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The Redesignation Dilemma: Challenges
and Choices in Fostering Meaningful
Accountability for English Learners

Abstract

This policy report focuses on the tensions and dilemmas surrounding one of
the most common milestones used for defining and measuring English Learn-
ers’ (ELs) progress: their redesignation or reclassification from limited to fluent
English proficient (FEP). Although reclassification can have important conse-
quences for students and for the education programs that serve them—determining
instructional services, performance expectations, and evaluative judgments of
programs—the concept of reclassification, as currently defined and implemented,
cannot credibly carry this responsibility. In fact, it may actually be contributing
to educational inequity, lack of accountability, and student failure.

After briefly reviewing the purposes and methods of identifying, classifying,
and serving language-minority students, the report identifies three problems
with the current situation. First, the complex nature of what ELs must demon-
strate in order to be reclassified FEP is often poorly understood by policymakers,
by educators not trained to serve this population, and by much of the general
public. In school contexts, FEP is expected to connote sufficient mastery of
several basic and academic language skills, and also requires meeting academic
achievement standards in grade-level subject matter using English. While the
latter is a necessary expectation, the consequences are significant: The common
misconception that EL students only need to learn English and their academic
achievement will naturally follow can hamper appropriate and timely support
for them.

Second, reclassification policies and procedures in many schools and districts
are inadequate. Chief among the concerns examined are using standardized,
norm-referenced academic achievement tests (NRTs) to “trigger” reclassification
reviews. Apart from the validity issues of testing language-minority students
with NRTs designed for and normed on largely monolingual English-speaking
populations, using NRTs to trigger reviews can easily lead to confusion and
misinterpretation about the causes of low performance and impede timely, ap-
propriate interventions. In addition, the multiple measures used to assess the



various criteria for redesignation are not administered, recorded, or reviewed
regularly. Many of these measures are labor-intensive and time-consuming, and
those that are not standards-based yield little of value to inform instruction.
Also, most school and district databases are not currently set up to store and
use these data.

Third, the methods currently used to calculate reclassification rates from EL to
FEP— one of the most commonly referenced statistics in assessing effectiveness
of a district or school in serving English Learners—greatly distort the reality of
student progress and program effectiveness, thereby diminishing accountability.
The report recommends a number of strategies to improve the current situation.
Among these, it argues that, beginning long before and continuing long after
reclassification, a much longer trajectory of progress — in academic language
development and in access to and achievement in the academic core —must
be monitored, reported, and acted upon. The implications for how educators
assess language-minority students, collect and analyze data, and use them to
target and improve instruction are significant; so too are the responsibilities of
policymakers to ensure that adequate financial, human, and technical resources
are provided to improve accountability for the success of EL students.

The number of English Learners in the nation’s K-12 student population has
grown exponentially in recent decades, especially in states such as California,
Texas, Florida and New York. Coinciding with this growth has been increased
efforts to hold educators at all levels more accountable for students’ academic
achievement, resulting in the most significant inclusion ever of English Learners
(ELs) in both local and state assessment and accountability systems. Thus,
monitoring the progress of English Learners has never been more important.
The most common milestone of educational progress has been their redesigna-
tion or reclassification from an official status of English Learner (EL) or limited
English proficient (LEP) to one of fluent English proficient (FEP).(1)

This change in status may have important consequences for students and for the
education programs that serve them. For students, a classification as EL or FEP
can affect what instructional services they receive, the curriculum to which they
have access, how they are assessed, and the academic performance standards to
which they are held. For educators, a student’s classification should help inform
how they work with and assess that student. For programs, classifications af-
fect resource allocation, and reclassification rates influence the degree to which
they are judged as effective or not. However, the concept of reclassification, as
currently defined and implemented, cannot credibly carry this responsibility. In



fact, it may actually be contributing to educational inequity, lack of account-
ability, and student failure. This policy report attempts to show why.

This report begins with a brief review of the origins, purposes, and methods
of identifying language-minority students and classifying some as ELs. Next, it
examines several key issues that generate the tensions and dilemmas regarding
reclassification. Finally, it draws some conclusions about what is needed to im-
prove the current situation.

While this report offers no easy solutions to the problems it identifies, it does
attempt to provide state and local administrators and policymakers with some
guidance for reviewing their current reclassification policies and procedures. Its
ultimate aim is to stimulate reflection and discussion about options for building
a more coherent system to better ensure academic success for English Learners
and accountability for the programs that serve them.

(1) This report uses the terms English Learner (EL) as well as Limited English
Proficient (LEP) since both terms are still used interchangeably by educators,
in school and district documents, and in the professional literature; also, the
latter term parallels other commonly used terms (e.g., FEP).
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Abstract

Thispolicy report focuseson thetensionsand dilemmas surrounding one of the most
common milestonesused for defining and measuring English Learners (ELS) progress: their
redesignation or recl assification from limited to fluent English proficient (FEP). Although
reclassification can haveimportant consequencesfor studentsand for the education programs
that servethem—determininginstructional services, performance expectations, and eval uative
judgmentsof programs—the concept of reclassification, ascurrently defined and implemented,
cannot credibly carry thisrespongbility. Infact, it may actually be contributing to educationa
inequity, lack of accountability, and student failure.

After briefly reviewing the purposesand methods of identifying, classifying, and serving
language-minority students, thereport identifiesthree problemswith the current situation. First,
the complex nature of what ELsmust demonstratein order to bereclassified FEPisoften
poorly understood by policymakers, by educatorsnot trained to servethispopulation, and by
much of thegenera public. Inschool contexts, FEPisexpected to connote sufficient mastery of
severa basic and academiclanguage skills, and a so requires meeting academi c achievement
standardsin grade-level subject matter using English. Whilethelatter isanecessary
expectation, the consequencesare sgnificant: The common misconceptionthat EL studentsonly
need to learn English and their academic achievement will naturally follow can hamper
appropriate and timely support for them.

Second, reclassification policiesand proceduresin many schoolsand districtsare
inadequate. Chief among the concernsexamined are using standardized, norm-referenced
academic achievement tests (NRTS) to “trigger” reclassificationreviews. Apart fromthevalidity
issuesof testing language-minority sudentswith NRTsdesigned for and normed on largely
monolingua English-speaking populations, usng NRTstotrigger reviewscaneasily lead to
confusion and misinterpretation about the causes of low performance andimpedetimely,
appropriateinterventions. In addition, the multiple measures used to assessthevariouscriteria
for redesignation are not admini stered, recorded, or reviewed regularly. Many of these
measures arelabor-intensive and time-consuming, and those that are not standards-based yield
littleof valueto inform ingtruction. Also, most school and district databasesare not currently set
up to store and use these data.

Third, the methods currently used to cal cul aterecl assification ratesfrom EL to FEP—
oneof themost commonly referenced statisticsin assessing effectivenessof adistrict or school
inserving English Learners—greetly distort theredlity of sudent progressand program
effectiveness, thereby diminishing accountability.

