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Assessment and instruction should be linked, but this is easier said than
done, especially for the large and growing population of multilingual school-

age students across the nation.

Introduction

A wealth of research has focused on understanding and
supporting multilingual students’ reading development.
Yet, how best to select assessments and interpret assess-
ment data to inform reading instruction for multilingual
learners is difficult for many educators. This study aims
to serve as a springboard for critical reflection from all
educators responsible for supporting elementary-age
multilingual learners’ reading development. We first
acknowledge the complexity of multilingual reading
development and then present an accessible roadmap
for understanding multilingual learners to help educators
with (1) selecting equitable language and reading assess-
ments, (2) interpreting assessment data with equity in
mind, even if English-only assessments must be used,
and (3) planning equitable reading instruction.

Are Multilingual Learners the Same as English
Learners?

Most people across the globe speak more than one lan-
guage, meaning they are multilingual, and the United
States is no exception (Romanowski, 2020). In fact, the
majority of the U.S. school-age population from multilin-
gual homes are U.S.-born and most are also U.S. citizens
who have attended U.S. schools since formal school entry
(Sugarman, 2019). Furthermore, traditional immigrant
destination states (e.g., California) continue to be home
to the greatest number of multilingual learners, but the
largest growth is concentrated in the American South
(also referred to as “new immigrant destination states”)
(Krogstad, 2020). Unlike students from English-only
homes, multilingual learners are formally designated by
schools as coming from a non-English language back-
ground. The non-English language background term
highlights the deficit terminology that has too often
characterized this heterogeneous population of learn-
ers, centered on English proficiency. The key—and too-
often overlooked—point is that non-English language
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background learners can be (a) in the process of devel-
oping English proficiency (i.e., formally designed by their
schools as English learners (ELs) due to limited English
proficiency) or (b) English proficient (EP) either since
school entry or after receiving EL-support (i.e., they are not
ELs). Put simply, ELs are a subgroup within the broader
and much larger population of multilingual learners. In
this study, we focus on elementary-age multilingual learn-
ers, who come from homes where a language other than
English is used to some extent (i.e., students who are not
from English-only homes). We only distinguish between
the subgroups of ELs and EP students when relevant for
assessment and instructional implications.

Multilingualism is Not a Risk Factor

Among the hundreds of home languages spoken by U.S.
multilingual learners, Spanish remains the most com-
mon (Office of English Language Acquisition, 2019). The
focus of this study is thus on multilingual elementary-
age students from Spanish-speaking homes, but the
implications of this study are applicable to all multi-
lingual learners. Within Spanish-speaking households,
some students may be more proficient in Spanish than
in English, some may be more proficient in English than
in Spanish, and others may be roughly equally proficient
in both Spanish and English. However, there is much
less variability when we consider the instructional
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language in U.S. classrooms, as English is the language
of instruction for nearly all U.S. students (Gandara &
Escamilla, 2016). This means that the vast majority of
students from Spanish-speaking homes are formally
instructed only in English and, consequently, they
typically develop literacy skills only in English. This is
important to understand because multilingualism (i.e.,
oral language proficiency across
more than one language) is not syn-
onymous with multiliteracy (i.e., read-
ing and writing proficiency across
more than one language). This point
is particularly valuable to underscore,

PAUSE AND PONDER

1. Are “multilingual learners” different
from “English learners”?

Simple View of Reading: Word Reading and
Language Comprehension

Many factors shape and support students’ RC develop-
ment and achievement (RAND Reading Study Group,
2002). At minimum, all students—including multilingual
learners—must be able to read the printed words that
appear in text (i.e., word reading)
and to understand the meanings
of the printed words they read
(i.e., language comprehension).
As described in the well-known
Simple View of Reading model

given its significant assessment and
instructional implications.

One of the most persistent mis-
conceptions is that multilingual
students are at risk for low reading
achievement because they speak a
language other than English. It is thus
not surprising that much research has
been focused on language of instruc-
tion (i.e., which language to use when
teaching multilingual learners), even
though the vast majority of students
in the United States are educated in
English-only instructional contexts

. Does multilingualism place students

at-risk for low reading achievement?

. English is the language of instruction

across most U.S. classrooms. So, why
is it problematic to use English-only
language and reading assessments
with multilingual learners?

. How can | select language and

reading assessments that are
equitable for use with multilingual
learners?

