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ELLs’ PERCEPTIONS
Abstract
English language learners (ELLs) are mandated under federal legislation to take
standardized tests in mathematics, even if they arrive in the United States with
limited English proficiency the day the test is given. The problem is that
standardized tests, which are intended to measure knowledge and skills in a
content area, really become assessments of English proficiency for ELLs. The
purpose of this study was to investigate ELLs’ perceptions of high-stakes
assessments and of the legal accommodations offered to them. The quantitative,
attitudinal surveys provided information regarding students’ experiences and
opinions on taking the New York State Regents exam in mathematics and the
accommodations they used. The researcher hypothesized that ELLs may hold
negative perceptions of the New York State Regents exam in mathematics. Also,
it was hypothesized that ELLs may report mixed feelings about accommodations
on the exam. Data taken from the surveys were tabulated and results revealed
students’ mixed opinions about the exam and the accommodations they used.
Participants reported the use of the following accommodations: time extension,
separate location, bilingual dictionaries/glossaries, simultaneous use of English
and alternative language editions, and oral translation. Overall, the present study
found that high school ELLs may have negative or mixed feelings toward highstakes assessments and accommodations.
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Introduction

English language learners (ELLs) are currently mandated under federal
legislation to take standardized tests in the content areas, even if they arrive in the
United States with limited English proficiency the day before a test is given
(Cawthon, 2010; Young, 2009). The only exception is assessments of English
language arts (ELA), for which ELLs are allowed one year of exemption (Baker,
2006). However, large-scale assessments do not necessarily measure an ELLs’
content knowledge; they may simply show the level of language proficiency a
child has (Hofstetter, 2003). ELLs are offered certain accommodations, which
vary by state, in order to account for this (Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Abedi & Hejri,
2004; Abrams, 2008; Cawthon, 2010; Hofstetter, 2003; Stansfield, 2011). The
present study added to current research by allowing ELLs to voice their own
opinions about standardized testing and accommodations.
Problem
Standardized tests, which are intended to measure students’ knowledge
and skills in a content area, really become assessments of English proficiency for
ELLs (Hofstetter, 2003). A low grade for an ELL on a standardized math test
might truly reflect low reading and writing skills and a cultural mismatch rather
than a below-average understanding of mathematics. Even if an ELL receives
accommodations, the appropriateness and effectiveness of these accommodations
is not always clear (Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Abedi & Hejri, 2004; Stansfield,
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2011). What’s more, student opinions about large-scale assessments and the
accommodations provided to them are largely unknown in the literature. This
research study seeks to fill that space.
Purpose and Significance
Since no known studies exist on how the students themselves feel about
these assessment issues, this study attempts to fill the gap regarding testing
accommodations for large-scale assessments which are required of ELLs. The
purpose of this study, therefore, was to discover students’ opinions about
standardized tests and accommodations which they encountered. The study
investigated high school ELLs’ perceptions of high-stakes assessments and the
legal accommodations offered to those students within Western New York.
Attitudinal surveys provided information regarding students’ experiences taking
the New York State Regents exam in mathematics and their opinions about the
test and the accommodations they used. It was hypothesized that ELLs may
indicate negative perceptions of the New York State Regents exam in
mathematics. Also, it was hypothesized that ELLs may report mixed feelings
about accommodations on the exam. The present study was carried out in hopes
that it would add to current literature on the use of standardized testing with
ELLs.
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Literature Review