Thereport recommendsanumber of strategiesto improvethe current situation. Among
these, it arguesthat, beginning long before and continuing long after reclassification, amuch
longer trgjectory of progress— in academic language devel opment and in accessto and
achievement in the academic core—must be monitored, reported, and acted upon. The
implicationsfor how educators assesslanguage-minority sudents, collect and analyze data, and
usethem to target and improveinstruction are significant; sotoo aretheresponsbilities of
policymakersto ensure that adequatefinancial, human, and technica resourcesareprovided to
improve accountability for thesuccessof EL students.



Thenumber of English Learnersinthenation’sK-12 student population hasgrown
exponentidly inrecent decades, especially in statessuch asCalifornia, Texas, Floridaand New
York. Coinciding with thisgrowth hasbeenincreased effortsto hold educatorsat al levelsmore
accountablefor students' academic achievement, resulting inthemost significant inclusion ever
of English Learners(ELs) inboth local and state assessment and accountability systems. Thus,
monitoring the progress of English Learnershasnever been moreimportant. The most common
milestone of educational progresshasbeentheir redesignation or reclassificationfromanofficia
satusof English Learner (EL) or limited English proficient (L EP) to one of fluent English profi-
cient (FEP).

Thischangein statusmay haveimportant consequencesfor studentsand for the educa-
tion programsthat servethem. For students, aclassification asEL or FEP can affect what
instructiona servicesthey receive, the curriculum to which they have access, how they are
assessed, and the academi ¢ performance standardsto which they are held. For educators, a
student’sclassification should hel pinform how they work with and assessthat student. For
programs, classificationsaffect resource all ocation, and reclassification ratesinfluencethe
degreetowhich they arejudged aseffective or not.

However, the concept of reclassification, as currently defined and i mplemented,
cannot credibly carry thisrespongbility. Infact, it may actually be contributing to educationa
inequity, lack of accountability, and student failure. Thispolicy report attemptsto show why.

Thisreport beginswith abrief review of the origins, purposes, and methodsof identify-
ing language-minority studentsand classifying someasEL s. Next, it examinesseverd key issues
that generate thetensionsand dilemmasregarding reclassification. Findly, it draws someconclu-
sionsabout what isneeded toimprovethe current situation. Whilethisreport offersno easy
solutionsto the problemsit identifies, it does attempt to provide state and local administrators
and policymakerswith someguidancefor reviewing their current reclassification policiesand
procedures. Itsultimate aimisto stimulatereflection and discussion about optionsfor building a
more coherent system to better ensure academic successfor English Learnersand accountabil-
ity for the programsthat servethem.

! Thisreport uses the terms English Learner (EL) aswell as Limited English Proficient (LEP) since both
terms are still used interchangeably by educators, in school and district documents, and in the professional
literature; also, the latter term parallels other commonly used terms (e.g., FEP).



| dentifying Sudentsand Providing Services

Sincethe 1970's, based on federal civil rightslegidation and federal caselaw, states
have been required to ensurethat their schoolsareidentifying and serving English Learners. The
intent of thisrequirement isto ensure greater educationa equity for studentswhoselimited
knowledge of English preventsthem from benefiting from academicinstruction providedin
English. Identification of ELswasa so intended to alow for amore accurate count of these
students, and to determinetheir impact on agiven educationa system so specific resources
could beallocated to devel op or improve educationa servicesfor them (O’ Malley and Valdez-
Pierce, 1994).

Studentsaredefined as* language minority” when alanguage other than, or in addition
to, Englishisused intheir home, acircumstanceraising the possibility that their English profi-
ciency may belimited. Language-minority statusisusualy determined through abrief survey of
language usein the student’shome, typically when the student first registersat the school or
district office. Language-minority studentsarethen assessed for possible classfication aslimited
English proficient.2 For younger children, such askindergartners, thisinitia language assessment
usually addressesonly listening and speaking skills. For older children, typically beginning at
third grade, assessment a so encompassesstudents' reading and writing skillsin English. When
possible, somedistrictsadditiona ly assessstudents’ abilities(including literacy) intheir primary
language, particularly if instructional servicesinthestudent’sprimary language arean option.
Based onthisinitial assessment, studentsarethen classified either asLEP or as“initidly fluent
Englishproficient” (1-FEP). To better ensurethat all students needing language-assistance
servicesareproperly identified and served, thel-FEP criteriaare usually stringent.

Noteworthy hereisthat astudent’sdesignation aslimited English proficient isbased
primarily onlinguistic criteria, not academic.® Infact, thereisgood reason not to use achieve-
ment testsadministered in Englishfor LEPidentification, and for only their most cautioususein
program placement: thetestswere not designed for this purpose, and students’ lack of English
proficiency may beeasily confused with alearning disability leading totheir ingppropriate

2Whilenouniversal definition exists, federal Title VI statute defines aslimited English proficient the
language-minority student, Native American, or Alaskan Native who “has sufficient difficulty speaking,
reading, writing, or understanding the English language and whose difficulties may deny such individual
the opportunity to learn successfully in classrooms where the language of instruction is English, or to
participatefully in our society,” PL.103-382, Sec.7501, cited in Crawford, 1999, pp.291-2.

3 For older students, however, academic criteriamay al so be applied. See below.



placement in specia education or remedia content classes(DeAvila, 1990; CCSSO, 1992,
Zehlereta., 1994).

Onceidentified asEnglish Learners, studentsare placed in aprogramintended to
addresstheir second language needs and their academic needs. Although programsgo about it
indifferent ways, intheory, the primary goasof any specia servicesprovidedto English Learn-
ersaretwo-fold: ensuring that students devel op adequate English language skillsto enablethem
to benefit from content instruction delivered in English, and hel ping them progressin academic
coresubjects. It isworth noting here Gandaraand M erino’s observation that whilelanguage
assistance programsare based on abelief that |anguage proficiency drivesacademic develop-
ment, and whilethereisacorrelation between language devel opment and academic devel op-
ment, “acausa notionisoverly smplisticand unjustified” (1993, p.321). In other words, though
interrel ated, second language devel opment and academi ¢ devel opment aretwo separate sets of
competencies, each needing to beexplicitly addressed ininstruction and in assessment. Thisis
especidly important since, whilethegoa of Englishlanguage devel opment iscentral towhy
studentsare classified asL EPto start with, students academic achievement iskey to their
subsequent reclassification asFER. Itiscritica to keep thisshift in mind when considering the
services necessary to ensure gppropriatereclassficationsand ELS' successin school.

