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Abstract 

 Within the United States there is a growing number of school-aged English Language 

Learners enrolled in the education system.  Currently, the content of state assessments is not 

accessible for English Language Learners as a result of developing English language proficiency.  

However, it is necessary to assess their content area knowledge while their English language 

skills develop, and therefore essential that more appropriate assessment measures are developed 

for English Language Learners.  This curriculum project was developed for intended use with 

English Language Learners at the high school level who are preparing to take the New York 

State Global History and Geography Regents Examination.  The primary purpose of this 

curriculum project is to modify, using linguistic simplification techniques, the New York State 

Global History and Geography Regents Examination in order to make the social studies content 

more accessible to English Language Learners.  A secondary purpose of this curriculum project 

is to use linguistic simplification techniques to create a linguistically simplified social studies 

content area assessment, as these techniques have not previously been applied to content area 

assessments in this subject area. 
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Introduction 

As the number of English Language Learners enrolled in United States schools continues 

to grow, there is a necessity for the development of more appropriate instructional practices in 

order to appropriately meet their learning needs.  There is also a need for more appropriate 

assessments to measure the content area knowledge that they possess. 

The content of current New York State Regents Examinations is not accessible to English 

Language Learners (ELLs) because by definition, ELLs are not proficient and the Regents 

Examinations are administered in English.  ELLs are unable to demonstrate their content area 

knowledge on these tests, producing an inappropriate depiction of what they actually know.  

Various accommodations have been introduced and implemented in order to minimize the effects 

of language on the assessment of ELLs. 

The purpose of this curriculum project is to use one of those accommodation strategies, 

linguistic simplification, in order to modify the New York State Global History and Geography 

Regents Examination in order to make the social studies content more accessible to ELLs.  A 

secondary purpose of this curriculum is to use linguistic simplification techniques on an 

assessment of social studies content area knowledge, as this technique has yet to be applied to a 

social studies assessment.  Social studies is a language rich content area, relying on well-written 

texts in order to convey its meaning and depth.  Content area exams in social studies are 

inadvertently testing students’ English language proficiency, even though these exams are 

separate from the English Language Arts Exam (ELA) that is taken (Abedi, 2006a).  This 

curriculum project will utilize linguistic simplification techniques spearheaded by Jamal Abedi 

and colleagues in order to simplify the language of the New York State Global History and 
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Geography Regents Examination (henceforth named NYS Global Exam) without altering the 

content validity of the examination. 

There is a need for content area assessments that accurately assess the content area 

knowledge of ELLs.  If the language of content area assessments is simplified in a way that does 

not compromise the content validity of the exam, test results will be more valid.  Also, creating 

assessments that are linguistically simplified will provide a more accurate portrayal of student 

knowledge, which will better inform instruction and decision-making.  Though this exam will 

not and cannot replace the NYS Global Exam, it will create a bridge between ELLs and the 

assessment that is used for the Global Studies curriculum. 

Review of Literature 

 The purpose of this curriculum project is to modify, through the use of linguistic 

simplification, the NYS Global Exam in order to make the social studies content more accessible 

to ELLs, thereby providing a more accurate illustration of their content area knowledge.  A 

secondary purpose of this curriculum project is to apply the techniques of linguistic 

simplification to a social studies assessment, as it has not previously been done.  This review of 

literature is designed to provide a basic understanding of the research that will inform the 

creation of a linguistically simplified version of the NYS Global Exam.  The four main bodies of 

literature that will be examined include: validity theory and how it applies to the assessment of 

ELLs, testing accommodations that exist for ELLs, linguistic simplification as a testing 

accommodation for ELLs, and a description of the New York State Global History and 

Geography curriculum and exam.  An understanding of these themes will establish a background 

for the creation of a linguistically simplified version of the NYS Global Exam. 
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Validity Theory 

 Second language acquisition. 

 The process of acquiring a second language for both communicative and academic 

purposes is a process that is unique for each and every second language learner, including those 

learning English as their second language.  ELLs vary in their motivation to learn English, 

attitudes toward English, previous schooling experiences, ages, and levels of first language 

proficiency.  As a result of the interdependent nature of these characteristics and the acquisition 

of a second language, the length of time that is needed in order to acquire English for both 

communicative and academic purposes varies among individual second language learners 

(Lightbown & Spada, 2006). 

Language skills that are required for communicative purposes are referred to as Basic 

Interpersonal Communicative Skills (BICS).  BICS can be defined as the language skills that are 

necessary in order for effective, conversational communication in face-to-face interactions 

between speakers of a language (Collier, 1987; Cummins, 1981).  More specifically, BICS 

include the grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation of a language (Lenskyj, 1982).  BICS are 

developed through meaningful interactions with other speakers of the language that is being 

learned, also referred to as the target language.  These authentic contexts provide second 

language learners with immediate scaffolding and support for their current level of language 

proficiency through the use of gestures, body language, tone of voice, and other cues. 

English Language Learners (ELLs) acquire the skills necessary for interaction and 

communication with others in varying amounts of time.  Generally, ELLs need between two and 

five years in order to develop a sufficient command of BICS, though occasionally, students are 
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found to need more or less time (Conger & New York University, 2008; Hakuta, Butler, & Witt, 

2000; MacSwan & Pray, 2005). 

Unlike Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills (BICS), Cognitive Academic Language 

Proficiency, the language skills that are necessary for academic learning, is much more 

cognitively demanding.  Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) can be defined as 

the language skills that are needed in order to understand and utilize the context-reduced, 

cognitively demanding academic texts that are used for content area instruction.  Tasks and 

situations that require CALP involve aspects of language proficiency closely related to literacy 

skills that have been developed in the students’ first language and second language (Collier, 

1987; Cummins, 1980).  As similar to the acquisition of BICS, the length of time that is 

necessary in order for second language learners to acquire CALP in their second language varies 

from learner to learner.  Within the literature reviewed, researchers recognize the range of 2-8 

years as necessary for the acquisition of a second language for academic purposes, though not all 

researchers found the entire span of this range to be necessary (Collier, 1987; Hakuta, Butler, & 

Witt, 2000; Klesmer, 1994; Moore & Zainuddin, 2003).  Despite the time periods that 

researchers have identified as necessary for ELLs to acquire English for communicative and 

academic purposes, these conclusions are not supported by current educational policies in the 

United States. 

 No child left behind. 

One such policy that is in direct opposition to these conclusions is the No Child Left 

Behind Act of 2001 (Wright, 2007).  The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) neglects to 

acknowledge the length of time that ELLs have shown to need in order to acquire a second 

language for academic purposes.  NCLB is based on stronger accountability for results, more 
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freedom for states and communities, proven education methods, and more choices for parents 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2011).  In order to establish strong accountability for school 

districts across the country, NCLB requires all schools and school districts to make adequate 

yearly progress (AYP) to demonstrate that their students are making sufficient academic gains 

each year. 

ELLs, among other subgroups, are required to meet these expectations as well, regardless 

of how long they have been in the United States, though they are exempt from the English 

Language Arts (ELA) examination during their first year within the United States.  Although 

ELLs are granted this exemption for one year, they are still left with an inadequate amount of 

time to acquire enough English to succeed on the test only one year later; this statute is in direct 

conflict with research showing that ELLs require 2-8 years in order to acquire CALP.  Even 

though ELLs are exempt from taking the ELA exam during their first year, they are still required 

to take the math assessment.  These standardized math assessments leave ELLs at a linguistic 

disadvantage, as math assessments indirectly assess language, making it difficult for ELLs to 

demonstrate their content area knowledge (Wright, 2007). 

Furthermore, in their study of how long is needed to acquire CALP in a second language, 

Moore and Zainuddin (2003) provided ELLs with several testing accommodations when taking 

the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT), including extra time, bilingual 

dictionaries, and explained directions.  When given these test accommodations within their first 

two years of exposure to academic English, ELLs did not benefit from their use.  These results 

show that regardless of accommodations, such rapid acquisition of English for academic 

purposes is unrealistic. 
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With an underdeveloped level of CALP in their second language, ELLs are unable to 

demonstrate their content area knowledge in English, thereby making any assessment of that 

content knowledge, written in English, an invalid assessment measure. 

Construct irrelevant variance. 

Before considering the effects of language factors on the assessment outcomes of ELLs, 

it is important to define validity, reliability, and construct irrelevant variance.  Validity can be 

defined as the degree to which empirical evidence and theory support the appropriateness of 

interpretations based on the results of a particular assessment.  Validity is associated with the 

meaning of test scores and not a specific property of the test.  Reliability can be defined as the 

extent to which a particular assessment is consistent in its measurement of a certain construct.  A 

valid assessment is nearly always reliable, however a reliable assessment is not always a valid 

assessment (Messick, 1989). 

When evaluating the validity of an assessment, there are two main threats to validity, 

construct underrepresentation and construct irrelevant variance.  Construct underrepresentation 

describes an assessment that is considered to be deficient because it is narrow and lacks 

important dimensions of the content being tested.  Construct irrelevant variance describes an 

assessment that is too broad in nature, containing excess constructs to be measured that are 

irrelevant to the construct under assessment.  When designing an assessment, the intent is to 

minimize constraints on the examinees, increasing the directness of the assessment; construct 

irrelevant variance compromises that directness (Messick, 1994, 1996).  Essentially, construct 

irrelevant variance refers to the extraneous variables that are introduced to an assessment that 

adversely affect the intended outcome of that assessment. 
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When designing and implementing assessments, there are a variety of potential sources of 

construct irrelevant variance that may affect the outcome of the assessment measure.  Haladyna 

and Downing (2004) identify reading comprehension abilities, whether or not students received 

test preparation, the type and amount of test preparation, and conditions of test administration as 

potential sources of construct irrelevant variance.  Haladyna and Downing (2004) also identify 

potential sources of construct irrelevant variance that are introduced by individual students 

taking the assessment.  For example, students may experience test anxiety, display different 

levels of motivation, and exhibit fatigue throughout the course of an assessment.  All of these 

factors influence students’ ability to succeed on an assessment, and are therefore considered to 

be sources of construct irrelevant variance.  These factors negatively impact the outcome of the 

assessment, reducing the validity of interpretations drawn from the results. 

In addition to these potential sources of construct irrelevant variance, language factors are 

introduced as a source of construct irrelevant variance when assessing ELLs.  For the most part, 

state and national assessments are constructed and then normed, or field tested, with students 

whose first language is English.  The language of the test, written for native English speaking 

students, may feature unfamiliar vocabulary terms and linguistically complex structures within 

test questions.  Also, English frequently employs the use of figurative language, which ELLs 

may mistakenly interpret on a literal level (Abedi, 2005; Fox & Cheng, 2007; Garcia, 1991).   

When written in English, assessments of content area knowledge inadvertently function 

as tests of English language proficiency for ELLs.  ELLs lack a sufficient knowledge of English 

in order to successfully answer test questions and complete assessments. Even though language 

is not the focus of the assessment, the complex language structures and vocabulary interfere with 

their abilities to demonstrate the content knowledge that they possess; the increased difficulty of 
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the questions confounds their performance.  Due to the confounding of language factors and 

content area knowledge, ELLs may not have the opportunity to adequately demonstrate their 

content area knowledge; the results of the assessment measure may inaccurately and unfairly 

reflect their levels of achievement. Therefore, language factors are likely to reduce the validity 

and reliability of the inferences that are drawn from the assessment measures in regard to the 

students’ content area knowledge (Abedi, 2002, 2005, 2006b, 2009; Fox & Cheng, 2007; Sireci, 

Han, & Wells, 2008).  Invalid assessment outcomes have a widespread effect; misinformation 

and unfair consequences affect schools, students, and teachers (Abedi, 2005). 

