
Addressing 'difference vs. 

disorder' with the Ortiz 

Picture Vocabulary 

Acquisition Test.

California Association of School 
Psychologists

Costa Mesa, CA

October 11, 2023

Samuel O. Ortiz, Ph.D.

St. John’s University

Advances in Fairness and Testing 
with English Learners



Lektura:

Przeczytaj zdanie – “Pies sąsiada głośno szczekał”.

Słownictwo:

Co oznacza “sąsiad”? Co oznacza “szczekał”? Co oznacza “głośno”?

Piśmiennictwo:

Napisz cos na temat dlaczego pies szczekał.

How Hard Can it Really Be to Learn to Read, 
Write, and Speak in Another Language?



Lectura:

Lee esta frase – “El perro de los vecinos ladró ruidosamente.”

Hablando:

¿Que significa la palabra, “vecino”? ¿La palabra, “ladró”? ¿La palabra, 

“ruidosamente”?

Escritura:

Escribe algo acerca de la razón que el perro estaba ladrando. 

How Hard Can it Really Be to Learn to Read, 
Write, and Speak in Another Language?



The Fundamental Nature of Vocabulary Acquisition

Vocabulary is a fundamental aspect of general language acquisition:

“…while without grammar very little can be conveyed, 
without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed” (p. 111-112) 
                                         - Wilkins, 1972

“lexis is the core or heart of language” (p. 89)
                                         - Lewis, 1993



Reading:

Read this sentence – “The neighbor’s dog barked loudly.”

Speaking:

What does “neighbor” mean? What does “bark” mean? What does “loudly” 

mean?

Writing:

Write something about why the dog was barking. 

Everything is Easier When it’s in a Language you 
Already Speak and Comprehend!



“Fairness is a fundamental validity issue and requires attention throughout all 
stages of test development and use.

In previous versions of the Standards, fairness and the assessment of individuals 
from specific subgroups of test takers, such as individuals with disabilities and 
individuals with diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds, were presented in 
separate chapters.

In the current version of the Standards, these issues are presented in a single 
chapter to emphasize that fairness to all individuals in the intended population of 
test takers is an overriding, foundational concern, and that common principles 
apply in responding to test-taker characteristics that could interfere with the 
validity of test score interpretation.” (p. 49) 

AERA, APA & NCME (2015)

Language difference is perhaps the most important among all characteristics!

The Standards, Fairness, and Multilingual Learners



Advances in Test Development for MLs has Been Slow

1. Testing in English only (ignore the heritage language)

2. Nonverbal testing only (ignore all languages)

3. Testing via translation (accommodate one language)

4. Testing with a native/heritage language test (typically Spanish)

5. Testing in the “dominant” language (English or typically Spanish)

6. Testing in both languages (English and typically Spanish)

7. Combining performance in testing in both languages (typically English/Spanish)

8. Sampling bilinguals (typically English/Spanish)

9. Sampling bilinguals - categorical levels of proficiency (typically English/Spanish)

10. Sampling bilinguals - continuous control of proficiency (in English only)
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Use of translators -
• Non-standardized procedure, third party observer effects, lack of norms, content may not translate properly, 

undermines psychometric test properties including reliability and validity

Modified or altered testing (e.g., testing of the limits) -
• Violates standardization protocol, undermines psychometric test properties including reliability and validity, 

lack of norms for altered administration 

Nonverbal (i.e., language reduced testing) -
• Cannot be completed without some form of communication, does not eliminate cultural content, avoids the 

importance of language, limits the range of abilities that can be measured

Dominance evaluation as a guide for language of assessment -
• Dominance does not establish developmental comparability in that language or ensure validity

Native language testing -
• Often assumes the examinee is a monolingual speaker, doesn’t control for variation in native language 

exposure, type and amount of formal education, or differences in proficiency 

Traditional approaches fail to adequately address validity issues regarding 
language differences in multilingual learners



The Assumption of Comparability in Measurement

Every schoolchild has a particular set of background experiences in educational, social, and 

cultural environments. When we test students using a standardized device and compare them to a set of 

norms to gain an index of their relative standing, we assume that the students we test are similar to 

those on whom the test was standardized; that is, we assume their acculturation is comparable, but not 

necessarily identical, to that of the students who made up the normative sample for the test. 

