
NYS TESOL JOURNAL Vol. 10, No. 1, July 2023 
 
46 

Invited Article 
 

Developments in ESOL K-12 Student and 
Teacher Assessments: 

Reflecting on Steps Forward and Backward 
Since 2013 

Beth Clark-Gareca* 

State University of New York at Binghamton 

 
Assessment within the field of TESOL K-12 has evolved considerably over the last 10 years for 
multilingual learners (MLLs) and their teachers in U.S. public schools. This retrospective piece 
documents changes in the assessment landscape related to student English language proficiency 
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as the teacher certification examination, Educative Teacher Performance Assessment (edTPA), 
specifically in English as an Additional Language. In honor of NYS TESOL Journal’s 10th 
anniversary, this article highlights some of the field’s steps forward and backward in K-12 TESOL 
assessment over the last decade and closes with reasons for both optimism and concern in the 
years to come. 
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Assessment within the field of TESOL K-12 has evolved significantly in the last 10 years, 
particularly in changes to the tests used to evaluate multilingual learners (MLLs) and their 
teachers in public schools. As a researcher and teacher educator focused on K-12 student 
and teacher assessments, I have written about the Educative Teacher Performance 
Assessment (edTPA) English as an Additional Language (EAL) teacher certification 
assessment (see Clark-Gareca, 2015, 2022), as well the NYSITELL and NYSESLAT English 
proficiency tests designed for MLLs in New York (Clark-Gareca, 2016). Revisiting this work 
for NYSTESOL Journal’s 10th anniversary, it has been enlightening for me to reflect on the 
steps taken forward and backward in our state’s development of K-12 assessment practices 
and protocols for MLLs and ESOL teachers. In this article, I look specifically at the New York 
State Identification Test for English Language Learners (NYSITELL), the New York State 
English as a Second Language Achievement Test (NYSESLAT), and the edTPA then and now, 
and offer a few recommendations and cautions regarding next steps in the future of TESOL 
K-12 assessments in New York State. 

To give some historical context, in 2013, educational practices for MLLs were still 
strongly under the influence of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2002) and later, under 
the effect of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015) which continues to hold 
educational sway today. Both acts are credited (or blamed, as the case may be) for 
introducing a new age of accountability into U.S. schools, which, in turn, has resulted in a 
veritable surge of energy, attention, and financial resources invested in the standardized 
testing industry. 

Rising to the English language assessment mandates that NCLB and ESSA ushered 
in, WIDA came on the scene in 2003, back when the W, D, and A referred to its first 
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member states - Wisconsin, Delaware, and Arkansas (“Mission and History,” n.d., WIDA). As 
of this writing, WIDA’s newly updated standards have been released (WIDA Consortium, 
2020) and the associated aligned assessments have been adopted for use in 36 states, the 
District of Columbia, and five additional territories and agencies (“WIDA Consortium 
Regions,”, n.d.). Undeniably, WIDA’s ACCESS for ELLs assessment has become the go-to 
English proficiency measure for U.S. school districts required to regularly report MLLs’ 
English language gains and/or losses. 

Despite the widespread adoption of WIDA standards and associated assessments, 
New York has persisted in retaining its own New York-specific proficiency measures. Ten 
years ago, MLL English proficiency in New York was measured by the LAB-R test which was 
replaced by NYSITELL and NYSESLAT in February 2014 (New York State Education 
Department [NYSED], 2014); the latter two tests are currently in use today. The idea of 
pivoting away from NYSITELL/NYSESLAT to another proficiency test suite was explored 
recently by the New York State Education Department (Villareal de Adler, 2021), but new 
communications suggest that NYSESLAT testing will continue and will include computer-
based testing protocols as early as the spring 2024 testing cycle (Warner, 2022). Another 
interesting development is that the contract for NYSESLAT/NYSITELL testing has recently 
and somewhat contentiously moved from MetriTech to Pearson (State of New York Office of 
the Comptroller, 2022), which likely indicates that other changes in test delivery and design 
are in the works. Despite NYSESLAT and NYSITELL being central to the work of New York 
ESOL teachers, my classroom observations and interactions with educators suggest that 
WIDA ACCESS materials, particularly the Can-do statements, are very much in use in New 
York classrooms despite not being formally aligned to New York State Standards or the New 
York tests in general. 