- If I must use English-only language

and reading assessments with
multilingual learners, how should |

(SVR; Hoover & Gough, 1990),
word reading and language com-
prehension thus represent two
non-negotiable, foundational con-
tributors to successful RC.

Assessing Word Reading and
Language Comprehension.
Word reading assessment may
seem straightforward: students
read printed words and are scored
on how well they read the printed
words. But the words students
read might be real words (which
may be sight words such as the or

(Gandara & Escamilla, 2016). The fact
is that multilingualism is not a risk
factor for low reading achievement
(Ramirez & Kuhl, 2017). However, economic disadvan-
tage is a well-established risk factor for a wide range of
negative life outcomes, including compromised reading
achievement (e.qg., Berkowitz et al., 2016; Ellis & Rowe,
2020; Wijekumar et al., 2018). Unfortunately, multilin-
gual learners in the United States disproportionally live
in or near poverty (Gibney & Henry, 2020; Romo et al.,
2018), and children who grow up in or near poverty are
more likely to struggle academically. This complicated
context can create confusion for many educators. It is
challenging for educators to separate out the fact that
many (although certainly not all) multilingual learners
may come from lower-income homes and that economic
disadvantage—not multilingualism—is a risk factor for
compromised academic achievement.

If educators are to provide multilingual learners with
appropriate and equitable reading support, it is impera-
tive that they understand multilingual language develop-
ment. To this end, we begin with a brief overview of key
factors that shape English reading comprehension (RC)
and discuss assessment considerations specifically for
multilingual learners.
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interpret the results?

words that require decoding, such
as hat) or non-words (which all
require decoding but vary in com-
plexity, such as phim). Furthermore, the words might be
presented context-free (i.e., a list of words) or in context
(i.e.,in a sentence).

Arguably, more complex is the assessment of language
comprehension, which is commonly done using vocabu-
lary knowledge assessments. In contrast to word reading
which entails a finite set of letter-sound correspondences,
vocabulary knowledge that comprises language compre-
hension is infinite. Therefore, when assessing vocabulary,
only a small subset of the universe of possible words and
associated concepts can be assessed. Furthermore, teach-
ers need to decide whether receptive (comprehension) and/
or expressive (production) vocabulary will be assessed.
But the enduring question is whether word reading and lan-
guage comprehension should be assessed only in English
for multilingual learners.

Hold On! English-only Assessments Limit
What We Know

While most multilingual learners are formally instructed
only in English, concerns are often raised about assessing
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multilingual learners only in English. In fact, this is one of
the most puzzling issues facing U.S. educators. Shouldn't
assessments be administered only in English if instruc-
tion is provided only in English?

For word reading, it is unreasonable to expect multi-
lingual learners to read words in a language that is not
explicitly taught. That is, if formal Spanish instruction is
not provided, students cannot be expected to know how
to read words in Spanish proficiently. Thus, for word read-
ing, it is often reasonable to assess multilingual learn-
ers only in English. In sharp contrast, even if students
have not received formal Spanish instruction, Spanish-
speaking multilingual learners may know the meanings
of some words and associated concepts in Spanish
from hearing and/or using Spanish at home. For this
reason, relying exclusively on English-only vocabulary
assessments—particularly with ELs, who are by defini-
tion not yet proficient in English—is highly problematic.

We know that vocabulary is essential for successful
RC, and we also know that multilingual learners have
vocabulary knowledge across more than one language
(e.g., Spanish and English). The tricky part to reflect on
is that having large vocabulary knowledge in the same
language students are learning to read tends to be
advantageous. It is true that students learning to read
in English with a large English vocabulary base tend
to have an advantage compared to multilingual learn-
ers who are learning to read in English, although they
may not be fully proficient in English yet. This, however,
should not lead educators to incorrectly assume that
multilingualism is again a risk factor. In fact, having
vocabulary knowledge in more than one language will
help multilingual learners reap benefits for later read-
ing and overall academic achievement (e.g., Prevoo
et al.,, 2016; Ramirez & Kuhl, 2017). In other words, what
matters is ensuring that students’ vocabulary and con-
ceptual knowledge development is supported, regard-
less of whether the words and associated concepts are
known in Spanish or English.

