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Abstract
Developmental realities of young language learners (approximately ages 3–11
years) pose unique and challenging considerations for oral and written language
assessment. This chapter first addresses construct definitions important for
establishing a common understanding of language testing with young children.
Both type (e.g., summative, formative) and purpose (e.g., accountability, diag-
nostic) of language testing commonly used in preschool and elementary (primary)
school contexts are discussed. Developmental and cultural factors that need to be
taken into account in assessing young learners are addressed. I conclude with
work in progress and future directions for language test development involving
empirically derived trajectories of language development, accounting for the
intersection of language and content learning, the professional development of
teachers around language learning and assessment, and further innovations with
technology.
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Introduction

The field of language testing has recently seen new volumes and chapters dedicated
to discussion of assessment with young language learners (e.g., Bailey et al. 2014;
Nikolov 2016), compendiums characterizing and evaluating available language
assessments for young learners (Barrueco et al. 2012; Jang 2014), and a burgeoning
research agenda that as included studies of student self-assessment, the intersection
of language and academic content learning, and further exploration of technology-
assisted assessment with children. In part, this is likely a consequence of the
increased communicative demands placed on school-age language learners. Young
language learners not only encounter the assessment of their language development
but also assessment of other learning and knowledge through the language(s) they
are still acquiring. For example, students are now being expected to display aca-
demic content knowledge through oral and written explanations and argumentation
both in daily classroom-based tasks and in summative assessments that are tied to
new academic content standards (e.g., Bailey and Heritage 2014).

The shift in expectations for language demands has been led in the USA primarily
by the Common Core State Standards Initiative of the National Governors Associ-
ation Center for Best Practices, Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO
2010), and Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS Lead States 2013) and by
similar accountability initiatives in other countries, for example, in the UK, new tests
aligned to the National Primary Curriculum are expected in 2016 (Department for
Education 2016)

Such explicit expectations for language competencies make a chapter devoted to
the language assessment of the very youngest language learners more critical than
ever. More than a decade ago, Inbar et al. (2005) called for “specific age appropriate
and language level considerations” (p. 3.) in order to address the differences between
testing the language learning population at large and testing young language
learners. Much of what has been examined elsewhere in this volume is reconsidered
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in this chapter from the points of view of those who must create valid (i.e., fair and
effective) tests for assessing the language of young learners and those who must
administer and interpret them. These viewpoints require familiarity with testing
purposes and an understanding of developmental and cultural issues as they impact
the design and use of language assessments with young children.

While not exclusively the case, this chapter deals predominantly with tests of
students’ English language development (ELD) or proficiency (ELP). This is a
reflection of both the increasing number of young children learning English in
various contexts around the world (Graddol 2006) and the fact that much research
has been conducted on the assessment of English.

The chapter is organized around five main sections: First, I provide construct
definitions that will prove important for establishing a common understanding of
testing issues with young children, starting with a definition of the term “young
learner” itself. Second, I review the types (e.g., summative, formative) and purposes
(e.g., accountability, diagnostic) of language testing in preschool and elementary
(primary) school contexts. Third, I address the developmental child level concerns
that need to be taken into account in assessing this population of test takers,
including a review of general guidelines and best practices for assessing young
children. In the fourth section, I consider culture as an additional contextual factor
that, while possibly impacting all language testing situations, may have particular
significance for the testing of young children. Finally, in the fifth section, I conclude
with updates on how the field has progressed over the past decade, current works in
progress, and future directions for test development.

Construct Definitions

Many key constructs already encountered in other chapters will need special defini-
tion in the context of assessing young language learners.

Defining Young Language Learner

I start with the most crucial of all definitions for this chapter, that of the young
language learner. Defining young language learner is complicated by the range of
language learning experiences, the range of ages to be covered by the qualifier
“young,” and the fact that in different parts of the world, different school systems
introduce students to second language and foreign language instruction at different
points in their school careers. In Europe, young learner is often applied to students
in only the very earliest school years (ages 5–7) or before. In the USA, where the
introduction of foreign language teaching often does not take place until the
secondary grades, the notion of a “young learner” can span the entire preschool
and elementary years (ages 3–11). Obviously for second language learners, the
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onset of a second language can start before the start of formal schooling or at any
time during the primary school years for those who emigrate as school-age
language learners.1 Much of the focus of this chapter, however, will be on young
learners from preschool through the earliest elementary years.

