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In the landscape of contemporary pedagogy, the evaluation of English Language Learners (ELLs) represents one 

of the most complex challenges for educators. The publication Assessment and ESL: An Alternative Approach, 

authored by veteran educators Barbara Law and Mary Eckes, serves as a seminal text in this domain. This work

argues for a shift away from reductive, standardized testing mechanisms toward more holistic, authentic, and

research-based evaluation strategies. For technical writers, curriculum designers, and senior educators,

understanding the mechanics of alternative assessment is not merely a matter of classroom management; it is a

critical component of linguistic data integrity and student outcome optimization.

The Theoretical Foundation of Alternative ESL Assessment

Alternative assessment is grounded in the belief that language proficiency is not a static set of data points but a 

dynamic, evolving capability. Traditional psychometric assessments often fail to distinguish between a student’s 

academic knowledge and their linguistic proficiency. This confounding variable leads to inaccurate data

regarding a student’s true cognitive abilities. The framework proposed by Law and Eckes emphasizes that

assessment must be an integral part of the learning cycle, rather than a terminal event.

The Sociocultural Paradigm

At the core of the alternative approach is Lev Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). In an ESL 

context, assessment must identify what a learner can do independently versus what they can achieve with 

scaffolded support. Technical evaluation in this sense becomes a longitudinal study of growth. Furthermore, 

Stephen Krashen’s Affective Filter Hypothesissuggests that high-stakes standardized tests can create anxiety,

effectively "filtering" the student's ability to demonstrate their actual language competence. Alternative assessments

aim to lower this filter by integrating evaluation into low-stress, authentic classroom activities.

BICS vs. CALP: The Cognitive Gap

A crucial technical distinction in ESL assessment is the difference between Basic Interpersonal Communicative 

Skills (BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP), as defined by Jim Cummins.

Assessments must be calibrated to recognize that a student might appear fluent in social contexts (BICS) while still

struggling with the abstract, high-stakes language required for academic success (CALP). An alternative approach

provides the tools to measure both ends of this spectrum without penalizing the student for the temporal gap

between these two stages of acquisition.

Technical Comparison: Traditional vs. Alternative Assessment

The following table outlines the structural differences between traditional standardized testing and the alternative

methodologies advocated in the revised and expanded editions of Law and Eckes' research.



Feature Traditional Assessment Alternative Assessment

Primary Focus Ranking and sorting students. Documenting individual growth and 
informing instruction.

Format Multiple choice, true/false, timed 
essays.

Portfolios, performance tasks, self-
evaluation.

Context Decontextualized and abstract. Embedded in meaningful, real-world 
tasks.

Feedback Loop Delayed (often weeks after the test). Immediate and ongoing (Formative).

Cognitive Load High linguistic demand, often masking 
content mastery.

Adjustable scaffolding to isolate 
content knowledge.

Student Role Passive recipient of a grade. Active participant in setting goals and 
reflecting.

Core Mechanics: Implementing the Portfolio System

One of the most robust tools in the alternative assessment toolkit is the Student Portfolio. Portfolios are not

merely collections of work; they are curated evidentiary records of linguistic and academic progression. Law and

Eckes emphasize that a successful portfolio system must follow a rigorous technical workflow.

1. The Collection Phase

In this initial stage, all artifacts of learning are gathered. This includes rough drafts, audio recordings of verbal 

interactions, peer-review notes, and completed projects. The technical goal here is data saturation—ensuring

there is enough evidence to provide a statistically significant picture of the student's performance across various

domains (listening, speaking, reading, writing).

2. The Selection Phase

Selection is a critical cognitive task where the student, often with teacher guidance, chooses specific artifacts that

demonstrate mastery of particular benchmarks. This phase transitions the portfolio from a "working folder" to an

"assessment portfolio." Criteria for selection might include:

•  Best Work: Demonstrating the ceiling of current capability.

•  Progress Work: Showing a "before and after" of a specific skill (e.g., verb tense consistency).

•  Evidence of Strategy: Showing how a student used a graphic organizer or a translation tool to bridge a gap.

3. The Reflection Phase

Reflection is the meta-cognitive component that separates alternative assessment from mere grading. Students 

must provide a rationale for their selections, explaining why a particular piece of work shows improvement. For ESL 

learners, this reflection can be conducted in their primary language (L1) or through scaffolded English prompts, 

ensuring the assessment measures thinking rather than just language production.

Technical Rubric Design for ESL Contexts

To maintain objectivity and validity in alternative assessment, educators must employ sophisticated rubrics. A 

standard rubric often fails ELLs because it conflates grammar with content. A Multi-Trait Rubricis the preferred



technical solution.

