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An Examination of the Validity of English Language Achievement Test Scores
in a LEP Student Population

Educational accountability is increasingly demanded at a federal, state and local level  . The emphasis on
standards-based education requires that the public be informed on how students are performing  in relation
to these standards.  Federal legislation now encourages the inclusion of LEP students in standardized testing.
 In recent years a series of federal and state policies have mandated the testing of limited English proficient
(LEP) students.  More specifically, the Improving America=s Schools Act (IASA) and the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001 contain requirements directing states to implement assessment systems to annually
measure the academic skills of all students, including LEP students.

Prior to the passage of the IASA,  LEP students were often excluded from district or state-wide
standardized testing programs (Rivera, Vincent, Hafner & LaCelle-Peterson, 1997;  Zlatos, 1994). 
Although currently LEP students are being included to a greater extent, many states still exempt LEP
students from standardized testing programs, using number of years in the United States or in ESOL
programs as the determining factor for inclusion in the testing process (Holmes, Hedlund, & Nickerson,
2000; Rivera & Stansfield, 2000).   Prior research has shown that most states have not yet developed
appropriate policies to include LEP students in statewide assessment programs (Holmes & Duron, 2000;
Rivera, et al., 1997).  But the number of LEP students increases every year and in some cosmopolitan
districts they constitute a sizable portion of the student population (Macias, Nishikawa & Venegas, 1998)
.

There has been a great amount of debate about the pros and cons of testing LEP students.  Reasons
supportive of LEP testing include, as noted above, local and federal regulations requiring it. Many states
now require students to pass an achievement test in order to graduate or to be promoted (Heubert &
Hauser, 1999).  A second reason to test  is to assess LEP students= progress in acquiring basic academic
skills. Without testing there would be no way to verify that LEP students are approaching and/or achieving
standards set for mainstream students. Finally, state or district test data is more complete when LEP
students scores are included.  States or Districts that report test data for only a portion of their student
population may be generating misleading achievement data which would invalidate cross-district or cross-
state comparisons (Sheppard, Taylor & Betebenner, 1998).  On the other hand, it is considered
appropriate by some to exempt LEP students from standardized testing programs because these students
lack the English language skills and/or the cultural background to fully assimilate the test questions. 
Therefore, it is thought that LEP students would produce test results that are invalid.  Furthermore, the
testing process itself may prove extremely arduous for the student.  Educators are often motivated to spare
students the frustration and embarrassment of taking tests that they can=t fully understand.

Nonetheless, important decisions are currently being made on the basis of achievement test results, affecting
individuals and organizations alike.  In some states, students may graduate, teachers may get bonuses and
 schools may close on the basis of standardized test results.  Consequently, it is crucial to assess students=
academic progress accurately, including that of LEP students.   This same conclusion was reached recently
by Stevens, Butler and Castellon-Wellington claiming that, A there is an urgent need to determine when
English language learners (ELLs) are able to express what they know on a standardized content test in



English@ (2000).
The present study attempts to address the above question by looking at various factors that have shown
to affect LEP performance on English language achievement tests.  These include: (1) Length of time
receiving English language instruction, (2) Level of English language proficiency, (3) Language dependency
of content area tested, (4) Grade level of LEP students, (5) Home language literacy and (6)
Socioeconomic/background variables.

METHOD

A sample of 2,025  Hispanic 4th and 10th grade LEP students and students recently exited from ESOL was
selected.  The students were selected via a stratified random sampling process to be representative of the
District=s  LEP student population.  In the 4th grade, the sample consisted of a total of 795 LEP students
and 242 recently exited from ESOL students (i.e., within the past two years).  In the 10th grade, the sample
consisted of 743 LEP students and 245 recently exited students.  Overall, the LEP students= level of English
proficiency was either: beginning (37%), advanced (31%) or recently exited (23%), as determined by the
District's language proficiency test.

