the 

documented misunderstanding of how to assign accommodations is a further rationale of the 

need for this research that looks at the overall teacher's experience on administering standardized 

tests and assigning accommodations. More information is needed on the teacher's experience of 

administering the tests and how accommodations are assigned; this research looked at 

standardized assessment accommodation assignment and administration to ELs through the lived 

experiences of the teachers who are administering them and being evaluated with their results. 

Purpose of the Study 

This phenomenological study aimed to learn about the teacher experience of 

administering state tests to EL students with a specific intention of learning what factors 

contribute to which and how EL accommodations are assigned. This study was significant given 

the current population trends; the NCES (2020a) reports that the percentage of public-school 

students who were ELs was higher in fall 2015 (9.5%/4.8 million students) than in fall 2000 

(8.1%/3.8 million students). The percentage of students who were ELs was higher in fall 2015 

than in fall 2010 in 36 states, and the District of Columbia demonstrating that this increase in 

ELs was not only isolated to just a few states or region of the country. Federal mandates are that 

K-12 educational institutions identify students who may qualify for ELD instructional programs 
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and then implement valid and reliable assessment of language proficiency and academic 

achievement once identified.  

More critical than federal policies are the actual student educational experiences and 

outcomes at the LEA and, ultimately, individual student level. I looked at teachers to learn how 

teachers experience administering the assessment and the decision-making process of which 

assessment accommodation is most likely properly supporting the student, allowing the 

assessment to yield accurate data. The study looked at different teachers' selection of the 

accommodations for student use on the assessment. It examined the teachers' holistic experience 

working with the student to identify factors that impact their decision to assign a specific 

accommodation. I focused specifically on teachers who work within ELD programs that utilize 

primary/home language instruction. Participants in the study were public school teachers in the 

United States mountain west who work with EL students in Grades 3-5 who are in ELD 

programs that utilize primary/home language. 

Research Questions 

Q1 How do teachers make meaning of standardized assessments and what are their 
experiences in administering state standardized assessments to EL students? 

 

Q2 How do teachers make decisions about standardized assessment accommodation(s) 
assigned to students for testing and why do they make those decisions?  

 
Q3 What are teachers’ perceptions of the impact that standardized tests have on  their 

instructional decisions and annual teacher evaluation? 
 
This study's significance was to learn how teachers approach accommodation selection 

for students in their ELD program, determine the factors that contribute to accommodation 

selection, and determine what influences perceptions about assessments and accommodations. 

Understanding what guides teachers in the assessment accommodation decision they make for 
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their students enables district assessment leadership and state policymakers to  develop resources 

and train teachers more effectively.   

Significance of the Study 

An EL student's experiences with complex academic English, specifically during a 

standardized assessment setting, is one of the most challenging academic experiences in their 

academic career (Abedi et al., 2004; Immekus & McGee, 2016). Thus, when teachers and 

administrators understand the educational factors that contribute to the appropriate selection of 

linguistic accommodations designed to improve students' access to the content, they have a 

greater opportunity to demonstrate their content knowledge (Carroll & Bailey, 2016). A 

considerable amount of research has been conducted on a standardized assessment’s ability to 

accurately measure what an EL knows in the assessed content (Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Abedi et 

al., 2004; Escamilla et al., 2018). Findings consistently state that content-based standardized 

assessments in their original design are invalid and unreliable measures because EL students do 

not have the language to meet the embedded language demands of content assessments (Lane & 

Leventhal, 2015). In general, the complex English language demands that accompanying 

assessment items in subjects outside of language arts, such as math, science, and social studies 

are often not accurate measures of an EL student’s content knowledge because of the language  

difference.  

Research conducted by Kopriva et al. (2007) found that ELs who received appropriate 

accommodations outperformed ELs who received no accommodations or inappropriate 

accommodations. English learners who receive accommodations that do not align with their 

needs performed no better than ELs who did not receive accommodations. The direct connection 

to student performance with the appropriate accommodations and the documented 
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misunderstanding of how to assign accommodations was a further rationale for the need for this 

research that looked at how accommodations are assigned. 

This study's findings can inform educators, policymakers, and parents on the selection of 

assessment accommodations for ELs, allowing students the best access to the academic language 

in the assessment. Providing students with the appropriate accommodations for assessments will 

reduce the ambiguity of assessment results, providing more reliable data for instructional 

decision making. These findings can allow for reflection of the impact on local assessment 

policies and ELD programs as they relate to accommodation decisions and the alignment 

between ELD and content instruction. 

Theoretical Foundation 

Language critical theory (LangCrit), as introduced by Alison Crump (2014), was the 

primary lens of this study. LangCrit theory allows researchers to challenge education practices 

and theory through a blend of critical race theory (CRT) and LatCrit with an additional focus on 

language. LangCrit is also influenced by critical language-policy (CLP) rooted in CRT and 

evaluates implications of language policies on speakers of minority languages. LangCrit allows 

the researcher to evaluate education theory, policy, and practices for linguism in addition to 

racism. The junction of race and language are dynamic social constructions, but institutional 

stories where language and race are countable and fixed are at the forefront (Crump, 2014). 

Based on this established idea, LangCrit examines race and language as “a full spectrum of 

identity possibilities–imposed, assumed, and negotiated” (Crump, 2014, p. 209). The study used 

LangCrit to interpret and tell teachers' experiences as they connect to the Latino(a) EL students 

they teach.  
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Methodology 

This qualitative phenomenological study aligned with LangCrit gathered experiences of 

teachers who work in public elementary schools located in the mountain west region of the 

United States. Email outreach on snowball sampling was used to connect with teachers who 

work with language learners who are in Grades 3–5 and receive primary/home language 

instruction. The 10 participants were selected based on interest and eligibility established 

through the questionnaire. Semi-structured interviews using open-ended questions were used to 

gather information from those in the study.   

The study intended to represent teachers' perceptions and experiences as they administer 

standardized assessments with accommodations to the EL students they teach. An additional goal 

within the phenomenological design was to make sense of the phenomena within constructed 

realities (Webb & Welsh, 2019). Data collection, transcription, coding, and analysis followed the 

recommended phenomenological guidelines as described by qualitative study experts (Creswell, 

2013; Moustakas, 1994; Saldaña, 2016; Smith et al., 2009). A qualitative phenomenological 

study is advantageous for gathering individual teachers' experiences as they share about their 

involvement with the standardized assessment process with their EL students. This research 

method and design allowed for the contribution of the fields of standardized assessment 

development (manuals and accommodations guides) and education (accommodation selection) 

about teacher understanding of standardized assessments, accommodations, and perceptions of 

their impact on student achievement. 
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Definition of Terms 

For the purpose of this study, the following definitions are used.  

Accommodation. An assessment accommodation is a change made to assessment 

presentation, assessment response, or testing condition/environment that allows the qualifying 

student to better demonstrate their knowledge and skills without affecting the reliability or 

validity of the assessment (Colorado Department of Education, 2020a; Great Schools 

Partnership, 2013). Accommodations are categorized as presentation accommodation, response 

accommodation, or administrative accommodation.  

Critical language-policy (CLP). Critical language policy is rooted in critical theory and 

seeks to understand the implications of language policies on speakers of minority languages 

(Tollefson, 2006).  

Critical race theory (CRT). Critical race theory is rooted in critical theory and seeks to 

understand and change the life experiences of groups that have been historically marginalized 

based on race (Chadderton, 2013; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). 

Critical theory. Critical theory relates to research that critiques traditional mainstream 

approaches with an intent to create social change. Specifically, it focuses on inequalities that are 

largely invisible due to ideological practices that make the inequality seem like an organic 

condition of the social system (Crotty, 1998; How, 2003).  

English learner (EL). An English learner is an individual who, due to any of the reasons 

listed below, has sufficient difficulty speaking, reading, writing, or understanding the English 

language and as a result, is be denied the opportunity to learn successfully in classrooms where 

the language of instruction is English or to participate fully in the broader U.S. society. Such an 

individual: (a) was not born in the United States or has a primary or home language other than 
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English; (b) comes from environments where a language other than English is dominant; or (c) is 

an American Indian or Alaska Native and comes from environments where a language other than 

English has had a significant impact on the individual's level of English language proficiency 

(NCES, 2020b).   

Language critical theory (LangCrit). A branch of CRT blends issues of CRT, LatCrit, 

and linguicism, defining linguicism as discrimination based on a person's native or primary/home 

language, language proficiency, or accent. LangCrit seeks to understand and change the life 

experiences of groups who have been marginalized based on language (Crump, 2014). 

Latina/Latino critical theory (LatCrit). LatCrit is rooted in CRT and seeks to 

understand and change the life experiences of Latinas/Latinos (Gonzalez & Morrison, 2016; 

Valdes, 2000).  

Summary 

As the EL student population continues to grow and the use of standardized assessment 

data ever-expands (Blaise, 2018), there is a need for teachers working directly with and for these 

students to tell their stories. The story of teaching in an assessment-influenced world and the 

process of selecting assessment accommodations and administering assessments with 

accommodations needs to be heard and told. To that end, research has identified that 

standardized assessments as created do not accurately measure an EL student’s academic 

performance, and teachers have a misunderstanding of assessment and accommodation 

alignment (Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Butvilofsky et al., 2020; Pennock-Román & Rivera, 2011). 

This phenomenological study aimed to identify how teachers who work with EL students define, 

perceive, and experience selecting assessment accommodations, administering the assessment, 

and teaching as impacted by assessments. The study design was chosen to offer EL advocates a 
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greater understanding of the resources needed to select effective assessment accommodations for 

EL students and learn about the perceived impacts assessment accommodations and assessments 

have on instructional practices.   

  



12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER II 

 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 
 

English learner students are the fastest-growing population in U.S schools; this trend has 

been consistent for the past 20 years (NCES, 2020a). The educators and policymakers within the 

school system continue to struggle with educational practices and policies that support successful 

academic outcomes of these students (Leavitt & Hess, 2019). Specifically, the accountability 

system becomes confounded when using assessment results to evaluate the academic progress 

EL students are making. For instance, ELD educational settings may use modified curriculum, 

various instructional accommodations, and simplified language and, as a result, there may be 

instances where instruction does not match the expectations set by the standards and measured 

by the assessment. Accommodations allowed on standardized assessments may reduce the 

linguistic load of the assessment and permit the testing experience to align with the student's 

instructional experiences; the ability of the assessment to accurately measure a student's content 

achievement is still questionable. The purpose of this study was to learn about the teacher 

experience of administering state tests to EL students with a specific intention of learning what 

factors contribute to which and how EL accommodations are assigned. This review of the 

literature will discuss the identification of ELs, laws related to ELs, language development 

programs, complications of testing ELs with standardized tests, assessment accommodations, 

and educational practices for ELs.  
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Identification of English Learners 

The assessment experience of an EL begins upon enrollment in school. All 

parents/guardians are provided with a Home Language Survey (HLS) when first enrolling their 

child into a U.S. school. The Office for Civil Rights (OCR) suggested that the HLS contain, at a 

minimum, the following three questions:  

1. Is a language other than English used in the home?  

2. Was the student’s first language other than English?  

3. Does the student speak a language other than English?  

If, on the HLS, there is an indication of a primary or home language other than English, 

the student is identified as a possible EL and is administered an English language proficiency 

(ELP) screening assessment. Depending on the results of that assessment along with a school 

collected BOE, the student is then designated as either EL or not EL. As an EL, the student 

participates in both the ELP assessment (until redesignated as fully English proficient) and 

corresponding grade-level standards-based academic achievement tests with EL accommodations 

(ESSA, 2015). 

One of the most critical factors related to ELs and assessment is the correct initial 

determination of EL eligibility. If the student is misidentified, they may not be placed in the 

instructional setting that best meets their needs (U.S. Office of Education [USDOE], 2016). 

Federal law requires schools to screen new-to-district students for EL services within the first 30 

days of school or within two weeks after the start of the school year (Title I Part A, Sec. 1112 

(d)(3)(A)). Issues may arise during the identification process, such as parents or guardians may 

not provide accurate information on the HLS. Possible reasons for this may be that they do not 

understand the questions on the HLS, lack understanding of its purpose to provide services, or 
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fear being identified as an immigrant. Additionally, they might provide inaccurate information 

intentionally to prevent their child from being perceived as different, "hard to teach," or the 

family had a previous negative experience with ELD services (Abedi, 2008; Bailey & Kelly, 

2013). Further issues in identification for EL students that lie within the school system may be 

that administrators or scorers of the screening assessment may not be experts in language 

development and overall teacher attitude about ELs (Harrison & Lakin, 2018). Once students are 

identified as ELs and participate in the annual measure of ELP, students must be redesignated or 

kept in a program appropriately. 

Federal law allows each state to set its own eligibility criteria. In the state where the study 

took place, a baseline for eligibility is set by that state’s Department of Education's Office of 

Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Education (CLDE). The CLDE office worked with EL 

stakeholders throughout the state, analyzed data with the department's Data and Accountability 

Unit, and talked with other state education agency representatives who are also members of the 

WIDA consortia. The state-approved screening assessments (Colorado School Law 22-24-104) 

are WIDA's W-APT for kindergarten and first semester first-graders and the WIDA Screener for 

first grade second semester through 12 th grade. The state is unique with its EL identification in 

that within the EL label, there are several categories designed for more specificity of the level of 

English proficiency. English learner students in the state may be identified as NEP (non-English 

proficient), LEP (limited English proficient), or FEP (fully English proficient). For instructional 

purposes, FEP students are still considered ELs because the state provides funding for the 

monitoring of FEP student progress for two years. For federal assessment accountability 

purposes, only NEP and LEP students are counted as ELs. Moving forward in this paper, 

references to EL students will only refer to NEP and LEP students. The tables below outline the 
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assessment used and cut scores for eligibility; Table 1 describes the process when using the W-

APT assessment, and Table 2 describes the process when using the WIDA Screener assessment.  

Table 1 

English Language Program Eligibility Criteria, Kindergarten and First-Semester First Grade 

Students 
 

Kindergarten: 

First Semester 
Speaking and 

Listening 

Kindergarten: 

Second Semester Speaking, 
Listening, Reading, and 

Writing 

 

First Grade: 
W-APT for Semester 1 

   

Scores from the 
administration of 
only oral domains 

(listening and 
speaking) of 
kindergarten W-
APT 

• NEP: 0-21 
(total raw score 
of the two 

domains)  

• LEP: 22-28 
(total raw score 
of the two 

domains) 

Scores from the 
administration of all four 
domains of the 

kindergarten W-APT 

• NEP: 0-28 (total raw 
score of the four 

domains)  

• LEP: 29-59 (total raw 
score of the four 
domains) OR not 

meeting the minimum 
required score in any 
domains: Oral 
(speaking/ listening) < 

29; Reading < 14; 
Writing < 17 

Scores from the administration of 
all four domains of the 
kindergarten W-APT (speaking, 

reading, writing, listening) 

• NEP: 0-28 (total raw score 
of the four domains)  

• LEP: 29-59 (total raw score 
of the four domains) OR not 
meeting the minimum 
required score in any 

domains: Oral (Speaking/ 
Listening) < 29; Reading < 
14; Writing < 17 

Note. Adapted from “Identification Procedures,” Colorado Department of Education, 2020c.  
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Table 2 

English Language Program Eligibility Criteria, Second-Semester First Grade Students and Any-

Semester Second Grade-Twelfth Grade Students 
 

 

Grade 1: Second Semester 

 

Grades 2-12 

Scores from the administration of  WIDA 
Screener Grade 1 

• NEP: 1.0-2.4 (overall) 

• LEP: 2.5-3.9 (overall)  

Scores from the administration of WIDA Screener 
(corresponding grade) 

• NEP: 1.0-2.4 (overall) 

• LEP: 2.5-3.9 (overall)  
Note. Adapted from “Identification Procedures,” Colorado Department of Education, 2020c.  

The conversation on the appropriate identification of ELs is relevant when discussing the 

assignment of accommodations for standardized assessments. If there are errors on EL 

identification when standardized assessment results are reported, the students in that subgroup 

are not accurately representing the performance of that population, thus further muddying the 

water when discussing the reliability and validity of the assessment.  

Laws Related to English Learners 

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits discrimination based on race, color, or national 

origin in federally funded programs. Students may not be excluded from any program or activity 

receiving federal financial assistance. In 1968, the Bilingual Education Act (BEA) was 

introduced through the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). The BEA was Title 

VII of ESEA. Title VII was the first federal recognition that EL students have special educational 

needs and that in the interest of equitable opportunities, bilingual programs that address those 

needs should be federally funded. The Office for Civil Rights Memorandum (Department of 

Health, Education, and Welfare, 1970) required school districts to take affirmative steps to 

rectify language gaps. It prohibits assigning students to special education classes based on 

English language skills and required parent notification of school activities in a language they 
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could understand. Additionally, it forbids specialized programs for ELs to operate as an 

educational dead-end or permanent track.  

It was not until the 1974 Lau v. Nichols court case that the BEA was given imputes and 

language of instruction, and instructional resources were part of discrimination along with 

race, color, and national origin. The Equal Educational Opportunities Act (EEOA) of 1974 

placed the Lau decision into law. Section 1703(f) of the act declared:  

No state shall deny educational opportunities to an individual on account of his or her 

race, color, sex, or national origin by . . . (f) the failure of an educational agency to take 

appropriate action to overcome language barriers that impede equal participation by its 

students in its instructional programs (Pub. L. 93–380, title II, §204, Aug. 21, 1974, 88 

Stat. 515). 

The clarification of the BEA and the EEOA of 1974 was referred to as the “Lau Remedies.” 

The remedies provided clarification on how to identify and evaluate children with limited-

English skills, what instructional approaches would be appropriate when children were ready 

for mainstream classrooms, and what professional standards teachers should meet, as well as 

their identification, placement, and appropriate instruction. In Castañeda v. Pickard (1981), the 

Castañeda standard mandates that programs for language-minority students must be:  

1. Based on a sound educational theory 

2. Implemented effectively with sufficient resources and personnel 

3. Evaluated to determine whether they are effective in helping students overcome 

language barriers  

Plyler v. Doe (1982) holds that states cannot constitutionally deny students a free public 

education because of their immigration status. The Supreme Court found that any resources 
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which might be saved from excluding undocumented children from public schools were far 

outweighed by the harms imposed on society at large from denying them an education.  

In the 1980s, there was a resurgence of English-only and English-focused legislations 

where states passed English as the official language laws (Liu et al., 2014). Currently, there are 

31 states with English as the official language (however, Alaska, Hawaii, and South Dakota 

have more than one official language, with English being one of them.) Apart from Illinois and 

Nebraska, all official language laws were passed since the 1970s (Liu et al., 2014). In the late 

1990s, English-only rhetoric and thinking focused on education. In 1998, California passed 

Proposition 227, which required public schools in California to teach EL students in special 

(ELD) classes that are mostly in English ([California] Legislative Analyst's Office, 1998). In 

most cases, this requirement led to the elimination of bilingual classes. It also shortened the 

length of time that most EL students stayed in ELD. Moreover, it eliminated most programs 

that provided multi-year ELD instruction, moving students from ELD instruction within a year. 

Arizona followed California, passing Proposition 203 in 2000. Proposition 203 repealed the 

existing bilingual education laws and required that all classes be taught in English, except that 

students who are ELs would be taught through sheltered English immersion programs that 

should not exceed one year (Arizona Secretary of the State, 2000). In 2002 Massachusetts 

passed Question 2 (Secretary of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2002). The law was 

designed to require that, with limited exceptions, "all public-school children must be taught 

English by being taught all subjects in English and being placed in English language 

classrooms" (Secretary of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2002). At the federal level, in 

2002, through NCLB, the BEA was renamed the English Language Acquisition, Language 
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Enhancement, and Academic Achievement Act signifying the shift in education philosophy 

and expected approach to ELD. 

In Colorado, the Colorado English Language Education Initiative (Initiative 31) was 

defeated in the 2002 election. Initiative 31 would have required that all public -school students 

be taught in English unless they were exempted under the proposal. Initiative 31 would have 

allowed waivers for some students to receive bilingual education, but explicitly stated that the 

waivers should be "very difficult to obtain because the school can grant them only in very 

restrictive circumstances and can deny them for any reason or no reason thereby reducing the 

likelihood that bilingual education will be used" (Colorado General Assembly, 2002).  

In 2016, through Proposition 58, California voters repealed 1998's Proposition 227, 

allowing non-English languages to be used in public educational instruction (California 

Secretary of State, 2016). In November 2017, the Massachusetts House of Representatives 

passed House Bill 4032 (HB 4032), which was designed to amend and repeal provisions of 

Question 2. House Bill 4032 allows school districts to use different programs, including 

sheltered English immersion, transitional bilingual education, dual-language education, or 

other methods in compliance with federal and state laws to teach English.  

Given the history language legislation along with the struggled attempts of creating 

equitable educational opportunities for students, it is essential that we understand the 

implementation and use of assessment accommodations. Standardized assessment results are 

used to guide program design decisions, funding allocations, staffing, and student placement 

into instructional programs. We need to know that the practices in place related to 

accommodation and assessment are valid and reliable as much as the assessment itself.  

 

 

http://www.leg.state.co.us/lcs/ballothistory.nsf/835d2ada8de735e787256ffe0074333d/df89a72e69a8e1b787256ffd006a49cc?OpenDocument
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English Language Development Programs 

 

English language development programs are referred to as language of instruction 

programs. There are many approaches to teaching ELs. Reporting of and types of ELD programs 

vary from state to state. Additionally, in states with legal mandates for English-only instruction, 

ELD programming would not include the use of a language other than English. The WIDA 

consortia tries to collect ELD programming from its member states, but missing data rates are a 

notable problem. In addition to the high rates of missing data, they caution about the 

comparability of the data across states (Grant et al., 2017), stating that they are unsure if the data 

provider understands the different programs and what constitutes as a program under one name 

may not be the same in another state. The ELD program options in the WIDA ACCESS for 

ELLs data file are shown in Table 3.  
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Table 3 

Language Instruction Education Programs (LIEP) 

 

LIEP Classification Definition 

  
EL bilingual Students gain proficiency in both their native language and English, 

with at least some instruction provided in the native language. Class 
composition: ELLs who share a native language. 

 
Mixed bilingual 

 
Approximately equal focus on English and another language, including 

content instruction in the non-English language. Class composition: 
ELLs and non-ELLs share a classroom. 

 
EL-specific 

transitional 
instruction 

 
The student’s native language is used to support English proficiency 

acquisition, but native language proficiency is not a program goal. 
Class composition: ELLs only. 

 
EL-specific with 

English-only 
support 

 
English proficiency and content are the focus of instruction. The 

student’s native language is not used in instruction or as support. 
Class composition: ELLs only. 

 
Mixed Classes with 

English-only 
Support 

 
English proficiency and content are the focus of instruction. The 

student’s native language is not used in instruction or as support. 
Support is provided either inside or outside of the regular classroom. 

Class composition: ELLs and non-ELLs share a classroom. 
 