A presumably easy solution might be to simply
administer both Spanish and English vocabulary
assessments. The catch here is that administering two
separate Spanish and English vocabulary assessments
treats multilingual learners as two monolinguals in
one person (Arias & Friberg, 2017; Caesar & Kohler,
2007). When multilingual learners are assessed with
a vocabulary test in Spanish and then with another
test in English, results too often point to low Spanish-
only vocabulary knowledge and low English-only
vocabulary knowledge (Hoff, 2018; Mancilla-Martinez
& Lesaux, 2011). Such a profile can alarm educators
and misguidedly raise questions and concerns about
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multilingual learners’ “at-risk” status, as it implies that
multilingual learners are just low on vocabulary in each
language. Despite decades of research on multilingual
language acquisition and development, it is frustrat-
ing that multilingual learners continue to be evaluated
as two monolinguals in one person (Arias & Friberg,
2017, Caesar & Kohler, 2007). If administering separate
Spanish and English vocabulary assessments is not
the answer, what can educators do?

Conceptually Scored Vocabulary Assessments. The
key point to underscore is that multilingual learners do
not have two separate vocabulary systems, where there
is a Spanish vocabulary system and a separate English
vocabulary system. Rather, multilingual learners pro-
cess language through a shared conceptual system (Kroll
& Stewart, 1994). This means that their knowledge of
concepts—not separate knowledge of Spanish words or
English words—represents a more accurate reflection of
multilingual learners’ overall vocabulary knowledge. For
this reason, vocabulary assessments that target the con-
cepts multilingual learners know represent a more prom-
ising, equitable approach to assess multilingual learners’
overall vocabulary knowledge (e.g., Hwang et al., 2020;
Mancilla-Martinez, Hwang, Oh, & McClain, 2020; Mancilla-
Martinez, Hwang, Oh, & Pokowitz, 2020).

Most vocabulary assessments allow responses in
only one language, typically only in English in U.S. class-
rooms. However, there are Spanish—English conceptually
scored vocabulary assessments that allow multilingual
learners to respond in either the home (i.e., Spanish) or
instructional (i.e., English) language. For instance, if an
image of a flag is shown during an expressive vocabulary
assessment, multilingual learners from Spanish-speaking
homes can respond with bandera or flag. Regardless
of the language of the response, the vocabulary item is
scored as correct if they accurately identify the test item.
The item is only scored as incorrect if neither bandera nor
flag is known. This approach to vocabulary assessment
may seem uncomplicated, intuitive, and sensible for mul-
tilingual learners. Unfortunately, this approach remains
foreign to most educators. In fact, vocabulary is rarely
assessed in school (e.g., Adlof & Hogan, 2019; Mancilla-
Martinez & Lesaux, 2017). Without question, vocabulary
assessment is time-intensive, and it may not be feasible
to assess both receptive and expressive vocabulary.
Although more research is needed, recent findings sug-
gest that assessing expressive vocabulary—including
expressive conceptually scored vocabulary—may best
predict later English RC outcomes among U.S. multi-
lingual students (e.g., Mancilla-Martinez, Hwang, Oh, &
McClain, 2020).
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Current Study

This study was designed to inform elementary-grade edu-
cators’ selection of word reading and vocabulary assess-
ments for the large and growing population of multilingual
learners is always with the goal of supporting English
RC. Second- and fourth-grade multilingual learners from
Spanish-speaking homes (N = 52) in an English-only
instructional context in the American South were fol-
lowed for one academic year. We assessed their English
RC; English word reading; and English-only, Spanish-only,
and Spanish-English conceptually scored vocabulary by
addressing the following questions:

1. How do multilingual learners perform on English
reading comprehension across one academic
year?

2. How do multilingual learners perform on English
word reading across one academic year?

3. How do multilingual learners perform on English-
only, Spanish-only, and Spanish-English conceptu-
ally scored receptive and expressive vocabulary
across one academic year?

Methods

Participants

Second- and fourth-grade multilingual learners from
Spanish-speaking homes (N = 52) from three elementary
schools in the American South were recruited during Year
3 of the larger study. Students were first recruited into the
larger study when they were in kindergarten and second
grade. Most students (91%) were U.S.-born and nearly half
(46%; 16 in second grade and 8 in fourth grade) were formally
classified as English learners (ELs) by the school district.