Itisthequality of thiseducation program and the particular approachit takesthat is
central totherelative successof ELs. Broadly speaking, strategiesfor supporting English
Learnersin Englishlanguage devel opment and academic content learning tend tofall into two
categories, which for discussion’s sake, can be called sequential and simultaneous. A sequen-
tia approachinitialy focusesonintensive English language devel opment. Accessto grade-level
academic curriculumispostponed until the student isconsidered to have attained aknowledge
of English adequatefor effectively participating in either an al-English, mainstream classroomor
aclassroomwhereinstruction, thoughin English, isspecialy designed and ddlivered to make
academic content access bleto English Learners. Thiscontrastswith asmultaneousapproachin
which the student istaught English asa Second Language (ESL) whileat the sametimereceiv-
ing accessto grade-level (or near grade-level) academic content. Thelatter occurseither
throughinstruction (or instructional support) inthe student’s primary language or through an
infusion of academic content viamore content-based ESL and carefully scaffolded ingtructional
methodsand materials*

4 Some programs use atransitional bilingual education model, in which ateacher initially usesthe
student’s native language to provide early literacy skills and ensure access to cognitively challenging



Intheory, these two approaches are viewed as categorically distinct. In practice, EL-
serving programs can incorporate some of both, with variation among school sand even be-
tween gradelevel sdepending on program design, materials, and teacher qudifications. What-
ever theapproach, federal law requiresdistrictsto adopt “ catch-up” plansfor any ELsincurring
academic deficitsduring the period they are acquiring English skills. Whilethelaw specifies
neither therate at which nor thetime by which studentsare expected to “ catch up,” thereisan
implied recognition that studentsfalling too far behind for toolong will suffer irreparableharm.
Clearly, longitudinal monitoring of the academic progressand success of EL s— both current
and former — isessentid. If, infact, such monitoring revea salack of either adequate progress
or consi stent academi ¢ success, it should trigger an eval uation of program strategiesand imple-
mentation, the quality of program componentsand services, and the gppropriateness of fit with
student needs (August & Hakuta, 1997).

What Does|t Mean to beFluent English Proficient?

Thereisno smpledefinition of what it meansfor astudent initially classified asLEPto
becomefluent English proficient. Part of thedifficulty in defining“ proficient” liesin specifying for
what purposes, since, to agreat extent, language performance must be considered inthe
context of the particular language tasksto be performed, the subject matter or topic, theaudi-
enceor interlocutors(i.e., who iscommunicating with whom), and the setting (Bachman et d.,
1998). Most researchersand professionasinthefield of second-language acquisition define
second-language proficiency for K-12 studentsin waysthat acknowledgethe multiple dimen-
sionsof language competence and use needed in school settings.

Two prominent definitions often cited include the goal sand standardsidentified for K-
12 students by Teachersof Englishto Speakersof Other Languages, the nationa professiona
association of ESL educators (TESOL, 1997); and the Council of Chief State School Officers
1992 definition of what an FEP student should be ableto do (seeAppendix A.).

Inlooking at these examplesand others, it isclear that, in school contexts, FEPis
expected to connotethreethings.

academic content. When the student’s English is strong enough to serve as the student’s sole academic
language, teacher and student begin using only English. Other programs use dual immersion or
maintenance bilingual models, in which two languages are used for bi-literacy development and academic
study. A fourth model — structured English immersion — largely immerses the student in English from the
start.



First, the student hassufficient linguistic skillsto comprehend and communicate
effectively at thegiven ageor gradelevel. Inaschool setting, EL studentsmust, minimally,
be ableto demonstrate basic control of grammatical rulesgoverning word and sentence struc-
ture (morphology and syntax); knowledge of vocabulary (Iexicon); and adequate perceptionand
pronunciation of soundsin the second |anguage (phoneme di scrimination and phonol ogical
control).

Second, the student has sufficient academic language skillsto engagein
cognitively-demanding, grade-level wor k without modificationsor accommodations. EL
students must also be ableto uselanguageto successfully engagein complex cognitivetasks
related to grade-level subject matter informal, academic settings. Thismeansthey must beable
toread, speak, and write about more abstract — that is, less contextualized — conceptsand
topicsand do so using themoreformal language structures and functions associated with critical
thinking (Cummins, 1991; Chamot & O’ Malley, 1994). Examplesof these usesinclude com-
paring and contrasting different objectsor ideas, inferring and predicting outcomesfrom known
information, or justifying apoint of view and persuading otherswith evidence. To effectively
understand and perform thesefunctionsrequiresvery specific vocabulary and knowledge of
sentence constructionsand discourserulesthat do not typically comeup ininformal, socia
interaction outside of school. M ost students, including English Learners, must master them at
school (Heath, 1986; Wong-Fillmore & Snow, 2000).°

Whilenot often formally assessed, thereisanother aspect of language competencethat
frequently influencesteacher expectationsand student opportunities. Included herearesuch
interactional and sociolinguistic skillsasbeing ableto notice and appropriately switch register
or dialect; tointeract effectively with othersby drawing from context and prior experiences; and
to compensatefor breakdownsin communication (Bachman, 1990). Studentswith these skills
are better ableto gain the support of peersand “convey a‘ good attitude’ toward school, which
receivesheavy weighting bothinteachers evauation of ‘ readiness and‘ progress andin
determining students opportunitiestolearn” (Saville-Troike, 1991, p.3). Clearly, theabove
aspectsof proficiency interact with and affect the quality of instruction provided, and may
influenceteacher perceptionsand expectationsaswel | asthe educationa opportunities students
receive.

5 Wong-Fillmore & Snow point out that these more academic language functions have socio-cultural
dimensions: Children of academicsand highly-educated professionals, for example, are much morelikely to
be read to and engaged in discussions across a variety of topics using this kind of language.



Third, thestudent isready to meet grade-level perfor mance expectations, as
demonstrated by academic achievement in grade-level subject matter using English.
Theinclus on of academic achievement criteriareflectsan equity and accountability requirement
rootedin civil rightslegidation and caselaw. Theintent isto ensurethat EL studentsreceive
high-quality instruction in academic subject matter even asthey develop language skillsfor
school. Without it, thelikelihood of their falling behind academically increasesgrestly. Al so,
sincereclassification precipitatesawithdrawa of specialized services, readinessto perform
academicdly isessentid.

A common notion among policymakers, educatorsnot specialy trained to servethis
population, and much of thegenera publicisthat studentsonly needto learn English and their
academic achievement will naturally follow. But thismisconception can hamper appropriate and
timely support for EL students. Inreality, students’ ability to meet thisfinal criterionispredicated
on having received thekinds of instructiona opportunities necessary to develop grade/age-
appropriate second language skills, to continually acquire appropriate academic languageforms,
andto effectively apply thefull rangeof their cognitiveand literacy skillsto thelearning of core
academic subjects. Simply put, educators must be prepared to ensurethat English Learners
catch up and/or keep up with their native-English-speaking peers.

While academic achievement isanecessary expectation, requiring it for reclassification
to FEP opensthe door to agray areawherelanguage proficiency, opportunitiesfor language
use, prior schooling, learning ability, academic aptitude, and substantive accessto and engage-
ment with academic subject matter al intersect. Further complicating the pictureareissuesof
equity of educational resources(e.g., quaified teachers, high-quality materias), test validity and
bias, andlegal compliance. In short, asfederd, state, and local stakeholdersnegotiatethe
meaning of “high standardsfor all students’ in acontext of standards-based accountability and
high-stakestesting, they need to fully understand theimportance and consequences of including
academic achievement asacriterion for FEPstatus. Specifically, educatorsand policymakers
might consder thefollowing questions:

1. If anEL isnot achieving academically, to what extent arethereasonsfor thisinvesti-
gated?Isit assumed that poor academic performanceisprimarily anissue of language
proficiency?How isthisdetermined?

2. Areservicesthat English Learnersreceivelikey to help them achieve academically at
gradeleve inareasonabletimeframe? How isagiven timeframe determined to be
reasonable?How isthismonitored?