No support 

provided 

 
ELLs receive instruction in a mainstream classroom and have no contact 

with an ESL or bilingual-certified teacher. 

 
Parental refusal of 

services 

 
The student’s parent or guardian has opted to refuse language education 

services. 
 

Note. Adapted from “WIDA Test Administrator Manual,” (2019) WIDA at the Wisconsin 
Center for Educational Research  
 

The state in which this study took place does not mandate which approach or ELD 

program needs to be used. Giving local control to the LEA to select a program that best 

meets/aligns with the needs and resources of their local community can result in different ELD 

programs (also referred to as LIEP) across a district and within the same school. Programs, as 

identified by the state department of education's CLDE office, are listed here. 
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• English as a Second Language (ESL) or English Language Development (ELD): 

Program of techniques, methodology, and special curriculum designed to teach ELs 

explicitly about the English language, including the academic vocabulary needed to 

access content instruction and to develop their English language proficiency in all 

four language domains (i.e., speaking, listening, reading, and writing). 

• Dual Language or Two-way Immersion: Bilingual program promoting students to 

develop and maintain language proficiency in two languages by receiving instruction 

in English and another language in a classroom that is usually comprised of half 

primary-English speakers and half primary speakers of the other language. 

• Transitional Bilingual Education (TBE) or Early-Exit Bilingual Education: Program 

that maintains and develops skills in the primary language while introducing, 

maintaining, and developing skills in English. The primary purpose of a TBE 

program is to facilitate the ELs’ transition to an all-English instructional program, 

while the students receive academic subject instruction in the primary language to the 

extent necessary. 

• Content Classes with integrated ESL Support: Program designed for ELs to learn 

content and develop English language skills simultaneously in one class. Instruction 

in language is not separate from the learning of content. As students learn new 

concepts and skills (for example, in mathematics or history), they learn the language 

for that content area. 

• Newcomer Programs: Program designed specifically for students with low levels of 

English proficiency and new to the U.S. The goal is to accelerate their acquisition of 

English language skills and to orient them to the U.S. and its schools. 
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• Parent Choice: A parent demonstrates their right to refuse language development 

services for their child.  

The combination of student language proficiency, community make-up, and local political 

systems necessitate the need for various ELD programs (Murphy et al., 2016).   

Testing English Learners with Standardized Tests 

 The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 updated the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act (ESEA) of 1965 (U.S. Department of Education, 2016) and started a new chapter of the 

educational accountability system. The foundation of NCLB is seen in today's ESSA. The ESSA 

maintains the requirement that states administer annual standards-based assessments in language 

arts and mathematics in Grades 3-8 and once in high school, as well as assessments once in each 

grade span (elementary, middle, and high) in science for all students and an annual ELP 

assessment for EL students grades k-12. States must offer appropriate assessment 

accommodations for ELs and children with disabilities and, to the extent practicable, must 

develop assessments using the principles of universal design for learning, which intentionally 

reduce barriers and improve flexibility for student engagement with the assessment.  This section 

will discuss the nature of standardized assessments, complications related to assessing EL 

students, testing bias, and validity and reliability.  

Nature of Standardized  

Tests 

The nature of standardized tests removes the test from the natural educational setting and 

tendencies of teachers. A standardized test requires that all test takers answer the same questions 

or a selection of questions (from a bank of similar questions), that all test takers experience the 

same testing conditions, and that the test is scored in a standard/consistent manner by a trained 

scorer who does not know the student or school setting. A standardized test is developed by 
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people with specialized knowledge and training in test construction (content experts and 

psychometricians); they generally go through a significant test development cycle to ensure that 

they meet standardized assessment criteria (Colorado Department of Education & Mund, 2020). 

The assumption is that they are valid, reliable, and fair, and results can be compared across 

student populations from various school districts (Solórzano, 2008). These assumptions are 

challengeable when used with ELs. In particular, standardized tests results are not as dependable 

when students differ from the norming group are tested (Huggins-Manley, 2016; Solórzano, 

2008). Additionally, standardized tests are secure material available only for administration 

during a set testing window established by the state department of education (Howard et al., 

2017). Many teachers administer self-developed assessments, assessments provided through 

curricular materials, or interim assessments purchased by the LEA. The LEA-purchased 

assessments may seem standardized, but often lack the security of state standardized assessments 

and standardized testing conditions. Assessments administered throughout the year are an 

assessment of learning designed to allow the teacher to make real-time instructional decisions for 

each student. State standardized assessments are administered once annually and are designed to 

provide a large-scale view of school and program performance. 

Complications in Testing  

English Learners 

Even though state standardized assessments are developed with principles of universal 

design for learning, there are complications related to the assessment's ability to accurately 

capture an EL student's achievement; there is a construct-irrelevant variance, sometimes referred 

to as language use. The variant in achievement between an EL and non-EL is caused by a factor 

that is not related to the construct that the assessment is designed to measure (De Backer et al., 

2017). In other words, when the linguistic complexity interferes with a student's ability to 
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demonstrate their knowledge, a validity concern is legitimate (Wolf et al., 2008; Wolf & Leon, 

2009). When the assessment is designed for the mainstream population, there can be issues of the 

assessment being out of reach for EL students; and the assessment does not accurately portray 

the student’s academic ability (Acosta et al., 2019). The disconnect unrelated to the assessed 

content standards may be due to expected knowledge learned through lived experiences that may 

be exclusive to certain groups (e.g., cultural, language, geographic, or economic) that the content 

standards experts and assessment developers may not be aware of (Kruse, 2016; Solano-Flores & 

Trumbull, 2003). Solórzano (2008) identified three issues concerning ELs and standardized 

assessments: (1) evaluating content knowledge via academic achievement tests, (2) defining 

English language competency levels vis-à-vis language proficiency tests, and (3) investigating 

test fairness and opportunity to learn. 

Research related to standardized achievement tests and their ability to measure the 

academic achievement of ELs is provided here. It is important to note that standardized tests in 

general are normed to monolingual English students (Yang, 2020) and that tests written in 

English constitute the testing of English which is a construct bias (Fairbairn, 2007). In an effort 

to measure how language-dependent an assessment is, Pennock-Román (2002) conducted a study 

in which students took an English proficiency assessment, a content assessment in their 

primary/home language (Spanish), and an equivalent content assessment in their second 

language (English). The content assessments provided subtest scores in Psychology, Biology, 

and Analytical Reasoning. The variance in scores (Psychology, 18%; Biology, 17%; and 

Analytical Reasoning, 16%) was considered construct irrelevant and related to language 

proficiency. Abedi et al. (1997) examined the interaction between item length and language 

spoken at home on item mean score the 1990 NAEP eighth-grade math test. Item length was 



26 

 

measured as number of lines in the stem and answer choices (short item: one-line; long item: two 

or more lines). They found that both long and short items were more difficult for students who 

were ELs than those who were never ELs. Additional work questioned the efficacy of large-scale 

assessments designed for monolingual English-speaking students (Butvilofsky et al., 2020), 

stating the limitations of English only/English designed assessments too often confuse bilingual 

learners as struggling readers. They also say that for bilingual students, a biliterate writing 

assessment allows the student to demonstrate proficiencies that an English assessment cannot. 

Further studies through the mathematical lens presented students with a state 

mathematics assessment in English or with English text and the questions presented orally in the 

primary/home language (Spanish or Arabic). They found that the assessment with the 

primary/home language supports led to higher scores (Sireci & Wells, 2010). Concerns about 

accurate accommodation assignments and the teacher's decision-making process are legitimate. 

The research found that teachers could not assign accommodations more effectively than when a 

random set of accommodations is generated, even when explicit assignment criteria  are provided 

(Koran et al., 2006). Teachers of ELs, both content teachers and EL specialists, have a hard time 

identifying accommodations for the different levels of English proficiency and lump ELs into 

one homogenous group (Douglas, 2004). English learners, by definition, have not mastered 

English at a level to perform in mainstream classroom without supports; consequently, the 

linguistic demands of assessment will compromise their performance on content assessments 

(Martiniello, 2009).  
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Testing Bias 

Testing bias is also thought of as test fairness. Testing bias is the concern that tests, 

specifically large-scale standardized ones, do not allow students who are cultural minorities to 

demonstrate their knowledge or achieve at the same level of their mainstream peers. Tests are 

usually reviewed for bias by committees with representative members or through psychometric 

analysis of how an item performs for subgroups (Fairbairn & Fox, 2009). Biases could be related 

to socioeconomic, linguistic, or cultural (race, ethnicity, or religion) differences (Trundt et al., 

2018). There are three commons ways in which assessment can be biased: construct bias, content 

bias, and predictive bias (Sackett et al., 2009).  

Construct bias is a bias on what the test is measuring. For example, a test intended to 

measure mathematical achievement that is administered in English to a student who is not yet 

proficient in English has a language construct bias that will interfere with measuring math 

achievement. There is most likely a construct bias because while the assessment is supposed to 

be measuring math skills, it measures a student's ability to solve English math problems. 

Generally, assessments given in English have a construct bias of language that undermines the 

validity of a standardized assessment for EL students (Fairbairn & Fox, 2009; Solano-Flores & 

Trumbull, 2003).   

Content bias is when specific questions are more difficult for one set of test-takers than 

another based on a skill/content that is not being measured. When test item scenarios assume that 

all students have been exposed to the same concepts and vocabulary or have had similar life 

experiences, content bias may occur (Newkirk-Turner & Johnson, 2018). For example, if a 

question asks a student to calculate the distance at which a kayaker travels in a certain amount of 
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time requiring knowledge of kayaking and nautical vocabulary in contrast to asking a student to 

calculate the same time/distance question for a rummer, a content bias will most likely occur.  

Predictive bias is the third most common type of test bias. Many tests are used to predict 

how a student will perform in the future. If a test does not as accurately predict future 

performance for minority, low-income, or EL students as it does for middle- and higher-income 

White students and monolingual English-speaking students, it has predictive bias. This becomes 

problematic when results are used as a criterion for special programs or education tracks (gifted, 

STEM [science, technology, engineering, and math], or AP [advanced placement classes]) and 

ultimately college admission, the assessment is biased for some populations (Sackett et al., 

2009). Ultimately, it can be argued that predictive bias exists because an assessment had a 

construct bias (language) and content bias that prevented a student from being able to 

demonstrate their full academic abilities (Alt et al., 2014; Newkirk-Turner & Johnson, 2018). 

Validity and Reliability 

The three most common test biases are also the measures of validity; we need content 

validity, predictive validity, and construct validity. The development, administration, and scoring 

of a standardized assessment are all intended to produce results that are valid and reliable 

(Chalhoub-Deville, 2016; Suskie, 2000). When a test is valid, it means that the assessment 

allowed students to demonstrate their knowledge of the content without external factors coming 

into play. The assessment measures what the student knows, not who they are. When the 

assessment is valid, the inferences we draw about the test-taker based on their results are true. 

Their achievement on the content is not impacted by assessment construct, and the content of the 

assessment is not externally allowing for predictive validity. For an assessment to be reliable, 

test-takers consistently respond to test items in the same way. The standard error of measurement 
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is small, predicting that the student would perform nearly the same with like conten t and 

question design on a subsequent day (Colorado Department of Education, 2018; WIDA, 2018). 

Standardized assessments have a long history of being perceived as legitimate scientific 

tools to measure learning (Wang et al., 2006). Moreover, a policy of testing all students, despite 

their ability, may be aimed at providing equity in terms of keeping students included 

instructionally, but that policy conflicts with an assessment’s claim of providing valid and 

reliable results that program evaluation and instructional inferences can be made based on the 

results (Kornhaber, 2004). An assessment can be valid and reliable for the mainstream 

population, but not be reliable for EL or special education students. Assessment accommodations 

are supposed to increase the reliability of assessment results for ELs, but when misaligned 

accommodations are provided, results continue to be invalid measures of academic achievement 

for ELs (Solano-Flores, 2006). For Els, the tests often pose significant reading challenges that 

interfere with the measuring of content knowledge, making test scores invalid indicators of 

content knowledge or achievement (Butler & Stevens, 2001).  

Assessment Accommodations 

Accommodations for standardized assessments are designed to provide all students with 

equitable access to the assessment, placing all students on the same starting line  (National Center 

on Educational Outcomes, 2020). Accommodations are afforded to students who are identified as 

having a specific need to provide them with an equitable testing experience. Accommodations 

available on standardized assessments can be related to presentation (how the assessment is 

presented), response (how the student responds), or administrative consideration (something in 

the administrative environment is different than the standardized setting). An appropriate 

accommodation would not benefit students who do not need the accommodation but does give 
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access to those who do. Students qualify for accommodations if they are students with individual 

education plans (IEPs) or a 504 plan or who are ELs. Individual education plans are part of the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA); to be eligible for an IEP, a student must 

have a condition that falls under one of the 13 disability categories that IDEA covers (IDEA, 

2004). As a result of that condition, they need special education services to make academic 

progress. A 504 plan is provided through Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. Section 

504 is an anti-discrimination, civil rights statute that prohibits disability-based discrimination and 

requires the needs of students with disabilities to be met as adequately as the needs of the non -

disabled students are met. Students who are placed on an EL plan through ESSA (§1112(e) 

3116(b)) are provided with assessment accommodations; ESSA requires that recipients of Title I 

and Title III funds identify assessment accommodations for EL students to use on standardized 

testing. 

Types of Accommodations 

Accommodations on standardized tests are designed to make the assessment accessible to 

the student receiving the accommodation; they are not designed to provide an advantage. 

Accommodations are categorized into three categories: presentation, response, and 

administrative. Presentation relates to how the assessment is presented to the student; 

presentation changes the way the student receives the assessment. Response relates to allowable 

student responses forms, and administrative is related to the setting or a logistic related to the 

assessment.  

Presentation Accommodations 

For the purpose of the research, two presentation accommodations will be discussed. The 

two presentation accommodations for EL students are auditory presentation and native 
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(primary/home) language presentation. (Please note that a presentation accommodation such as 

large print, while a presentation accommodation, is not discussed here because that relates to 

visual access and would be listed in an IEP or 504 and is not a linguistic support.) 

Auditory Presentation. An auditory presentation accommodation is available for 

students who have a documented need requiring support for reading, print, or focus/attention. 

Students may qualify for this accommodation based on an IEP, 504 plan, or EL status. Auditory 

presentation may be provided through a computer’s text-to-speech feature or through a human 

reading aloud to the student. The auditory presentation language matches the text language of the 

assessment. An auditory presentation of a reading test violates the construct of the test design, 

whereas with other content subjects, it may provide access to a student whose listening is more 

proficient than their reading. However, this accommodation does not provide statistically 

significant results. Castellon-Wellington (2000) summarized that this accommodation does not 

work because the students are not familiar with the vocabulary used in the test items; thus, any 

improvement is not noticeable.  

Native (Primary/Home) Language Presentation. A primary/home language 

accommodation is available for students who have demonstrated that they are more able to show 

their content achievement when the assessment is presented in their primary/home language 

other than the original language of the test. Language presentation of the assessment does not 

determine the student’s response language, the student response can be in their primary/home 

language or English. However, in the state where they study took place on the Grade 3 and 4 

Spanish language arts assessment, only Spanish responses are scored. (For purposes of this 

study, the assumption is made that assessments are developed in English , unless otherwise 

noted.) Students may qualify for this accommodation based on EL status. Primary/home 
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language accommodations are not automatically the great equalizer. Research has found that, in 

addition to their knowledge of the content area assessed, ELs have different sets of strengths and 

weaknesses in English and in their primary/home language, and in addition to their intrinsic 

cognitive demands, test items posed different sets of linguistic challenges (Solano-Flores, 2006). 

Response Accommodations 

For the purpose of the research, two response accommodations will be discussed. The 

two response accommodations for EL students are native (primary/home) language response and 

speech-to-text. (Please note that a response accommodation such as an assistive communication 

device, while a response accommodation, is not discussed here because that relates to an oral or 

physical access need and would be listed in an IEP or 504 and is not a linguistic support.) 

Native (Primary/Home) Language Response. A native (primary/home) language 

response accommodation is available for students who have demonstrated that they are more 

able to show their content achievement in a language other than the original language of the test. 

Language presentation of the assessment does not determine the student’s response language, the 

student’s response can be in their primary/home language. Students may qualify for this 

accommodation based on EL status. In the state where the study took place, with exception to 

Grades 3-4, the English language arts assessment is not available in languages other than 

English. On the ELA assessment only, English responses are scored. (For purposes of this study, 

the assumption is made that assessments are developed in English, unless otherwise noted.) An 

EL student’s linguistic proficiency in either language varies across the language domains (i.e., 

listening, reading, speaking, writing) and is shaped by schooling (e.g., bilingual or sheltered 

instruction), parental education levels, time in the U.S., and socio-economic factors (Solano-

Flores, 2006). Unless a student has had consistent instruction and practice responding in their 
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primary/home language, this accommodation, most likely, will not support accurate results of 

student content achievement.  

Speech-to-Text. A speech-to-text accommodation is available for students who have a 

documented need requiring support for producing text, either via keyboard or pencil/paper. 

Students may qualify for this accommodation based on an IEP, 504 plan, or EL status. Speech-

to-text may be provided through a computer's speech-to-text feature or a human scribing the 

student's spoken response. An EL student’s English proficiency varies across the language 

domains (i.e., listening, reading, speaking, or writing) and is impacted by the LEA and 

classroom’s instructional focus (Solano-Flores, 2006). Unless a student has had consistent 

practice speaking their schoolwork and other answers into a device or to a person, this 

accommodation will most likely not support accurate results of student content achievement.  

Administrative Accommodations 

For the purpose of the research, three administrative accommodations will be discussed. 

The three administrative accommodations for EL students are word-to-word dictionary, extended 

time, and translated directions. An administrative accommodation, such as adaptive or special 

furniture, is not discussed here because that relates to physical access and would be listed in an 

IEP or 504 and is not a linguistic support. 

Word-to-Word Dictionary. A word-to-word dictionary accommodation is available for 

students who have demonstrated that they are able to show greater content achievement when 

allowed to use a word-to-word dictionary of their primary/home language and the language in 

which the test was developed. (For purposes of this study, the assumption is made that 

assessments are developed in English, unless otherwise noted.) Students may qualify for this 

accommodation based on EL status. Clark-Gareca (2016) found that teacher implementation and 
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use of this accommodation during instruction and classroom assessment is about 10% of the 

time, indicating that, most likely, during a standardized assessment the accommodation is 

unfamiliar and possibly confusing.    

Extended Time. An extended time accommodation is available for students who have a 

documented need requiring additional time to complete an assessment. Students may qualify for 

this accommodation based on an IEP, 504 plan, or EL status. Extended testing time may be used 

to support students with cognitive, physical, and communication disabilities, or second language 

processing needs who need additional time to complete one or more test sections. Extended time 

is typically 1.5 times the standardized allowed time. The extended time accommodation is easily 

and frequently provided during both instruction and assessments; unfortunately, extended time 

does not produce significantly improved test scores (Castellon-Wellington, 2000; Kieffer et al., 

2009).  

Translated Directions. A translated directions accommodation is available for students 

who have demonstrated that they have a greater understanding in a language other than the 

language in which the test was developed. (For purposes of this study, the assumption is made 

that assessments are developed in English, unless otherwise noted.) This accommodation is used 

most often when a translation of the assessment content would interfere with the construct and 

content of the assessment. Students may qualify for this accommodation based on EL status. 

Translated directions have the least impact of any accommodation afforded to a student based on 

EL status (Young et al., 2008). If a student cannot access the directions and concept of the 

assessment, there is a greater need beyond directions in primary/home language, and this 

accommodation will not do enough to provide access to test items.  
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Teacher Experience Assigning Accommodations 

Now that the obstacles of using standardized assessments have been illustrated and a 

review of accommodations that assist in making the assessment more accessible is complete, the 

literature on teacher understanding of assessment for students who are EL will be discussed. 

Through research completed on professional development related to EL assessment, Kim et al. 

(2014) found that teachers believe that assessments are not effectively administered when there 

are large numbers of ELs in a school. Another concern is that the teachers’ knowledge of 

assessing ELs and the ability to interpret results can impact their ability to design appropriate 

instructional activities. They also write that when teachers confuse the ability to speak English 

with intelligence, they may, however unintentionally, develop a deficit mentality toward their 

students that will interfere with classroom effectiveness. Siegel (2014) wrote that a teacher's 

belief about student learning and students influences their assessment decision. Additionally, 

research shows that many teachers hold deficit views of EL students (Bryan & Atwater, 2002). 

This could have a significant impact on a teacher’s experience in administering assessments and 

selecting accommodations.  

There is a gap in teacher understanding of assessment results that also contributes to a 

lack of understanding in assessment accommodation and standardized assessment procedures. 

Solano-Flores (2006) identified a gap between the disciplines of special education and language 

development when there was direct transfer of accommodations for one type of student to the 

other. For example, an accommodation of enhanced lighting that may contribute to enhanced 

testing conditions does not target linguistic need. Additional research found that teachers tend to 

select the same set of accommodations for all their students, even though students differ widely 

in their ELP, and educational experiences demonstrated in individual profiles (Koran & Kopriva, 
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2017). Teachers regularly want to select primary/home language accommodations based on a 

student's home language and English proficiency level and not on the language of instruction and 

learning opportunities. Primary/home language accommodations are not beneficial when the 

student's language of instruction has been in English (Kieffer et al., 2009; Pennock-Román & 

Rivera, 2011). If accommodations are selected by a team that includes the parent, the practice of 

defaulting to primary/home language assessments might be corrected.  

Interestingly, precursors set by many state departments of education are that 

accommodations used on state standardized assessments are to be implemented in the classroom 

before use on a standardized assessment. Accommodations implemented in the classroom are 

frequently accommodations that are not allowed on standardized assessments such as modified 

or simpler content, less content, or one-on-one support (Clark-Gareca, 2016). The student’s 

education team must determine whether students need specific accommodations in the classroom 

or testing situations. An expectation that the student has an organized education team indicates 

the continuation of special education ideals in the English language development world (IRIS 

Center, 2020; Rivera & Collum, 2006). A student’s educational team must know what works 

best for the students to help them achieve academically and be active participants in their own 

learning (Luke & Schwartz, 2007). While the individual strengths and needs of students must be 

considered for the teams to make appropriate recommendations for those students. However, 

often it is the classroom teacher or ELD teacher making the accommodation decision in isolation 

(Kopriva et al., 2007). Research conducted with special education educators found that educators 

showed expertise in identifying the needs of different students but struggled to select 

standardized test accommodations for those needs (Plake & Impara, 2006). Overall, research 

highlights the challenges in assigning accommodations for EL students (Thurlow & Kopriva, 



37 

 

2015); the gap lies in understanding an EL teacher’s experience of assigning the accommodation 

for use during testing.  

Educational Practices 

This section discusses the educational practices related to EL students. Discussion of the 

legal aspects related to school district missteps related to ELD instruction are presented followed 

by research related to actual educational practice related to educational opportunities for Els.    

Legal Aspects 

Evidence of the public education system's slow response to appropriate instructional 

practices for ELs is found through the ongoing investigations of districts by the United States 

Department of Justice and the United States Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights. 