 When a child’s general background experiences differ from those of the children on whom a test 

was standardized, then the use of the norms of that test as an index for evaluating that child’s current 

performance or for predicting future performances may be inappropriate. Incorrect educational decisions 

may well be made. It must be pointed out that acculturation is a matter of experiential background 

rather than of skin color, race, or ethnic background. When we say that a child’s acculturation differs 

from that of the group used as a norm, we are saying that the experiential background differs, not simply 

that the child is of different ethnic origin, for example, from the children on whom the test was 

standardized” (p. 18). 

Salvia & Ysseldyke, 1991



Race/Ethnicity Does Not Establish Comparability

Development varies by circumstance and experience, not necessarily by race or ethnicity 

For native English speakers, growth and acquisition of language, cognitive abilities, and 
acculturative knowledge are tied closely to age and with assumptions regarding normal 
educational experiences. Thus, when there is only one language and only one type of 
instructional program (as in the case of native English speakers) age-based norms effectively 
control for variation in development and provide an appropriate basis for comparison. 
However, the same cannot be said for English learners who are developing in two or more 
languages, are educated in a variety of different programs with vastly different outcomes 
and are not being raised in the “mainstream” culture of the test. 

“The key consideration in distinguishing between a difference and a disorder is 

whether the child’s performance differs significantly from peers with similar 

experiences.” (p. 105) 

                          - Wolfram, Adger & Christian, 1999



“It is unlikely that a second-grade English learner at the early intermediate phase of 

language development is going to have the same achievement profile as the native English-

speaking classmate sitting next to her. The norms established to measure fluency, for 

instance, are not able to account for the language development differences between the 

two girls.  A second analysis of the student’s progress compared to linguistically similar 

students is warranted.” (p. 40)

                                 - Fisher & Fry, 2012

Development varies by exposure, not simply by age

For native English speakers, growth of language-related abilities are tied closely to age 
because the process of learning a language begins at birth and is fostered by formal 
schooling. Thus, age-based norms effectively control for variation in development and 
provide an appropriate basis for comparison. However, this is not true for multilingual 
learners who may begin learning English at various points after birth and who may 
receive vastly different types of formal education from each other.

Age Alone Does Not Establish Comparability



This table is reproduced from the Technical Manual of the Ortiz PVAT and is Copyright © 2017 Multi-Health Systems Inc. All rights reserved.

1B

The chronological age of an EL, by definition, does not indicate how long the individual has been learning English. 
Exposure to English can vary considerably among ELs of the same age or grade.

Some ELs may start learning English upon school entry at the age of 5.

Other ELs may start learning English upon school entry that occurs at a much later date, such as at the age of 10 or 5th 
grade.

A 17-year-old EL may have been learning English for as long as 16+ years, or a 17-year-old may have been learning 
English for as little as 1 month. 

Comparing ELs by age alone, will not control or provide fairness regarding the wide range of variability in their 
respective exposures to English and the amount of time they each may have been learning English across their lifetimes.

Approximation between Age, Grade, and Word Type for Native English Speakers

For MLs, Validity is Not Established by Age Alone

1B



McLaughlin, B., Blanchard, A. G. & Osanai, Y. (1995). Assessing Language Development in Bilingual Preschool Children. Washington DC: 

National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education.

“There are many different ways in which children can be exposed to a 
second language. For some children, two languages are present in the 
home from birth. For other children, exposure to a second language 
begins once they enter early childhood education programs…

Furthermore, children differ in their exposure to their languages. Some 
children receive a great deal of exposure to two languages, whereas for 
other children one language predominates.”

- McLaughlin, Blanchard & Osanai, 1995

Advances in Test Development Based on True Peers



• The historical conceptualization underlying a verbal vs. nonverbal approach to measurement is a false 
dichotomy because MLs do not perform at the same level on ALL nonverbal tests any more than they 
perform at the same level on ALL verbal tests. 

• ML test performance represents a continuum formed by a proportional attenuation as a function of 
exposure and experience in the language of the test.

• Test performance of MLs is moderated by the degree to which a given test relies on or requires age- or 
grade-expected English language development and the acquisition of incidental acculturative knowledge.

For MLs, Language Exposure is Key to Comparability 

"although a student’s conversational level of English language proficiency could be perceived to be relatively 
consistent with their peers’, their level of academic language proficiency may not be sufficient to fully benefit 
from classroom instruction or understand test directions to the same extent of a native English language 
speaker” (p. 10; Cormier et al., 2022)

Sources: Ortiz, S.O. (2019). On the Measurement of Cognitive Abilities in English Learners. Contemporary School Psychology, Vol. 23(1) 68-86. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40688-018-0208-8 and Cormier, D. C., Bulut, O., McGrew, K. S. & Kennedy, K. 
(2022). Linguistic Influences on Cognitive Test Performance: Examinee Characteristics Are More Important than Test Characteristics, Journal of Intelligence, Volume 10, Issue 1. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40688-018-0208-8


*Source: Cormier, D.C., McGrew, K.S. & Ysseldyke, J. E. (2014). The  Influences of Linguistic Demand and Cultural Loading on Cognitive Test Scores. Journal of Psychoeducational 
Assessment, 32(7), 610-623.

