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INTRODUCTION
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The English learner population is rapidly increasing throughout the United States. English
learner enrollment grew by 51 percent between 1999 and 2009, while K–12 enrollment remained
relatively stable, growing a mere 10 percent (National Clearinghouse for English Language
Acquisition, 2011). During that same period, fourteen individual states from Oregon to Kansas to
the Carolinas saw growth rates for English learners of over 200 percent.
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Data from the census provide a vivid picture of the changing demographics of the United States.
Six states—California, Texas, New York, Florida, Illinois, and New Jersey—account for a large majority of children of immigrants (69 percent of the nation’s total). Although these states appear to
be the first stop for many immigrants, other states have exceedingly rapid rates of immigration:
206 percent growth in Nevada, 153 percent in North Carolina, 148 percent in Georgia, and 125 percent in Nebraska (Capps et al., 2005).
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Perhaps your interest in the education of English learners stems from the lack of achievement
many of them experience. While current federal legislation focuses attention on outcomes, principals want to know how to meet the increasingly high expectations being set for these students.
Thankfully, there is evidence for what works and what doesn’t, in terms of reaching high levels of
success. While there are still areas of disagreement in terms of the education of English learners, a
principal can take concrete actions to ensure that the school rallies resources to meet their needs.

aw

ke
r

The interest of some of you in this topic may be more localized. Perhaps you’ve just met a new
student and his or her family. You might have struggled to communicate with this student and
found yourself frustrated when you tried to explain the educational system to the parents. Your interest might have been spurred because you know that families are key to the success of children.
We have organized this book around the following five big ideas that we think principals concerned about English learners should know:
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1. English learners are a diverse group with individual needs that can be addressed by understanding proficiency levels and holding reasonable expectations.

2. English learners are doubly challenged, as they must learn English while learning in English.
They benefit from quality instructional programs that emphasize student talk, in order to
give them lots of experiences using academic language.

1
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3. Assessment for English learners requires attention to the whole child. Th is multidimensional approach is necessary in order for a true picture to emerge. It requires balancing
large-scale assessments with individualized informal ones that highlight strengths and do
not simply catalog deficits.
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4. Response to instruction and intervention (RTI2) with English learners is complex because
of the many factors that influence second language development. English learners deserve
supplemental and intensive interventions, especially when their performance pales in comparison with true peers, not just chronological ones.
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5. A quality program for English learners is developed and improved only with the participation of stakeholders. These include educators and personnel at the school, students and their
families, and middle schools that your students will attend in the future. There is much to
be learned from these stakeholders as research continues to shape policy and practice.
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In the chapters that follow, we explore each of these big ideas and provide practical information about how to implement them in real schools.
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English learners are a diverse group with
individual needs that can be addressed
by understanding proﬁciency levels and
holding reasonable expectations.
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Juan Rodriguez has just moved into your
area and wants to enroll his son Antonio in
your middle school. Of course, you’re excited to
meet this new student, and you recognize the
trust this family has placed in your hands. You
know it is an honor to provide educational services for students and to watch them grow into
contributing members of society. You thank
the parents for their confidence in your school
and remind them of dismissal times and the
after-school programs offered on your campus.
Understanding that every new student is a bit
uncomfortable with a new school, you walk
Antonio to his classroom and introduce him to
a gregarious peer, Eric.
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Learning About English Learners

Questions Principals Ask
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• What tools are used to determine if a
student is an English learner?
• What are the different types or
classiﬁcations of English learners?
• How does English proﬁciency change?
• What are the language standards for
English learners?
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During this first week of school, Antonio will participate in a number of assessments, including several screening tools, to determine his instructional needs and any gaps in his knowledge.
In thinking about which screening tools to use, you remember that the responses to the home
language survey indicated that Antonio speaks Spanish at home. The home language survey is a
common starting place for determining if a student is an English learner.

Home Language Survey

©

In nearly every state in the United States, the identification of English learners begins with a
survey given to parents that solicits information about the languages their child uses. The home language survey is so common that many people believe it is required under federal law. In fact, there is
no U.S. law that mandates the home language survey. Rather, the law requires states to identify students who need language support in order to be successful in school. Unfortunately, these students