Defining the Language Learning Context

Turning next to language construct definitions, prominent among these are English
as a second or additional language (ESL or EAL), bilingualism, and due to the
demand for English in non-English- speaking countries around the world, English as
a foreign language (EFL).2 Second and foreign languages other than English will
also be pertinent to a broader discussion of young language learners everywhere.
Language assessment for young monolingual speakers is primarily confined to the
literate uses of a language (e.g., reading and writing), with the exception of instances
when a language disability is suspected or has been diagnosed for intervention and
monitored for improvement.3 There are few assessments of oral language profi-
ciency in a first (and often only) language, and yet the increased language demands
placed on students in schooling contexts will affect all students not just those
learning an additional language.

Second language acquisition (SLA) such as ESL is made more complex in the
young learner context by the existence of bilingual first language acquisition (BFLA)
(De Houwer 1998), in which children may be acquiring two languages, each as a
native language. As they enter formal schooling environments, including preschool,
these children may become literate in only one of their two languages if the
schooling system favors one language over the other or if parents do not opt to
enroll their children in dual language programming. The language learning experi-
ences of young children may also be characterized by immersion in a second
language they are yet to acquire. In Canada, for example, children have the oppor-
tunity to learn English and French (and other desired languages) in this environment
from an early age (see Bailey and Osipova 2016 for review of educational options
with young language learners).

EFL (and other foreign language acquisitions) characterizes learners who acquire
a language after their native language has already been acquired, but do so outside an

1Young learners of English are variably referred to as English learners (ELs), English language
learners (ELLs), English as a second (ESL) or additional language (EAL) students, students with
non-English-speaking backgrounds (NESB), or, most recently, emergent bilinguals or dual lan-
guage learners (DLLs) to reflect that many young students are acquiring English and a home
language (García 2009). Throughout this chapter, I simply use young language learner.
2ELD will be used throughout this chapter to refer to the process of English acquisition regardless of
whether it is being acquired as a second or foreign language.
3Review of such clinical assessments is outside the scope of this chapter (see Conti-Ramsden and
Durkin 2012 and Dockrell and Marshall 2015 for recent reviews of language assessment with
children with language learning disabilities).
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English (or other target L2) environment. For the very youngest preliterate language
learners, this may mean learning a foreign language without the aid of the print
medium that is available to older children and adult learners. Older learners can
garner literacy abilities in their L1 to augment their learning of oral English, as well
as transfer print skills in their L1 to reading and writing in English. The latter is
particularly enhanced if their L1 shares the same orthography and possibly even
cognate words with English.

Defining Language Varieties

This chapter adopts a broad definition of language including all four modalities of
listening, speaking, reading, and writing and, where relevant, further denotes sub-
skills such as phonological awareness and pronunciation. Additional construct
definitions that need to be taken into account in the assessment of young learners
include the social and academic language constructs (Cazden 2001; Chamot 2005).
While the distinction between the language used in a scholastic environment and the
language used in everyday (out-of-school) contexts may not be as great during the
early years of schooling as it is once children begin to take discipline-specific classes
(e.g., history, algebra), the distinction arguably still exists. With increasing preschool
enrollment worldwide, more young children have been affected by ties between
opportunities for preschool language development and later academic outcomes.
Working in preschool settings in Europe, Michel and Kuiken (2014) have found that
preschool environments place unique demands on the language of young learners
and consequently require appropriate ways to assess the language development of
the very youngest of students.

The existence of an academic language construct is not without controversy,
however, especially in what constitutes fair assessment of the obvious scholastic
uses of language at this young age – emergent reading and writing. Should the
reading and writing skills in English of young learners be assessed differently from
those of native English students who are also just beginning to learn to read and
write? If young English learners are already literate in their L1, there are implications
for how we assess their literacy in English. Environmental print (i.e., sight words)
from the content areas such as science, mathematics, and history may make appro-
priate content for assessing the literacy abilities of young school-age learners.
However, there may be no positive transfer for literacy skills from children’s L1 to
their L2 if the orthographies of the two languages do not match (Bialystok et al.
2005), although more recently Gottardo et al. (2006) report significant correlations in
the phonological processing of young language learners whose languages do not
share orthographic systems (e.g., Chinese and English). Reading and writing modal-
ities may, however, still be problematic in other ways when operationalized for
testing their development in young children. For example, reading and writing are
frequently tested orally which requires children to listen to directions not simply
demonstrate their literacy abilities. Conflating these skills may result in ambiguous
information for teachers wishing to effectively target their instruction. Finally, the
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academic language construct may not be imperative for acquiring and displaying
learning in content areas when children can effectively convey their mathematics,
science, history learning, etc., using all linguistic resources at their disposal includ-
ing use of L1, as well as everyday and nonstandard varieties of L2 (e.g., Faltis 2015).