Highest
Language 
Demands

Lowest 
Language 
Demands

1

2

4

5

3

Language Exposure and Test Performance
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Research Foundations for ML Evaluation
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"the influence of language ability, particularly receptive language ability, is more influential than age on 
cognitive test performance. This last point highlights the importance of considering language abilities when 
assessing students’ cognitive abilities.“ (p. 9; Cormier et al., 2022)

Source: Wong, J. Y. T. (2023). On the Importance of True Peer Norms in the Assessment of English Learners: A Validation Study of the Ortiz Picture Vocabulary Acquisition 
Test. Doctoral dissertation, St. John’s University, Jamaica, Queens, NY.

“[Lifetime English Exposure] was 
also found to exert more influence 
on the variance of the raw scores 
on the Ortiz PVAT compared to 
age…and because the Ortiz PVAT 
measures receptive language, or 
specifically receptive vocabulary, 
in English, the strong effect of 
Lifetime English Exposure above 
and beyond age was observed” 
(pp. 51; Wong, 2023). 

Principle 3: ML performance is moderated by linguistic/acculturative variables even at the subtest level

Research Foundations for ML Evaluation
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Differences in Performance Between Bilinguals and Monolinguals
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Differences in Performance Among Bilinguals

The less developmental proficiency of multilingual learners, as compared to monolingual native English speakers, 
the more test performance drops. However, performance also drops in comparison to other multilingual learners 
based on differences among multilingual learners in their own respective English language development. 
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To be valid and useful, instruments must be:

“specifically developed to determine whether speech and/or language 
errors observed in some young children [are] due to limited exposure to 
English or to a language impairment.” 

 - Westby, 2015

Because bilingual children make many of the same linguistic errors as 
monolinguals who possess speech and language impairment, the 
process of distinguishing “difference vs. disorder” becomes significantly 
more complicated than when evaluating English learners whose 
language development is controlled by age alone. 

The Future of Test Development for Bilinguals

Westby, C. (2015). Review of the Bilingual English-Spanish Assessment. Word of Mouth, 26(5), pp. 12-14.



Leading a new generation of tests



Fairness and English Learners: 
New directions in test design

Practical and Measurement Issues:

1. In the U.S., academic accountability is based on demonstrating academic mastery in English.

2. English language acquisition, unlike nonverbal abilities, is highly related to academic success.

3. English is essentially a “common metric” for native English speakers and all English learners.  

4. Using English eliminates the need for language-specific translations or adaptations.

5. Using English reduces dependence on professionals with bilingual abilities.

6. Receptive vocabulary can be assessed immediately and before expressive language emerges.

Assumptions:

1. Language explains significant variance in test performance above and beyond race/ethnicity

2. English language acquisition is an invariant process, irrespective of the native language

3. English learners of the same age can vary widely in their exposure to and development in English 



Highly associated with intelligence 
and general cognitive ability

Highly associated with academic skills 
development and educational 
attainment

Highly associated with oral 
language proficiency

Is the foundation for learning to 
speak, read, and write

Powerful indicator of general language development

Why Assess Vocabulary Acquisition?



• Portability – only requires a single laptop or tablet 

• Efficiency – automated administration/scoring:
• responses captured automatically
• built-in screener moves seamlessly to 

appropriate starting point
• built-in ceiling rules; test ends automatically
• online scoring & informative reports with 

intervention recommendations

• Adaptability –
• no verbal response required
• can use mouse or touchscreen input
• parallel forms facilitate progress monitoring
• Can assess instructional and intervention needs, 

progress, growth, or diagnostic evaluation

Technological Features of the Ortiz PVAT

In an Increasingly Online World, Technology Matters



• Dual-norming – for “true peer” comparisons 
• native English speakers
• all English learners

• Exposure – developmental language control 
• English learner norms account for variability in 

amount of lifetime exposure to English 

• Fairness - demonstrated lack of bias relative to
• race/ethnicity
• first language spoken

