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have difficulty answering a question about rattlesnakes, whereas a youngster from New 
Mexico is very likely to be familiar with these creatures. Likewise, an adolescent from 
rural Alabama who is asked about ice fishing is much less likely to answer the question 
correctly than his cousin from northern Wisconsin. Gollnick and Chinn (2013) believe 
that the use of standardized tests with children from minority groups measures only 
their degree of cultural assimilation, not their intelligence.

Assessment Challenges
There are several roadblocks to the goal of achieving meaningful and valid assess-
ments of students who are culturally and linguistically diverse. Foremost is the lack 
of measurement tools that provide an accurate assessment of these students’ abilities. 
Many standardized tests are simply not available in languages other than English or in 
appropriate dialects. Coupled with this problem is the issue of bias in the assessment 
process. All tests are biased to some degree; it is an unavoidable artifact of psycho-
metric evaluation. Yet some of these unwanted influences are of greater concern than 
others. As a result of bias, test scores are frequently rendered suspect and may not 
reflect an accurate appraisal of the student’s ability or skill. Miller, Linn, and Gronlund 
(2013) note that bias may involve extrinsic variables, such as the child’s response style 
or the value attached to competitive behavior in the pupil’s culture. Intrinsic bias fac-
tors are difficulties with the instruments themselves, such as culturally bound test items 
(recall our rattlesnake example) or normative sampling issues. Bias can also come from 
several other sources, some of which are external to the child and others internal, such 
as issues of test validity and reliability when tests are translated; a lack of test-taking 
skills such as performing under time constraints, motivation, and appropriate response 
selection strategies; and other issues in addition to the obvious concern of linguistic 
bias when the student’s primary language is not English. Individually and collectively, 
these sources of bias often result in incorrect assumptions about a student’s abilities and 
may lead, in turn, to an inappropriate educational placement.

Assessment Safeguards
Professionals are fully aware of the importance of obtaining an accurate profile of an 
individual’s strengths and weaknesses. To accomplish this goal and to minimize poten-
tial for abuses in the assessment process, PL 94–142 and its subsequent amendments 
contain several procedural safeguards. Realizing that nonbiased evaluations are cru-
cial to special education, the framers of IDEA mandated nondiscriminatory testing. 
School districts are required to adopt the following:

  TABLE 3.2  Assessment Outcomes for Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Students

•	 An accurate appraisal of a child’s level and mode of functioning within the context of the child’s cultural experiences

•	 A focus on a child’s strengths and abilities as a basis for the development of new skills

•	 Identification of a child’s specific educational needs, including both first- and second-language acquisition

•	 Literacy and basic-level skills evaluation, especially for students who lack educational experiences

•	 Identification of emotional difficulties

•	 Generation of data that may be used for placement decisions and the formulation of an individualized education program, if 
necessary

SOURCE: M. Winzer and K. Mazurek, Special Education in Multicultural Contexts (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1998), pp. 177–178.
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