
Preface

School administrators and teachers alike face the daunting task of meet-
ing federal and state requirements for large-scale assessment while mon-
itoring students’ progress according to local program goals. Although
the tests required under the No Child Left Behind Act have improved
the visibility of various student subgroups, they do little to help class-
room teachers monitor individual students’ progress and make instruc-
tional modifications on a daily basis. Nichols, Glass, and Berliner (2006),
in analyzing the National Assessment of Educational Progress test ad-
ministered in twenty-five states, concluded that (1) high-stakes testing
has a disproportionately negative impact on language-minority students,
(2) increased testing pressure is related to increased retention and higher
dropout rates, and (3) the occasional performance gains noted are incon-
sistent. In addition, because mandated state achievement tests are de-
signed with native English-speaking students in mind, they generally are
invalid measures of academic achievement for English language learners
(ELLs) and so yield information that adversely influences program and
classroom instructional decisions.

This book accepts the premise that while large-scale assessments
contribute to educational accountability, they should not be the sole fac-
tor determining the status of schools, districts, or states. Rather, through
a carefully crafted and comprehensive assessment system that values and
weighs data from various sources, including data acquired at the class-
room, program, district, and state levels, it is possible to gain a more
thorough and realistic view of student performance. The system described
in this book, which we refer to as the Balanced Assessment and Account-
ability System, Inclusive and Comprehensive, or BASIC model, provides
a practical way for teachers and administrators in language education
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programs to manage external demands and internal realities simultane-
ously through the use of well-crafted accountability measures that can
serve multiple assessment needs. This model emerged from the cooper-
ation and coordinated effort of many dedicated professionals and has
been implemented successfully in a large school district in Illinois.

The Beginning of Collaboration

In 1995, as a new bilingual director on her first few days on the job in a
large suburban school district, Diep Nguyen went on a fact-finding mis-
sion to understand how ELLs were served. In visiting school after school,
she heard teachers expressing concerns about bilingual students who
were “not making it.” When asked to explain, few teachers could articu-
late their students’ academic strengths and weaknesses. It was also evi-
dent that most teachers’ comments were based on their informal evalu-
ations of students.

Investigating further, Diep discovered a huge variability in teachers’
perceptions of ELLs’ capabilities. A student described as excellent by
one teacher could be described as “needing bilingual help” by another.
Professional disputes often resulted in ELLs being neglected, or dumped
on the bilingual teachers, who felt as though they were second-class pro-
fessionals in their own schools.

Even though the school district used a norm-referenced test of En-
glish language proficiency to place and monitor students, it was in-
creasingly difficult to discern what criteria various teachers used to evalu-
ate their students. There were no common criteria for exiting a student
from the bilingual program besides the perfunctory “she’s ready”. It was
apparent that the lack of a common assessment framework and prac-
tices resulted in students being inappropriately instructed in both the
bilingual and general education classrooms across the district.

In a large district of twenty-seven schools, the problem was accen-
tuated by the differences among schools in terms of their approaches to
educating ELLs and their instructional foci. The first charge of the new
director was to convene a task force to explore ways of restructuring the
program. After several months of studying best practices and discussing
solutions, the task force agreed that to improve instructional services
for ELLs, the program must have common goals and a common assess-
ment plan applicable to all schools in the district.
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Diep, needing expert guidance to build this assessment plan, turned
to Margo Gottlieb a long-time colleague at the Illinois Resource Center.
At their first meeting, in the fall of 1994, they worked out the rudiments
of a bilingual pivotal assessment portfolio, which would prove founda-
tional to the district’s assessment efforts.

Over the course of a decade of collaboration between the co-authors,
the portfolio-based assessment plan eventually evolved into the BASIC
model. Throughout this period, Diep was the instructional leader, while
Margo served as an outside evaluator and advisor. In 2001, Margo and
Diep launched a five-year longitudinal study of the dual-language pro-
gram based on the data collected in the students’ pivotal portfolios. The
co-writing of this book represents another stage in the process of two
friends helping each other test new ideas and find systemic and practi-
cal solutions to assessment and accountability issues confronting lan-
guage education programs.

Bringing the BASIC Model to Life

The overall purpose of this book is to describe how we developed and
implemented our assessment and accountability model with administra-
tors and teachers in language education programs. With this historical
and theoretical background in place, we move on to the practicum. We
discuss ways to collect evidence of students’ learning and achievement
using a balanced, practical, portfolio-based approach; share an evaluation
framework and results from a longitudinal study; make a case for the
thoughtful use of assessment data to improve ELLs’ learning; and offer
concrete ways for bilingual educators to assess second-language learners,
use the results to meet accountability requirements, and build public
support for language education programs. We have included an appendix
with worksheets to facilitate the implementation of a balanced assess-
ment and accountability system that is inclusive and comprehensive in
any educational context.

Much of the information presented this book is the result of ten years
of collaboration among central office administrators, principals, and
bilingual teachers of the Schaumburg, Illinois, School District 54. These
professionals worked in teams at various levels to establish common
goals, create and adopt a common pivotal assessment plan, and use as-
sessments to maintain assessment practices relevant to students’ learn-
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ing and aligned with local instructional practices. The questions that
were raised at these meetings are presented in this book to guide teams
of educators through the collaborative decision-making process that is
at the heart of effective implementation of the assessment plan.

This book is meant to inspire discussion and suggest ideas for teach-
ers and administrators of ELLs to use in building a comprehensive as-
sessment model for students in second-language programs. To this end,
we show how assessment data can be used alongside contextual infor-
mation to guide instructional decisions and make program improve-
ments. We also suggest ways for teachers and administrators to manage
the internal need for authentic assessment while dealing with the pres-
sures of public accountability and high-stakes testing.

At the time this book goes to press, our colleagues in SD 54 celebrate
several noteworthy accomplishments. The dual-language program is in
such high demand that additional kindergarten classes are needed to
accommodate parents’ requests. Four schools that offer the Spanish-
English dual-language program have been certified as International Span-
ish Academies by the Spanish Ministry of Education and Sciences. In ad-
dition, the preliminary 2006 state assessment results show that ELLs in
the transitional bilingual education program continue to perform above
the state average, while ELLs as well native English speakers in the dual-
language program outscore their local and state counterparts in grades 4
through 6, meeting or exceeding state academic standards.

The successes encountered in the language education programs of
SD 54 are testimony to the fact that teachers and administrators can
change the course of children’s education and futures in a positive way
when we have the political will to do so. When we build an internal as-
sessment and accountability system that focuses primarily on the im-
provement of teaching and learning, we indeed can provide quality edu-
cation for all students while simultaneously helping them develop
bilingually. As language educators, this vision of “bilingualism for all
children” is ultimately what we hold dear to our hearts. We hope that
the stories and ideas presented in this book will aid the efforts of educa-
tors who believe that bilingualism enriches all children’s lives.
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