Although teachers, administrators, and test creators are aware that language factors exist 

as a source of construct irrelevant variance in the assessment of ELLs, these issues surrounding 

unnecessary linguistic complexity are unfortunately not considered throughout the development 

process of most standardized assessments (Abedi, 2009).  In an attempt to mitigate the undesired 

effects of language on content area assessments, it has been suggested that testing 

accommodations be implemented for ELLs during standardized assessments (Young et al., 

2008). 

Testing Accommodations for English Language Learners 

 Accommodations have been recommended as a way of minimizing the construct 

irrelevant variance that occurs when ELLs take standardized assessments that are constructed for 

native English speakers (Young et al., 2008).  Under NCLB, schools are not only required to test 

ELLs in a valid and reliable manner, they are also required to provide students with reasonable 

accommodations (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).  Although these requirements sound 

reasonable, they introduce several problems.  First, though the accommodations are permitted, 

the federal law does not provide a list of acceptable accommodations.  Second, the federal law 
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does not designate any guidelines in order to ensure that ELLs receive the accommodations to 

which they are entitled.  As a result, testing accommodation policies and procedures are left to 

individual states, and often times, districts create their own interpretations (Wright & Choi, 

2006). 

Abedi & Gandara and Butler & Stevens argue that although all states provide guidelines 

for testing accommodations, the guidelines often lack a substantial research base for 

recommendation of specific accommodations (as cited in Young et al., 2008).  The primary goal 

of assessment accommodations is to level the playing field and provide fair opportunities for 

ELLs to demonstrate their knowledge and skills, without giving them an advantage over students 

who do not receive the accommodation (Abedi, Hofstetter, & Lord, 2004).  In order to be 

considered effective, an accommodation must address ELLs’ language needs and provide them 

with the help that they need to understand assessment questions.  Accommodations must address 

ELLs’ linguistic needs without compromising the validity of the assessment (Abedi, 2005). 

There are a variety of different types of accommodations, though those that are effective 

for use with ELLs help students to access the content of the test in two ways; by providing direct 

linguistic support with the language of the test and by providing indirect linguistic support, 

which alters the conditions in which the test takes place (Willner, Rivera, & Acosta, 2009). 

Native language tests. 

 Upon initial consideration, it may seem reasonable and appropriate to simply translate all 

content area assessment tests into a student’s native language, however it is difficult to maintain 

construct equivalence of translated tests, which compromises test validity (Abedi, Hofstetter et 

al., 2004).  Abedi (2005) argues that there are at least two areas of concern when using translated 
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tests, including technical issues of translation, and issues regarding the alignment of language of 

instruction and language of assessment. 

 Technical issues of translation center around difficulties in finding exact terms to convey 

a particular concept accurately.  For example, a word that is used in one language may not exist 

in another language or may be uncommonly used.  Cultural concepts that are Western/Anglo in 

nature may not translate in a way that is easily understood.  Also, the translation of idioms is 

extremely difficult.  For example, “Out of sight, out of mind” literally translates from English 

into French as “invisible, insane” (Abedi, 2005).  Kopriva (2000) determined that regardless of 

whether or not a test is directly translated from one language into another, or tests in two 

different languages are developed in parallel, there is a large probability that the two versions 

will differ in content and construct (as cited in Abedi, Hofstetter, et al., 2004). 

 Testing students in their native language also leaves room for misalignment of the 

language of instruction and the language of assessment.  Native language assessments are only 

useful when students have received content area instruction in their native language and can then 

demonstrate their content knowledge more effectively through that language.  If students have 

learned academic content and concepts in English, they will be able to show that knowledge in 

English, and native language assessments would be an ineffective accommodation (Abedi, 

Hofstetter, et al., 2004).  Abedi, Lord, and Hofstetter (1998) randomly assigned 1,394 eighth-

grade students from 49 math classrooms in nine middle schools throughout southern California 

to three different versions of a math test (as cited in Abedi, 2005).  The three tests included an 

original English version, a modified English version, and an original Spanish version of the 1996 

National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) Grade 8 Bilingual Mathematics booklet.  

Spanish speaking students who took the original Spanish version of the test scored the lowest.  
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All of the students had received their mathematics instruction in English, and these findings 

suggest that students perform better on math assessments that are conducted in their language of 

instruction (Abedi, 2005). 

Translating assessments is a complex process that leaves room for compromised validity 

and authenticity.  It is important to take additional care in translating assessments and in 

interpreting the results when utilizing translated assessments (Abedi, 2005). 

 Extra time. 

 When examining the impact of four forms of accommodations on a sample of 946 eighth-

grade students using mathematics test items from the NAEP, Abedi, Lord, Hofstetter, and Baker 

(2000) employed modified English of the test items, a glossary, extra time, and a glossary plus 

extra time.  A comparison group was also given the NAEP test items in original form.  Their 

results showed that both ELLs and non-ELLs benefited from the use of extra time, and that it did 

not narrow the achievement gap between the two groups (Abedi, Lord, et al., 2000). The 

provision of extra time is the most commonly permitted accommodation for ELLs because it is 

logistically feasible and does not require any changes to the test itself, though research to date on 

the validity of extra time as an accommodation strategy is not conclusive (Abedi, Hofstetter et 

al., 2004). 

Published dictionaries. 

 The use of published dictionaries provides an accommodation in a potentially familiar 

format, as students may be accustomed to using a dictionary already.  However, Abedi (2005) 

argues that providing a general published dictionary has the potential to affect the measurement 

of the construct, since it may provide content-related information that could be used by students 

to answer the questions.  Abedi, Courtney, Mirocha, Leon, and Goldberg (2001) provided 611 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  12 
 

 
 

students in Grade 4 and Grade 8 with both published dictionaries and bilingual dictionaries for 

science assessments (as cited in Abedi, Hofstetter et al., 2004).  ELLs and non-ELLs from 

several locations in various regions of the United States were included.  Their study showed that 

the implementation of published dictionaries as an accommodation was administratively difficult 

to execute, and was not effective for use with ELLs.  As a result of their study, they questioned 

the validity of using commercial dictionaries in the event that such dictionaries may provide 

content information being measured by the test.  Abedi et al. (2004) recommended against the 

use of published dictionaries. 

Glossaries and customized dictionaries. 

 Abedi, Lord, Hofstetter, and Baker (2000) randomly assigned 946 eighth-grade students 

mathematics test items from NAEP assessments and employed modified English of the test 

items, a glossary, extra time, and a glossary plus extra time in order to examine the impact of 

these four accommodations.  A comparison group was also given the NAEP test items in original 

form.  Their study found that providing an English glossary with definitions or paraphrases of 

potentially difficult nonmathematical words or phrases resulted in slightly lower scores for 

ELLs.  Abedi et al. suggested that these negative results may have been due to information 

overload, as the students had limited time to access the additional information.  However, their 

study also showed that when the glossary was provided in conjunction with extra time, ELLs 

made small gains (Abedi, Lord et al., 2000). 

 Abedi, Lord, Kim, and Miyoshi (2000) compared performance on NAEP science test 

items in three test formats, including an original format, a format with an English glossary and 

Spanish translations of selected words in the margin, and a format that contained a customized 

English dictionary at the end of the test booklet (as cited in Abedi, Hofstetter et al., 2004).  The 
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customized dictionary in the third test format contained only words that appeared within the test 

items.  Their study showed that ELLs scored the highest on the test with the customized 

dictionary accommodation.  Non-ELLs showed no significant difference among scores on the 

three test formats, suggesting that the accommodation strategies did not affect the construct of 

the assessment (Abedi, Hofstetter et al., 2004). 

Oral administration. 

 Oral administration can take several forms, including reading the directions aloud and 

reading the test items themselves aloud (Abedi, Hofstetter et al., 2004).  Also, oral administration 

may be in English or the students’ native language.  However, oral administration is considered 

to have the risk that the test administrator will provide unintentional cues through voice, body 

language, or rate of reading.  Preliminary studies by Kopriva and Lowrey (1994) suggest that 

students would prefer oral administration in their native language when they are new to the 

United States, are illiterate in their native language, and have little oral or reading proficiency in 

English (as cited in Abedi, Hofstetter et al., 2004).  This study also showed that students 

preferred oral administration in English when students had attained some conversational English 

proficiency through instruction in the United States, but were not yet literate enough to read the 

test independently (Abedi, Hofstetter et al., 2004). 

 In summary, native language tests, extra time, published dictionaries, glossaries, 

customized dictionaries, and the oral administration of tests are examples of accommodations 

that ELLs have been permitted to utilize while taking standardized assessments.  Though each 

accommodation strategy has displayed advantages and disadvantages, additional research into 

the effectiveness of these accommodations is needed. 
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Linguistic Simplification 

 In addition to the accommodation strategies previously reviewed, linguistic simplification 

is another form of accommodation that has been implemented and researched for use with ELLs.  

Similar to native language tests, extra time, published dictionaries, glossaries, customized 

dictionaries, and oral administrations, the use of linguistic simplification with ELLs does not 

have a profound research base and will benefit from additional research and implementation with 

groups of ELLs.  Though this linguistically simplified version of the NYS Global Exam will not 

be administered to students as a part of this curriculum project, it will serve to further explore 

and research the implementation of linguistic simplification for use as an accommodation for use 

on standardized assessments. 

 What is linguistic simplification? 

 Linguistic simplification, sometimes referred to as simplified English or linguistic 

modification, is a technique that involves changes in the vocabulary and grammar of test items in 

order to minimize, and even eliminate, linguistic structures that are irrelevant to the content 

knowledge being tested (Kieffer, Lesaux, Rivera, & Francis, 2009).  In order to maintain the 

validity of the assessment, the content of the test items and content specific vocabulary must 

remain the same, though the language of the text is simplified or modified.  Linguistic 

simplification seeks to minimize the amount of construct irrelevant variance, related to language 

factors, that exists for ELLs when taking content area assessments.  Doing so provides ELLs 

more opportunities to demonstrate the content area knowledge that they possess without 

interference from their level of language proficiency (Abedi, 2006a). 

 There are a number of linguistic features that must be considered when linguistically 

simplifying a test item.  These linguistic features contribute to the linguistic complexity, which in 
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turn slow down the reader, add to the reader’s cognitive load, and make misinterpretation more 

likely (Abedi, 2006a).  As a result, language interferes with students’ performance.  Abedi 

(2006a) identifies 14 linguistic features that contribute to linguistic complexity, including word 

frequency and familiarity, word length, sentence length, voice of verb phrase, length of 

nominals, complex question phrases, comparative structures, prepositional phrases, sentence and 

discourse structure, subordinate clauses, conditional clauses, relative clauses, concrete versus 

abstract or impersonal presentations, and negation. 