When an investigation finds that school districts are not in compliance with the Equal 

Educational Opportunities Act of 1974 or Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (Title VI), 

U.S.C. § 2000d, a Settlement Agreement, Consent Decree, or an Agreement to Resolve is 

written. A school district’s inability to comply with the laws in place to ensure and protect the 

educational rights of ELs reflects a systemic struggle with approaches to linguistic opportunities 

and equity further highlighting the need to learn about assessment accommodation assignment 

from the teacher’s perspective. 

The general requirement of a Settlement Agreement is that “The District will take 

appropriate action to overcome language barriers that impede equal participation” by ELs in its 

instructional programs (20 U.S.C. § 1703(f). The U.S. Code 20. § 1703(f) reads:  

No State shall deny equal educational opportunity to an individual on account of his or 

her race, color, sex, or national origin, by—(f) the failure by an educational agency to 

https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/20/1703
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/20/1703
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take appropriate action to overcome language barriers that impede equal participation by 

its students in its instructional programs.  

Providence Public School District in Rhode Island entered into a settlement agreement in 

August 2018; the settlement remains in effect until Fall 2021 (Providence Public Schools--

Settlement Agreement Between the United States and Providence Public Schools, 2018). The 

issues of noncompliance violated Section 1703(f). The issues established were that the district: 

(a) placed hundreds of ELs in schools that lacked EL services; (b) used an educationally unsound 

EL program, failed to adequately implement several of its EL programs, failed to staff its EL 

programs with enough qualified teachers, segregated some ELs in its Sheltered ESL program for 

an unreasonable amount of time, lacked sufficient materials to implement some of its EL 

programs, failed to adequately train principals, did not identify all Els in a timely manner, did not 

effectively communicate with LEP parents, did not provide ELs equal opportunities to 

participate in specialized programs, used inappropriate exit criteria, and did not adequately 

monitor former ELs; and (c) did not properly evaluate its EL programs for effectiveness 

(Providence Public Schools--Settlement Agreement Between the United States and Providence 

Public Schools, 2018).  

Arlington Public Schools in Virginia entered into an agreement in June 2019; the 

agreement will remain in place until late Summer of 2022 (Settlement Agreement Between the 

United States and Arlington Public Schools, 2019). The issues of noncompliance that violated 

the guidelines set forth in Section 1703(f) of ESSA included: (a) ensure that parents and 

guardians knowingly consent to or refuse to enroll their children in EL services during the EL 

identification process; (b) provide sufficient translation and interpretation services for LEP 

parents; (c) provide ELs with sufficient language services and adequate access to grade-level 
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curricula at Thomas Jefferson Middle School (TJMS) and other secondary schools that used the 

same EL programs as TJMS; (d) staff its EL program at TJMS with enough qualified teachers; 

(e) train principals on how to evaluate teachers of ELs; (f) provide sufficient materials to 

implement its EL program at TJMS; (g) ensure that ELs are not over-identified as needing 

special education services based on their language barriers in elementary schools and are not 

denied timely evaluations for suspected disabilities at TJMS; (h) adequately monitor current and 

former ELs at TJMS; and (i) properly evaluate its EL program at TJMS and other schools 

(Settlement Agreement Between the United States and Arlington Public Schools, 2019).  

Denver Public Schools (DPS) in Colorado has been under federal court decree since 

1984. The most recent version of the decree was filed in 2012. The 2012 consent decree is a 10-

chapter document that focused on expectations of EL programming in the district (English 

Language Acquisition (ELA) Denver Public Schools, 2013). Foci of the decree by chapter are: 

(a) Chapter 1--Instructional Services; (b) Chapter 2--Instructional Services Advisory Team; (c) 

Chapter 3--Parent Communication, Student Screening, and Provisional Placement as well as 

Assessments for Eligibility and Monitoring of Students who Decline Services; (d) Chapter 4--

Redesignation and Exiting the Program; (e) Chapter 5--Personnel and Training; (f) Chapter 6--

Parental Oversight; (g) Chapter 7--Considerations Related to Special Education and Section 504 

Services for English Language Learners; (h) Chapter 8--Charter Schools; (i) Chapter 9--

Accountability; and (j) Chapter 10--Duration of Consent Decree, Enforcement, and Remedies for 

Noncompliance. In a 2018 Independent Monitor Report, the findings did show that progress and 

positive work was being conducted related to the Consent Decree. The monitors still found that 

DPS was partially meeting the expectations laid out in Chapter 7, Considerations Related to 

Special Education and Section 504 Services for English Language Learners. Additionally, they 
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found a "glaring issue" related to Chapter 8, Charter Schools, pointing out that charter schools 

serve a small percentage of beginning level EL (ACCESS1) students and that until they serve a 

greater number of ACCESS-1 students, a charter school's effectiveness in meeting the needs of 

ELs cannot be determined. There was a major concern with the implementation of expectations 

in Chapter 6, Parental Oversight, that there were Program Schools (the Consent Decree defines 

Program Schools as schools that have ≥16 EL students) that did not have an English Language 

Acquisition Parental Advisory Committee (ELA PAC): a school-based committee chosen by 

parents with children in the EL Program at the school. The monitors wrote that this was 

concerning because they made the recommendation numerous times, noting that the Consent 

Decree calls for an ELA PAC in every Program school.  

The OCR heard its first complaint on Adams County School District 14 (Adams 14) in 

Commerce City, Colorado, in 2010. The Complainant alleged that the District discriminated 

against students, parents, and staff based on national origin (Hispanic). Specifically, the 

Complainant alleged that the District is a hostile environment for Hispanic staff and students. 

The district made no admission of wrongdoing but did enter into an agreement to resolve in 

2014. In a 2018 Resolution Agreement monitoring letter from OCR, it was reported that EL 

programming was left to the principals and that evidence demonstrated that principals decided 

not to implement an alternative language plan in a manner the met the requirements of Title VI 

and the District's Resolution Agreement with OCR. The monitoring letter also reported that the 

district superintendent made a statement to bilingual staff that he wanted to get rid of all the ELL 

students. Presently, Adams 14 is in its first year of a four-year contract with Florida-based MGT 

Consulting, becoming the first district in Colorado to hand over management to a company 

(Robles, 2019).  
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The presented difficulties of school districts meeting the needs of EL students highlights 

the necessity to study the need for accommodation assignment for ELs. When the basic 

educational rights and daily instructional needs are not being met, one is left to wonder what 

standardized test administration looks like, the validity of results, and the implications of those 

results. In the next section research on the educational setting, teachers, and overall educational 

experience of ELs will be discussed.    

Actual Practice  

Valdés (1998) wrote of ELD instructional settings as the “ESL ghetto,” in which ELs 

interact only with one another and teachers who teach ELD; EL students did not know or interact 

with students who were not learning English. She reported that in beginning ESL classrooms, 

there were the beginners, there were students who were placed in beginning ESL as a punitive 

measure because of their behavior, and there were other students whose English showed 

limitations, but were far from beginners. She wrote that she was never able to determine why the 

second group of students was held in the beginning ESL classroom. She hypothesized that it 

could have been that the assessment was not reflective of their English development or that they 

were kept in the class, too, because the teacher depended on them to translate (Valdés, 1998). 

When students move out of ESL, the mainstream content teachers who are forced to take ELs 

directed their instruction to the ability levels of the mainstream students. With the anti-immigrant 

energy, newly arrived students are routinely accused of not wanting to learn English and of 

"failing to profit from the education that the state is giving them at a great cost" (p. 13). English 

learners are segregated from native English-speaking peers, policymakers do not know that the 

English that most of what new ELs hear comes in bits and pieces of artificial-sounding language. 

Several studies have found that English language learners in mainstream classes rarely utter 
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more than a few words, a situation that ends up stunting their English language development 

(Rubinstein-Ávila, 2009; Valdés, 1998). 

Rubinstein-Ávila (2009) wrote that “the miseducation of Latino English language 

learners is a ticking social and economic time bomb” (p. 311). The statement reflected the earlier 

work completed by Valdés (1998). Rubinstein-Ávila added that EL students are more likely to 

live in areas where there are few areas to interact with native English speakers, limited 

opportunities for traditional middle-class extracurricular activities, and little to no access to 

tutors or internet connected computers.  

Further evidence that EL students lack the same opportunities as non-EL students is that 

EL students are not distributed evenly across classrooms; most EL students are in classrooms 

with other EL students and, in these classrooms, over 70% of the students are eligible for free or 

reduced meals and over 75% of the students are Latino (Master et al., 2016). Additionally, this 

research found a correlation that teachers who score higher on the Liberal Arts and Science Test 

(LAST), an exam required for teachers in New York, have greater outcomes in the classroom; 

teachers of EL students have lower scores on the LAST assessment, and initial failure rate was 

notably higher for teachers of ELs (23.3%, compared to 15.6% for non-ELs). Furthermore, EL 

students are more likely to learn content subjects with a teacher who is certified in ELD instead 

of the subject such as math or science (Master et al., 2016).    

A significant obstacle in educating EL students is the shortage of teachers qualified to 

meet their diverse needs. While content teachers are sympathetic, they often do not realize the 

amount of time that it takes to reach academic language proficiency. In a study of professional 

development designed specifically for content area teachers to develop ELD instructional skills, 

research found that instructional decisions overlooked language development considerations; 
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instructional priorities related to the disciplinary practices put forth in content standards (Molle, 

2020). Tangible task completion was valued over language development and, despite the 

professional development facilitators teaching that language development instruction is 

something that can be done at any time, teachers continued to operate as if language instruction 

needed a specific setting. Despite two years of specific ELD instruction in professional 

development, the transfer of language development practices across instructional tasks and 

disciplines was limited (Molle, 2020). This research demonstrates the gap between educator 

ability to develop language across all disciplines and a focus on academic tasks that may impact 

teaching for grade-level achievement and rationale for accommodations selection. The urgency 

for quantifiable task completion reflects the educational system’s emphasis on English as the 

only way to academic proficiency, again impacting how educators approach instruction, 

assessment accommodation selection, and results interpretation.  

The educational system is unable to see students as fluid bilinguals developing two 

languages at once and through the previously mentioned EL identification assessment that 

requires that students be labeled with a level of English proficiency. Recently, Flores et al. 

(2020) found that even in dual-language programs, educators view EL students through a deficit 

lens. When students are learning both English and their primary/home language at the same time, 

students are viewed as languagelessness, a mindset that students are not fully proficient in either 

English or Spanish; that their bilingualism needs remediation (Flores et al., 2020). Another 

reference to this mindset comes with the word alingual, also meaning students who are not 

proficient in English or Spanish (Rubinstein-Ávila, 2009). Instead of seeing EL students through 

a deficient lens, educators need to approach teaching through an asset-based lens and redefine 

what constitutes both language and knowledge. Furthermore, issues with logistics such as 
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managing funds, managing student identification, and scheduling cause more problems. There 

are reports of mismanaged bilingual education funds in addition to schools not knowing how to 

meet the needs of ELs. Problems may include scheduling errors with students being placed in 

wrong programs, not receiving ELD when needed, or not being exited to mainstream education 

when English proficiency has been met (Wilson et al., 2014).  

In addition, to the issues within the school system, educators are dealing with larger 

societal dynamics related to language. The pressure to learn English is extreme, and students 

become aware of their English limitations early on; moreover, they tune in to the power that 

English holds in our society. The ability to speak English gives students a sense of power and 

accomplishment within an immigrant community very early and even within the Spanish-

speaking community, Spanish is pushed to the back burner and used for family and friends or 

remedial purposes (Monzó & Rueda, 2009). The desire to speak English is so strong that 

students try to “pass” as English proficient as this shows their awareness of the power and status 

of English in this country. The cost of passing as English proficient can come at the expense of 

actual learning (Monzó & Rueda, 2009).   

Theoretical Framework 

Critical language theory, as introduced by Crump (2014), is the primary lens of this 

study. 

LangCrit is a critical framework for language studies that recognize intersections of 

audible and visible identity in shaping possibilities for being and becoming. It is a lens 

that allows for an examination of how individual social practices and identity 

performances are connected to a larger ecosocial system of discourses, policies, and 

practices. (p. 219)  
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There is an underlying force of racism against those who are not of the majority group. 

Critical race theory challenges the mainstream mindset on race and racism (Solórzano & Yosso, 

2001) and how it reacts to race inequalities. Critical race theory was first highlighted in the legal 

arena, pointing out the slow response and civil rights movement failures. Later, CRT was 

introduced as a framework for evaluating the systemic racial inequalities in the education system 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998). Historically, CRT looked at the racism experienced by Blacks through a 

system implemented by Whites. However, other forms of discrimination that are not based on 

physical appearance exist. These discriminations may be due to a difference in culture, language, 

religion, family structure, or dietary practices. Discrimination of this type can be referred to as 

cultural racism, ethnicism, or linguism (Smolicz & Secombe, 2005).  

Latina/o critical race theory (LatCrit) examines experiences unique to the Latina/o 

community such as immigration status, language, ethnicity, and culture (Solórzano & Delgado 

Bernal, 2001; Valdés, 2005). Gonzalez and Morrison stated that "LatCrit calls for an expanded 

discourse on race that breaks down and contextualizes dominant American understandings while 

taking into account Latino perspectives that emphasize nationality and ethnicity" (2016, p. 90).  

Shuck (2006) found that the systematic views and discussions about race in the United 

States created a natural avenue for creating a "us vs. them" discourse when discussing native and 

non-native speakers of English. She stated, 

Understanding how speakers link ideological models, naturalizing a hierarchical social 

order with White, native English speakers on top, can shed light on the relations between 

such a social order and practices of systematic exclusion of some social groups from 

access to educational, political, and economic resources. (p. 274) 
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Highlighting that while the difference between ELs and the population majority may not always 

be race, mentally, a race-type division leading to a hierarchy, both spoken and unspoken, is 

created. Equally, LangCrit helps explain the social status phenomenon created by a native or 

primary/home language other than English and English language proficiency.  

Summary 

Standardized assessments and the use of their data are a large part of the educational 

landscape for all teachers and students. For teachers of ELs and the EL student, the assessment 

terrain can be tough. The review of literature discussed the identification process of ELs, laws 

related to the educational opportunities the students should be provided, difficulties in their 

measuring academic achievement with a standardized assessment, and current education 

practices students are experiencing. The literature showed that EL students are evaluated with a 

standardized assessment upon first entering a U.S. school and are assessed throughout their 

schooling. Standardized assessment can be one of the most challenging experiences of an EL 

student’s academic year. Additionally, teachers have a difficult time identifying appropriate 

assessment accommodations. Despite the legal expectations in place, EL students are regularly in 

an academic setting that does not provide them with an adequate opportunity to learn. The 

literature identified each of these issues in isolation, further showing the value of this study in 

researching the teachers’ experience of assigning assessment accommodations to ELs. Chapter 

III will describe the research methodology used to discover the teachers’ experience in assigning 

assessment accommodation. The third chapter will also include the rationale for qualitative 

research methodology along with details related to the setting, context, participants, data 

collection methods, and data analysis approaches. Finally, there will be a discussion of 

credibility and transferability, limitations, and delimitations.   
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CHAPTER III 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 
 

This phenomenological study investigated how teachers’ lived experiences in teaching 

ELs, assigning assessment accommodations, and administering the standardized assessments 

influence their perceptions of assessments, decisions regarding assessment accommodations, and 

the impact assessments have on their teaching. In this third chapter, I discuss the methodology of 

the study, first through an explanation of the rationale for the qualitative research approach, 

followed by the explanation of phenomenological research and fit of the approach. Additional 

discussion about researcher stance and research methodology along with setting and context, 

research participants, data collection methods, data analysis, trustworthiness, transferability, and 

limitations and delimitations of this research are also outlined. 

Qualitative Rationale 

Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding how people interpret their 

experiences, construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Given this, qualitative research is grounded in people’s lived 

experiences and is typically conducted in the participants’ natural setting, focuses on context, 

and is emergent and evolving (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016). Qualitative research involves an 

interpretive and natural approach to the subject matter, meaning that the study occurs in a natural 

setting in an attempt to interpret a phenomenon related to the meaning the participant brings 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Additionally, it is based on a belief that knowledge is constantly 
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constructed as people engage in and make meaning of an activity, experience, or phenomenon 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Qualitative research begins with assumptions and the use of interpretive/theoretical 

frameworks that inform the study. . .. Qualitative researchers use an emerging qualitative 

approach to inquiry, the collection of data in a natural setting . . . data analysis that is both 

inductive and deductive and established patterns and themes. . .. The final written  

report. . . includes the voices of participants, the reflexivity of the researcher, a complex 

description and interpretation of the problem, and its contribution to the literature or a 

call for change. (Creswell, 2013. p. 44)  

Qualitative research involves the studied use and collection of a variety of empirical 

materials like, but not limited to, personal experience, introspection, life story, interview, and 

visual texts that describe routine and problematic moments and meanings in an individual’s life 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). In qualitative research, data must be noticed by the researcher and 

treated as data for their purpose of their research; in other words, the researcher must observe 

something or create an interview process that asks for or allows the data to arise (Creswell, 2013; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). On the other hand, quantitative data often uses numeric data to 

analyze trends, compare groups, or relate variables using statistical analysis (Creswell, 2013).  

Phenomenological Research  

This phenomenological research study focused on teacher experiences through multiple 

approaches of data collection with thick description and member checking (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2016; Creswell, 2013). Phenomenology as qualitative research is a study of a human experience, 

focuses on the wholeness of experience, searches for meaning rather than measurement, obtains 

descriptions of experience through first-person accounts, and regards the data of experience as 



49 

 

imperative in understanding human behavior and as evidence for scientific study (Moustakas, 

1994). Phenomenology is a philosophy associated with Husserl (1952) and a type of qualitative 

research. Husserl, thought of as the father of phenomenology, stated that the "human 

consciousness actively constitutes the objects of experience" (cited in Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, 

p. 138) as he developed his argument that the relationship between perception and its objects is 

not passive. Husserl (1952) saw phenomenology as a way of reaching the participants’ version of 

true meaning through penetrating deeper and deeper into reality. Furthermore, his transcendental 

phenomenology is called so because the observer transcends “the phenomena and meanings 

being investigated to take a global view of the essences discovered, i.e., settling for generic 

descriptions of the essences and phenomena without moving to a ‘fine-grained’ view of the 

essences and phenomena under investigation” (Sloan & Bowe, 2013, p. 1294). The philosophy 

of phenomenology focuses on the experience and how experiencing something is transformed 

into consciousness (Husserl, 1952). Phenomenology as a method of research is an emphasis on 

the participants’ lived experiences and the interpretation of those experiences (Crotty, 1998; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Through phenomenology the researcher learns how study participants 

make meaning. This is done focusing on the wholeness of an experience in contrast to just parts 

of the experience, it searches for the essence of the experience rather than measurements or 

explanations (Moustakas, 1994, p. 21). The goal of phenomenology is that the researcher will 

describe as accurately as possible the phenomenon and will refrain from any previous ideals but 

will remain true to the participants’ experience. One step in doing so is bracketing; to bracket 

one’s self is to put aside one’s experiences and believed truths (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998; 

Moustakas, 1994), and then the researcher can focus on the lived experiences of the participant. 

Epoché like bracketing is the process involved in consciously blocking biases. For instance, 
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when educators spoke of assessments being unfair as a researcher, I listened and documented 

their experience instead of interjecting with my experiences and work related to eliminating 

biases in test items. Experiences and believed truths I bracketed were my experiences as an 

assessment developer and teacher, and I will need to be cognizant of not asking questions that 

lead to my values, interjecting my experiences, or making judgments.  

Fit of Approach 

A qualitative phenomenological study is a solid fit for this research based on the 

characteristics of phenomenology research and the nature of data collection methods which are 

effective in telling story of an individual experiencing a shared phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). 

Phenomenological research seeks to study the common meaning of a lived experience (Chan et 

al., 2013; Creswell, 2013). The purpose of this study was to learn about assessment 

accommodations selection for ELs; phenomenology was used to understand accommodation 

assignment through the teachers’ experience of assigning accommodations, administering the 

assessment, and teaching in response to assessment results and preparation.  

A qualitative phenomenological study is an appropriate design to gather a deeper 

comprehension of the teachers’ lived experiences of assessment administration to ELs for several 

reasons. The phenomenon is the experience that the teacher has when they are simultaneously a 

student’s teacher and advocate as well as the administrator of a standardized evaluation tool, 

with the additional dynamic of being evaluated based on the student’s performance (National 

Education Association [NEA], 2008). A qualitative phenomenological study was selected over 

testimonio, ethnography, narrative, and case study because in the phenomena being studied there 

is a component that continually evolves and another component that remains constant. A 

teacher's experience with assessments and the students for whom they are selecting 
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accommodations changes with each assessment administered and with each student for whom 

they are selecting accommodations. The constant component is the assessment accountability 

teacher evaluation system. A teacher’s experience of administering assessments that are used as 

part of their evaluation of students they instruct and advocate for is a contemporary phenomenon.  

The phenomenon of teacher experiences administering assessments and selecting 

accommodations for EL students, aligned with Latin American studies and LatCrit, however, is 

not completely true to the participants’ lived experiences. Researchers use testimonio to 

document and/or theorize their own experiences as well as that of others and is known to bring 

about healing and social change (Delgado Bernal et al., 2012; Huber, 2009); the intention of this 

study was to tell the story of participants and not connect to the researcher. An ethnographic 

study involves immersion in a specific environment (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016; Creswell, 

2013;). Additionally, an ethnographic design was not appropriate for this study because the study 

relates to a participant’s experiences with a specific phenomenon, not on understanding a 

systemic cultural system. Each participant’s individual experience is a factor that would put them 

into a category for ethnographic study. Through the narrative approach, the researcher constructs 

meaning from a chronological cohesive story (Creswell, 2013). Case study is an in-depth and 

detailed investigation of the development of a single event, situation, or individual and while the 

administration of standardized assessments could be the event, phenomenology was selected 

over case study, again, because the intention was to tell the subjective, lived experiences and 

perspectives of participants (Chan et al., 2013; Saldaña, 2016).  

Researcher Stance 

As mentioned previously, phenomenology allows the researcher to uncover and interpret 

the inner essence of the participants' cognitive processing regarding a shared experience. As 
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discussed previously, I bracketed my beliefs and assumptions to fully listen to and interpret the 

experiences of the participants (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I blocked biases I bring from my 

work in assessment development and my previous work as an EL teacher. While I do not work in 

a school setting. I do work in education with a specific focus on equitable assessment 

opportunities of ELs. Thus, I have a particularly vested interest in how and which linguistic 

accommodations are selected for EL students. While being a member of the EL-focused 

educational community at large, it was possible that I would work with teachers with whom I 

had a previous relationship. I did know one participant, and one participant knew of me. I felt 

that these participants still felt free to express their experiences and were not impacted by my 

professional background.  

