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  Abstract 
This review addresses the issue of English language learners’ assessment used 
for high-stakes purposes, especially, the use of accommodations when testing 
English language learners due to the lack of understanding of students’ linguistic 
needs during assessment procedures. This paper intends to provide background 
information on the origins of accommodations in testing for English language 
learners after the federal laws of No Child Left Behind and Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act were passed. In addition, this paper provides informa-
tion on the different types of accommodations that exist to assess English lan-
guage learners, their characteristics, the benefits and limitations. Finally, the 
main benefits, such as having more opportunities to access the content of the test 
as well as more chances to demonstrate their knowledge about the topic, and 
some recommendations to use accommodations successfully have also be pre-
sented. In addition, the validity and effectiveness of testing accommodations and 
accommodation-selection methods have been examined. 
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1. Introduction 
According to the National Center for Education Statistics in 2010, English language learners (ELLs) are increasing, 

reaching 11 million in the public schools. Nowadays, ELLs population is over 5 million students, mainly distributed in 
the states of Texas, California, New York, Florida and Illinois (Wilner, Rivera, & Acosta, 2009) and it is projected that 
“One in four of students will be ELLs in 2025 (Li & Suen, 2012). Santiago-Flores, Wang, Soltero-Gonzalez, and 
Nguyen-Le (2014) define ELLs as those “whose native language is not English, and who are still developing their first 
language (p. 267)”. Before 1990, testing systems did not consider ELLs for evaluation; however, Abedi (2009) states 
that since Title I No Child Left Behind Act was proposed, stronger accountability procedures that include ELLs and 
SWD were required. No Child Left Behind Act in 2002 required that it is mandatory for English language learners to 
participate in large-scale assessments. Although they have limited English proficiency, they are still entitled to the un-
derstandable instructions and being tested validly in English (Solano-Flores, Wang, Kachchaf, Soltero-Gonzalez, & 
Nguyen-Le, 2014). Assessment is part of our education system. Since 2001, high stakes testing has become common in 
many states due to No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation. According to the requirement of IDEA and NCLB, for 
students with limited English proficiency, it is their knowledge and skills rather than their English proficiency should be 
assessed (Reynolds, Livingston, Willson, & Willson, 2009). It is critical for English language learners to have accom-
modations to ensure the validity of large-scale assessment (Koran & Kopriva, 2017). One of the reasons why ELLs 
were included in these types of assessment is “to ensure that ELLs benefit from standards-based reforms and reach 
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educational standards (Li & Suen, 2012, p. 328)”. However, this reality carries a number of challenges when it comes to 
assessing this cultural and diverse population, mainly because most of the time, these students have limited opportuni-
ties to develop academic language and sometimes are compared to students with disabilities when, in fact, these two 
groups are entirely distinct. 

As a result, there has been an increasing need to use test accommodations in order to support both students with dis-
abilities and ELLs. Wilner, Rivera, and Acosta (2009) state that since 1975, the strategy of using accommodations in 
testing was introduced to provide support to students with disabilities during instruction. However, this strategy was 
later extended to evaluate ELLs in math, science, and reading and language arts, through the participation of adminis-
trators, testing coordinators, specialists, and teachers. Some of the reasons for using accommodation are: to minimize 
limited proficiency in English as a threat of validity, to have a fair large-scale examination, address ELLs’ linguistic and 
sociocultural needs, give ELLs access to the content of the test, and to “provide assessments in the language and form 
most likely to yield accurate data on what ELL students know and can do in content areas” (Abedi, 2009, p. 196). 

The Standards (AERA et al., 2014) defined accommodations as “something in the testing circumstance that has been 
changed because adhering to the original standardized procedures would interfere with valid measurement of the in-
tended construct(s) for some individuals” (p. 59). In other words, changes are needed in the testing procedures to mi-
nimize the irrelevant construct in the assessment so as to ensure the validity of the assessment. It is the responsibility of 
both test developers and test users or each of them to develop and provide feasible and proper accommodations in the 
tests to examine the ability of the examinees. However, the enforcement of accommodations for ELLs is not guaranteed 
as the states are not obliged to report this (Wright, 2005). 

There are more than 70 accommodations used in tests for English language learners (Solano-Flores, Wang, Kachchaf, 
Soltero-Gonzalez, & Nguyen-Le, 2014). For example, oral translation by the interpreter and oral administration con-
ducted by a qualified bilingual examiner are accommodations allowed in the test for ELLs (Reynolds, Livingston, 
Willson, & Willson, 2009). The validity and effectiveness of the accommodations need to be examined. 

