Classroom Assessment of ELs in Content Areas:
What to Consider and How To Do [It? (Part 1)

For English learners, effective class-
room assessment of academic con-
tent is an extremely important but
complex and large topic. This arti-
cle will be the first of a multipart
series briefly outlining the high-
points of underpinning issues and
tips to use when evaluating the
academic progress of ELs." Al
though this series does not address
the assessment of ELP, ELs” emer-
gent skills in the development of
English will determine how ELS
can be assessed best on academic
content, particularly when it comes
to measuring their higher-order
thinking skills effectively. The prem-
ise of the articles in the series is that
Classroom assessment is primarily
about informing instruction, ac-
tively involving and benefiting both
teachers and students through the
use of ongoing learning and
evaluation processes.

Allin all, effective assessment of ELs
includes:

o Developing promising instruc-
tional activities where inquiry into
and exploration of the students’
grasp of the content and concepts
is embedded in learning;

o Developing effective ways of ask-
INg guestions using multi-semiotic
contexts;

» Designing activities in such a
way that students can demon-
strate what they know using multi-
semiotic representations rather
than relying on text

» Designing activities that allow
students to show not only if they
know the answer' but also, if they
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get it wrong, where they misun-
derstand or might be stuck; and

e Analyzing student responses to
inform future instruction and/or
inform students about what they
should focus on, think about differ-
ently, or what next steps they
might take in interacting with fu-
ture learning opportunities.

To date, only a fraction of content
is taught to ELs by EL specialists.
While EL specialists see themselves
as primarily responsible for devel-
oping ELP, content teachers and
schoals see them as experts on ALL
things EL. More recently, EL special-
Ists have been encouraged to
work with content teachers to help
the content teachers teach aca-
demic English while they teach
content. However, EL specialists
play a larger role, drawing on a
vast repertoire of knowledge and
skills that are invaluable for teach-
INng content. These involve (a)
knowing how to hearthe EL stu-
dents—how to interpret the instruc-
tion and what teachers say, what
the ELs do in response, and why
the ELs act and react as they do
and (b) knowing how to suypport
language in academic classroom
instruction and assessment with
other semiotic representations. The
good teachers have multi-semiotic
Classrooms, especially when they
are teaching more complex subject
matter, but they don’'t necessarily
consider that these types of activi-
ties and evaluation opportunities
are needed by ELS to access ALL
academic content. As such, EL spe-
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cialists need to work with schools
and content teachers over time to
show them how to adjust their in-
structional plans, activities, and as-
sessments to be able to reach,
teach, and “read” ELs.

Underpinnings to Consider when
Thinking about Instruction

Beyond academic language, there
are several points of context that
EL specialists need to remember in
order to begin teaching content
teachers how to support their ELs
in learning content. First, proper
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planning is key. Effective class-
room assessment is about know-
iNg specitically what you want
students to learn from each class.
We often call this the “target.” This
specific information covers both
the targeted content and the tar-
geted cognitive skills the teacher
wants the student to learn. Before
pbeginning a unit, this means:

e Listing what you expect to hear
and see while assessment tasks
are performed and the targeted
concepts are addressed;

e Planning ongoing integration
of assessment opportunities into
learning activities so the targeted
instruction and evaluations can
occur effectively and the teacher
and students can get a reasona-
bly accurate understanding of
where and how the ELs under-
stand the material;

o Evaluating existing commer-
cially developed assessments to
use as part of the learning activi-
ties; and

o Knowing what prior knowledge
students bring to the classroom
and to the task.

Assessment tasks should be de-
signed to tell the teacher and the
student what the student knows
and what problems the student is
having and why.

Second, it is important that the
content teachers plan to teach
and assess ELs in the il range of
content complexity. Frequently
we hear: “Just because an EL
doesn’t speak much English does-
N't mean she is not thinking in
complex ways.” However, it s
easy to fall short both in providing
learning opportunities in the class-
rooms that engage ELs and com-
municate complex thinking, and

IN using assessment tasks that pro-
vide information about these skills.
These learning and evaluation
tasks need to involve not just fac-
tual learning, but opportunities to
identify relationships, compare
and contrast, synthesize, general-
ize, and predict. Content teachers
also need to utilize a variety of
participatory structures and op-
portunities to engage in dialogue
and self-analysis. All too often con-
tent teachers argue that it is “just
too hard” to teach and evaluate
the more abstract concepts be-
cause of the language needed
and because they are used to re-
lying on language to teach and
assess. EL specialists are in an ex-
cellent position to help content
teachers broaden their repertoire
and teach them how to support
language using other modalities,
making sure that the integrity of
the content’'s complexity remains
intact and is not “"dumbed-down,”
which may happen if content
teachers are left to their own de-
vices. EL specialists can help them
guard against that.

Third, EL specialists should work
with content teachers to plan for
diversity. This includes lesson and
assessment planning that consid-
ers how the students will hear
and understand the material. It
also includes planning the evalua-
tion activities, and developing the
criteria that interpret how student
responses are scored so the ques-
tions can tap accurately what stu-
dents know. Considerations in-
clude how students” different cul-
tural backgrounds affect how
they interpret what is being
taught, the experiential knowl-
edge associated with the lessons
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that the students bring into the
Classroom, and the tools used for
delivering both the instruction
and the assessment tasks. They
also involve planning the process
and participatory structures for
Classroom interaction so they best
match students’ diverse socializa-
tion backgrounds, liberal use of
multi-faceted techniques that
touch the range of learning styles,
and allowances for various types
of student input.

Fourth, it is important for the EL
specialist to remember that the
depth of teacher knowledge in
the subject makes a difference. A
content teacher’'s own expertise
and her ability to understand the
information being taught has a
substantial impact on her ability to
communicate with her students
effectively and flexibly. When
these teachers know the content
deeply they can map their expec-
tations backwards and break
down the cognitive demand into
smaller ‘chunks” of information.
When the content teachers are
not as confident about their con-
tent knowledge they tend to de-
pend solely on textbooks or mate-
rials without reviewing them criti-
cally, which often weakens in-
struction. The same is true for as-
sessments. Good assessment inte-
grates many ‘mini-feedback loops’
into instructional tasks. Knowing
that English learners, as well as
many native English speakers, (a)
communicate in varied ways, and
(D) that various levels of cognitive
complexity are often communi-
cated differently, teachers should
use a large repertoire of practices
when they assess their students.
While good teachers with deep
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