• Universal – applicable/useable by everyone
• does not require “bilingual” administrator
• receptive vocabulary permits evaluation even in ELs 

with less than 1 month exposure
• if needed, translated task instructions in Spanish, 

Chinese, Vietnamese, Arabic, and Russian

In an Increasingly Diverse World, Fairness Matters

Features Regarding Fairness of the Ortiz PVAT



Features of The Ortiz PVAT:

1) Valid results for English speakers & learners

2) Automated administration and scoring

3) Facilitation of observation of test behavior 

4) Efficiency – reduced reliance on “bilingual” 
evaluators

5) Economy – one test for everyone

6) Utility – reports with instructional level, word 
type analysis, growth, and recommendations for 
teaching and intervention

7) Inherently interactive 

8) Engaging, with ecologically valid visual stimuli 
and pre-recorded audio components

A Modern Test in an Era of Diversity



Dated, hand-drawn illustrations Modern, high-resolution, real-world stimuli

A Modern Test in an Era of Diversity

Which Is More Engaging?



Maximum portability and efficiencyMaximum weight and hassle

A Modern Test in an Era of Diversity

Which Is Easier to Handle?



Handling protocols and materials 
for administration

Focused observation during 
test administration

A Modern Test in an Era of Diversity

Which Is Easier to Administer?



A Modern Test in 
an Era of Diversity

And What 
About 

Diversity?



If, according to the U.S. Census 
Bureau, there are over 350 languages 

spoken in U.S. homes, then…

*U.S. Census Bureau (2015). Census Bureau Reports at Least 350 Languages Spoken in U.S. Homes. Retrieved from https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2015/cb15-185.html 



A test of English vocabulary 
(L2) for monolingual English 

speakers only?

A Modern Test in an Era of Diversity

Which Test Is More Useful?

A test of heritage language 
vocabulary (L1) for heritage 

language speakers only?

Or, a test of English vocabulary for anyone learning English as 
their only language (L1) or as an additional (L2) language?



Administration of the Ortiz PVAT

The test begins with 

screener items. 

Upon missing the 

first screener item 

(10 max), the test 

automatically and 

seamlessly jumps to 

the correct starting 

point and continues 

the test until the 

examinee reaches 

the ceiling (5 wrong 

out of last 10). At 

that point, the test 

ends automatically.



This sample item is reproduced from the Ortiz PVAT. Copyright © 2018 Multi-Health Systems Inc. All rights reserved.



This sample item is reproduced from the Ortiz PVAT. Copyright © 2018 Multi-Health Systems Inc. All rights reserved.



This sample item is reproduced from the Ortiz PVAT. Copyright © 2018 Multi-Health Systems Inc. All rights reserved.



This sample item is reproduced from the Ortiz PVAT. Copyright © 2018 Multi-Health Systems Inc. All rights reserved.



The Ortiz PVAT – Assessment Report



The Ortiz PVAT – Assessment Report



A true peer norm sample helps establish 
current baseline functioning and identifies 
areas of possible need.

For example, by using the “Parts of Speech” 
information, specific intervention goals can be 
designed to help an EL improve vocabulary 
acquisition with respect to various parts of 
speech as the list is arranged by order of 
acquisition. 

By using the “Word Types” information, 
additional intervention goals can be designed 
to help an EL improve vocabulary acquisition 
with respect to social/conversational language 
as well as content/subject matter words.

The Ortiz PVAT – Assessment Report



Age norms (2:6 – 22:11) for monolingual 
English speakers and for any English learner by 
percent lifetime exposure to English.

Continuous stratification across full range of 
English language exposure for bilinguals for all 
ages and languages.

Age norms (4:0 – 6:11) for monolingual English and 
monolingual Spanish speakers and for bilinguals by 

relative proficiency.

3-Levels of categorial stratification based on relative 
dominance of English and Spanish.

What Makes the Ortiz PVAT Different from Any Other Test? Exposure Norms



English Speakers (N = 1,530)

• Ages 2:6 to 22:11

• Gender: equal split 

• Stratification:

◦ Geographic region

◦ Parental education level (PEL)

◦ Race/ethnicity 

English Learners (N = 1,190)

• Ages 2:6 to 22:11

• Gender: equal split 

• Stratification:

• Geographic region

• Parental education level (PEL)

• Language spoken at home (53 different 
languages)

• Proportion of lifetime exposure to English 
(i.e., opportunity to learn English): 

◦ 11 categories for length of exposure to English 

◦ 0-6 months up to 16+ years

Inclusion of these variables in the 

stratification of the EL Norm Sample is a 

completely unique feature of the Ortiz 

PVAT not found in any other test.