 The process of linguistic simplification may be based on the knowledge of content area 

experts, linguistic experts, as well as research literature (Abedi, 2006a).  To begin the process of 

linguistic simplification, test items are rated to determine which of the linguistic features are 

present and problematic.  An analytical linguistic modification rubric, such as the rubric in 

Appendix A, rates each of the 14 identified linguistic features on a scale of 1-5, one being the 

least complex and five being the most complex.  Additionally, a holistic item rating rubric, such 

as the rubric in Appendix B, may be used to label a test item as an exemplary item, adequate 

item, weak item, attention item, or problematic item (Abedi, 2006a).  After test items have been 

rated for linguistic complexity, they are rewritten in a way that reduces the number of complex 

linguistic features acting as language barriers. 

 Previous research on linguistic simplification. 

 Though previous research on the use of linguistic simplification as an accommodation for 

ELLs is limited, several studies have been completed in order to research its effectiveness for use 

with this particular population of students.  For example, Abedi, Lord, Hofstetter, and Baker 

(2000) examined the impact of four forms of accommodations on a sample of 946 eighth-grade 

students using mathematics test items from the National Assessment Educational Progress 
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(NAEP).  They employed modified English of the test items, a glossary, extra time, and a 

glossary plus extra time.  A comparison group was also given the NAEP test items in original 

form.  The results of this study showed that ELLs’ scores were higher with all types of 

accommodation except when using the glossary only.  Native English speakers also benefited 

from most of the accommodations, however the only accommodation that was found to narrow 

the score difference between ELLs and non-ELLs was modified English (Abedi, Lord, 

Hofstetter, & Baker, 2000). 

 Abedi and Lord (2001) administered tests containing ten original NAEP math items, ten 

items that had been linguistically simplified, and five items that were determined to have the 

least potential for confusion and misunderstanding.  These tests were given to 1,174 eighth-grade 

students.  The test items that received revision were judged to most likely impede student 

performance on the math assessment as a result of linguistic complexity.  Abedi and Lord (2001) 

found that by modifying the linguistic structures within math word problems, over one thousand 

students were able to score higher than when assessed using the original NAEP math test items, 

with ELLs benefiting from the modification more than native English speaking students.  Within 

the same study, Abedi and Lord (2001) interviewed 36 students to ascertain their perceptions of 

the linguistically simplified test items.  Many students who were interviewed voiced that the 

language of the modified items was easier to understand and that the vocabulary used was more 

familiar. 

 In order to assess the effects of linguistic simplification on the performance of non-ELLs 

as well as ELLs, Rivera and Stansfield (2003) administered both original and linguistically 

simplified versions of the 2000 administration of the Delaware Student Testing Program (DSTP) 

Science Assessment to 11,306 non-ELLs and to 109 ELLs.  Altogether, there were eight test 
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forms, four forms containing original test items, and four forms containing linguistically 

simplified test items.  Due to the low number of ELLs that were included in the study, 

conclusions were not drawn regarding the effects of simplified test items on ELLs’ performance.  

As a result of this study, Rivera and Stansfield (2003) concluded that linguistically simplified 

test items are not advantageous towards native English speaking students.  It was found that 

native English speaking students who had taken the linguistically simplified version of the DSTP 

showed no significant difference in performance than the native English speaking students who 

were administered the original version of the test.  This shows that linguistic simplification can 

be provided as an accommodation without providing an unfair advantage to those that receive it 

(Rivera & Stansfield, 2003). 

 When considering the implementation of a testing accommodation, it is important to 

consider the feasibility of implementation.  Abedi (1999, 2004) recommends that further 

attention be given to linguistic simplification for its feasibility.  The linguistic simplification of 

test items is less expensive that the implementation of other testing accommodations that require 

additional services or materials.  For example, providing students with dictionaries and glossaries 

has the potential to increase the costs of assessment.  Also, linguistic simplification does not 

cause any additional burden on the instruction or assessment of the students who are being tested 

(Abedi, 2004). 

New York State Global History and Geography 

 Prior to applying the techniques of linguistic simplification to test items on the NYS 

Global Exam, it is important to establish an understanding of the core curriculum and what it 

includes, as well as have an understanding of the Regents exam at the culmination of the 

curriculum. 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  18 
 

 
 

 Description of core curriculum. 

 The New York State Education Department (NYSED) provides the framework for the 

global history and geography core curriculum on their website, nysed.gov.  The global history 

and geography core curriculum is designed to focus on the five social studies standards: History 

of the United States and New York; World History; Geography; Economics; and Civics, 

Citizenship, and Government (see Appendix C for a list of the five standards and their 

descriptions).  The global history and geography core curriculum also focuses on common 

themes that recur across time and place, with the overall curriculum broken down into eight units 

(New York State Education Department, 2009).  This core curriculum provides students with 

opportunities to investigate issues and themes from multiple perspectives, make global 

connections that provoke in-depth understanding, and explore what is taking place in various 

regions and civilizations at a given point in time.  NYSED (2009) recognizes six global 

connections and linkages throughout the course of the global history and geography core 

curriculum including the cultural diffusion of ideas, technology, food, and disease; migrations; 

multi-regional empires; belief systems; trade; and conflict. 

 On their website, NYSED provides a guide to the global history and geography core 

curriculum that is broken down by unit.  The framework for each unit is provided, with a basic 

outline of content that is covered, the NYS social studies standards that are met by the unit, the 

concepts and themes that are addressed, and a list of connections that students should be able to 

make throughout the duration of the curriculum (New York State Education Department, 2009).  

The eight units comprising the curriculum include Ancient World – Civilizations and Religions 

(4000 BC – 500 AD), Expanding Zones of Exchange and Encounter (500 – 1200), Global 

Interactions (1200 – 1650), The First Global Age (1450 – 1770), An Age of Revolution (1750 – 
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1914), A Half Century of Crisis and Achievement (1900 – 1945), The 20th Century Since 1945, 

and Global Connections and Interactions (New York State Education Department, 2009).  This 

comprehensive curriculum includes global history between 4000 BC and the present day. 

 The core curriculum guide suggests that teachers supplement the curriculum with various 

types of documents in order to further expose students to global history, as well as prepare them 

for document based questions on the NYS Global Exam.  Among the suggested documents are 

books and monographs; newspapers, periodicals, magazines, and scholarly journals; government 

documents; manuscripts, archival materials, journals, diaries, and autobiographies; maps; visual 

materials such as paintings, drawings, sculptures, films, posters, engravings, and photographs; 

music; and artifacts (New York State Education Department, 2009). 

 Even though it is not directly stated within the global history and geography core 

curriculum guide, the curriculum is spread out over the course of two years; this characteristic of 

the global history and geography curriculum is periodically mentioned within the connections 

section of the core curriculum guide.  Students typically take global studies during 9th and 10th 

grades (New York State Education Department, 2009). 

 Description of Regents examination. 

 The Regents examination for global history and geography is aligned with the social 

studies content standards and the global history and geography core curriculum.  The 

examination is based on the concepts and themes outlined in the content section of the core 

curriculum guide (New York State Education Department, 2009).  For a list of the most 

emphasized concepts and themes in the global history and geography core curriculum, see 

Appendix D.  The NYS Global Exam is a criterion-referenced assessment.  A criterion 

referenced assessment is a type of measure that is based on established criteria, such as 
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standards, rather than by ranking the performance of students (Gottlieb, 2006).  The NYS Global 

Exam is constructed in adherence with the global history and geography core curriculum and the 

NYS social studies standards (New York State Education Department, 2009).  Students are 

tested on their knowledge of the global history and geography core curriculum, regardless of 

how prior global studies students have performed on the exam, therefore making the NYS Global 

Exam a criterion-referenced exam. 

 Within the NYSED website, there is access to an application for a State Education 

Department (SED) Item Writer Orientation.  Each year the SED provides teachers with an 

optional professional development opportunity in test item writing.  The purpose of this 

orientation is to train teachers in developing test questions or selecting passages for possible use 

on future state assessments.  Teachers who receive this training will be qualified to write test 

items or select passages (New York State Education Department, 2009).  It is by this process that 

the test items on the NYS Global Exam are written and chosen.  There is no other information 

available regarding the way that the NYS Global Exam is written and constructed. 

 In addition to a lack of available information regarding the construction of the NYS 

Global Exam, the NYSED website does not offer technical manuals for the NYS Global Exam or 

other social studies content area examinations.  With the absence of these technical manuals, 

there are no available descriptions of the test’s rationale.  Also, there are no available reports that 

attest to the validity of the NYS Global Exam.  Overall, there is a general lack of disclosure 

surrounding the construction and evaluation of the NYS Global Exam. 

 The NYS Global Exam is divided into three main parts: Part I, multiple-choice questions; 

Part II, a thematic essay question; and Part III, Document Based Questions and a related 

Document Based Question Essay.  Part I consists of approximately 50 multiple-choice questions, 
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with each question containing four possible answer choices.  Maps, graphs, timelines, diagrams, 

and political cartoons accompany some of the multiple-choice questions.  Part II consists of a 

thematic essay that must contain an introduction, several body paragraphs, and a conclusion.  

Part III is divided into Parts A and B; Part A consists of approximately 8-10 authentic documents 

or document excerpts, as well as one or two questions regarding the content of each document.  

Part B, the Document Based Question Essay, requires students to write an essay with an 

introduction, several body paragraphs, and a conclusion in order to answer the given essay 

question.  While writing their answer to the Document Based Question Essay, students must use 

at least four of the documents from Part A in order to support their response. 

Methodology 

Purpose of this Project 

 The primary purpose of this curriculum project is to create a modified version of the NYS 

Global Exam, through the use of linguistic simplification, in order to make the social studies 

content more accessible to ELLs, thereby providing a more accurate illustration of their content 

area knowledge.  A secondary purpose of this curriculum is to apply the techniques of linguistic 

simplification to a social studies content area exam, as these techniques have yet to be applied to 

an assessment in this content area.  Overall, the use of this linguistically simplified version of the 

NYS Global Exam is intended to provide a bridge between ELLs and the NYS Global History 

and Geography curriculum and examination.  Teachers may use this adapted version of the NYS 

Global Exam in an effort to better prepare their students for the NYS Global Exam, as well as 

ascertain a more accurate depiction of the content area knowledge that the ELLs within their 

classroom possess. 
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Participants 

 The New York State Global History and Geography Regents Examinations will be 

linguistically simplified in order to accommodate English Language Learners (ELLs) at the 

secondary level.  The New York State Global History and Geography Regents Examinations 

(henceforth named, NYS Global Exams) are traditionally administered to students in tenth grade, 

however students may take the NYS Global Exam at any point within high school, as long as 

they have finished the required coursework and the exam is offered at that time by NYS.  The 

students who I intend to benefit from the linguistically simplified NYS Global Exams are 

students who are classified as ELLs within NYS.  These exams will not replace the NYS Global 

Exam; the linguistically simplified versions of the exams are designed to help students prepare 

for the task of taking the NYS Global Exam. 

Setting 

 The NYS Global Exams will be linguistically simplified for ELLs in NYS high schools.  

According to the New York State 2009-2010 Report Card, there were 2,692,649 students 

enrolled in grades K-12 in NYS schools.  Of those 2,692,649 students, 204,986 students were 

ELLs; that is 8% of the student population of NYS. 