Students were tested in March 2002 as part of a statewide testing program with the Stanford 9.  In April
all sampled students were tested with the Spanish language achievement test, Aprenda 2.  The Aprenda 2
was selected because it was created by the same company that created the Stanford 9,  A to mirror the
content and the processes measured by the Stanford Achievement Test Series, Ninth Edition.@ (Aprenda
2, 1998).  Additionally, according to the technical manual, the Aprenda=s mathematics (e.g., problem
solving) test, Awas taken directly from the Stanford 9 in order to help provide a statistical link between the
two batteries.@ (Aprenda 2, 1998).  The sample students also completed a 16 item multiple choice
questionnaire that inquired about their acculturation, prior education and socioeconomic status. 
Additionally, background data on all students was obtained from the District data base, including
Afree/reduced lunch status@ and Asemesters enrolled in ESOL@. 

RESULTS

A total of 1,821 students were tested with English language (Stanford 9) and Spanish language (Aprenda
2) standardized achievement tests and also completed the Student Questionnaire.   Based on the data, the
following variables and their relation to English language standardized  test performance were examined.

Length of Time receiving English Language Instruction. It is generally accepted that language
proficiency is a direct function of the extent of time students receive English instruction. In previous years,
educators and policy makers have assumed that English language proficiency can be achieved in two to
three years if students are exposed to proper language instruction. Nevertheless, research has brought this
assumption into question.  It is now thought that true language proficiency takes longer to achieve, as long
as seven years, depending on whether oral proficiency or academic proficiency is being considered
(Hakuta, Goto-Butler & Witt, 2000, Thompson & Collier, 1997).

A look at the English language achievement test results of LEP students in the sample,  including only those
students who entered the ESOL program as Level I, in relation to how many years of ESOL instruction they



had received shows that scores on the English language achievement test tend to increase in both reading
and math up until the third year and then decrease beginning in the 4th year (Table 1).  This is true in both
reading and math in grades 4 and 10.  The difference in mean scale scores between the third and fourth year
groups was significantly different in both reading and math in grade 4 and also in math in grade 10.  It is
possible that students that take longer to acquire the English language have a lower aptitude for academic
work.

In order to examine the extent to which English language achievement tests validly assess the content area
skills of LEP students, we compared the students= raw scores on the mathematics component of the tests.
 Both the Spanish and the English language versions of the Problem Solving (Gr. 4) and Mathematics (Gr.
10) component of the tests contained 48 items of a comparable nature. The number of items answered
correctly on the Aprenda math test was subtracted from the number of items answered correctly on the
Stanford.  A positive score in the AMath Diff. Score@ column in Table 1 indicates that the students, on
average, answered a greater number of items correctly in the English language version of the mathematics
test.  A negative score indicates the reverse: students as a group answered  more math items correctly in
Spanish.

A comparison of test performance in the two languages indicates that LEP students are not fully exhibiting
their math skills in the English language achievement test.  LEP students answer more items correctly in
Spanish, as compared to English, regardless of the number of years of ESOL instruction they have received.
 The sole exception was 4th grade students with more than 3 years of ESOL instruction who tended to
perform about the same in both languages.

In summary, LEP students, for the most part, are not able to exhibit their mathematics skills on English
language achievement tests, regardless of the number of years they receive ESOL instruction. It can be
assumed that if the English language achievement test scores are not valid for low language-load tests, such
as math, they will not be valid on high language-load tests, such as reading comprehension and science.



Table 1

Mean Scale Scores on Stanford 9 Reading Comprehension, Mathematics and Mean Differences in
Mathematics Raw Scores:  Stanford 9 - Aprenda 2, Grades 4, 10 by Years in ESOL

Grade 4 Grade 10

n Reading Math
Math
Diff.
Score

n Reading Math
Math
Diff.
Score

Year 1 245 585 592 -6.1 154 646 689 -3.0

Year 2 253 603 603 -3.4 167 655 690 -3.3

Year 3 132 612 611 -1.5 147 664 698 -3.0

Year 4+ 66 600 593 0.2 113 661 690 -1.7

Level of English Language Proficiency.  Across the years, policy decisions have included  advanced
LEP students in standardized testing.  These decisions assume that such testing can generate valid English
language achievement  test scores.  But recent studies have shown the achievement test performance of LEP
students to be associated with lower test performance, when compared to non-LEP students, even on
content-based tests (Abedi, 2001).  Other studies have shown a low to moderate relationship between LEP
students= language proficiency test results and English language achievement test scores (Oakeley &
Urrabazo, 2001; Stevens, Butler, & Castellon-Wellington, 2000).