Measures

Participating students took the state-mandated English
RC assessment four times during the 2018—2019 school
year (August, November, February, and May). Students’
English word reading and vocabulary skills were assessed
individually by Spanish-English bilingual research assis-
tants in the fall and spring of the school year.

English Reading Comprehension. English RC was as-
sessed with the Northwest Evaluation Association’s
(NWEA) Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) Growth-
Reading subtest, a computer-based, multiple-choice
assessment developed to measure achievement and
growth in reading (e.g., identify key ideas, text struc-
tures). The school district employed MAP Growth to track
and monitor students’ progress over the school years.
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English Word Reading. English word reading was as-
sessed with Test of Word Reading Efficiency-2 (TOWRE-2,
Torgesen et al., 2012), comprised of two subtests—
Sight Word Efficiency (SWE) and Phonemic Decoding
Efficiency (PDE). Each subtest lasts 45 seconds and
requires that students read aloud a list of words (real
English words for SWE and non-words for PDE) fast and
accurately during that time.

English-only, Spanish-only, and Spanish—English
Conceptually Scored Vocabulary. English receptive
vocabulary was assessed with the widely used Peabody
Picture Vocabulary Test-4 (PPVT-4; Dunn & Dunn, 2007),
which measures students’ ability to point to a picture
that accurately corresponds to the target word. Spanish
receptive vocabulary was assessed with the parallel
Spanish version of the PPVT-4, the Test de Vocabulario
en Imégenes Peabody (TVIP; Dunn et al., 1986). Spanish—
English conceptually scored receptive vocabulary was
assessed with the Receptive One-Word Picture Vocabulary
Test-4: Spanish-Bilingual Edition (Martin, 2013a). The
examiner started with students’ dominant language
(Spanish or English) as reported by parents, asking stu-
dents to point to a picture corresponding to a target word.
This vocabulary assessment offered students the chance
to respond in their other language if they responded in-
correctly in the language first assessed. In other words,
if a student responded incorrectly in English (or Spanish)
in the first attempt, the examiner repeated the word in
Spanish (or English) and offered the student another
chance to respond.

English expressive vocabulary was assessed with
the Picture Vocabulary subtest of the Woodcock Mufoz
Language Survey-lll (Woodcock et al., 2017). Students
were asked to label the target item when the examiner
pointed to a picture. Spanish expressive vocabulary
knowledge was measured with the Spanish version of
the subtest, Vocabulario sobre Dibujos (Woodcock et al.,
2017). The Expressive One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test-
4: Spanish-Bilingual Edition (Martin, 2013b) was used to
measure Spanish—English conceptually scored expres-
sive vocabulary. Students were presented with a picture
and were asked to label it in either Spanish or English.
If students could not respond in their dominant lan-
guage (e.g., Spanish) in the first attempt, they were given
another chance to respond in the other language (e.g.,
English).

Analysis Plan

We first examined our participants’ scores on all of the
measures (i.e., RC, word reading, and vocabulary) to see
how they performed in comparison to the norm (i.e.,
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national average). We also examined levels of perfor-
mance by English proficiency status (EL vs. EP) by con-
ducting a series of analysis of variance (ANOVA).

Results

Table 1 displays the means and standard deviations of
students’ English RC scores across the four time points
by grade level. Table 2 displays the means and standard
deviations of English word reading and vocabulary across
the two time points by grade level.

Research Question 1: Multilingual Learners’
English RC Performance

Table 1 shows our sample’s average English RC scores, as
well as the national average (i.e., norms) for comparison
purposes. As the table shows, second- and fourth-grade
students’ average English RC scores were lower than the
national average at all four time points, but students did
show growth on English RC over time. In other words, stu-
dents’ spring scores were higher than their fall scores. As
expected, fourth-grade students’ scores were higher than
those of the second graders, but English RC growth from
the beginning (fall) to the end (spring) of the school year
was greater for second graders (19.46-score difference)
compared to fourth graders (10.89-score difference).
Although second graders showed English RC growth, this
growth was insufficient to catch up to the national aver-
age. For both grade levels, the gap between our partici-
pants’ means and the national average was the largest at
the beginning of the school year and tended to converge
toward the end of the school year.

Figure 1 displays students’ average English RC scores
by English proficiency status. ELs performed signifi-
cantly lower across all time points compared to their EP
peers. Yet, EL students showed steeper growth during
the first part of the school year (i.e., August—November).
However, their rate of growth decelerated during later part
of the school year (i.e., November—May). EP students’
English RC development was more gradual throughout
the school year, but also decelerated toward the end of
the school year.