My personal language background is a simultaneous bilingual one. One of my parents is 

a native English speaker and the other is a native Spanish speaker. Each parent learned and is 

still learning the language of the other. In addition to parental influences, my early years were 

split between my grandma and aunts to tías, tíos, and primos. Some of my earliest memories are 

translating for my grandma and tía. My Spanish reading was developed at home and in Spanish 

Sunday school. English reading was developed at home, through living in an English 

community, and school. In 1988, “Colorado English as Official State Language Initiative” 

(Initiative 1) was on the ballot. The measure was approved and declared English the official 

language of Colorado (Colorado General Assembly, 1988). As a child, I did not understand 

what this meant but became afraid of speaking Spanish in public. It was not until 10 years later 

when working in a bilingual elementary school that this fear was overcome. 

Before my current position, I worked as a pull-out EL teacher, bilingual classroom 

teacher, pull-out Spanish language literacy teacher, classroom language transition teacher, 

http://www.leg.state.co.us/lcs/ballothistory.nsf/835d2ada8de735e787256ffe0074333d/df89a72e69a8e1b787256ffd006a49cc?OpenDocument
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content teacher, and a Newcomer program teacher. My entire career and undergraduate studies 

have been devoted to ELs. As a researcher, I bring biases and perspectives developed from 

experiences and literature. My perspective is that EL accommodation decisions for standardized 

assessments are made in confusion. I developed this perception through fielding hundreds of 

questions, despite annual accommodation training and detailed information in the assessment 

procedures manual. Also, through my professional role, I could see that students regularly have 

an accommodation assignment that does not match their language proficiency code and/or the 

LIEP. Perhaps that is due to the dual role the teacher plays as the student advocate and 

implementer of assessment policy (Kopriva et al., 2007). I also believe, given the teacher 

evaluation system, participating in standardized assessments can be a very intense experience for 

teachers to navigate (NEA, 2008; Colorado Code of Regulations, 2019).  

Research Methodology 

As mentioned previously, phenomenology is a qualitative study design focused on using 

experience as data to explain a phenomenon. During this process, the researcher is involved in 

disciplined and systemic efforts known as bracketing or epoché to set aside prejudgments 

(Moustakas, 1994). This study approach aligns with the study goals of telling the teachers’ lived 

experience of administering standardized tests to ELs. In this section, I outline the methodology 

for the study. I begin with an explanation of the setting and context, followed by a description of 

the participants. Then I will describe my data collection and data analysis procedures. Finally, I 

discuss the trustworthiness of the study.   

Setting and Context 

The setting for this study was in a mountain west state; the state has approximately 

910,000 preschool through 12th grade public school students in 178 school districts. Participants 
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were identified by their school’s participation count for the state’s Spanish language arts 

assessment. Participation in the state’s Spanish language arts assessment requires that the student 

received literacy instruction in Spanish within the past nine months (Colorado Department of 

Education, 2020b). I focused on schools that have Spanish language arts assessment participation 

because that assessment is considered an accommodated version of the English language arts 

assessments. Administration of the Spanish language arts assessments demonstrates selection of  

primary/home language accommodations. When students participate in the Spanish version of 

the math, social studies, or science assessment, the accommodation of a language other than 

English is not noted in reported results. Given the requirement of the Spanish language arts 

assessment, by default, the context of the identified teachers is a bilingual school setting. Fifty-

one schools in the state meet the minimum of ≥16 students participating in the Spanish language 

arts assessment at either Grade 3 or 4. Of those schools, 39 are in the same large urban district, 9 

are in four different mid-to-large suburban sized school districts, and the remaining 3 are in three 

separate small rural districts. Recruitment emails were sent to teachers in all eligible schools 

(Appendix A).  

Participants 

Ten teachers participated in this study. Participants were teachers who work with ELs in 

Grades 3-5 in schools that have students participating in the Spanish language art assessment, as 

described above. These grade levels were intentionally chosen because state law allows for a 

Spanish language arts assessment in Grades 3 and 4, and many of these utilize primary/home 

language instruction through Grade 5. Assessment results were used to identify which 

districts/schools participated in the Spanish language arts assessments. Targeted participants 

were those who work in schools with ≥16 students who participate in the state-developed 
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Spanish language arts assessment. The rationale for selecting educators who work in schools 

with ≥16 students participating in the Spanish language arts assessment was because 16 is the 

minimum at which summative scores are reported. Participants were recruited through a wide-

cast email to teachers in 51 schools. Possible participants were contacted via email and were 

encouraged to share the email with eligible colleagues for snowball sampling (Aderifar et al., 

2017). The email was sent to approximately 250 teachers as identified by their school’s 

participation in the Spanish language arts assessment and the grade level they teach based on 

information found on the school website. The first 10 teachers who responded to the emailed 

recruitment flyer were chosen as the study’s participants. Seven of the participants responded to 

the initial recruitment email. The remaining three were recruited through the snowball method in 

which the recruitment email was shared by someone who participated in the study or received 

the recruitment email and forwarded it on. I had a previous professional relationship with one 

participant, and one participant knew of me and my work through their supervisor, but I did not 

know them before this research study. Once teachers responded to the recruitment email, they 

were sent a follow-up email with the consent form. 

Data Collection 

Data collection included a demographic survey, pre-interview scaled questions, an 

interview discussing scaled question responses, an interview with open-ended interview 

questions, and participant-provided classroom artifacts. The selected data collection measures 

supported the study’s intent of telling a participant’s experience of the  phenomena. The 

demographic survey and scaled questions were distributed through the Qualtrics online survey 

platform. The survey and scaled questions allowed for very specific information about the 

participant and participants’ perspective to be collected. The interviews and artifacts allow the 
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participant to define their experience in their unique way (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Pseudonyms were assigned to each participant to maximize confidentiality. Each of these data 

sources, as they relate to this study, are outlined in this section.  

Demographic Survey 

As previously stated, once the consent form was returned, the participants were asked to 

fill out a demographic survey (Appendix B) about themselves and their school setting. The 

demographic questions collected information related to general education experience, narrowed 

down to experience in an ELD program, and further narrowed to experiences in an ELD program 

that utilizes primary/home language instruction. Additionally, the survey asked about the 

teacher’s native language and current professional role and state licensure endorsements. 

Participants were asked about the percentage of EL students in their school. This background 

information was necessary to understand the setting for the participants’ experiences as told 

through phenomenology. Table 4 and Table 5 show the participant responses to the demographic 

survey.   
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Table 4 

Participant Demographics Part 1 

Participant 

Current 

Grade 

Years of 

Experience  

Years 

Teaching in 

an ELD 

Program 

Years 

Teaching in 

an ELD 

Program 

with Native 

Language 

Instruction 

Highest 

Degree 

Endorsed in 

Culturally 

and 

Linguistically 

Diverse 

Education 

(CLDE) 

If Yes, Type of 

CLDE 

Endorsement 

Angie 

 

5th 

 

6-10 

 

4-6 

 

0-3 

 

Master’s 

 

No 

 

 

Carlos 4th 16+ 11-15 0-3 Master's Yes Culturally and 

Linguistically 

Diverse 
Education 

(ESL) 

 

Daniela 5th 16+ 16+ 16+ Master's Yes Culturally and 

Linguistically 

Diverse 

Education, 

Bilingual 

Education 

 

Gabriela 3rd 2-5 0-3 0-3 Bachelor's Yes Culturally and 

Linguistically 

Diverse 

Education 

(ESL) 

 
Isabela 5th 16+ 16+ 16+ Doctorate Yes Culturally and 

Linguistically 

Diverse 

Education 

(ESL) 

Julie 5th 6-10 0-3 0-3 Master's No  

 

Leah 4th 6-10 4-6 4-6 Master's Yes Culturally and 

Linguistically 

Diverse 

Education 

(ESL) 

Pepe 4th 16+ 16+ 16+ Master's No  

 

Rebecca 3rd-5th 16+ 11-15 11-15 Master's Yes Culturally and 

Linguistically 
Diverse 

Education 

(ESL) 

 

Susan 3rd-5th 16+ 16+ 16+ Master's Yes Culturally and 

Linguistically 

Diverse 

Education 

(ESL) 
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Table 5 

Participant Demographics Part 2 

Participant Current Role Native Language Gender Race/Ethnicity 

Angie Classroom teacher 
both English and 
Spanish 

component in a 
bilingual setting 

English Female White 

 
Carlos 

 
Classroom teacher 

 
English 

 
Male 

 
Hispanic/Latino 

 

Daniela  Classroom teacher 
both English and 
Spanish 

component in a 
bilingual setting 

 

Spanish Female Hispanic/Latino 

Gabriela  Classroom teacher 
both English and 

Spanish 
component in a 
bilingual setting 

 

Spanish Female Hispanic/Latino 

Isabela Classroom teacher 

 

Spanish Female Hispanic/Latino 

Julie Classroom teacher 
 

English Female White 

Leah Classroom teacher 
both English and 
Spanish 

component in a 
bilingual setting 

 

English Non-binary White, American 
Indian or Alaskan 

Native 

Pepe Classroom teacher 
 

Spanish Male Hispanic/Latino 

Rebecca ELD Specialist 
extra support 
(push-in/pull-out) 

 

English Female White 

Susan Special Education English Female White 

 

Scaled Questionnaire  

Participants were provided with 24 researcher-developed scaled questions (Appendix C) 

before the first interview. All questions related to knowledge of and assignment of assessment 

accommodations to students who are ELs. The first 6 questions were on a 5-point Likert scale 

asking for participants to read each statement and mark the answer that best reflected their 
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knowledge or a belief they held. The last 7 questions were on a 3-point scale asking participants 

to rate the frequency of an event. Those questions asked the participant to read each statement 

and mark the answer that most closely represented the frequency of that statement in their 

school; this information guided the researcher in understanding the participants’ experience and 

provided details to analyze data into meaningful units.  

Interviews 

In the phenomenological interview, I attempted to uncover the teachers’ lived experience 

of administering assessments to ELs and what the preparation (accommodation assigning) 

process looked like. I believe that administering assessments to ELs and being in a place where 

they are both the student's evaluator and advocate is a significant experience, and that assessment 

happens as much to the teacher, if not more, as it does to the student taking the assessment. 

Learning about the lived experience of these teachers gave personal meaning to what guided 

their actions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) related to accommodation assignment, preparation for 

administering the assessment, and actual assessment administration. Interviews allowed for 

themes to emerge in straightforward ways (Crotty, 1998). Each participant was interviewed twice 

for this study. The first interview asked participants to expand on their scaled questionnaire 

responses. The second interview had open-ended questions, and participants were asked to 

discuss an assessment-related classroom artifact. Each interview lasted approximately an hour. 

Both interviews were recorded for transcription purposes. Recordings were stored in a secure 

two-factor authentication cloud-based storage system and were deleted after transcription. 

Transcriptions were also stored in a secure two-factor authentication cloud-based storage system.  
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First Interview 

Participants were provided with the earlier mentioned questionnaire (Appendix C) before 

the first interview. They were asked to complete the questionnaire in preparation for the 

interview. The scaled questionnaire was used as the discussion starter, with the researcher asking 

the participant to share more or why they selected their various responses.  For example, one of 

the questions in the questionnaire was “EL students in my school are given accommodations on 

state standardized content assessments based on their individual needs.” The scaled responses 

were Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, and Strongly Agree. I asked the participant to 

tell me why they selected that response and, as needed, I asked if they could tell me more. Those 

two follow-up questions kept me from leading the participant’s answer and supported the 

bracketing of my previous experiences. An interviewer must perfect a style that rewards the 

response but does not evaluate the response (Fontana & Prokos, 2007). Getting these greater 

depth responses gave greater opportunity to tell the lived experience of administering 

assessments to EL students. As mentioned, the interview lasted approximately one hour. At the 

end of the first interview, participants scheduled a time for their second interview and were asked 

to identify an assessment-related artifact to bring to the second interview. Participants had an 

opportunity to ask clarifying questions about what an assessment artifact might be.  

Second Interview 

The second interview was within a week of the first interview. Participants were provided 

with the open-ended questions (Appendix D) the day before the interview, allowing them time to 

think about the questions beforehand; written responses were not requested. The open-ended 

questions related to the participant's perception of their role in selecting assessment 

accommodations for students, benefits, and challenges of and the most and least beneficial 
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assessment accommodation. The goal of this interview was understanding (Fontana & Prokos, 

2007), allowing greater insight into the teacher’s experience within the phenomenon.  

Artifact 

During the second interview, participants shared an artifact from their work. “The very 

existence of material artifacts is tied to politics and power--who could write, who could preserve 

objects that mattered to them, which materials represent legitimate sites of history” (Bailey, 

2019, p. 103). Bringing Bailey’s work into this study, teachers were asked to share an artifact 

from their work with ELs as they prepared them for assessments and accommodations within 

those assessments. The artifacts allowed for more of their actual experience to be seen and told. 

Questions that accompanied the artifact discussion were, “Can you tell me about the 

development of this resource?” and “Tell me about how this document is used?”  

Data Analysis 

The data sources that were analyzed through the study were: (a) demographic survey; (b) 

responses to scaled questions and the expanded responses that took place during the Interview 1; 

(c) transcribed responses to open-ended questions from Interview 2; and (d) the participant’s 

explanation of the artifact’s development and use during the open-ended questions. The data 

were analyzed to tell the participant's experience of administering an assessment to ELs. Data 

analysis was done through the following five steps: (a) Step 1, manual holistic coding of the 

transcribed interviews; (b) Step 2, summarization of the demographic survey and scaled question 

questionnaire responses; (c) Step 3, categorizing the transcription data into segments; (d) Step 4, 

horizontalizing the data; and (d) Step 5, reduction (Moustakas, 1994; Saldaña, 2016; Schwandt, 

2007) (see Dissertation Logic Matrix, Appendix E). Holistic coding was appropriate here 

because it is applicable to self-standing units of data such as interviews with a clear beginning, 
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middle, and end (Saldaña, 2016) and lends itself nicely to identifying segments for categorizing. 

For holistic coding I listened to the recording again before reviewing the transcript, through this 

process patterns and ideas were noted of the participants complete experience. Listening to the 

interview was followed by reading of the transcripts to once more hone in on the participant’s 

larger experience. Summarization of the demographic survey and scaled questionnaire responses 

allowed for a generalization of each participant’s understanding of and beliefs about 

accommodation use in their school allowing for connections on how their years of experience, 

current role, and or instructional setting may influence their work related to assessment and 

assessment accommodations. . During the process of horizontalizing the all of the data is given 

equal value. Figuratively it can be thought of that each statement is set on a flat horizon without 

researcher values applied. Through this the act of epcohe, bracketing takes place. However, 

repetitive statements that did not relate to the research questions were removed (Moustakas, 

1994). In this process I read across all interview transcriptions to identify notable statements. For 

instance, notable statements include, but are not limited to a participant describing their 

accommodation selection process or their assessment administration training. Horizontalization 

of the data was important because a researcher needs to be "receptive to every statement" and 

"granting each comment equal value" (Moustakas, 1994, p. 122). Following the horizontalization 

of data, the reduction step where data were summarized into connected concepts was completed. 

This process involved identifying patterns of similar ideas expressed related to assessment 

accommodations. Phenomenological reduction is the process of continually returning to the 

fundamental nature of the experience and to derive the inner structure of it (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). Moustakas (1994) recommended that the researcher ask the following two questions: (1) 

“Does it contain a moment of the experience that is a necessary and sufficient constituent for 
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understanding it?” and (2) “Is it possible to abstract and label it?” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 121). The 

reduction phase allowed me to narrow the teachers experiences to the five concepts of teacher 

experience accessibility, support, purpose, and application. 

This approach helped ensure that the participants’ lived experiences, rather than my own 

perceptions, were exposed through the data, and that the meaning units were clustered into 

themes (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994; Saldaña, 2016). As the researcher, in order to avoid 

prejudices during both the interview and the data analysis process, I bracketed my beliefs and by 

not allowing my previous experience with the phenomenon to interfere with the data during the 

horizontalization process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I was cognizant of neither adding nor 

correcting or challenging participant perceptions of stories about assessments, accommodations, 

or their effectiveness. The bracketing process means that I suspended judgment based upon my 

experiences and ideas and made myself free to interpret the participants’ reality. I focused on 

telling the participants’ story and did not select data that would support my conception of 

assessment accommodations.   

Particularly in terms of process, this is a pragmatic means to locate oneself as researcher, 

as academic, and as a human being in relation to the participants in the study, and to 

begin the task of removing all the assumptive detritus that attaches to and describes the 

researcher as a person living in the world. (Butler, 2016, p. 2035). 

The participant experience was valued and portrayed through this data analysis structure.  

Trustworthiness 

This section discusses the steps in place to insure the trustworthiness of the study. There 

is explanation of the validation strategies in place to establish credibility and the researcher’s 
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approach to verify transferability. Additionally, there is acknowledgement of the study’s 

limitations and delimitations.  

Credibility and Transferability 

Qualitative research focuses on trustworthiness, rather than validity; constructs of 

trustworthiness are credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Glesne, 2016). 

Credibility was established through several credibility strategies. One strategy was data 

triangulation through multiple interviews with different question designs and artifact analysis . 

Additionally, the study planned for both member checking and peer examination. To address the 

transferability of the phenomenon being examined, careful attention was given to participant 

selection. The recruitment email was sent to eligible participants for purposive sampling. The 

researcher's stance was disclosed earlier in this study, disclosing any possible biases and 

assumptions; this allowed the reader to know what values and expectations influenced the study 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). For transferability, it is the researcher's responsibility to provide 

enough detail of the study's context to allow the reader to compare the findings to their situation 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To provide adequate study context, the demographic survey, 

questionnaire, open-ended questions, and participant artifacts were included along with the rich, 

thick description of participant responses. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

Limitations to this study include cancelation of standardized assessment because of 

COVID 19-related school closures; data collection was completed more than a year after 

accommodations were last selected, and standardized assessments were administered in contrast 

to a few months as originally designed. The amount of time between administering assessments 

and sharing experiences about that activity could have an impact on the teachers’ memory and 
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recollection that shapes their story. Additionally, given the concentration of EL learners in 

primary/home language ELD programs to a few districts, experiences may not be truly diverse. 

Other limitations may include researcher bias as I work in assessment development and 

administration. Finally, the possibility of human error exists due to manual transcription and 

coding of data (Saldaña, 2016). Delimitations to this study include the choice to narrow the study 

to only 10 teachers in the mountain west region. The participant count will prevent any 

demographic generalizations.  

Summary 

The key points presented in this chapter include the discussion of a methodology study 

and the qualitative phenomenological design, researcher stance, research methodology setting 

and context, participants, data, and analysis. Furthermore, this chapter illustrated the strategies 

and steps used to ensure the credibility and transferability of the study. Finally, the limitations 

and delimitations of the study were acknowledged.  
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CHAPTER IV 

 

FINDINGS 

 

 

The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to examine how teachers 

engage in the assessment accommodation selection process. This study sought to understand 

further how a teacher's lived experience impacts their assessment accommodation selection. The 

qualitative phenomenological study was well-matched to learn about the teacher experience of 

administering state tests to EL students with a specific intention of learning what factors 

contribute to which and how EL accommodations are assigned. A thorough collection of 

participants' experiences and systematic data analysis supported the understanding of and ability 

to tell about a teacher’s assessment accommodation selection process. The following research 

questions guided the study:  

Q1 How do teachers make meaning of standardized assessments and what are their 
experiences in administering state standardized assessments to EL students? 

 

Q2 How do teachers make decisions about standardized assessment accommodation(s) 
assigned to students for testing and why do they make those decisions?  

 
Q3 What are teachers’ perceptions of the impact that standardized tests have on their 

instructional decisions and annual teacher evaluation? 
 
Data collection was completed in a mountain west state with approximately 910,000 

preschool through 12th-grade public school students in 178 school districts. A recruitment email 

was sent out to approximately 250 eligible participants as identified by their school’s 

participation in the Spanish language arts assessment and the grade level they taught based on 

information found on the school website. The first 10 participants who agreed to the three phases 
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of participation were selected. All data collected were analyzed through a five-step process: (a) 

Step 1, manual holistic coding of the transcribed interviews; (b) Step 2, summarization of the 

demographic survey and scaled question questionnaire responses; (c) Step 3, categorizing the 

transcription data into segments; (d) Step 4, horizontalizing the data; and (d) Step 5, reduction 

(Moustakas, 1994; Saldaña, 2016; Schwandt, 2007) (see Dissertation Logic Matrix, Appendix 

E). 

In this chapter, I introduce the participants and present the findings of the research study. 

The lived experience of assessment accommodation selection and the impact on instruction  for 

the teachers in this study were characterized into five topics. The teacher experience of 

assessments and assessment accommodations highlighted knowledge and understanding 

categorized into the following five concepts: (1) Accessibility; (2) Support; (3) Purpose; (4) 

Process; and (5) Application.  

Participants 

In this section, I briefly reintroduce the participants using information gathered from their 

demographic survey responses (Tables 4 and 5), information shared during their interviews, 

district, and school-level pupil membership data (Colorado Department of Education, 2019) 

available on the state department of education’s website.  

Angie 

Angie is a fourth/fifth-grade teacher with over six years of experience and is new to the 

state. She teaches in Spanish and English in a bilingual setting. She has a master's degree and has 

a state-issued elementary education teaching license. Her native language is English, and she 

later learned Spanish. She identifies as White. In her current role, she teaches independently as 

she is the only dual-language teacher at the fourth/fifth-grade setting and does not have a specific 
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grade-level team to connect with. She was recently nominated for her school district’s talented 

teacher award. Her school has about 325 preschool through fifth-grade students: 10% of the 

students receive special education services and 33% of the students receive ELD services; 87% 

of the students in the school are free- and reduced-lunch eligible. Angie’s school is in the state’s 

second largest school district with approximately 80,000 students.  

Carlos 

Carlos is a fourth-grade teacher with more than 16 years of experience teaching and over 

11 years teaching in English language development. He has a master's degree, and in addition to 

his state-issued elementary education teaching license, he has an endorsement in culturally and 

linguistically diverse education (ESL). His native language is English with intermediate Spanish 

skills. He identifies as Hispanic/Latino. This year he has 27 students in his classroom: 24 of them 

speak a second language, about half of those students are Spanish speakers while the other half 

speak a variety of other languages from Africa and Asia. He serves on the school leadership 

committee. His school has about 475 preschool through fifth-grade students 15% of whom 

receive special education services and 68% receive ELD services, and 96% of the students in the 

school are free- and reduced-lunch eligible. Carlos’ school is in the state’s fifth largest school 

district with approximately 38,000 students. 

Daniela 

Daniela is a fourth/fifth-grade teacher with more than 16 years of experience teaching in 

English development programs. She teaches in Spanish and English in a bilingual setting. She 

has a master’s degree and, in addition to her state-issued elementary education teaching license, 

she has an endorsement in culturally and linguistically diverse education (bilingual education). 

