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Executive Summary

English Language Learners (ELLs) with disabilities are required to participate in all state and 
district assessments in which their peers without disabilities participate. This includes assess-
ments used for No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Title I accountability purposes for demonstrat-
ing proficiency in academic content, assessments used for Title III purposes to measure yearly 
growth in English proficiency (in reading, writing, speaking, and listening), and other state and 
local assessments administered to all students. 

This report documents states’ participation and accommodations policies for ELLs with dis-
abilities on their English Language Proficiency (ELP) assessments. The states’ online policies 
from Spring 2006, after state verification, showed that 31 states addressed accommodations for 
ELLs with disabilities. Of these 31 states, 13 states allowed the exclusion of a student based on 
his or her disability characteristics for one or more domains of the ELP assessment. Most often, 
ELLs who were deaf/hard of hearing or who had visual impairments or blindness were allowed 
to be excluded. Ten states allowed exclusion based on severity of disability. For participation, 
three states allowed partial or full exclusion for students needing to participate in an alternate 
assessment based on alternate achievement standards.

Specific accommodation policies varied across states, reflecting states’ attempts to balance the 
goals of Title III law. The accommodation most often addressed was proctor/scribe (N = 26). 
The accommodation most states allowed was repeat, reread, and clarify directions (N = 20). The 
most often prohibited accommodation was spellchecker/assistance/dictionary use (N = 17).

The summary of findings suggests a number of promising practices and issues to be addressed. 
Continued attention to the participation and performance of ELLs with disabilities in ELP and 
other state assessments is essential. 
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Overview

Title III of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 requires the participation of all English lan-
guage learners (ELLs) in annual state assessments of English language proficiency across the 
domains of Reading, Writing, Speaking and Listening with the addition of a comprehension 
score typically suggested as the combination of reading and listening scores. This participation 
mandate includes ELLs with a broad range of disabilities, raising important issues in how and 
whether these students are being included in state English language proficiency (ELP) assess-
ments. The purpose of this report is to document state participation and accommodation policies 
for ELP assessments, with particular attention to the full spectrum of ELLs with both low and 
high incidence disabilities, in order to better understand how states are addressing their inclusion 
in these assessments, to identify promising practices, and to address challenges for the field. In 
preparation, we first describe who the ELLs are and what percentage of them are estimated to 
fall within the various disability groups, second explain what needs to be assessed in ELP as-
sessments per NCLB requirements, and third provide a background on similar accommodation 
policy studies for students with disabilities and ELLs for regular content assessments in order 
to frame our current research questions.

Description of All ELLs

There were approximately 4 million ELLs in K-12 public schools in the United States in 
2001–2002, as estimated by Zehler, Fleischman, Hopstock, Stephenson, Pendzick, and Sapru 
(2003). Of these, an estimated 9.2% were receiving special education services. Although there 
are issues surrounding the identification of disabilities in the general student population (e.g., 
disproportionality, identifying a primary vs. secondary disability), the data are some of the 
only available that reflect a national study of the population of students who are ELLs with 
disabilities.  

Percent of ELLs Across Disability Categories

Among all students in special education within the United States and District of Columbia, the 
percentage of students within specific disability categories varies from less than 1% of the total 
to almost half of the total (e.g., specific learning disabilities, see Figure 1). The three highest 
incidence disability categories across students in the U.S. based on 2002-03 data are specific 
learning disabilities (48%), those who have speech or language impairments (19%), and those 
who have mental retardation (10%). The lowest incidence categories each have 1% or less. 
These are orthopedic impairments, hearing impairments, and developmental delay. It is generally 
assumed that similar percentages of ELLs should populate the disability categories. However, 
because data on ELLs within specific disability categories are not yet routinely gathered across 
states, a national picture of these students is difficult to attain. One national descriptive study 
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conducted by Development Associates estimated that of all English language learners in the 
U.S., 5.16% are ELLs with specific learning disabilities, 2.17% have speech/language impair-
ments, and .72% have mental retardation. Estimated percentage of all English language learners 
in the lowest incidence categories showed .14% had orthopedic impairments, .16% had hearing 
impairments, and .15% had developmental delay. Note the ELL percentages are lower because 
the percentages cited for special education learners in Figure 1 are the percentages of students 
within special education that fall in those categories as opposed to the percentage of all ELLs 
who fell into these categories. 

Figure 1. General Percentages of All Students in Disability Categories
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Figure 1. General Percentages of All Students in Disability Categories 
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Note: Figure � data are based on the chart from Education Week Quality Counts 2004, Count Me In: Special 
Education In An Era of Standards, p. �0. Information is from an Education Week analysis of data form the U.S. 
Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs, Data Analysis System, �00�–0�. 

Note: Figure 1 data are based on the chart from Education Week Quality Counts 2004, Count Me In: Special Educa-
tion In An Era of Standards, p. 10. Information is from an Education Week analysis of data form the U.S. Department 
of Education, Office of Special Education Programs, Data Analysis System, 2002–03.

Achievement Standards and Assessment

Nearly all students with disabilities, including those who are ELLs, participate in regular state 
assessments. Although they may use accommodations, they are taking the same assessment and 
are held to the same grade-level achievement standards as other students. A very small percent-
age of students with disabilities have very significant cognitive disabilities, and take alternate 
assessments based on alternate achievement standards to show their proficiency across content 
areas. These students comprise less than 1% of the total population of students (or about 0% 
of students graphed in Figure 1). Although this small percentage of students does not fall in a 
certain disability category (Kearns, Towles-Reeves, Kleinert, & Kleinert, 2006), most students 
in this group have multiple disabilities, autism, and mental retardation. To prevent the inap-
propriate placement of students in an assessment where students can be held to achievement 
standards different from grade-level achievement standards, current federal regulations limit the 
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use of these assessments for accountability purposes to 1% of the total population. As in other 
categories of disability, it is expected that a very small percentage of ELLs will populate the 
group of students with the most significant disabilities, and will be held to alternate achieve-
ment standards. 

What Federal Law Requires in ELP Assessment

Under Title III, the vast majority of ELLs held to grade level achievement standards and the 
very small percentage held to alternate achievement standards must all be assessed for annual 
growth in English language proficiency. These requirements are depicted in Figure 2. Linkage 
to academic achievement standards and content standards is derived from the non-regulatory 
guidance document on Title III, February 2003.

Figure 2. Current Standards and ELP Assessments
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Figure 2. Current Standards and ELP Assessments 

Note: Figure � is slightly modified from one in a presentation by Deb Albus to the LEP SCASS, June �00�. 

Alternate Achievement 
Standards (Reading, Math, Science) 
For students with most 
significant cognitive disabilities

Regular Achievement  
Standards 
(Reading, Math & 
Science)

ELP
Assessment(s)

    Linked or aligned to academic achievement standards 

Modified Achievement  
Standards 
(Reading, Math & 
Science)

ALL ELLs 

Note: Figure 2 is slightly modified from one in a presentation by Deb Albus to the LEP SCASS, June 2006.

Background from Similar Policy Studies

Previous studies conducted by the National Center on Educational Outcomes have examined 
state participation and accommodation policies for students with disabilities in large-scale 
achievement tests (Clapper, Morse, Lazarus, Thompson, & Thurlow, 2005; Lazarus, Thurlow, 
Lail, Eisenbraun, & Kato, 2006; Thurlow, House, Boys, Scott, & Ysseldyke, 2000; Thurlow, 
Lazarus, Thompson, & Robey, 2002) and English language learners (Abedi, 2006; Center for 
Equity and Excellence in Education, 2005; National Research Council, 2004; Rivera & Collum, 
2006). Although no prior studies focused on ELLs with disabilities specifically, there were pre-
vious mentions of them. For example, a comparison of the two most recent studies looking at 
policies for 2003 and 2005, Clapper et al., and Lazarus et al. respectively, shows that the number 
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of states that inferred ELLs with disabilities as a separate group grew from 11 to 24 states (e.g., 
inferred meaning a state policy provides accommodations for students who are both ELL/LEP 
and have an IEP, because ELL/LEP accommodations are mentioned within the sections of the 
document related to students with disabilities), though the number that specifically included 
them as a separate category in 2003 (N=2) decreased to 1 state in 2005.

However, unlike other accommodation reports that have focused on academic content area as-
sessments, this report focuses on ELP assessments, which measure academic English language 
proficiency in the communication mode in which the language is delivered and received (e.g., 
speaking, listening). Therefore, it is important to consider ELLs who may have a variety of 
characteristics such as being blind, deaf or hard of hearing, have difficulty speaking, or who have 
significant cognitive disabilities. These characteristics pose particular challenges and opportuni-
ties for states as they determine valid and fair participation and accommodation guidelines for 
ELLs taking ELP assessments.