The present analyses sought to examine these assumptions and to determine at what point, if at any, LEP
students, generate valid English language achievement test scores. We looked at the test performance of
beginning and advanced LEP students and also the performance of students who had recently, i.e., within
the past two years, exited the ESOL program.

The results show that  among LEP students, both beginning and advanced, grades 4 and 10, the average
reading and math achievement test scores were lower, as compared to the District=s Hispanic student
population (Table 2).  The tests scores of recently exited LEP students in grades 4 and 10 were also lower
than those of Hispanic students from the District in both reading and math.

To check whether the test results of LEP and recently exited LEP students were  either a true measure of
their ability or function of language acting as a confounding variable, the performance of students in both the
English and Spanish versions of the problem solving (math) test was examined (See figures under the AMath
Diff. Score@ category in Table 2). 



Table 2

Mean Scale Scores on Stanford 9 Reading Comprehension, Mathematics and Mean Differences in
Mathematics Raw Scores: Stanford 9 - Aprenda 2, Grades 4, 10 by ESOL Level

Grade 4 Grade 10

n Reading Math
Math
Diff.
Score

n Reading Math
Math
Diff.
Score

Beginning 499 590
(16%)

593
(23%)

-5.0 314 645
(10%)

685
(34%)

-3.4

Advanced 234 619
(35%)

615
(43%)

-.5 301 670
(23%)

701
(59%)

-2.2

Recent Exit 230 635
(49%)

631
(59%)

1.8 184 675
(26%)

694
(51%)

-3.2

District Hisp. 12985 644
(57%)

636
(64%)

- 10619 695
(42%)

706
(64%)

-

Note.  Numbers in parentheses are mean scale scores converted to normative percentiles.

The results show that students in the 10th grade, both LEP and recently exited LEP, perform better in the
Spanish language test than in the English test.  That is, they answered on average more items correctly on
the Spanish version of the math test.  Among 4th grade LEP students the same held true, with Advanced
LEPs students scoring only slightly better in Spanish.  The one exception to the trend of these results was
found among the recently exited LEP 4th grade students who scored higher in the English version of the
achievement test as compared to the Spanish.

The present results suggest that English language achievement test results are not valid measures of  the
academic achievement of LEP students at all grade levels.  Additionally, these tests do not appear
to be valid measures of achievement among students in the secondary grades who have recently been
classified as language independent. English language achievement tests do seem to validly measure the
content-based (math) skills of recently exited LEP students in the lower, i.e., elementary, grades.

Language Dependency of Content Area Tested.   Recent research has shown that the amount of
language and the complexity of the language in achievement test items can affect the validity of LEP
students= test results (Abedi, 2001; Bailey, 2000).  The present study examined the effect of the
achievement tests= language loads on performance. 

The numbers in parentheses in Table 2 represent mean scale scores converted into normative percentiles.
 These numbers show that students score higher, relative to the normative group, on the math component
of the achievement test as compared to the language component of the test.  This is found to be true across
all levels of ESOL instruction, beginning and advanced, and also for students who recently exited  ESOL.
 The differences in normative standing in language scores, relative to math scores, are greater for students



in secondary, as compared to elementary students.

In summary, the results indicate that students who are LEP, or who were recently LEP,  perform better in
those achievement test components that are less dependent on language.

Grade Level Tested.  There has been some debate about the role of age and grade level on the
acquisition of language (see Collier, 1987, Cummins, 1980).  Some researchers believe that older students
acquire a second language more quickly than younger students because they have already learned a
language structure that in turn helps them acquire a second language.  Others believe that students become
mentally less flexible as they mature and therefore a new language becomes  more difficult to acquire.  The
present results tend to favor the latter view.  There also seems to be an interaction of grade level with the
content area of the test assessed. 

Students in grade 4 perform better in the language component of the test, relative to the normative group,
than students in grade 10 (See percentile figures in Table 2).  Grade 4 students outperform grade 10
students at all levels of  language proficiency and even after exiting the ESOL program. On the other hand,
grade 10 students tend to outperform grade 4 students in math while classified as LEP, both at the beginner
and at the advanced stage, when compared to the normative group.