2. Accommodations 
The current version of the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing emphasizes that when assessing 

SWDs and ELLs, the testing material should ensure fairness; this means that each student should be able to access the 
material. Therefore, there has been an increase in the use of accommodations on state and national assessments which 
provide accessibility for individuals whose age, cultural background, disability or English language proficiency is dif-
ferent to non-ELLs. Wilner, River, and Acosta (2009) define accommodations as “changes to testing procedures, testing 
materials, or the testing situation to allow students meaningful participation in an assessment (p. 697)”. In addition, they 
state that in order to be effective, these accommodations should be ELLs-responsive, which means that they will ad-
dress the unique linguistic and sociocultural needs of students and will help them access the content of the test without 
altering the construct being tested. On the other hand, Li and Suen (2012) mention that an appropriate accommodation 
is the one that improves the performance of ELLs but does not affect the performance of non-ELLs. Finally, Sola-
no-Flores et al. (2014) have established a process to develop vignette-illustration accommodations, whose steps may be 
useful when applying any other kind of test accommodation. This process consists of 5 steps: 1) Specification: This 
refers to devising the accommodation and writes its specifications before implementing it in the test. 2) Design: It con-
sists of limiting the functions of the accommodation and standardizing its features. 3) Production: It includes the devel-
opment procedure of the accommodation to be used. 4) Evaluation: It refers to the analysis of the differences in students’ 
performance and how they used the accommodation. 5) Revision: It is the process of analyzing the impact of the ac-
commodation and making the necessary improvements. 

Rivera and Stanfield (2000, cited in Lu & Suen, 2012) classified different types of accommodation in 4 main catego-
ries: presentation, response, setting, and timing-scheduling. The first one is described as an accommodation that allows 
repetition, explanation, test translation or test administration by a specialist. The second one may include students’ res-
ponses in their native language and student dictation of their answers. The third one consists of allowing students to 
take the exam individually, in small groups or in a different location. The last one, allows students to take more time to 
complete the exam or to have extra-breaks. In addition, Huggins and Elbaum (2013) mention that test accommodations 
may include accommodations to “test presentation (e.g., read aloud, large print), test equipment and material (e.g., cal-
culator, other assistive devices), test response (e.g., scribe recording, point to answer), test setting (e.g., separate room, 
student’s home), and test scheduling (e.g., extra time, extra breaks) (p. 49)”. 

Abedi (2014) provides a summary of the most commonly used test accommodations. 
1) Dual Language version: This version includes content-based assessment in both English and students’ native 

language. It may have an aural version of the test questions too. The costs that generate its translation in time and mon-
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ey can be an obstacle and there is not conclusive evidence of its effectiveness. 
2) Commercial bilingual dictionary: Its content is typically directed toward more conversational language and it 

contains little academic language. Therefore, it is impractical to be used in the test; although, it does not threaten the test 
validity. 

3) Commercial English dictionary: It is similar to the bilingual dictionary, but only in English-English definitions 
of the concept and this accommodation requires that every student who takes the exam has access to one dictionary. 
This generates excessive costs and dictionary size as well as this can be unfamiliar to the students; therefore, it is also 
impractical. 

4) Customized bilingual glossary: It provides English glosses translated into students’ native language tailored to 
identify the key non-content words in the test. This accommodation has presented good results but no highly significant 
compared to non-accommodated student’s results. 

5) Customized English dictionary: It’s more friendly use because of its reduced size and specific terms included. 
6) Linguistically modified English: This type of accommodation was introduced to increase linguistic accessibility. 

It consists of identifying and reducing complex structures in the content of the item. 
7) Native language version of the test: This accommodation is effective only if the students have received the in-

struction in the language used in the exam. 
8) Pop-up glossary: This is included in a computer-test administration which includes a pop-up glossary that is acti-

vated when the cursor is placed over a glossed word. This has proved to be an effective accommodation. 
9) Read-aloud test directions: It responds to ELLs needs, but a significant difference in the items responsive has not 

been found. 
10) Read-aloud test questions: It usually applied in content area tests such as math, science, and history/social 

science. ELA items are excluded, as reading-aloud may alter the construct. 
11) CBT accommodations: CBT allows embedding test accommodations in their programming, allowing students to 

have access to different kinds of accommodation simultaneously. Also, this version of the test is closely related to Uni-
versal design format that is available to a wider range of students while still maintaining its validity. 

3. The Validity and Effectiveness of Accommodations for ELLs 
The current studies offered mixed conclusions about the effectiveness of the accommodations for English language 

learners. Li and Suen (2012) conducted a meta-analysis to examine the effects of accommodations for ELLs in the tests. 
They found out that the most commonly used accommodation is to provide extra test time, but it threatens the validity 
of the accommodation. Besides, customized dictionaries are more valid than other accommodations. Findings also re-
vealed that accommodations benefit the ELLs with low English levels than ELLs with high English levels. 

Kieffer, Lesaux, Rivera, and Francis (2009) also conducted a meta-analysis to examine whether it is effective and va-
lid to provide the English language learners with accommodations in the large-scale assessments. They examined the 
seven accommodations for the ELLs and found out that none of them would jeopardize the validity. To provide ELLs 
with English dictionaries is the only one that can influence their performance. However, they also found out that ac-
commodations are not quite effective to “reduce the impact of limited language proficiency on academic skill assess-
ment” (p. 1168). 