ELLs currently form a growing, diverse group of students in the United
States (Abedi, 2002; Fry, 2008). Current literature on high-stakes assessments
shows that these tests are negatively impacting ELLs and adding to the
achievement gap between ELLs and native speakers of English (Abedi, 2002;
Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Abedi & Hejri, 2004; Abedi & Lord, 2001; Amrein &
Berliner, 2003; Cawthon, 2010; Fry, 2008; Hofstetter, 2003; Menken, 2006;
Pappamihiel & Walser, 2009; Rotenberg, 2002; Wolf, Herman, & Dietel, 2010;
Young, 2009). Many recent studies have examined the various types of
accommodations offered to ELLs, although the research seems to be inconclusive
as to which accommodations are best under certain circumstances (Abedi &
Gándara, 2006; Abedi & Hejri, 2004; Cawthon, 2010; Hofstetter, 2003;
Stansfield, 2011; Wright, 2007). Before discussing these issues, however, it is
imperative to look into perhaps the most controversial piece of educational
legislation to this date: the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2002.
No Child Left Behind
Politics play an immense role in the education of ELLs (Shannon,
2008). Lemke, Hoerander, and McMahon (2006) discussed the impact of A
Nation at Risk, a report in 1983 on the state of the country’s schools at the time.
The book revealed achievement gaps between students of various socioeconomic
statuses (SES) and academic backgrounds. Since then, much of federal legislation
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has attempted to make improvements in areas such as the achievement gap in
mathematics between the subgroup of ELLs and the subgroup of non-ELLs, also
referred to as native speakers of English (Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Lemke et al.,
2006; Menken, 2006). The strongest example of this is NCLB, which was signed
by the former President George W. Bush in 2002 in order to increase schools’
accountability for all students and to decrease the performance gaps by the target
year of 2014 (Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Lemke et al., 2006). The legislation
currently requires schools to test third to eighth grade and high school students in
mathematics and ELA (Cawthon, 2010; Young, 2009). Young (2009) adds that
students are also assessed in science three times, “once each in Grades 3 to 5, 6 to
9, and 10 to 11” (p. 124).
In order to demonstrate schools’ improvements in the percentage of
students scoring at or above the targeted level on these tests, Adequate Yearly
Progress (AYP) measures are created based on the results (Abedi, 2004; Cawthon,
2010). The original goal of NCLB was “…to bring all students up to a level of
academic ‘proficiency’ within a 15-year period” (Nichols, Glass, & Berliner,
2005, p. 5). In order for this to occur, the government began to use financial
rewards and sanctions based on AYP (Lemke et al., 2006). For example, financial
rewards and recognition are promised to schools and teachers who make the
largest improvements or surpass AYP for at least two consecutive years (Nichols,
Glass, & Berliner, 2005). For schools which fail to meet AYP for a certain
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number of consecutive years, a variety of sanctions will occur. Sanctions range
from as little as the provision of technical assistance and expert advisers to
reconstruction of the entire school staff, under the state’s jurisdiction, and a
reopening of the school in the form of a charter school.
This use of financial rewards and punishments includes the subgroup of
ELLs. States are required to “identify English learners, measure their English
proficiency, and include them in state testing programs that assess academic
skills”, along with reporting AYP (Payán & Nettles, 2006, p. 2). The problem
with this is that ELLs as a subgroup are struggling (Abedi, 2002; Abedi &
Gándara, 2006; Abedi & Hejri, 2004; Abedi & Lord, 2001; Amrein & Berliner,
2003; Cawthon, 2010; Fry, 2008; Hofstetter, 2003; Pappamihiel & Walser, 2009;
Rotenberg, 2002; Wolf, Herman, & Dietel, 2010; Young, 2009). NCLB defined
ELLs as students who meet the following criteria:
(a) age 3 through 21; (b) enrolled or preparing to enroll in an elementary
or secondary school; (c) not born in the United States or whose native
language is not English; (d) a Native America, Alaskan Native, or a native
resident of the outlying areas; (e) from an environment where a language
other than English has had a significant impact on an individual’s level of
English language proficiency; (f) migratory and comes from an
environment where English is not the dominant language; and (g) has
difficulties in speaking, reading, writing or understanding the English
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language that may deny the individual the ability to meet the state’s
proficient level of achievement and the ability to successfully achieve in
classrooms where English is the language of instruction, or to participate
fully in society. (Cawthon, 2010, p. 1)
The official title given to ELLs under NCLB is Limited English Proficient (LEP),
which essentially means the same thing as the acronym ELL (Cawthon, 2010).
However, ELL has become a more preferred term, as it does not contain a
negative connotation and portrays the student as having more potential to learn
English as a second language (Wright, 2010). The acronym ELL will be used
throughout the research study.
Although the intentions of NCLB are good, in that they aim to bring more
attention to ELLs and hold schools accountable for the success of all students,
while also bringing more attention to struggling subgroups, such as ELLs and
students identified as needing special education, there are a number of issues in
the assessment of ELLs in particular which have been studied and analyzed
(Abedi & Gándara, 2006). The expectation of NCLB seems to be that all United
States students make up a large homogeneous group, meaning they have similar
learning styles, backgrounds, and abilities, and are capable of being assessed in
the current standardized manner. This contradicts the purpose behind NCLB,
which is to hold schools accountable for all students, including those who are
different from the norm (Shannon, 2008). Abedi and Gándara (2006) also
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discussed the backwards nature of the legislation by stating that it doesn’t make
sense to expect ELLs to “…progress at the same rate as their native English
speaking peers” while they are in the process of learning the language of
instruction and assessment (p. 44). Wright (2007) mentioned that the goals of
NCLB include a passing score from all ELLs on state standardized tests by 2014,
“…regardless of how long they have been in the United States”. Yet research
shows that it takes at least a handful of years to acquire academic language (Abedi
& Gándara, 2006; Wright, 2010). This unrealistic goal has received much
criticism, especially considering the negative consequences placed on schools
which fail to meet it (Wright, 2007). Overall, “…ELLs have yet to reap the
promised benefits of this educational reform; instead, the quality of schooling for
ELLs may indeed have worsened, rather than improved, during the NCLB era”
(Menken, 2010, p. 122).
NCLB has negatively impacted schools in several ways. Pressure is added
to administrators, teachers, and students because “…standardized test scores are
the indicator used to hold schools and school districts accountable for student
achievement” (Nichols, Glass, & Berliner, 2005). Because of NCLB’s demanding
goals and austere consequences, teachers are spending more time preparing for
standardized tests and putting unfair pressure on students (Nichols & Berliner,
2008). Classroom activities have shifted from “creative interdisciplinary activities
or project-based inquiry” (Nichols & Berliner, 2008, p. 15), which research has
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proven to significantly benefit ELLs (Wright, 2010), to “repetitious instruction
that boils down content to isolated bits of information” (Nichols & Berliner, 2008,
p. 15). Menken (2006) used interviews, observations, standardized test scores,
graduates and dropout data, and state, district, and school policy documents to
investigate how the emphasis on high-stakes assessments is affecting ten high
schools in New York City. Results from the study revealed that the schools’
language policies, curriculum, and teaching methods for ELLs have been molded
around the high-stakes assessment. Teachers’ focus would be better spent on
“students’ linguistic, cultural, and academic needs” (Wright, 2007, p. 18). The
message being sent to ELLs is that instruction and learning exist mainly so that
schools increase test scores (Nichols & Berliner, 2008).
Another reason this pressure is unfair for ELLs is because they typically
attend high-poverty schools (Wright, 2010), which are most likely to be closed
upon demonstrating low scores (Nichols & Berliner, 2008). Berliner (2009) listed
out-of-school factors affecting high-poverty students, including “(1) low birthweight and non-genetic prenatal influences on children; (2) inadequate medical,
dental, and vision care, often a result of inadequate or no medical insurance; (3)
food insecurity; (4) environmental pollutants; (5) family relations and family
stress; and (6) neighborhood characteristics. These characteristics of many
students’ home lives and many teachers’ and administrators’ day-to-day pressures
may have been overlooked or unforeseen at the time NCLB was written.
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Pappamihiel and Walser (2009) claimed that policies and legislation such
as NCLB are attempting to provide a simple solution where none exist, thus the
concern over how best to help ELLs succeed is complex and constantly changing.
Wright (2007) stated that “NCLB requires something that we don’t yet know how
to do” (p. 15). The standardized assessments currently being used are not
capturing ELLs’ full capabilities. For example, students who have come from
another country may have been high-performing in the content areas in their
native languages. However, given an assessment of content knowledge in a new
language, they will not likely be able to demonstrate the same amount of content
knowledge. A further example of this is a student who was successful in math in
his home country, on tests in his primary language. After moving to the United
States and learning English for a few weeks, this student is given a standardized
math test. Yet terms such as permutation and denominator are not typically
involved in the beginning stages of second language acquisition (Wright, 2010).
Thus, this student would likely get a very low score on the assessment of math,
despite being a high-performing math student in his previous country. This would
also, in turn, poorly reflect the accountability of the school. For this reason, it is
imperative that policy makers, administrators, teachers, and others in the field of
Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) continue to make an
effort to examine how ELLs and schools are affected by the mandated tests
required by NCLB.
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ELLs in the United States
Classrooms in the United States are becoming increasingly diverse, in
terms of race, ethnicity, SES, family background, culture and language (Wright,
2010). ELLs compose a large and growing subgroup of the country’s students.
Data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 2009-2010 school
year showed that almost 10% of students enrolled in prekindergarten to twelfth
grade were labeled as ELLs (NCES, 2010). This means that teachers are no longer
working with homogeneous groups of students, or students who have similar
languages, cultures, and home lives. Because ELLs are, by definition, not yet
proficient in English, teachers may not yet be trained to provide appropriate
instruction which these students can understand, or to best prepare them for highstakes assessments. As a heterogeneous group of students, some ELLs may also
be designated as having special needs, and some may have had interrupted
schooling in their home country (Wright, 2010). Two ELLs in the same class may
have numerous other differences, including their primary language, educational
background, race and ethnicity, SES, proficiency and literacy in their primary
language and English, parents’ level of education, personality, learning style, and
much more (Cortina, 2009; Wright, 2010).
Many ELLs may immigrate here as children, while approximately 75%
are born in the United States to immigrant parents (Garcia & Cuéllar, 2006;
Wright, 2010). Although this majority of ELLs are born in the country, they speak
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another language at home and are still in the process of acquiring the English
language. Wright (2010 also discussed that during a recent census, more than half
of ELLs in the country were from low-income families and that these students
typically attend schools with less-qualified teachers and fewer resources. As Fry
(2008) showed, the concentration of ELLs in this type of school is not aiding in
the mission to close the achievement gap. Therefore, a majority of the subgroup
of ELLs is being educated and tested under difficult circumstances, making it
harder to achieve the AYP goals of NCLB.
Sources show that the largest portions of ELLs live in California, Texas,
Arizona, Illinois, Florida, and New York (NCES, 2010; Payán & Nettles, 2006;
Wright, 2010), although 20 other states have shown a tremendous increase
between 1995 and 2006 (Wright, 2010). According to NCES data (2010), the
states of New York and Florida each had over 200,000 ELLs during the 20092010 school year, accounting for approximately nine percent of the country’s
ELLs. The data set also showed that there were almost 730,000 ELLs enrolled in
schools in Texas during that year, which accounted for over 15% of national
enrollment of ELLs. Almost 38%, or 1.8 million ELLs, were enrolled in
California schools that year (NCES, 2010). In 2006, almost 14% of students
enrolled in New York City public schools were ELLs, accounting for one of the
largest allocations of ELLs in the country (Menken, 2006).
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About 80% of ELLs speak Spanish in the home, while the rest speak
Vietnamese, Hmong, Cantonese, Chinese, Korean, Haitian Creole, Arabic,
Russian, Khmer, Tagalog, Navajo, and hundreds of other languages (American
Federation of Teachers, 2006; Wright, 2010). While these students must learn
English as a second or additional language, they must also adjust to the culture of
the school and learn the content in order to succeed (Abedi & Gándara, 2006).
This is quite a challenge, especially considering the evidence that shows students
take from five to seven years to master what Jim Cummins has termed cognitive
academic language proficiency (CALP) (Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Wright, 2010).
According to Abedi and Gándara (2006), this academic language is essentially the
linguistic skills required of any student to participate fully in an English-only
classroom. The language of standardized tests is truly intended for native speakers
of English, who already have mastered CALP while growing up in a home and
school environment, dominated by English. Thus, a large-scale assessment of the
country’s diverse student population is a problematic task.
Standardized tests and ELLs
An unfortunate number of ELLs do not graduate from high school
(Advocates for Children of New York, Inc., 2002; Cortina, 2009; Menken, 2010;
Wright, 2010). This may be due in part to the language and cultural mismatch of
the high-stakes assessments often referred to as high school exit exams (Abedi &
Gándara, 2006; Wright, 2010). In a review of current literature on high-stakes
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assessments and ELLs, Solórzano (2008) discussed an assumption held behind
this type of exam. The author stated “The assumption is that they are valid,
reliable, and fair, and results can be compared across student populations from
various school districts. But these assumptions about tests get strained when tied
to high stakes accountability systems used with ELLs” (Solórzano, 2008, p. 282).
Assessments created for majority-language and majority-culture students may not
maintain validity, reliability, and fairness when administered to minority-language
and minority-culture students. Since NCLB has required ELLs to be included in
high-stakes assessments, dropout rates, in New York City for example, have risen
Menken, 2010).
There are advantages and disadvantages of standardized testing, for all
students and particularly for ELLs. Gottlieb (2006) provided a table which clearly
illustrates these pros and cons (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Advantages and disadvantages of standardized tests. Adapted from
“Standardized Testing and Reporting,” by M. Gottlieb, 2006, Assessing English
Language Learners: Bridges from Language Proficiency to Academic
Achievement,, p 153. Copyright 2006 with permission.