Her native language is Spanish. She identifies as Hispanic/Latino. In her class she has an even 
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distribution of fourth and fifth graders. This year she serves on the school’s instructional 

leadership team and previously she worked on the dual-language committee. Her school has 

about 325 preschool through sixth-grade students: 15% of the students receive special education 

services, and 52% of the students receive ELD services; and 82% of the students in the school 

are free- and reduced-lunch eligible. Daniela’s school is in the state’s second largest school 

district with approximately 80,000 students. 

Gabriela 

Gabriela is a third-grade teacher with two years of experience; both of those years have 

been in a third-grade bilingual setting. She has a bachelor's degree and, in addition to her state-

issued elementary education teaching license, she has an endorsement in culturally and 

linguistically diverse education (ESL). Spanish is her native language, and she identifies as 

Hispanic/Latino. Gabriela is one of six third-grade teachers in her school; she represents third 

grade on the building leadership team. Her school has about 500 preschool through fourth-grade 

students: 10% of the students receive special education services, and 50% of the students receive 

ELD services; 35% of the students in the school are free- and reduced-lunch eligible. Gabriela’s 

school is in a school district with just under 5,500 students. 

Isabela 

Isabela is a fifth-grade teacher with more than 16 years of experience teaching in English 

development programs. She teaches in Spanish and English in a bilingual setting. She recently 

completed her doctoral degree at a local university, and her dissertation focused on literacy 

assessment practices for students in bilingual programs. In addition to her state-issued 

elementary education teaching license, she has an endorsement in culturally and linguistically 

diverse education (ESL). Teaching is her second career; before teaching she worked for a county 
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housing authority program focused on supporting agricultural workers. Her native language is 

Spanish. She identifies as Hispanic/Latino. Her school has about 380 preschool through fifth-

grade students: 19% of the students receive special education services, and 43% of the students 

receive ELD services; and 57% of the students in the school are free- and reduced-lunch eligible. 

Gabriela’s school is in the state’s ninth largest school district with approximately 30,000 

students. 

Julie 

Julie is a fifth-grade teacher with over six years of experience. She teaches in a bilingual 

setting where she is the English teacher. She has a master's degree and a state-issued elementary 

education teaching license. She identifies as White. She grew up in the area, and her bachelor’s 

degree is from a state school. She lived in a west coast state for a brief time while in graduate 

school. Her school has about 300 preschool through fifth-grade students: 16% of the students 

receive special education services, and 57% of the students receive ELD services; and 95% of 

the students in the school are free- and reduced-lunch eligible. Julie’s school is in the state’s 

largest school district with approximately 90,000 students. 

Leah 

Leah, whose preferred pronoun is they, is a fourth-grade teacher with over six years of 

experience. They teaches in a bilingual setting; while bilingual, they currently teaches in English.  

They majored in romance languages, literature, and linguistics and minored in education, and 

have a master's degree in education. In addition to their state-issued elementary education 

teaching license, they have an endorsement in culturally and linguistically diverse education 

(ESL) and a special education license. They identify as White. Their class is made up of a 

majority of EL students, and only 5 of the 23 students are not EL. Their school has about 370 
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preschool through fifth-grade students; 16% of the students receive special education services, 

and 49% of the students receive ELD services; and 92% of the students in the school are free- 

and reduced-lunch eligible. Leah’s school is in the state’s largest school district with 

approximately 90,000 students. 

Pepe 

Pepe is a fourth-grade teacher with more than 16 years of experience teaching in English 

development programs. He teaches in Spanish and English in a bilingual setting. He has a 

master's degree and a state-issued elementary education teaching license. His native language is 

Spanish. He identifies as Mexicano. Teaching is Pepe’s second career; before teaching he 

worked as a wilderness fireman. He is an avid cyclist and works part-time as a professional 

bicycle mechanic; he is the school bike club sponsor. He is also a passionate reader and shared 

several book titles that impact his teaching practices: The Mismeasure of Man; Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed; Culturally Responsive Teaching and The Brain: Promoting Authentic Engagement 

and Rigor Among Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Students; and Teaching with the Brain in 

Mind. His school has about 320 preschool through fifth-grade students: 12% of the students 

receive special education services, and 59% of the students receive ELD services; and 93% of 

the students in the school are free and reduced lunch eligible. Pepe’s school is in the state’s 

largest school district with approximately 90,000 students. 

Rebecca 

Rebecca is an elementary school English language development teacher. She has over 16 

years of experience teaching and over 11 years teaching in English language development. She 

has a master's degree and, in addition to her state-issued elementary education teaching license, 

she has an endorsement in culturally and linguistically diverse education (ESL). Her native 
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language is English, and she learned Spanish in college. She identifies as White. Rebecca also 

adjuncts and facilitates a cohort of graduate students from her school district. The students in the 

cohort are working on a master’s degree in education with an emphasis on culturally and 

linguistically diverse teaching. She is also working on her LETRS: Language Essentials for 

Teacher of Reading and Spelling training. Her school has about 390 preschool through fifth-

grade students: 16% of the students receive special education services, and 43% of the students 

receive ELD services; and 67% of the students in the school are free- and reduced-lunch eligible. 

Her school is in a school district with approximately 9,000 students. 

Susan 

Susan is a special education teacher for students in third through fifth grade. She has over 

16 years of experience teaching in English language development. She teaches in a bilingual 

setting; she is the English special education teacher, and her partner is the Spanish special 

education teacher. She has a master's degree and, in addition to her state-issued elementary 

education and special education teaching licenses, she has an endorsement in culturally and 

linguistically diverse education (ESL). She identif ies as White. Previously, she worked as a 

school literacy coach and worked in the school assessment leader role. Her school has about 300 

preschool through fifth-grade students: 16% of the students receive special education services, 

and 57% of the students receive ELD services; and 95% of the students in the school are free- 

and reduced-lunch eligible. Julie’s school is in the state’s largest school district with 

approximately 90,000 students. 

Teacher Experiences with Assessment Accommodations 

The experiences of administering assessment and selection of accommodations for EL 

students were organized into similar perceptions and approaches identified as accessibility, 
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support, purpose, process and application. When the teachers in this study discussed 

accommodations, their perceptions of them were that accommodations improve a student’s 

access to the assessment and assessment tasks. According to the study participants, the purpose 

of accommodations is to support accessibility. A focus on support exemplifies the participant’s 

training, learning, and collaboration opportunities both formal and information related to the 

accommodation selection. Another perspective that surfaced was purpose in which participants 

discussed their understanding of the purpose of the assessments within the educational system. A 

further participant experience was summarized as process as they shared their experience of the 

assessment process of assessment administration and accommodation selection, general 

preparation, and interpreting and using results. Finally, application was another experience that 

emerged showing educator instructional decisions as impacted by assessments. In the following 

section, I present data for the five topics.  

Accessibility 

As the participants discussed their experiences with accommodation selection for 

students, they talked about the value of accommodations for the students they worked with. 

Teachers shared about how they valued assessment accommodations as tools for increasing 

accessibility. The teachers in the study see accommodations as a tool that opens the assessment 

for students when they do not have the language skills to unlock the assessment on their own. 

Teachers believe that the accommodation scaffolds the assessment, reducing anxiety and 

building the confidence of the test taker. Not all available accommodations are seen as helpful 

across all assessments, or for all grades or all students. Additionally, despite the desire to provide 

accommodations, available resources may prevent accommodation use. The consensus, though, 
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is that there are concerns that standardized assessments, as designed, are unfair for EL students. 

The assessment accommodation is seen as a means to make it a little fairer.   

When Angie discussed the accommodations, she said the accommodations help the 

student have less anxiety. Her experience is that with the accommodation, the assessment is more 

tolerable and less difficult for the students. She explained that, with accommodations, “they just 

feel like less anxiety about it. I feel like that's the biggest benefit for the kids, like it's not fun to 

take a state standardized tested to begin with, but if it's that much harder for you, you would 

never want to take it.”  

Angie’s perspective is that accommodations improve student access to the assessment, 

making it less difficult, and create an assessment experience where students feel more confident 

in their knowledge. Rebecca discussed accommodation selection through the lens of assessment 

and as a tool to be utilized in the classroom as well.   

We try to be really thoughtful about assigning accommodations that the classroom 

teacher can use and will be useful . . . that they would be able to use on standardized 

testing. That students can show what they know that it's, um, it's doesn't penalize them. 

That they really have that opportunity to share. 

This experience of differentiating between classroom and assessment accommodations 

demonstrates that she wants accommodations to be applicable to both learning activities and 

measurement activities. For Rebecca, accommodation selection is to be done with intention and 

to provide a tool that students can use across settings of instruction and assessment. 

Daniela’s response related to accessibility referenced two accommodations, text-to-

speech and extra time. Her overall perspective, however, was about creating equity.   
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It's great that they get that text-to-speech . . . whereas if they didn't, right, I mean we have 

students who have auditory processing, we have students who have, you know, who 

need, who really just need the time, and I think it's important that at least those are 

benefits that are given to them because I don't, you know, it's as I said, the equity piece, 

right? 

Daniela values accommodations as a pathway to fairness for students when they engage with an 

assessment that otherwise may not be accessible to them.   

The study participants saw accommodations, in general, as an equalizer and a tool to 

reduce assessment anxiety. The teachers in the study also spoke at length about specific 

accommodations and their perceptions of the accommodation’s impact on the student’s testing 

experience. Accessibility through specific accommodations will be discussed through auditory 

presentation, primary/home language, translated directions, extended time, and word-to-word 

dictionary.  

Auditory Presentation 

 Participants talked about their experiences of assigning and observing students use of the 

auditory presentation accommodation. The auditory presentation allows the student to have the 

assessment read to them. The reading is done through the computer (text-to-speech) or by a test 

administrator reading an assessment script. In most practices, the presentation is perceived as an 

accommodation that greatly enhances the accessibility of the assessment.  

Carlos discussed text-to-speech as it related to the math assessment and as it related to the 

English language arts (ELA) assessment. Through his experiences, the accommodations present 

different benefits and challenges depending on the content it is used for. His view of text-to-

speech on the math assessment is that it is beneficial for students. 
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Whereas it might not create an equal playing field, it does give them opportunity. To do 

better, especially when I consider something like math. Because there's a lot of kids that 

are strong in math, but they struggle in reading, and so, if the accommodation can read 

the text to a kid and they can hear it, then they can solve the math problem. But if they 

have to be able to read it and they're not ready for the reading, then right away, it's an 

unfair playing field. 

When evaluating the usefulness of text-to-speech for language arts, his experiences are that the 

accommodation is not helpful and presents a different issue in that listening to all of the passages 

is more time consuming.    

When I have kids who are new to the country in LA [language arts], just say within two 

years, they've learned some English, but they are having [to] sit at their computer for 

potentially hours at a time and there they are limited English proficient, but they're being 

read paragraph after paragraph af ter paragraph. And it's not the best use of their time. 

For Carlos, accommodations bring different support to students based on the content being 

assessed and the student’s language proficiency.  

Discussing the equity created by the text-to-speech accommodation, Susan shared that it 

gives students a chance. In her experience, text-to-speech allows the students to get off the 

starting line.   

I think that without the accommodation of it being read to them, it's totally out of their 

league. They can't access it at all. With it being read to them, they have a chance to be 

able to think about it, make some kind of educated guess, even if they're not always 

getting it totally correct. They can at least begin or attempt, but without that 

accommodation, I don't even think they could start.  
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Susan utilizes the text-to-speech accommodation to give her students who are struggling readers 

an opportunity to process the text in place of straining to read and then processing the text. 

Similarly, Leah believes that having the test read to the student is the great equalizer for all their 

students. "I give the option for all my students to have text read aloud to them. . .. It is beneficial 

for them. And so, my students all have access to the text read aloud to them on assessments." 

Gabriela echoed the experiences of other teachers and said, “Text-to-speech is a big one, 

especially for the ones who are struggling to read or are not reading at grade level; that's a big 

one for them.” The participants’ use of auditory presentation as an accommodation for their 

students shows the focus on creating access through having text read aloud.   

Primary/Home Language 

Participant experiences related specifically to providing the assessment in the student’s 

primary/home language, reflecting that use of the student’s primary/home language is valued as 

an accessibility tool. The following data show perceptions of using both the accommodation of 

presenting the assessment in the student’s primary/home language and allowing student 

responses in the primary/home language as a key to accessibility.   

Isabela discussed that the accommodation of primary/home language allows the student 

to engage with the assessment. She said the language accommodation allows the student "to have 

a language accommodation where they can actually do it in Spanish." As she discussed the 

accommodation further, she talked about its value in terms of assessment/academic access, but 

the statement it makes to the student is that their primary/home language is respected. "It allows 

the kid to also know that they're taking the test in Spanish because that Spanish is, they're a 

bilingual child, that their language is valued." As she further shared her experience, she stressed 

that a Spanish assessment is the best choice for a Spanish-speaking student. “The best thing is to 
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test in Spanish. Right? The child is a Spanish speaker so they're going to produce the best score 

in Spanish, because they are Spanish speaker.” Daniela’s experience echoes Isabela’s that the 

primary/home language accommodation will produce the best results related to achievement on 

content assessments. Daniela shared that "having the opportunity to give the test to them in 

Spanish or have the directions in Spanish will really measure their growth or what they know, 

instead of the language they know." Furthermore, she discussed the equity created by the 

primary/home language accommodation, stating that "making sure it's equitable for all students 

by making sure they can show what they know and not only if they speak English." When 

Gabriela discussed the use of the Spanish assessment, her belief aligned with both Isabela and 

Daniela that the accommodation allows the student to show what they know without a language 

obstacle creates equity. As Gabriela discussed her experience, she said,  

Sometimes they could know the content, but they just don't know how to express it in 

English. So, I think having the opportunity to give the test to them in Spanish or have the 

directions in Spanish will really measure their growth or what they know, instead of the 

language. They know on how much of the language they know. So, I think it's just 

making sure it's equitable for all students by making sure they can show what they know 

and not only if they speak English. 

Whereas most participants discussed use of the primary/home language accommodation 

as it related to the student, Pepe’s experience with the primary/home language accommodation 

was directly related to his teaching and the students’ skills. “I want them all to take it in Spanish 

because that's the language I teach in the majority of my day . . . just going to have [them] all 

take it in Spanish because that's their native language.” His experience highlights the value of 

consistency between the way students learn and the way students test. When speaking about the 
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use of primary/home language assessment presentation and response, Rebecca shared her 

experience of providing the primary/home language on classroom assessments in comparison to 

providing it on state assessments. Regarding the classroom assessment, she said,   

So, I think that that's a little trickier because not all the teachers speak Spanish . . .. There 

are tests that students wouldn't have the opportunity to take in Spanish because the 

teachers wouldn't be able to correct it. . . . Generally, the teachers will find a teacher that 

speaks Spanish to translate it, especially for newcomers.  

Focusing on state assessments, her experience was, “Again  . . . in classes where teachers don't 

speak Spanish; for state assessments, kids that are ELs might need translated directions are 

placed in a group with a teacher that speaks Spanish so that they can have the directions 

translated if needed.” When Rebecca discusses translating the state assessment directions, the 

accessibility feature she is discussing is the primary/home language assessment. Since the state 

assessment directions are already available in Spanish, the staffing need is to have someone who 

can read the directions. In summary, participants found the use of primary/home language 

assessment opportunities to be a valuable accommodation for supporting accessibility and 

student opportunity to demonstrate content knowledge more accurately.    

Translated Directions 

Translated directions is an accommodation used when the accommodation of 

primary/home language cannot be used (the English language arts assessment). Translated 

directions apply when the assessment is presented in English and is perceived as an accessibility 

support, however small.  

In the discussion about this specific accommodation, Angie said, "at least if the directions 

are translated, at least the kids know what to do, even if they don't know the answers. At least 
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they know what to do." Her experience is to use translated directions to remove the initial shock 

of engaging with the assessment content that may not be easily accessed by the student. Julie 

shared, “We're teaching, kind of as a group . . . those students that, we have very few, don't 

understand any English, but those that understand more in Spanish. The other teacher will read 

the directions in Spanish.” Through her perspective , the translated directions provide the 

guidance for students who are still very emergent in their English learning. She also shared, “I 

think that's a teacher preference, where you know if the test is in English in third grade, it's 

probably because you're taking a test of English versus at my grade, it's more of an 

accommodation.” Her experience does show the use of primary/home language or translated 

directions as very intentional based on the focus of the assessment. Angie and Julie shared 

responses that are reflective of the group’s approach to translated directions as used in instruction 

or assessment. To generalize, the teachers provide translated directions when needed or as 

appropriate for the language focus or assessment construct.  

Extended Time 

 A standardized content assessment is a timed test. The accommodation of extra time is 

afforded to ELs to provide them with more time to navigate an assessment that is in another 

language. The experiences of assigning extra time and seeing students engage with the extra time 

are mixed.   

Carlos shared about the obstacles of scheduling for and allowing extra time for students. 

"Well, that extra timepiece . . . there really are not enough bodies to give every kid extra time. 

Especially when we talk about the number of kids that also are in a special ed group, it's very 

taxing on the system to give every kid extra time." Further, he clarified, “Just because I've given 

somebody extra time doesn't mean that they're going to use the time; and that just creates kind  of 
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a havoc sort of issue in the building with proctors. But, if I'm giving kids extra time that they 

don't need that's, that's not going to benefit kids, nor the building because the building struggles 

to get proctors to meet all the different needs of the school. 

Gabriela said, “For the [state assessment] and the [district] MAP [test] they do get 

extended time. . .. You [the student] get 1.5 [allocated time plus half] but then they don't really 

need that.” In her experience, the amount of extra time allowed is more time than the student 

needs. Julie’s experience was narrowed down by grade-level practices, “Different grade levels 

see it differently, but for the most part, it's not very often used. But, you know, especially for 

younger kids if they are working hard, they'll, they'll be given that option.” Susan’s perspective 

connects with the aforementioned experiences and brings an even more definite tone about the 

extended time not being a valuable accommodation.   

Most kids don't need extra time, and it's either they know it, or they don't and giving them 

extra time is not going to help them know it. . .. In my experience, most of my students 

are significantly below in reading and giving them extra time is not going to help them.  

She clarified that she provides extra time on the district assessments, but not on state 

assessments. The extra time on the district assessment is a reaction to a functionality of the timed 

assessment. When sharing about the accommodation of extra time, Susan also shared,  

I give my students extra time on the district test, [it] will time them out if they're not 

quick processors, but in my experience, most of my students are significantly below in 

reading, and giving them extra time is not going to help them. 

Susan is a special education teacher for ELs. Her artifact (Figure 1) is the assessment 

page from an IEP. This artifact shows the accommodations she assigns for district and state 

assessments from a special education perspective. Susan shared that she does not value the 
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extended time accommodation on state assessments but sees value in it for the district reading 

assessment that can be seen in the accommodations selected for the IEP. Furthermore, the artifact 

reflects that the same accommodations selected for the content assessment were selected for the 

English language proficiency assessment, showing that her focus is on cognitive 

accommodations and is not language related.   
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Figure 1 

Susan’s Artifact 

 
Note. Susan’s artifact is the assessment accommodations page from an IEP.  
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Speech-to-Text 

The speech-to-text accommodation is when a student’s spoken word is transcribed into 

written words and appears to go unused for most ELs. The accessibility support of speech-to-

text, actually producing speech, may not be as effective when students are still developing 

language.    

Susan’s experience is that the speech-to-text accommodation is used for students with 

identified special education needs, not for language learners. She stated, “Students that have a 

learning disability . . . those are the students that get it [speech-to-text] all of the time.” Yet, in 

Carlos’ experience, he allowed speech-to-text through Read&Write for Google Chrome™ 

(Texthelp, 2021) on all class work, but that extension does not work during the assessment. “I'm 

completely okay if they talk into the mic and record it like that . . . that feature is blocked [during 

testing] so they . . . need to actually type in there to put the response in so they can't use it.”  

Contrasting Susan and Carlos’ experiences, other participants were not allowed to use 

speech-to-text, or intentionally chose not to. “We can't use speech-to-text.” Gabriela’s shared 

that she knew there were accommodations she does not use, and speech-to-text was one of them. 

“I know there are a few accommodations that I've never used like speech-to-text.” When asked 

about speech-to-text, Julie said, “I've never seen that accommodation.” Rebecca’s experience 

reflects Gabriela’s and Julie’s as she does not use speech-to-text with her students. Speaking of 

her practice, she said, “I don't know that I've ever had a student use speech-to-text. So, I don't, 

I've never seen that one used.” Speech-to-text as an accessibility feature did not hold consistent 

value across participant settings or individual experiences.   
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Word-to-Word Dictionary  

When discussing the word-to-word dictionary accommodation, Carlos noted, "I mean, if 

we had more Spanish/English translation dictionaries . . . kids might be a little bit more likely to 

use them." In his scenario, it might be a materials issue, but it also seems as if the word-to-word 

dictionary is simply not valuable. Susan shared, “When I was the site assessment leader (SAL), I 

never, I don't think anybody ever requested a dictionary.” Her experience reflects not just her 

practices, but a schoolwide accommodation practice of not selecting word-to-word dictionaries. 

Julie’s perspective aligns with those of both Carlos and Susan; she explains more about why they 

do not select the word-to-word dictionary accommodation. When discussing the word-to-word 

dictionary accommodation, Julie said,  

I would say in my grade level it's mainly just because we don't use it as a school. I would 

say partially that comes from just past administration didn't think it was a useful tool. I 

would agree. I mean, I think it's very rare that you can say, okay, this is the word I'm 

trying to think of in English, and I know the word in Spanish. Let me look it up. It's very 

rare that that would be very effective. 

The participants in this study assigned accommodations to support access to the 

assessment and create a more equitable testing experience for ELs. Per the experience of the 

participants, intentional accommodation selection means providing accommodations that meet 

and support the student where they are based on instructional opportunities and language need. 

Furthermore, the experiences show that not all accommodations are valued as tools for equity for 

all EL students, such as word-to-word dictionaries since word-by-word translation is not 

realistic. Additionally, accommodations do not provide the same support across all subjects and, 

while beneficial in one content, may be burdensome for another; for example, auditory 
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presentation may support a student in accessing math items, but is too much language for text-

heavy items; or extra time is content or student dependent.   

Support 

As the teachers in this study discussed learning about assessment accommodations and assigning 

them to their students, they highlighted participating in training or collaboration with others, as 

they discussed their support. All participants discussed participating in a school-level training, 

but experiences of collaborating with others on accommodation assignment varied. As the 

participants discussed the training, it seemed to be a fairly perfunctory experience. All 

participants discussed knowing about assessment administration and accommodation selection 

from an in-building training led by the school administration. The training is annual and is a key 

contributor to how they make meaning of the assessments. The state department of education's 

assessment training system is a trainer-of-trainers model, meaning that a district-level assessment 

leader attends training provided by the state department of education. The district leader then 

trains school-level leaders, and finally, the school-level leaders train the teachers. The state 

assessment procedures manual is available to the public on the state department's website.  

When Gabriela discussed her experience with assessment training, she shared, “It was 

basically admin, we had a training on accommodations for [the state assessment], so [the 

assistant principal] talked to us about them.” Daniella shared a few more details, but her 

experience of attending a training led by the assistant principal and discussions of 

accommodations for state assessments suggests that trainings may be similar throughout the 

state.  