Design 

 Previously administered NYS Global Exams are made publicly available on the New 

York State Education Department (NYSED) website, nysed.gov.  The NYS Global Exam is 

administered each January, June, and August.  Previous NYS Global Exams are available from 

January of 2003 through August of 2011.  The June 2011 administration of the NYS Global 

Exam will be downloaded from the NYSED website (this exam can be found in Appendix G). 
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 The NYS Global Exams are divided into three main parts: Part I, multiple-choice 

questions; Part II, a thematic essay question; Part III, Document Based Questions and a related 

Document Based Question Essay.  Part I consists of 50 multiple-choice questions, each 

containing four answer choices; some of the questions are accompanied by diagrams, maps, 

political cartoons, graphs, and timelines.  Part II consists of a thematic essay.  It is required that 

the students’ response includes an introduction, several body paragraphs, and a conclusion.  Part 

III is divided into Parts A and B; Part A consists of 9-10 authentic documents or document 

excerpts, as well as one or two questions regarding the content of each document.  Part B, the 

Document Based Question Essay, requires students to write an introduction, several body 

paragraphs, and a conclusion in order to answer the given essay question; students must also use 

at least four of the documents from Part A in order to support their response.  The linguistic 

simplification of the June 2011 administration of the NYS Global Exam was conducted section 

by section.  For example, Part I of the exam was linguistically simplified prior to linguistically 

simplifying Parts II and III. 

In order to gain additional feedback, I went into two local high schools that have ELL 

populations and spoke with the Global Studies teachers in those two high schools; I specifically 

spoke with Global Studies teachers who have experience teaching students the year prior to the 

NYS Global Exam, as well as preparing them to take the exam.  I asked the Global Studies 

teachers, in their opinion, “What are the biggest problems that your English Language Learners 

face in terms of language on the New York State Global History and Geography Regents 

Examinations?”  The Global Studies teachers will not be identified.  Their comments and 

observations were taken into account when linguistically simplifying questions on the NYS 

Global Exam. 
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One teacher who I spoke with teaches Global Studies in a small urban school district with 

a moderate sized population of ELLs, ranging from beginning to proficient in their English 

proficiency levels.  This teacher stated that the most difficult aspect of the NYS Global exam for 

ELLs, in terms of language, is vocabulary that is not specifically related to the content area of 

social studies.  The content area vocabulary is not necessarily more difficult because students 

have discussed content area vocabulary in class.  This teacher also finds that the students struggle 

with the structure of the sentences and questions that are written on the exam.  This Global 

Studies teacher believes that the vocabulary and structure of the test questions on the NYS 

Global Exam make the exam difficult for both ELLs and native English speakers in their classes. 

Another teacher who I spoke with teaches Global Studies in an urban school district with 

a large number of ELLs, ranging from beginning to proficient in their English proficiency levels.  

This teacher emphasized their belief that the NYS Global Exam is typically the most difficult 

NYS Regents Examination for all students, regardless of the language that they speak, saying, 

“The language (of the test) in and of itself is difficult.”  According to this teacher, the vocabulary 

used on this test is difficult for native English speaking students, creating an even bigger problem 

for ELLs. 

A second teacher from this same high school is currently teaching a sheltered Global 

Studies class, in which all of the students have an intermediate proficiency level in English.  The 

class is comprised of 15 students who have not demonstrated many problems with attendance in 

the past.  Similar to the two teachers who were previously interviewed, this teacher stated that 

content area vocabulary is less problematic than the extraneous English vocabulary that is used 

in each test question.  When creating materials for this sheltered Global Studies class, this 
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teacher underlines difficult words and writes a simple definition or simplified version of the 

word in parenthesis following the original word.  In doing this, the teacher is attempting to help 

the students associate the difficult vocabulary with the simplified definitions and vocabulary.  

This teacher also stated that even though ELLs are permitted to use glossaries while taking the 

NYS Global Exam, the students choose to not utilize the glossaries.  This may be due to the fact 

that they do not know how to find words and definitions in them. 

 In order to more effectively produce a linguistically simplified version of the NYS Global 

Exam, it was important to assess each individual question within the exam and rate the linguistic 

complexity of each test item.  Each test item was evaluated for linguistic complexity using an 

analytical linguistic modification rubric developed by Jamal Abedi.  The rubric (see Appendix 

A) rated 14 linguistic features on a scale of one to five, a score of one indicating that that feature 

is not regarded as complex for that particular test item, and a score of five indicating that that 

feature is most complex for the test item in question.  The 14 linguistic features that were 

evaluated include word frequency/familiarity; word length; sentence length; passive voice 

constructs; long noun phrases; long question phrases; comparative structures; prepositional 

phrases; sentence and discourse structure; subordinate clauses; conditional clauses; relative 

clauses; concrete vs. abstract or impersonal presentations; and negation (Abedi, 2006a). 

 Abedi (2006a) also recommends that each test item receive an overall rating of linguistic 

complexity based on a holistic rubric (see Appendix B).  The holistic item rating rubric assigns 

individual test items a level.  Level one denotes an exemplary item, level two describes an 

adequate item, level three is assigned to a weak item, level four labels an item that needs to be 

give more attention, and level five describes a problematic test item (Abedi, 2006a). 
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 When rating test items, it is beneficial to have a group of raters evaluate each test item 

when possible to establish interrater reliability.  Interrater reliability is the degree to which 

individual raters comparatively and consistently rate test items for linguistic complexity (Abedi, 

2006a).  For example, if a test item is evaluated by three raters and determined to be an 

exemplary item by the first rater, an adequate item by the second rater, and a problematic item by 

the third rater, there is no interrater reliability; the evaluations of the three raters are not 

consistent, and therefore not reliable.  In order to decrease discrepancies among raters and 

establish reliability, the group of raters must be trained in how to identify and evaluate the 14 

linguistic features within each test item (Abedi, 2006a). 

 In order to compose a group of test item raters, I approached my colleagues in the 

Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) Program and asked for their 

assistance.  In addition to seeking collaborative assistance from my TESOL colleagues, I also 

asked for the help of a former TESOL student who has remained active in the TESOL program 

at SUNY Fredonia.  This TESOL colleague was able to offer an advantageous and unique point 

of view to this project, as English is her second language.  This collaboration increased the 

reliability of this curriculum project, as well as provided each participating TESOL colleague 

with valuable experience in rating test items for linguistic complexity.  Ideally, I hoped that 

between five and ten colleagues would be within the group of item raters.  After discussing the 

purpose of the curriculum project and what it would entail, seven of my TESOL colleagues 

volunteered to become item raters; including myself, a group consisting of eight raters was 

established.   

Once the group of raters was formed, I sent each rater a document that contained lists and 

descriptions of the 14 linguistic features, a copy of the analytical linguistic modification rubric, a 
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copy of the holistic item rating rubric, and the citation for the material through email (see 

Appendix E).  After discussing available times with each rater, I arranged to hold a two hour 

training session on campus; six of the seven raters were in attendance at this meeting.  During the 

first hour of the training session, raters were provided with a review of each of the 14 linguistic 

features identified earlier, copies of the analytical linguistic modification rubric, copies of the 

holistic item rating rubric, and example questions from the NYS Global Exam.  After briefly 

reviewing the linguistic features and rubrics, the group of raters, including myself, rated a set of 

items for practice.  For the practice session, I chose five multiple-choice questions from the June 

2010 administration of the NYS Global Exam and gave them to each rater.  In order to establish 

interrater reliability, each rater was given the same set of multiple-choice questions from the 

June 2010 administration (these questions can be found on the exam pages listed in Appendix F).  

During the second hour of this training session, I reviewed ways in which to reduce the linguistic 

complexity of questions.  My colleagues and I followed criteria and guidelines established by 

Jamal Abedi (2006a) in order to rewrite the questions that had been chosen from the June 2010 

administration in a linguistically simplified manner. 

Although I had intended to rate and rewrite five multiple-choice questions, the group of 

six raters and myself were able to effectively rate and rewrite two of the multiple-choice 

questions in the time frame allotted.  Even though Abedi (2006a) identifies 14 linguistic features 

that potentially affect comprehension, we chose to rate each question against nine of the 

linguistic features including word frequency/familiarity, word length, sentence length, passive 

voice constructs, long noun phrases, long question phrases, conditional clauses, relative clauses, 

and concrete vs. abstract or impersonal representations.  We chose to evaluate each question in 

terms of these nine linguistic features, as opposed to the full list of 14 linguistic features because 
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Abedi (2006a) provides detailed examples of how to rewrite seven of the 14 linguistic features 

when found in test items, including word frequency/familiarity, passive voice constructs, long 

noun phrases, long question phrases, conditional clauses, relative clauses, and concrete vs. 

abstract or impersonal representations.  The examples provided by Abedi (2006a) enabled us to 

better understand these seven linguistic features, thereby more efficiently rate and rewrite 

multiple-choice questions in terms of these specific linguistic features.  I chose to include word 

length and sentence length in our evaluation of the questions, even though we did not have 

examples of how to rewrite these particular linguistic features when found in test items, because 

they are very straightforward in nature. 

First, I provided each participant with time to independently rate the first multiple-choice 

question (question number three in Appendix F) in terms of the above-mentioned nine linguistic 

features, as well as assign it a score of 1 – 5 on the holistic item rating rubric.  Participants were 

then given time to rewrite the question, taking into account the linguistic features that they had 

identified as impeding comprehension.  After evaluating the question and creating a revised 

version, the group discussed the scores that we had assigned to each linguistic feature.  If there 

was a discrepancy of scores assigned to the question, members of the group explained their 

choice and why they felt that that feature should be evaluated as such.  Generally, through 

discussion, the seven of us were able to come to an agreement as to how we would rate that 

specific question.  We then discussed possible revisions to the question and found that it is 

possible to revise a single question in a variety of ways.  We then used this same process to rate 

and revise a second multiple-choice question (question number 15 in Appendix F). 

I conducted an additional training session on a different day to accommodate the 

schedule of the seventh rater.  This training session was carried out in the same way that the first 
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training session had been conducted.  I reviewed the 14 linguistic features, both rubrics, 

procedures for evaluating each question using the rubrics, and procedures for rewriting the 

questions with this rater.  In order to create interrater reliability between this rater and the group 

of raters that had met two days earlier, I utilized the same two multiple-choice questions during 

this training session.  I provided this rater with time to rate and rewrite these two questions 

before reviewing the rubric scores that she had assigned to the question.  After reviewing the 

rubric scores that she had assigned to the questions, we then compared her scores to the scores 

that the group had assigned to the questions.  We then discussed why she and the group chose to 

evaluate the question the way they did, establishing a sense of agreement as we continued.  In 

this way, interrater reliability was extended to the second training session and to all eight of the 

raters. 

At the conclusion of the training sessions, each of the raters, not including myself, were 

assigned six multiple-choice questions from the June 2011 administration of the NYS Global 

Exam; I assigned myself eight questions.  After receiving their designated questions, each rater 

was asked to rate the test item for linguistic complexity using the analytical linguistic 

modification rubric and the holistic item rating rubric.  After each rater completed an evaluation 

of each test item and assigned a level of linguistic complexity to it, the raters were asked to 

rewrite any test items that were determined to have linguistic features that impeded 

comprehension.  Raters were asked to send the evaluations of the questions and their revised 

versions of the questions to me, either on paper or electronically. 

