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ABSTRACT 

Teachers of English Language Learners (ELLs) have a unique opportunity to connect 

with families through observation, documentation, and assessment of 

children. Assessments using developmentally appropriate and asset-based approaches can 

be collected and shared with families to engage them in the learning process. This article 

provides practical steps for using a variety of formative assessment methods by which 

teachers of ELL's can build this vital bridge to families successfully.   
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Introduction 

English Language Learners (ELLs) in K-12 classrooms have expanded to record levels in 

the US, providing new challenges and opportunities for classroom teachers.  According to the US 

Department of Education NCES report, ELLs now comprise 14% of all public-school students 

(NCES, 2016). The result of this growing population is that more and more teachers have 

English Language Learners in their classrooms. Teachers of ELLs, however, may not understand 

how to engage these students and their families. When done well, observing, documenting, and 

assessing English Language Learners can build a greater connection between families, teachers 

and ELLs.   

A New Perspective of “Assessment” 

Before reviewing strategies for bridging teachers and families through assessment, it is 

important to define assessment from a new perspective. For some students, families and teachers, 
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the term “assessment” is often associated with a negative connotation and high-stakes tests. The 

original word, however, has a much different meaning. The word assessment comes from the 

Latin word “assidere,” which means to “sit beside” (Stefanakis, 2002). Assessment, therefore, 

should be considered as something personal and individualized. When done well, integrating 

observation, documentation and assessment with families can lead to positive outcomes for 

teaching and learning and promote building relationships between students, teachers, and 

families.   

Imagine a scenario in which a teacher often calls on Lily, a first grader, to read out loud 

in class and participate weekly in spelling tests. Then the teacher calls home to report to the 

mother that Lily is not participating in class reading and is cheating on the tests. It turns out that 

Lily (Liliana) was recently adopted from Ukraine and has limited English proficiency. The 

teacher, though already informed of the situation, was not “sitting beside” and aware of Lily’s 

language needs. To appropriately meet the cognitive, social, and emotional needs of students, 

teachers must remove the negative stigma of testing and adopt a more personal “sitting beside” 

approach to understand the needs of all children.   

Parents or caregivers are in fact the child’s first teachers and already have strong interest 

in their children. When teachers assess students, they can rely on family input to help strengthen 

that relationship and improve assessment. Most families of ELLs have a strong belief and 

support of schooling and want their children to succeed in school (Good et al., 2010). In the 

scenario described earlier, Lily’s mom was incredibly knowledgeable and interested in her 

daughter’s education and future. The teacher, however, missed an opportunity by not relying on 

the expertise of Lily’s mother to better understand her strengths and needs. When teachers 

choose to work with families, this provides a unique opportunity to be engaged directly with the 
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best source of knowledge about what the child can and cannot do yet and how to best help them.  

In addition, it provides an opportunity to share with families how they can reinforce the 

appropriate skills they are working on at school.   

Related to the understanding of “sitting beside”, formative assessment may be the most 

effective educational practice to support student academic achievement (Black et al.,1998).  

Formative assessment focuses on progress monitoring and growth versus a comparison to others, 

which is typical when conducting high-stakes assessment. Sharing information with families 

about the progress of students allows them to be more engaged with their child’s learning. This 

bridge between home and school can be beneficial to the child’s overall growth and 

development. 

Assessment, particularly formative assessment, can be done as a part of regular school 

activities during any part of the day. It requires observing and documenting how each child 

behaves, learns, reacts, and interacts. Reflecting on information and using the data to guide 

decisions is an ongoing process that all interested parties (families and teachers) can practice.  

Involving all parties in observing, documenting, and assessing children is a vital part in helping 

guide the development of ELLs.   

Teachers may be prepared to assess non-ELLs but may struggle with how to 

appropriately engage ELLs and their families in this process (Dollaghan et al., 2011). To address 

this, teachers can build the bridge with families of ELLs by (1) overcoming their own biases to 

create a point of entry; (2) using developmentally appropriate practices; and (3) communicating 

with families about assessment. 