Stratification Variables in Dual Standardization Norm Samples of the Ortiz PVAT  

The Ortiz PVAT – Advances in fairness and testing



This table is reproduced from the Technical Manual of the Ortiz PVAT and is Copyright © 2017 Multi-Health Systems Inc. All rights reserved.

Does race/ethnicity account for important variance in test performance?

NO. Neither race nor ethnicity are variables that directly or significantly affect receptive 

vocabulary and general language acquisition, although sometimes they are indirectly 

correlated because the majority of English learners are also ethnically or racially non-

White. When language is strictly controlled (monolingualism vs. multilingualism), the 

effect of race and ethnicity disappear.

The Ortiz PVAT – Advances in fairness and testing



NO. The first language an individual learns does not affect the sequence of English language 

acquisition which remains an invariant process. Only the rate of progress may be affected 

which by virtue of various factors, such as amount of formal L1 instruction. 

This table is reproduced from the Technical Manual of the Ortiz PVAT and is Copyright © 2017 Multi-Health Systems Inc. All rights reserved.

Does the L1 differentially affect the learning of L2 (English)?

The Ortiz PVAT – Advances in fairness and testing



Pre-school Screening and Evaluation – dual norms permit evaluation of basic language development (receptive vocabulary) 
in very young children (minimum age: 2 years, 6 months) in both native English speakers and English learners prior to the 
beginning of formal instruction.

Progress Monitoring of English Language Proficiency – many tests, for example those used to monitor compliance with Title 
III ELA requirements are not well designed for that purpose and give misleading results regarding progress and growth and 
no information relative to the acquisition of BICS vs. CALP.

Determination of Instructional Level – the Assessment Report indicates the linguistically appropriate level of instruction and 
the degree of intensity required to assist the student in making progress toward grade-level standards and expectations. 
Specific instructional strategies are also provided. 

Progress monitoring of Reading and Writing Vocabulary – the Progress Report provides data for evaluating increases in 
receptive vocabulary that may reflect relative progress in response to specific interventions that are being employed.

Evaluation of Growth in General Language Ability – unlike tests that do not allow measurement of growth, a specific index 
documenting actual growth in English vocabulary/language acquisition across short and long intervals is provided. 

Development of Intervention/Treatment Strategies – performance is linked directly to specific and customized 
recommendations for language-based intervention and treatment strategies relative to true peers.

Diagnostic and Disability Evaluation – provides the only norm-referenced “true peer” comparison necessary for evaluating 
“difference vs. disorder” in general language-related disabilities/disorders related to vocabulary acquisition. 

The Ortiz PVAT – Pre- and Post- Referral Applications



After 2 administrations, a Progress Report can be 

generated, and The Growth Index provides an 

indication of actual change or true growth across 

two or more administrations.

The Ortiz PVAT – Fairness in Measuring Language Growth



The Ortiz PVAT – Pre-referral Applications



This graph is reproduced from the Technical Manual of the Ortiz PVAT and is Copyright © 2018 Multi-Health Systems Inc. All rights reserved.

Does controlling for English exposure differentially affect test performance?

YES. Both age and exposure are critical variables in determining test performance because they are both tied 
directly to the amount of development in English that an individual possesses as a function of time and experience.

The Ortiz PVAT – Advances in fairness and testing



This graph is reproduced from the Technical Manual of the Ortiz PVAT and is Copyright © 2017 Multi-Health Systems Inc. All rights reserved.
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The Ortiz PVAT – Advances in Fairness and Testing



Data in this table are provided courtesy of an urban school district and may not be copied or reproduced. Used here with permission of the owner.

L1 dominance approach = 

L2 dominance approach = 

True peer comparison = 

3/5 with language impairment 

9/9 with language impairment 

1/14 with language impairment*

*Of the 3 scores in the true peer comparison, two are very close to being  

WNL (SEM=2) and may not actually represent a disability.

How much of a difference does “true language peer” comparison make for diagnostic decisions?

Without true peer comparison, false positive error 

rates for misidentification of ELs will remain 

exceptionally high: 1/14 = 7% (Ortiz PVAT) versus 

12/14 = 86% (WMLS-III in Spanish) and 14/14 = 

100% (WMLS-III in English).

The Ortiz PVAT – Advances in Fairness and Testing



Validity Evidence by Clinical Diagnostic Group Mean Differences
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This graph is reproduced from the Technical Manual of the Ortiz PVAT and is Copyright © 2018 Multi-Health Systems Inc. All rights reserved.

