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This paper exasines the usage of ‘testing instrulents
. to ,identify the langnage and dialect dominance c¢f children. In order
not to misuse language ‘assesssment tests, a careful distinction sust
be made tetween the terss "language proficiesey," "language .
" preference,™ and "relative Tanguage ptoficiency.» pifferences in the
several types -of language assessment instruments, sust also be taken
into consideration. These differences inclufle type of data proyided,

such as information on. pronngciation or syntax, and required skill ~ ,

levels for test administrators and evaluators Questiondhitee)
story-telling, question-ansver format, and cosbination tests, such as
the Language ability Scales (LXS), 'are exanples,pf language '
assesssent instruments requiring differént skills and leasnring
different features. An exasple it giver of a language assessaent
sodel that yields only limited iaformation, due tc lack of sufficient
.. preparation on the part of the adsinistrators. It is suggested that
the ‘following model should be followed: (1) tests sust. be selected
with specific criteria in sindj (2) ‘the test administrator® should
meet certain qualifications, such as sufficient training; (3) the
prisary invesstigator should have forsal lingniztic training; and (%)
an in-service course shculd be given, to thege responsible for .usage
-, of test results, in the areas of sociolinguistics, structure of
Standard American Bnglish and dialects tested, and languag!
acquisition. (Anthor/lu) , - :
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s . R@productions supgplied by EDRS are the beft that can be made s

L s .from the original docusent. _®
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et Sl ot Wololhins / + san Diégo State University ~SERS OF THEEMCSTSTEY
STATED DO WO ,/ - . ' Y y
SENTOFFICIAL NAT ‘ ‘
EDUCATION POSITION 5§ : . : -
.3 A au,;vs Nichols decision and AB 1329 require that
. r le +
State o Callfornla‘Pe evaluated to determine
the domlna t\)anguag r each child. Thus, many of us must .o
deal with/the proble oral language assessment of school ! S ’
- i ¥ * . . .
children This papef@wil]l concentrate on a particular _ : .
L4 -: ' g :
© aspect gf that problpm, namely the uses and mis-usgz_af Y
5 ’ o
langua assessmenfftests.’ It will do this by Il)distinguishing .
s : .

"and dorminance tests used as oral language

nts; 2) describing several different basic,
types of languagg.aasessment tests, giving an example of

’

each, and specxﬁylng some-0f the advantages and dlsadvantages,

- .1
limitations anqgtapabilities of each type,_3)dlscu551ng an

example of thegadmlnlstratlon, evalu atlon and use of a
language asseggment test; and finally 4) giving some )

1 s . . . 4
conclusions abqQut the uses and limitations of language assessment

tests, and Eégcifying sogé of the feéu#tements_for those who

-

- administer, evaluate~6£g apply'the-results &f. language tests,

‘.‘

- N .

- . .
» . . ”
2y .

First, we must distinguish between ‘language proficiency . -
- 4 -

_and between two types of'ianguage dominance: language
~ . . .
pEferdnce and relative language ‘prcficiency. Proficiency in a

language réfers to a peréoq's level of ability in that language.

- ' ]

Vi .
A complete proficiency test covers all four areas of language,
o ’ - ! -

This paper was firsg presented at the CATESOL convehtlon in
San Francxsco,>Ca11forn1a on March 5, 1978.
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usage: speech, lisEeniné, reading and. writing. In adqgtibn, ‘

. . . \\
it tests prominciation, syntax (including mbgphology), lexicony

— -~

. -
and semantics. Such a test must determine the student®s

abilities in each of these areas, im each relevant laﬁéuage, .

[}

ahd alsoc must present these results in a“form that énables

3

determinations to be made as to whether and where language

®

. ‘!hstruction is needed, what prescrictive techniques might

be of help.veEc.

Dominahce, ¢n the other hand, has several definitions.
, .

% M . ’

The most common two are presented and used here. First,

Y . . ...
language preference, the more popular definition, says that
a child's dominan%t language is that language (or dialect)in

which the child is more comfortable in an unstructured

- L

situation. Thys, a chilg's dominant language or dialect

- L4 ~

would be the cne he would choose to uge if given the opportunity.
4

. This choice may charge depending .upon the situation or domain

.