In summary, older LEP  students do appear to acquire language at a slower rate.  Older LEP students, on
the other hand, can demonstrate some of their knowledge and skills on sections of achievement tests, i.e.,
math,  that are low in language content.  Overall, achievement test scores are less valid for secondary LEP
and former LEP students, as compared to similar younger students.
Home Language Literacy. Studies have shown that home language literacy is related to performance on
standardized achievement tests (Hafner, 2001).  Other research has shown that the amount of education
LEP students have in the first language and the amount of education that the parents of LEP students have
are also predictive of school performance (Thomas & Collier, 1997). 
To test this assumption, students were divided  into three groups of equivalent size, comprising high, medium
and low home language literacy, according to their scores on the reading comprehension section of the
Aprenda.  A comparison of the performance of students by English language proficiency levels (beginning,
advanced  and recently exited) indicates that achievement test results do vary on the basis of home language
literacy.  As shown in Table 3, students score significantly higher in the achievement math test the higher
their home language literacy skills.  This is true in both 4th and 10th grade and across all levels of English
language proficiency.

The relationship of home language literacy to test validity was also examined.  At the fourth grade level,
students for the most part performed better in the Spanish version of the math test, relative to English, at
the beginning and advanced ESOL levels (Table 3, numbers in parentheses). The performance of recently
exited students was better in English except for the high home language literacy group which performed
about equally well in both languages.  At the tenth grade level, students performed better in Spanish versions
of the test, across all levels of both home language literacy and language proficiency.  Unexpectedly,
students with high home language literacy skills who recently exited the ESOL program were the most likely
to be  negatively affected by participation in English language achievement tests.  These students on average



answered approximately six more items wrong, out of 48,  on the English version of the test than on the
Spanish version of the test.

Table 3

Mean Scale Scores on Stanford 9 Mathematics and Mean Differences in Mathematics Raw Scores:
Stanford 9 - Aprenda 2, Grades 4 and 10 by English Language Literacy Level and Home Language

Literacy Level

Grade 4 Grade 10

n
Low

H. Lang.
Med.

H. Lang.
High

H. Lang. n
Low

H. Lang.
Med.

H. Lang.
High 

H. Lang.

Beginning
(Diff. Scores)

487 570
(-4.3)

594
(-5.2)

614
(-5.7)

304 674
(-2.2)

681
(-5.1)

699
(-2.6)

Advanced
(Diff. Scores)

224 592
(1.4)

619
(-1.8)

641
(-1.6)

267 689
(0.0)

696
(-2.8)

712
(-3.4)

Rec. Exit
(Diff. Scores)

222 617
(3.8)

631
(1.8)

651
(-0.2)

149 686
(-1.7)

696
 (-4.2)

707
(-5.6)

The results indicate that English language achievement tests are not valid measures for LEP students in
general and for secondary students who have recently become Alanguage proficient@.  Results also  show
that achievement tests particularly discriminate against students that have high levels of home language
literacy.

Socioeconomic and Background Factors .  Researchers have shown that factors such as acculturation
(Abedi, 2001), socioeconomic status (Hakuta, Butler & Witt, 2000) and prior education (Thomas &
Collier, 1997) can influence achievement test results.  Students were given a 16 item questionnaire that
inquired about their socioeconomic status, their level of acculturation and their prior education, as well as
that of their parents.  The results show small, but statistically significant correlations between certain
socioeconomic/background variables and test performance, even after controlling for ESOL level (partial
correlations).

As shown in Table 4, fourth grade students who receive free or reduced price lunches tend to score lower
on reading section of the achievement test than students not receiving free/reduced  lunches.  It should be
noted that most 4th graders (85%) in the sample received free/reduced lunches.  Students who speak
English with their friends at school tend to score higher in both reading and math than students who speak
 mostly in Spanish .   Finally, students who attended private schools in their home countries tend to score
higher in reading and math than students who attended public schools. 



Among 10th graders,  students who attended private schools also did better in math and reading than those
who attended public schools.  Finally, students whose parents attended college score higher on the test as
compared to those whose parents did not.  Both father=s education and mother=s education were
significantly related to math scores. 