Diagnostic Applications: Disability Determinations



Summary

True peer group comparisons is essential for the valid and fair 

assessment of any population especially for English Learners: 

• Developmental differences in language and acculturative experiences must be 
controlled for, alongside of age

• Comparison of performance must be made relative to others with the same 
level of English exposure—true peer group comparison

• Instruments without true peer norms controlling for exposure between and 
among English learners will necessarily lack inherent diagnostic fairness

Diagnostic Applications: Disability Determinations



Case Study Examples

Jenni Y. and Benni A.



7-year-old girl in 2nd grade

Native English speaker

Quiet at school

Quiet at home but older siblings 
reported to have same pattern

Concerns about possible emotional 
issues

Didn’t speak much until age 3

School psych/Speech path was 
called in for consultation

Jenni Y.



During observation and interview 
it was noted that Jennie was:

• reticent to speak

• hesitated to engage in any 
verbal activities 

This made it unclear as to 
whether or not she was able to 
fully comprehend the language of 
the classroom and the teacher’s 
instructional efforts.



Pre-referral Team decides to 
implement MTSS program to assess 
Jenni’s response to intervention.

In addition to the typical CBM 
probes and benchmark evaluations, 
the Ortiz PVAT was included as a 
standardized measure for progress 
monitoring.

The Ortiz PVAT is highly engaging for 
young children and requires no 
speech on the part of the examinee.



Baseline Results: 
The Ortiz PVAT automatically:

• establishes the basal with a built-in Screener

• establishes the ceiling

• captures responses

• scores the test and determines the results

Jenni’s behavior was easily observed during testing:

• she interacted with the auditory and visual 
stimuli in a relatively attentive manner 

• she clearly had some trouble recognizing the 
meaning of the words and was often hesitant

• she displayed positive affect throughout the test

Jenni’s standard score of 76 placed her performance in 
the Very Low range—and indicated the possibility of a 
mild delay in vocabulary acquisition relative to peers.



Instructional Utility: 
Findings from the Ortiz PVAT Assessment Report 
were used to determine and establish the level of 
Jenni’s instructional needs. The recommendation 

noted that instructional modifications may be 
needed suggested typical Level 2 (small group) 

interventions would be appropriate at this time.

Recommendations for continued vocabulary 
growth were shared with the teacher to 

instructional level to ensure that the language of 
the classroom would not exceed Jenni’s ability to 

comprehend the teacher. The instructional 
strategies listed were shared with the teacher to 
ensure Jenni would continue to receive effective 

instruction that would further support her 
progress in language acquisition.



Intervention Utility:

By using the “Parts of Speech” information 
in the report, specific intervention goals 
were designed to help Jenni improve her  

vocabulary acquisition with respect to 
various parts of speech as the list is 

arranged by order of acquisition. 

By using the “Word Types” information in 
the report, additional intervention goals 
were designed to help Jenni improve her  
vocabulary acquisition by still focusing on 

increasing her social/conversational 
language as well as content/subject 

matter words.



Because the Ortiz PVAT is very 
sensitive to vocabulary growth it 
can distinguish differences in 
performance in very short intervals. 
In addition, the parallel forms of the 
Ortiz PVAT (Form A and Form B) 
provide another mechanism for 
being able to evaluate individuals 
frequently. 

In the present case, benchmark 
testing of Jenni’s vocabulary was 
conducted every 3 months over a 
one year period and were later 
summarized in the Ortiz PVAT 
Progress Report.

Progress Monitoring Utility



Comparison of performance at 3 
month intervals confirms a slight 
increase in performance followed by 
a decline and return to baseline 
levels of functioning. 

This suggests that although Jenni 
benefitted initially from the 
interventions she was given, they 
ultimately proved ineffective in 
maintaining grade-level progress. 

Based on this pattern of scores and 
other information collected in the 
MTSS process, the pre-referral team 
recommended a comprehensive 
evaluation with a focus on speech-
language development.

Assessing Vocabulary Acquisition and Growth



The final (5th) administration of the 
Ortiz PVAT provided additional 
diagnostic data and information that 
was collated with other assessment 
scores and information. 

It was ultimately concluded that 
Jenni had a mixed receptive-
expressive language disorder and 
that she required special education 
services. 

The instructional strategies and 
intervention recommendations from 
the Assessment Report of the current 
administration of the Ortiz PVAT 
were used in developing language-
appropriate IEP goals and objectives.