After receiving electronic versions of each of the revised questions from the other raters 

in the group, I began editing the linguistically simplified multiple-choice questions.  While 

editing these questions, I looked at a copy of the original June 2011 administration of the NYS 
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Global Exam while looking at the revised questions.  This side-by-side comparison enabled me 

to make sure that the content specific vocabulary and concepts had not been altered during the 

revision process, as well as make sure that the focus and intent of the question had been 

preserved.  While editing the multiple-choice questions, I edited questions for clarity as well, 

adding a word or two where necessary.  In some instances, I found that the revised questions did 

not appear to be linguistically simplified versions of the original questions, and though different, 

the rewritten questions seemed equally as difficult.  In these cases, I reverted to the original 

question on the June 2011 administration of the exam, evaluated the question in order to 

determine which linguistic features made the question most difficult, and then added to the 

revisions previously made to the question.  After I had finished editing the text of the multiple-

choice questions, I linguistically simplified the directions that are dispersed throughout the 

section and scanned the accompanying maps and diagrams into the linguistically simplified 

version of the test. 

 The thematic essay within Part II of the NYS Global Exam was evaluated for linguistic 

complexity by one rater due to time constraints of the other raters; I evaluated and revised the 

thematic essay question independently.  After the thematic essay question was evaluated for 

linguistic complexity, I revised the essay question in order to reduce the complexity of the 

linguistic features within the question.  The directions and guidelines for the task were also 

rewritten in order to reduce their level of linguistic complexity. 

 As an introduction to Part III of the NYS Global Exam, one page is given that provides 

directions and guidelines for the section, the task that the students are to address, and the 

historical context for the task.  General definitions are also given for the verbs that are utilized 

within the task section.  For example, if the task requires a student to describe, discuss, or 
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explain examples or information, the words “describe,” “discuss,” and “explain” must be 

defined.  This page of directions, guidelines, the task and its historical context, and the 

definitions that should be kept in mind will be presented again after Part A of Part III. 

After this initial directions page, Part III of the NYS Global Exam consists of two parts; 

Part A is comprised of 9-10 authentic documents or document excerpts, as well as one or two 

questions regarding the content of each document.  When this methodology was first designed, I 

had intended to evaluate the documents from the June 2011 administration of the NYS Global 

Exam for linguistic complexity.  After evaluating the documents, I had planned to write 

linguistically simplified versions of the documents, or to replace the documents with entirely 

different documents that were based on the same topic, but written at a more simplified level of 

linguistic complexity.  I then decided that I wanted to maintain the authenticity of the documents 

within the exam by not creating linguistically simplified versions of them. 

In order to gain feedback on the most effective way to create the Document Based 

Question portion of this examination, I consulted with one of the Global Studies teachers who I 

had previously interviewed.  This teacher extended an offer to assist me in creating a DBQ set, 

including the documents, the questions that accompanied the documents, and the essay task that 

followed; I accepted this opportunity.  We agreed to create a DBQ set that could be used with his 

ninth and tenth grade Global Studies students, and that I would then take that DBQ set and 

linguistically simplify the questions that accompanied the documents, as well as the essay task 

that followed for use with the linguistically simplified version of the exam. 

In creating this DBQ set, we did not adhere to the original topics that were covered in the 

DBQ section of the June 2011 administration of the NYS Global Exam.  We chose to create a 

DBQ set about ancient civilizations; this topic is periodically visited on the NYS Global Exam.  
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The teacher explained to me that each DBQ covers three related topics.  For example, with this 

particular DBQ that we were creating, three different ancient civilizations needed to be included.  

For each subtopic, three or four documents were needed in order to create a set of 9-10 

documents.  After the documents have been chosen, one or two questions need to be written 

about each document; some questions may have one question and some may have two.  In total, 

12 questions must be written about the various documents. 

For this particular DBQ set, we decided to use materials that were written at a sixth grade 

reading level.  This grade and reading level were chosen because many of the students in this 

teacher’s Global Studies classes are at a sixth grade reading level; these documents, and the DBQ 

that would result from them, could be used for additional exam practice with his students.  We 

chose to use three documents on Ancient Mesopotamia, three documents on Classical Greece, 

and three documents on the African kingdom of Mali.  The documents were found through a 

compilation of teacher resources and past materials.  Several of the documents were 

accompanied by questions that I could revise in order to use on the linguistically simplified 

version of the exam.  A few of the documents were not accompanied by questions that could be 

used in the exam.  In these instances, the Global Studies teacher and I discussed a general 

question that could be asked about each of the documents.  After all of the questions had been 

composed, I created linguistically simplified versions while referencing Abedi’s (2006) 

description of the 14 linguistic features that contribute to comprehension difficulty for ELLs, as 

well as the accompanying rubrics.  In addition to linguistically simplifying the questions that 

followed each of the documents, I also linguistically simplified the context that preceded each of 

the documents. 
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Next, Part B, the Document Based Question Essay, requires students to write an 

introduction, several body paragraphs, and a conclusion in order to answer the given essay 

question.  Students are provided with directions, historical context, and the actual task that they 

are to accomplish; these criteria are provided both before and after the documents.  The Global 

Studies teacher explained the creation of the historical context that accompanies a DBQ.  In 

general, the historical context of a DBQ is a generic statement or group of statements that ties a 

topic together; the historical context must also reiterate the three main topics that are covered by 

the documents.  Historical contexts tend to focus on revolutions, wars, civilizations, 

achievements, contributions, and technology.  The three topics covered in the documents are then 

tied together using one of these general focusing points.  For example, with this particular DBQ, 

the Global Studies teacher and I chose to focus on the achievements of the Ancient 

Mesopotamian, Classical Greece, and Mali civilizations. 

Within the directions and guidelines for the DBQ is the task.  The task portion of the 

DBQ explains what the students must do in order to complete this last section of the exam.  The 

task always requires students to select and write about two of the three main topics mentioned in 

the historical context.  The task of a DBQ consists of 1-3 bullet points that students must address 

within their answer to the essay question.  Each of these bullet points must start with a verb, and 

these verbs must match the verbs that were initially defined on the first page of Part III.  While 

keeping all of this in mind, this Global Studies teacher demonstrated how to create a fitting 

historical context for this particular set of documents.  This task can be seen on pages 55 and 65 

within the “findings” section. 

Once each of the individual sections had been evaluated for linguistic complexity and 

questions in need of improvement had been revised, I was able to piece the different parts of the 
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revised test together.  I placed all of the sections in order before scanning any necessary maps 

and diagrams into the test.  I then went through the entire test and formatted the test in a similar 

way to that of the actual NYS Global Exam.  Although it is not identically formatted to the NYS 

Global Exam, it resembles the exam in a way that will be beneficial to the students who are using 

the examination; it will allow them to become more familiar with the formatting of the test as 

they continue to prepare.  Also, while continuing to compile the test, I linguistically simplified 

the first page of directions that are read prior to the commencement of the test. 

Limitations 

 When implementing this methodology to develop a linguistically simplified version of 

the June 2011 administration of the NYS Global Exam, there were a couple of limitations that 

should be taken into account.  First, as previously demonstrated in the literature review, the use 

of linguistic simplification as an accommodation for ELLs on standardized assessments has only 

been applied to and researched with science and mathematics assessments; there are no previous 

studies that have researched the use of linguistic simplification techniques as an accommodation 

on social studies exams.  However, this lack of previous application to social studies exams 

illustrates the importance of such an application, and a need for the creation of social studies 

exams that have undergone linguistic simplification. 

 Secondly, though interrater reliability was established in the creation of the linguistically 

simplified version of the June 2011 administration of the NYS Global Exam, the raters within the 

rater group have no previous experience rating test items for linguistic complexity.  Also, the 

raters involved do not have prior experience rewriting test items in a way that reduces the 

linguistic complexity of the item.  In order to reduce the impact of this particular limitation, I 

conducted a training session to demonstrate an effective way to rate the linguistic complexity of 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  35 
 

 
 

test items, as well as strategies that could be used to effectively revise the test items to reduce 

their linguistic complexity. 

 In conclusion, this methodology was formed after extensive examination of the best 

practices surrounding assessment and accommodation strategies for English Language Learners.  

After thorough investigation of the research reviewed in this project, the above methodology was 

carried out.  The following section documents the sum efforts of this methodology. 
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Findings 

The University of the State of New York 
REGENTS HIGH SCHOOL EXAMINATION 

 
GLOBAL HISTORY AND GEOGRAPHY 

 
Student Name ______________________________________________________________ 
 
School Name _______________________________________________________________ 
 

Print your name and the name of your school on the lines above.  A separate answer 
sheet for Part I has been given to you.  Follow the directions from the teacher or principal for 
completing the student information on your answer sheet.  Then fill in the heading of each 
page of your essay booklet. 
 

This examination has three parts.  You are to answer all questions in all parts.  Use black 
or dark-blue ink to write your answers to Parts II, III A, and III B. 
 

Part I has 50 multiple-choice questions.  Record your answers to these questions 
on the answer sheet. 
 

Part II has one essay question based on one theme.  Write your answer to this question in 
the essay booklet.  Start on page 1. 
 

Part III is based on nine documents: 
 

Part III A contains the documents. When you get to this part of the test, write 
your name and the name of your school on the first page of this new part.  One or two 
questions are asked about each document.  Write your answer to each question in this test 
booklet on the lines after that question. 

 
Part III B has one essay question based on the documents. Write your answer to 

this question in the essay booklet.  Start on page 7. 
 

When you have finished the test, you must sign the sentence printed at the end of the 
answer sheet, showing that you had no knowledge of the questions or answers to the questions 
before the test.  This also shows that you did not help others or get help from others when 
answering any of the questions during the test. Your answer sheet cannot be turned in if you do 
not sign your name at the end of this answer sheet. 
 

The use of any cell phone or computer is not allowed when taking this test. If you use a 
cell phone or computer your test will not be graded and no score will be given to you. 
 

DO NOT OPEN THIS TEST BOOK UNTIL THE TEACHER SAYS TO BEGIN. 
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Part I 
 

Answer all questions in this part. 
 

Directions (Questions 1–50): Record your answer to each statement or question on your 
answer sheet.  Record the number of the word or sentence that best completes the statement or 
answers the question. 
 

Use this map to answer questions 1 and 2.  Use what you know about social studies. 
 

 
 
1. Look at the map above. This map shows the relationship between 
 
(1)  religion and government 
(2)  ironworking and trans-Saharan trade 
(3)  people and the environment 
(4)  monsoons and flooding 
 
2. The map above shows a process called 
 
(1)  nationalization 
(2)  cultural diffusion 
(3)  urbanization 
(4)  social stratification 
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3. An economist studying ancient groups of people would study 
 
(1)  how people trade products 
(2)  how family groups change 
(3)  how people use fire 
(4)  the religion of the groups of people who live in a river valley 
 
4. Knowing the latitude of a city helps you know 
 
(1)  the language the people speak there 
(2)  the temperature there 
(3)  how many people live there 
(4)  what time it is there 
 
 
Use the pictures below to answer question 5.  Use what you know about social studies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      Construction of the Hippodrome 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Compilation of the Justinian Code  Rebuilding of the Hagia Sophia 
 
5. Look at the pictures above. The objects in these pictures were developed during the  
 
(1)  Mesopotamian civilizations 
(2)  Pax Romana 
(3)  Tang dynasty 
(4)  Byzantine Empire 
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Read the paragraph below. Use the information that you read in the paragraph to help you 
answer question number 6.  
 