Overcoming Bias 
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When assessing ELLs, is important to address any biases and use objective assessment 

practices. Educational bias takes place in different gender, cultural, economic, and ethnic 

situations. Research has demonstrated that bias is also more common among teachers when they 

are working with students from different cultural backgrounds (Souto-Manning et al., 2016).   

Bias can be exhibited in practices, attitudes, and behavioral expectations. These biases 

occur when teachers give an advantage to one culture or preferring one culture over another.  

Addressing one’s own biases when assessing ELLs is the first step in building a bridge to engage 

families.  A great resource for helping with addressing biases can be found at: 

http://www.tolerance.org. This teaching tolerance website provides free resources to teachers 

which emphasize social justice and anti-bias approaches. These resources include teaching 

materials and professional development opportunities (podcasts, journals, etc.) that can help 

address implicit biases.  

Teacher bias, even if they are implicit, often negatively impacts the assessment process.  

When observing ELL’s behaviors, it is particularly common for subjective language to be used, 

possibly inferring what a child is thinking. For example, children from some cultures learn that it 

is inappropriate to initiate conversations with adults, to engage with other children competitively, 

or to look, directly at adults. To practice being more objective in recording observations, an 

interactive guide is available at: http://toddlers.ccdmd.qc.ca/netquiz/Objective-Writing/ This 

website provides a free quiz to help identify when observations are written subjectively and 

provide training for how to revise those notes. Users first watch short video clips of young 

children and sort each observation statement as either objective or subjective. After submitting 

answers, the user is provided with a score and additional hints to learn from incorrect responses.  

The second part of the training includes a challenge of highlighting ONE sentence out of 3-5 that 
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is subjective (shows bias). Finally, users are asked to modify a subjective observation statement 

and convert it into one that is objective.  

Using an Asset-Based Approach to Assessment  

Another way to overcome bias and begin bridging relationships with families is to use an 

“assets-based” approach of assessment. Unfortunately, a “deficit” way of thinking has been in 

place for a long-time regarding ELLs and what they can offer (Valencia, 1993). A deficit model 

is one that sees differences to the norm as a problem that needs to be fixed, whereas an asset-

based approach recognizes the benefits and opportunities to the diversity (Rose, 2006). NAEYC, 

an organization supporting the education and development of young children, can provide a 

guide for an asset-based thinking about ELLs and their families. NAEYC has developed several 

recommendations for connecting families to classrooms and describes linguistic and cultural 

diversity as being an “asset, not deficit, for young children” (NAEYC 2009, p 1). This 

organization has recommended that teachers (1) Actively involve families in the early learning 

program, (2) Help all families realize the cognitive advantages of a child knowing more than one 

language, and provide them with strategies to support, maintain, and preserve home language 

learning, and (3) Convince families that their home’s cultural values and norms are honored.  

WIDA (2014) also describes an asset-based approach as “The belief that all children bring to 

their learning cultural and linguistic practices, skills, and ways of knowing from their homes and 

communities” (p. 5). It is the focus on what students CAN DO, not what they CANNOT DO that 

must remain the central point of assessment.  

To practice an asset-based approach, teachers can go through an exercise to learn how to 

appreciate the strengths rather than just the problems of students they are assessing. Teachers 

think of a student they work with that receives the most negative attention.  These are students 
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who may have challenges academically or behaviorally. Then, they can focus on that same 

student’s strengths. Leveraging one’s natural talents or “strengths” provides the greatest 

opportunity for development, rather than focusing on weaknesses, according to recent evidence 

related to positive psychology (Jimerson et al., 2002). This focus on assets, rather than deficits, 

then becomes a natural point of entry to engaging families in the discussion about assessment.  