So, [the assistant principal] was in charge of the testing piece. She will give us a training 

and explain everything to us, and then after she does that, she's already got all the 
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paperwork ready to go with accommodations they've had in the past, based on their 504 

plans or IEPs, and then we go over them, see if we need to, you know, to change them.  

Susan shared about her past role; she was the SAL, the person giving the school training. 

"In my past role for about nine years, I was the . . . site assessment leader. And so, I would have 

to go to the district trainings and then train my staff." Through her experience, we learn that 

school administrators receive their training from district leaders. Now, Susan is the school 

training attendee. When Carlos talked about his training, he shared that accommodations 

assignment happens during the training. In his experience, students eligible for accommodations 

are identified by school leadership and, in some cases, accommodations may already be 

suggested.   

Our admin team, well usually the assistant principal, as well as one of the coaches, maybe 

two of the coaches, will go through and they'll, they'll highlight all of the ELs, and they 

might, if they know the kid, they'll suggest some of the accommodations. Then, yeah, 

maybe some of his or her other teachers might also add in to make some suggestions if I 

don't make those recommended recommendations on my own.  

Isabella brought a perspective similar to Susan’s because, in addition to the training she 

currently receives from school leadership, she was previously the school assessment coordinator. 

However, she also studied assessment accommodations for her doctoral dissertation. She shared 

specifically from her experience with assessment accommodations through her dissertation and 

assessment coordinator experience. She highlights the difficulty of navigating the 

accommodation documents and working with a special team because there are language 

accommodations and special education accommodations.  
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I know about the accommodations because I studied it for my dissertation. There's pages 

and pages of accommodations; it's very complicated. . .. As assessment coordinator, I 

also had to work with a special team, and they had to deal with all the combinations. So, 

there's language accommodations and special ed accommodations.  

Pepe referenced his training as good and further shared that he takes it upon himself to 

pay attention to and learn about accommodations on his own. "We get good training on that. 

Then also, I feel that you know, to give my kids a fair advantage, I need to stay up to date on that 

stuff.” Leah’s assessment experience came from both the annual school training and master’s 

program, the university where they earned their master’s degree partnered with their school 

district where they learned about assessments accommodations simultaneously through school 

leadership and the university training. Leah shared,  

We had very specific classes about assessment that were specific to my school district. It 

included a course on state testing and those different pieces. I also had a student 

residency at that time. I was in the classroom witnessing the testing as it was happening 

as I was also learning about it. 

Julie was the only participant who mentioned an ethics portion of the training, preceding the 

accommodations information. She discussed that the training entailed letting the teacher know 

what accommodations are available and that the SAL physically assigns the accommodation in 

the testing platform. The teachers in her school email the SAL accommodation requests for their 

students. In discussing her assessment training experience, she shared the following.    

We have a training session; we do the ethics and whatnot training. Then we also go 

through accommodations, and I'm not going to actually assign the accommodations. We 

have a SAL. She is our testing coordinator and, but we all are trained in terms of this is 
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what's available. This is what we will request for our students. If you have any specific 

requests, email her . . . that’s how I know about that is school-wide training. 

Julie’s experience shows that assessments are taken seriously by leadership and staff at 

her school, thus, the ethics portion of the training. Still, assessment is a somewhat removed 

experience that happens to her and around her as the testing coordinator is responsible for 

accommodation activation. Julie's work with assessment accommodations defaults to the SAL 

making accommodations decisions. She shared that the teachers in her school can advocate for 

their students to the SAL, but she did not think doing so was common practice.  

The teachers have the option to have input in terms of these are the students that I think 

need a, b, and c or the student might be an English learner, but absolutely does not need 

an accommodation. But I wouldn't say that every teacher takes advantage of that. So, I 

think in the end, it's mainly the admin and the SAL who end up making that decision. 

For Julie, leaving accommodation selection to someone outside of the classroom appears to be 

common practice.  

Carlos described a setting with significant opportunities for collaboration. He describes a 

scenario where the EL students (dual language learners in the reference) are listed into an 

accommodation assignment matrix. All teachers have access to the matrix with specific attention 

from the special education teachers.  

Usually, it is a team effort. And when we're looking over like a matrix of everybody's, of 

all the DLL [dual language learners] in the building, usually teachers will look at their’s 

[their students]. The sped team will look at my home[room] students and also have some 

say into what sort of accommodations that they should or should not receive and which 

ones are eligible for. 
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For Carlos assessment accommodations are a collaborative effort, yet with roles of authority, 

those being the classroom teacher for one population of students and the special education 

teacher for another population.  

Leah's experience did not reflect a collaborative approach to accommodation selection, 

but rather teacher as expert, and accommodation selections were made in isolation. "In our 

school, the teacher, the classroom teacher who works the most with the student, is the one who 

decides which accommodations the student needs, as well as providing them throughout the 

year." This practice shows teacher-implemented instructional accommodations connecting to 

assessment accommodation selection.  

In Pepe’s school, teachers work in vertical teams. He said that the vertical team is “one of 

the reasons we all really understand the accommodations for students." Yet, explicitly related to 

selecting accommodations for students, he shared, "[they] allow me to do that. In fact, I push to 

make sure I get that choice. You know, I do. I push to make sure that choice is mine because I'm 

the guy teaching. I mean, but it's not like you have to push really hard." His experience reflects 

collegial discussions of accommodations through vertical teams and accommodation selection at 

the teacher level.  

For Susan, accommodation assignment could be collaborative as various student 

education team members can be the decision-makers. Yet, accommodations are most frequently 

assigned by school leaders and specialists without input from the classroom teacher.  

I think, for the most part, accommodations are more readily available from the special ed 

teacher. And I think the classroom teachers, they don't necessarily think about it, that you 

may have so many kids for one that to even think very deeply about one student is 

difficult, and it doesn't happen often. You know, unless someone else was to come up to 
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them and say, like the special ed teacher, you know this student should really have this or 

if it's an administrator thinking this student should really have this.  

Susan’s experience shows a hierarchy with teachers defaulting accommodation selection to 

specialists or leadership. Daniela described a setting where teachers could select 

accommodations for their students, but where a checks and balances system is in place.  

You know, because we really want to provide for our students, but there's got to be some 

balance there where someone is looking over our shoulders and saying, "well, you know I 

don't think you could use that here," or "you know I don't think that would be okay. We 

just have to have that other perspective." 

Daniela's experience shows the teacher as an expert, but not the final word.  

Gabriela's experience connects to Daniela's in making decisions independently and then 

receiving a second opinion. "[The assistant principal] met with me one on one to go over my 

[accommodation] list." The artifact Gabriela submitted (Figure 2) was the accommodation 

assignment list she developed that she then reviewed with her assistant principal. She made 

separate accommodation lists for the language arts (reading) assessment and the mathematics 

assessment. Her list has a student name, the accommodation(s) to be assigned, and the 

assessment language. The assessment language, while an accommodation, is listed separately 

from accommodations. She also has language proficiency information and other observations 

such as IEP and read plan (reading intervention) status.  
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Figure 2 

Gabriela’s Artifact 

 

Note. The list of accommodations assigned to students for third-grade state testing.  
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Gabriela's artifact shows that she is knowledgeable about her students' needs as related to home 

language and language of instruction. Her experience of discussing the list with school 

leadership shows the shared authority over accommodation selection.   

Angie’s experience described the steps of involving the ELD and special education 

teachers and the requirement for documented observation. Her experience was unique as she was 

the only participant who described collaborating with parents in accommodation selection. She 

shared,  

It starts with a classroom teacher, and then you kind of have to discuss it with the ELD or 

the IEP teacher. And then you have to write a formal observation sheet, then they come, 

and they observe the observation sheet, then we come back together. Then if we notice 

something, then we get the parents involved.  

Furthermore, in Angie’s experience, the school defaults their expertise in education to parental 

understanding of and desire for accommodations. "Parents have a big role. Yeah, and I've had 

parents before they're like, no, my kid doesn't have this issue, so I'm not signing the sheet." Her 

experience shows a team approach with the teacher as the initiator of possible accommodation 

need consulting with building specialists and formal observation of the student. However, final 

accommodation approval remains with the student’s family.  

Rebecca shared an experience that demonstrates collegiality in discussions about students 

and referencing the timing of the discussions as she shared that as colleagues, they most likely 

connected before assessment accommodations were pressing.   

It would be facilitating a conversation with the classroom teacher if I have that student. I 

would also put in what I've noticed and any accommodations that I've used in my groups 

and a conversation with one of the special education teachers. . .. Generally, before we 
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get to the accommodation point, we've already talked to them. . . . It's whatever the 

student is using in the classroom that helps them be able to access and answer an 

assessment. 

About her setting in general, she shared, "I feel like, in my building, we're pretty lucky because 

all the teachers, even if we don't socialize, we all like each other. So, we talk to each other if 

something comes up, and it's very nice to work there.” For Rebecca, camaraderie and respect 

allow for professional conversations of student needs/accommodations to happen organically. 

All participants took-part in their school-level training and collaboration may have been working 

with peers, administration as expert, or nonexistent, all shared some form of support experience 

for assessment accommodation selection.  

Purpose 

While no teacher shared an experience of liking state standardized assessments, many of 

them shared that they see a place and need for an accountability measure from the state 

department of education. Participants understood that the purpose of the assessments is to ensure 

students were receiving educational opportunities. The assessments were seen as necessary, with 

plenty of room for improvement in assessment design and results.  

Carlos shared how his perspective on standardized assessments has evolved throughout 

his career.  

For about the first 10 years of my career, I was really against them, but the past 6 years, I 

just, I've had a change in how I go about it. I don't feel like they're a bad thing these days. 

There's got to be a better system, but I understand that the state has to come up with a 

way to see if kids are learning and to see if teachers are doing their job. And so, I find 

value to them. 
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For Carlos, the intention of the assessments to confirm all students are getting the opportunity to 

learn is understood; but the outcome of the intention is not accurately realized. He also shared 

that perhaps the assessment design could be modified to meet the students’ needs and still 

measure grade-level academic standards.  

I would say maybe the greatest challenge might be how can we provide assessments to 

kids that might be at their level, but it can still show whether they're growing or not? So, 

I'm just thinking, off the top and maybe like a tier system. So that I mean because that's 

going to make, that's going to help them see that they are learning A kid doesn't want to 

sit there and have a computer read to them, but they have no idea what that passage is 

about, for example, and they get this score that says they're not learning. But does that 

score, really, is it really accurate? 

Carlos is looking for an assessment that can be a summative measure that can provide for the 

accountability system, and actionable data at the school and student level.   

Leah describes assessments as a "strange accountability measure" and then continues: 

I also think about equitable practices with students and if we didn't have some sort of 

standards, how some students might not have opportunities that would really benefit 

them. . .. I don't know that standardized tests are the answer to that, but it's something 

towards that direction.  

Leah, like Carlos, sees standardized assessments as a tool to support students in having 

education opportunity, but also does not see the standardized assessment as the appropriate 

method to ensure educational opportunities. Isabela saw the importance of an accountability 

system but could not find merit in the current system. "The whole system of standardized 

assessments . . . it's really has become a business. . .. The whole idea of this accountability is 
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important, but it's been kind of warped too." She went on to share how accommodations helped 

create value in the assessments, "I mean, when I was assessment coordinator, I had to really 

work with the teachers to do our best to use the accommodations and to make it something of 

value." Her work shows that with accommodations, the assessments might be seen as more 

useful to teachers. Daniela’s experience highlights an awareness of needing an accountability 

measure and the dissatisfaction of the current measure as it applies to her school settings.  

I understand that testing is going to be, is something that is necessary or that it's always 

going to it a part of life. . .. I have always taught in Title I schools, and I've, you know, it 

just that seems to me that the thing is I've seen how, you know, some kids shine through 

it. But the majority of them, they have such a repertoire of knowledge, but it's not the 

knowledge that is shown on those assessments. And I know that we have to have some 

type of measure to show that we are meeting the standards and that we're teaching the 

standards, the curriculum, but . . . it's really frustrating. 

She draws attention to her Title I school settings and knowledge and experiences students in 

those settings have compared to knowledge and experiences of students from schools that do not 

qualify for Title I. She points out that the knowledge her students have is not the knowledge that 

is historically part of the assessment skill set.  

Pepe shared that the standardized testing accountability system, as we know it, has 

always been a part of his teaching career, but that the tests have changed significantly. His 

perspective is that tests are needed, but he disapproves of the current system.  

I think standardized tests pretty much started about the time I started teaching and 

changed so much. You know, it's changed a lot. . .. I'm not fully in agreeance with; yes, 

they have to test the kids, but maybe I should back up just a bit, say I'm not fully in 
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agreeance in with the way they test them. The problem with that is we don't get the 

results until later. . .. The only results that we use to help drive instruction are the district 

tests. 

For Pepe, the way the students are tested and the late results are not beneficial. Angie saw a flaw 

in the current system because of how student growth is celebrated. She talked about a student 

who received accommodations that inflated his score, but since the scores were good, no one was 

concerned about the invalid results.  

Sometimes they're [the accommodations] too helpful. I actually had a student who had an 

IEP, who was monolingual [Spanish] . . . and he got so much accommodation that he 

actually got top of my class, and it threw off everything. . .. He got it read to him, and 

then he got it translated, and then when there was like a, there's like a translator that 

translated everything, so it was like, you’re not even testing his language skills at this 

point, you're testing his Spanish or English language skills, you're testing his Spanish 

language skills, and like he's, he had dyslexia, so everything was read to him . . . but 

that's not testing his reading. We're supposed to be testing has reading right now. So, it's 

just like way too many accommodations. It was like, basically, the accommodations were 

giving him the answers. I just wanted to share that because I know that; I mean, that was 

shocking to me, and you know, the school wasn’t even helpful. It's like, no, he's fine. It's 

like, how are we saying he's fine? And because he grew a lot because that's not accurate. 

For Angie, it is a scenario where accommodations that were applied that interfered with what the 

assessment was designed to measure; the results misrepresent the ability of the student, but since 

it was good for accountability, people overlooked what it could do to a student’s instructional 
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programs. For all the teachers in the study, they understood a larger accountability purpose of 

state-level assessments while still needing a different system.  

Process 

The perception from the teachers was that the assessment is a process. The assessments 

are time consuming and cause scheduling chaos, the pressure for students to do well is high, and 

teachers feel a lack of control and in the end, they are not sure what the students get from them. 

The multiple sessions, days, and weeks of testing are inconvenient and interfere with the 

teachers’ expectation of what a school day should look like.     

Carlos talked about the instruction load related to the assessment. He discussed the 

number of standards that need to be covered and the time spent in test preparation, 

administration, and analyzing results.  

Because there are so many standards and so little time, and I don't feel like [the state 

department] knows what goes on in classrooms. And that if they did, they would, they 

would reduce the number of standards, but there's just got to be a better way to approach 

state testing because, in my opinion, clearly the current model, it doesn't work. It doesn't 

work for kids. It doesn't work for teachers or buildings, and there's way too many hours 

spent on the whole thing from the whole spectrum of state testing, from preparing kids to 

test to testing and then looking at the results. 

In his experience, the quantity of academic standards is too high, and the time demands for test 

preparations and analyzing results are part of a larger system that does not work for students, 

teachers, or schools. Susan shared a similar experience, as she discussed the impact and stress of 

the assessment, from the district level to school leadership to teachers.  

For teachers, I think it’s very stressful because they know the pressures that the principals 

are putting on them and that the district is putting on the principals. And so, everybody 
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has this huge weight on their shoulder to do well on these assessments, when really, it's 

out of our control. 

Her perception was that student performance on the assessment is out of their control as an 

educational institution.  

Both Leah and Isabela talked about the amount of time assessments need. They discussed 

this in reference to state standardized assessments and other assessments required by their school 

district. The artifacts they submitted highlight that they see all assessments that come from 

outside the classroom in the same light, that they are inconvenient, and that the assessments 

interrupt their instruction. Leah’s artifact is their district’s assessment calendar for the 

schoolyear. Isabela’s artifact shared similar information with a calendar of assessments in one 

month. These artifacts highlight time spent on assessment, looking beyond the state assessment 

to district assessments as well.  

As Leah discussed the testing calendar and accompanying notes, she shared, “So you can 

see lots of different pieces of testing. The other pieces that impact us would be the reading test 

[state required reading assessment for Grades K-3]. We actually do a monthly assessment, even 

though the [state] window only happens three times a year." For Leah, assessments happen 

throughout the year. The artifact (Figure 3) illustrates a year of assessments that are above and 

beyond the assessments that happen as part of classroom measure of learning. Through review of 

the artifact, mandated assessments, state, or district, happen every month of the school year.   
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Figure 3 

Leah’s Artifact 
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Figure 3 (continued) 

 

Note. Leah’s artifact is the district calendar of state and district test dates.  

Isabela’s artifact (Figure 4) is a page from her dissertation where she illustrates and 

discusses the impact of assessments on students in her school. In Isabela's calendar, we see that 

there are 20 weekdays: 2 days are scheduled as days off, leaving students with 18 school days 

during the month. Discussing the calendar, she says, "The kids have three days of science, three 

days of language arts, and three days of math, that was nine days, plus two days for the district 

math test. All they did in April was tests; that's all they did." 
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Figure 4 

Isabela’s Artifact 

 

Note. Isabela’s artifact is the testing calendar and text from her dissertation.  

Isabela’s artifact shows the test schedule for students in her school; furthermore, it shows that the 

accommodation of Spanish was not selected for students in her school for the Math or Science 

assessment. For Isabela, assessments are seen as an oppressive state intrusion on instruction and 
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learning. The artifact shows her focus and perspective on assessments that were scheduled for 

students in her school. 

 Rebecca discussed the difficulty of scheduling and the impact it has on instruction. In her 

experience, the assessment presents an obstacle to providing instruction. When discussing the 

most challenging part of assigning accommodations, Rebecca discussed developing a schedule 

for her school, a schedule where the students can take the test with a teacher, they are familiar 

with, a teacher that is familiar with the accommodation, and still meet instructional time needs. 

“Scheduling, making sure that they have a teacher with them that's familiar with the 

accommodation and can make sure that it's used correctly. And then the loss of instructional 

time. Like, how can we plan it around people's schedules, so that some people can possibly still 

see groups?” When she discussed her work and all assessments, her perspective is that there are 

more assessments than they have staff to manage assessment administration and instruction.  

I feel like there's so many assessments that it really impacts instructional time negatively , 

and we don't get information that we can use for instruction. Generally, ACCESS takes 

me out of my groups for two to four weeks, which I absolutely hate. And then we do 

maps testing, and we do DIBELS testing, and we do all the other state assessments, and it 

just seems like there must be an easier way, a more concise way, to get that information 

that would allow for more instructional time.  

For Rebecca, the results from the assessments do not outweigh the inconvenience of preparing 

and administering the assessments. Her artifact (Figure 5; Appendix F) is her planning document 

for the ELP assessment. Her complete artifact is an Excel document with five tabs related to 

scheduling assessments. The first tab is the student roster showing that she is responsible for 

scheduling testing for 131 students. Her second tab is the test order form as she organizes the 
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number of tests needed per grade level. The third tab is where she organizes the students into test 

groups. Her fourth tab (selected for the excerpt) is where she identifies students who need one-

on-one testing and other accommodations; she highlights the staff member needed to administer 

the assessment and the time required for the assessment. This excerpt was selected because it 

focuses on students receiving accommodations and the scheduling as well as adults needed for 

administration. The final tab is the teacher schedule showing the assessment to be administered 

along with the date and time, number of students in the session, and the teacher test 

administrator. Rebecca’s artifact illustrates her preassessment work of planning assessment 

administration, material ordering, groups’ scheduling, accommodation session scheduling, and 

adults needed for administration.   
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Figure 5 

Excerpt from Rebecca’s Artifact 

 

Note. An excerpt from Rebecca’s artifact, showing scheduling for students with accommodations 
who need one-on-one testing.   
 

Application 

As the teachers discussed their interactions with the assessments and assessment 

accommodations, the concept of application emerged. Application represents their discussions of 

the impact of assessments on instructional practice. There was discussion about assessment 

impact on the language of instruction, scheduling, instructional modifications, and assessment 
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preparation. The participants wanted their students to perform well. Yet, their ultimate attitude 

was that they do what they want and what they need to do to meet the perceived needs of their 

students, not what an assessment requires.  The teachers owned their instructional practices; the 

assessment does not impact most instructional decisions.     

For example, Pepe said, "I want them all to take it [the assessment] in Spanish because 

that's the language I teach in the majority of my day." In discussing his teaching, he shared, "I 

teach my kids how to annotate with paper and pencil." He further clarified that his students are 

comfortable with the paper-and-pencil tests because that is how he teaches. He did not change 

his instruction to meet the assessment but made sure the assessment met his instruction. Pepe 

discussed how his students’ performance on the assessment were confirmation of his 

instructional practices. Additionally, for his experience, he shared about connecting with the 

students culturally.  

You know, one thing, as you can tell, I’m Mexicano, one thing that . . . I have come to 

believe . . . one of the reasons that I feel that I am successful and my scores, of my scores 

speak for themselves. . .. I don't need to tell you what kind of teacher I am. If you look up 

my scores, dude. . .. I'm just like them. Right. I grew up just like them, my parents were 

from Mexico, just like them; my first language was Spanish as well. . .. I've always been 

a storyteller in my classroom and verify why that works because . . . I say story time kids, 

and all of a sudden, the kids just all just gravitate because stories are how a lot of cultures 

have passed down knowledge, have passed down your history, and everybody likes a 

good story. I don't care how old you are. 

For Pepe, teaching is about meeting students where they are, but he meets them on more than 

academics; he meets them culturally and connects with them on a personal level. To confirm that 
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his approach works, he shared the state-released Spanish language arts results as his artifact 

(Figure 6). His artifact shows results on his class of 18 students, with 27.8% of the students 

meeting or exceeding expectations.  
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Figure 6 

Pepe’s Artifact 

 

  

 

Note. Pepe’s artifact is the state report of Spanish language arts assessment score results for 
students in his school.  
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Daniela discussed her artifact (Figure 7) by explaining how her instructional practices 

prepare for assessments. The exit ticket shows that she uses a text that is in the student’s home 

language and a text that is culturally relevant. The use of home language instruction shows that 

Spanish language arts tests and translated assessments would be appropriate accommodations 

and will most likely be selected.    

They had to cite information from evidence, so they had to back up their answers. We 

read Esperanza renace [Esperanza Rising], and they had two specific questions. We did 

this for a few weeks. We gave them steps on how to cite, and then we, we had to see 

[what] they were able to do, and then we would meet as a team to assess their answers, 

and then how we would reteach, that's what we would do, and so we had this kind of 

procession to it. . .. And it was a little bit higher level . . . the questions were specific to 

the text. They had to infer a little bit; you know. And sometimes we ask direct questions, 

and sometimes like, they can really get the answer, but that's, it kind of puts things 

together, and then, and it's all in Spanish.  