“…In 1999 archaeologists found the bodies of a girl and two other children on the top of a 
mountain in Argentina. The bodies were mummified.” 

    Adapted from “Frozen Inca Mummy Goes on Display” 
National Geographic News 
September11, 2007 
 

6. The paragraph above shows that archaeologists 
 
(1)  interpret evidence 
(2)  challenge customs 
(3)  classify artifacts 
(4)  plan expeditions 
 
7. What sentence about the Neolithic Revolution is an opinion and not a fact? 
 
(1) Early people made greater cultural advancements than later people did 
(2) The Neolithic Revolution caused changes for nomadic people 
(3) New technology was made during the Neolithic Revolution 
(4) Agricultural Developments caused people to make permanent settlements 
 
8. The idea of zero, the caste system, and the decimal system are closest with the 
 
(1) Inca Empire 
(2) Tokugawa shogunate 
(3) Song dynasty 
(4) Gupta Empire 
 
9. Guilds were created during the European Middle Ages to 
 
(1) get better working conditions in factories 
(2) standardize goods and prices 
(3) keep track of money 
(4) make more competition 
 
10. Ibn Battuta and Mansa Musa showed their religious values by 
 
(1) meditating at the Ganges River 
(2) converting Africans to Christianity 
(3) going to Mecca 
(4) going to the wailing wall in Jerusalem 
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11. Choose the event that was part of the Black Death spreading to Europe in the 14th century. 
 
(1) trade with Asia 
(2) the defeat of Japan 
(3) trade across the Sahara desert 
(4) exploration of the Western Hemisphere 
 
12. What was one example of Renaissance humanism? 
 
(1) being a knight and using chivalry 
(2) listening to divine right monarchs and the church 
(3) living in a different way from the rest of the world 
(4) being the best you can be 
 
13. 

• Took the city of Constantinople in 1453 
• Earned money and goods from trade along the Mediterranean Sea 
• Ruled by Suleiman the Lawgiver 

 
These facts are about what empire? 
 
(1) Roman 
(2) Ottoman 
(3) Mongol 
(4) Songhai 
 
14. The Ming Dynasty in the early 1400s and the Spanish monarchy in the late 1400s are similar 
because they both 

 
(1) promoted religious diversity 
(2) encouraged democratic reforms 
(3) emphasized equal rights for women 
(4) supported the growth of overseas trade 
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Use this diagram to answer question 15. Use what you know 
about social studies. 
 
15. What does this diagram show about Spanish Colonialism in 
the Americas? 
 
(1) The fewest people in the population had the most power. 
(2) Africans and Native Americans were politically powerful. 
(3) The population was mostly made up of peninsulares. 
(4) Mestizos and mulattoes controlled the most land. 
 
 
 
 

  
 
16. How did the Columbian exchange affect European society? 

 
(1) Less people migrated to the Americas. 
(2) Horses came to Europe for the first time. 
(3) The population grew because of new foods. 
(4) The Christian Church divided into Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches. 
 
17. During the first Global Age (A.D. 1450 – 1770), European countries received raw materials 
and a market for their goods by using 
 
(1) mercantilism 
(2) laissez-faire ideas 
(3) trade cooperatives 
(4) forts on the Silk Roads 
 
18. Akbar the Great, Ivan the Terrible, and Louis XIV are similar because they were all 
 
(1) theocratic leaders 
(2) elected leaders 
(3) absolute leaders 
(4) enlightened leaders 
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19. “The French Revolution is most important for having changed subjects to citizens.” 
 
This sentence shows the change from: 
 
(1) religious traditions to non-religious values 
(2) the idea that God should rule to the idea that people should rule themselves 
(3) small-town lifestyles to city lifestyles 
(4) people own their own property to the government owns all the property 
 
20. What weather condition helped cause Napoleon's army to lose during the attack on Russia? 
 
(1) drought-no rain for a long time 
(2) typhoons-very bad storms 
(3) bad flooding 
(4) very bad winter 
 
21. Many Irish moved to North America in the 19th century because 
 
(1) the food was not growing 
(2) the government was making people fight in their wars 
(3) there was a war in Ireland 
(4) many people were getting sick 
 
 
Base your answer to question 22 on the chart below and on your knowledge of social studies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
22. What should the title of this chart be? 
 
(1) Causes of the Latin American Independence Movements 
(2) Effect of the Scientific Revolution 
(3) Causes of the Industrial Revolution 
(4) Effects of Nationalism in Europe 

Effect of 
Enlightenment 

ideas 

People born in the 
colonies were 

unhappy 

Spain’s power 
became weaker 

 
_____________
_ 

Strong leaders 
came to power 
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23. Which sentence shows how imperialism affected Africa? 
 
(1) Equal land was given to the wealthy and poor. 
(2) Tribe borders were used to make new borders. 
(3) The powerful European countries took natural resources from Africa. 
(4) Timbuktu became the center of great learning. 
 
24. Which event happened right before World War I began? 
 
(1) the Treaty of Versailles was signed 
(2) Poland was attacked by Germany 
(3) the death of Archduke Francis Ferdinand 
(4) Germany was using its submarines (underwater boats) to attack other countries 
 
 
Use this map to answer question 25.  Use what you know about social studies. 
 

 
 
25. Look at the map.  The countries at the Munich Conference adopted the policy of 
appeasement in September 1938.  How did this change Europe? 
 
(1) France took over the Rhineland. 
(2) Germany took over the Sudetenland. 
(3) Lithuania took over Memel. 
(4) Austria became a free state. 
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26. What is one thing that Ataturk did to make Turkey modern? 
 
(1) followed strict Islamic law 
(2) gave women the right to vote 
(3) wrote in Arabic 
(4) made men wear a fez 
 
27. Who gained control of the Weimar Republic when the economy failed? 
 
(1) Adolf Hitler 
(2) Francisco Franco 
(3) Benito Mussolini 
(4) Charles de Gaulle 
 
28. Some nations adopted a policy of nonalignment during the Cold War.  They believed that 
  
(1) they should not have to listen to the United Nations 
(2) they should limit trade with countries that are close by 
(3) they should not follow environmental agreements between countries 
(4) they should not have to do the same thing as the superpowers 
 
29. The Marshall Plan was used in Western Europe after World War II.  Which of these was 
made stronger? 
  
(1) democracy 
(2) communism 
(3) isolationism 
(4) autocracy 
 
30.  What happened after Deng Xiaoping introduced the Four Modernizations in China? 
 
(1) Freedom of Speech was guaranteed. 
(2) Goods and services were given to people equally. 
(3) There were more economic opportunities. 
(4) Less consumer goods were made. 
 
31.  What two countries became free in the 20th century and had people move into them because 
of religious problems? 
 
(1) Czech Republic and Slovakia 
(2) Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan 
(3) Egypt and Libya 
(4) India and Pakistan 
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32.  A goal of today’s religious fundamentalism is: 
 
(1) to mix the ideas of Islam and Christianity 
(2) keep popular religious values in society 
(3) support the practice of other religions 
(4) follow unreligious ideas instead of religious ideas 
 
33.  Members of the European Union (EU) and the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) have both tried to 
 
(1) decrease trade barriers 
(2) control the production of iron and steel 
(3) create farms 
(4) control production and sharing of resources 
 
 
Use this cartoon to answer question 34.  Use what you know about social studies. 

 
34. What is the main idea of this cartoon? 
 
(1) There is too much oil being made. 
(2) The demand for oil is bigger that what is being 
made. 
(3) Fossil fuels are not being shared evenly. 
(4) Global environmental groups have more 
demands that before. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
35. Kurds and Palestinians want to be independent because of 
 
(1) free trade 
(2) nationalism 
(3) group security 
(4) modernization 
 
36.  What leader is united with Desmond Tutu and F.W. de Klerk? 
 
(1) Jomo Kenyatta 
(2) Kwame Nkruhmah 
(3) Nelson Mandela 
(4) Jawaharlal Nehru 
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37. What was the main reason for fighting in Chechnya, Azerbaijan, and Bosnia after the Cold 
War? 
 
(1) religious and ethnic problems 
(2) the use of capitalism 
(3) poor health care and not enough food 
(4) Russification 
 
 
Use this cartoon to answer question 38.  Use what you know about social studies. 

 
 
38. What would you title this cartoon 
about globalization?  
 
(1) Growing Closer Together 
(2) The Road to Stability 
(3) An Economic Miracle 
(4) An Uncertain Path 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
39. The southern Sahara is expanding because of  
 
(1) annexation 
(2) conservation 
(3) desertification 
(4) desalination 
 
40. The Code of Hammurabi and the Twelve Tables of Rome are examples of 
 
(1) written laws 
(2) religious rules 
(3) economic rules 
(4) early constitutions 
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41. Which person correctly points to the person he influenced?  
 
(1) Pope Urban II  Martin Luther 
(2) Nicolaus Copernicus  Galileo Galilei 
(3) Hernando Cortez  Simón Bolívar 
(4) Louis XVI  Maximilien Robespierre. 
 
42. Look at the chart.  What title is best for this chart?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(1) Goals of the Hanseatic League 
(2) Reasons for Europeans to Fight the Crusades 
(3) Results of the Reconquista 
(4) Goals of Charlemagne 
 
 
Use this chart to answer question 43.  Use what you know about social studies. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
43. What Chinese idea is best for the empty circle? 
 
(1) Maoism 
(2) Daoism 
(3) legalism 
(4) Confucianism 
 
 
 
 

Title: _________________________ 
         A. Get away from feudal control 
         B. Be forgiven for sins 
         C. Take back the Holy Land 

The rulers 
should set an 
example for 
the people. 

Families 
are the 
center of 
society. 

Children 
should 
respect their 
parents. 

 
_____________
_ 
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44. The English Bill of Rights and John Locke’s political ideas both support the idea of a 
 
(1) united government 
(2) fascist dictatorship 
(3) Marxist dictatorship 
(4) a government with limited powers 
 
45. Which idea correctly points to the name of a document that shows its beliefs? 
 
(1) colonialism  The Prince 
(2) militarism  Sadler Report 
(3) capitalism  Wealth of Nations 
(4) monotheism  The Communist Manifesto 
 
46. One goal that the Congress of Vienna had was to 
 
(1) make a new balance of power in Europe 
(2) keep Europe safe from Ottoman attacks 
(3) end crimes within the Catholic Church 
(4) re-draw the borders of Africa 
 
47. What changed transportation in the 1800s? 
 
(1) caravel 
(2) astrolabe 
(3) airplane 
(4) steam engine 
 
 
Use this reading passage to answer question 48.  Use what you know about social studies. 
 