3. Howdoesbeinglabeled “EL” for severa yearsaffect teacher expectationsand stu-
dents accesstothe high-quaity academicinstruction needed to meet achievement
standards? Particularly when studentsenter high school, what restrictionsare placed on
LEPstudents participationin college-track courses?

Whilethereareno smpleanswersto the definitional challengesinherent inthe concept of FEPR,
being explicit and clear about the varying needs of English Learnersand the expectations placed
onthemwill help minimize potential harm to these students. These challengesarereflected and
magnified inthe procedural and reporting issuesdescribed later.

LEP or FEP? Potential Benefitsand Risks

Part of the tension surrounding reclassification hasto do with what educators,
policymakers, and the public understand to be the benefits, risks, and meaning of studentsbeing
classified in particular language categories. How do L EP studentsprofit — or not — asaresult
of their classification?What do FEP studentsgain— or possibly lose— asaresult of their
reclassfication?

Inbeing designated LEP or EL, students should recelve substantive, daily instructionin
Englishlanguage devel opment for their age/grade and proficiency level, aswell asappropriate
accessto grade-level academic subject matter. With well-designed, quaity instruction, English
Learnerscan moveforward linguistically and academically, keeping pacewith their peerswho
arenative English speakers.t ELswho are not adequately taught academic English or grade-
level content areat risk of falling further behind and not meeting reclassification criteria, which
increasein difficulty with each grade. Without timely and appropriate programinterventions, ELs
may findthemsavesisolatedin“ESL ghettos,” stigmatized by long-term LEP status, placedin
remedia courseswith unchalenging material, and subjected to low, saf-fulfilling expectations,
(Valdés, 1998, 2001).

Ontheother hand, reclassifying English Learners prematurely whenthey lack needed
academic language skillsor content-areaknowledge and abilitiesalso putsthem at risk. If all
specia language servicesand instructional supportsarewithdrawn, and subsequent teachersare
unawareof or inattentiveto the continuing needs of these students, the tudentsare effectively
placed at risk for academic failure. Infact, even when students have been appropriately reclas-
sfied, their academiclanguagelearning and devel opment needsto continue, and all teachers

5 Although, as shown below, even Fluent English Proficient students generally fail to reach the same
achievement levels on English norm-referenced tests as native English speakers.



need to attend more carefully and deliberately to thislearning and development (Wong-Fillmore
and Snow, 2000).

Theentire concept of reclassfication provokes somesignificant questions: If EL students
arenot to bereclassified to FEP status until they meet grade-level academic achievement
standardsin all subjects, using English, can we guaranteethat they recelvethe necessary support
to do thisin areasonabletimeframe? Or doesbeing labeled LEP or EL year after year makeit
progressively lesslikely that these studentswill ever catch up? Doesthefact that they remain
LEPfor alengthy period reflect ontheir learning abilities, or doesit Signify alack of appropriate
services and opportunities? Regarding those who do attain FEP status, arethey subsequently
monitored well enough to ensurethat they recoup any academic deficitsand that their academic
language skillscontinueto improveappropriately inlater grades? Do they receive necessary
services?

Themonolithic, reductive categoriesof L EP and FEP mask an enormousamount of
variation among studentswithin each category. With that in mind, educatorsneed to move
beyond the“ entry/exit”, * services/no services’ dichotomy that current LEP/FEP reclassfication
policiesencourage. To do so, they must regularly monitor students’ progressin academic
language development and their academi c achievement long before and long after the point of
reclassfication.

TheProblem with Reclassification Procedures

Statesand districtstend to adopt similar operational criteriaand proceduresfor reclas-
gfication. Thisisnot surprising, because statestend to recelve guidancefrom similar sources,
shareinformation with one another, and issue guidelinesfor districtsto follow. Somecommon
reclassfication measuresarelisted in thetable bel ow, aong with specific performancecriteria
fromasampleof districtswithintheWestEd region. Notethat reclassfication criteriatypicaly
include componentsaddressing 1) basiclanguage proficiency standards, 2) more cognitive/
academiclanguage dimensions, 3) academic achievement standards, and 4) consent or notifica-
tion of aparent or guardian. Almost al districts sampled includeacertain cut-score on stan-
dardized, norm-referenced achievement testsand minimum teacher-assigned grades as perfor-
mance standards. Districtsusually requirethat al the criteriabe met beforeastudent isreclassi-
fied.



Table: Reclassification criteria of sampledistricts.

Measures Used & Performance Standards

Languageproficiency (somemayindude AcademicAchievement Other Requirements
academiclanguagedimensions)

Sample Ora Reading/ Extended Subject Sandardized | Parent consultation;

Didricts Proficiency writing Writing grades NRT minimum grade
proficiency sample (%ile=NPR)  |levelsfor reclassification

DidtrictA LAS4or5 LASR/W 3 Digtrictrubric | All“C” Total Reading: | Parent consult.;

(orNRT) 4(of5) or higher 33%ile(or Grades3-12only
LASRW3)
DistrictB LAS4or5 n's “Judged Teecher Total Reading: | Parent consult.
comparale progress 36%ile
toEOpeer” report

DigtrictC SOLOM 19 IPTR&W n's “C’orhigher |n/s Teacher recommendation;
or better “competent” inMath, ELA Grades3-12only
(of 25) orLASR& W
LAS4o0r5 (80% each part)

DigrictD Digtrict Ord DistrictR& W | Digtrictrubric: | “C’ orhigher | Totd Reading | Parentand resource
Asess.Rubric | Assessment Score inReading, & Math: teacher gpprova
3(of4) Rubric: Score | “advanced” on | ELA, Math, 36%ile

3(of 4) 50f 6items SS
DigrictE LAS4o0r5 LASR/W 3 WINRT (9¢) | Teecher Totd Reading | Parent notification
(orNRT) judgment; & Language: | & opportunity
inHS: “C” avg. | 36%ileOR for conference
LASRW 3
District F IPT3(fluent) |IPTR&W: |n/s Sci.& SS: Tota Reading | /s
Competent “C'orhigher  |& Math:
(o712 40%ile

Didrict G LAS4or5; n's n's All“C’ Total Reading, | Parentgpprovd,;
SOLOM or higher Language& Grades3-12only
indicating Math: 36 %ile
fluent

n/s=not specified; IPT = IdeaProficiency Test; LAS = LanguageAssessment Scales; LAS R/W = Combined reading/writing
score; NPR = Norm percentilerank; NRT = Standardized, norm-referenced test; SOLOM = Student Oral Language Observation

Matrix.