Rotenberg (2002) affirmed that “if used in ways that promote student learning,
standardized
andardized assessments can contribute to greater accountability and improved
educational opportunities for ELL students” (p. 2). This statement aligns with the
intentions of NCLB. However, standardized tests do not encourage creativity nor
do they appeal too the variety of learning styles which research has shown any
group of students to have (Gottlieb, 2006). The results do not capture most
students’ full capabilities and are often misinterpreted. This type of assessment
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has been compared to a camera, taking a single “snap shot” of students
(Rotenberg, 2002).
Recent studies have revealed concerning data on graduation rates of ELLs
(Amrein & Berliner, 2003; Cawthon, 2010; Cortina, 2009; Herman, Klein, &
Abedi, 2000; Nichols & Berliner, 2008). Cawthon (2010) discussed how over a
third of ELLs in the class of 2007 in the entire state of Texas dropped out due to
challenges such as poverty and lack of instructional support. ELLs in eleventh
grade in Texas during 2008 were also faced with high school exit exams as a
barrier (Cawthon, 2010). In fact, the author specified that only one fifth of those
students achieved the standard level of performance for all assessed areas. The
author goes on to say that the subgroup of ELLs in this case was the lowest
scoring group reported for NCLB. This was even lower than the subgroup of
students with disabilities (Cawthon, 2010).
In 2002, 78% of ELLs in New York City did not graduate after four years
(Cortina, 2009). This was attributed to a number of factors, ranging from a
“…lack of school readiness in an English language environment” and a “…lack of
native language instruction to aid in the development of their English proficiency”
(Cortina, 2009, p. 121). The author argues that many of these students end up
feeling out of place, disinterested and frustrated because of being held back and
often excluded from mainstream classrooms. This negative attitude toward school
and the appeal of graduating is also supported by research on the impact of NCLB
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and standardized testing on students of all backgrounds (Nichols & Berliner,
2008). One of the biggest disadvantages for students who do not graduate high
school is the lack of access to higher education and better opportunities (Herman,
Klein, & Abedi, 2000). It may be that high-stakes, standardized assessments are
limiting ELLs’ individual abilities to move forward in their schooling (Amrein &
Berliner, 2003).
Linguistic complexity of standardized tests. A major reason why
standardized tests are problematic for ELLs is that they use complex language that
is typically far beyond their reading proficiency levels. Many researchers have
examined the effects of linguistic complexity of tests on ELLs’ performance
(Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Abedi & Hejri, 2004; Hofstetter, 2003; Menken, 2010;
Wolf, Herman, & Dietel, 2010; Young, 2009). Linguistic complexity in a test can
be found in the test’s directions or reading passages. Examples of such
complexity include but are not limited to word frequency or unfamiliarity, word
or sentence length, sentences which use passive voice or have multiple clauses,
and cultural references and idiomatic expressions which may not be found in an
ELL’s home culture or native language (Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Abedi & Hejri,
2004; Young, 2009). Wolf, et al. (2010) discussed how the linguistic demands on
these content tests “…may get in the way of ELL students showing what they
know and inappropriately constrain their performance” (p. 5). Abedi and Hejri
(2004) also showed that if a test uses more complex language, a larger gap will
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exist. This is understandable because non-ELLs’ English skills are far more
developed than ELLs’. Non-ELLs are more likely to understand the content
material on the test and what is being asked of them.
Linguistic complexity can be especially problematic for newcomer ELLs,
who may or may not have received any English education in their home country.
According to Baker (2006), newcomer ELLs of any age level who are in their first
year of schooling in the United States are only exempt from taking standardized
reading assessments for one year. This implies that newcomers are required to
take standardized tests in any other content area, such as mathematics or science,
which are required for all students in a given grade. Hofstetter (2003) argued,
however, that content area assessments, such as standardized tests in mathematics,
science, or social studies, become more like English proficiency assessments
when given to ELLs. For example, a high school student who moves to the United
States from South America might fail a standardized mathematics test due to
incomprehension of test directions and word problems, despite the fact that he or
she has an advanced understanding of mathematics. This student’s test results
would thus be more reflective of English proficiency as opposed to knowledge
and skills in mathematics. When comparing scores of ELLs and non-ELLs, the
conclusion is typically drawn that the non-ELL is far more skilled in mathematics
than the ELL. Unfortunately, this may be deceptive due to the difference in
English proficiencies of the students and the complex language on the test.
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The achievement gap between ELLs and non-ELLs. A great concern in
recent research is the achievement gap, also referred to as the performance gap,
which tends to exist between ELLs and non-ELLs. On the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP), ELLs have averaged 36 points less than non-ELLs
(Cawthon, 2010). While examining the relationship between students’ language
backgrounds and their performance on achievement tests, Abedi (2002) found that
ELLs’ scores were significantly lower than those of non-ELLs. Results revealed
that the performance gap was larger among older students and for test items with
a higher level of language demand. ELLs’ scores were typically lower than scores
of non-ELLs for the content areas of reading, science, and math.
There are many other reasons why this gap exists. Abedi and Gándara
(2006) listed parent education level, poverty, inadequate school and testing
conditions, and the difficulty of learning a second language as contributing
factors. Likewise, Abedi (2002) revealed how a student’s participation in free or
reduced price lunch programs and parents’ level of education can be tied to lower
achievement scores. For example, the average score of second graders who
received free or reduced price lunch was 11.6 points lower than second graders
who did not participate in the program. In ninth grade, the gap was 10.6 points.
Second graders whose parents had not graduated from high school scored a mean
of 32 points lower than their peers whose parents were high school graduates. In
ninth grade, this gap was 28.4 points (Abedi, 2002). Fry (2008) discussed how
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ELLs typically attend public schools with high percentages of ELLs, located in
large urban districts with high student-teacher ratios. This type of environment
implies more students per teacher and therefore less access to the teacher’s
attention and valuable instructional time. (Fry, 2008).
As if these reasons for the achievement gap between ELLs and non-ELLs
were not enough, there is also the issue that ELLs are simultaneously learning or
adapting to a culture that is foreign to them. Pappamihiel and Walser (2009)
referred to non-ELLs as “moving targets” (p. 136). This is due to the fact that
while ELLs wrestle with learning a new language and culture at the same time as
they learn content in that new language, non-ELLs are mastering the content and
achieving higher scores on exams. ELLs are two steps behind the moving target
of non-ELLs because of different proficiencies in the language of instruction and
assessment. Therefore, standardized tests, as they are, continue the existence of
the achievement gap.
A particular area of concern throughout the country is in the mathematics
achievement gap (Abedi & Lord, 2001; Garcia, Lawton, and Diniz de Figueiredo,
2010). Abedi and Lord (2001) found that ELLs scored substantially lower than
non-ELLs on a standardized eighth-grade mathematics test. The authors also
showed that, although some math test items may involve numbers which are
transferrable between similar languages, the linguistic complexity of math word
problems can affect student performance. In Arizona between 2005 and 2009,
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fourth and fifth grade ELLs taking the math part of the Aptitude Inventory
Measurement Service (AIMS) test scored anywhere between 45 to 55 points
lower than their native-English speaking peers (Garcia, Lawton, and Diniz de
Figueiredo, 2010). In the same state in 2009, 33.1% of ELLs failed to meet state
standards of math knowledge and skills (Garcia, Lawton, and Diniz de
Figueiredo, 2010). The national achievement gap is complex because of the
variety of student backgrounds and standardized assessment tools from state to