Types and Purposes of Assessment

As with assessments developed for use with older children and adults, there is a
range of purposes for language assessment with young learners. Due to the matura-
tional constraints and the need for developmentally relevant measures, we witness
far greater variety in the purpose and use of informal assessment in this young
population.

High-Stakes Assessment

With standardized assessments, the content is a sampling of all that a student may
have been taught in a given period. These assessments are summative of knowledge
gain and are often considered “high stakes” for the student (e.g., a deciding factor in
being reclassified as a fluent English speaker for instructional placement) or “high
stakes” for those who educate them (e.g., evaluation of teacher or school perfor-
mance). Also considered “high stakes” but not summative are assessments designed
to screen a student’s abilities for weaknesses that need immediate amelioration or
flagged for possible future attention. Such screening purposes can also be considered
“high stakes” for both the individual and the schooling system. An individual needs
to be accurately identified for further instruction or services if these are necessary to
their development. These are the cases when the schooling system also needs
accurate information; providing services to individual students who are falsely
identified as in need of services will not be cost effective, and those who are falsely
identified as sufficiently able when they are not may require more costly remediation
at a later point in time (Vellutino and Scanlon 2001). Technical quality of a test in
terms of validity and reliability and the integrity of young learner language assess-
ment systems as a whole are of course major considerations when the stakes for
testing young students are high (McKay 2005; Bailey and Carroll 2015).

Assessment for Learning

Assessment for instructional or diagnostic purposes can take the form of standard-
ized summative assessments or classroom-based formative assessments. Standard-
ized assessments will offer the language teacher information about a sample of items
across a variety of domains to measure general language proficiency or within a
single domain of language such as vocabulary or syntax and how well a student is
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doing on these skills relative to either standards (i.e., criterion referenced) (e.g., the
TOEFL Primary developed by Educational Testing Service for children aged 8 and
older is mapped to the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR, Council
of Europe 2001)) or relative to other students his or her age, grade, or level of overall
language proficiency (i.e., norm referenced) (e.g., the preLAS developed by CTB
McGraw-Hill for assessing 4–6-year-olds in both English and Spanish as either an
L1 or L2). The information gained can be used to monitor annual progress or to
categorize students for educational purposes, for example, to literacy instruction in a
child’s dominant language. However, the information from such standardized assess-
ments is likely to be neither sufficiently refined nor contain a critical number of like
items to effectively target specific subskills. Educators must guard against using
information from tests designed for one purpose (e.g., annual growth in general
language proficiency) with another purpose in mind (e.g., next-steps instructional
decisions) (National Educational Goals Panel [NEGP] 1998). Alternative or forma-
tive assessment is, however, designed to closely guide student learning as Wiliam
(2006) explains:

What makes an assessment formative, therefore, is not the length of the feedback loop, nor
where it takes place, nor who carries it out, nor even who responds. The crucial feature is that
evidence is evoked, interpreted in terms of learning needs, and used to make adjustments to
better meet those learning needs. (p. 285)

Assessment for learning, such as formative assessment, is especially pertinent in
the case of young learners still acquiring a new language. Formative approaches to
assessment can capture a broad array of relevant language information for teachers
that is closely tied to the young learners’ instructional needs (Davidson and Lynch
2002; Frey and Fisher 2003). Formative assessment can be conducted by teachers
either informally while “on the run” as part of ongoing instruction, or it can be
formal, that is, planned in advance to address certain aspects of student language
knowledge (e.g., McKay 2006). A central focus of formative assessment is teacher
feedback to students, as well as a focus on student monitoring of their own language
learning through self-assessment (Bailey and Heritage 2008).