Developmentally Appropriate Practices for Assessing ELLs 

Observing, documenting, and assessing children requires knowing how to keep records 

(document), and analyze information gathered to provide an effective learning environment for 

improved student learning. It is best to observe children in natural settings (i.e. classroom, 

playground), which include their normal everyday activities, both individually and in small and 

whole groups. This can be overwhelming at first, as it involves listening not only to the child’s 

words but paying attention to emotional tone, body language, how children use materials and 

interact with others. While many teachers may informally observe and take mental notes of 

behaviors that are useful for assessment, they may fall short of completing the cycle of 

assessment which includes documentation, reflection, and making adjustments to instruction to 

improve student learning or engagement. High quality observations provide a systemic, 

personalized framework for data collection that can help teachers better assess student’s assets 

and needs. It includes a reflective process that asks questions like “What have I learned about 

how my students learn?” and “How did they respond to the activities I provided?” Goodman 

(1985) coined the term “kidwatcher” as a teacher who observes students' activities to explore 

how they learn and think. This “kid watching” can be used to determine the next steps of 

instruction and what interventions might be implemented to support ELLs.    
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Another key to observing children is to know WHAT to focus on. Understanding what to 

assess relies on knowing research on child development and what is developmentally appropriate 

practices for each student. Research has provided many guidelines and developmental milestones 

which should be studied when assessing children. It is important that consideration is given to 

the variety of domains that should be assessed including physical, cognitive, language and 

social/emotional. More information can be found at: 

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/milestones/index.html  This website was developed by the 

Centers of Disease Control (CDC) to share developmental milestones and provides videos and 

pictures in a variety of domains.  

Procedures for Assessing ELLs 

Once an objective and assets-based perspective and developmentally appropriate 

practices are adopted, focus can be given to HOW this assessment will take place procedurally.  

There are various types of observation methodologies and formats for collecting information that 

can be used.  Running records and anecdotal records are two of the most common types of 

recording techniques used (Cartwright et al., 1982). Running records refer to in-the-moment 

observations. It is essentially a “play-by-play” of what is going on. This approach is helpful as it 

allows for real-time documentation of events but is limited in that it requires a dedicated 

observer, which is not always possible. Anecdotal notes are also common and refer to notes from 

events that were important to record but must be recorded after the fact.    

For anecdotal records to be successful, teachers must plan out what behaviors or learning 

outcomes they are wanting to observe. Anecdotal notes of significant events related to those 

outcomes can be jotted down throughout or after the day of observation. The content of 

anecdotal notes often includes date and name of student being observed, strengths or positive 
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traits, and teachers comments for plan of action or what to look for in future observations. It is 

helpful when teachers follow an ABC approach for recording which contains the Antecedent, 

Behavior, and Consequence of the event.  

Collecting information about students’ growth can rely on a variety of formats. It is 

important to consider a friendly and useful format that can be completed efficiently. One 

example of this easy process is using sticky notes to record running records of activity. Teachers 

can carry a stack of sticky notes and jot down behaviors and then combine those with others 

written in the past to track progress over time.  

Portfolios are used as well as folders, communication journals and daily reports to record 

and share information about children (O'Malley et al., 1996). Davies (2002) provides several 

guidelines for what to include and the approach to take when using portfolios. Most important 

are that students are involved in the process of selecting and reflecting on their own sample of 

work.  It is imperative that ELLs also participate in communicating their own strengths and areas 

to improve when reviewing materials in which they have created and received feedback. The 

materials included demonstrate progress, growth, and development (Babee et al., 2013). This 

reflection time can be an important part of the learning process specifically for ELL populations 

(Shao-Ting et al., 2010).  

Technology-oriented applications have entered the market such as SeeSaw 

(http://www.seesaw.com) and ClassDojo (http://www.classdojo.com). These technologies allow 

teachers to record student work and have available in a portfolio format which can be shared 

with families.  Many of these apps/web-based programs rely on using digital cameras to record 

either video or direct evidence of children’s work or behaviors that require documentation.  
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Rubrics or checklists are also quite common ways to document learners and are specifically 

helpful to track progress in certain behaviors.   