Obvioudy, reclassification determinations areintended to be based on multiple measures
that capturethe broad array of proficiency and academic expectations discussed
above. Nevertheless, educators need to carefully consider how and when these particular
measuresare gpplied, and what they understand them to be measuring. Infact, current
reclassification proceduresin many schoolsand districtsareinadequate, and can undermine
accountability and equity for threereasons:

1. Theuseof standardized, norm-referenced teststo “trigger” reclassficationreviews,

2. Thecollection, storage, frequency and timing of assessmentsused to reclassify
sudents,

3. Themethodsusedto calculatereclassficationrates.
Theuseof standar dized, norm-referenced teststo“trigger” reclassification reviews

One of themost troublesome areas of reclassification, and one most in need of revision,
concernsthe procedures used for identifying potential reclassification candidates. Of particular
concernisthechoiceof a“trigger” assessment or indicator toinitiatethereclassification review
process. Most districts chooseto rely on the results of astandardized, norm-referenced
achievement test (NRT) in English. They do soin part because most statesor districtsnow
administer someversion of astandardized NRT in Englishto all studentseachyear. (ELs
typically takethesetestseither intheir first year or withinthreeyearsof entering thedistrict.)
Another reason many districtsrely on an NRT scoreasatrigger isthat thisacademic achieve-
ment criterion (along with thewriting performance standard) isusually the most difficult for
studentsto meet. Although often ungtated, thereisanimplicit policy not to takeonthe effort and
expense of administering the other assessments absent assurance that astudent can meet this
criterion.

Usingan NRT asatrigger hascommonsense appeal, but educators should bewary of
theinherent potentia for confusion and inequity inthisapproach. AnNRT isintended asan
indicator of grade-level academic achievement, but thereisgreat temptation for educatorsand
other program decision-makersto also seeit asan indicator of English proficiency. Although
performance on an NRT undoubtedly correlateswith thetest-taker’ slanguage proficiency, such
assessmentsare not developed, intended or valid for the purpose of measuring language profi-
ciency. They function at best asonly avery crudeindicator of fluency. Evenfor theintended
purpose of assessing academic achievement, thesetests have been— and continueto be—
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serioudy chdlenged regarding their reliability and vaidity in measuring achievement inlanguage-
minority populations, whether English Learnersor FEPstudents. (See, for example, Vadés &
Figueroa, 1994; Figueroa& Hernandez, 2000, Garcia& Pearson, 1994, and AERA, 1999, for
amplediscussionsof norming, content, linguistic, and culturd biasesfound inthesekindsof
assessments, al of which caneasily render EL performanceresultsinvalid.)’

Infact, low performance on an NRT could be caused by any number of factors. If, for
example, an EL does not reach the performance standard for an NRT’ s Total Reading battery, is
it becausethe student’s English proficiency isinadequate? Because he or she hasnot received
adequate accessto English LanguageArtscurriculum? Because thetest isinsufficiently aligned
to the curriculum taught? Becauseinstruction has been delivered by an under-prepared teacher?
Becausetest itemsare biased againgt certain non-mainstream groups, including the ethnic and
socioeconomic groupsof thisEnglish Learner? Because the student had abad day when he or
shetook thetest?

Atthevery least, it would be unwiseto automatically conclude that an L EP student who
serioudy under-performson norm-referenced achievement testsadministeredin Englishis
samply not yet sufficiently English proficient. Minimally, onewould want to al so assessthe
student’sconcomitant progress and performance on arange of language proficiency measures,
including listening comprehension, grammatical contral, literacy, and academiclanguage
functions. Indeed, the Nationa Research Council committee on high-stakestesting suggeststhat
achievement testsadministered in English begiven only after astudent hasattained adifferent
milestone. Citing an earlier recommendation of the Nationa Center for Educational Statistics,
the committee notesthat the best criterion for determining an English Learner’ sreadinessto
meaningfully participatein an academic assessment administered in Englishisthestudent’slevel
of Englishliteracy, rather than yearsof English-only instruction, native-languageinstruction, or
oral English proficiency (Heubert et al., 1999, p. 229; seea so Hakutaet a ., 2000).

Theseissuesarguefor the need to regularly and systematically monitor progresson all
reclassification criteria(both linguistic and academic achievement). Only then, based onthese
multiple measures, can moreinformed judgments be made about the progressof English Learn-
ersand how to support their learning.



Thecollection, storage, frequency and timing of assessmentsused in reclassification

The“trigger” assessment approach highlightsanother seriousissuewith many current
reclassfication procedures: the collection, storage, frequency, and timing of assessments. Many
districtsdo not regularly collect or cons stently mai ntain dataon English-language-devel opment
assessmentsin reading, writing and spesking for their English Learners. For example, English
reading and writing proficiency testsare often not given until third grade.” Even then, many
digtrictsgivethem only every other year, and prior results are often not stored but, instead,
overwritten on electroni ¢ databases. These practices prevent the regular examination of student
progressin different domains. They also undermineany effort to correl atethese English-lan-
guage-devel opment measureswith academic achievement measuresover time. Siteand district
leadersarelessableto discern whether their EL students might be attaining somedimensionsor
domainsof proficiency even asthe studentsstrugglewith others. This, inturn, hindersappropri-
atetargeting of resourcesand attentionto critical areas of need. There are many reasonsthat
thesepracticesprevail, including thehigh costsand logistical difficultiesof annuadly testing the
languageproficiency of al English Learners. Schoolsand districtswithlarge EL populationsand
high student mobility ratesoften lack the human and material resources needed to conduct these
assessmentscong stently. In addition, when proficiency assessmentsarenot tied closdly enough
to standardsor curriculum, their resultsarenot helpful inguiding instructional decision making.
Asaresult, teachersdo not seethem ascredible, relevant, or feasible, and often choose teach-
ing over testing.

Another challenge concernsthetiming of aparticular “trigger” assessmenttoinitiatea
reclassification candidacy review: In practice, several months could passbeforethe other
criteriaare even applied. For example, astudent may scorewell on her ora language profi-
ciency measurein November, yet need towait until April or May beforetaking the English
norm-referenced test. Since NRT resultsarenot typically received until June, astudent may not
actually bereclassified beforefall of thefollowing academic year — assuming areasonably
efficient reclassification review process. In addition, should other measures(such asadistrict
writing sample or SOLOM) need to be given in August or September, the student may be
tested at arelative“low tide” inhisor her English proficiency (i.e.,immediately after summer
break). Thisincreasesthelikelihood that performance on these assessmentswill not reflect the
abilitiesthe student might demonstrateif giventimeto readjust to an academic English register.

"With the advent of ELD standards including reading and writing in K-2, thisis beginning to change.
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Theconversemay a so occur. Somedistrictshaveanimplicit policy that once attained,
acriterionis”checked off” and not reassessed. On thefaceof it, thismay appear to be reason-
ableinrelationto oral language measures. Yet, whilethe ora presentational skillsexpected of a
second grader are very different from those expected of afifth grader, it would not be unusual to
find that studentsjudged oraly “fluent” in the second grade were not reassessed in that domain
evenif it took them severa moreyearsto meet other performance criteriaand bereclassified.
(Onemay assumeora abilitiesare embedded in other criteria, particularly classgrades, butitis
critical to ensurethat these or other academic language abilitiesare being defined through
standards, fostered through high-quality educational opportunities, and assessed regularly.)