.

in which the child finds himself, for example, whether he

i% speaking on the piayground, in school, in his community,

or n‘rus home. He may feel more comfortable using English

—

in school, Spanish in- church, and a mixture of the twd* at home.
For more scientif:ic purposes, however, language dominance -

should be detefmiﬁed as Burt and Dulay (ih press) suggest, ° ,

by'téstiﬁg the relative ability of thq student in -two

-

languages or dialects. This would be determined as g-result
of a éroficiéncy test given in both languages or diaMjcts.
The data” obtained ffom‘such tests should give verifiaple
infofmapion as to the student's actu;l proficiency i .Eoth

. - ™ -
languages, regardless of his préferences in any one’sitqation;

. ' / - -
3 ‘ '
. " . “ — . ,
. ‘ -
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However, witﬂjrespeét'té the way in which ianguage

assessment tests are normally implemented and their re§ults

J .

~applied in the classroom, these three categories become

confused. .A teés may have been intended to show language

preference, butfinst{uctions’ior the test will imply that

-. the test will also give an indic4tion of the child's language

proficiency. Thus, these three terms come to-be used care-

v. : \ . )
lessly, loosely, and interchangeably. We must be careful.

" to distinguish between them. A test which has been designed

aqd is intended to show whicth of two languages-a child prefers
‘ v - e - -
or is more comiortable with, stould-not be:mis-used by trying

. . -~

to employ;&t to place the child at a discrete language

proficiency level.
The ‘goint hLere is that .ty being careful teo distinguish

between the terms. proficiency, language preference, and ¢

refative language proficiency, we will be able to be more

a N r

selective both in ghoosing a,languyage assessmept instrument

4

and in using Jamd not smis-using) the results obtained from

~

that instrument. Thusg we will be -able to avoid using a

-

test intended to determine the language preference of ‘the
- A . 2 . .

child to determine ,proficiency'levels for the child or to
—:ﬁétermine the relative language dopinance. We need/ to

consider our use of this terminology, and hopefizlly in
this way better meet the needs of our/childrén quterms ot

language identification andsprescription. : '§

' £ h]
. -
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.

Several types of language assessment instruments will

. . .

be described.in this.section and are’ summarized in the . ‘

accompanying table. One .of the purposes of this section is

to point out some !mportant ways én-wsich these type's bf
tests differ. These differences are relevant both in .
de%eémining which test we choose- for a spécific situation j
anq<purpose, and alsb for éete;z;.ing how we will use a
gi;en tegt, for examp:ie, #éeth;r.w;>use 1t to test langmage )
proficiency or language preference. '

‘N -

One of the ways in-which the suxrarized tests differ, .

-

1s in the 'type cf data tha® the, provide. How much infor-
mation is obtained ranges fror a‘complete recoré of the 5

“ -

student's responses on 2 tace, %o only a simpile, r‘mm»érical (”"
. . pd

or Yes/no score showingy wnether.the gtudent i€ or did not
4 . .o *

k.

. o = - -y - - LA
respond as expec+ted 'cr at al.). Thé tests algso differ in
whether they provide ;nfor:atio? about pronunciafion,'\,

morphology, lexiccn cr syntég, as well as whether listening

. Oor speakibg are being testegd. - we 'should nqu that ﬁﬁa amount . -

" and type of information made availabie by a test wdll have

an important affect on what types of analysis can later be

th

performed ané what types of irnforration ¢an be obtained . \\

about the studen%'s abilities, the prescriptive technigues

that .can be applied, etc. \ . b
Specific examples of these language assesspent tegts .
”
L ~ P
differ in the *levels of skills thaj} are required. The :

-

adminigtrator of the test may need to just operate a %qug}tet .

‘'show pictures, or ask questions.' The transeriber may just

14 ’ ...5 . . -
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" need a check sheet, may be reguired to take down t e responses-

verbatim in handwriting, or;may reed trained;@xmological
“ -~ M

skills. The evaluato* may just be reguired to use codht{ng

skills, or .may need formal linguistic trairing. The person

-

who will make use of the .test may need various skills,

depending on to what use he/she wilk put the results of the

test, e.g. to implement new curriculum. .

. -

+As we shall sge then, %he use to which the testg are ,

¢

test administrator

-

pat will determine what kirnds of skills th

L]

(1]

and evaluator w:ill need.
. - . . . A J
S The. first tssx :n tne takle :1s the guestionnaire: .As

w»

‘can reacdily be seen, 1t 1s 2nly useful for identifying

! language preferences. A larng.age assessmenit guestionnaire
L ]

such as the San Tiego Hcme Lancguage Survey (which has been
L : . g .
adopted as part of s California Language Censusj,

I

is" only intended- to zcen:;fy ianguages used in thg home. -

-

Tybically this type af test 1s useﬁ as a gross identifier o

4

ana is followeu, as regu ; ec by a nore complete assessment tuol
€

' - . ’
i ..