Research Question 2: Multilingual Learners’
English Word Reading Performance

Table 2 displays our sample’s average standard scores
and standard deviations on English word reading. In gen-
eral, a standard score of 100 in standardized assessments
indicates an average score. As can be seen from Table 2,
our participants’ average English word reading scores
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(combined real word recognition and non-word decoding
scores) were 92.40 in the fall and 92.52 in the spring. This
means that our multilingual student participants’ aver-
age English word reading standard scores fell at the low-
average range (around the 30t percentile). Furthermore,
students’ standard scores in non-word decoding were
lower than their real word recognition scores in both fall
and spring.

Figure 2 displays the average standard scores on
English word reading (combined real word recognition
and non-word decoding scores), real word recognition,
and non-word decoding by multilingual learners’ English
proficiency status during fall. We only plotted students’
fall scores because of the similarity between their fall and
spring scores. That is, the main finding remains the same
whether we plot fall or spring average scores. The line
that goes across the 100 mark in Figure 2 indicates the
average standard score, which reveals that our sample’s
English word reading skills were lower than that of the
national average (i.e., below the average standard score of
100). Furthermore, compared to EP students, EL students
had significantly lower scores in English word reading,
real word recognition, and non-word decoding.

Research Question 3: Multilingual Learners’
Vocabulary Performance

Receptive Vocabulary. Table 2 displays multilingual
learners’ English-only, Spanish-only, and Spanish-English
conceptually scored receptive vocabulary. Our multilin-
gual learners’ average scores fell in the low-average range
in English-only and well below average in Spanish-only.
In sharp contrast, multilingual learners’ performance on
Spanish—English conceptually scored vocabulary was
above average (i.e., higher than 100) across both time
points.

Figure 2 presents the average standard scores in
English-only, Spanish-only, and Spanish—English con-
ceptually scored receptive vocabulary by English profi-
ciency status during fall. The figure shows that, while EL
and EP students had below-average scores on English-
only and Spanish-only receptive vocabulary, their scores
were above average on the Spanish—English conceptu-
ally scored assessment. However, the graph also shows
that ELs had lower scores than their EP peers across all
three types of receptive vocabulary.

Expressive Vocabulary. As Table 2 shows that multilin-
gual learners’ standard scores fell well below average
based on monolingual norms in both English-only and es-
pecially in Spanish-only expressive vocabulary. Again in
sharp contrast, students’ Spanish—English conceptually
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scored vocabulary performance fell in the above average
range at both time points.

Figure 2 presents the average fall standard scores on
English-only, Spanish-only, and Spanish—English con-
ceptually scored expressive vocabulary by English pro-
ficiency status during fall. EL students’ scores tended to
be lower than those of their EP peers on English-only and
Spanish—English conceptually scored expressive vocab-
ulary. However, ELs and EP students performed similarly
low on Spanish-only expressive vocabulary.

What Findings Mean for Assessment

Selection and Interpretation

Our findings offer educators guidance for making more
informed decisions about the types of word reading and
especially vocabulary assessments they can use with
multilingual learners. Selecting appropriate word reading
and vocabulary assessments for multilingual learners can
lead to valuable information for supporting elementary-
age multilingual learners’ English RC, which we found to
be low among our sample. Across one academic year, we
focused on second- and fourth-grade multilingual stu-
dents from Spanish-speaking homes instructed only in
English in the American South. The two most practically
significant findings were that (1) supporting English word
reading development, and especially students’ decoding
skills, continues to be essential and (2) reliance on mono-
lingual vocabulary assessments—which usually means
English-only vocabulary assessments—severely limits
what we can learn about multilingual learners’ language
knowledge. Below, we discuss the implications of our
findings.