Formative assessment may also include extra-child characteristics such as the
classroom environment, parental involvement, home literacy habits, etc., and take
many different forms (see Tsagari 2004 for a brief overview of the nomenclature and
strengths and weakness of alternative assessments in the language assessment
context). The use of informal observations, for example, allows for a range of skills
(e.g., peer-to-peer oral discourse) not always amenable to more formal or standard-
ized assessment environments. Observations can also be made formally and used to
evaluate the quality of the language environment of a classroom rather than indi-
vidual students (e.g., the Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol, SIOP,
Echevarria et al. 2004). The use of progress maps on a developmental continuum
in order to estimate a student’s growth over time (Masters and Forester 1996) and the
use of portfolios to create individual profiles of language learning progress and
achievement (e.g., Butler and Stevens 1997; CEFR, Council of Europe 2011;

Assessing the Language of Young Learners 329



Puckett and Black 2000) are alternative methods well suited to documenting the
language of young learners and facilitating teachers’ decision making for further
learning. Such approaches can even be adopted by students themselves. For exam-
ple, the “language passport” supported by the Council of Europe’s European Lan-
guage Portfolio initiative (2011) is used by students to directly rate their own
language proficiency, although see Hasselgreen 2005 for a critique of the CEFR
with younger language learners to which the European Language Portfolio is
mapped.

Developmental Considerations

Motivation for this chapter comes primarily from the recognition that there are
developmental and contextual factors that must be taken into account with the
assessment of young language learners (e.g., Inbar et al. 2005; McKay 2006;
Rea-Dickins and Rixon 1997). As in the USA, initiatives in Australia, Canada,
and the UK have placed increasing emphasis on school systems to be held account-
able for monitoring progress in the language development of young students,
particularly young immigrant or language minority students (Indigenous and
nonIndigenous) (e.g., McKay 2005, 2006; Silburn et al. 2011). There has also
been an increase in young children studying English as a foreign language in non-
English-speaking countries. Graddol (2006) reports that:

The age at which children start learning English has been lowering across the world. English
has moved from the traditional ‘foreign languages’ slot in lower secondary school to primary
school – even pre-school. The trend has gathered momentum only very recently and the
intention is often to create a bilingual population. (Graddol 2006, p. 88)

An interesting prediction stemming from this situation is that in the future there
will be only “young” learners of English as older members of societies will have
acquired English earlier in life. Consequently, it is appropriate that learners in this
young age range receive emphasis in future assessment development and research
efforts.

In a review of research on the assessment of school-age language learners
conducted in various parts of the world, McKay concludes that young learner
assessment deserves to be established as a highly expert field of endeavor requiring,
for example, knowledge of the social and cognitive development of young learners,
knowledge of second language literacy development, and understanding of assess-
ment principles and practices (McKay 2005, p. 256). Beginning with McKay’s
assertion that the field develop an understanding of assessment principles and
practices, three main areas of test design with young children require special
consideration: (1) format (whether individual, small group, or whole class),
(2) choice of item and task types, and (3) choice of contextualized,
age-appropriate stimuli (Inbar et al. 2005). Explicitly identifying these three areas
raises specific challenges for test development practices with young children. In each
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case, design decisions must take the learning context into account to establish a
match between instructional environment and assessment.

Test Format

The language modality and age of the test taker will certainly dictate the appro-
priate format in which to assess young learners. Individual assessment will be
necessary for coverage of many of the skills in the speaking and listening modal-
ities. However, in the preschool setting, many classroom teachers also call upon
children to respond in unison (e.g., sing-alongs, calling out keywords as a chorus,
and providing en masse actions/enactments to stories and poems, Tabors 2008).
A child’s ability to both comprehend and participate in such group activities should
be at least one focus of assessment with the youngest language learners in this early
instructional context.

Assessment of early literacy may need to be carried out in individual or in small
group contexts because test takers cannot be relied upon to be sufficiently proficient
to read directions for responding to print items or tasks nor to maintain their attention
in group settings. No matter the format, limiting the duration of the test to avoid
testing fatigue will be of far greater concern with this young population than with
older test takers.

Test Item and Task Types

Choice of item and task types will need to correspond to the cognitive processing
capabilities and degree of task familiarity of young learners. For example, Weir
(2005) provides a language test item that requires making meaning from a bar chart.
This type of task presents statistical information in a way that primary school
children will encounter in graphics during mathematics, science, or social studies
lessons. An item type that requires responding to a series of questions based on
information extracted from a graphic would be appropriate once children have, as
part of the school curriculum, received explicit instruction in “reading” graphic
displays of information, otherwise the item type would be unfamiliar, and the task
demands too great for the young learner; simply put, the demands of the assessment
should match the demands of the curriculum. Other cognitive developments that will
restrict the range of tasks include attention span and memory. For example, multistep
items that require sequential manipulations of information or lengthy passages of
text followed by comprehension questions may be outside the cognitive capacity of
the youngest language learners.