Questions guiding this study were:

1. 	How many states have participation or accommodation guidelines for ELLs with disabilities 
for their ELP assessments?

2.	 What criteria are states recommending for participation and accommodation decisions for 
ELP assessments?

3.	 What accommodations are allowed or prohibited for ELP assessments?

Process Used to Review Policies

State information on accommodations was collected from state department of education Web 
sites between April 6, 2006 through May 3, 2006. General accommodation policy documents 
and, where available, those specifically for ELP assessments were collected. Because the focus 
of this report was on ELP assessments only, documents that did not have information specific 
to a state ELP assessment were removed from our analysis unless a state provided additional 
information concerning which accommodations in its general manual were being allowed for 
its ELP assessment. Following the gathering of online documents, verification e-mails were 
sent out to each state requesting a check that the current ELP assessment and accommodation 
documents found were complete and accurate. This verification process occurred between 
May 16, 2006 and July 21, 2006. This report includes participation information as found in the 
documents that addressed accommodations, unless a state offered further documentation about 
participation during the verification process.
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The types of documents gathered for analysis span from a single Web based accommodation chart 
to accommodation and participation manuals specifically focusing on a state’s ELP assessment. 
In many states, information was found in test administrator or coordinator manuals, in general 
accommodation documents that included other state tests, or from other sources such as online 
letters, frequently asked questions pages, or in PowerPoint training slides. See Appendix A for 
a listing of states and the online documents included in the review.

Organization of this Report

This report is organized into two sections. The first section provides an overview of states’ par-
ticipation policies, including variables that states are recommending to use in making partici-
pation decisions for ELLs in state ELP assessments as a whole. This information summarizes 
more detailed information provided in Appendix B Tables B-1a through B-4c. 

The second section looks at decision-making variables cited in accommodations documents 
and states’ specific accommodation policies, focusing on how or whether students participate in 
specific domains of the assessments (see Appendix B Tables B-5a through B-11c). Summaries 
of states’ accommodation policies are organized under the following categories: presentation, 
equipment and material, response, scheduling/timing and setting.  For those accommodations not 
allowed across all domains, a separate summary chart indicates whether they are not considered 
acceptable, have implications for scoring, or are prohibited by specific domain (i.e., reading, 
writing, speaking and listening). Information is also presented concerning accommodations 
involving another human to administer or record, including translating into a native language. 

Because many of these accommodations grouped under these headings overlap with regard to 
whether they are typically used by ELLs, students with disabilities, or both, we have noted in 
the tables where accommodations are typically associated with one group or the other using the 
following categories. For accommodations given for a linguistic purpose, we used the categories 
for “Direct Linguistic Support” and “Indirect Linguistic Support” from the Center for Equity and 
Excellence in Education’s Web site used in previous policy studies (Rivera & Collum, 2006). 
Definitions of these terms are as follows:

Indirect linguistic support accommodations are designed to adjust the conditions under 
which ELLs take the test in order to help ELLs process language more easily, but they 
are not direct modifications of the language of the test. They are classified according to 
2 areas in which the conditions of the test can be adjusted: test schedule and test envi-
ronment (Center for Equity and Excellence in Education, 2005).

Accommodations providing direct linguistic support involve adjustments to the language 
of the test. Such accommodations can be provided in the student’s native language or in 
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English. At the same time, these accommodations must preserve the validity of the test 
by ensuring that the construct being tested remains unaltered. In other words, linguistic 
accommodations are not intended to give ELLs support on how to respond to test items 
correctly (Center for Equity and Excellence in Education, 2005). 

Examples of indirect linguistic support (IL) include having a familiar examiner, individual 
test administration, multiple sessions, etc. Examples of direct linguistic supports would be 
translating directions (native language support, NL), and reading questions aloud in English 
(English language support, EL). The abbreviation SE indicates accommodations typically used 
for students in Special Education. This key is used in the tables in the section on Types of Ac-
commodations and Impact of Use.

Section 1: Participation Policies

As noted in the overview, participation in a state’s ELP assessment is required of all English 
language learners under Title III, including those with disabilities. This section focuses on current 
state policies that address how an ELL should participate in a state’s English language profi-
ciency assessment. Of the 50 states and the District of Columbia in our study, 20 states had no 
online policy documents addressing participation or accommodations for ELLs with disabilities 
in ELP assessments. Thirty-one states had online documents specifically referencing ELLs with 
disabilities with regard to participation, participation within assessment domains, or guidelines 
about accommodations. Of these 31 states, 5 addressed whether certain ELLs (i.e., ELLs with 
significant cognitive disabilities) would participate in the state’s regular ELP test as a whole.

Participation Decision-making Criteria for Test as a Whole—Allowed

Figure 3 addresses the criteria states have referenced in their materials about circumstances when 
an ELL may not be included in the state ELP assessment as a whole. Among the 12 states that 
had information, all but two indicated that the severity of an ELL’s disability could preclude the 
students from participating in the assessment. Four states identified the role of an IEP team in 
making this determination. For two states, participation in the state ELP assessment was waived 
for ELLs taking a state alternate for students with significant cognitive disabilities. For more 
detailed information, see Appendix B, Tables B-2a and b. 

Participation Decision-making Criteria for Test as a Whole—Not Allowed

Only four states identified criteria that cannot be used in making decisions on ELL participation 
in ELP assessments (see Figure 4). Two states indicated disability category as an inappropriate 
decision variable and two other states indicated students having significant cognitive disabilities 
as not appropriate variables for decision making. Other factors were only cited by one state 
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Figure 3. Summary of Participation Policy Variables That Can Be Used to Make Decisions 
About How ELLS with Disabilities Participate in Statewide ELP Assessments as a Whole
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Figure 4. Summary of Participation Policy Variables That Cannot Be Used to Make 
Decisions About How ELLS with Disabilities Participate in Statewide ELP Assessments as 
a Whole 
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each, and were few in number. The specific states identifying each variable is provided in Table 
B-2 in Appendix B.

Test Domain Participation Decision-Making Criteria—Allowed

Figure 5 summarizes the decision-making criteria that states used to determine how English 
language learners with disabilities participate in specific domains of statewide ELP assessments 
(i.e., listening, speaking, reading and writing). It includes any state that addressed participation 
of an ELL by specific domain of a state ELP assessment. We note that because the states that 

Figure 4. Summary of Participation Policy Variables That Cannot Be Used to Make Decisions 
About How ELLS with Disabilities Participate in Statewide ELP Assessments as a Whole
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addressed participation as a whole overlap with those that addressed participation by domain, or 
whose overall policy affects participation on individual domains, those states are also included 
in these figures.

Among the 22 states with information on variables used to make decisions about how ELLs 
with disabilities participate in ELP assessments, IEP/LEP team decisions was a predominant 
factor (14 states), closely followed by an ELL’s specific disability (13 states). Other variables 
included more general reasons for non-participation such as absence, medical condition/illness, 
etc. Three states prohibited exclusion, two for a test in its entirety and one state that prohibited 
exclusion for a specific named disability. See Tables B-4a, b, and c in Appendix B for more 
detailed information by state and which variables they used. There was no specific mention of 
variables prohibited in decision making for participation in domains of an ELP assessment.

Figure 5. Summary of Participation Policy Variables Used to Make Decisions About How ELLs 
with Disabilities Participate in Domains of Statewide ELP Assessments
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Figure 5. Summary of Participation Policy Variables Used to Make Decisions About How ELLs with 
Disabilities Participate in Domains of Statewide ELP Assessments 
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States Addressing Alternate ELP Assessment Options

Figure 6 summarizes the number of states that addressed the possibility of alternate ELP assess-
ments. The five states that addressed alternate ELP assessments made reference to ELLs with 
severe or most significant cognitive disabilities in their recommendations. Three states suggested 
that it would be better for some ELLs with disabilities to take an alternative ELP assessment. 
Details of these suggestions are provided in Appendix B, Tables B-3a and b. The other two 
states prohibited exempting ELLs with significant cognitive disabilities from the regular state 
ELP assessment, and gave no other options. 
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All other states did not address the potential for other testing options, though a few did address 
the possibility that the regular ELP assessment may not be appropriate for all ELLs (N=3). 
States that make distinctions for participation based on the domain being assessed are addressed 
elsewhere under the section “Test Domain Participation Decision-Making Criteria.”

Figure 6. Summary of States Offering Additional English Language Proficiency Testing 
Options 
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of what states cited in the “other” category include maintaining test security, availability of an 
accommodation, and the necessity to “bundle” accommodations (e.g., allowing a student to 
vocalize requires being in a separate room so as not to bother other students). 

Figure 7 shows those variables that are recommended for making decisions about accommoda-
tion use on state ELP assessments for ELLs and ELLs with disabilities. Tables B-5a, b, and c 
in Appendix B identify the states with these and additional variables.