…Indeed whilst on the one hand civil disobedience authorises disobedience of unjust laws or 
unmoral laws of a state which one seeks to overthrow, it requires meek and willing submission to 
the penalty of disobedience and therefore cheerful acceptance of the jail discipline and its 
attendant hardships…. 
 
48. Which person wrote this reading passage? 
 
(1) Otto von Bismarck 
(2) Mohandas Gandhi 
(3) Ho Chi Minh 
(4) Fidel Castro 
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49. Which war is most connected with events that happened in Nanjing, Dunkirk, and 
Hiroshima? 
 
(1) Russian Revolution 
(2) Cultural Revolution 
(3) World War II 
(4) Korean War 
 
50. The made-up line that separated the countries in Western European from the countries in 
Eastern European after World War II was named the 
 
(1) prime meridian 
(2) line of demarcation 
(3) Iron Curtain 
(4) Berlin Wall 
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Write your answer to this essay question in your separate test booklet. 
 
Think of this definition when you are writing your answer to Part II: 

 
discuss means “to make observations about something using facts, reasoning, and 
argument; to present in some detail” 

 
Part II 

 
THEMATIC ESSAY QUESTION 

 
Directions: Write an organized essay that includes an introduction, several paragraphs that 
answer the question below, and a conclusion. 
 
Theme: Technology 
 

Societies have made important changes to technology during history.  These 
changes to technology have had both positive and negative effects on a society or 
on humankind. 

 
Task: 
 

Choose two changes to technology and for each change: 
• Discuss why the change to technology was important during a specific time 
period 
• Discuss the positive and/or negative effects this change to technology had on a 
society or on humankind 

 
You may use any change to technology from your study of global history. Some 

ideas you might wish to write about include irrigation systems, stirrup, astrolabe, printing 
press, factory systems, nuclear weapons, chemical pesticides, and satellites launched into 
space. 
 

You may use other ideas, too. 
 

Do not focus on the United States for your answer. 
 
Guidelines: 
 
In your essay, make sure that you: 
• Answer all parts of the question/task 
• Describe the main idea with useful facts, examples, and details 
• Use a logical and clear plan of organization.  Write an introduction and a conclusion that 
  includes details. 
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NAME __________________________________ SCHOOL __________________________ 
 

Part III 
 

DOCUMENT-BASED QUESTION 
 

This essay question is based on the following documents. The essay question was 
created to test how well you use historical documents. Some of these documents have been 
changed for the goals of this essay question. When you look at the documents, look at the 
source of each document.  Consider one or more points of view that may be shown in each 
of the documents. 
 

Historical Context: 
 
Great civilizations have existed in different parts of the world during history.  The cultural and 
educational successes of these civilizations added to the growth of people and societies.  These 
civilizations include Ancient Mesopotamia, Classical Greece, and the Mali Kingdom in Africa. 
 
Task: Use information from the documents and what you know about global history to answer 
all of the questions that come after each document in Part A.  Your answers to the questions will 
help you write the essay in Part B.  For Part B you will be asked to: 
 
 
Select two of the civilizations written in the historical context (Ancient Mesopotamia,  
Classical Greece, and the Mali Kingdom in Africa) and for each: 
 
• Describe two examples of cultural or educational successes made by past civilizations.   

You need to say what civilization made the contribution. 
• Discuss the importance of each of these successes to global history. 

 
 
Think of these definitions when you are writing your answer to Part III: 
 

(a) Describe means “to show something in words or tell about it” 
(b) Discuss means “to make observations about something using facts, reasoning, and 

examples to support your answer; to write in some detail” 
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Part A 
Short-Answer Questions 
 
Directions: Look at the documents and answer the short-answer questions that come after each 
document.  Answer the questions on the lines given after each question. 
 
Document 1 
 
The rivers were very important for a growing civilization.  Rivers were a source of food, 
transportation, and plants.  Rivers were in the middle of deserts and land that was not smooth.  
This made the creation of city-states possible.  Mesopotamia was formed next to the Tigris River 
and the Euphrates River. 
 

 
 
1. The Tigris River and the Euphrates River were very important for keeping people alive.  How 
did the rivers help civilizations to grow bigger? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.  Look at the map and find the Fertile Crescent.  What is next to the Fertile Crescent in the 
south?  What is next to the Fertile Crescent in the east? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Document 2 
 
The Code of Hammurabi is made of laws about everyday life, business, medicine, things that 
belong to other people, and family.  These laws were very important and people got into trouble 
if they didn’t follow the laws.  If someone was seen stealing they could be killed.  People that did 
not respect things that belonged to other people had to pay a bill.  Hammurabi said that his goal 
for the law was this: 
 

 
 

 
1.  What three things did Hammurabi want to do with this set of laws? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.  What happened to people that got in trouble for stealing? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Document 3 
 
Sumerians and Akkadians believed in more than one god.  The belief in more than one god is 
called polytheism.  The Sumerians and Akkadians thought that they would be happy and 
successful if they made the gods happy.  The Sumerians and Akkadians thought that they would 
have more problems if they made the gods unhappy.  Sumerians made huge temples called 
ziggurats.  The Sumerians thought that these temples united Earth and the heavens.  They also 
thought that these temples united people with the gods. 
 

 
 

 
1.  Look at the picture and look at how many stairs there are.  What does the size of the temple 
show you about how important the gods were to the Sumerians? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.  What did the Sumerians and Akkadians want from their gods?  Look back to the reading 
passage at the top of this page to help you. 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Document 4 
 
Citizens of Athens had freedoms and responsibilities.  A male citizen needed to protect Athens in 
a war, to be on a jury, and to talk about problems.  A great leader named Pericles said: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.  What did Pericles think about citizens who did not help with politics and government?  What 
makes you think this? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

“We do not say that a man who takes no interest in politics is a man who 
minds his own business; we say that he has no business here at all.” 
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Document 5 
 
Use this picture to answer the next question. 
 

 
 
 
1.  Look at this picture and the words that describe it.  What does the author think about man? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Document 6 
 
Use this reading passage to answer the question that comes after. 
 

 
 
 
1.  What is one key idea of the democracy in Athens? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Document 7 
 
Mansa Musa increased the size of the Mali empire to twice the size of the Ghana empire.  Mansa 
Musa went on a hajj, or trip, to Mecca and he stopped in Cairo, Egypt.  An Egyptian official 
described Mansa Musa in this way: 
 

 
1.  Why was the Egyptian official excited about Mansa Musa? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

This man Mansa Musa, spread upon Cairo the flood of his generosity: 
there was no person, officer of the court, or holder of any office of the 
Sultanate who did not receive a sum of gold from him. 
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Document 8 
 
In this reading passage, a traveler from Morocco describes the city of Timbuktu. 
 

 
1.  Why was the writer of this reading passage excited by the city of Timbuktu? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

Here are many doctors, judges, priests, and other learned men that are well 
maintained at the king’s costs.  Various manuscripts and written books are 
brought here…and sold for more money than other merchandise. 
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Document 9 
 
Ibn Battuta traveled in Mali in 1352.  He wrote this description of Mali in the book called 
Travels to Kindgdom of Mali. 
 

 
1.  Write two things that Ibn Battuta liked about the Kingdom of Mali. 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

They are seldom unjust, and have a greater hatred of injustice than any 
other people.  Their sultan shows no mercy to anyone who is guilty of the 
least act of it.  There is complete security in their country.  Neither traveler 
nor inhabitant in it has anything to fear from robbers. 
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Part B 
Essay 
 
Directions:  Write	
  a	
  well-­‐organized	
  essay	
  that	
  has	
  an	
  introduction,	
  three	
  or	
  four	
  body	
  
paragraphs,	
  and	
  a	
  conclusion.	
  	
  Use	
  examples	
  from	
  four	
  or	
  more	
  documents	
  in	
  your	
  essay.	
  	
  
Support	
  your	
  response	
  with	
  important	
  facts,	
  examples,	
  and	
  details.	
  	
  Include	
  extra	
  information	
  
that	
  you	
  have	
  learned	
  about	
  global	
  history	
  that	
  connects	
  to	
  this	
  essay	
  question.	
  
 
Historical Context: 

 
Great civilizations have existed in different parts of the world during history.  The cultural and 
educational successes of these civilizations added to the growth of people and societies.  These 
civilizations include Ancient Mesopotamia, Classical Greece, and the Mali Kingdom in Africa. 

 
Task:  Using	
  the	
  information	
  from	
  the	
  documents	
  and	
  your	
  knowledge	
  of	
  global	
  history,	
  

write	
  an	
  essay	
  in	
  which	
  you: 
 
 
Select two of the civilizations written in the historical context (Ancient Mesopotamia,  
Classical Greece, and the Mali Kingdom in Africa) and for each: 
 
• Describe two examples of cultural or educational successes made by past civilizations.   

You need to say what civilization made the contribution. 
• Discuss the importance of each of these successes to global history. 

 
 
Guidelines: 
 

In your essay, be sure to 
• Answer all parts of the essay question 
• Use information from four or more documents 
• Use extra information that you have learned about global history that connects to this  
  essay question 
• Describe the main idea with relevant facts, examples, and details 
• Use a logical and clear plan of organization.   Write an introduction and a conclusion   
  that includes details. 
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Discussion 

Goals  

Overall, this completed curriculum project has met the intentions outlined by the research 

question and design.  First, this curriculum project sought to create a linguistically simplified 

version of the New York State Global History and Geography Regents Examination that could 

potentially serve as a bridge between English Language Learners (ELLs) and the curriculum, and 

it has successfully met that goal.  A secondary purpose of this curriculum project was to apply 

the linguistic simplification techniques outlined by Jamal Abedi (2006a) to a social studies 

content area examination, as these techniques had previously only been applied to science and 

mathematics assessments. 

Design 

First, steps that were initially outlined and developed in the methodology for altering the 

multiple-choice questions were followed in order to create this linguistically simplified content 

area assessment.  Even though minor adjustments were made to the revising technique in order to 

make the process more accurate and efficient, the steps that were initially developed were 

generally followed, though to a higher degree of specificity. 

Second, the steps that were initially outlined and developed in the methodology for 

rewriting the thematic essay question were followed, though altered slightly.  The initial 

methodology and the methodology that was actually followed differ in that I did not revise this 

portion of the test with two colleagues in the Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages 

(TESOL) program, but I completed it independently.  This change was made because each of my 

TESOL colleagues who served as a rater for the multiple-choice questions was busy with their 
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own thesis projects, outside obligations, and the six multiple-choice questions that I had asked 

them to revise. 

Third, the steps that were initially outlined and developed in the methodology for the 

revision of the Document Based Question (DBQ) section were not followed; these initial 

directions were revised.  When I began working on the revision of the DBQ section, I began by 

following my initial methodology; however, I soon found that it would be better to replace the 

documents and their accompanying questions all together.  Revising the individual documents 

would have decreased their level of authenticity.  After consulting with a local Global Studies 

teacher about the revision of the DBQ section, I determined that I would create an entirely new 

DBQ section, and although it is unrelated to the DBQ section that was given in the June 2011 

administration of the NYS Global Exam, it will still provide students with worthwhile experience 

and practice working with DBQs.  The documents that were used in the DBQ section still 

contained several features that may cause some confusion for ELLs, even though they were 

written at a sixth grade level.  I chose not to linguistically simplify these documents further 

because I feel that they are already significantly simpler than the original documents that 

students will find on the actual NYS Global Exam, including those of the June 2011 

administration of the exam.  Authentic documents that are used for DBQ sections are frequently 

written in an older style of English that is found to be confusing by ELLs and native English 

speaking students alike.  It is important that ELLs are exposed to the language of the documents 

to some extent. 