To lessen the negative impact of processing demands and to capitalize on the
degree of assistance learners may require from more expert others (Vygotsky 1978),
assessments can award partial credit based on the verbal scaffolding necessary to
elicit a response from young ESL test takers. This strategy allows for diagnostic
information to be generated. The differing levels of response reveal how much
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knowledge a child has and how much they still need to learn to succeed without
assistance.

Task Content

The content of the tasks needs to be relevant to the young learner in terms of
cognitive demands and cultural specificity (culture is addressed further in the later
section). The younger the learner, the more contextualized the items will need to be
in order for the test taker to make meaning of them. That is, items will need to be
topically appropriate for the target age of the test taker, and the ability to answer the
items should not require knowledge of information not already provided in the tasks
or test items. Cognitive developments impacting these considerations include an
awareness of testing procedures or the “test genre” (i.e., cooperation in attempting to
answer all items and providing adequate constructed responses), as well as an
understanding of an opportunity to use decontextualized language – that is,
responses will be sufficiently explanatory for the absent test grader to make meaning
of them. For the youngest learners, a number of easy “warm-up” items can be used to
familiarize the child to the tester and testing procedures and should not be scored.
Manipulatives (i.e., toy farm animals, dolls) can be incorporated in both item
questions and response formats. According to research, young children are more
successful on both production and comprehension tasks if the tasks use objects rather
than pictures (e.g., Cocking and McHale 1981; Serna 1989 cited in Beck 1994);
objects help contextualize the task in the cognitively less demanding “here and
now.”

Choice of age-appropriate content in test construction is made more complex with
young learners than in other testing target groups because language development is
concurrent with developments in other areas (e.g., scholastic, cognitive, and social
developments). Because a child may begin learning a second or foreign language at
any point in their early school years, the development of the language can be
asynchronous with developments in other areas. The beginner status of young
learners in the later elementary grades makes choosing content difficult (i.e., restric-
tions on availability of age-appropriate topics from which to select beginning level
vocabulary and simple discourse contexts). This is also the situation if a test is to
span an age range rather than be targeted at individual grades or ages.

Impact of Child Development on Test Interpretation

Cognitive and social developments not only impact test design but also the manner
in which tests are administered and interpreted. Assumptions upon which validity
arguments are made with standardized assessments (e.g., Davidson and Lynch 2002;
Weir 2005) are often compromised when administering such tests with young
children. For example, the assumption of uniformity of the testing experience for
all the test takers is not met with young children whose attention abilities and
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familiarity with test taking can vary tremendously (Powell and Sigel 1991). More-
over, what is considered “typical” for this young age range also varies. This raises
the issue of whether using certain types of assessment with very young children is
desirable. If the purpose of assessment is accountability of the program, then group
level and classroom-related indicators (e.g., amount of student engagement, ESL
experience of teaching staff) may be most appropriate. If the purpose is diagnostic,
then information on individual students may be preferred. However, caution is
required because of the compromises outlined earlier. Interpretations from formative
assessment approaches rather than from administration of standardized assessments
may be more meaningful.

Guidelines for Assessing Young Children

While not specifically targeting the assessment of language, there are several general
test administration guidelines for use with young learners. For the very youngest
learners in the USA, the Principles and Recommendations for Early Childhood
Assessments assembled by the NEGP (1998) still hold. These include but are not
limited to the following four guidelines: (1) assessments should be tailored to a
specific purpose and should be reliable, valid, and fair for that purpose, (2) policies
should be designed recognizing that reliability and validity of assessments increase
with children’s age, (3) assessments should be age appropriate in both content and
the method of data collection, and (4) parents should be a valued source of assess-
ment information, as well as an audience for assessment results. Specific guidelines
for assessment practices with young English learners have also been published by
the National Association of the Education of Young Children (NAEYC 2009).