Support Multilingual Learners’ English
Reading Comprehension

Across one academic year, multilingual learners gradu-
ally built their English RC skills, but their growth rate was
not enough to reach grade-level expectations. Further,
fourth graders demonstrated higher English RC achieve-
ment compared to second graders. This finding was not
surprising because fourth graders have had more years
of schooling and thus more exposure to formal English
literacy instruction. However, second graders showed
faster English RC growth. This finding aligns with previ-
ous research that points to greater reading growth rates
in the earlier years of multilingual learners’ schooling (e.g.,
Farnia & Geva, 2013). It was also not surprising to find that
EP multilingual students generally outperformed their EL
peers, given that students with greater English proficiency
would be more proficient on English RC. Somewhat less

356 literacyworldwide.org

85U8017 SUOWILLIOD BATeR1D 3edldde ayy Aq peusenob ae sajoie YO ‘8sN JO Sa|nJ o} Akeiq18ulUO A8]IM UO (SUOTPUOO-PUB-SWLBY W0 A8 | 1M AleIq 1BU1|UO//:SdNL) SUORIPUOD PUe SWLB | 8} 88S *[6202/60/60] U0 AiqiT8uljuO 3|1 BpLOIH UINos JO AlseAIUN Ag £502°1M1/200T 0T/I0P/WO0 A8 | IM Alelq iUl |uoe|1//:Sdny Wouy pepeojumod ‘€ ‘TZ0Z ‘¥T.29E6T



Table 2

Multilingual Learners’ Word Reading and Vocabulary Sample Means and Standard Deviations

VIEWPOINT

Standard Scores

Fall Spring
n M SD n M SD
English Word
Reading
Total Scores Total 52 92.40 15.59 50 92.52 16.98
Second 27 9511 14.51 26 95.35 17.64
Fourth 25 89.48 16.47 24 89.46 16.05
Real Word Total 52 93.21 16.47 50 93.98 16.35
Recognition Second 27 96.56 16.30 26 97.38 17.92
Fourth 25 89.60 16.21 24 90.29 1391
Non-word Decoding Total 52 92.23 14.51 50 90.52 21.48
Second 27 94.04 12.59 26 91.27 24.68
Fourth 25 90.28 16.37 24 89.71 17.88
Receptive Vocabulary
English Total 52 89.96 13.55 50 9212 13.11
Second 27 90.74 9.94 26 93.96 9.45
Fourth 25 89.12 16.79 24 9013 16.16
Spanish Total 52 79.77 17.84 48 79.81 16.76
Second 27 81.67 14.33 24 80.46 16.56
Fourth 25 7772 21.10 24 7917 17.29
Spanish-English Total 51 114.41 14.26 49 116.61 15.38
Conceptually scored  go0ng 26 115.69 12.99 25 118.60 11.97
Fourth 25 113.08 15.63 24 114.54 18.32
Expressive
Vocabulary
English Total 51 75.59 13.09 49 73.35 14.15
Second 27 7774 11.98 25 73.84 15.67
Fourth 24 7317 14.10 24 72.83 12.69
Spanish Total 51 48.59 12.82 49 48.55 14.56
Second 27 4815 12.58 25 50.36 17.24
Fourth 24 49.08 13.33 24 46.67 1.7
Spanish-English Total 52 107.87 12.93 49 110.76 14.67
Conceptually scored  goong 27 109.59 10,51 25 114.88 11.84
Fourth 25 106.00 1512 24 106.46 16.29

(Phonemic Decoding Efficiency subtest of TOWRE) tasks.

Note. English Word Reading Total Scores = Combined scores of Real Word Recognition (Sight Word Efficiency subtest of TOWRE) and Non-word Decoding
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Figure 1

Multilingual Learners’ English Reading Comprehension Average Scores Across the Academic Year by English

Proficiency Status
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expected was that ELs showed steeper RC growth dur-
ing the first part of the academic year (from August to
November) than EP students.

Our findings suggest that, for ELs, the influence of
schooling on English RC appears to be particularly salient
during the beginning of the academic year. It may be
that the often-cited summer reading loss is at play (e.g.,
Bowers & Schwarz, 2018; Lawrence, 2012), where stu-
dents show loss in reading or language skills during the
summer months and show steep improvement once the
school year starts. In fact, previous studies have found
multilingual learners to show considerable loss in reading
achievement or vocabulary knowledge during the sum-
mer, but greatly improve during the school year (Vaughn et
al., 2018). The strong influence of schooling for ELs at the
beginning of the year warrants instructional approaches
that provide meaningful, language-rich opportunities to
prepare multilingual learners for achieving grade-level RC.