Methodology 

 While carrying out the proposed methodology of this project, I found that there were 

several issues that I would account for if given the opportunity to complete this project again in 
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some capacity.  For instance, while completing the revision process of the multiple-choice 

questions, I trained seven of my TESOL colleagues in order to create a greater level of interrater 

reliability, thereby increasing the validity of the linguistically simplified version of the test.  

However, even though my colleagues and I agreed on how to evaluate the linguistic complexity 

of questions, as well as how to rewrite the questions in order to reduce the linguistic complexity, 

the multiple-choice questions were rewritten very differently.  For example, some of the 

questions had been revised in a way that required no additional editing and revision.  However, 

there were other questions that were rewritten in a way that did not lessen the degree of linguistic 

complexity; these questions needed additional revision.  The colleagues involved in this project 

have differing levels of experience in the field of education and in the specific field of TESOL.  

However, the level of experience in education and in TESOL did not necessarily impact the way 

that each person rewrote the questions.  There were many instances in which colleagues newest 

to the fields of education and TESOL revised the questions assigned to them most effectively. 

 Another aspect of this project that must be taken into account when considering possible 

use of this methodology in the future is the amount of time that people will need in order to 

revise questions.  I provided raters within the group with ten days in order to complete the 

evaluation and linguistic simplification of the six multiple-choice questions that I had given them 

to revise.  More than half of the rater group took approximately 14 days in order to evaluate, 

linguistically simplify, and return the revised questions to me.  Each of the raters in the 

established group has class responsibilities of their own, and many of the raters are employed on 

a part-time or full-time basis.  The revision of six questions was not extremely time consuming, 

however it still required more time than some raters had readily available. 
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 When reflecting on the revised methodology surrounding the writing of the DBQ section, 

I appreciate the opportunity to collaborate with a Global Studies teacher who has experience 

creating DBQ sets for the purpose of helping students to practice; this made the process of 

creating the DBQ set more manageable, effective, and worthwhile.  If someone were creating a 

DBQ section of a NYS Global Studies exam for the first time, I would highly recommend that 

they seek the assistance of an experienced teacher.  It was difficult at times to communicate with 

the teacher who I collaborated with as the school schedule is very demanding, however with 

more time, this collaboration would have run more smoothly. 

Limitations 

 Although this curriculum project has been designed as intended and has fulfilled the 

goals of the research question, there are limitations that may affect the potential use of this 

examination in the future.  First, this linguistically simplified version of the NYS Global Exam 

was created by TESOL graduate students and professionals that have little to no previous 

experience creating linguistically simplified assessments.  There was one Global Studies teacher 

involved in the revision of the DBQ, however the multiple-choice questions and thematic essay 

were revised with no assistance from a Global Studies teacher.  Even though contributors to this 

project utilized proven strategies (Abedi, 2006a) in order to revise the June 2011 administration 

of the NYS Global Exam, additional experience would increase the effectiveness of this 

linguistically simplified exam.   

Another limitation of this curriculum project is that there are no published examples of 

social studies content area assessments that have been linguistically simplified using these 

techniques.  Finally, though this linguistically simplified version of the NYS Global Exam can 

potentially serve as a bridge between ELLs and the curriculum, it cannot serve as a replacement 
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examination to the NYS Global Exam for ELLs.  Teachers may use this exam in order to better 

prepare their ELLs for the NYS Global Exam, however they may not administer this exam to 

their students in place of the NYS Global Exam. 

Future Opportunities 

 If given the opportunity to recreate this curriculum project, using more time, I would 

have each of the multiple-choice questions evaluated and rewritten by more than one person.  

Prior to having the individual raters evaluate and rewrite questions, interrater reliability was 

established, using practice questions, in order to increase the likelihood that the assigned 

questions would be more consistent with each other.  However, interrater reliability for the 

questions on this specific exam, the June 2011 administration of the NYS Global Exam, would 

be further increased by having multiple raters evaluate and rewrite the same questions.  Then, the 

revised versions could be combined in order to create an effective question.  Also, if given the 

opportunity to recreate this curriculum project, it would benefit from increased levels of 

knowledge and experience. 

Implications of this Curriculum 

 This curriculum project has implications for both students and teachers.  Teachers may 

use this linguistically simplified content area assessment as a teaching tool for their ELLs.  For 

example, when preparing their students for the NYS Global Exam, teachers can provide their 

students with this revised version of the June 2011 administration, as well as the original version 

of the June 2011 administration.  With both versions of the same administration of this 

examination, teachers will be able to demonstrate what the Regents questions will look like, as 

well as what the question is actually asking, without additional language variables impeding the 

message. 
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A second implication of this curriculum project is that teachers will have increased 

potential to create additional linguistically simplified Regents examinations.  First, this 

assessment serves as an example of a linguistically simplified assessment.  Second, the TESOL 

graduate students and professionals that collaborated to create this assessment have now learned 

and begun to hone the techniques necessary to create assessments of this type.  After having the 

experience of creating this assessment, they will be more prepared to create linguistically 

simplified assessments for their own students, whether they are Regents examinations or 

assessments specific to classroom teachers.  Lastly, this curriculum project has now implemented 

the techniques outlined by Jamal Abedi (2006a) in order to linguistically simplify a social studies 

content area examination.  Though teachers may have done this in the past for their specific 

students, there are not any accessible examples of linguistically simplified social studies 

assessments that can serve as examples for teachers and researchers. 

 In the future, as a teacher of English as a Second Language, I will use this completed 

curriculum project in order to provide ELLs with more access to the Global Studies curriculum.  

This curriculum project will be utilized in order to prepare ELLs for their NYS Global Exam.  

During the time that it has taken me to complete this curriculum project, several Global Studies 

teachers have expressed interest in using this completed test with their ELLs.  I have also been 

approached by several teachers of English as a Second Language (ESL) that would like to use 

this with their students in order to provide more efficient means of preparation for the NYS 

Global Exam. 

In the future, as an ESL teacher, I will use the skills that I have taken away from this 

curriculum project in order to create other linguistically simplified versions of examinations to 
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utilize with my students.  These techniques can be applied to other Regents examinations and to 

teacher created examinations. 

Conclusion 

 Students encounter a variety of obstacles when completing standardized assessments in 

content area subjects.  English Language Learners, however, face additional challenges as a 

result of their developing English language proficiencies.  English Language Learners are 

required to demonstrate their content area knowledge on standardized assessments that are 

developed and constructed for native English speakers.  The intent of this linguistically 

simplified New York State Global History and Geography Regents Examination is to act as a 

bridge between English Language Learners and the Regents examination.  This linguistically 

simplified exam has the potential to act as a teaching tool in order to prepare English Language 

Learners for the New York State Global History and Geography Regents Examination.  A 

secondary purpose of this project is to apply the techniques of linguistic simplification to a social 

studies content area exam, as these techniques have previously only been applied to science and 

mathematics examinations.  Lastly, teachers of English Language Learners will be provided with 

a more accurate representation of the social studies content area knowledge that their students 

possess through the use of this examination with their students. 
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Appendix A 

Analytical Linguistic Modification Rubric 
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Appendix B 

Holistic Item Rating Rubric 
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Appendix C 

Learning Standards for Social Studies 
 
Standard 1: History of the United States and New York  
 
Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of major 
ideas, eras, themes, developments, and turning points in the history of the United States and New 
York.  
 
 
Standard 2: World History  
 
Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of major 
ideas, eras, themes, developments, and turning points in world history and examine the broad 
sweep of history from a variety of perspectives.  
 
 
Standard 3: Geography  
 
Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of the 
geography of the interdependent world in which we live—local, national, and global—including 
the distribution of people, places, and environments over the Earth’s surface.  
 
 
Standard 4: Economics  
 
Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of how the  
United States and other societies develop economic systems and associated institutions to 
allocate scarce resources, how major decision-making units function in the United States and 
other national economies, and how an economy solves the scarcity problem through market and 
nonmarket mechanisms.  
 
 
Standard 5: Civics, Citizenship, and Government  
 
Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of the 
necessity for establishing governments; the governmental system of the United States and other 
nations; the United States Constitution; the basic civic values of American constitutional 
democracy; and the roles, rights, and responsibilities of citizenship, including avenues of 
participation.  
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Appendix D 

Concepts and Themes Emphasized in the Global History and Geography Core Curriculum 
 

• Belief Systems 
• Change 
• Citizenship 
• Conflict 
• Culture and Intellectual Life 
• Decision Making 
• Diversity 
• Economic Systems 
• Environment and Society 
• Factors and Production 
• Human and Physical Geography 
• Human Rights 
• Imperialism 
• Interdependence 
• Justice 
• Movement of People and Goods 
• Nationalism 
• Nation State 
• Needs and Wants 
• Political Systems 
• Power 
• Scarcity 
• Science and Technology 
• Urbanization 
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                October 20, 2011 
 
Dear Colleagues, 
 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in this portion of my thesis project!  There are 
several key pieces of information that I’d like to share with you before we get started. 
 
The purpose of this curriculum project is to modify, through the use of linguistic 
simplification techniques, the June 2011 administration of the New York State Global History 
and Geography Examination in order to make the social studies content more accessible to 
English Language Learners.  Doing so will provide a more accurate illustration of their content 
area knowledge.  A secondary purpose of this curriculum project is to apply the techniques of 
linguistic simplification to a social studies content area assessment, as they have previously only 
been applied to science and mathematics assessments. 
 
Today, we will be briefly reviewing the linguistic features that most often interfere with 
comprehension, how to determine the linguistic complexity of multiple-choice questions, and 
how to re-write questions in a way that reduces their linguistic complexity. 
 
The approximate order for this session will be: 

• Brief review and discussion of the linguistic features that interfere with comprehension 
• Review of the rubrics used for evaluating the linguistic complexity of a question 
• Evaluation of five multiple-choice questions from a prior exam; this will be completed 

individually and reviewed as a group in order to establish interrater reliability 
• Discussion of how to reduce the linguistic complexity of test items 
• Re-writing of the previously evaluated questions; this will be completed individually and 

reviewed as a group in order to establish interrater reliability 
 
When this session is complete, you will each have six questions to evaluate and rewrite.  Please 
write one or two sentences (more if needed) explaining the changes that you made to the 
question.  If no adjustments were made, please explain why changes were not necessary.  Please 
send your evaluated and revised questions to me on or before October 30, 2011. 
 
Again, thank you for your involvement in this portion of my thesis project; I am very 
appreciative!  This is a useful skill that will benefit our students for years to come! 
 
If you have any questions, please let me know! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Stephanie Aselin 
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LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  82 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  83 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  84 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  85 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  86 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  87 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  88 
 

 
 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  89 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  90 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  91 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  92 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  93 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  94 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  95 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  96 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  97 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  98 
 

 
 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  99 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  100 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  101 
 

 
 

 



LINGUISTIC SIMPLIFICATION  102 
 

 
 

 