As the basis for all assessment (clinical, scholastic, and linguistic) in K-12
education in the USA, the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing,
published by the American Educational Research Association (AERA), the Amer-
ican Psychological Association (APA), and the National Council on Measurement in
Education (NCME) (2014), includes comprehensive guidelines for the testing of
individuals of diverse linguistic backgrounds, and researchers working with lan-
guage minority students have additionally made contributions to guide fair and valid
assessment practices of both the language and other knowledge areas of language
learners (see also Sireci and Faulkner-Bond for review 2015).

Suggested practices include use of test accommodations. Accommodations such
as extra time and dictionaries are thought to vitiate the interpretation of test results
obtained with ELL students as long as these have been empirically proven not to
alter the language construct to be measured (e.g., reading comprehension). Increas-
ingly technology can play a role in test accommodations such as the use of computer-
administrated bilingual dictionaries or glossaries (e.g., Abedi 2014). If the construct
is not language ability itself but the test uses language as the medium (e.g., an
assessment of mathematics requiring both reading and writing skills), then accom-
modation options include not only extra time and bilingual dictionaries/glossaries
but also the option to test in a student’s native language if this matches the language
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of instruction (Pennock-Roman and Rivera 2011) (for a general discussion, see also
Abedi, chapter “▶Utilizing Accommodations in Assessment,” Vol. 7). However,
interpretation of accommodated results as valid indicators of academic content area
knowledge has real consequences for students; we should still be cautious in our
interpretations because as Davidson (1994) points out, norming studies of such
academic achievement assessments have often not included learners who reflect
the full range of language proficiencies found in schools.

Other impacts on administration and interpretation of language assessments
include the training needs of teachers who often must administer assessments to
school-age language learners. General education teachers have been found to have
little training in language development and assessment (e.g., Téllez and Mosqueda
2015). Scoring and reporting the test performance of young learners also proffer
challenges to teachers and test developers alike. Scoring concerns include the degree
of teacher variance in what is considered an acceptable answer. For example,
children’s immature articulatory abilities or their productions influenced by L1
may make responses difficult to decipher and thus score reliably.

Multiple sources of evidence should be used to increase the validity of inferences
about student language performances (e.g., Conti-Ramsden and Durkin 2012;
Dockrell and Marshall 2015). Employing multiple measures helps prevent
overreliance on any one assessment that may yield a biased view of performance
due to cognitive or social development constraints. This does not however entail
administering large batteries of standardized assessment that could quickly lead to
test fatigue in young children. Rather, studies of expert teachers suggest that they use
their knowledge of teaching and learning to create an ongoing cyclic process of
teaching and assessment involving a repertoire of both formal and informal assess-
ments (Rea-Dickins 2001). For example, evidence of language proficiency can come
from combining a student’s performance on formal assessments and informal quiz-
zes and from teacher observation during class time (e.g., Frey and Fisher 2003), as
well as utilizing self- and peer assessment.

Finally, reporting the results of a test performance to young children also needs to
be carefully considered and made age appropriate to avoid issues of demotivation or
threats to a child’s self-esteem. However, reporting results to children and reporting
results to teachers and parents need not be the same process, and teachers will need
item level or subskill level information from assessments in order to make effective
instructional modifications.

Impact of Culture on Administration and Interpretation

Culture impacts the fair and valid testing of young children’s language abilities when
there is a mismatch between home practices in communication and those practices
commonly used for assessment. For example, Peña and Quinn (1997) report that
Latina and African-American mothers typically do not label objects in their chil-
dren’s environment (as is the case for most vocabulary assessment), but rather
engage in games that more often require descriptions. Thematic content of an
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assessment also needs to be compatible with children’s home culture (at least
culturally appropriate for the majority of learners taking the test, if known). Alter-
natively, assessors have successfully administered dynamic assessments using a test-
teach-test design with preschool children to reduce bias from lack of cultural
familiarity with vocabulary (Peña et al. 2001). In addition, many children come
from backgrounds where they might be expected to learn from observation rather
than overt participation and to demonstrate their comprehension nonverbally (e.g.,
Beck 1994; Scollon and Scollon 1981). Collectively, this research should impact test
development design, encouraging more development of dynamic assessments, or in
the case of listening comprehension, creation of items that do not rely exclusively on
verbal responses to signal accurate comprehension. Furthermore, early childhood
education agencies, such as the Head Start in the USA, recommend caution with the
interpretation of language assessments with young children noting the need to assess
and take into account all the languages a young learner knows during educational
decision making (Office of Head Start 2010) (for discussion, see Mahon et al. 2003).