Figure 7. Summary of Accommodation Policy Variables That Can Be Used to Guide the 
Decision-making Process for Using Accommodations for ELLS with Disabilities on a Statewide 
ELP Assessment
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(e.g., directions), so only these are reflected in the chart. Although translating directions was an 
allowed accommodation within the World-class Instructional Design and Assessment (WIDA) 
consortium, one of the states in that consortium that verified information for us said that it fol-
lowed all accommodation policies of the consortium except this one. The WIDA consortium 
was originally established through a federal grant among 14 partner states to develop an English 
language proficiency assessment linked to state standards to fulfill Title III requirements for 
annually assessing reading, listening, speaking, writing, and comprehension. See Appendix B, 
Table B-6 for notes on specific state guidelines. 

Figure 8. Summary of Guidelines for the Administration of Accommodations Involving Another 
Human to Administer or Record 
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Figure 8. Summary of Guidelines for the Administration of Accommodations Involving Another 
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Types of Accommodations and Impact of Use 

An analysis of what accommodations were allowed was conducted by different categories of 
accommodations: Presentation, Equipment and Materials, Response, Scheduling/Timing, and 
Setting. Designations were assigned to accommodations using this schema: (1) Allowed for 
all domains—if there is explicit language saying the accommodation is standard or there is no 
language indicating the contrary, (2) Allowed for one or more domains but not all, (3) Allowed 
only if IEP says it is necessary—IEP documentation required, (4) Allowed with implications 
for scoring and/or aggregation—state indicates using it results in a non-standard administra-
tion even though no language may overtly address scoring, (5) Not available at this time, and 
(6) Prohibited—the use of the accommodation is not permitted in part or in the entirety of the 
ELP assessment. 

Detailed tables in Appendix B include designations by domain (e.g., reading, writing, speaking 
and listening) and other notes such as a state requiring an accommodation to have been used in 
instruction. For this and other detailed information on accommodations in the “other” category, 
see Appendix B tables as referenced in the text.  
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The main accommodations analyzed here are a combination of those found in previous reports 
on special education accommodations (Clapper et al., 2005) with the addition of those that relate 
directly or indirectly to an ELL’s linguistic needs. We acknowledge that certain accommodations 
in the literature are associated with students with disabilities, with English language learners, 
or both, so have listed them here with notation as to the reasons given for providing them (e.g., 
related to disability or linguistic support). Accommodations often used in conjunction with 
special education needs are indicated with SE. Those used for linguistic purposes are separated 
into “Direct Linguistic Support” and “Indirect Linguistic Support” categories as found on the 
Center for Equity and Excellence in Education’s Web site and from previous studies (Rivera & 
Collum, 2006). Specifically, to indicate English language or native language direct linguistic 
support accommodations we use EL and NL respectively. Indirect linguistic support accom-
modations are noted with IL. We note that some states’ policies did not list accommodations 
separately by group. Thus, a state allowing or prohibiting an accommodation in a table should 
not be interpreted as having specifically allowed or prohibited it for the designation(s) indicated 
(e.g., linguistic or disability related needs). Additional notes by specific states are provided in 
Appendix B. 

Presentation Accommodations

Presentation accommodations address changes in how the test is presented to the student. Table 
1 provides a summary of these accommodation policies across states. Repeat/reread/clarify 
directions was the accommodation with the highest number of states allowing its use across 
all domains (N=20). Next were large print (N=17) and sign interpreting the directions (N=13), 
also across all domains. 

For presentation accommodations, those showing the most variability across states were read-
ing aloud questions or signing test questions with a range of 4 to 8 states allowing these for 
at least one domain, 2 to 3 states allowing them with scoring implications, and 2 to 7 states 
prohibiting them. The number of states offering braille formats was fairly mixed with 6 states 
allowing it for all domains, 2 states with implications for scoring, 10 not making it available at 
this time and 2 other states prohibiting this format. Translating directions into a student’s native 
language was split with 9 states that allowed it across all domains and 7 states that prohibited 
it for one or more domains. To see the other accommodations not charted here, see Appendix 
Tables B-7a, b and c.

We note there was one state that had made a blanket statement prohibiting all accommodations 
including those for students with disabilities, so those accommodations with only one state pro-
hibiting an accommodation do not reflect a state that has specifically singled out that particular 
accommodation to be prohibited.
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Table 1. Summary of Presentation Accommodations* 

Allowed  
for all 

domains 
[explicit 

or 
inferred]

Allowed 
for one 
or more 
domains 

but not all

Allowed 
only if IEP 
says it is 

necessary 
for one 
or more 
domains

Allowed with 
implications for 
scoring and/or 
aggregation for 

one or more 
domains

Not 
available 

at this 
Time

Prohibited 
for one 
or more 
domains

Large Print 
[SE]1

17 0 1 1 2 1

Braille [SE] 6 0 2 2 102 1
Read Aloud 
Directions 
[EL/NL, SE]

4 0 1 2 0 1

Read Aloud 
Questions[EL/
NL, SE]

5 33 3 4 0 2

Sign Interpret 
Directions 
[SE]

13 1 0 0 0 1

Sign Interpret 
Questions 
[SE]

2 22 2 3 0 7

Translate 
Directions 
(native 
language)[NL, 
SE]

94 0 0 0 0 7

Translate Test 
[NL, SE]

0 0 0 0 0 12

Repeat/ Re-
read/Clarify 
Directions 
[EL/NL, SE]

20 0 1 1 0 2

Visual Cues 
[SE]

4 6 1 0 0 1

Administration 
by Others [IL, 
SE]

1 0 0 0 0 1

Familiar 
Examiner [IL, 
SE]

9 0 0 0 0 1

Additional 
Examples [IL, 
SE]

7 0 0 0 0 1

*In addition to the presentation accommodations listed in this table, 24 states have other presentation 
accommodations that are either allowed or prohibited. 
1 Abbreviations IL, EL, NL, and SE indicate whether an accommodation is generally considered an indirect 
linguistic support (IL), a direct English or native language linguistic support (EL or NL), or used in special 
education (SE).  
2 One additional state indicated that this accommodation for ELLs was N/A-unclear if not available or seen as not 
applicable. Perhaps more information is needed for ELLs with IEPs.
3 Six additional states were unclear about whether this accommodation was available for writing only.
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4 One additional state was unclear whether this was allowed.

Definitions:  
Large Print = all parts of the assessment are in large print.  
Braille = all parts of the assessment are presented in braille.   
Read Aloud Directions = the directions portion of the assessment is read to the student.    
Read Aloud Questions = the assessment items are read to the student.  
Sign Interpret Directions = the directions portion of the assessment is presented to the student via sign language (or other version 
such as cued speech, signed English, etc.).  
Sign Interpret Questions = the assessment items are presented to the student via sign language (or other version such as cued 
speech, signed English, etc.).   
Translate Directions = directions are translated into student’s native language. 
Translate Test = items are translated into student’s native language. 
Repeat/Re-read/Clarify Directions = directions may be clarified through restatement for the student either in response to the 
administrators’ decision that clarification is needed for all directions, or in response to student questions.  
Visual Cues = additional visual cues are provided for students, such as arrows, stickers, or stop signs, highlighting of key words or 
verbs, or supplementing text with pictures.    
Administration by Others = someone other than regular test administrator gives test to the student (e.g., special or regular 
education teacher or other school personnel).  
Familiar Examiner = someone other than regular test examiner who the student knows and has worked with in the past gives the 
test to the student (e.g., special education teacher, regular education teacher, or para-educator who has worked with student previously).   
Additional Examples = in response to student request for more information or clarification, test administrator can supply additional 
examples to assist the student in understanding the intent of the question.

Table 2 shows the presentation accommodations only for those states that had specifically either 
allowed or prohibited them for certain domains, but not all. Reflecting the same variability for 
this accommodation as a whole across states, the read aloud questions accommodation varied 
the most in its acceptability across domains. It was accepted without scoring implications for 
three states in writing and two states in speaking. Another 2–3 states accepted it for reading and 
listening but with scoring implications. One state each required IEP documentation for it across 
each domain except speaking and it was prohibited in all but speaking for at least one state. 
Six states were not clear on this accommodation, whether it applied to questions or directions 
in the reading assessment. Sign interpreting directions and allowing visual cues were deemed 
acceptable by all states for the domains in which they were singled out. 