With the enormously increased focus on accountability for student performance occur-
ring acrossthe nation, recent initiativesto devel op and administer an annual, standards-based
English Language Development (EL D) assessment to all ELs— such asthosein California,
[linois, and Texas— will very likely hel p to address some of theseissues. However, whether
thesetestsattempt to addressall skill domains, asdoes California srecently implemented ELD
Test, or focuson asingle domain in depth, asdoes Texas' s Reading Proficiency test, districts
will continueto useother, localy determined criteriato eva uate academic language ability or
readinessto meet performance standards. These should be carefully monitored and coordinated
so that the processitself doesnot prevent atimely focus on students' real needs, and affix long-
term“LEP’ statuson studentswho may belinguistically proficient, but have not been receiving
necessary academic opportunitiesand supports.

Thecalculation of reclassification rates

Thereclassfication ratefrom EL to FEPisoneof themost commonly referenced
satigticsin assessing effectivenessof adistrict or school inservingitsEnglish Learners. Therate
isoftenreferred to asameasure of how quickly studentsare becoming proficientin English. Yet,
asillustrated in the section above, the rate can beinfluenced by anumber of other factors,
among them, admini strative processes, coordination of group and individual assessments, and
parental input or decisons— al of which can affect thetimeinterval to reclassification. Infact,
ascurrently calculated, reclassification rates* often | ead to erroneous conclusions about a
program’ seffectivenessand actually underrepresent English Learner’sprogressand achieve-
ment inacquiring English” (Proposition 227 Taskforce, 1999, p. 21).

Specificaly, digtrictsand states currently cal cul atereclassification ratesby placingthe
number of EL sreclassified inthe numerator, while placing all English Learnersinthedenomina
tor, regardless of whether al these students can beredlistically expected to meet the criteria®
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Thisisequivaent to cal culating ahigh school graduationratethat includesagiven year’sgradu-
atesinthenumerator, and all enrolled freshman, sophomores, juniors, and seniorsinthede-
nominator, regardlessof their likelihood of meeting graduation requirements. Thisca culation
method effectively rendersthereclassfication rate meaningless, becauseit ignorescritical factors
— suchasage, grade, literacy level, prior schooling, mobility, timeintheU.S. or district — that
indicateastudent’slikelihood of reclassification. It d soignoresadministrative proceduresthat
cangreatly influencethetiming of reclassification. Thispracticedistortstheredlity of achieve-
ment by needlesdy deflating theratio of students meeting FEP status. It also focuses attention on
only asmall part of the performance picture (those exiting LEP status), largely ignoring theentire
trgjectory of progressthat leadstoward that “ exit” point, aswell asthe subsequent academic
performance of reclassified studentsasthey continuein the educational system. Findly, inthose
stateswheredigtrictscantailor their own reclassification standards, cross-district comparisons
and statewide aggregate rates may be unreliabl e despite state guidelines on minimum perfor-
mancecriteria

All of theissuesdiscussed above should prompt educators and policymakersto be
circumspect about the meaning, accuracy, and comparability of reclassification ratesacross
digtrictswith differinglocal criteria. Nevertheless, inview of the popularity and widespread use
of reclassification rates asan accountability measurefor programs serving English Learners, the
next section providesasmple example of how cal culating therate of reclassification canbe
mademoremeaningful.
How reclassification rate calculations could be made mor emeaningful: an example’®

Oneway to diminishthedistorting effectsof current approachesto caculating reclas-
gficationratesandtoincreasetheir meaningfulnessisto specify criteriathat explicitly identify
those English L earnersexpected to beinthe“ reachablerange’ of reclassificationfor agiven
year. For example— and smply for purposesof illustration— adistrict or state could decide
toinclude only those studentswho meet oneor both of thefollowing criteria:

o Atadvanced ELD proficiency level inreading and writing (preferably asdefined by
state-level performance standards and accepted measures),

8 Some states, such as California, try to mitigate this distorting effect slightly by including all EL s present
in the district the previous year, eliminating those EL s who have entered the district in the current year of
calculation.

9 Material in this section was originally drafted by the author for the California Superintendent’s
Proposition 227 Taskforce, though it was not published in the Taskforce's Report.
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o Enrolledintheschool district for at least four years (atimeframethat could vary
based upon particular instructiona program goasor the student’ sage/grade at
entry).1°

Studentsnot expected to beinthe* reachablerange’ of reclassification might include:

o Thoseat beginning or intermediatelevel sof English proficiency,

o ThoseinKindergarten through Grade Oneor who are otherwise pre-literatein
English,

o Thoserecently arrived inthe school district withlittle or no experiencein US
schools.

Consder thefollowing example of how these criteriamight changeadistrict’s measure of
itsperformancewith English Learnersand hel p educatorstarget servicesmore precisely.

Table: Revised Reclassification Calculation

English Learnersby Timein district/ELD Reclassifiable*: Reclassified:
level # % Total # %

in District 4 years or more 2230 73.0% 1052 47.0%
ELD-Advanced (< 4 years) 827 27.0% 702 85.0%
Totals 3057 1754 57.4%**

* An English Learner isconsidered “reclassifiable” if indistrict at least 4 years (regardiess of ELD level),
or if at advanced proficiency level, regardless of time spent in district.

** Equalsthe number reclassified divided by number reclassifiable.

Using therevised cal cul ation method described above, morethan 57% of the
“reclassifiable’ English Learnersmet dl of thelinguistic and academic performancecriteria
to bereclassified. Although 85% of those with advanced proficiency who wereenrolledin
thedistrict fewer than four yearswerereclassified, only 47% of those who had beenin
thedistrict four yearsor moremet the criteria. Many of thosein thedistrict four yearsor
morewho werenot reclassified wereat early-advanced proficiency levelsor were below
gradeleved academicaly, particularly inthelinguistically-demanding subjectsof English
LanguageArtsand Sociad Studies. Thedistrict’sprofessiona development planwill, there-
fore, emphasize sheltered Englishinstructional methodsfor teachersinkey gradelevelsand

0 narecent empirical study of thetime EL s need to devel op academic English proficiency, Hakuta, Butler,
and Witt (2000) found it took 4-7 yearsfor those EL s enrolled in the same district since kindergarten.
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subject areas.

Thisreclassification rate cal culation, whilemoremeaningful, still presentsonly amyopic,
snapshot-in-time view. Other, more appropriate waysto measure and report progressin English
language devel opment and academicsare needed for those EL studentsnot inthe* reachable
range,” whilethe academic progress of reclassified students needsto be monitored and re-
ported asafunction of timesincereclassfication.

What Does Reclassification Say and not Say
about EL Students Progressor Challenges?

Ascan be seen from the preceding examination, reclassfication, whileanimportant
milestonein any English Learner’sjourney toward proficiency and achievement, hardly captures
thewholestory. Infact, thereisan enormoustrgectory of progress, bothin English language
development and academic subject matter, that iscritically important for educatorsto monitor,
understand, and act on. Thereclassification process alone does not — and cannot — ad-
equately measureor reflect that full trgjectory. Therefore, the point at which reclassificationis
consideredisno moreor lessimportant than any other point of the English Learner’ sacademic
journey. It should certainly not serve aseither the soleor primary index of adistrict’ seffective-
nessinserving English Learners. Properly situated, reclassification would not bethefocal point,
but merely one by-product of aregular review of EL students' progressin devel oping English
language proficiency and learning academic subject matter.