state. Therefore, it may be advantageous to examine the gap in a state with one of
the largest groups of ELLs: New York.
Testing ELLs in New York State
According to NCES (2010), over 200,000 ELLs, which was approximately
4.25% of the total population of ELLs in the United States, were enrolled in
schools in New York State during the 2009-2010 school year. This number of
ELLs also accounted for over seven percent of the state’s total student enrollment
(NCES, 2010). The Center on Education (2010) displayed a collection of data
concerning achievement gaps in New York State between 2006 and 2009. Gaps
between ELLs and non-ELLs in mathematics can be found throughout the
document. An example of the gap occurred in 2006, when 56% of all tested eighth
grade non-ELLs scored at the proficient level or higher, compared to only 23% of
ELLs. Similar results occurred in 2009, with 82% of non-ELLs and only 53% of
ELLs achieving a proficient-and-above score. This use of the word proficient in
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these statistics pertains to the three achievement levels, termed basic, proficient,
and advanced, which are used by NCLB to analyze educational progress in
documents such as this (The Center on Education, 2010). This is not to be
confused with the use of the term proficient which regards students’ language
proficiency.
Although it is meaningful that both subgroups increased the percentage of
students who scored at a proficient level after a few years, ELLs still lagged far
behind non-ELLs and thus were still playing catch up to the moving targets
(Pappamihiel & Walser, 2009). The gap in mathematics achievement in New
York was larger in eighth grade than in fourth, which is consistent with research
in other areas of the country (Abedi, 2002; Fry, 2008). This trend is important
because as ELLs struggle more on assessments in the higher grades, such as high
school, they are less likely to graduate and pursue other educational opportunities
(Cortina, 2009).
The math Regents exam. New York State uses one of the country’s
oldest series of high school-level standardized assessments, referred to as the
Regents exams (Nichols, Glass & Berliner, 2005). According to the Office of
Assessment Policy, Development and Administration (APDA), the Regents
exams were originally administered for the purpose of assessing eighth graders at
the end of an academic term and distributing state funds (APDA, 1987). Regents
exams were not used for high school assessments until 1878, at which time
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certificates were issued to students who passed these exams of algebra, American
history, elementary Latin, natural philosophy, and physical geography (APDA,
1987). As high school curriculum in New York State evolved, so did the Regents
assessments (APDA, 1987). The consequences now are more vital to high school
and post-graduation, and thus these exams may play a significant role in ELLs’
future educational opportunities (Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Solórzano, 2008). This
may be detrimental to ELLs considering recent statistics, such as only about one
third of ELLs passing the English Regents exam in 2005 when more than four
fifths of their native-English speaking peers passed it (Menken, 2006).
According to the APDA website, there are three New York State Regents
exams currently offered to assess students’ knowledge and skills in mathematics,
including the subtopics of Integrated Algebra, Algebra 2/Trigonometry, and
Geometry (APDA, 2012). ELLs are required to take the Integrated Algebra
Regents exam in order to graduate with a Regents Diploma. For a Regents
Diploma with Advanced Distinction, they must pass all three exams in math.
Another Regents math test, entitled Math B, was last offered to students in June
2010. It is no longer given, although some students currently in high school may
have taken it when it was still offered. Each exam includes multiple choice and
open ended questions (APDA, 2012).
The Regents exams, like all standardized tests, may be problematic for
ELLs. It is not clear in the research how they are affecting ELLs or if they are
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accurately portraying their mathematic abilities. ELLs who enter New York State
from another country or state and are placed in eleventh or twelfth grade may be
qualified for exemption from certain Regents exams, such as those in the content
areas science and social studies (NYSED, 2011a). According to Menken (2010),
the entire Math A Regents exam in 2009 consisted of word problems, of which
only about 78% were words most frequently used. Approximately every one in
ten words on this exam was off-list, or rarely-used words. The author went on to
say that these “…were specific to math content such as biconditional,
commutative, histogram, and whisker plots” (Menken, 2010, p. 124). Despite this
recent research, there appears to be no exemption from the Math Regents exams
for ELLs, even if they have just arrived to the country and not yet learned even
simple words in English. Accommodations, which Wolf et al. (2010) defined as
“changes intended to make content tests more accessible for students who
otherwise would face obstacles in showing what they know” (p. 6), may be the
best current option for these students.
Accommodations for ELLs on the Regents exam. Accommodations are
intended to offset the fact that ELLs are still learning the language of the test and
to allow them to more accurately show their knowledge and abilities (Hofstetter,
2003). They are often provided for students by modifying the testing process or
the test itself. Cawthon (2010) categorized the types of accommodations for ELLs
into three groups: presentation, scheduling, and setting. The first type,
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presentation accommodations, involve a change in the language of directions or
test items, a reduction of the linguistic complexity of the test, the inclusion of
visual supports, or the use of dictionaries or glossaries. The author also discussed
scheduling accommodations, which allow a student extra time, breaks, or several
sessions for the test. The third type was referred to by the author as setting
accommodations, which require small-group or individual administration or a
separate room for testing. According to Abrams (2008) there are six
accommodations allowed for ELLs on the New York State Math Regents exams.
Four of the six accommodations for this exam would fall into Cawthon’s
(2010) presentation category. These include the use of bilingual glossaries, the
simultaneous use of English and Alternative Language Editions, oral translation
of the test, and the approval of ELLs’ written responses in the native language
(Abrams, 2008; Cawthon, 2010). Abrams (2008) affirmed that bilingual glossaries
must only show students translation of single words, as opposed to phrases or indepth definitions. An example of this is the word permutation translated as la
permutación. The word is translated, not defined. Glossaries are provided on all
three current Math Regents exams in the languages of Arabic, Bengali, Simplified
and Traditional Chinese, Haitian-Creole, Korean, Russian, Spanish, and Urdu.
Only one of the exams is available in a written translated version. That exam,
Integrated Algebra, is translated into Chinese, Haitian-Creole, Korean, Russian,
and Spanish for students to read (NYSED, 2011b). The other two
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accommodations available for ELLs on the Math Regents exams are time
extension, which falls in Cawthon’s (2010) scheduling category, and separate
location, in the setting category. These accommodations are intended to help
ELLs’ ability to focus and process the language during examination (Abrams,
2008).
Stansfield (2011) stated that “appropriate accommodations… provide
access when English is a barrier to assessing nonlinguistic knowledge, skills, and
abilities” (p. 402). The question arises of which accommodations are most
appropriate for ELLs in specific situations. Deciding which accommodations to
use can be difficult, as they can be costly, time-consuming, and may not always
be helpful (Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Stansfield, 2011). For example, hiring an oral
translator can use up a significant amount of a district’s budget and
administrators’ time, depending on the number of students requiring one (Abedi
& Gándara, 2006; Stansfield, 2011). Abedi and Hejri (2004) advised that states
should therefore take into account the effects, validity, and linguistic complexity
of each accommodation that may be used on any given exam. According to
Wright (2007), research on which accommodations are best for ELLs and which
maintain validity and reliability for specific tests is inconclusive. What
researchers have not yet suggested, however, is that the students themselves may
have valid opinions on how this problem of the achievement gap may be
improved. Thus, further research requires a direct representation of ELLs’
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experiences with standardized tests and accommodations. The present study,
therefore, aimed to answer the following research questions:


What types of accommodations are provided to high school ELLs taking
the New York State Regents exam in math?



How do these students feel about the accommodations they were offered
for this exam?
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Methodology

Current research lacks a representation of ELLs’ experiences with the
New York State Regents exam in math and the accommodations which they may
have used. Bringing out these students’ personal opinions may provide a new,
crucial perspective on the national achievement gap and NCLB. Therefore, this
quantitative study employed an online survey using a Likert scale in order to
directly question participants and attempted to answer the research questions.
Sampling
Public high schools from two city school districts in Western New York
were chosen as sites for the study due to high enrollment of ELLs. This
enrollment information was found on each school’s 2009-2010 Report Card. A
vice principal from a high school in District A gave permission for the study to be
conducted there (Appendix B). Permission from District B was never given.
According to the New York State Department of Education (NYSDOE),
the participants attended school in a large urban area with over 31,000 students
enrolled in the district in Pre-K-12 during the 2010-2011 school year (NYSDOE,
2012). During that same year, the high school had 1,074 students enrolled
(NYSDOE, 2012). Thirty-four percent, or 366 of those students, were labeled as
ELLs that year according to the school’s report card. Over 80% of the student
population were also eligible for free or reduced lunch (NYSDOE, 2012). The
report card also shows that sixty-one percent of the students were Hispanic or
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Latino, followed by 34% Black or African American, 3% White, and 1% Asian or
Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander. The school had an annual attendance rate
of 84% along with 44 suspensions that year (NYSDOE, 2012). The report card
also revealed two achievement gaps in mathematics: one between students in this
school and students throughout the state, and one between ELLs and non-ELLs
within this school. Only 29% of ELLs from that school graduated in
2011(NYSDOE, 2012).
Participants
Participation in this study was voluntary. The participants included
students who were labeled as an ELL at the time of the study. The participants’
English as a second language (ESL) teacher provided information that the
students were all advanced-level ELLs in tenth grade. Both male and female
students were given student consent forms. Based on the characteristics of the
sample population, most of the participants were likely of lower SES. The total
number and demographics of participants can be found in the Results section.
Data Collection
Procedure. Once approved for the study to begin (Appendices A and B),
ESL teachers were contacted through email and phone in order to schedule visits
at the school. A small gift for each participating teacher’s classroom was given as
a thank you for his/her cooperation. The gift consisted of a dry erase board, a dry
erase marker, and a dry eraser. During the first visit to the school, students were
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given student consent forms (Appendix C) and an envelope, each labeled with a
corresponding number. This number would later correspond to a number on the
parent consent form which each student would receive upon signing the student
consent form. The purpose of using a matching number on all three items and a
sealed envelope for students consent forms was to keep this data organized and
confidential. The student consent form was explained using a script (Appendix D)
and students were given an opportunity to ask questions so that the form was
clear.
Each student who chose to give consent signed his/her name on the
student consent form, put it in the provided envelope with the matching number,
sealed the envelope and put it on the corner of his/her desk. Students who chose to
not give consent did not sign the form, and instead simply left the form and
envelope on the desk. Next, parent consent forms (Appendix E), again with a
matching number, were given only to those students with sealed envelopes on the
corner of their desks. These students were told to take these parent consent forms
home and bring them back, if their parent/guardian signed them, the following
day.
During the second visit to the school, signed parent consent forms were
collected. Seven students who returned signed parent consent forms joined the
researcher and one of their ESL teachers in a reserved computer lab at the school.
In the computer lab, these students were given a link to the online survey
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(Appendix F). They were given the entire class period to complete the survey.
Once completed, the teacher redirected them back to the classroom.
Attitude survey. Attitudinal surveys, which seek participants’ opinions or
attitudes about a particular topic, are often used in educational research.
Participants may be students, teachers, principals, parents, or other staff members.
According to Fraenkel, Wallen, and Hyum (2012), the internal validity of a study
may be threatened when surveying attitudes. The authors stated that validity may
be affected due to “the way subjects view a study and their participation in it” (p.
179).
One of the most commonly used methods of surveying in educational
research is known as Likert scaling, which asks participants to respond to
questions or statements using an ordinal, multidimensional scale (Barnette, 2010).
According to Barnette, Likert scales produce some controversial issues, including
the length of the survey, how to deal with missing data, and response bias. The
author discussed that a substantially lengthy survey may increase the likelihood of
participants giving up, although it should be long enough that it is reliable. When
more than 20% of survey data is missing from a participant’s entry, Barnette
(2010) suggested that the researcher does not consider the responses viable.
Participants may also produce biased results, based on what they think is expected
of them or social norms (Barnette, 2010). It is imperative that participants be
encouraged to respond honestly and that they understand that their confidential
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answers will not affect them directly. Perhaps the most relevant problem of using
Likert scales on a survey of ELLs is the reading level of the participant. Barnette
stated that “a reading level of at least 5th grade is often considered a minimal
reading level for surveys given to most adults in the general population (Barnette,
2010, p. 716).
It is also important to note that there are advantages and disadvantages of
using online surveys, as opposed to traditional pencil-and-paper surveys. Lefever,
Dal, and Matthíasdóttir (2007) showed that the use of online surveys can be
beneficial by saving time, paper and money, and often increasing convenience for
the researcher and participants. Some disadvantages listed by the authors included
the need for participants to have computer skills and easy access to the survey, the
need for a “built-in security system to ensure credibility and anonymity” (p. 575),
problems due to technology, and lower participation rates than expected (Lefever
et al., 2007).
In order to maintain validity and reliability, while attempting to address
some of the concerns of using survey methodology, this study employed use of a
survey with 17 questions in total. All of the survey items were taken from
previous attitude surveys and slightly modified to fit the purpose of this study.
The items were then grouped according to subtopics. Most of the questions were
from Abedi’s (2001) study on the effects of accommodations on the assessment of
ELL students. The last few questions were taken from two other studies (Cawthon
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& Cole, 2010; Lang, Elliott, Bolt, & Kratochwill, 2008). The reason for this was
to increase the survey’s validity and reliability.
The survey was created by the researcher on Survey Monkey (see
Appendix F). Sixteen of the questions were multiple-choice, with one acceptable
answer for each part. One of the questions allowed multiple answers because it
asked students which accommodation(s) they had received on the Regents exam
in math. The items were grouped by the following components: background
information on student demographics, experiences with school, experiences with
primary language, experiences with learning English as a second language,
opinions about school and mathematics, and opinions about accommodations
which they received during the exam. The items on the survey as they pertain to
the headings are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1
Items on Survey as Grouped by Theme
Category Theme

Questions Numbers

Previous experience with Math Regents

1

Demographic background

2,3,4,5

Experiences with primary language

6,7,8

Experiences with learning English

9,10,11,12

Opinions about school and mathematics

13

Opinions about accommodations

14, 15, 16, 17

Data Analysis
Data from the survey were analyzed and tabulated using percentages and
frequencies. Because the total number of participants was only seven, descriptive
statistics were not employed. Ten of the survey items allowed students to provide
an answer based on multiple choices. Likert scales were used in the rest of the
survey items, numbers 7, 8, 10, 13, 15, 16, and 17. These were the most essential
questions, as they allowed the students to share their personal opinions of school,
math, and the accommodations they received on the Regents math exam, thus
helping to answer the present study’s research questions.
Limitations of Study
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A few limitations pertaining to the study should be noted. One limitation
of the study was the fact that the participants were ELLs. By definition, this
means that, although they were labeled “advanced ELLs”, they were not yet
proficient in English. Since the survey borrowed questions from other surveys in
English, there is the possibility that participants may have been confused by some
items. This could explain some of the nonresponse for particular items. Another
limitation of this study was the fact that there were a very small number of
participants. Because of this, the results are not generalizable.