Our findings also raise the question of whether the
influence of schooling would be similar or different under
the current educational challenges due to the COVID-19
pandemic. It is estimated that students will lose 30%
of their reading gains due to the disruption in regular
instruction (Kuhfeld & Tarasawa, 2020). More concerning
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is that the past academic year will likely disproportion-
ally affect historically marginalized student populations
(National Academy of Education, 2021), like our sample of
multilingual learners. If standardized state-level assess-
ments are administered for accountability purposes and
to gauge student progress, results must be interpreted
with extreme caution and with caveats in mind. The valid-
ity of such standardized test results can be expected to
be lessened for a multitude of interrelated reasons, not
the least of which is the missed instructional time (i.e.,
opportunity to learn) the majority of students have expe-
rienced. Furthermore, students in “virtual-only” contexts
during the pandemic have necessarily experienced dif-
ferential opportunities to learn. Indeed, ELs and students
from low-income homes experienced the most increased
rates of absenteeism during the pandemic, with students
attending virtually experiencing higher rates of chronic
absenteeism (Patrick et al., 2021). It will be impera-
tive to attend to the participation rate and distribution
of students who get tested as this may be non-random
(National Academy of Education, 2021), where certain
subgroups of students (e.g., students who remained in
virtual-only settings) may not be tested, potentially limit-
ing what we can learn from the results.
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Figure 2

Average Standard Scores for Word Reading, Receptive Vocabulary, and Expressive Vocabulary by Multilingual

Learners’ English Proficiency Status
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Note. The solid line across 100 indicates the average standard score. Real Word Recognition = Sight Word Efficiency Subtest of TOWRE. Non-word
Decoding = Phonemic Decoding Efficiency Subtest of TOWRE. English Word Reading Total Scores = Combined scores of Real Word Recognition and Non-Word

Decoding.

Despite educators’ continued efforts to provide
high-quality instruction, ELs appear to be particularly
vulnerable to educational setbacks without consistent
opportunities to read, write, listen, and speak during the
academic year (Sugarman & Lazarin, 2020). It is thus
essential that teachers incorporate explicit, integrated
English reading development opportunities for multilin-
gual learners in general, and ELs in particular, to help
them access increasingly complex texts and achieve
grade-level reading skills (Uro et al., 2020).

Support the Development of Efficient
Decoding Skills

Despite clear evidence of the important role of word
reading in all learners’ reading development, debates
persist about the necessity of explicit word reading
instruction (Ehri, 2020; Goldenberg, 2020). Our findings
underscore that multilingual learners’ word reading
should not be overlooked. On average, our multilingual
students—in both lower and upper elementary grades—
demonstrated below-average English word reading

The Reading Teacher  Vol. 75 No.3  November/December 2021

skills. This means that they were still in the process of
developing their word reading skills and had consider-
able room for growth.

Most practically, students had higher scores on real
word recognition than on non-word decoding. This find-
ing underscores the need for explicit English word read-
ing instruction, even in the upper elementary grades.
Especially after the early elementary years, students
are more likely to encounter less-frequent vocabulary
words across content areas. Thus, the ability to effi-
ciently decode unfamiliar words—many of which will
be multisyllabic—remains critical. It is concerning that
studies often report an instructional shift between the
lower and upper elementary grades, where the focus of
reading instruction switches from foundational reading
skills, such as word reading, to RC (Chall & Jacobs, 1983;
Sanacore & Palumbo, 2009). Regardless of multilingual
students’ grade level or English proficiency status, our
results show that it would be misguided to overlook their
decoding skills in later grades. Decoding skills remain
an essential component for successful word reading and
RC (Perfetti & Stafura, 2014).
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Minimize Reliance on Monolingual Vocabulary
Measures

Our study shows that accounting for the distributed
nature of multilingual learners’ vocabulary knowledge
best captures the richness of their vocabulary knowl-
edge. Mirroring results from previous studies, we found
below-average English-only and Spanish-only vocabu-
lary knowledge among the multilingual learners in our
study (Gross et al., 2014; Mancilla-Martinez & Lesaux,
2017; Oh & Mancilla-Martinez, 2020). Furthermore, stu-
dents generally showed an English-dominant receptive
and expressive vocabulary knowledge profile. This is
expected, as U.S. multilinguals often shift to English as
their primary and preferred language due to the increased
exposure and use of English in schools (Castilla-Earls
et al,, 2019).