Response Accommodations 

Response accommodations address changes in how a student may respond while being assessed. 
Table 3 shows a summary of state’s accommodation policies for this accommodation category.  
Accommodations receiving the most support to be used across all domains were writing in test 
booklets (N=10), proctor/scribe (N=9), and computer or machine (N=8). Though when adding 
in states that allow these accommodations for one or more domains without scoring implica-
tions, the largest number of states (N=22) support the use of a proctor/scribe for at least one 
domain. 
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Table 2. Presentation Accommodations, Allowed or Prohibited by Specified Domains*

  Reading Writing Listening Speaking
Read Aloud Questions [EL/NL, 
SE]1

I ,2                     
DI,1                     
P,1

A,3 
D,1 
P,1                      
U,6         

I ,1
DI, 1                       

A,2

Sign Interpret Directions [SE] A,1 A,1
Sign Interpret Questions [SE] A,1

I,2
A,3 
 D,1 
I, 1

A,1
I,1

A,1
I,1

Repeat/Re-read/Clarify 
Directions [EL/NL, SE]

D,1 D,1 D,1 D,1

Visual Cues [SE] A,6 A,6 A,6

*Note: A = Allowed (no impact), I = Impacts scoring or aggregation, D = Must have documentation in IEP that disability requires the accom-
modation, P = Prohibited, U = Unclear. The number is the number of states.
1Abbreviations indicate whether an accommodation is generally considered an indirect linguistic support (IL), a direct English language (EL) 
or native language (NL) linguistic support, or used in special education (SE).

In prohibiting accommodations in this category, most states mentioned accommodations that fit 
into the spellchecker/assistance/dictionary/grammar check type (N=17). The second and third 
most prohibited accommodations were states that specified bilingual dictionaries (N=14) among 
those addressing dictionaries, and native language responses (N=10). For further details and 
other accommodations not charted here, see Appendix Tables B-8a, b and c.

Table 4 shows the response accommodations for states that specifically mentioned allowing or 
prohibiting them in relation to a specific domain. For response accommodations, the writing 
domain had the only prohibitions which included proctor/scribe (N=4), tape recorder (N=6), 
brailler (N=6), and pointing (N=6). However, not all of the states that specifically referenced a 
response accommodation for writing prohibited it. In writing, the use of a computer or machine 
(N=7), writing in test booklets (N=6), and using a tape recorder (N=2) were the only accom-
modations that if allowed had no scoring implications in this domain. All other accommodations 
specified by states for reading and listening domains were allowed. 

Some states’ policies allowed for domain shifts when accommodations were used for item pre-
sentation and response. Table 5 shows the shifts that have been allowed by at least one state on 
an ELP assessment in our analysis. In one state, a listening passage could be signed using ASL 
for students who knew ASL, or the listening scripts could be read by the student. Similarly, the 
speaking test could be signed or completed through the exchange of written notes. 



16 NCEO

Table 3. Summary of Response Accommodations*

  Allowed  
for all 

domains 
(explicitly 

or 
inferred)

Allowed 
for one 
or more 
domains 
but not 

all

Allowed 
only if IEP 
says it is 

necessary

Allowed with 
implications 
for scoring 

and/or 
aggregation

Not 
available 

at this 
time

Prohibited 
for one 
or more 
domains

Proctor/Scribe [SE]1 9 4 7 2 0 5
Computer or Machine 
[SE]

8 7 1 2 0 2

Write in Test Booklets 
[SE]

10 6 0 0 0 1

Tape Recorder [SE] 2 2 1 0 0 7
Communication 
Device [SE] 

3 0 1 0 1 1

Spellchecker/ 
Assistance/ 
Dictionary2 [EL/NL, 
SE]

2 0 0 2 0 17

Bilingual Dictionary 
Specified [NL, SE]

0 0 0 0 0 14

Brailler [SE] 3 0 1 0 0 7
Sign Responses 
to Sign Language 
Interpreter [SE]

2 1 1 0 0 8

Native Language 
Response [NL]

0 0 0 0 0 10

Pointing [SE] 5 6 0 0 0 7

*In addition to the response accommodations listed in this table, 19 states have other response accommodations. 
1 Abbreviations indicate whether an accommodation is generally considered an indirect linguistic support (IL), a direct English or native 
language linguistic support (EL, NL) or used in special education (SE).
2 This category includes states with any type of dictionary mentioned because it is sometimes unclear whether a state means all dictionar-
ies, English, bilingual or both are included. This category also includes glosses. See notes in appendix for further clarification. 

Definitions:  
Proctor/Scribe = student responds verbally and a proctor or scribe then translates this to an answer sheet; for writing extended 
responses, specific instructions about how spelling or punctuation may be included.   
Computer or Machine = computer or other machine (e.g., typewriter), often with instructions about disabling spellcheckers, etc.   
Write in Test Booklet = responses may be written in the test booklet rather than on answer sheets, and school personnel then 
transcribe to answer sheets.   
Tape Recorder = student’s verbal responses are tape recorded, generally for later description.   
Communication Device = various devices for the student to use in giving responses (e.g., symbol boards).  
Spellchecker/Assistance/Dictionary/Grammar Check = spellchecker either as a separate device or within a word-process-
ing program, or print materials (e.g., glossary, dictionary). 
Bilingual Dictionary = Among those states that addressed dictionary use, these specified bilingual or foreign language dictionaries 
or similar reference materials. 
Native Language Response = This includes students providing native language response and the event of someone responding 
to a student who has responded in his or her native language.   
Brailler = device or computer that generates responses in braille.   
Sign Response to Sign Language Interpreter = student signs a test response to a sign language interpreter.  
Pointing = student points to response and staff member translates this onto an answer sheet.  
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Table 4. Response Accommodations, Allowed or Prohibited by Specified Domains*

  Reading Writing Listening Speaking
Proctor/Scribe [SE]1 A,4                 

D,6                 
       

D,6                      
I, 2                
P,4

A,3                      
D,6

Computer or Machine 
[SE]

A,1 A,7 A,1 I,1

Write in Test Booklets 
[SE]

A,6 A,6 A,6

Tape Recorder [SE] A,2                   
P,6

A,2

Brailler [SE] P,6
Pointing [SE] A,5 P,6 A,6

*Note: A= Allowed (no impact),  I = Impacts scoring or aggregation, D = Must have documentation in IEP that disability requires the ac-
commodation, P = Prohibited, , U = Unclear. The number is the number of states.
1 Abbreviations indicate whether an accommodation is generally considered an indirect linguistic support (IL), a direct English or native 
language linguistic support (EL, NL) or used in special education (SE).

Table 5. Alternate Modes – Acceptable By at Least One State

Mode Changes to
Presentation of Domain 

Content

Changes to 
Response Mode

Reading Reading test to braille reading
Listening Listening to lip reading

Listening to reading script
Listening to ASL

Speaking Speaking to writing (e.g., student 
exchanges written notes with 
teacher)
Speaking to communication 
device 

Writing Most dealt with changes in 
prompt delivery, not content (e.g., 
ASL, spoken, lip read, etc.)

Writing to speaking (with scribe)
Writing to typing

Equipment and Material Accommodations 

These accommodations are changes in the conditions of the assessment setting that involve the 
introduction of certain types of tools and assistive devices. Table 6 provides a summary of the 
number of states’ policies that address this type of accommodation.  A range of 1 to 15 states 
allowed these types of accommodations for ELP assessments. The highest number of states 
that allowed magnification equipment and noise buffers (N=15 each) did so across all domains. 
Only one state prohibited all of the listed accommodations (including those for students with 
disabilities) on its state’s ELP assessment. To see further details and other accommodations not 
charted here, see Appendix Tables B-9a, b, and c.
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Table 6. Summary of Equipment and Material Accommodations*

  Allowed  
for all 

domains 
[explicit 

or 
inferred]

Allowed 
for one 
or more 
domains 
but not 

all

Allowed 
only if IEP 
says it is 

necessary

Allowed 
with 

implications 
for scoring 

and/or 
aggregation

Not 
available 

at this 
time

Prohibited 
for one 
or more 
domains

Magnification 
Equipment [SE]

15 0 0 0 0 1

Amplification 
Equipment [SE]

13 0 0 0 0 1

Light/Acoustics 
[SE]

13 0 0 0 0 1

Templates/Graph 
Paper [SE]

3 0 0 0 0 1

Audio/Video 
Equipment [SE]

1 0 0 0 0 1

Noise Buffer [SE] 15 0 0 0 0 1
Adaptive/Special 
Furniture [SE]

11 0 0 0 0 1

*In addition to the equipment and materials accommodations listed in this table, 16 states have other equipment and materials accom-
modations. 
1Abbreviations indicate whether an accommodation is generally considered an indirect linguistic support (IL), a direct English or native 
language linguistic support (EL, NL) or used in special education (SE).

Definitions:  
Magnification Equipment = equipment that enlarges the print size of the test.  
Amplification Equipment = equipment that increases the level of sound during the test (e.g., FM systems, hearing aids).   
Light/Acoustics = changes to the amount or placement of lighting or special attention to the acoustics of the test setting.   
Templates/Graph Paper = Placemarkers or templates used to mark location of focus on the test.  
Audio/Video Equipment = audio or video equipment.   
Noise Buffer = ear mufflers, white noise, and other equipment used to block external sounds.  
Adaptive or Special Furniture = any furniture the student requires for sitting upright, holding a writing instrument, etc.  

