August 2008

Dear Community Members,
The 2008 school report cards soon will be distributed. Under the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), all students must be tested each year in reading, mathematics and science in the appropriate grades. Most students take one of the general assessments – the Illinois Standards Achievement Test (ISAT) in grades 3-8 or the Prairie State Achievement Exam (PSAE) in grade 11. Up until last year, our students who are English Language Learners (ELLs) would have taken an alternate test, Illinois Measure of Annual Growth in English (IMAGE), which was administered in English to be more accessible to ELL students.

Last year, the federal government informed the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) that IMAGE did not meet the requirements of No Child Left Behind and, therefore, ELL students took either the ISAT or PSAE, with accommodations if needed. As community members, it is important that you understand that Illinois was required to make this change in tests mid-school year in order to meet all the statutory and regulatory requirements of NCLB. Had Illinois not dropped the IMAGE test, we were at risk of federal sanctions that would have resulted in the loss of funding and flexibility at both the state and local levels.

The timing of this change in tests left little opportunity for our teachers and students to prepare for a new ELL assessment. Because ELL students were required to take a test that was unfamiliar, it would be difficult for us to compare this year’s performance with past years.  We may see a difference in performance when compared with previous years. Any such drop in the performance of ELL students should not be viewed as a reflection on these students or their teachers. 
During the summer, ISBE surveyed teachers and test administrators that serve the ELL population to identify which accommodations worked best for students during the 2008 assessment. Based on this feedback, ISBE will continue efforts to modify ISAT and PSAE for our ELLs. In addition, ISBE has reached out to national experts to develop a Five-Year ELL Assessment Plan, which will include translations and modifications to eliminate unnecessary complex language, as well as additional visual and graphic support. 
In looking to the future, we are working to develop appropriate tests that will allow all of our students to demonstrate what they know and can do. By joining together with you, our community members, and ISBE, we must continue moving forward with efforts that will best serve our ELL students in 2009 and beyond. 

Sincerely,

Superintendent XXX XXXX

XXXX School District