3
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are currently labeled with the derogatory term limited English proficient (LEP). We prefer the term
English learner, a more contemporary designation for students who are adding English to their
literacy skills. Federal law also defines a student in need of language support as one “who comes
from an environment where a language other than English has had a significant impact on the
individual’s level of English language proficiency” or who “comes from an environment where a
language other than English is dominant” (No Child Left Behind Act, 2008).
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Research on the use of the home language survey as a valuable tool is inconclusive. Some studies report positive relationships between the home language survey and instructional needs and
outcomes (for example, Townsend & Collins, 2008), and others report weak or nonexistent relationships (for example, Abedi, Lord, & Plummer, 1997). Until there is a better tool, the home language
survey will likely be used to identify students who need additional assessment. Alison Bailey and
Kimberly Kelly (2010) provide an overview of home language survey questions from several states,
and figure 1.1 shows a sample home language survey containing the four most common languages
in our community, San Diego—English, Spanish, Somali, and Tagalog.
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As Alex Ragan and Nonie Lesaux (2006) have noted, states can recommend a number of different actions based on the findings of the home language survey. In some states, the survey is followed
by a test of English language proficiency. In others, the policy requires “additional criteria including
parental request or approval, teacher input, student achievement, and the recommendations of an
LEP committee or similarly named group of educators who convene to monitor ELLs’ progress” (p.
14). It is important to understand state and district policies so that your school remains in compliance. In addition, be aware that services and programs for English learners are monitored regularly.
These compliance visits are used to ensure that students’ rights are upheld and that the school is in
compliance with federal laws, including the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which is the basis for the laws,
lawsuits, and regulations we will discuss further in chapter 2 (page 15).
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Our new student, Antonio, took the California English Language Development Test (CELDT),
the proficiency test used in that state. As is the case in several other states (including Arizona,
Colorado, Florida, Illinois, and Texas), children who are in kindergarten and first grade in California
are assessed on listening and speaking, and students in grade 2 and beyond are also assessed for
reading and writing skills. In other states (including, New Jersey, Georgia, New Mexico, and New
York), there are no differences between what is assessed at different grade levels; the same tools
are used in kindergarten through grade 12. Based on his CELDT score indicating that he is not yet
fluent in English, Antonio is classified as an English learner. According to the law, he has “limited
English proficiency” and requires instructional support to be successful.

©

In addition to the assessment of English proficiency, many states require that students identified as English learners be assessed in their primary language if at all possible. Primary language
assessments are available in some languages. Importantly, staff members who are fluent in the
language should administer and score the primary language assessment, if it is going to be useful.
Antonio took the Spanish Idea Proficiency Test, published by Ballard and Tighe, which indicated
that he has nearly grade-level proficiency in his home language. If no primary language survey is
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School
Escuela
Paaralan
Dugsi

Last
Apellido
Apelyido
Magaca Awoowga
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Middle
Segundo
Apelyido ng lna
Magaca Aabbaha
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Birth date
Fecha de Nacimiento
Kapanganakan
Taariikhda Dhalashada
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Grade
Grado
Baytang
Heerka Fasalka

Figure 1.1: A language assessment survey in four languages.

This information will be used by the district and the Office for Civil Rights of the U.S. Department of Education to develop school programs.
Esta informaci6n se usará por el distrito escolar y La Oﬁcina de Derechos Civiles para desarrollar program as escolares.
Ang impormasyong ito ay gagamitin ng Tanggapan ng Karapatang Sibil ng Distrito at ng U.S. sa pagbalangkas ng mga programang pampaaralan
Degmadu iyo xaﬁiska Xuquuqda Madanigu waxay u isticmaali doonaan warbixintan si ay u horumariyaan xirfadaha dugsiyada waxbarashada.

Signature of parent or guardian
Firma del padre de familia o tutor
Lagda ng magulang o tagapangalaga
Saxiixa waalidka ama qotka ilmaha masuulka ka ah

5. What language do you use most frequently to speak to your son or daughter?
¿Cuál idioma usa Ud. con más frecuencia cuando habla con su hijo o hija?
Anong wika ang pinakamalimit mong gamitin sa pakikipag-usap sa iyong anak?
Ilmahaaga, luuqadee ayaad kula hadashaa inta badan?

4. Which language is used most frequently by the adults in your home?
¿Cuál idioma usan los adultos de su casa con más frecuencia cuando conversan entre ellos mismos?
Aling wika ang pinaka-malimit gamitin ng mga nakatatanda sa inyong tahanan?
Dadka waaweyn ee guriga joogi, luuqadee ayay ku hadlaan inta badan?

3. What language does your son or daughter most frequently use with adults in the home?
¿Cuál idioma usa principalmente su hijo o hija cuando conversa con adultos de su casa?
Anong wika ang pinakamalimit gamitin ng iyong anak sa mga nakatatandang kasama sa tahanan?
Dadka waaweyn ee guriga jooga, luuqadee ayuu ilmahaagu kula hadlaa inta badan?

ow

2. Which language did your son or daughter learn when he or she ﬁrst began to talk?
Cuando su hijo o hija empezó a hablar- ¿cuál idioma aprendió primero?
Aling wika ang natutunan ng iyong anak noong siya ay nagsimulang magsalita?
Luuqadee ayuu ilmahaagu ku af-bartay?