Stbry—télling, the se;ond tybe Jf test inAthe table, "

has Droadér gOSSlbllltles -Tﬂe?qbild is given a picture p
:Q" . S e i
and is asked to tell, ot @ake up a étory-about the picture.

4 (S
.

Advantages of this type of’tést, e&empiified by the Basic

-
» Ed

Inventory of Natural Language (BINL) are that it elicits ,

_¢*natyral, language from the student,'and that it can provide
L 4 .

a good deal of ini;gmatlon, partlcularly related to overall

1 verbalness. This type of test can be snltable for proflc1ency

s .

determinations, if enough data Qn approprlate structgres 1s

available and analyzed. Diéadﬁqntages’are_that it is
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’

difficult to elicit specific strdctures, and to elicit those .

-

strucdtures moreé than once for verification is almost impossible.

In addition, phonological characteristics cannot be.reliably ,
. A .

: . Yo .

tested for the satmy reasons. »The test n.also be mis-used,

. if dnlyla small portion of the data is analyzed (an understandable

. . L
P . . . o . E .
temptation, since transcription can be very time-consuming.

¥4

_Finally, beEause of the largé amount of data to be "analyzed . »

P <5! a non-structured kind, evaluators may need more than just
. - ; jndaioAty

-

v _
« _ a normal knowledge 0f the language tested to make fair
assessments. 8 . ' s
The guest:iodn-answer Zorma* is another of the types of

L4 ’ =
-~ .
. tests suggested here. Examples of this type of test are

V\(,

BEM; and the San Diego Obsérvation

<

yntax Measure |

—

the Bilingual S

Assessment In trﬁment»fwhiﬁu has alsp been adopted as part of
. . ° ¥
\\\\\\- the Cal}fo:nia Language ggns:s). As with the story-telling
format, a picture.is used as stimulus, but spec1%ic guestions
are asked about the picturgs to elicit specific structures,
lexical items, qt%.' klso, sihce thaere is a more liizied

amount of natural language obtained, “evaluation is more limited

1 2

and easier to accomplish. Although this is a more efficient
¢ - ) ’

system it-is more structured so that the free speech obtained .

1

is of a more limited variety. Another disadvantage is that. .
the questions have to be,very_carefuilygconstruqﬁed sb that

the precise response will in fact be elicited. Also,
, . ¥4 ’

. pronumciation can again only be analyzed as -a side issue,

! s . -~

. /
. since any one sound will not necessarily be elicited from,

the student. Given the above considerations, ‘this test may

’

also be suitable for proficiency or language preference testing.

- - .

FRIC - 7 S

s . . . ’
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. The final typezis the repetition test, such as the Gloria

.

and David.' Sententes are imitated usually from a taped model.
: This'type ig particularly good for studying sound usage, since
- all utterances are prescribed ancd discrete items can be repeated

for verification. Also, this mode is effective for identifying

» -

;on-standard dialect usage, sirce many non-standard speakers

will translaté:the standard dialect that they hear into their /
own diaﬁézt. The Gloria and David is particularly appropriate

with ifs ﬁany instances of plural, possessive and third

persoﬁ singular morphemes. Disadvantages of thf repetition

——

test are #irst that no natural or spontaneous production can ..

be expected. Also, ornly limited information can be obtained
, -

since the model will sreakK correctly structured sentences
fé¥ the suBjects to model. The model's language usage may .
also serve as a detriment, as is evidenced by the unnatural

pronuqciation hearcd on some tapesf Aéﬁitional potential
f problems are the effects ofithe students' short attention . ’
d and memory spans, and the selection of the items to be -
. . )
imitated. This type of test woulé have lim?ted application . ,

to proficiency decisiors, though may be appropriate for

language preference distinctions.

TN - .
These several types of tests are no% always used in ) -

isolation. The Language Ability Scales (LAS) combines the

.

‘-n.;‘ repetition and'question~answer modes, for example. Many

- .
= .

. "school districts will use a combination of instruments.
N
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L J . .
The Califorpia Language €ensus (adopted state instrument)’

which is based on the San Diego model, begins with they

Home Language Survey, is usually folloﬁed by observation of .

unstructured speech on the pléyground and is then followe

when appropriate by a specific assessment test:

[ -

-

A
/

anarysi§ and use of a language assessment test. With the

help of the information presented in the previous sections

: we . . . iy
of this paper,will be able to see some of the capabilities

1

d

-

.and" the limitations of such a teSt and some of the ways in -

wh;ch the results of such a test can be used and mis-used.