As for teacher assessments, the last 10 years have marked noteworthy changes in 
the ESOL certification landscape. EdTPA, a teacher performance assessment, was formally 
rolled out in various states in 2013-2014 to measure new teachers’ readiness for K-12 
classrooms. By having student teachers videorecord their lessons and analyze real student 
work, edTPA was and continues to be heralded as an “objective and trustworthy process to 
evaluate the performance of aspiring teachers” (About edTPA, 2021). Arguably, edTPA has 
provided a refreshing and seemingly more authentic departure from other primarily 
multiple-choice tests required for teacher certification. 

When edTPA was first introduced in New York in 2013, it was immediately made a 
certification requirement, unlike in many other states where it was adopted. Right away, 
pass/fail cut scores were set and adhered to by the state to determine whether a student 
teacher’s submitted portfolio demonstrated sufficient mastery to warrant certification 
(Clark-Gareca, 2016). Unsurprisingly, this was a chaotic time in TESOL K-12 teacher 
preparation programs as teacher educators scrambled to learn the assessment themselves 
to be better positioned to help candidates navigate this new requirement. Over time, edTPA 
preparation has become a primary focus in many student teaching programs, and edTPA 
evaluation criteria and rubrics have functioned as an important guide for what is valued in 
novice teacher performance (Clark-Gareca, 2022). 

The COVID-19 pandemic inadvertently provided momentum for changes in teacher 
certification assessments. School closures during that time made student teaching, and 
subsequently, the completion of edTPA very difficult, and NYSED, along with other state 
departments of education, wisely paused submission requirements. Teacher educators 
anxiously watched and waited, and in April 2022, it was announced that edTPA as a 
certification requirement in New York State had been eliminated entirely (NYSED, 2022). By 
and large, student teachers have expressed relief at this development, but some teacher 
educators have expressed concern about the removal of baseline, professional requirements 
for becoming an ESOL teacher (Clark-Gareca, 2022). In the absence of edTPA, schools of 
education are now tasked with creating locally administered and rated assessments, which 
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will add significant variability to the tested and expected skills needed to become a New 
York ESOL teacher. 
  As for the future of student assessments, language proficiency assessment is always 
in a state of flux as educational and political systems move forward, go backward, and move 
forward again. Though NCLB and ESSA have been, and continue to be, controversial, they 
have arguably resulted in much clearer tracking of MLLs as an aggregate group on the U.S. 
educational map (Wright, 2015).  Following from NCLB, New York’s Commissioner’s Report 
154 has supported stronger mandates for MLL identification, proficiency progress, required 
minutes of instruction, and teacher professional development (NYSED 2014, 2015a, 2015b), 
which has led to significant, codified progress that I believe is cause for optimism. With 
these regulations has come a newfound evidence-based understanding of the academic 
realities of MLLs, and even if that news is not always good, there is reason to hope that 
more equitable access to appropriate instruction will come as a result. It is also possible 
that with the changing of hands of the NYSITELL/NYSESLAT tests, more resources will be 
invested in developing more WIDA-like, teacher-friendly tools, and one can only hope that 
the long-awaited, alternate assessment designed for MLLs in special education will finally be 
developed.  

As for the future of teacher assessments, the ongoing, statewide need for teachers is 
a primary driver in deciding how stringent or lax certification requirements can be. It is 
plausible that with the removal of the New York edTPA requirement, we will see a 
resurgence of potential teachers coming into our education programs, but as a community 
of practitioners and researchers, we must be careful – the easiest and most direct way to 
alleviate a teacher shortage is to eliminate or reduce core requirements, e.g., completion of 
a TESOL teacher preparation program, student teaching hours, or certification assessments. 
As a general rule, many of us are opposed to the idea of gatekeeping, but are we really 
prepared to staff our ESOL classrooms with applicants who may not have met a basic 
standard of teaching? And perhaps more importantly, do the tests that we have in place 
now ensure that our teachers have the knowledge and skills to adequately teach our MLLs? 
Going forward, it is incumbent upon us to take note if more teacher assessments disappear 
and to be mindful of the consequences of these actions. Perhaps some educational 
gatekeeping will be required to preserve and maintain the expertise of our teachers and, 
more broadly, the integrity of the profession. As faculty in schools of education begin to 
create their plans for edTPA replacements, the field will need to take great care to safeguard 
a new minimum standard, whatever that may be, for what it takes to be an ESOL teacher. 

 
Beth Clark-Gareca holds a Ph.D. in TESOL from New York University and is an associate 
professor and the director of TESOL K-12 programs at SUNY Binghamton. 
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