Most importantly, regardless of English proficiency
status (i.e., EL or EP), multilingual learners performed
above national norms on Spanish—English recep-
tive and expressive conceptually scored vocabulary.
This result converges with previous studies’ caution
against relying on monolingual vocabulary assess-
ments with multilinguals, in order to prevent partial
and misinformed understandings about their language
skills (e.g., Arias & Friberg, 2017; Caesar & Kohler, 2007,
Oh & Mancilla-Martinez, 2020). If conceptually scored
vocabulary measures had not been used in this study,
multilingual learners’ vocabulary profiles would likely
have been flagged as “at-risk” based on their perfor-
mance on only the Spanish monolingual or English
monolingual vocabulary assessments.

Expressive Vocabulary as an Instructional
Target

Compared to receptive vocabulary, our results revealed
limited English-only and Spanish-only expressive vocabu-
lary growth across grade levels and English proficiency
status. Similarly, although our multilingual learners evi-
denced comparable receptive and expressive growth
only on conceptually scored vocabulary, their expressive
knowledge was still relatively lower than their receptive
knowledge. In line with recent studies pointing to expres-
sive vocabulary as an especially important domain for
multilingual learners’ language and literacy achievement
(e.g., Hwang et al., 2020; Mancilla-Martinez, Hwang, Oh, &
McClain, 2020; Oh & Mancilla-Martinez, 2020; Ribot et al.,
2018), our findings highlight the need to provide multilin-
gual learners—especially ELs—more opportunities to pro-
duce language. This means multilingual learners require
intentional opportunities to practice using new words dur-
ing instructional time, with teachers and peers.

The Reading Teacher  Vol. 75 No.3  November/December 2021

Final Thoughts

When assessing the word reading and language compre-
hension skills of multilingual students, it is imperative
to remember that their developmental experience—not
their cognitive capacity nor learning potential—differs
from that of their English monolingual peers. Multilingual
learners are by definition exposed to a language other
than English. As such, assessment selection matters
for equitable instruction. Whenever possible, vocabulary
assessments in particular should not be administered
only in English. Instead, teachers should allow multilin-
gual learners to use their full linguistic knowledge when
responding. If monolingual vocabulary measures are
used, educators must remember that the results only
offer information on one of the two languages that mul-
tilingual learners actually know. As such, caution must
be exercised to avoid flagging students as “at-risk” when
the issue may simply be that the available assessments
do not lend themselves to capture the totality of what
multilingual learners know.

Indeed, our findings underscore that conceptually
scored vocabulary represents a promising assessment
approach for multilingual learners. At the same time,
we recognize that the U.S. teacher workforce continues
to face a shortage of multilingual teachers qualified to
work with multilingual learners (National Academies
of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2017). This, in
turn, raises valid concerns about the feasibility of using
conceptually scored vocabulary assessments in U.S.
classrooms.

We strongly advocate for the allocation of resources
to address the systemic barriers that have long com-
promised multilingual learners’ opportunities—not their
potential—to learn. At a minimum, educators should be
provided with ongoing professional development oppor-
tunities on multilingual language development. Without
a scientific understanding of multilingual language
development, it will be nearly impossible for educators
to recognize that English-only, and even Spanish-only,
assessments offer partial insight into the totality of mul-
tilingual learners’ language knowledge. RC is language-
based. For this reason, language knowledge is precisely
what we must build on to support students’ RC achieve-
ment and development. We also acknowledge that sim-
ply understanding the limitations of utilizing monolingual
assessments with multilingual learners is insufficient.
However, acknowledgment itself represents a concrete
and actionable first step. By recognizing how multilin-
gual learners could be better understood, we can achieve
more equitable evaluation practices and plan instruction
to support multilingual learners’ language and reading
achievement.
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TaKe AcTion

1. Acknowledge that multilingual learners—even in upper
elementary grades—may need explicit decoding
instruction to build foundational reading skills for
successful reading comprehension.

2. Provide opportunities for multilingual learners to
produce language, such as talking or writing about new
concepts or words learned.

3. Think about the following:

a How can | support multilingual learners to use their
full linguistic repertoire to make meaning of words,
concepts and texts?

b Am | measuring and understanding multilingual
learners’ language and literacy skills in equitable
ways?

C If I must rely on English-only assessments, what
insight about their knowledge base may be
overlooked?
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