Work in Progress and Future Directions

The twenty-first century began with a new era of educational accountability
impacting young language learners in terms of the language demands now placed
on them in schooling contexts. The field has shifted from recognizing that assessing
young learners entails the assessment of their language development and the assess-
ment of their academic content learning through language to also recognizing the
need to take account of the language practices of the academic content areas on those
very language assessments themselves. This has led to recent comprehensive lan-
guage test development efforts in many parts of the world. In the USA, “next-
generation” ELD assessment is under way under federal government initiatives to
align ELD assessment with the academic content standards. Add to this mandate the
anticipated expansion of publicly funded education to young, preschool-age chil-
dren, many of whom are the children of immigrants from non-English-speaking
countries. In Australia, add to this the increased focus on the language learning
needs, indeed rights, of Indigenous students (Silburn et al 2011). In Europe, add in
the expansion of the European Union with the increased mobility this brings, as well
as, most recently, asylum seekers from the Middle East and North Africa, and
collectively large numbers of families with young children are settling in areas of
Europe where they do not speak the dominant language. Much research and test
development has still to be done to improve assessment of the wide range in
language demands now facing young learners.

Recommendations made in the 2008 version of this chapter of the encyclopedia to
meet the language assessment needs of young language learners were organized
around three aspects of the mission statement of the Committee on Early Childhood
Pedagogy (National Research Council 2001). Reviewing those aspects now (tech-
nical quality of assessments, teacher professional development around language
assessment, and integration of technology) reveals to what extent advancements
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have been made nearly a decade on and which areas still need the attention of
researchers and educators.

In terms of advancing the technical quality of assessments and how they are used
to support the learning of young learners, much has been achieved in articulating
construct definitions of necessary language knowledge and skills. The call for the
revision or creation of ELD standards for the preschool through school-age levels
has not only been met by several individual US states and consortia, for example, but
CCSSO created the Framework for English Language Proficiency Development
Standards (CCSSO 2012) to guide such revisions based on a synthesis of research
around language and content learning (e.g., Lee et al. 2013) that has led to the
identification of key language practices or performances found to be common
across the new language arts and mathematics and science standards (CCSSO
2010; NGSS 2013). These practices and performances are a “combination of
communicative acts (e.g., saying, writing, doing, and being) used in the transmission
of ideas, concepts, and information in a socially mediated context” (p. 2) that
include, among others, for language arts the support of “analyses of a range of
grade level complex texts with evidence,” for mathematics “construct viable argu-
ments and critique the reasoning of others,” and for science the necessary language
to “plan and carry out investigations” and “engage in argument from evidence.”
Continued research at the intersection of content knowledge and language will no
doubt help to refine the construct for future assessment development with this age
range. Uccelli and colleagues (2014) are focusing on language that is common
across various disciplines at the upper elementary level and how best to assess this
construct, whereas others are looking at the intersection of content knowledge and
ELD in the preschool context (e.g., the Literacy and Academic Success for English
Learners through Science, or LASErS program of the Education Development
Center) which could aid us in understanding how content knowledge itself shapes
language use.

Accommodations research has also continued apace with, as mentioned, new
meta-analyses providing details about the efficacy of accommodation use under
different conditions (e.g., Pennock-Roman and Rivera 2011). This nuanced infor-
mation has informed new principled accommodation guidelines or algorithms for
use with school-age students still acquiring the language in which their academic
content knowledge will be assessed (Abedi and Ewers 2013; for a general discus-
sion, see also Abedi, chapter “▶Utilizing Accommodations in Assessment,” Vol. 7).

In other areas dealing with the technical quality of language assessments with
young learners, work is still in progress. Despite our calling for developmental
trajectories for language acquisition, the field still knows little about the progression
of language in young school-age language learners (Hoff 2013). The characteriza-
tion of language development is paramount in the creation of effective language
proficiency assessments. Work under way by the Dynamic Language Learning
Progressions (DLLP) project (Bailey and Heritage 2014) addresses the lack of
empirically derived trajectories of language development by sampling oral and
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written language practices as outlined by the CCSSO framework (e.g., explanations
of mathematics task procedures) with students aged 5–12 who have varying pro-
ficiencies of ELD. This kind of evidence-based approach to creating language pro-
gressions needs to be extended to additional language practices (e.g.,
argumentation), a wider range of academic content areas (e.g., science, history),
and of course to students across all grades.