Scheduling/Timing Accommodations

Scheduling and timing accommodations are summarized in Table 7. Many states allowed students 
to take breaks (N=17) or be allowed extended time (N=16). Only a handful of states prohibited 
testing over multiple days (N=5). No accommodation in this category was noted to have implica-
tions for scoring and/or aggregation. For further details see Appendix Tables B-10a, b, and c.

Only one accommodation, testing over multiple days, was mentioned by states in their policies 
either allowing or prohibiting a scheduling/timing accommodation by a specific domain. Of 
these states, six allowed testing over multiple days for reading, writing, and listening, and four 
states prohibited this accommodation for ELP speaking assessments.
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Table 7. Summary of Scheduling/Timing Accommodations*

  Allowed  
for all 

domains 
[explicit 

or 
inferred]

Allowed 
for one 
or more 
domains 

but not all

Allowed only 
if IEP says it 
is necessary

Allowed with 
implications 
for scoring 

and/or 
aggregation

Not 
available at 

this time

Prohibited for 
one or more 

domains

Extended 
Time [IL, 
SE]1

16 0 0 0 0 1

With 
Breaks [IL, 
SE]

17 0 1 0 0 2

Multiple 
Sessions 
[IL, SE]

6 0 0 0 0 1

Time 
Beneficial 
to Student 
[IL, SE]

8 0 1 0 0 1

Over 
Multiple 
Days [SE]

4 6 1 0 0 5

 *In addition to the scheduling/timing accommodations listed in this table, 2 states have “other” scheduling/timing accommodations. 
1 Abbreviations indicate whether an accommodation is generally considered an indirect linguistic support (IL), a direct English or native 
language linguistic support (EL, NL) or used in special education (SE).

Definitions:   
Extended Time = student may take longer than the time typically allowed, sometimes with the time specifically designated in some 
way.   
With Breaks = time away from test allowed during tests typically administered without breaks, sometimes with conditions about when 
this can occur (e.g., not within subtests) and how long they can be.    
Multiple Sessions = assessments generally given in a single session can be broken into multiple sessions.   
Time Beneficial to Student = administered at a time that is most advantageous to the student, often related to a medication 
schedule.   
Over Multiple Days = administered over several days when it is normally administered in one day. 

Setting Accommodation

Setting accommodations are changes in the environment or location of a test administration. 
Table 8 provides the summary of states’ policies for these on ELP assessments. The highest 
number of states allowed individual test administration (N=19) across all domains, followed by 
small group administration (N=18). There was an equal number of states that allowed testing 
in a separate room and seat location/proximity (N=12 each). 

Again, one state made a blanket statement prohibiting all accommodations for their ELP 
assessment. For further details see Appendix Tables B-11a, b, and c.
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Table 8. Summary of Setting Accommodations* 

  Allowed  
for all 

domains 
[explicit or 
inferred]

Allowed for 
one or more 
domains but 

not all

Allowed only 
if IEP says it 
is necessary

Allowed with 
implications 
for scoring 

and/or 
aggregation

Not 
available 

at this 
time

Prohibited 
for one 
or more 
domains

Individual [IL, 
SE]1 

19 0 0 0 0 1

Small Group 
[IL, SE]

18 0 0 0 0 1

Carrel [IL, SE] 5 6 0 0 0 1
Separate 
Room [IL, SE]

12 0 0 0 0 1

Seat Location/ 
Proximity [IL, 
SE]

12 0 0 0 0 1

Minimize 
Distractions 
[IL, SE]

5 0 0 0 0 1

Student’s 
Home

10 0 1 0 0 1

Special 
Education 
Classroom or 
ESL/Bilingual 
Classroom 
[IL, SE] 

2 0 0 0 0 1

*In addition to the setting accommodations listed in this table, 14 states have other setting accommodations. 
1Abbreviations indicate whether an accommodation is generally considered an indirect linguistic support (IL), a direct English or native 
language linguistic support (EL, NL) or used in special education (SE).

Definitions:   
Individual = student assessed separately from other students.   
Small Group = student assessed in small group separate from other students.   
Carrel = student assessed while seated in a study carrel.   
Separate Room = student assessed in separate room, usually involves also individual or small group accommodation.   
Seat Location/Proximity = student is assessed in a specifically designated seat location, usually in close proximity to the test 
administrator.    
Minimize Distractions/Reduced Noise = student assessed in a quiet environment where auditory distractions can be kept to a 
minimum.   
Student’s Home = student assessed at home, usually when out of school for illness or other reasons.    
Special Education Classroom = student assessed in special education classroom, usually implying also small group or individual 
administration.  

Only one setting accommodation, use of a carrel, was separately mentioned by states in their 
policies as not being allowed or prohibited across certain domains (see Table 9). Six states al-
lowed this accommodation for reading, writing, and listening only. It is understandable that given 
the nature of many one to one speaking assessments that this might not be a natural domain for 
administering in a carrel, unless perhaps it is a computerized assessment.
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Table 9. Setting Accommodations, Allowed or Prohibited by Specified Domains

  Reading Writing Listening Speaking
Carrel [IL, SE]1 A,6 A,6 A,6

1 Abbreviations indicate whether an accommodation is generally considered an indirect linguistic support (IL), a direct English or native 
language linguistic support (EL, NL) or used in special education (SE).

Note: A= Allowed (no impact),  I = Impacts scoring or aggregation, D = Must have documentation in IEP that disability requires the accom-
modation, P = Prohibited, U = Unclear. The number is the number of states.

Discussion

The increasing numbers of ELLs with disabilities in schools today, along with federal require-
ments to measure students’ English language proficiency, makes it essential that states attend 
to their policies and guidelines related to assessment participation and accommodations for 
these students. Our goal in examining states’ guidelines for their English language proficiency 
assessments in 2005–2006 was to provide a first time look at how states are approaching what 
is often a challenging topic for them. Previous policy reviews have examined participation and 
accommodation guidelines for state assessments for students with disabilities (Clapper et al., 
2005; Lazarus et al., 2006) and for English language learners (Rivera, Stansfield, Scialdone, & 
Sharkey, 2000). At least one study has examined the state of practice for English language learn-
ers with disabilities on regular state assessments (Minnema, Thurlow, VanGetson, & Jimenez, 
2006). This is the first study, however, to examine and summarize guidelines for accommoda-
tions for all states on English language proficiency tests. 

Policy Documents 

In the state policies on English language proficiency assessments, there was a certain amount 
of carry-over from already established participation and accommodation policies for regular 
state assessments, for both students with disabilities and English language learners. However, 
some states’ regular accommodation manuals did not address English language learners with 
disabilities or did not separately address the ELP assessment for their state. Readdressing these 
policies is necessary because the constructs measured across regular content and ELP assess-
ments are different and thus the appropriateness of the accommodations used may vary. 

States that addressed accommodations for ELLs with disabilities on ELP assessments varied in 
how information was presented and some state practices seemed to be more helpful than others. 
One particularly helpful way to provide information so that it is easily accessible to practitioners 
(and researchers) was to list whether specific accommodations were allowed or not in chart form 
by domain of the assessment (e.g., reading, writing, listening, and speaking). This approach 
was used by seven states, even though practitioners using the information will most likely need 
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additional supportive information on how to make decisions for individual students. Five states 
provided information by indicating only whether the accommodations were allowed or not. 
Two additional states presented information using language such as “not available” to be used 
or “not appropriate.” Eventually, more states will need to address how accommodations choices 
affect scoring and accountability decisions. Two states gave a blanket policy statement that no 
accommodation could be used on its state ELP assessment, but one of these states had a chart 
note indicating that accommodations might be allowed for ELLs with disabilities.

Key Points

Our analysis of state policies resulted in many points for discussion. Although there is under-
standable overlap between issues of participation and accommodation policies, this discussion 
is structured to address these areas separately, pointing out promising practices and remaining 
areas of challenge within each. In discussing our findings, we identified several key themes for 
participation and accommodations followed by a section focused on future considerations for 
ELLs with significant cognitive disabilities:

Participation 
•	 Students with Very Low English Language Proficiency
•	 ELLs with Significant Cognitive Disabilities 
•	 Specific Disabilities and Participation
•	 Test Design and Participation
•	 Diverging State Policies 
•	 Related Policy Issues

Accommodation
•	 Accommodations and Best Test Administration Practices
•	 Clarifying Accommodation Policies
•	 Novel Concepts of Accommodations

Future Considerations

Participation

Challenges in dealing with the range of student characteristics within the ELL population signal 
the need to address participation in a variety of ways. In this section we discuss states’ policies 
in administering ELP assessments to students with very low English language proficiency, par-
ticipation of ELLs with the most significant cognitive disabilities, how specific disabilities and 
test characteristics may affect student participation, and a brief discussion about why states may 
struggle with balancing the purposes of the assessment based on different emphases within the 
requirements of federal law and guidance. Other related policy issues are addressed as well. 
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Students with Very Low English Language Proficiency

States handling the low language proficiency issue varied in the following ways. One state did 
not test the student and automatically scored him or her at the lowest possible score as a baseline. 
Other states implemented the ELP assessment with an incremental approach. 