1. Name of student
Nombre del alumno
Pangalan ng mag-aaral
Magaca ardeyga
First
Primero
Una
Magacaaga

H o m e L a n g u a g e A s ses s m e n t S u r vey

Please answer the following questions:
Favor de contestar las siguientes preguntas:
Pakisagot ang mga sumusunod na tanong:
Fadlan waxaad kajawaabtaa su’aalahan soo socda:

Date
Fecha
Petsa
Taariikh
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available, school systems often use an informal inventory, like the reproducible Primary Language
Informal Assessment.
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Amal Abdi enrolled in school on the same day as Antonio. She was also greeted by the principal,
walked to class, and introduced to several other students. In their responses to the home language
survey, her parents answered “English” to all the questions. Based on this information alone, Amal
is not identified as an English learner, and her classification is “English only.” This does not mean
that she is monolingual. In fact, Amal also speaks Harari and Amharic, since she lived in Ethiopia.
This is an example of how the home language survey, while useful, can miss information about
students. While the survey is an important and quick screening tool in the identification of English
learners, there need to be opportunities to provide English learner support based on teacher recommendation and student performance.
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Classiﬁcations of English Learners
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Based on the home language survey and subsequent information obtained about the student
and his or her language, schools can make general classifications. However, it is important to note
that these broad categories provide little information about the instructional needs of individual
students. Within any one of them, students will have a range of differences, strengths, and needs.
We present them here because they are used to discuss trends, and you are likely to hear these
terms. A longer glossary, including these terms, can be found on page 69.
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• English only: In most cases, this classification will apply to students who are monolingual
English speakers, but it is important to remember that this is not always the case. Amal
was classified this way based on her home language survey.
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• English learner (EL): In most cases, this classification means LEP. We will discuss various
proficiency levels for English learners in the next section of this chapter. In chapter 2 (page
15), we will discuss the diversity of English learners, who are the focus of this book, and the
various program models used to educate them.
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• Initially fluent English proficient (IFEP): When the home language survey indicates languages other than English and the student scores proficient on the English proficiency test,
the student is classified as fluent. This means that the student speaks languages in addition to English and that there is initial evidence that the student has proficiency in English.
This is probably the better classification for Amal, but since her English proficiency was not
assessed, she cannot be classified as IFEP. In fact, at this time, the school system has no
information about her English proficiency.

• Redesignated fluent English proficient (RFEP): This classification is used for students
who have been previously identified as English learners and have met some exit criteria. In
most states, the exit criteria include a formal measure of English proficiency. Depending
on the state, there may be additional criteria such as parent request or notification, teacher evaluation, review of an LEP committee, and academic performance in content areas
other than English (Ragan & Lesaux, 2006). In many states, there are specific guidelines for
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monitoring student success after reclassification from English learner. Additional information about follow-up monitoring can be found in chapter 4 (page 43). As an example, Eric,
the gregarious peer Antonio was introduced to on his first day, was redesignated that school
year. At home, he spoke Vietnamese and some English, according to the home language survey. His English proficiency on the CELDT was intermediate, or developing. After a couple of
years of school, Eric’s proficiency increased to advanced, or bridging; he scored well on the
state standards test, and his teacher and parents recommended redesignation. His classroom
is now a mainstream English cluster, which provides support for English learners through
specially designed academic instruction. This will also be explored further in chapter 2.
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• Newcomer: While not a classification system used in databases, the term newcomer is often
used to describe students who are new to English. Unfortunately, this designation is overused. Newcomers, by definition, are recent arrivals to the United States who have limited
formal schooling and perform significantly below grade level. Traditionally, the designation
of newcomer is reserved for students in grades 3 and higher, since younger students are not
often missing years of schooling, due in part to the fact that they were only recently eligible
to attend. The identification of a newcomer involves additional screening questions, such as:

› Has the student been out of school for the last year or more?

nl

› Has the student completed less than three years of schooling?
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› Is the student lacking beginning literacy skills in his or her primary language?
› Is the student in need of beginning orientation to school organization and culture?
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Yes answers to questions like these indicate a student is at even greater risk compared with
other English learners. In response, districts with significant numbers of newcomers often establish classes and special programs to socialize them into formal school and provide basic English
language development (Short & Boyson, 2004).
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Principals need to ensure that teachers have accurate information about students’ English learner status and classification. While this information is not sufficient for instructional planning, it does
provide teachers with information about students’ language experiences, alerts them to students’
needs, and reminds them to look for students’ proficiency levels so they can plan appropriate instruction. It also alerts teachers to monitor students who have been redesignated.
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Proﬁciency Levels of English Learners
As we have suggested, English learners progress through stages as they reach increasing proficiency. Typically, proficiency starts with a silent phase in which the student does very little talking. We’ve all seen a student who seems shy but is taking in everything. In all likelihood, if this
shy student is an English learner, he or she is assimilating the sounds of English and learning
basic vocabulary. We’re reminded of Sari, a wide-eyed and inquisitive student who emigrated from
Cambodia. With support and a risk-free environment, Sari started talking in no time, on her way
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