ELLs’ PERCEPTIONS

35
Results

During the first visit to the school, 15 signed student consent forms were
collected. During the second visit, seven students returned with signed parent
consent forms. Those seven students then took the survey in the computer lab.
After collecting data from Survey Monkey, ten responses were found. Three of
the ten surveys were partially completed. Thus, these responses were not included
in the analysis. Note that for each table and figure, seven participants were
surveyed. In some cases, participants chose not to respond. These cases are noted
accordingly in the corresponding tables and figures.
Five participants were female and two were male. All participants were
Hispanic and used Spanish as their primary language. One survey item asked for
participants’ birthplaces. Five students reported being born in the United States.
However, as Figure 2 shows, all seven students said they had lived in the country
for less than 8 years. Knowing that these were high school students, one might
assume that the birthplace question was confusing. The United States includes
Puerto Rico. The survey item responses did not include a response for Puerto
Rico. Thus, this information implies that the participants likely meant that they
were born in Puerto Rico, not the United States.
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Data showed that students had taken the New York State Regents exam in
math between 2009 and 2011 (see Figure 3). Note that one participant did not
respond to this item.

1

2011
2010

1

2009
4

Figure 3. Years in which participants took the New York State Regents exam in
math. n = 6.

Participants reported on their own abilities to use Spanish and English in
the following domains: speaking, understanding, reading, and writing. Abilities
were ratedd using the following Likert scale: Very Well; Fairly Well; Not Very
Well.. Table 2 displays students’ opinions, using a mean score for all four domains
per language. Note that each student’s rating of his or her English ability was
consistently at the same level or lower as the rating of his or her Spanish ability.
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Table 2
Participants’ self-reported language abilities
Rating of Language Ability
Student

Spanish

English

A

3.00

3.00

B

3.00

2.75

C

3.00

2.67a

D

3.00

2.00

E

3.00

3.00

F

2.25

2.25

G

3.00

2.00

Note. Average rating of language abilities calculated by taking the mean of
student’s responses, using the following code: 3 = Very Well; 2 = Fairly Well; 1 =
Not Very Well.
a

Student C did not respond to English reading ability. This mean was based on

Student C’s responses for abilities to understand, speak, and write English.

Four students reported that they had studied math in a language other than
English. Two of these participants said they had studied math in another language
for more than one year, while two responded that they had studied the subject in
another language for their whole life. Students were also given prompts to rate
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their own likes and aspirations in terms of schooling and math. For example, 85%
of participants agreed that they would graduate from high school, and the rest
were undecided. Five students agreed that they would graduate from college,
while two responded as Undecided. When given the prompt I like school, 57%
agreed, whereas the rest were undecided or disagreed. The same statistic appeared
for students’ opinions of math. In rating math ability, 71% agreed they were good
at math, while the rest were undecided or disagreed.
Participants checked off which of the six New York State
accommodations they received on the exam (see Table 3). Note that Student C did
not report any accommodations, while student F received three accommodations.
The most frequently used accommodations for this group of students were time
extension and separate location. Written Responses in the Native Language was
not checked off by any of these participants.
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Table 3
Accommodations received by participants on the New York State Regents exam in
math
Student

TE

A

X

B

SL

BDG

SU

OT

WR

X

C
D

X

E

X

F

X

G

X

X

X

Note. TE = Time Extension. SL = Separate Location. BDG = Bilingual
Dictionaries/Glossaries. SU = Simultaneous use of English and Alternative
Language Editions. OT = Oral Translation for Low Incidence Languages. WR =
Written Responses in the Native Language.

Figures 4 to 8 display students’ responses to various prompts about how
the accommodations affected them during the exam. Participants were given a
Likert scale to evaluate their opinions. Responses for some of the prompts were
fairly positive. For example, only one person responded that having the
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accommodations was not helpful on the exam in terms of feeling more
comfortable (see Figure 4), having more motivation (see Figure 5), and being
better able to demonstrate math knowledge (see Figure 6). Four students agreed
that the accommodation helped them feel more motivated during the test (see
Figure 5). This was the prompt with the highest amount of agreement among the
participant.

3

3

3

2

1
1

0
Agree

Sometimes

Disagree

Figure 4. Participants’ responses to the following prompt: When I used these
accommodations on the Regents Exam, I felt more comfortable taking the test.
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4
4

3
2
2
1
1

0
Agree

Sometimes

Disagree

Figure 5. Participants’ responses to the following prompt: I had more motivation
to try my best on the test.
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3

3

2

1
1

0
Agree

Sometimes

Disagree

Figure 6. Participants’ responses to the following prompt: I think I was better able
to show what I know in math on the test.
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Three students, however, disagreed that the accommodations helped them feel
less frustrated during the exam (see Figure 7). This was the prompt with the most
disagreement among the participants.

3
3

2

2

Agree

Sometimes

2

1

0
Disagree

Figure 7. Participants’ responses to the following prompt: I felt less frustrated
working on the test.
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Two people disagreed that the test seemed easier while using the accommodations
(see Figure 8).

4
4

3
2
2
1
1

0
Agree

Sometimes

Disagree

Figure 8. Participants’ responses to the following prompt: The test seemed easier
for me.

Another survey item asked participants to rate their opinions on the
following prompt: I think it’s fair when teachers provide accommodations during
tests for some students who might need them to perform their best on tests.
Responses were based on the following Likert scale: (1) No, I strongly disagree;
(2) No, I disagree; (3) Sometimes; (4) Yes, I agree; (5) Yes, I strongly agree.
More than half of the participants felt that accommodations are sometimes fair,
and the rest agreed with the statement (see Figure 9). The last survey item asked
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students how difficult it was to get accommodations on the exam, using the
following Likert scale: (1) Very difficult; (2) Sort of difficult; (3) I don’t know; (4)
Sort of easy; (5) Very easy. Six students selected I don’t know, and one student
selected Very difficult.

43%

Sometimes
Yes, I agree
57%

Figure 9. Participants’ opinions of fairness of accommodations.
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While these results help to answer the research questions, it is important to
look at how some survey responses may be connected. For example, students
were able to rate their opinions of school and math. Some of these responses
could be connected to responses from Item 15, which asked participants to rate
their opinions on how the accommodations made them feel during the exam.
Table 4 displays these survey items together for each participant. For some
students, opinions of school and math may be related to feelings toward the
experience of taking the exam. For example, Student E, a female who checked off
the bilingual dictionaries/glossaries as an accommodation on the exam, reported
more negatively about school and math, while disagreeing that the
accommodation made her feel less frustrated and made the test seem easier. This
student did, however, agree that the accommodation made her feel more
comfortable and that she was better able to show her math ability due to the
bilingual dictionary/glossary. Students B and G, who demonstrated a positive
attitude toward math, mostly agreed that the accommodations were helpful during
the exam. This was not the case for Student D, however, who reported positive
opinions about school and math and mostly negative opinions of the exam.
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Table 4
Participants’ opinions about school, math, and accommodations.
Participants
A