Diagnostic Utility



What if you also had to 
evaluate Benni who is the 
same age as Jenni, in the 
same grade, has the exact 
same concerns and 
difficulties, and the same 
pattern of performance…

Would the process look 
any different in his case?

Benni A.



Pre-referral Team decides to 
implement MTSS program to assess 
Benni’s response to intervention.

In addition to the typical CBM 
probes and benchmark evaluations, 
the Ortiz PVAT was included as a 
standardized measure for progress 
monitoring.

The Ortiz PVAT is highly engaging for 
young children and requires no 
speech on the part of the examinee.



Baseline Results: 
The Ortiz PVAT automatically:

• established the basal with a built-in Screener

• established the ceiling

• captured responses

• scored the test and determined the results

Benni’s behavior was easily observed during testing:

• he interacted with the auditory and visual 
stimuli in an attentive manner 

• he clearly recognized the meaning by clicking 
without hesitation on the correct image

• he displayed positive affect throughout the test

Benni’s standard score of 95 placed his performance 
in the Average range—and did not suggest the 
presence of any underlying difficulties in receptive 
vocabulary acquisition relative to “true” peers.



Instructional Utility: 
Findings from the Ortiz PVAT Assessment Report 
were used to determine and establish the level of 
Benni’s instructional needs. The recommendation 

noted that despite “average” development,  
instructional modifications and interventions 

(e.g., small group) were still required to help him 
continue to make progress.

Recommendations for continued vocabulary 
growth in both English and his native language 
were shared with the teacher to instructional 

level to ensure that the language of the 
classroom would not exceed Benni’s ability to 

comprehend the teacher. The instructional 
strategies listed were shared with the teacher to 
ensure Benni would continue to receive effective 

instruction that would further support his 
progress in language acquisition.



Intervention Utility:

By using the “Parts of Speech” information 
in the report, specific intervention goals 
were designed to help Benni improve his  

vocabulary acquisition with respect to 
various parts of speech as the list is 

arranged by order of acquisition. 

By using the “Word Types” information in 
the report, additional intervention goals 
were designed to help Benni improve his  

vocabulary acquisition with respect to 
social/conversational language as well as 

content/subject matter words.



Because the Ortiz PVAT is very sensitive 
to vocabulary growth it can distinguish 
differences in performance in very short 
intervals. In addition, the parallel forms 
of the Ortiz PVAT (Form A and Form B) 
provide another mechanism for being 
able to evaluate individuals frequently. 

In the present case, benchmark testing 
of Benni’s vocabulary was conducted 
every 3 months over a one year period 
and were later summarized in the Ortiz 
PVAT Progress Report. In addition, use 
of the EL Norms in the Ortiz PVAT 
provided appropriate and fair 
expectations of rate and degree of 
progress for ELs like Benni.

Progress Monitoring Utility



Comparison of performance at 3 month 
intervals confirms a slight increase in 
performance followed by a slight decline 
and return to baseline levels of 
functioning. 

This suggests that although Benni 
benefitted initially from the interventions 
she was given, they ultimately proved 
ineffective, but he remained within the 
average range nonetheless. 

Based on this pattern of scores and other 
information collected in the MTSS 
process, the pre-referral team did NOT 
recommend a comprehensive evaluation, 
however, the interventions were 
continued in general education.

Assessing Vocabulary Acquisition and Growth



Had the pre-referral team suspected 
that Benni had a disability, the final 
(5th) administration of the Ortiz PVAT 
would have provided important 
diagnostic data and information that 
would have argued against a 
language-based disorder. 

This information could not have been 
obtained in any other way with any 
other test as the Ortiz PVAT is the 
only test that contains specific EL 
norms that control for both age and 
amount of English-language 
exposure. 

Diagnostic Utility



Thus, with a fair and universally applicable test, both Jenni and Benni will 
receive the appropriate instruction, intervention, and support they need 

regardless of their primary language



Disorder or Difference?

True peer comparison SS=76 (possible deficit)            
Grade peer comparison (well below typical level, high 

need for intervention and support)

True peer comparison SS=95 (normal L2 process) 
Grade peer comparison (below typical level, high 

need for intervention and support)

Jenni: English Speaker Benni: English Learner



The Ortiz PVAT is the only 
test that can do all of this 

for both native English 
speakers and English 

learners alike, regardless 
of primary language



Monolingual Evaluation: 
Evaluate in English with tools 

responsive to the referral 
concerns, areas of suspected 
disability, age of the student, 

and other relevant factors.