The exit ticket asks students to have evidence-based responses. The student answers the question 

using their own words, defends their answer with information from the text, and cites it. The task 

and the answer have a color-coding system.   
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Figure 7 

Daniela’s Artifact

 

Note. Daniela’s artifact is an exit ticket with student response. 

Daniella’s artifact shows her attempt at meeting assessed skills while using Spanish and 

culturally relevant text through having the students answer a text-based question in their own 

words and connecting their answer to evidence from the text.  
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When Angie spoke about her teaching, she shared, "I am working towards their level in 

math. So, like some kids don't even know multiplication, division; some need all Spanish, some 

need all, some prefer all English, some can be more advanced, some need more differentiation." 

As she discussed literacy, her artifact was explained, 

They're all reading different levels . . . [we have] Spanish or English hour . . . they're 

reading at different levels some [students] are doing spelling words at different levels , 

their worksheets are different, like someone working on, just letters in English and some 

are working on compound sentences.  

She also shared,  

I feel like I've seen growth in all of my students in both English and Spanish this year. 

So, even though I'm not teaching towards the test, it's still helping them. I mean, not all of 

them are growing immensely. But, I mean, that's what happens in the classroom. 

Her artifact (Figure 8; Appendix G) is the monthly newsletter she shares with her students and 

their families. The newsletter is presented in the student’s home language. The newsletter 

provides the students and their families with reminders and upcoming events, class activities, 

important dates, and important websites. The newsletter presents the weekly schedule with 

teacher-led lessons and independent work time. Additionally, it highlights the differentiation and 

focus on her classroom and what a class schedule looks like as presented to the students. The 

excerpt reflects the first week of the month; that week was the first week learning transitioned 

from in-person to online.  
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Figure 8 

Excerpt from Angie’s Artifact

 

Note. Angie’s artifact is a weekly schedule of daily class activities.  

Carlos talked about using the RACE [Restate, Answer, Cite, and Explain] Written 

Response Rubric. He described the rubric as basic but explained using it in his setting.  
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It's basic, all right? And that's what kids at my school need. They need basics before they 

can jump into, for example, the essay writing that some of the [state] tests are requiring 

kids to do these days. And I'm just thinking about how my school, compared to a school 

maybe at the southern end of town, would probably be wasting their time by teaching 

them RACE writing in fourth grade, but at my school, like that's what they need. . .. Well, 

I'm definitely hitting fourth-grade standards with that. But it doesn't necessarily set kids 

up for what they're seeing on [the state test], but it's a step in the right direction.  

His artifact (Figure 9; Appendix H) show how he uses the RACE rubric in his Student Learning 

Objective (SLO) Teacher Evaluation form. The artifact shows that for Carlos and his school, the 

value is on meeting the students’ where they are without the need to jump instruction to the rigor 

of the state assessment without building foundational skills. This excerpt contains information 

related to the use of the RACE rubric in Carlos’ school, the time frame (four weeks) that the 

rubric will be used for the SLO form, and the first date with scores for students. The artifact is 

the complete Teacher Evaluation form with the RACE rubric, and student data are collected 

throughout the school year. Carlos was evaluated with student achievement on the RACE rubric 

not standardized assessment results. Carlos shared, “The evaluation system, that I'm being 

evaluated with, right here . . . 91% of the kids in my class that achieved that growth of 3 points 

or more according to the according to the rubric.” 
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Figure 9 

Excerpt from Carlos’ Artifact
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Figure 9 (continued) 

 

Note. An excerpt from Carlos’ artifact is the RACE rubric as part of his teacher evaluation. 
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Julie shared her use of released state test items (Figure 10) to support instruction. For 

Julie, it is important that test preparation activities require critical thinking; she wants grade-level 

rigor that naturally fits into her instructional plans.   

What I'll do is, I'll take one of these [released test item] that takes a lot of, a lot of work or 

a lot of writing, and this one doesn't, this one has a constructive response. . .. I'll have 

students, I'll give them the rubric, and then I'll have them grade some example responses 

from classmates. . .. I feel like that's one of the ways where I can use test prep, but it's still 

really critical thinking, and I think it's still really rigorous. [Sometimes] it's going to be a 

warmup problem . . . that way, it's a quick teaching point . . . I can still do it quickly 

without stopping my instruction.  
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Figure 10 

Julie’s Artifact 
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 The participant experience, identified application, ownership of instructional practice, 

reflects the teacher’s ability to meet students at their instructional level. This can be through use 

of home language instruction, modified instruction, or use of assessment preparation materials as 

supplemental instructional tools. The teachers in this study were confident in making student-

based decisions and did not feel pushed towards focusing solely on state assessment driven 

activities.  

Scaled Questionnaire 

Results from the participant scenario section of the scaled questionnaire (Appendix C) are 

presented below. Participants are intentionally listed in the table by role and language of 

instruction. From left to right the first five participants are classroom teachers teaching in 

Spanish, the next three participants are classroom teachers teaching in English and the last two 

are pull out interventionists teaching in English, English language development and special 

education.  Table 6 is a reminder of the participant’s teaching role, years of experience (YOE) 

and shows the participants name abbreviation used in Tables 7 and 8. Table 7 shows responses to 

questionnaire statements related to the participant’s scenario and Table 8 shows responses to 

questionnaire statements related to the students the participant teaches.  
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 Table 6   

Participant Teaching Role  

Participant Teaching Role 

Angie (An) 4th/5th grade classroom teacher teaching in Spanish, 6-10 YOE 
Daniela (Da) 4th grade classroom teacher teaching in Spanish, 16+ YOE 
Gabriela (Ga) 3rd grade classroom teacher teaching in Spanish, 2-5 YOE 
Isabela (Is) 5th grade classroom teacher teaching in Spanish, 16+ YOE 

Pepe (Pe) 4th grade classroom teacher teaching in Spanish, 16+ YOE 
Carlos (Ca) 4th grade classroom teachers teaching in English, 16+ YOE 
Julie (Ju) 5th grade classroom teachers teaching in English, 6-10 YOE 
Leah (Le) 4th grade classroom teachers teaching in English, 6-10 YOE 

Rebecca (Re) 3rd-5th grade pull-out ELD teacher teaching in English, 16+ YOE 
Susan (Su) 3rd -5th grade pull-out special education teacher teaching in English, 16+ YOE 
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Table 7  

Scaled Question Responses - Participant Scenario 
 

Mark the answer that best reflects 

your scenario 

An Da Ga Is Pe Ca Ju Le Re Su 

I know about the accommodations 

available to English learners on 

state standardized content 

assessments. 

4 5 4 5 5 4 4 5 5 4 

 

I use the accommodations 

available to English learners on 

state standardized content 

assessments in during classroom 

instruction and/or classroom 

assessments. 

4 5 4 5 4 4 4 5 4 2 

 

Most teachers in my school know 

about the accommodations 

available to English learners on 

state standardized content 

assessments. 

4 4 4 5 4 3 3 3 4 3 

 

Most teachers in my school use 

the accommodations available to 

English learners on state 

standardized content assessments 

during classroom instruction 

and/or classroom assessments. 

4 3 4 5 4 4 4 4 4 2 

 

Accommodation decisions are 

made by the teacher(s) who best 

know the student. 

 

4 4 4 5 4 4 3 4 5 3 

Accommodation decisions for 

state standardized content 

assessments are made at the 

student level. 

4 5 3 4 4 2 4 5 5 3 

In my school standardized 

assessment results are used 

appropriately towards the student. 

3 3 4 2 3 4 3 5 5 3 

 

In my school standardized 

assessment results are used 

appropriately towards the teacher. 

3 3 3 2 3 3 2 5 5 2 

Total 30 32 30 34 31 28 27 36 37 22 

Note. 5- Strongly agree, 4- Agree, 3- Neither agree nor disagree, 2- Disagree, 1- Strongly 

disagree; participant names that correlate with header row abbreviations are detailed in Table 6.  
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Table 8 

Scaled Question Responses – Students Participant Teaches  

Mark the answer that most 

closely represents the frequency 

of that statement for students you 

teach. 

An Da Ga Is Pe Ca Ju Le Re Su 

ELs are given the 

accommodation of Auditory 

Presentation (read aloud or text-

to-speech) on school and district 

assessments throughout the year. 

 

3 1 3 1 2 2 2 3 3 2 

ELs are given the 

accommodation of Extended 

Time on school and district 

assessments throughout the year. 

2 1 2 2 2 2 1 2 3 1 

 

ELs are given the 

accommodation of Native 

Language tests on school and 

district assessments throughout 

the year. 

2 2 3 2 3 1 2 2 3 1 

 

ELs are given the 

accommodation of Native 

Language response on English 

tests on school and district 

assessments throughout the year. 

2 2 3 2 3 1 2 3 3 1 

 

ELs are given the 

accommodation of Speech-to-

text on school and district 

assessments throughout the year. 

2 1 2 1 1 2 1 2 3 1 

 

ELs are given the 

accommodation of Translated 

Directions on school and district 

assessments throughout the year. 

2 1 3 2 2 1 3 2 3 1 

 

ELs are given the 

accommodation of Word-to-

Word Dictionary on school and 

district assessments throughout 

the year. 

2 1 2 1 2 1 1 1 3 1 

Total 15 9 18 11 15 10 12 15 21 8 

Note. 3- Most or All of the Time, 2- Some of the Time, 1- Seldom or Never; participant names 
that correlate with header row abbreviations are detailed in Table 6. 
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 Scaled questionnaire responses were used as discussion fodder during the first interview; 

some questions triggered greater conversation and response than others and most of the time , 

participants differed in their initial answer without further discussion. The participants responses 

reflect consistency in their answer related to knowing about accommodation; they responses 

from the questionnaire to the interview were also consistent although more diverse when 

discussing the use of accommodations and experiences of assessment result are use.  

Summary 

This chapter presented the findings of this study. The findings were reported through 

individual participant information, with their responses coded into the concepts that presented 

themselves from participant interviews and artifacts. The various concepts illustrate the 

experience of the teachers as they navigate being the student advocate and assessor. The key 

experiences reflected through the participants are that the teachers are concerned about 

assessment accessibility and equity; their support experiences impact their understanding of and 

approach to assigning accommodations; the assessments are deemed necessary, with 

improvement needed in test design and accountability systems; the entire assessment 

experience from accommodation assignment, scheduling, administering, and data analysis is a 

process that is seen as an exhaustion of educator resources without academic improvement 

payout; and finally, while state assessment is a key player in the educational landscape and job 

experience of the participant, they still succeed at owning their instructional practices. Findings 

show a similar, yet different, understanding of the phenomenon among the participants as each 

individual story revealed their experience working with assessments and accommodations for 

ELs. In Chapter V, the concepts will be discussed within each of the three research questions.  
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CHAPTER V 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

 

This study contributes to the understanding of teacher experiences that contribute to 

assessment accommodation assignments for ELs. Understanding the experience of 

accommodation assignment for ELs plays an integral part in understanding the educational 

system's response to meeting the unique needs of ELs. Given the increase in the population 

nationwide and the federal mandates related to the implementation of valid and reliable 

assessments on academic achievement, we must understand the assessment experience of the 

teacher/assessment administrator. Preceding research on complications of testing ELs with 

standardized tests, assessment accommodations, and educational practices for ELs found that the 

testing experience can be one of the most challenging experiences of an EL student’s academic 

year (Abedi, 2006; Abedi et al., 2004; Immekus & McGee, 2016). Additionally, previous 

research related to accommodation selection found teachers have difficulty identifying 

appropriate assessment accommodations (Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Butvilofsky et al., 2020; 

Kopriva et al., 2007; Pennock-Román & Rivera, 2011).   

This study expands on previous work related to assessing and assessment 

accommodations for ELs by telling the experience of the students’ teacher. Particularly, 

experiences from the participants supports findings that standardized assessments as designed are 

not accessible to EL students (Huggins-Manley, 2016; Solórzano, 2008) and that the linguistic 

load of the assessments interferes with a student’s ability to soundly demonstrate their 
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knowledge (Wolf et al., 2008; Wolf & Leon, 2009). Previous research that shows teachers 

selecting the same set of accommodations for all students (Koran & Kopriva, 2017) could not be 

confirmed or denied with this set of study participants. Furthermore, most likely impacted by the 

concentration of ELs and focus of study participants, the teachers did seem to understand 

accommodations available to ELs (Thurlow & Kopriva, 2015).   

Overview 

This phenomenological study contributes to the understanding of teacher experiences that 

influence assessment accommodation assignment to ELs. Proper assessment accommodation 

assignment for ELs plays an essential part in the academic progress for EL students given both 

the increase in the EL population nationwide and the federal mandates related to the 

implementation of valid and reliable assessment on academic achievement. The theoretical 

foundation of this study was LangCrit. Participant experiences were interpreted and presented 

through a lens of language experiences. The phenomenological research study had 10 

participants who are teachers of EL students in Grades 3–5. The results of this study confirm the 

challenges of an academic assessment for EL students as observed and perceived by their 

teachers and the difficulty of assessment accommodations. In addition to understanding or 

misunderstanding of accommodations, further issues were presented due to lack of 

accommodation resources.  

This study was designed to contribute to the body of research related to assessment 

accommodations for ELs and the teacher's experience and ability to assign accommodations to 

those students. The following research questions guided the study.  

Q1 How do teachers make meaning of standardized assessments and what are their 

experiences in administering state standardized assessments to EL students? 
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Q2 How do teachers make decisions about standardized assessment accommodation(s) 
assigned to students for testing and why do they make those decisions?  

 

Q3 What are teachers’ perceptions of the impact that standardized tests have on their 
instructional decisions and annual teacher evaluation? 

 
The following sections provide discussion, implications, limitations, and suggestions for future 

research as driven by the findings for these research questions. 

Discussion 

 In reviewing the experiences and expertise of the teachers in this study, they were found 

knowledgeable and well-versed in English development practices and assessment 

accommodations for ELs. They proved to be student advocates aware of the obstacles their 

students experience with assessment engagement. It appears that the teachers' attitude towards 

assessments and assessment accommodations are influenced by years of experience, school 

leadership, and personal learning. This discussion is through the lens of LangCrit and connected 

to previous research in the field of assessment and accommodations for ELs.    

Q1 How do teachers make meaning of standardized assessments, and what are their 

experiences in administering state standardized assessments to EL students? 
 
The findings show that there are many possible influences on how teachers make 

meaning of standardized assessments. There are implications that a teacher's assessment 

experience is influenced by their years of experience; the students they serve; their role in the 

school, district, or school leadership expectations; and experiences with colleagues.  

 Study participants' years of experience ranged from just two years of teaching (Gabriela) 

to a full career (Daniela, Isabela, Pepe, Carlos, Rebecca, and Susan). The students the 

participants serve ranged from serving a class of all ELs (Angie, Daniela, Gabriela, and Isabela, )  

to a class of ELs along with non-ELs (Julie and Carlos). Some participants had classes where are 

student had a primary/home language of Spanish and other with over a dozen different 
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primary/home languages). The participant explanations of languages and language of instruction 

design showed an impact on which accommodations were explicitly explained by school or what 

teachers tuned in to based on the language they teach in. Teachers utilizing primary/home 

language instruction appear to be more cognizant of Spanish language accommodations (Angie, 

Daniela, Gabriel, Isabela, and Pepe). Additionally, participant roles varied and included the 

bilingual classroom teacher, the Spanish instruction classroom teacher, the English instruction 

classroom teacher, the classroom teacher with external ELD support, the ELD support specialist, 

and the ELD special education teacher. In this study, the special education teacher (Susan) paid 

more attention to accommodations allowed through IEP status, and pull-out ELD teacher 

(Rebecca) paid more attention to accommodations available to students based on EL status. Each 

school and school leader had a different approach to assessment accommodation training, 

creating a unique experience for each participant. Each participant absorbed the learning 

presented in training differently based on their current and past roles, the students they have and 

are serving, and the respect between teachers and school leadership. School team design, 

collaboration, and collegial mentality impact opportunities and desire to work with others to 

learn from others about students and their need for or success with accommodations.  

The participants in this study focused their attention and understanding of 

accommodations for standardized assessments through an accessibility lens. A standardized 

assessment is expected to be valid, reliable, and fair, with results that can be compared across 

student populations from various schools and districts (Solórzano, 2008). The experiences of 

study participants align with the research that the assessment for an EL is uniquely challenging, 

as the linguistic complexity affects a student's opportunity to demonstrate their academic 

knowledge (Wolf et al., 2008; Wolf & Leon, 2009). Their experiences highlight the struggles the 
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students they teach face in accessing the assessment at a level that allows the best engagement 

and demonstration of knowledge. As the teachers approached accommodation selection for their 

students, the main focus was to provide a more equitable experience, and the accommodation 

was the tool to achieve that. Concerns of accessibility colored their experiences; these concerns  

reflect the hierarchy and language values inherently present in our society and educational 

system. Through the lens of LangCrit, it can be seen that participants of this study were actively 

trying to create assessment access opportunities for students who are at risk or marginalized 

based on their primary/home language and proficiency level in the English, the target language. 

For EL students, the assessments present more than the task of demonstrating content knowledge 

but overcoming language obstacles. Without proper linguistic accommodations for instruction 

and assessment, educational policies and practices allow for institutional linguism.  

An additional observed contributor to the study participants' assessment experience is 

their support opportunities. All participants discussed a training lead by school leadership. 

Accommodation training delivered through school leadership represents large-scale systemic 

approaches to accommodation information provided to the teachers who work with the students. 

A further impact on the experience was their collaboration opportunities. For some participants, 

collaboration was nearly nonexistent; for others, the opportunity was presented in an organized 

or forced way. Yet still for other participants collaboration was organic, given the structure of 

grade-level teams and natural collegiality. Previous research identified both teachers selecting 

accommodations in isolation (Kopriva et al., 2007) and the best practice of selecting 

accommodations with a team of educators who best know the student (Luke & Schwartz, 2007). 

Pepe spoke of working on a vertical team and the support a vertical team provided in 

understanding accommodations and knowing students. Rebecca shared about the collegiality and 
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organic discussions that happen in her school. While Susan's experience is that while classroom 

teachers can make accommodation suggestions and decisions, she thinks it is seldom done. 

Gabriela shared about selecting accommodations and then having them reviewed/approved by 

her assistant principal.  

The study participants construct an assessment experience that is a  process; within that, 

one of the foci was that the assessments are time-consuming. In addition to the time commitment 

of the required assessment training, participants shared the amount of time assessments consume. 

Time can be both educator time spent preparing for the logistics of the assessment and a student's 

otherwise instructional time spent testing. Participants discussed the amount of time testing takes 

throughout the school year or by the month. Rebecca shared the accommodation test session 

schedule, the adult time it took to make the schedule, and the adults needed to administer the 

accommodation test sessions. When discussing instructional choices, Julie shared an English 

released test item that she uses, allowing her to incorporate test practice while keeping academic 

rigor and not losing time in test preparation. Carlos’ experience was that assessments take too 

much time from beginning to end--“too many hours spent on the whole thing from the whole 

spectrum of state testing, from preparing kids to test to testing and then looking at the results.”  

Daniela shared self-created assessment practice using a Spanish text and student work in 

Spanish. Pepe also discussed using the Spanish assessment because he teachers in Spanish.  

Despite the previous concerns, the participating teachers saw the assessments as 

necessary. They found value in having a larger measure to ensure equitable educational 

opportunities but did not believe that that is being achieved with the assessments in their current 

design or the present accountability system. As owners of their educational practices, they found 

more value in growth measures where academic measure begins at the student's level and shows 
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what they learn from that starting point then information provided by state standardized 

assessments. Carlos, Susan, and Leah all shared they value having classwork and or test items 

read to the students. While this approach is of great value and well-intentioned for the student in 

the instructional setting, it does not provide students and parents the whole story on how students 

are achieving compared to an agreed-upon set of grade-level standards. Though students and 

parents are the most impacted educational stakeholder, a community needs information on their 

educational system. Still, language proficiency cannot be mistaken for academic and content 

understanding and vice versa.  

Q2 How do teachers make decisions about standardized assessment accommodation(s) 
assigned to students for testing and why do they make those decisions?  

 

As the participants discussed accommodation selection for their students, the focus was 

on equity. With equity at the forefront of their focus, again, the educators are aware of language 

proficiencies and assessment expectations in accommodation selection. It shows they are 

dedicated to preventing the students from experiencing linguism. Half of the participants in this 

study default to the English assessment for all of their students based on the language of 

instruction. Teachers decide to use the Spanish assessment based on a student’s English 

proficiency, instructional practices, and availability. Looking at Isabela's artifact (Figure 4) 

specifically, she identified that scores on English assessments are given greater weight. The only 

Spanish assessment provided in the schedule she shared was a district reading exam, and the 

students still had to take the same exam in English. For the state assessments, math and science 

are both available in Spanish for fifth-grade students, but the school chose not to use the Spanish 

accommodation form. As identified by Butvilofsky et al. (2020), the language of the assessment 

is English; conflicting with the primary/home language of the test taker and in some cases the 

language of instruction. This conflict and lack of using an available home language assessment 
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and requiring double testing of the same assessment devalues primary/home language skills. 

Furthermore, this shows that decision-making is moved away from the student and to a more 

significant accountability measure and predictability of performance for the next grade level.  

The participants discussed the difficulty of the assessment for most ELs and even more so 

for ELs who also need special education services. Research completed by Clark-Gareca (2016) 

noted that accommodations implemented in the classroom such as modified or more accessible 

content, less content, or one-on-one support are often not allowed on standardized assessments. 

This practice muddies what an acceptable accommodation assignment is and moves the 

academic benchmark and task expectations students become accustomed to. The teachers in the 

study made accommodations decisions based on what they believed would best support the 

student (i.e., text-to-speech for the math assessment is helpful). Still, it may not be beneficial on 

the language arts assessment, and extra time is useful for just a few students.  

The lack of appropriate linguistic resources reflects the already identified continuation of 

special education ideals in the English language development arena (IRIS Center, 2020; Rivera 

& Collum, 2006) and educational practices and systems that fail to meet the needs of 

linguistically different groups. Daniela, shared about a list of accommodations being shared for 

student with IEP and 504 plans without mention of linguistic accommodations. Again, showing 

the focus on special education student and not ELs. Carlos' experience reflects the special 

education accommodation approach as it connected to ELs when he discussed the 

inappropriateness of auditory presentation of English language arts for new-to-English students. 

For an EL student, the obstacle to accessing the assessment is ELD, language comprehension, 

and vocabulary development, not accessing text because of phonemic awareness. A distinction 

between Carlos' observation about auditory presentation and Susan's is that Carlos is talking 
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specifically about accommodations because a student is an EL, and Susan, who finds value in 

auditory presentation, is a special education teacher looking for accommodations for students 

navigating learning disabilities, while also being EL.  

Further reflection on accommodations from the special education world, being offered as 

linguistic support, is speech-to-text. Participants discussed not using or not knowing about 

speech-to-text as an assessment accommodation; this is another accommodation that may not be 

appropriate for EL students. While oral language usually develops faster than reading and 

writing, again, the assessment obstacle for an EL student is language, and allowing students to 

speak their response in a language they are still developing is not the direct road to accessibility. 