Formative assessment methods for collecting data rather than standardized tests are better 

indicators of what ELLs can do.  Younger students from culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds, particularly have not been socialized to these types of tests, and one may end up 

underestimating the child’s actual abilities (Navarrete et al., 1990). Relying on developmentally 

appropriate observations and using a variety of assessment formats can provide the best results of 

what a child can do and how to best help them reach their full potential.  

Communicating Assessment with Families 

When communicating assessment results with families it is important to remember the 

purpose for involving families in the first place. Why is the connection between families and 

school so important?  Several research studies have supported family involvement by showing a 

positive effect on student achievement, and conversely, that lack of family participation in the 

learning process can be detrimental to students (Wilder, 2014). In a study of preschool students’ 

grades and skill ratings, for example, Marcon (1999) found that parents with high involvement 

ratings had higher achieving students. This finding held across income levels and backgrounds of 

a variety of families. In research specific to migrant parents, another study found that children 

who were successful in school had family members who were actively engaged in supporting 

their children’s education. López (2001) adds, however, that this engagement among ELL 

families might be in ways that are not commonly recognized by educators and policymakers.  A 

variety of conceptualizations of involvement must be provided in these cases. Finally, Choi 

(2015) discovered that a high level of family engagement with school can impact achievement 

and self-efficacy well into high school.  
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Teachers must value parents as an important source of assessment information. Many 

opportunities for formal and informal exchanges with families to gather and share information 

about the child are important.  Formal conferences are one way this can be accomplished, but 

informal communication should start on the first encounter with the child and families. Early in 

the process, information can be collected about the child’s interests and background. Using an 

Interest Inventory in the family’s native language is one way to accomplish this. An Interest 

Inventory is simply a list of questions that is designed to get to know the student better and build 

better relationships. One study reported children completing interest inventories appreciated the 

opportunity to talk about their interests, skills, and experiences (Brenna et al., 2017). Another 

study reported positive results in using this survey information for assessing early reading 

motivation (Marinak et al., 2015).   

Collecting information about students’ language development could be of particular 

importance for ELLs and their families. ELLs are unique in their backgrounds and may have a 

variety of languages that are used in the home that are important to consider. The student 

language inventory can include questions such as: Is English your first language? Can you speak 

another language? If yes, what language? What language do you speak most often with your 

family? As the first step in a multi-step method of recognizing students who qualify for English 

learner student services, most state education departments across the United States recommend 

or mandate schools to use a home language survey (Zehr, 2010). The Department of Education 

has developed a home language survey assess and support students’ English language acquisition 

and achievement (Henry et al., 2017).   

When sharing information such as portfolios of the child’s work, allow opportunities for 

parents to ask questions and share their own experiences. When interviewing parents of ELLs 
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about their experience in schools, it was found that barriers were more deeply rooted in 

relationships than in language differences (Good et al., 2010). The teacher can gain considerable 

insight into the child by listening carefully to parent responses and reports on their experiences 

with the child. Important information about the child's use of language can be gained from parent 

conferences, especially when the language used in the child’s classroom is different from the 

language used at home.   

When working with families, it is important to encourage home language and literacy 

development. Teachers need to assure families that the continuation of the home language 

contributes to children’s ability to acquire English Language proficiency. Honoring and 

appreciating the cognitive advantage of multiple languages is key and can support and preserve 

home language learning. When communicating with families, it is important whenever possible 

to use home language.   

Conclusion 

ELLs are a growing population of children who will be filling tomorrow’s classrooms; 

therefore, it is vital for teachers to have a solid foundation for engaging students and their 

families in the assessment process to ensure optional learning. The teacher to family connection 

reaps many benefits including a window into the abilities and provides an asset-based approach 

to assessment.  Assessing ELLs is different than assessing native English-speaking students, and 

engaging families is an important component of that process. The bridges teachers build with 

families today will have a more positive impact on ELLs growth and development for the future.  

By building these bridges with families through assessment, we can all “sit beside” and share in 

the child’s growth and development.   
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