Solano-Flores, Wang, Kachchaf, Soltero-Gonzalez, and Nguyen-Le (2014) stated that the shortage of conceptual 
guidance on proper accommodation use may negatively influence the effectiveness of accommodations. They con-
ducted a research in 728 students in Grade 8 and examined the effectiveness of illustration-based accommodations in 
large scale science assessment. They proposed that to reduce the cognitive demand, the illustrations should be located in 
the right side of the testing items. The following illustrations have been suggested: “monochromatic, black-and-white 
line drawings, naked-eye, realistic representations of concrete objects from a horizontal perspective, the relative scale of 
the components represented and perspective” (p. 272). However, their study found out that these illustrations make the 
testing items cognitively demanding and the English language learners’ limitations in reading restricted benefits of illu-
strations. Abedi (2014) examined and reported the effectiveness and validity of ten commonly used language-based 
accommodations such as dual language version of the test and commercial English dictionary, and found out that most 
of them are effective. 

To sum up, the accommodations for English language learners have strengths and weakness. Accommodations will 
benefit the English language learners when they are appropriately used. 

4. The Accommodation-selection Methods Recommended 
The assignment of accommodations to ELLs is mainly the responsibility of their “language and/or content teacher” 
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(Koran & Kopriva, 2017), which, however, lacks quality examination of these judgment in large-scale assessments. The 
following studies employed the “Selection Taxonomy for English Language Learner Accommodations (STELLA)”, 
which is “an empirically based system for selecting test accommodations for ELLs in grades 3-12” (Koran & Kopriva, 
2017). 

Kopriva, Emick, Hipolito-Delgado, and Cameron (2007) randomly assigned 272 ELLs in California with individually 
assigned accommodations they found out that ELLs received suitable accommodations had better performance in the 
tests than ELLs who were accommodated by incomplete, improper or even no accommodations. They also found out 
that inappropriate accommodations make no difference to ELLs’ scores just as those receiving no test accommodations. 
They recommended “computerized accommodation taxonomy for ELLs” (Kopriva, Emick, Hipolito-Delgado, & Ca-
meron, 2007, p. 11), and also suggested that accommodations should cater to the particular needs and their unique cha-
racteristics of the ELLs. 

However, according to Koran and Kopriva (2017), assessing different accommodations on individual student is not 
practical in large-scale assessment as it is time-consuming. They proposed that students’ accurate and related data 
should first be collected and then deductive methods can be applied to match the individual students with suitable ac-
commodations. They compared the accommodations recommended by 11 experienced ELL teachers and those by 
STELLA. They found out that the accommodations recommended by STELLA system are considerably better than 
those recommended by the teachers because these recommendations are better-suited to the ELLs. 

To address the weakness of accommodations selection, Abedi (2014) suggested CBT (computer-based test) because 
it can incorporate embedment of the accommodations in the programming to allow “consistency and uniformity” in the 
exams (p. 265) and multiple accommodations can be used at the same time. 

With the involvement of technology and computer-based assistance, the accommodations for English language 
learners could better satisfy their particular needs and ensure the validity and effectiveness of large-scale assessments. 

5. Recommendations and Limitations 
Before providing any kind of testing accommodation, it is important to consider how these will either support or 

hinder students’ opportunities to demonstrate what they know about the content tested. Some recommendations given 
by Wilner, River, and Acosta (2009) are the following: 1) teach the student the content, 2) provide accommodation that 
supports ELLs’ needs, 3) use a team to make accommodations, 4) assign accommodations based on individual need, 
and 5) provide opportunities for students to use accommodations prior to the test. Additionally, other authors, such as 
Huggins and Elbaum (2013) emphasize the importance of fairness during accommodation which refers to the accessi-
bility for individuals who need these accommodations. Finally, Li and Suen (2012) also warn us of the importance of 
validity in test accommodations. They mention that it is necessary that the process of decision-making should consider 
that accommodations for disabled and ELLs are not the same and that an accommodation for ELLs should not affect the 
performance of non-ELLs either. On the other hand, most of the limitations regarding accommodations come from a 
lack of knowledge on how to create and use them. This is important because issues such as linguistic and cognitive as-
pects are sometimes not considered or are misunderstood by the professionals involved in the process of developing 
accommodations. Solano-Flores et al. (2014) mention that for creating any kind of accommodation it is important to 
answer questions such as the following: under which circumstances is the accommodation appropriate for ELLs? What 
criteria should be used to decide when to include the accommodation? What qualifications are in the translators who 
create the accommodation? And what factors shape the extent to which students can benefit from this accommodation? 

6. Conclusion 
To sum up, the use of testing accommodations for ELLs brings great benefits to these students as they have more 

opportunities to access the content of the test as well as more chances to demonstrate their knowledge about the topic. 
In addition, the information presented in the exam becomes more meaningful and pertinent to the learning experience 
ELLs have had. Nevertheless, it is also important to remember that in order to include a specific accommodation in any 
kind of assessment, test developers should consider a variety of factors for the accommodation to be effective if this 
process is not done carefully; it is likely that the accommodation will not show the expected results. Therefore, when 
administrating any test with accommodations, decisions regarding the linguistic and cultural needs of students, the type 
of content to be tested, the type of accommodation selected and the type of text (ppt/cbt) should be considered. These 
considerations must be taken into account because even though there is no significant research on the use of accommo-
dation, in small-scale studies these show to be beneficial to ELLs. 
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