Option 5: Evaluate or re-
evaluate in any manner that 

provides relevant, qualitative, 
developmental data (e.g., 
observation, play-based 

methods, dynamic 
assessment, etc.) with 

assistance from someone who 
can communicate with the 

student, as necessary.

Examine and add ecological 
validity by integrating all 
findings. For suspected 

disabilities, identify 
consistency in performance 

and potential causal 
explanations of deficits. Efforts 

should be made to interpret 
results within the context of 
the student’s developmental 
background and experiences.

Is the student a monolingual, English Speaker?NO YES

Option 3: Tests are translated by the evaluator 
into the student’s heritage language and 

administered directly to provide cross-linguistic 
evidence of validity.

Option 2: Tests in the student’s heritage 
language are administered via assistance of an 
interpreter to re-evaluate areas of weakness 

and provide cross-linguistic evidence of validity.

Option 1: Tests in the student’s heritage 
language are administered by the evaluator to 

provide cross-linguistic evidence of validity.

Option 4: Tests are translated by an interpreter 
into the student’s heritage language and 

administered in conjunction with the evaluator 
to provide cross-linguistic evidence of validity.

Are the tests needed for evaluation available in the 
student’s heritage language?

NOYES

Can the evaluator  
administer the tests in the 

student’s heritage language?

NOIs there someone qualified and 
available to translate tests into 

the student’s heritage language? YES

NOYES

Evaluate the student in 
the heritage language 
but recognize that test 

scores cannot be 
validated and remain 

uninterpretable.

Is there a compelling reason why the evaluation should 
not begin with testing in English first?

YESNO

Evaluate the student in English adhering to all publisher 
guidelines for standardized administration and scoring. Do 

the results show any normative deficits or weaknesses? 

YES NO

No further testing is 
necessary. There is no 

basis for a disability when 
performance is average 

compared to monolinguals 
or normal, typical, or 

expected when compared 
to multilinguals.

Use the C-LIM to 
evaluate the validity 
of test scores. Are 

the results likely valid 
or likely invalid?

LIKELY 
VALID

LIKELY 
INVALID

Are the tests 
needed to re-

evaluate any areas 
of weakness 

available in the 
student’s heritage 

language?

NO

YES

Can the evaluator administer 
the tests in the student’s 

heritage language?

Can the evaluator translate 
the tests into the student’s 

heritage language?

YES

NO

YES

NO

Multilingual Testing Framework: A guide to defensible practice and generating valid data. 

Copyright © 2023 Samuel O. Ortiz, Ph.D. May not be copied or reproduced without expressed permission.



Use of the Ortiz PVAT in Evaluation of Multilinguals

Pre-referral:

- Can be used for progress monitoring, evaluation of instructional effectiveness, and 
accurate measurement of growth in language over time.

- Overall score assists in determining whether language may be primary reason for current 
difficulties and guiding referrals for evaluation. 

Post-referral:

- Can serve as a replacement for measuring Gc index/cluster/composite (e.g., VCI, Gc, etc.) 
in a valid manner.

- Facilitates interpretation of Gc ability because of true peer comparison that controls for 
differences in language development—not “interpret with caution” needed.

- Assists in addressing exclusionary factor related to limited English proficiency in 
identification of SLD.

- May serve as an indicator for appropriate referral for further speech-language testing.

- Use of obtained standard score does not adversely affect the process of PSW for SLD 
identification as the classification remains consistent with the magnitude.



Summary

True peer group comparison is the foundation for fairness and 

interpretive validity in diagnostic evaluations of English Learners 

• Construct validity does not automatically guarantee diagnostic or interpretive validity 
• Developmental differences in language and cultural knowledge acquisition are not 

well controlled by race/ethnicity, if at all
• Measurements on English learners must be made relative to others with similar 

levels of English exposure, not merely by age or grade
• Instruments without true peer norms controlling for exposure across English learners 

will lack inherent fairness

Fairness and English Learners: 
A new direction in tests and testing.
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Competency-based XBA Certification Program                
https://www.schoolneuropsych.com/xba/

ONLINE:

CHC Cross-Battery Online                
http://www.crossbattery.com/

Free C-LIM Resources                
http://facpub.stjohns.edu/~ortizs/CLIM/index.html

Assessment and Related Resources 

Ortiz Picture Vocabulary Acquisition Test (Ortiz PVAT)              
https://www.mhs.com/ortizpvat

TESTS:

https://www.schoolneuropsych.com/xba/
http://www.crossbattery.com/
http://facpub.stjohns.edu/~ortizs/CLIM/index.html
https://www.mhs.com/ortizpvat
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