Foreword

This wonderful book could not have appeared at a better time. We are
most fortunate that Margo Gottlieb and Diep Nguyen have created a rational and durable framework for orchestrating the competing demands
on educators for accountability, program improvement, and appropriate
classroom instruction. They delineate the complex issues of assessment
in linguistically diverse settings and address the different dimensions
along which educators are asked to evaluate their students and their programs. More important, they provide a blueprint for the creation of a
comprehensive assessment system, gained through the application of
their ideas in practice. Their work is predicated on the premise that assessment is conducted at different levels for different purposes, all of
which are valid. There is not a hierarchy in which some are the real or
most important assessments, but rather the different dimensions function in a dynamic relationship that is constantly evolving.
Those of us who have dedicated our careers to working with secondlanguage learners are used to having our specific concerns dealt with
perfunctorily as an afterthought in reform efforts. This book does the opposite. It puts the needs of linguistically diverse students at the center
of the planning process, and in so doing takes into account the needs of
all students. The narrative provides a detailed history of how the framework has been implemented in an elementary school district in Schaumburg, Illinois. School District 54 has a diverse student population—something increasingly encountered in all school districts—and employs a
variety of program types to meet the needs of its second-language learners. The account of SD 54’s efforts to create an assessment system that
meets the needs of its linguistically diverse population helps all language teachers gain the confidence we need to critically analyze and im-
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prove our work. The combination of theory, example, and working documents provides the necessary tools to build a comprehensive assessment plan that is flexible enough to be adapted to virtually any kind of
programming for linguistically and culturally diverse student populations. We are lucky indeed that the leadership of SD 54 had the wisdom
and political will to undertake this important work and share the process and the results with us.
In the course of writing this book, the authors continually refined
their thinking to make their ideas accessible and applicable to real-life
classrooms in the context of a shifting political landscape. As a result,
they do not advocate a particular program type or mode of delivery, nor
do they set out a list of “must-do” assessments. Rather, they provide an
overview of the types of information needed to answer critical questions
at the state, district, program, and classroom level. The BASIC model
proposed in this book allows assessment and accountability procedures
to be fine-tuned as external mandates change and programmatic demands are adjusted.
Currently, out of necessity, educational improvement efforts are focused on narrowly defined measures used for program accountability.
Despite the very real need to meet external accountability requirements, the authors never lose sight of the foundational concerns that
drive evaluation: What do we want students to know and be able to do,
and how will we know we have accomplished our goals? Teachers need
to document exactly where their students begin, how they have progressed, and where they need to go next in their academic development.
Program developers need to determine if what they are doing works, and
schools and districts need to assure the community that all students are
provided with the means to achieve to their maximum potential.
Every school district in the country can benefit from this book, no
matter what their demographic profile. The ideas will help all educators
approach the complex task of assessment and accountability with confidence. To say that this book is valuable for all teachers does not diminish its particular importance for educators of English language learners. The BASIC model described in this book allows for an in-depth
analysis of language education programs and addresses the fundamental
challenge to educators of ELLs, that of distinguishing academic achievement from language development. The myriad challenges educators face
in designing programs to meet the needs of an extremely varied student
population are taken up in this book, and solutions are offered. The authors recognize that we must strive to meet educational benchmarks
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while at the same time providing the kind of instruction that will help
students succeed and progress in language learning. A key to the strength
of the BASIC model described in this book is that it can be used to document both the attainment of benchmarks and the actual progress that
students make in learning.
Evaluation, as the authors point out, has its highest utility when reflected back into the learning environment itself. With the tools of the
BASIC model in hand, teachers in different types of language programs
can use the results of evaluations to make instructional decisions. An
important contribution of the book and the BASIC model is to show
how information from a variety of sources can be aggregated and evaluated in assisting the language learning of students whose first language
is not English. The authors suggest how to include learning and instruction in two languages as part of a program definition, and how to
conduct evaluation to meet the program’s mission. This is a major step
forward from the traditional accountability systems, which disregard
instruction and learning in languages other than English as appropriate
for evaluation. As the model reinforces, no matter what kind of program
students find themselves in, what they know in their first language is of
value to their academic development and provides useful information
about their achievement and progress.