The two states that dealt with the participation of struggling ELLs with very minimal English 
language ability using the ‘incremental approach’ had similar steps. One state’s 2003 state policy 
said that if the administrator knew from a home language survey that the student was deaf or 
hard of hearing, the test developer recommended administering all but the listening portion 
of the test. But then those students only receive raw scores for subtests taken. A policy dated 
2004–2005 directed an administrator to start by giving the speaking test. Then if a student did not 
respond the administrator may stop the administration and document the student’s proficiency 
in all domains as pre-production. Neither policy document was clear about what is done with 
an incomplete overall test score for accountability purposes. 

A second state also recommended an ‘incremental” administration procedure, but the first subtest 
was not fixed in the order needing to be administered. If the student was not able to answer the 
first five items of the first subtest attempted, the examiner then was directed to choose another 
subtest in consultation with the testing coordinator or an ESL Specialist. If the student could not 
answer the first five items of the second subtest, testing was suggested to be discontinued and 
the score report would indicate a proficiency level of 1. For an ELL with a disability, the second 
approach appears to be a fairer one, allowing for the fact that a student may have a disability 
or other personal characteristics that prevents them from best showing what they know on any 
one domain subtest. However, it still does not account for the possibility that a student may be 
able to perform in a domain area or in a specific domain assessment that is not administered. In 
a previous study by NCEO, allowing a student with a disability to take all domains of the LAS 
assessment showed that if the general procedure had been followed to stop the assessment based 
on oral skills alone, the reading and writing skills of the student, which were on par with their 
ELL peers, would not have been known (Albus, Klein, Liu, & Thurlow, 2004). 

ELLs with Significant Cognitive Disabilities and Participation

Because federal law asserts that all ELLs receiving Title III funds must have their English 
language proficiency assessed annually, this necessarily includes the very small percentage of 
students with significant cognitive disabilities who are held to alternate achievement standards. 
Because ELP assessments are to be linked or aligned to the regular grade level achievement 
standards across reading, math, and science, this may be an issue for states where there are 
ELLs held to alternate achievement standards, as a state ELP test may not link well to these 
standards.
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Two states had or suggested an alternate ELP assessment in part or for the whole of a state’s 
regular ELP assessment. One of these states did not officially accept the results of the states’ 
own suggested alternatives, and districts were not required to send the results to the state depart-
ment. A second state offered a beginning version of a state alternate for students in checklist 
form. Both states’ documents gave the impression that decision making for these students was 
a work in progress. Other states have opted to exclude these students from ELP assessments 
with no other state alternative. 

In addition to exclusion policies, decisions about participation are also important to consider for 
this group based on individual characteristics. Although an ELL in the 1% group may not have 
the physical ability to listen, speak, read, or write, allowing flexibility to show these different 
skills if a student is able to do them in an ELP assessment is important. The following issues 
about participation decisions could be raised. If an ELL working on oral speaking is more fluent 
in English using a communication board, would such a student’s use of a board count equally 
to that of the oral performance, or would the use of vocal chords in the assessment be counted 
more? What consequences might the decision for assessment mode have on instruction?

Further, for annual yearly progress, each student must have a comprehension score, usually sug-
gested as a combination of listening and reading scores. How might these overall comprehension 
scores be adapted to fit the diverse communication styles of these students? These issues are 
made more complex depending on parent decisions regarding the use of the native language 
in the home and in classrooms, and whether there is bilingual input used in combination with 
symbolic systems. 

Because ELP assessments differ, it may be that a state’s assessment might be appropriate in part 
or in its entirety for some students taking a state alternate on alternate achievement standards. 
But, this, too, is unknown. Such participation decisions should be made in consultation with 
the IEP and ELL teams. Clearly more thinking and development needs to be done in this area 
in order for all ELLs to be able to demonstrate their academic English proficiency levels in a 
valid and reliable way. 

Specific Disabilities and Participation

Other participation issues centered on how a specific disability related to the design of an ELP 
test. The high numbers of states considering individual student needs while striving to maintain 
the validity of a test and resulting scores reinforces the challenge and the opportunity for states 
assessing ELLs with disabilities on these and other assessments. There was wide variation among 
states in areas such as how a deaf or hard of hearing student might participate in a listening 
test. In one state, the student would not be tested. In another state, multiple options were made 
available though it was not always clear if there were implications for scoring for the stated 
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options. For example, listening passages could be signed using ASL for students who knew 
ASL, or the listening scripts could be read by the student. Similarly with the speaking test, this 
could be signed or completed through the exchange of student written notes with a teacher (see 
Table 5). In such instances, a close analysis that draws from current research literature target-
ing a specific domain, such as literature on what constitutes reading (NARAP, 2006) may help 
inform state policies.

The state that allowed ELLs to read listening scripts and the exchange of notes for the speaking 
test was not clear about there being any potential implications for scoring. It may be that the 
state prioritized gaining an understanding of a student’s level of content language proficiency 
over the communication mode in which that language was expressed. But, the state did not 
address the range of instructional options for lip-reading, signing, or speaking and how these 
practices may affect accommodation decisions. If a deaf English language learner exchanges 
notes during a speaking and listening test because this is what is being done during instruction, 
it may be at the expense of learning other communication styles for interacting with the wider 
communities of the hearing and deaf or hard of hearing. If they participate with the exchange 
of notes because ASL is considered a foreign language, that is another issue. Regardless, the 
connection of classroom practices to how the students are assessed is relevant; this was noted 
by 18 of the 26 states with policy information in this area. 

Test Design and Participation

Test design was another reason given for excluding students or restricting participation on one 
or more ELP subtests. An example of a design that might restrict participation for some ELLs 
with disabilities was an ELP test that incorporated abundant visual stimuli and cues into its 
structure. Although this design strategy might be beneficial to the majority of ELLs by aiding 
their comprehension, it potentially created barriers to participation for ELLs with significant 
visual impairments or blindness because braille versions of the assessment either were not recom-
mended or available, and because no studies with braille versions, or substitute/adjusted items 
had yet been conducted. It is not clear from our study whether designers of similarly constructed 
ELP assessments have successfully created substitute items where needed (i.e., where the item 
solution relied on the visual), or whether such efforts have even been considered.

A second example of a design that might restrict participation for a small number of students 
was one that required speaking ability to demonstrate listening (or lip-reading ability) on an 
assessment. Thus, performance in one domain (i.e., listening or lip reading) was contingent on a 
student’s skill in another domain (i.e., speaking). Although it may seem natural to assess certain 
domain skills this way, states and test developers need to be sure of their reasons for requiring 
that they be assessed dependent on one another. Although this assessment practice may produce 
accurate measures of skills for most students, it may not for all. 
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Diverging State Policies on Participation

Although there are multiple factors involved in policy and decision making for participation 
and accommodations, one of the areas states may be struggling with is trying to balance two 
important purposes of the ELP assessments. Title III law specifies that ELP assessments mea-
sure progress in reading, writing, listening, and speaking, and official guidance also emphasizes 
that ELP assessments need to show what students can comprehend and produce in the English 
language in relation to their concurrent development in grade level academic content. These 
two purposes become a challenge when a student, due to a disability or other factors such as 
test design or accommodation policies, is not able to participate in a valid and reliable way in 
the ELP test in part or as a whole. Thus, if a student is able to participate in only part of an as-
sessment due to a disability, the language level assessed is not complete and neither is the level 
of language ability across all the domains required. 

What does a state do for those students whose disabilities do not “fit” an assessment, even with 
accommodations? Those states that have online policies appear to be opting to partially or fully 
exclude these students. Other states are choosing to be flexible with modifications to the test, 
even though one state cautioned that decision-makers should watch out that modifications in too 
many domain tests could render the scores an invalid reflection of a student’s skills. However, 
consistently excluding a student from a domain subtest by barring modifications or alternate 
formats may also result in an invalid picture of a student’s language proficiency skills. For 
example, if there is unequal representation of content language assessed across domains (e.g., 
more science language assessed in a reading domain).