Table 4

Partial Correlations of Selected Background Variables and Stanford 9 Reading Comprehension and
Mathematics Scores, Controlling for ESOL Level, Grades 4, 10

Grade 4
(n = 954)

Grade 10
(n = 792)

Reading Math Reading Math

Received Free /Reduced Lunch -.12* -.10 -.06 .01

Speaks English with Friends at School .18* .12* .04 -.07

Attended private school .14* .19* .18* .20*

Father attended college .04 .05 .14* .16*

Mother attended college .04 .07 .10 .14*

* p < .001.
In summary, variables related to the student=s or the family=s prior education are the most predictive of test
performance.  Some variables, such as student attending a private or public schools in the home country,
address both the student=s socioeconomic (SES) status and the quality of their prior education.  That is, it
is assumed that only individuals with financial resources can send their children to private schools which are
generally considered to provide a superior education.  Other background variable measures may not be
accurate.  For example, it is generally thought that secondary grades students often refuse the free/reduced
lunch program to avoid stigmatization. Similarly, students in the lower grades may not be aware of their
parent=s educational histories.  This would explain why a relationship between parent education and test
scores was not observed in the lower grades.

Achievement Test Validity Among Former LEP Students.  The previous results indicate that  English
language achievement tests are not valid measures of content area knowledge when applied to the LEP
student population.  On the other hand, it appears that achievement tests sometimes, but not always, are
valid measures of content area knowledge when used to measure the performance of recently exited LEP
students.  In the present case, the term recently exited LEP students refers to students who have within the
past two years been classified as proficient in the English language.  The following analysis explores in
greater detail the test  performance of recently exited ESOL students.



To carry out the analysis, students who had recently exited ESOL were grouped according to reading
comprehension skills in Spanish and English.  A median split was performed on the scale score results of
the reading comprehension test in Spanish and English.  Students scoring above the median were grouped
and considered to have high language skills and students scoring below the median were grouped and
considered to have low language skills.  Therefore, four language skills groups were formed containing
students with different combinations of language skills in Spanish (high/low) and English (high/low).

As shown in Table 5, among fourth graders, the achievement test proved valid in assessing the math
performance of most of the students.  The one exception was among students with high Spanish language
skills and low English language skills.  This groups tended to answer on average one more item correct in
Spanish as compared to the English language test.

Among 10th graders, the test proved valid only for students with high English language skills and low
Spanish language skills.  Students with high Spanish language skills performed better in the Spanish language
problem solving test regardless of their English language skills.  Students who had  low skills in both
languages also performed better in Spanish.  Interestingly enough, the greatest disparity among the two tests
occurred among students with high language skills in both languages.  These students, who scored the
highest among the four group of students, missed on average 5 items in the English language test that they
answered correctly in the Spanish language test. 

In summary, English language achievement tests are, for the most part, not a valid measure of content area
knowledge for secondary students who recently exited ESOL and appear to discriminate most particularly
against bright students and generally against those who have strong home language skills.  At the 4th grade
level the English language achievement test seems to validly assess the performance of most of the recently
exited students.  The test seems to discriminate only against students with strong home language skills who
have not fully developed their English language skills.



Table 5

Mean Difference in Mathematics Raw Scores: Stanford 9 - Aprenda 2, for Students Recently Exited
from ESOL, Grades 4 and 10

                               Grade 4                                    Grade 10
                                              (n = 218)                                                                 (n = 139)

  English   
Language 
Literacy >

High
English

Low
English

High
English

Low
English

High
Spanish

0.6
(656)

-1.2
(618)

-5.4
(708)

-4.4
(698)

Home Language
Literacy

Low
Spanish

5.6
(643)

2.9
(610)

0.3
(695)

-2.9
(680)

Note.  Numbers in parentheses represent the groups= mean scale scores in math.

CONCLUSIONS

The present results suggest that English language achievement tests are not valid measures of academic
achievement when applied to the LEP student population.  Additionally, achievement tests are often not
valid measures of academic knowledge when applied to students who have recently been classified as
English language proficient.  Achievement tests appear to be particularly unable to accurately measure the
content area skills of secondary students and of students with strong home language literacy backgrounds.
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