Language learning progressions hold promise not only for informing develop-
ment of standardized assessments but also for the area of formative assessment.
While traditional notions of validity and reliability cannot be easily applied to
establishing the technical quality of formative assessment approaches, criteria for
establishing the effectiveness of formative assessment in the classroom can be
created, discussed, tried out, and refined. Indeed, recently Heritage (2013) has
highlighted the immediacy or proximate timing of evidence of student learning as
a key facet of what makes formative assessment valid, along with the need for
formative approaches to assessment to yield insights into students’ current learning
that are sufficiently tractable to be useful in instruction. Also within the area of
formative assessment, there is accumulating evidence from a program of research on
self-assessment that this population of language learners is not too young to benefit
from the self-reflection entailed by self-assessment practices. Butler and Lee (2010),
for example, found that 11–12 -year-old students in an EFL context were able to
improve their English performances and increase their confidence in learning
English with regular use of self-assessment in a classroom context. And
in-progress work by Pitsoulakis and Bailey (2016) is revealing that children as
young as 7 years are able to self-assess with the appropriate scaffolds to notice
features of their own language productions.

Research on teacher professional development remains a key area in language
assessment with young learners. Many of the guidance documents cited thus far have
educators in mind for special caveats to the administration and interpretation of
standardized assessments with young children (e.g., NAEYC 2009). Developing
teacher capacity around practices that generate evidence of student learning and lead
to accurate interpretations remain important topics for language assessment research
specifically (Téllez and Mosqueda 2015; Michel and Kuiken 2014) and for forma-
tive assessment research more broadly (Wiliam 2006; Heritage 2013). While some
early research has shown expert teachers to effectively use assessment for learning
(e.g., Rea-Dickins 2001), more research is needed in the area of professional
development to answer the question: How do teachers effectively implement and
use a wide repertoire of assessments for a variety of summative and formative
purposes?

Within the past decade, technology has changed the landscape of language
assessment, and this is as true for the youngest learners we have considered here
as it is with the assessment of older children and adults. The move to computer-based
assessment has been made by the standardized assessments already mentioned (e.g.,
TOEFL Primary Speaking section), as well as by other newly released assessments
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such as the Test of English Language Learning (TELL) progress monitoring appli-
cation from Pearson and the revised ACCESS for ELLs, the annual summative
assessment used by the WIDA ELP assessment consortium in more than 35 states.

Electronic devices are also readily available for continuous digital documentation
of student progress (Pellerin 2012) with the possibility for even very young children
to use the same tablet devices deftly for assessment purposes. Technology is
especially suited to the assessment of young children (see also Chapelle and Voss,
chapter “▶Utilizing Technology in Language Assessment,” Vol. 7); the graphic
capabilities that technology offers can also provide a child-friendly context for
assessment, with testing made enjoyable for young test takers by mimicking familiar
games or cartoons.

Technology has solved a key issue in formative assessment – that of data capture,
storage, and management. Data management systems can help make formative
assessment practices more effective by systematizing the information that teachers
may record formally or “on the run.” Language corpora can now also be accessed to
provide audiovisual and transcript data that provide teachers who lack familiarity
with students from diverse language backgrounds with ways to more accurately
compare and evaluate their young language learners. The DLLP project in progress
has this as an explicit goal of the project (Bailey and Heritage 2014; Bailey et al.
2016). Authentic language use found in linguistic corpora can also be used to guide
test item writers in the production of stimuli texts and test questions However, in
standardized assessment development contexts with young learners as it has in test
development with adult learners (Frantz et al. 2014).

We can assuredly claim that the assessment of young language learners has made
large strides toward evolving into what McKay called “a highly expert field of
endeavor.” The field has the attention of many national governments due to the
increased accountability placed on the role of language in the educational outcomes
of all young learners but especially those speaking languages other than English or
their society’s dominant language. This situation has posed challenges on how best
to design assessments that are fair and valid with young children, illuminated gaps in
our understanding of the intersection of language and academic content learning,
required that we continue to learn how to build the capacity of teachers to both
summatively and formatively assess their students’ language learning, and led us to
continue to leverage technology to meet these myriad objectives. the second decade
of the twenty-first century is first and foremost an exciting time to be working with
young language learners and their dynamic assessment needs.
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