B

C

D

E

F

G

Like school

A

U

A

A

U

A

SD

Like math

SD

A

U

A

D

SA

A

Good at math

A

A

U

A

D

SA

A

Felt more comfortable

S

A

S

D

A

S

A

Had more motivation

A

A

A

SD

S

S

A

Felt less frustrated

A

SA

S

D

D

S

D

Better able to show

SD

S

S

A

A

S

A

S

S

A

D

D

S

S

About School and Math

About Accommodations

math ability
Test seemed easier

Note. Opinions are represented using the following code: SD = Strongly Disagree; D =
Disagree; U = Undecided; A = Agree; SA = Strongly Agree; S = Sometimes.
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Students’ opinions of how the accommodations affected them during the
exam may also be related to the amount of time they had lived in the United
States at the time. Table 5 shows the number of years each participant had lived in
the country at the time of the study, along with the mean of each participant’s
responses to prompts about the accommodation(s) he or she used during the Math
Regents exam. Note that there appears to be a trend in which the longer a
participant had lived in the United States, the higher rating of the
accommodation’s effects. Yet Student D had lived in the country for four to five
years, a moderate amount compared to the others, and reported the lowest average
rating.
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Table 5
Participants’ time lived in United States and opinion of accommodation
Years lived in United States

Helpfulness of

Student
2-3
A

4-5

6-7

X

Accommodation(s)
3.0

B

X

3.8

C

X

3.4

D

X

2.2

E

X

3.0

F

X

G

3.0
X

3.4

Note. Average rating of helpfulness of accommodations calculated based on the
following code: 5 = Strongly Agree; 4 = Agree; 3 = Sometimes; 2 = Disagree; 1 =
Strongly Disagree.
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Although there were a small number of participants and thus a limited
amount of data, it is still important to note that these students reported mixed
feelings about how certain accommodations made them feel during the exam. A
few trends can be seen, although there are counterexamples to each. Overall, the
results show that accommodations affected students in both positive and negative
ways, depending on the individual. Results were consistent with the hypothesis
that students would report mixed feelings about the accommodations.
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Discussion

Although the present study had a small number of participants, the lack of
research in this area makes it worthwhile to take note of these students’ opinions
even though the results cannot be generalized. It is important to take into
consideration the fact that the students were all Hispanic tenth grade advanced
ELLs. Thus, the participants were relatively similar. All students rated their
English language abilities Very Well or Fairly Well, with the exception of one
student’s nonresponse for his/her English reading ability. This is consistent with
the fact that the students were advanced ELLs. If the participants had included
beginning- or intermediate-level ELLs, results may have been different because
they would have had less English proficiency and less of a chance at overcoming
the linguistic complexity of the test (Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Abedi & Hejri,
2004; Hofstetter, 2003; Wolf, Herman, & Dietel, 2010; Young, 2009).
Another vital piece of information the surveys provided was the fact that
four students had studied mathematics in a language other than English. These
students may have performed better on a Spanish version of the exam, as they
likely had not yet mastered CALP in English (Abedi & Gándara, 2006; Wright,
2010). While New York State does allow the accommodations of bilingual
dictionaries or glossaries, the simultaneous use of English and Spanish language
editions of an exam, and oral translation for certain languages, for each of these
accommodations, only one student of the seven reported its use. As Table 5
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showed, the accommodations with the highest frequencies for these particular
students were extra time and a separate location. This may be due to the ease of
these particular accommodations, as opposed to the difficulty and cost of
obtaining a translator or the availability of a translated edition (Abedi & Gándara,
2006; Stansfield, 2011). It seems as though this should have been easier for this
particular group of students, since they all reported Spanish as their primary
language and Spanish is the most common primary language of ELLs in the
United States (American Federation of Teachers, 2006; Wright, 2010). It could be
that the district’s funding did now allow these accommodations.
Overall, participants’ opinions of how the accommodations affected them
during the exam appear to be mixed. Only one student responded consistently
with the Likert scale items pertaining to accommodations, but that student’s
responses were “Sometimes” for all five prompts. The fact that only one student
reported negatively for the prompts of feeling more comfortable, having more
motivation, and being better able to demonstrate knowledge of math may be
related to the specific accommodations which those students received. For
example, Student D checked off Simultaneous use of English and Alternative
Language Editions and reported that the accommodation did not make him feel
more comfortable or motivated. This participant also disagreed that the
accommodation made him feel less frustrated. Perhaps having both editions in
front of this student actually made the exam less appropriate for this particular
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student, as accommodations are supposed to maintain validity while allowing the
student to better demonstrate knowledge and skills (Abedi & Hejri, 2004;
Stansfield, 2011). This student also reported that it was very difficult to obtain the
accommodation of the two editions, which brings up the question of why the
school would bother using it.
Student A, who reported more positively about feeling more comfortable,
having more motivation, and feeling less frustrated, responded that she strongly
disagreed that the accommodation helped her show what she knew in math. Her
accommodation was extra time, the most frequently used accommodation among
these participants. This implies that extra time was beneficial for this particular
student, yet she still had the problem of feeling like she wasn’t demonstrating her
content knowledge. This participant also reported only living in the country for
two to three years and having studied math in another language. Thus, providing
this student with an additional accommodation of a bilingual dictionary/glossary
or an oral translation of the exam may have helped her demonstrate her true math
abilities.
Figure 15 showed that four students responded Sometimes to the following
prompt: When I used these accommodations on the New York State Regents in
math, the test seemed easier for me. What’s interesting is the accommodations
received by students who agreed and disagreed with the statement. For example,
Student C, who agreed, did not check off any accommodations. This could have
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been because the student was confused by the language of the survey or did not
know which accommodations she had received. Students D and E disagreed that
the test seemed easier. These participants also reported that they had previously
studied math in a language other than English. Student D checked off
Simultaneous use of English and Alternative Language Editions and Student E
checked off Bilingual Dictionaries/Glossaries. These results are surprising, since
these two accommodations allowed the students to make connections to prior
knowledge in Spanish. However, these students may have had interrupted
schooling in their home country and thus may not have studied math to the same
level as the content on the exam (Wright, 2010).
It would make sense for students who don’t like math or think they are not
good at math to feel negatively toward the Regents exam in math. Similarly,
students who enjoy math and think they are good at math would likely have
positive attitudes toward the exam. The results from the present study have shown
that this is not always the case. For example, Students D and G reported that they
both liked math and felt they were good at math, yet they disagreed that the
accommodations they received helped them feel less frustrated. It could have been
the case that Student D’s accommodation of an English and Spanish version made
him more frustrated than he would have been with just the English exam. Having
two versions of the exam could be confusing and aggravating for some students
because they have to flip through pages and keep track of which test item they are
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working on in two languages. Student G, whose only accommodation was extra
time, may have simply felt frustrated because of having test anxiety and feeling
pressure to get a high score (Nichols & Berliner, 2008). In this case, perhaps
allowing this student to take the exam in a separate location would have
eliminated some of the frustration.
Overall, the research questions were answered in terms of which
accommodations these students received and the degree to which the students felt
the accommodations helped. It appears from the results that this group of ELLs
did not receive the most appropriate set of accommodations based on their
individual backgrounds and reflections on how they felt during the test.
Implications
The present study suggests a few implications for future research. Since
the present study was limited, future research should seek larger amounts of
participants from different backgrounds. Future participants in similar studies
should be of varying levels of English proficiency, from various birthplaces and
of various ethnicities. Future researchers using surveys with ELLs should also
modify survey items so that they are more comprehensible to ELLs. This means
that they should simplify the language used in survey items or, if possible,
provide a translated version for students who are literate in their primary
language. Furthermore, survey items should look more in depth at participants’
language abilities, past experiences, and opinions. For example, a researcher
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should actually ask students to provide a written response to an arbitrary prompt,
as to gain a more comprehensive picture of that participant’s English writing
ability.
If possible, students’ actual scores on the Math Regents exam should be
obtained so that student performance could be analyzed along with perceptions.
Students could have been allowed to elaborate, in English or their native
languages, about their opinions of the exam and accommodations. For example,
after asking participants to rate their opinion of how frustrated they felt using a
Likert scale, students should then be prompted to comment with more detail. In
general, researchers should adapt the present study to gain a larger, more
generalizable database for how ELLs feel about the Math Regents exam and the
accommodations provided.
There are implications for teachers, administrators, and policy makers as
well. Teachers should take into account the role that standardized testing is
playing in ELLs’ education. Classroom time should be balanced between
preparation for high-stakes assessments and interdisciplinary, project-based
activities. Teachers should also teach test-taking and stress management strategies
based on their students’ needs. Administrators should distribute surveys to
students within their own districts to discover the opinions of the ones actually
using the accommodations. Students’ individual academic backgrounds should
also be more carefully examined when making decisions about which
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accommodations to provide. If a student had previously studied math in a
language other than English, for example, then it might make more sense to
provide an accommodation related to his/her native language, such as allowing
written responses in the native language or an oral translator. In a recent policy
brief, Wolf, Herman, Dietel, and the National Center for Research on Evaluation
(2010) recommended that future legislative decisions related to educational
assessment should improve the alignment of proficiency levels on standards with
those on assessments, the identification and classification processes for ELLs
across states, and the validity of content assessments and accommodations.
Conclusion
NCLB has brought crucial attention to the way in which schools in the
United States are held accountable for the education of ELLs. However, research
has shown that this legislation has had negative consequences and troubling
demands. An ELL who arrives the day before a standardized test in mathematics
is required to take it, even if that student is at a beginning level of English
proficiency. The score of that individual’s test would understandably be low,
however the test would be invalid as it would truly be measuring that student’s
English proficiency rather than knowledge and skills in math. Current literature is
inconclusive as to which accommodations are most effective under which
circumstances. In addition, there is a lack of research which allows ELLs to voice
their own opinions on the matter.
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The present study sought to investigate high school ELLs’ perceptions of
the New York State Regents exam in math and the accommodations which they
received for that exam. Data from attitudinal surveys revealed that the participants
generally had mixed opinions about how the accommodations made them feel
during the exam. Future research should examine this issue from the students’
perspectives on a larger basis. This would possibly highlight the need for a change
in the way ELLs in the United States are included in standardized, high-stakes
assessments.
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Appendix C