In this example,“375 children in grades K through 3

. . L. . [ 8
were tested.‘ All the children were of American Indian heritage,

and most were from a single tribe. The English version of
the Gloria and David repetition test wa@s administered, and
all responses were tape recorded. The individual gho was

.

assigned the task of analyzing the responses was given the

goal of discgvering and identifying the language, characterigtics

of the children's speech. The‘teachQrs of the students
were primarily interested in feedback that could be turned
immediatély’intd prescriptive devices.

The te;t was administered over a period of geveral

days by two people whb-had training in'giving tests.

Because of their training, there was consistency in overal

Fd

procedures. * Five graduéte students who had previous training

7

. Co ;

1

&

t

‘Now we will look at* a specific example of the administration,

-
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&

"in making phonological trhnscriptions, transcribed the 375

.~

tapes. - from the transcriptions, basic information could
o 2 be drawn directly, specifically a list of characteristics . '
which might provide simpre proficiency levels of pronunciation.

In many'situations, that would have been the extent of the . 1

- -

.ianalysis given. However, because the evaluatlon was dong by
Professionals in the field Further analysis was avallable.
The prlmary investightor had: a background #n the native

language of the conmun;;x, and there‘dre was able to'relate

the 1dent1f;ed differences at, the phgnologlcal and- morphological
T-Mevels. No differences could be related at other levels

because of the limitations of the Gloria and‘David test.

Not only were dl,lerences aotedsacross students w1th1n the
‘same class and across classes, but acrq&s alfferent grades

as well. Also, cverall natte*ns were 1dent1f1ed for example

— .
_ the existance of a glot ?al stap throug?out the children's

tapes, and the-apparent disappearance of some distinguishing. -

~ .Characteristics in-the older children. - -

With such specific information about the language

background of the childrén available,.potentially prescriptive

fuggestions lor language tra1n1ng could have been glven
However, two weaknesses in the testing 51tuatlon did not
allow such determinations: first, only English-was tested,

- ahd second, a repetition test with only one verb structure
- ’
(simple present, third person) had been used. Consequently,

~ recommendatlons were made that additjional testing be conducted

b u81ng another Qpe of instrument (the BINL). ) L

. -
[ .
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- *

L Even so, at this point the information that had been

obtained from tHe analysis 5f the Gloria and David test, was ’ -
ﬁét pafticulqr}y felév;nt or meaningful to the teachers, -« ° - -
s;nce’they were not.lingﬁists. For this reason, an in-service

" was’/planned to acgquaint the teacherg?&gth the inqumat;on ) <

) L, )“"\/
that had been obtained, and with the

American Standar@d  English (ASE) and the native laﬁguage of
. . [§ . LY

the area. . This kind of background knowledge would. have

Ve

eventually enabled the teachers to develop new curriculum

-

(wiwth the additional information from further testing), place

[N
¢

students 1a appropriate language proficiency le§els for -
. . . & N

instruction, and in general meet the needs of the students.
A§_xe5;ioqed above, <this model worked only to'ﬁilimitgd

extent. fThe test was chosén before decisions were made as

to whatlixpés of anrnalysis were to be performed. -  The test

did not providé~sufflcient information in all areas to

make dgterminationg of proficiency levels possible, It did Y

provide a si;ong indicafion of the extent to whigh & non-standa;d

"accent” was used by the students. The test also identified

v

g
some students who may have extremely limited English skills. &,

Even the latter gross identifications, however, may have been

affected by the students' reactijons to the testing sitpation.

1t was recommeded that additional testing be done:before N

A L]

. A 8 .
any final decisions be made, ‘and this was accomplished. It '/ «

should be noted that in another situatioq, the teachers

Al

. ' >~ - f
o~ L | . )

o . | .ll' B . | 6}

differences between :




Language Dominance Testing - 11 5 :
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- ~ -

might have taken the insufficient and incomplete results
from the initial test, used that to make determinatiohs

about the children's "ppoficiency” levels, and made pre-

scriptive decisions to be plemented in the classroom.’

;7 addition“to the fact that language proficiency"

decisjons could not be made, language dominance determinatims

also could not be made with any authority. Since only the -

.4 .

English version of the test was given, no chparison with

'

the students' skills in another I?nguage‘was possible.
Compa;isoné'with ASE and a‘non;standard dialect could be

considered, and were,- but again only at the phnnological

and morphological levels. We conclude that only limite

information could be obtained from this model and .that this

-

information was primarily concerned with the children's

pronunciation.