The lack of awareness or use of the accommodation reflects looking for or using 

accommodations that will meet the student where they are in their English language development 

and support their access to the assessment.  

Accommodation resources can range from tangible resources such as word-to-word 

dictionaries to intangible ones such as time, physical space for test sessions, and test 

administrator availability. Some accommodation resources are unquantifiable, such as teacher 

ability to offer or implement accommodations for example the ability to offer the primary or 

home language accommodation which requires that language skill. The ability to provide the 

accommodation during instruction also impacts the assessment accommodation selection, by 

default students who are in an English only instructional setting are not usually eligible for a 

primary/home language (Spanish assessment). Often, obtaining the resource is beyond the 

teacher's control. Also, decisions on funding allocations that affect accommodation resources 

may reflect societal language values and instructional concentrations for education outcomes.   
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Level and type of support impacts how teachers make meaning of standardized 

assessments and their actual experience of administering state standardized assessments; school 

leadership training and values can also influence accommodation decisions. Interestingly both 

Gabriela and novice teacher and Daniela a veteran teacher talked about having their assistant 

principal review the accommodations they selected for their students. The impact from 

leadership policies and approaches to accommodations may remain in place long after the 

leadership changes. From Julie's experience with word-to-word dictionaries, she shared that she 

thinks that accommodation is not used in her school because past administration did not believe 

it was a helpful tool. Learning and practices from year to year may be hard to shift.  Larger 

educational and societal values that focus on English also contribute to accommodation 

assignment; this is observed through the state law allowing language arts testing in Spanish only 

in Grades 3 and 4, forcing the transition to English language arts at Grade 5.  

Linguism in our society and educational system forces educators to focus on English 

development through task completion and reportable measures of academic achievement (Crump 

2014; Flores et al., 2020; Rubinstein-Ávila, 2009). The focus on English impacts an educator's 

approach to assessment and accommodations. The desire to allow an environment where 

students perform well may create scenarios where teachers with the best intentions assign 

accommodations that may or may not be useful. The fear of not providing an accommodation 

that may be helpful overrides the concern for providing accommodations that are not needed, 

burdensome, or may even tip the scales of unreliable assessment results to the other end of the 

scale.  
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Q3 What are teachers’ perceptions of the impact that standardized tests have on their 
instructional decisions and annual teacher evaluation? 

 

Participants demonstrated ownership of their instructional practices. The data showed 

that their greater focus is on meeting their students where they are, in contrast to a deliberate 

focus on assessment preparation. For the participants in this study, their preparation to work with 

English learners differs from the norm and educators referenced in previous research (Molle, 

2020). Seven of the participants had state issued endorsements for working with ELs, seven of 

the participants were Spanish/English bilingual, and half of them identify as the same cultural 

group as their students. The teachers note the necessity of a state summative measure of student 

achievement but felt that the assessment and accountability in its current state need to be re-

examined and improved. Despite discussing the unfairness of the assessment for students, only 

two instances were shared about how assessment results impacted students. The specific 

information related to the assessment results affecting a student's educational opportunities came 

from Angie and Isabela. Angie discussed a student receiving too many or inappropriate 

accommodations that inflated the student's score, causing others to say the student was "fine," 

while the teacher who worked with the student knew the results were inaccurate. Still, others did 

not want to question the results, liking the high-growth results. Isabela discussed student being 

removed from Spanish math instruction based on math scores.  

There is a lot of momentum related to the current assessment system being unfair to 

teachers. Yet it seems that the overall issues are that the assessment process is negatively 

demanding of teachers' time, impacting students' instructional opportunities as they lose time to 

test prep and test. While the participants thought the assessment was unfair for teacher 

evaluation. The noted grievance of the assessments is the time it takes from instruction and 

teacher time for assessment preparation. One participant, Carlos, shared in length about his 
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teacher evaluation experience. His experience was that he could use an academic achievement 

measure that was not the state standardized assessment. His experience was that he is evaluated 

based on student achievement. With student achievement measured using a teacher-selected 

rubric, student performance is scored locally by the individual using the results for evaluation, 

and success is based on student improvement, not grade-level achievement. Isabela and Leah 

both shared testing calendars as their artifact as they discussed the impact testing has a on the 

school schedule.    

It is clear that the students of the participants of this study are members of a linguistically 

marginalized group. There is agreement between the teachers in this study and previous research 

about how difficult the assessments are for EL students, especially when the assessment is not 

available in the student's primary/home language and when instructional opportunities are not 

available in the primary/home language (Acosta et al., 2019; Yang, 2020). The teachers all had a 

significant focus on using accommodations to create an equitable assessment experience. 

However, participants did not discuss educational outcomes for students when assessments are 

inaccessible or how that impacts their teacher evaluation. Moreover, few of them discussed 

assessment driving their instructional plans. Julie did share using released test items, but stressed 

she only used what could be slipped into instruction. Daniela's artifact was a teacher-created exit 

ticket where students slightly mimicked assessment work to answer a text-based question and 

cited evidence from the text. 

There was little discussion or shared experiences of the impact assessment has on 

instruction. There was an underlying understanding of the societal need for English. 

Additionally, the Spanish language arts assessment at Grades 3 and 4 and the Spanish version of 

the assessments for all other state-developed content assessments may be perceived as a norm, 
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not an accommodation supporting home language instructional decisions. Still, with that 

accommodation, as Isabela shared, the focus is on English assessments and development in lieu 

of long-term bilingualism. The monolingual focus is so deep-rooted in our society that it is seen 

as an appropriate instructional approach. Thus, the participants did not focus on the language of 

instruction. More so, most of the participants discussed instructional choices as academic level 

approaches and defaulted to school or district language plans. 

Implications 

The implications for this study are that with an improved understanding of assessment 

design and purpose, data-driven accommodation assignment, and results, standardized 

assessments could be more palatable for teachers. Improving the understanding of assessment 

design could help remove the mystery and fear of the assessment. In addition, it could prevent 

the critique of late results. The assessment purpose is to provide insight on overall curriculum 

and program effectiveness, not student instructional information. Instructional information 

should be gathered at the student's level; using grade-level academic achievement results would 

not be beneficial for a student who achieves below grade level or above grade level. 

Understanding of the assessment results intended use, followed by knowledge on how to 

interpret and act on the results, could improve the assessment experience. Educators need more 

opportunities to know how students perform on grade level expectations with and without 

accommodations to support more refined accommodation assignment; this could lessen the stress 

related to selecting accommodations and scheduling for accommodation groups and test 

administrators. Also, more support needs to be provided via human resources to support 

assessment scheduling preparation and administration, specifically when students need extended 

time, small-group, or one-on-one test administration. More support needs to be provided to 



136 

 

teachers in understanding standardized assessments, grade-level academic standards, and 

scaffolding instruction to move students beyond the need for accommodations. While there is 

research (Trundt et al., 2018) that shows the standardized assessment experience for ELs is not 

equitable compared to their English monolingual peers, we need improved assessments and 

assessment accommodation selection. We need assessment opportunities that remove any 

possibility of systems scapegoating the assessment as unfair in lieu of providing appropriate 

educational opportunities to ELs. The school demographics of the teachers in this study reflect 

Rubinstein-Ávila’s (2009) findings that EL students are more likely to live in areas where there 

are few areas to interact with native English speakers, limited opportunities for traditional 

middle-class extracurricular activities, and little to no access to tutors. Action by all stakeholders 

is needed to ensure a system where language policies and historical norms do not obstruct 

educational resources and success.  

Limitations 

As mentioned in Chapter III, a limitation of the study was the timing of research in 

relation to the last time the state standardized assessment was administered. Teachers missed a 

year of test administration due to COVID-19 school cancellations; their experiences with not as 

recent testing may have possibly impacted how they remember their experiences. Additional 

limitations include a participant count limited to 10. Furthermore, since participants were from 

schools with high percentages of EL students, their expertise and professional background are 

different from those of a few EL students. The research was isolated to one state; participants in 

states with different assessment accommodation policies or accountability uses for their 

assessments may not have generalizable experiences across states. The study focused on teachers 

in the elementary grades because of the additional linguistic assessments available and reported 
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in Grades 3 and 4; this limitation was the way I was able to ensure Spanish accommodation 

selection. However, that focus prevented this study from learning about the teacher assessment 

accommodation selection across all tested grades. There may be a change in accommodation 

selection and support as grade-level expectations increase and students shift to the traditional 

middle and high school model of multiple teachers and higher-stakes college entrance and 

scholarship eligible results. A limitation was the oversight to ask participants explicitly about the 

materials used for assessment accommodation training and resources to learn more about 

accommodations. Additionally, the research could be improved by asking teachers to discuss the 

data they base their accommodation decisions on. Finally, this research was limited by not 

involving other stakeholders from students to parents, school and districts leaders, and policy 

makers.   

Further Research 

 Further research is needed to increase understanding of assessment administration and 

accommodation selection for EL students. For this study, participants were the teachers who 

simultaneously were the test administrators and accommodations advocates. More could be 

learned related to assessment accommodations and test administration if a study ran a calendar 

year, thus allowing for the complete assessment cycle of accommodation selection, test 

administration, and receipt of results providing greater insight into the teacher experience and 

their evaluation of accommodation assignment. Research conducted in English-only states could 

prove beneficial as those teachers are navigating EL assessment accommodations that do not 

include primary/home language which allows for learning about the value given to other 

accommodations. It would benefit education if research were conducted on the assessment 

accommodation and administration experience for teachers in all grades. In states that use 
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assessments as end of course exams and for grade promotion where result stakes are higher. The 

academic expectation at the upper grades introduces additional linguistic demands. 

Additionally, research asking participants to share materials from their training or 

research connecting with the assessment trainers would provide greater insight into the 

experience of accommodation selection and interpretation of the validity of the accommodation 

and results received with that accommodation. Additional research is needed to learn if the long-

term effects on student performance is based on a student’s experience related to testing and 

engaging in an assessment that is beyond their reach. Research with parents would support the 

education system, learning from parents what their understating of assessment results, 

assessment expectations compared to classroom practice and grading, and comprehending what 

an accommodation is and what it does. Students and their families should be regarded as the 

essential stakeholders in the education system. Research that supports an assessment system that 

communicates to parents and is truthful about student performance related to grade-level 

expectations is indispensable. 
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November 24, 2020 

Good morning,  

My name is Heather Villalobos Pavia, and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of 

Northern Colorado. I am researching the educator’s experience of assigning assessment 

accommodations to English Learners.   

My target participant is a teacher who works with students who are English learners. I identified 

you as a possible participant through your school’s student participation in the 2019 Colorado 

Spanish Language Arts (CSLA) assessment.   Because you work in a school where students 

participate in CSLA; I am inviting you to participate in this research study. The results of this 

study could inform accommodation selection training and guidance documents at a larger 

level.     

I hope that you are available and interested in participating in this study. All efforts will be made 

to maintain the confidentiality of participants. Participating in this survey would involve 

completing a demographic survey, a scaled questionnaire, two (approximately one-hour) 

interviews, and providing an artifact related to your work with assessment accommodations. To 

compensate for their time, participants will be given an e-gift card of $35 to Amazon upon 

completion of their second interview.   

If you are interested in participating and want more information, please reply to this email. Also, 

please feel free to share this email with colleagues.   

Thank you,  

Heather Villalobos Pavia 
Vill1199@bears.unco.edu 
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Project Title: Assigning Assessment Accommodations to English Learners: A  
Phenomenological Study 
 

Please provide some demographic information about yourself and your school setting.  

1) What grade do you currently teach? 

___ 3rd ___ 4th ___ 5th  

2) How many years of teaching experience do you have?  

___ 2-5    ___6-10   ___11-15   ___ 16 or more 

3) How many years have you taught in an ELD program? 

___ 0-3   ___ 4-6   ___7-10   ___11-15   ___ 16 or more 

4) How many years have you taught in an ELD program that utilizes native language 

instruction? 

___ 0-3   ___ 4-6   ___7-10   ___11-15   ___ 16 or more 

5) What is the highest degree that you hold? 

___ Bachelor’s   ___ Master’s   ___ Education Specialist   ___Doctorate 

6) In addition to your Colorado issued teaching license, are you endorsed in Culturally 

and Linguistically Diverse Education? 

  ___ yes   ___ no 

If yes, which Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Education endorsement(s)?  

____ Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Education, Bilingual Education  
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____ Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Education (ESL) 

7) What is your current role?  

___ Classroom teacher 

___ Classroom teacher English component in a bilingual setting 

___ Classroom teacher Spanish component in a bilingual setting 

___ Classroom teacher both English and Spanish component in a bilingual setting 

___ ELD Specialist extra support (push-in/pull-out) 

___ Other (please describe) ______________________________________________ 

8) What is your native language?  

___ English 

___ Spanish 

___ Other, please specify ________________________________________________ 

9) Please select the gender with which you identify.  

___ Female   ___ Male   

10) Please select the race/ethnicity with which you identify (select all that apply). 

___ White 

___ Black or African American 

___ Asian 

___ American Indian or Alaskan Native 

___ Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 

___ Hispanic/Latino 

___ Other 
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Project Title: Assigning Assessment Accommodations to English Learners: A  
Phenomenological Study 

 

Please read each statement and mark the answer that best reflects your scenario.   

1) I know about the accommodations available to English learners on state standardized content 

assessments.  

___Strongly Disagree   ___Disagree   ___Neutral   ___Agree   ___Strongly Agree  

2) I use the accommodations available to English learners on state standardized content 

assessments in during classroom instruction and/or classroom assessments. 

___Strongly Disagree   ___Disagree   ___Neutral   ___Agree   ___Strongly Agree  

3) Most teachers in my school know about the accommodations available to English learners on 

state standardized content assessments.  

___Strongly Disagree   ___Disagree   ___Neutral   ___Agree   ___Strongly Agree  

4) Most teachers in my school use the accommodations available to English learners on state 

standardized content assessments during classroom instruction and/or classroom assessments. 

___Strongly Disagree   ___Disagree   ___Neutral   ___Agree   ___Strongly Agree  

5) Accommodation decisions are made by the teacher(s) who best know the student.  

___Strongly Disagree   ___Disagree   ___Neutral   ___Agree   ___Strongly Agree  

6) Accommodation decisions for state standardized content assessments are made at the student 

level.   
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___Strongly Disagree   ___Disagree   ___Neutral   ___Agree   ___Strongly Agree 

7) In my school standardized assessment results are used appropriately towards the student.  

___Strongly Disagree   ___Disagree   ___Neutral   ___Agree   ___Strongly Agree  

8) In my school standardized assessment results are used appropriately towards the teacher.  

___Strongly Disagree   ___Disagree   ___Neutral   ___Agree   ___Strongly Agree  

 

Please read each statement and mark the answer that most closely represents the frequency 

of that statement for students you teach.    

9) ELs are given the accommodation of Auditory Presentation (read aloud or text-to-speech) on 

school and district assessments throughout the year.  

___Seldom or Never   ___Some of the time   ___Most or All of the time 

10) ELs are given the accommodation of Extended Time on school and district assessments 

throughout the year.  

___Seldom or Never   ___Some of the time   ___Most or All of the time 

11) ELs are given the accommodation of Native Language tests on school and district 

assessments throughout the year.  

___Seldom or Never   ___Some of the time   ___Most or All of the time 

12) ELs are given the accommodation of Native Language response on English tests on school 

and district assessments throughout the year.  

___Seldom or Never   ___Some of the time   ___Most or All of the time 

13) ELs are given the accommodation of Speech-to-text on school and district assessments 

throughout the year.  

___Seldom or Never   ___Some of the time   ___Most or All of the time 
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14) ELs are given the accommodation of Translated Directions on school and district 

assessments throughout the year.  

___Seldom or Never   ___Some of the time   ___Most or All of the time 

15) ELs are given the accommodation of Word-to-Word Dictionary on school and district 

assessments throughout the year.  

___Seldom or Never   ___Some of the time   ___Most or All of the time 

16) Approximately what is the percentage of EL students in your class(es)? ______ 

Please read each statement and mark the answer that most closely represents the frequency 

of that statement for students in your school.  

17) EL are given the accommodation of Auditory Presentation (read aloud or text-to-speech) on 

school and district assessments throughout the year.  

___Seldom or Never   ___Some of the time   ___Most or All of the time 

18) ELs are given the accommodation of Extended Time on school and district assessments 

throughout the year.  

___Seldom or Never   ___Some of the time   ___Most or All of the time 

19) ELs are given the accommodation of Native Language tests on school and district 

assessments throughout the year.  

___Seldom or Never   ___Some of the time   ___Most or All of the time 

20) ELs are given the accommodation of Native Language response on English tests on school 

and district assessments throughout the year.  

___Seldom or Never   ___Some of the time   ___Most or All of the time 

21) ELs are given the accommodation of Speech-to-text on school and district assessments 

throughout the year.  

___Seldom or Never   ___Some of the time   ___Most or All of the time 
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22) ELs are given the accommodation of Translated Directions on school and district 

assessments throughout the year.  

___Seldom or Never   ___Some of the time   ___Most or All of the time 

23) ELs are given the accommodation of Word-to-Word Dictionary on school and district 

assessments throughout the year.  

___Seldom or Never   ___Some of the time   ___Most or All of the time 

24) Approximately what is the percentage of EL students in your school?  ______ 
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Project Title: Assigning Assessment Accommodations to English Learners: A  
Phenomenological Study 

 

Please be prepared to discuss each question. 

1) Please tell me about tell me about your role at school.   

2) In general, what are your perspectives on state standardized assessments and the role 

they play in your classroom, school, district, and overall education system? 

3) What do you consider your role to be in the selection of accommodations for students 

to use on state standardized content assessments? 

4) What is the process used to determine which accommodation(s) will be assigned; 

what influences this process?  

5) What do you consider to be one of the greatest benefits of assessment 

accommodations for ELs?  

6) What do you consider to be of the greatest challenges of assessment accommodations 

for ELs?  

7) Describe 1-2 EL accommodations that benefit your students the most. 

8) Describe 1-2 EL accommodations that benefit your students the least. 

9) Can you tell me about your classroom artifact(s)?  

a. Can you tell me about the development of this resource? 

b. Tell me about how this document is used? 
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Dissertation Logic Matrix 

Assessment  
Constructs 

Empirical  
Findings 

Theoretical 
Constructs/Findings 

 
Research Questions 

 
Data Sources 

 
Data Analysis 

 

Design  

 

Findings 
consistently 

state that 
content-based 

standardized 
assessments in 

their original 
design are 

invalid and 
unreliable 

measures for 
EL students. 

(Abedi & 
Gándara, 2006; 

Abedi et al., 
2004; 

Escamilla et al., 
2018; Lane & 

Leventhal, 
2015) 

 

 

Critical Theory 
critiques 

historical 
mainstream 

approaches with 
a focus on 

change for social 
justice (Crotty, 

1998) 
 

 

Q1 What is a 
teacher’s 

understanding of 
standardized 

assessments and 
what are their 

experiences in 
administering 

state standardized 
assessments to EL 

students? 
  

 

• Scaled questions 

• Interview 2 

• Participant 
provided artifact 

 

• Manual holistic 
coding of the 
transcription text 

• Summarization 
of the 

demographic 
survey and 

scaled question 
questionnaire  

• Horizontalization 

• Reduction 
 

Test Bias 

• Construct bias  

• Content bias 

• Predictive bias 

Testing bias is the 
concern that 

tests, 
specifically 

large-scale 
standardized 

ones, do not 
allow students 

who are 
language or 

cultural 
minorities to 

demonstrate 
their 

knowledge 
(Trundt, et al., 

2018; Sackett et 
al., 2009)  

 

Language Critical 
Theory 

(LangCrit) 
LangCrit seeks to 

understand and 
change the life 

experiences of 
groups that have 

been 
marginalized 

based on 
language (Crump 

2014)  
The language of the 

assessment is 
English, 

conflicting with 
the native 

language of the 
test taker and in 

some cases the 
language of 

instruction. 
(Butvilofsky et 

al., 2020) 
 

LatCrit 
 

Q2 How do teachers 
make decisions 

about 
standardized 

assessment 
accommodation(s) 

assigned to 
students for 

testing and why 
do they make 

those decisions?  
 

• Interview 2 

• Participant 
provided artifact 

• Manual holistic 
coding of the 

transcription text 

• Horizontalization 

• Reduction 
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Assessment  
Constructs 

Empirical  
Findings 

Theoretical 
Constructs/Findings 

 
Research Questions 

 
Data Sources 

 
Data Analysis 

Validity 

• Content validity 

• Predictive  
validity  

• Construct  
validity 

When a test is 

valid, it 
means that 

the 
assessment 

allowed 
students to 

demonstrate 
their 

knowledge of 
the content 

without 
external 

factors 
coming into 

play. 
(Chalhoub-

Deville, M., 
2016; Suskie, 

2000; 
Wisconsin 

Center for 
Educational 

Research, 
2019) 

 

Critical Race Theory 

rooted in critical 
theory and seeks to 

understand and 
change the life 

experiences of 
groups that have 

been historically 
marginalized based 

on race (Ladson-
Billings & Tate IV, 

1995) 

Q2 How do teachers 

make decisions 
about standardized 

assessment 
accommodation(s) 

assigned to students 
for testing and why 

do they make those 
decisions?  

 
Q3 What are teachers’ 

perceptions of the 
impact that 

standardized tests 
have on their 

instructional 
decisions and 

annual teacher 
evaluation? 

 

• Interview 1  

• Interview 2 

 

• Manual holistic 
coding of the 

transcription text 

• Horizontalization 

• Reduction 
 

Accommodations  
Teacher 

accommodation 
assignment 

Change made to 
an 

assessment 
or the testing 

condition to 
allow the 

qualifying 
student to 

better 
demonstrate 

their 
knowledge 

and skills 
without 

affecting the 
reliability or 

validity of 
the 

assessment 
(Bailey & 

Carroll, 
2015; Abedi 

& Gándara, 
2006; Miller, 

2018) 
 

Latino Critical 
Theory (LatCrit) 

LatCrit is rooted in 
CRT and seeks to 

understand and 
change the life 

experiences of 
Latinas/Latinos 

(Valdés, 2002)   
Critical Language-

Policy (CLP) 
implications of 

language policies 
on speakers of 

minority languages 
(Tollefson, 2006) 

Q2 How do teachers 
make decisions 

about standardized 
assessment 

accommodation(s) 
assigned to students 

for testing and why 
do they make those 

decisions?  
 

Q3 What are teachers’ 
perceptions of the 

impact that 
standardized tests 

have on their 
instructional 

decisions and 
annual teacher 

evaluation? 
 

• Scaled 
questions 

• Interview 1  

• Interview 2 

• Participant 
provided 

artifact 

• Manual holistic 
coding of the 

transcription text 

• Horizontalization 

• Reduction 

• Summarization of 

the demographic 
survey and scaled 

question 
questionnaire  
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