Educators need to pay much more attention to the heart of the educational matter:
Ensuring high-quality educationa opportunitiesin ELD and the academic core. Yet, educators
have not generally conceived, designed, and delivered servicesin waysthat reflect thedynamic,
evolving linguistic and academic needs of language-minority students. Thisisin part because of
thehistorica circumstances of establishing language ass stance programsand using placement
and exit criteriato decide whether studentsaremovedin or out of them. But the broad catego-
riesof LEPand FEP conceal great variationsin both second language devel opment and grade-
level academic performanceand programs must recogni ze that variation. As Gandaraand
Merino concluded someyearsago, “ We need to think of L EPstudentsasindividuaswith
changing [language and academic] needs, rather than as studentswho are either inaprogram or
not,” (p. 335).

Just asreclassification should not betreated asthewhole story of EL progress, nor
shouldit be seen astheend of the story. Reclassified studentswho * exit” language-assistance
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servicesmay very well have academiclanguage needsthat remain, perhapsemerging two or
threeyearslater asthey progressthrough thegrades. Thisisparticularly truefor students
reclassified in elementary grades, because they face enormoudy increasing academic language
demandsin core subject areasin middle school and high school. Thefact that astudent whois
reclassified FEP at 4" grademay “re-emergeasLEP’ upon transfer to another school inthe 7t
or 8" grade may indicatelow R-FEPcriteria. However, it might Simply reflect increased aca
demiclanguage demandsin subject matter content at higher grades. The Council of Chief State
School Officers Advisory Committee on L EP Students acknowledged thisissueback in 1992,
nating:

Servicesfor LEP students should represent acontinuum of appropriate pro-

grams, not be dichotomous(i.e., provided or not, based on entry or exit re-

quirements). Once astudent entersamainstream English-only class, heor she

may need language devel opment and other types of support beyond the normal

classroominstruction. Animportant component of language ass stance programs

should bethat students can bereclassified, yet continuereceiving (or resume

recei pt of ) language-devel opment services, if needed, inthe mainstream class-

room. (p.8)

Do current policiesandinstructional service strategiesaddressthisdynamic, evolving set
of language and academic needs, or do they reflect asmplistic, unidirectiona before/after
dichotomy?(Thisisaparticularly vita concern now that moreschoolsare” mainstreaming’ their
English Learnersin early gradesbeforethey arereclassified, based either onlocally defined
criteriaof “good working knowledge of English” or arbitrary timelimits.) How thisquestionis
answered hasenormousimplications, both for the design and delivery of needed languageand
academicinstructional services, and for the sustained professiona development required. Many
moreteachersand administratorswill need to attend to the ongoing academic language devel -
opment of their language-minority students, before and after reclassification. Moreover, these
students' academic progress and achievement al so need to be monitored before and after
reclassification.

If thissoundsoverly ambitiousand not particularly pressing, asmall display of empirical
datacompiled on nearly amillion ELsin Caiforniamay help highlight theurgency of these
needs. Thefollowing figure, taken from Rumberger (2000), plotscross-sectiona performance
ontheTota Reading battery of the SAT-9 for studentsby gradelevel and language classifica
tion. Specifically, it plotsthe percent of each gradelevel scoring at or abovethe 50 nationa
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Figure: 2000 CA SAT-9 Reading Performance
by GradeL evel & Language Proficiency Satus
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SOURCE: California State Department of Education, California Sandardized Testing and
Reporting (STAR), Additional Demographic Reports (Sacramento, California: author). Retrieved
September 11, 2000 from the World Wide Web: http://207.87.22.181/star/

report.idc?co=0& dist=0& schl=0& grpl=4& groupcat=1. Ascited in Rumberger, 2000.

percentilerank (NPR), whichiscurrently California sstated performance standard.

A few striking patterns stand out. First, the percentage of studentsconsideredto be
reading“ at standard” dropssubstantialy for al groupsafter the eighth grade, whether monolin-
gua English speakers, initid FEP students, English Learners, or studentsreclassified asFEP (R-
FEP)." Most notably, though, the percentage of R-FEP studentsreading at standard beginsto
drop sharply after 4th grade. It continuesto decline at afaster rate until the 8th grade, where
the percentage change more closely parallelsthe other groups. But the proportion of R-FEP
students*at standard” <till remainsmuch lower than monolingual-English-speaking and I-FEP
peers. Thesedatastrongly suggest that recl assified students continueto have academic (and

1 'Whilethe EL percentages may appear alarmingly low, recall that most EL s by definition score below the
36" percentilein reading on this NRT. Conversely, it may surprise some that any appreciable percentage at
all of ELs score above the 50" percentile. While this could reflect the population of ELsthat may be ready
for reclassification, perhaps other R-FEP criteria are keeping them in the status— most commonly English
writing, but also total math, total language, or subject grades, depending upon local criteria.
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possibly second language) chalengesthat need intervention. They also suggest that educators
need to closely monitor the subsequent academi c performance of reclassified students, and they
raiseimportant questionsthat current data.collection and analysis capacitiesdo not allow usto
answer. For example:

1. Whichreclassified sudentsare more often falling bel ow the standard — thoserecently
reclassified, or thosereclassified severa yearsbefore(i.e., islower performancea
function of timesincereclassfication)?

2. What isthe cause of thisdisproportionate, decreasing percentage of students meeting
thestandard?Isit prematurereclassification? Emerging or unaddressed academic
language demands?Insufficient “ catch-up” strategies? Inappropriateliteracy instruction
or insufficient opportunitiesinthe” mainstream”?

3. Arethesedeclinesa soreflected in other, more standards-based performance measures
of literacy?1n other subject areas?

4. Forthose ELsmeeting thestandard, isthistheir first timedoing so?

5. For ELsnot meeting thisstandard, what proportion have been in their school (or
digtrict) sinceKindergarten?

These questions are not easy to answer. However, absent even thekind of smpledata
display shown above, itisunlikely that these questionswill even be asked, or seen asrelevant to
pursue. Thefina section of thisreport summarizesthekey pointsinthiscomplex set of issues
and suggest waysto improve on the current situation.

Summary and Recommendations

Thisreport hasidentified several key issuesand problemswith the redesignation of
EnglishLearnersto*Huent English Proficient (FEP).”

FEPasaconcept includes sufficient linguistic skills, academiclanguage skills, and
readinessto meet grade-level performance standards, asdemonstrated by academic achieve-
ment in subject matter using English. Theinclus on of academic achievement criteriainthe FEP
concept reflectsan equity and accountability requirement that isrooted incivil rightslegidation
and caselaw. Theintentisto ensurethat EL studentsreceive high-qudity instructionin academic
subject matter even asthey devel op language skillsfor school. At the heart of thisrequirement is
the understanding that students havetheright to and the need for ameaningful educationwhile
obtaining proficiency in English. Without suchingtruction, thelikelihood of their falling behind
academically increasesgreatly. EL studentsare expected to participate equally with and perform
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amilarly totheir native English-speaking peers. Thisfitswith a“smultaneous’ approachto
teaching language and academics; it doesnot easily fit with “ sequentid” gpproachesthat delay
academicingruction for any sgnificant length of time.