The book draws attention to several other aspects of accountability
in language education programming that are frequently overlooked. For
example, Margo Gottlieb and Diep Nguyen discuss the need to disaggregate data along multiple dimensions, including type of instructional program and the “literacy culture” of students when they enter, to achieve
accurate evaluation and understanding of student performance. They
also provide specific examples of a process to decide when ELLs should
transition to a different type of program or should be redesignated as fluent in English and no longer in need of specialized instruction.
The initial chapters introduce the field of assessment in general. The
authors’ review of the historical and political context of programming
and assessment should be especially helpful to educators new to the
field, for the evaluation climate has changed over time, and the history
of recent legislation has left an impact on the landscape. Following this
historical review, the authors describe research-based principles of assessment that help define the nature, role, and uses of different kinds of
data that might be acquired through formal and informal assessments.
They define the difference between formative and summative assessment, describe the appropriate uses of each kind of assessment, and offer
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a comprehensive process for incorporating and balancing them both in
an overall framework of assessment. It is especially helpful that their
model returns portfolios to the center of assessment and accountability
efforts and shows how a portfolio-based approach can be feasible, even
under the constraints of current state and federal mandates.
An enjoyable feature of this book is hearing from students and teachers themselves, whose voices are so often missing from books about education. Samples of students’ classroom work are included, along with
descriptions by their teachers of how they use portfolios every day. The
teachers’ accounts show beyond any doubt how much they care for their
students and their profession. It is to their credit that they are able to put
theory into practice in using assessment data to inform instruction and
improve student achievement. These chapters on the practice environment move the discussion from the abstract to the real as teachers describe how they actually implement portfolio-based evaluation, and how
such evaluations affect day-to-day teaching as well as decision making
about instruction.
A common theme in the book is the need for all the adults in a
school community to work together to meet the needs of the students.
A great strength of the BASIC model is its emphasis on the collaborative
nature of the work required to create a comprehensive and inclusive approach to assessment. It is critical that across grade levels, schools, and
districts, common types of information be collected and analyzed to provide an appropriate basis for comparison. When educators can agree on
common assessments and evidence of student learning, they can then
follow students over time with the confidence that all are working from
a shared understanding of achievement. The team approach used in SD
54 to bring people together within and across schools shows what can be
accomplished, given the vision and the willingness. When everyone understands and accepts the process and agrees on common reference
points, the data obtained through evaluation can be used for a wide variety of purposes: to make instructional decisions, to provide a basis for
professional development, to inform constituents about individual students’ performance, and to judge program effectiveness.
To make the book a real tool for school improvement, the authors
provide a wealth of worksheets and tools to help other educators implement their recommendations in any school or district. These resources,
which take the form of graphic organizers, timelines, common assessment reference charts, and checklists aligned with the model’s framework, help bring the ideas to life. The questions posed in the worksheets
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also alert educators to aspects of program implementation that need attention so as to provide a high-quality experience for students in all kinds
of language education programs. All of the facilitating documents and
worksheets are designed to stimulate discussion and analysis of individual schools and districts, and provide the basis for an interactive process that can be used in virtually any school to set the process in motion.
A final note: throughout this Foreword I have been referring, somewhat impersonally, to “the authors.” Margo Gottlieb and Diep Nguyen
are much more than anonymous writers, however. They are colleagues
and friends who have provided support and guidance for my own work
over the past two decades. As is abundantly clear from this book, their
professional lives are devoted to making a difference for children from
diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds. They respect teachers as intellectually capable decision makers and recognize the real demands
made on teachers’ time and patience. In their work and personal lives
they embody the values of multilingualism and the richness of crosscultural interaction. Whenever I am fortunate enough to get together
with them, as well as with their talented editor, Rebecca Freeman Field,
I always know that I have received the gift of time well spent with smart
and dedicated women. I fully expect readers to feel the same about the
time they spend reading and using this book.
Nancy L. Commins
University of Colorado, Denver
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