Related Policy Issues

Other related policy issues include what states do with partial scores of students not able to 
take all domain tests and how exclusion may affect decisions linked to ELP assessment scores. 
Of the 13 states that allowed students to be excluded from a domain test based on a disability, 
none of them addressed what they ultimately will do with the “incomplete” overall ELP assess-
ment scores. With regard to Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) goal reporting, no state addressed 
how the exclusion of ELLs from reading or listening assessments affects the comprehension 
score, which in draft federal guidance is suggested to be a combination of reading and listening 
scores. Further, decisions about partial exclusion on ELP assessments potentially affect other 
state policy decisions attached to ELP test scores such as a student being able to progress to 
monitoring status, fully-English proficient status, or even to graduate. States should be able to 
address the possibility of an ELL who may be able to communicate proficiently in English in 
some domain skills but not others due to a disability.  
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Accommodations

As shown in the accommodation summaries, states varied most widely on accommodations ad-
dressing how a test is presented and how a student is allowed to respond. These are arguably the 
most crucial accommodation categories to address for ELP assessments, because their purpose 
is to measure how well a student receives and responds in English. The analysis of these and 
other types of accommodations across states was not a straightforward procedure. This section 
addresses (1) how the language used in manuals to describe accommodations affects the abil-
ity to compare practices across states, (2) how states differ in their attitudes towards allowing 
accommodations usually associated with ELLs or students with disabilities and why “linguistic 
accommodations” needs to be clarified, and (3) how states are exploring novel accommodation 
definitions.

Accommodations and Best Test Administration Practices

Information about accommodations is not always clear even when manuals are created specifi-
cally to address them. States vary in how and whether certain types of information are presented, 
and how accommodations are defined. What some states consider an accommodation, another 
state will describe as an optional best practice during test administration, or perhaps a prohibited 
practice. For example some states’ accepted test administration practices allow for posters to 
remain on the walls if they provide procedural information on how to write an essay, but other 
states do not allow this. Only accommodations labeled as such in state manuals were included 
in our accommodation policy analysis, unless a state’s manual explicitly equated the practices in 
its administration procedures to accommodations under certain conditions (e.g., were supported 
by IEP documentation). This may create an artificial distinction between regular administration 
options and accommodations, both of which are generally considered standard.

Clarifying Accommodation Policies

State policies concerning appropriate test administration continue to evolve within and across 
states. Although one state had a blanket statement that no accommodations, including ones for 
students with disabilities, would be allowed on the state ELP test, many states are noting accept-
able accommodations and acknowledging that decision making concerning accommodations is 
a work in progress. Some states are open to the possibility of braille versions in the future but do 
not offer them now. Some states that have overlapping accommodations for ELLs and students 
with disabilities (e.g., extra time) are in the process of better clarifying what they mean when 
they say “All ELL accommodations” are prohibited. Others should clarify statements regarding 
the prohibition of all accommodations, when they actually mean to allow them for ELLs with 
disabilities. Further, generic language prohibiting “linguistic accommodations” needs to be 
clarified in some manuals so that readers know what this means specifically for the state. Some 
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states do not note or describe linguistic accommodations as a separate category in their manuals. 
This may lead to problems, as across states, the accommodation of clarifying a direction, reading 
directions aloud, or translating directions into ASL or another language were all considered to 
be linguistic accommodations, yet states vary on whether each of these are appropriate.

Novel Concepts of Accommodations

Finally, some states are experimenting with novel concepts of accommodation use by putting 
the student in the place of selecting or creating a tool and determining whether it is appropriate 
or not during the assessment (See Appendix B, Table B-5b). For example, a student can create a 
graphic organizer rather than having it provided by an adult if he or she determines it is needed 
during the course of an assessment. This contributes to the definition of accommodations by 
providing an embedded “other” category to students during the course of an assessment. It em-
phasizes the role of the student, and shifts the timing of the decision to use the accommodation 
to the realized point of need. Many states require accommodations to be settled beforehand for 
logistical reasons, but this approach has its positive side for those accommodations that do not 
require advanced preparation. Whether students’ self-chosen accommodations would be valid 
and allowable for all domains of the state ELP assessment was not addressed. This should be 
clarified.

Summary 

Overall, 31 states had information on accommodation policies for ELLs with disabilities for 
state ELP assessments (see Appendix B, Table B-3a). Of these, 13 states allowed excluding a 
student based on his or her disability category for one or more domains of a state ELP assess-
ment (Appendix B, Table B-4a). Most of the students allowed to be excluded were those ELLs 
who are hard of hearing/deaf or who had visual impairments or blindness. Ten states allowed 
exclusion based on severity of disability. Of the states addressing exclusion, only two states 
named specific potential alternatives for domain assessments, with one of these states attempting 
to bridge state ELP standards to those ELLs with significant cognitive disabilities in offering a 
beginning version of an alternate assessment; the version being used was a checklist.

For participation, three states allowed exclusion in part or in whole based on students taking or 
needing to participate in an alternate assessment based on alternate achievement standards. One 
of these states is revising its manual. One is excluding these students only for its reading and 
writing assessment, and one state has a blanket exemption from the assessment as a whole. Two 
other states did not allow exclusions based on whether a student takes an alternate assessment 
for students with significant cognitive disabilities. 

Across accommodation categories, the accommodation that most states allowed across all do-
mains was repeat, reread and clarify directions (N=20). The accommodation most states had 
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a policy for or against was the use of proctors or scribes (N=26). The most prohibited accom-
modation among states was spellchecker/assistance/dictionary use (N=17).

The diverging policies seem to show that states are trying their best to balance the following two 
requirements in Title III law: to gain an understanding of a student’s level of academic language 
proficiency and the proficiency of that student within the specific domains of reading, writing, 
speaking and listening. But balancing these goals often result in trade-offs reflected negatively 
in participation and accommodation policies (e.g., opting to exclude a student from participa-
tion or their scores from accountability).  

This brief summary of findings suggest some promising practices and some issues that were 
found in our analysis of states’ guidelines for ELLs with disabilities participating in ELP as-
sessments. Some promising practices were as follows:

•	 A high number of states valued individual student needs in decision making.

•	 It is helpful to provide information in a list showing where specific accommodations were 
allowed or not in chart form by domain of the assessment (e.g., reading, writing, listening, 
and speaking). Though practitioners need additional information for actual decision mak-
ing. 

•	 Some states are addressing how to administer ELP assessments to ELLs with the lowest 
English language proficiency (e.g., new arrival, or incremental administration by domain 
subtests based on individual needs), and those with the most significant cognitive disabili-
ties.  

•	 Design strategies being used for ELP assessments include features that are usually beneficial to 
the majority of ELLs, for example, aiding comprehension with visuals and assessing domain 
skills through typically occurring interactions (e.g, speaking and listening). However, design 
strategies should also include flexibility for a range of students for whom these features are 
not beneficial.   

•	 Some states, if not currently offering braille versions of their tests, are open to the possibility 
of braille versions in the future. 

•	 Many states have been specific in noting acceptable accommodations (for ELLs and ELLs 
with disabilities) and acknowledge that decision making is an ongoing process.

•	 The line between standard accommodations and what a state considers optional best practice 
during test administration is becoming blurred. This may be seen as positive or negative. 
For the student and educator, it may be good to integrate that information under general 
procedures, but it is harder to study policy differences across states when what is generally 
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considered an accommodation or modification in one state (e.g., allowing instructional post-
ers to remain on walls) is described as general or optional practice in another. 

•	 Some states are experimenting with novel definitions of accommodations with the student 
selecting or creating a tool (e.g., graphic organizer) at the realized point of need during an 
assessment. 

Summarizing the issues in the discussion, participation issues clearly need to be revisited on 
behalf of those ELLs singled out for exemption based on their particular disability or the severity 
of their disability(ies). Some key questions arising from the analysis include these:

•	 Are current state ELP assessments designed in a way that allows for valid assessment of 
English language proficiency across domains for all ELLs including those with a range of 
disabilities?

•	 How can states balance the need to maintain the validity of the construct being assessed and 
yet also include all students and obtain valid scores for them? 

•	 What are the consequences of “too many modifications” or the systematic exclusion from 
one or more domain subtests in providing a valid picture of an ELLs academic language 
proficiency?

•	 Are there design features in a state ELP assessment that prevent some ELLs from showing 
their language skills across the domains (e.g., demonstration of skills contingent on other 
skills or abilities)? 

•	 Are states consistent in the terms used to describe accommodations and modifications, where 
the latter is used for changes that alter what the test is measuring? If some accommodations 
(usually referring to changes that will not affect scoring) do have consequences in scoring 
or accountability, are these explicitly stated?

•	 Because many states considered instructional accommodations in their decision making for 
accommodations on state assessments, might there also be unidentified (positive or negative) 
consequences for instruction that flow from what accommodations or modifications are al-
lowed on an ELP assessment and other state assessments?

•	 Are linguistic accommodations explained in manuals that specifically prohibit these types 
of accommodations on ELP assessments? Because some accommodations for ELLs may 
be considered direct or indirect linguistic accommodations, guidance should be explicit on 
what accommodations are prohibited. 