*This is the format that was sent out to participants.
Consent Form for Student Participants

Dear Student,

#: _________

My name is Alina Taylor. I am a college student at SUNY Fredonia. I am asking
you to take part in a research study because I am trying to learn more about
English language learners and the Regents exam in math. If you agree to
participate, you will be asked to fill out a survey (written set of questions) online.
You will be asked a few questions about who you are and the languages you use.
You will also be asked questions about school and the Regents exam in math. The
survey has 17 multiple choice questions. Answering these questions will take
about 15-20 minutes.

You do not have to be in this study. No one will be mad at you if you decide not
to do this survey. Even if you start the survey, you can stop later if you want. You
may ask questions about the research study at any time. You do not have to put
your name on the survey. You do not have to answer any questions that make you
uncomfortable. If you feel uncomfortable at any time, you may speak with your
school counselor.
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If you decide to be in the study I will not tell anyone else how you respond or act
as part of the study. Even if your parents or teachers ask, I will not tell them about
what you say or do in the study.

If you choose to participate in this survey, please follow these steps:
Sign your name and write the date on the lines below.
Fold this paper and put it in the envelope.
Seal the envelope.
Leave the envelope on the corner of your desk.

If you do not choose to participate in this survey, do not sign your name at
the bottom of this page. You can just put the paper and envelope on the corner of
your desk.

Thank you very much for your time. You have been very helpful.

I am signing this consent form to participate in the research study on high
school ELLs’ perceptions of high-stakes assessments and how
accommodations affect these perceptions. I have read this consent form. I
understand that participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw at any
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time without penalty.

Signature: ________________________________________ Date: __________

Contact information for any questions:
Alina Taylor

Dr. Karen Lillie

Maggie Bryan-

Peterson
Graduate Student Researcher Faculty Sponsor

Human Subjects

Administrator
SUNY Fredonia

SUNY Fredonia

SUNY

Fredonia
19 Forest Place

E274 Thompson Hall E230 Thompson Hall

Fredonia, NY 14063

Fredonia, NY 14063 Fredonia, NY 14063

(585)474-6890

(716)673-4656

tayl7411@fredonia.edu
peterson@fredonia.edu

(716)673-3569

karen.lillie@fredonia.edu

maggie.bryan-
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Appendix D

Script for Researcher: Distributing Student and Parent Consent Forms

My name is Alina Taylor. I have to do a research study for college. I am trying to
learn more about English language learners and the Regents exam in math. I made
a survey, or a written set of questions. If you decide to take the survey, I would
ask you a little about yourself, how you feel about school and math, and how you
feel about the Regents exam in math and accommodations.
This paper is a student consent form. You have the choice to sign it or not. Please
read it with me while I read it aloud.
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Appendix E

*This is the format that was sent out to participants’ parents.
Consent Form for Parents

Dear Parent or Guardian,

#: _________

Your child has an opportunity to participate in a college student’s research study.
If your child chooses to participate, he/she will complete a survey online. The
purpose of this survey is to find out how high school English language learners
(ELLs) feel about standardized tests. The goal of the researcher is to add to
current research literature on this topic. This study could be beneficial for school
districts in the local area, depending on what the results from the study yield.

The survey is has 17 multiple choice questions. This should only take about 15 to
20 minutes of your child’s time. The survey asks students about themselves, how
they feel about school and math, and how they feel about the Regents exam in
math and accommodations.

This survey is voluntary and confidential. If your child participates, he/she will
remain unidentifiable. Your child’s name will not be on the survey. No one,
including myself, will be able to tELL who took the survey. The survey has been
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created on a website called “Survey Monkey”. This is a very trusted site and it has
been used for research by SUNY Fredonia and many other colleges. Survey
Monkey will even get rid of the IP address of the computer so that no one can
tELL who took it.

Your child also has the right to stop taking this survey at any point during the
study, without any penalty. If your child does not want to answer a question,
he/she may simply click “Next” to go onto the next question. If your child feels
uncomfortable at any time, he/she may speak with the school counselor. You may
even sit with your child as he/she fills out the survey. After the study is over, the
researcher will destroy the surveys.

Here are some websites you can look at for more information about the survey.
These may help you understand how the survey is private and anonymous.
http://www.surveymonkey.com/privacypolicy.aspx#respondents
http://help.surveymonkey.com/app/answers/detail/a_id/3950

If you choose to allow your child to participate in this survey, please follow
these steps:
Sign your child’s name on the first line below.
Sign your name on the second line below.
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Write the date on the third line below.
Please return this paper to your child’s ESL teacher.

If you do not choose to allow your child to participate in this survey, do not
sign your name at the bottom of this page. You can just discard the paper.

Thank you very much for your time.

I am signing this consent form to allow my child to participate in the
research study on high school ELLs’ perceptions of high-stakes assessments
and how accommodations affect these perceptions. I have read this consent
form. I understand that my child’s participation is voluntary and that he/she
may withdraw at any time without penalty.

Your child’s name: _______________________________________________

Signature: _______________________________________ Date: ___________

Contact information for any questions:
Alina Taylor
Peterson

Dr. Karen Lillie

Maggie Bryan-

ELLs’ PERCEPTIONS

77

Graduate Student Researcher Faculty Sponsor

Human Subjects

Administrator
SUNY Fredonia

SUNY Fredonia

SUNY

Fredonia
19 Forest Place

E274 Thompson Hall E230 Thompson Hall

Fredonia, NY 14063

Fredonia, NY 14063 Fredonia, NY 14063

(585)474-6890

(716)673-4656

tayl7411@fredonia.edu
peterson@fredonia.edu

(716)673-3569

karen.lillie@fredonia.edu

maggie.bryan-
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Appendix F

Survey
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