The complex nature of what English Learnersmust demonstratein order to bereclass-
fied asFEPisnot widely understood by policymakers, by teacherswho have not been specifi-
cally trained to servethispopul ation, and by much of thegenera public. Thecommonnotionis
that sudentsonly need tolearn English and their academic achievement will naturaly follow.
Thismisconception can hamper appropriate, effective, and timely support for EL students.

Ascurrently defined and operationalized, reclassificationistroublesomefor severa
reasons. Firg, trigger criteriabased on academic achievement, especialy when measured by
performanceonan NRT, can easily lead to confusion about the causes of low performance. If
thereasonsfor low performanceare misinterpreted, it canimpedetimely, appropriateinterven-
tions. The practice of assessing English Learnerswith NRTsthat are normed on mainstream,
monolingual English speakersisaproblem, but probably onethat isunavoidablefor theforesee-
ablefuture. However, no decision should be made based on asingle performance measure
(AERA, 1999; Heubert et d., 1999). Using multiple measuresisacomplex endeavor, but doing
soincreasesthe possibility that those closest to the student will be ableto make better judg-
ments. Formulasand rulesfor combining these measuresfor large-scale use present validity and
reliability issues(especialy when somecriteriaarelocally defined), but they aretill tooimpor-
tant toforego.

Second, themultiple measuresused to assessthe various criteriafor redesignation are
not administered, recorded, or reviewed regularly. Many of these measuresarelabor intensive
and time-consuming, and those that are not standards-based yield little of valuetoinform
instruction. Also, most school and district databasesare not currently set up to storeand use
thesedata.

Third, reclassificationratesgreatly distort theredity of sudent progressand achieve-
ment and program success. They can be made much moremeaningful, yet at their best will
revea only avery small part of the overall performance picture. A number of thingscan bedone
toimprovethe current Stuation:

1. Situatereclassification within amuch broader framework of both short- and long-term
educationa god setting for all language-minority students. Thisincludesgrade-level
ingtructiona planning; ongoing, standards-based assessment; annua monitoring of
progress; strategic interventions, and professional devel opment planning. Start by
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consdering thefollowing guiding questions:

o What performance expectationsand progressindicatorsdo we havefor English
Learnersin English Language Devel opment and English LanguageArts?

¢ Whendoweexpect English Learnersto reach gradelevel performancein
academic subjects?

e How carefully do wemonitor which ELsare making adequate progress, and
whicharenot?

o Howwedll areformer ELsmeeting grade-level standards, asafunction of time
gncereclassficaion?

o What interventionsarewe providing to ELsand former ELswho are not
progressing, and when do we providethem?

2. Review current policiesand proceduresto ensure, as suggested above, that EL
progressismonitored regularly, bothin EL D and academic subjects. Thismonitoring
could beannud, for internal accountability purposes, and morefrequent for informing
instructiona interventions. For example, districts can measureand report on:

e percentof ELsat eech ELD proficiency level (e.g., inreading) by timeindistrict,

e percent of ELsandformer ELsmeeting grade-level standardsinanacademic
subject area(e.g., in mathematics) by gradelevel andtimeindistrict (e.g., 5th grade
EL indistrict 2 years, indistrict sinceKindergarten). Cohort analysesof EL and
former EL performanceby year of first enrollment may also be helpful (see CDE,
1999).

3. Evaluatetheacademic performance of reclassified FEP studentsby time sincereclassifi-
cation, and by gradelevel, for two purposes: 1) toidentify any patternsof premature
reclassification that could suggest systemic problemsinimplementing reclassification
procedures; and 2) to identify any prematurereclassification of individua studentsor
emerging needsand target appropriate support in language devel opment and academ-
ics. For example, districts can measure and report on:

o percent of R-FEPsmesting grade-level performance standardsin English Language
Artsby number of yearssincereclassfication,

e percent of R-FEPsnot meeting performance standardsin Englisn Writing by grade
levd.

4. Ensurethat, tothe extent possible, measures used to monitor students' progressare
based on standards and high expectations. Thisapproach will more accurately and
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clearly reflect students’ performance gains (ascompared to anorm percentilerank) and
maly be benchmarked to key standards, such asthose used in high-school graduation
examinations. Also, standards-based assessments can be used to help the student reflect
on hisor her own performance, aswell asto guideinstructiond interventions.

5. Statewide, monitor progressof ELsin ELD by timeindistrict, and academic perfor-
mance on standards-based assessmentsby EL D proficiency level.

6. Atdateandlocd levels, alocatethefinancial, human, and technical resourcesthat are
critically needed to admini ster these assessments, collect and analyzethese data, and
foster their usein accountability reporting and decision making.

Moreuseful data, collected moreregularly and analyzed more carefully, arecritica for
an accurate assessment of the effectivenessof school and digtrict efforts. Although the attention
paidto English Learnershas never been greater, the stakes have a so become enormoudly high
for them and those who educate them. Educators need to rethink their policies, procedures, and
program designswith theintent of more effectively, andinamoretimely fashion, distributing and
ddiveringtheright kindsof servicesto English Learners. Reclassificationisavery good placeto
begin, but i’ simportant to remember that recl assification isneither thewhole story, nor theend
of thestory — though it isoften seen asboth. Thereisamuch larger trgjectory of EL progress
— in academic language development, and in accessto and achievement in the academic core
— that must be monitored, reported, and acted on. The story beginslong beforereclassifica-
tion, and continueslong after it. True accountability for the success of these studentsrequires
better monitoring of thisfull trgjectory.
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AppendixA

English LanguageAcquisition Goals& Sandards(TESOL, 1997)

o Goal 1: UseEnglishtocommunicatein social settings
o Participateinsocid interaction
o Interactin, through, and with spoken and written English for personal expressionand
enjoyment
o Uselearning Strategiesto extend communi cative competence
o Goal 2: UseEnglish to achieveacademically in all content areas
o Interactintheclassroom
o Obtain, process, construct, and provide subject matter information in spoken and
writtenform
o Useappropriatelearning strategiesto construct and apply academic knowledge

o Goal 3: UseEnglishin socially and culturally appropriateways
o Useappropriatelanguage variety, register, and genre according to audience, purpose
and setting
o Usenonverba communication appropriate to audience, purpose and setting
o Usegppropriatelearning strategiesto extend socio-linguistic and socio-cultural
competence

Council of Chief Sate School Officers(1992): Definition of FEP student

A fully English-proficient (FEP) student isableto use Englishto ask questions, to
understand teachersand reading materials, to test ideas, and to challengewhat isbeing asked in
the classroom. Four language skillscontributeto proficiency:

o Ligstening: Theability to understand thelanguage of theteacher andinstruction,
comprehend and extract information, and follow theinstructiona discoursethrough
whichteachersprovideinformation.

o Speaking: Theahility to useoral language appropriately and effectively inlearning
activities(such aspeer tutoring, collaborativelearning activitiesand question/answer
sessions) within theclassroom and in social interactionswithintheschoal.

o Reading: Theability to comprehend and interpret text at the age-and grade-appropriate
levd.

o Writing: Theability to producewritten text with content and format, fulfilling classroom
assignmentsat the age- and grade-appropriatelevel.
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