.

~

In summary, we are now faced with making-oral language

assessments as a necessary part of our evaluation af our

students' needs. However, we must separate out that which

we can agd should use, from that which is less usable, or.
- 1

non-informative. We must also’ be willing to take the time
to prepare ourselves to ‘do an ‘efficient job, not only of
the testing itself, but of undefstandiag what that testing

means in terms of categorizing our students.

’ .

W

W
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: primary.investigator may be helpful in this selection

~

itself should meet certain criteria. It should provide the

- ] A

.t o ¢ - . s ) <@
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! " We must &lso begin to understand the terminology

-~

involved:
‘testing. One's proficiency is one's abi)ity'level in-a

) L .
language, iR this case not\gust speaking ability, bdt

o~

proficiency’ testing is not the same as‘dominance
9 ‘ 7

»

listening ability, and for older students'readfng and writing

abilities too. Domineﬂgei-én the other hand, -tefers either to'

lyxone s preference regarding. 1 zguage usage in whatever

Situatiqn~ or 2),oﬂe/s rela

i%ies in relatxon-to
anothe; language or dialect, e firdt is a "popular

T
. v

dominance” as opposed b "the’ sécond which is a more scientific'

> ¢

' £

definition ‘of dominance® ;Both are-important concepts, but

. o, »
must be looked at as Separate items. . . ‘

( -

In conc1uSion, I suggest tpat we consider ‘the follo

model for language_assessment procedures. Firs’ .the tesf't

s £ -

information needed for the type of analysis desired. 'It,-

L

should be clear as to what type of test it is, regarding .

language preference, proficiency or'relative proficiency.

process. . S N
’ »

L]

The test should also be.identified in terms of what it

attemp%s to do, re test pronunciation, syntax, etc. The

4

] . »

P - 2
\

Next, the administrators of the test should haie the

-ehould have' sufficient

A

following qualifications. T

training in testing in general, so as to be as objective

and consistent as possible in their methdology. The tester

A

should also have enough information about what the spenific

test is deSigned, or intended to do, so that. the he/she
A

will not inadvertently elicit unueeful informétton.

’ . ¢ - - 13

P < . -

.
.

} X}

I

L
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- addition, they'should‘be'iémiliar with typical deviations ’

linguistic contrasts betWeen the relevant languages. In

‘basic contrasts between the relevant languageés and, dialkrcts.

> T ’ : ’ '. - : - - .
“Those wh&are employed in the tfanscriptiom of the ' .

%

child's responses, presumably from tapes, should have had

X}
-

linguistic training in phdnological~transcriptions. In

of ;he’group tested and @ith the language or dialects of

.
L) . 4 L]
~

the group tested. They should also he trained in such a

. . s . T
.

way as to produce, consistant transCriptions across ’

different'trapscriﬁiifg Other scorers should have qgually : /i -
&, F e . - . - ’ .
sufficient training. . coe
Thé primary investigator of’the analysis should have .
/ ’ = . a
forma lipgui;tic training. " The investigator should be

familiaq with the *strudure of ASE as well as 'with the -

~ R ir

addition, this person gzould be well prined in the strengths ’
and'weaknesses of the test being‘used, and be aware of

additional alysis wh1ch ﬁs possible from the exlstlng

. - v . e

.

data. . . .

Finally, an in-service‘should‘be given to those who .

R ) . , : <

N 4 Py r.

will use the results of the test. This in-service skould
- 4

provide basic knowledge of the structyre of ASE (phonologicalh

s

morphologicél and syntactic). It also should provide the

: -~
In addition, sociolinguistic information.regarding the

language and culture of ‘the students involved should be given.

As Well, the .teachers should be made familiar with the test,:
. -

e.g. how' it was given, what waS/analy;edk,whaé”was found.

2
ll ' s ‘ =

l}‘
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Only then, should the iﬁserv focus on curriculum
development, with specifia regard to language development ;
for the students involved in the language assessment. ’

’

“If these guidelines are followed, perhaps°some of
o) ' - .y .
‘the mié;gsé[‘aﬁd mis-interpretations of datd that cortinues

daily, will avoiﬁed.ﬁ.fhe tests that are given will bé *

+ done with .a ppecific purpose, and will be' diven, and

eValuaSed by\$rained personnel, preferably not those who

are already ov

-burdened with*classreom tqéks. At that——_
point, we may able” to_meet the needs of our students

who have been iéentified through language assessment

. . « s .
- procedures, in compliance with state’ and natiomal regulations.
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SOME GUESTIONS
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