•	 Are allowed or prohibited accommodations explained clearly in manuals?
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•	 What other policy issues need to be addressed based on the potential purposes a state may 
have for the assessment (e.g., if students are consistently excluded from certain domain 
subtests can they ever be redesignated as former ELL or graduate)? 

Also, states need to consider ELLs with significant cognitive disabilities in ELP assessments who 
are being held to alternate achievement standards based on grade level content. It is important 
for states to identify how the ELP standards across the four domains relate to these alternate 
achievement standards and to the characteristics of their state ELP assessment in order to provide 
the guidance necessary to make participation and accommodation decisions for these students. 
That a few states have begun to address these students is encouraging, but clearly, more guid-
ance is needed in this area. 

Finally, it may be that a state has an ELP assessment designed to be valid and reliable for mea-
suring the language development required by Title III in a format accessible to the entire ELL 
population, with allowable accommodations and modifications. But states not confident that 
their ELP assessment does this for all of their ELLs may need to consider alternate ways of 
assessing academic language proficiency. 
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Table B-3a. Additional Testing Options*

State Had Additional 
Options for ELP 

Assessment

Had No 
Additional 

Options for ELP 
Assessment

Participation Not 
Addressed for ELP 

Assessment

Had Online Documents 
Addressing ELLs with 

Disabilities for ELP 
Assessment

AK X X
AL X X
AR X
AZ X X
CA X** X
CO X X
CT X
DC X
DE X X
FL X
GA X X
HI X X
IA X X
ID X X
IL X X
IN X
KS X
KY1 X
LA X X
MA X X
MD X X
ME X** X
MI X X
MN X X
MO X
MS X X
MT X
NC2 X
ND X
NE X
NH X
NJ X
NM X X
NV X
NY X X
OH X
OK X
OR X X
PA X
RI X X
SC X X
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SD X X
TN X X
TX X X
UT3 X
VA X** X
VT X X
WA X X
WI X
WV X X
WY X
Total 3 2 45 31

1 Kentucky has joined the WIDA consortium and will use the ACCESS for ELL’s as the annual ELP assessment and the WIDA’s 
identification test, W-APT. The contract begins July 1, 2006, and the annual test is in spring 2007 (S. Hale, personal communication, May 
18, 2006).
2 North Carolina also recommended we look at IPT Examiner’s Manuals. However, NCEO did not purchase manuals from test companies 
for this study, so these were not included in our analysis.  The state also noted that currently they are working on a form for IEP teams to 
document accommodations for the IPT. It will eventually be available online at http://www.ncpublicschools.org/accountability/policies/tswd 
(S. McManus, personal communication, May 26, 2006).
3  An accommodation policy for Utah including this test will be available fall 2006 (J. Quinn, personal communication, May 22, 2006).

*Additional testing options definition: The state has or has suggested other means of testing English language proficiency for some 
students. This includes (1) suggestions that an ELL with certain characteristics would be better assessed with another instrument and (2) 
suggestions of one or more specific alternate instruments to use. 
** See Table B-1b for descriptions of additional testing options.   
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Table B-3b. Description of Additional Testing Options

State Description 
CA Alternate assessments provide an alternate means to measure the English language 

proficiency of students with disabilities whose IEP teams have determined that they 
are unable to participate in the CELDT even with variations, accommodations, or 
modifications. 

The English language proficiency assessment instruments below can be used to assess 
English proficiency of students with severe disabilities who cannot take the CELDT and 
receive a valid score even with test variations, accommodations, or modifications. The 
IEP teams determine which students need alternate assessments and how they should be 
assessed. 

One purpose of the CELDT is to measure the English language proficiency of students 
to ensure appropriate instructional placement. This purpose should be kept in mind 
when choosing alternate assessments. No single alternate assessment instrument can 
effectively assess all of the required domains—i.e., listening, speaking, reading and 
writing. More than one alternate assessment, therefore, is necessary to measure the 
English proficiency of a student. Each instrument must be reviewed with the individual 
student in mind. School districts may select an alternate assessment instrument not on 
this list. This list is not exhaustive nor does it constitute an endorsement by the CDE. 

If a student has not taken the entire CELDT, the student report will indicate a beginning 
proficiency level for any section that was not administered. It is the responsibility of 
the IEP team to review the results of the alternate assessments and the CELDT to 
determine the student’s actual level of English language proficiency. Results of alternate 
assessments are not submitted to the CDE.

Test Name:    Alternative Language Proficiency Instrument (ALPI)
Purpose:        Measures receptive and expressive language; grades K-12.
Contact Organization: Orange County Department of Education

Test Name:     Basic Inventory of Natural Language (BINL)
Purpose:         Measures of oral language proficiency; grades K-12
Contact Organization: CHECpoint System, Inc.

Test Name:     Student Oral language Observation Matrix (SOLOM)
Purpose:         Unstandardized, teacher-rated oral language proficiency, grades K-12
Contact Organization: CDE, Standards and Assessment

Test Name: Student Oral Proficiency Rating
Purpose:         Measures of oral language ability; grades K-6
Contact Organization: Development Associates (Annette Zehler)
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State Description 
ME ACCESS for ELLs™ is not available in braille from WIDA.  A braille version is not available 

because  WIDA does not provide a braille translation. Rendering reading passages into 
braille would alter the construct being tested, in this case reading in English. Furthermore,  
ACCESS for ELLs™ relies heavily on visual graphics to assist in making the English 
language comprehensible. Graphic support is ubiquitous in all domains of the ACCESS 
for ELLs™. The inability to “translate” these visuals into braille would put blind students at 
a competitive disadvantage. WIDA recommends, therefore, that ELLs who are blind not 
participate in the reading and writing portions of ACCESS for ELLs™. IEP teams should 
recommend alternative assessments of reading, writing, listening and speaking that have 
been designed for and normed with students who are blind and are less reliant on graphic 
cues. WIDA discourages local educators from translating the reading and writing sections 
to braille for these same reasons, but it does not prohibit this, should the IEP team decide 
it is in the student’s best interest to do so.

VA To meet the requirements of evaluating and reporting English language progress and 
proficiency for all kindergarten through 12 LEP students as required by NCLB, the English 
language proficiency of LEP students with significant cognitive disabilities should be 
assessed through the Virginia Alternate Assessment Program (VAAP).  Division directors 
of testing will be provided detailed information at a later date.
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 re
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 b
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 s
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 c
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 c
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 b

e 
in

va
lid

at
ed

. N
o 

sc
or

e 
w

ill
 b
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 c
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r
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the
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t d
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e t
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t d
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n c
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t p
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r s
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e p
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r t
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a p
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e p
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ra
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 b
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 c
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r p
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 c
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 d
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 c
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 re
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 re
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l o
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ra
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at
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 d
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r c
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at
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ra
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 p

ro
vi

de
d 

a 
pr

es
cr

ib
ed

 a
cc

om
m

od
at

io
n.

M
on

ito
rin

g 
Er

ro
r

E
xa

m
pl

es
:

■ 
A

llo
w

in
g 

P
ro

hi
bi

te
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 m
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 c
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r L
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 b
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 b
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Table B-10a. Scheduling/Timing Accommodations1

 State Extended 
Time

 With 
Breaks

Multiple 
Sessions

Time 
Beneficial to 

Student

Over 
Multiple 

Days

 Other2

AK A A A A
AL P* A X
AZ A A A
CA A* AD AD AD*  
DE A A LRW, SP
GA A A LRW, SP
IA A* A A A A
ID A*
IL A A LRW, SP
NM A* 
ME AD*
MI A A A X
MN A
OR A A A A
RI A A LRW, SP
SC A* A A A A
SD3 P P P P P
TN A*
VA A A
VT4 A A LRW
WA A* A
WI A A LRW
WV A* A A A A
Total 17 21 7 10 12 2

1Please refer to the following legend for interpreting the letters. A = All domains implied or indicated, or for specific domains L= Listening, 
R= Reading, S= Speaking, W= Writing, I = Allowed with implications for scoring and/or aggregation; U = Allowing unclear; P = Prohibited, 
D = Only allowed if IEP says accommodation is necessary for a disability, N = State indicated accommodation for ELL was N/A, C = State 
designated eligible students may have testing variations if regularly used in the classroom. For letters with asterisks (indicated there is a 
note), the separation of letters by commas indicates that there is a clarification note that applies to the test(s) represented by each letter. If 
there is a letter group not separated by a comma (RW*), the note applies to the group of letters.
2 See Table B-10b for descriptions of “other” accommodations.
3 South Dakota’s document said no accommodations for ELLs and SWDs on English language proficiency test.
4 Vermont’s information was not available on the State Web site. Via email, the state communicated that it abides by WIDA’s 
accommodation policies.
 * See Table B-10c for additional information about this accommodation.
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