Mathematical Weighting in Rubrics

Consider a rubric for a science presentation. A traditional rubric might give 25% of the grade to "Grammar and 

Pronunciation." For an ESL student, this creates a glass ceiling. A more equitable technical model weights Content 

Accuracy and Communicative Competence separately.

Example Weighted Formula:

Final Score = (Content Mastery Score × 0.60) + (Strategic Competence Score × 0.25) + (Linguistic Accuracy Score

× 0.15)

This formula ensures that the student's understanding of the subject matter (the 60%) is the primary driver of the

grade, while linguistic accuracy is treated as a developing technical skill (the 15%).

Practical Field Guide: Steps for Mainstream Teachers

As Law and Eckes point out, the 2nd Edition of their work is specifically designed for both ESL specialists and

mainstream classroom teachers. The following procedural checklist provides a roadmap for integrating alternative

assessment into any curriculum.

1.  Establish Language Objectives: Alongside every content objective (e.g., "Students will understand the water 

cycle"), define a language objective (e.g., "Students will use sequence markers like 'first', 'then', and 'finally'").

2.  Differentiate the Output, Not the Rigor: Allow students to demonstrate mastery through various modalities. A 

student might not be able to write a 5-page report on the American Revolution but can create a detailed storyboard 

or a narrated digital presentation that demonstrates identical conceptual understanding.

3.  Utilize Observational Protocols: Keep a systematic log of student interactions. Use "anecdotal records" to 

capture linguistic breakthroughs that occur during informal group work, which standardized tests always miss.

4.  Implement Self-Assessment Tools: Provide students with checklists to monitor their own progress. This 

fosters autonomy and gives the teacher insight into the student’s internal linguistic monitor.

Case Study: Overcoming the "Silent Period" in Assessment

A common failure mode in ESL evaluation is the misinterpretation of the "silent period." Many new language

learners go through a phase where they understand much more than they can produce. In a traditional assessment

environment, these students are often flagged as "remedial" or "learning disabled."

The Solution: In one case study involving secondary ELLs, teachers replaced oral exams with Non-Verbal 

Performance Tasks . Students were asked to categorize complex scientific phenomena using a drag-and-drop

digital interface. The data showed that students in their silent period were performing at the 85th percentile for

content knowledge, despite being at the 10th percentile for verbal production. This differentiation allowed the school

to place students in honors-level science while providing intensive ESL support, rather than trapping them in low-

level tracks due to language barriers.

Troubleshooting Common Implementation Challenges

While alternative assessment is theoretically superior, it presents operational challenges that require technical

solutions.

Challenge 1: Inter-Rater Reliability



Subjectivity can creep into portfolio grading. To mitigate this, schools should implement moderation sessions

where teachers collectively grade a sample of portfolios to align their interpretation of the rubrics. This ensures that

a "Level 3" in one classroom is equivalent to a "Level 3" in another.

Challenge 2: Time and Resource Allocation

Alternative assessment is data-intensive. To manage the workload, educators should use Digital Portfolio 

Platforms(e.g., SeeSaw, Google Sites, or specialized LMS modules). These tools automate the collection and

organization of artifacts, allowing teachers to focus on analysis rather than filing.

Challenge 3: Policy Alignment

Often, state or national mandates require standardized test scores. The technical strategy here is the Dual-Track 

Approach. Use alternative assessments to drive daily instruction and provide a "true" picture of student health,

while using the standardized data solely for compliance. Law and Eckes suggest that students who are consistently

assessed through alternative means often perform better on standardized tests because their underlying

confidence and cognitive engagement are higher.

The Broader Implications of Alternative Evaluation

The move toward alternative assessment is more than a pedagogical trend; it is a movement toward educational

equity. By interlacing personal narrative with rigorous research, Law and Eckes have demonstrated that the

traditional "one size fits all" model of testing is fundamentally biased against the linguistic minority. An alternative

approach acknowledges the unique lived experiences of English Language Learners, treating their home

languages (L1) as an asset rather than an obstacle.

As the global population of ELLs continues to grow, the ability to accurately measure and support their progress will 

determine the success of entire educational systems. The methodologies outlined in Assessment and ESL

provide a technical and ethical blueprint for this work. By focusing on authentic performance, longitudinal growth,

and the separation of content mastery from linguistic fluency, educators can ensure that assessment serves its true

purpose: as a bridge to opportunity, not a barrier to entry.

In conclusion, the shift toward alternative assessment requires a fundamental re-engineering of the teacher-student

dynamic. It demands that we view students as complex data sources and that we, as evaluators, become more like

researchers than graders. The result is a more resilient, accurate, and human-centric educational framework that

benefits not only ESL students but the entire learning community.
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