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E
nglish Language Learners (ELLs) are the 

fastest growing segment of the public school 

population. Over the past 15 years, the 

number of ELL students has nearly doubled—to 

about 5 million. By 2015, ELL enrollment in U.S. 

schools will reach 10 million and, by 2025, nearly 

one out of every four public school students will be 

an English Language Learner. 1

Where do these students 

come from? Despite 

common assumptions to the 

contrary, native-born U.S. 

citizens predominate in the 

ELL student population: 76 percent of elementary 

school and 56 percent of secondary school English 

Language Learners are native-born, and more 

than half of the ELLs in public secondary schools 

are second- or third-generation U.S. citizens. 2

What else do we know about them? Two-thirds 

come from low-income families and three out of 

four ELLs are Spanish-speaking.3 But what is most 

signifi cant—and troubling—is that these students’ 

academic performance is well below that of their 

peers and that ELLs have excessively high dropout 

rates. NEA believes that closing the achievement 

gap for ELLs must be a priority. 

ESEA/NCLB: The law’s eff ect on 
ELL students 

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) is drawing 

some much-needed attention to the achievement 

gap of ELL students, but the way the law treats 

these students is not helping anyone. Under the 

law, each district and school must show that the 

student body as a whole, as well as each subgroup 

of students such as ELLs, must meet the same 

academic standards in reading and math. 

(A subgroup is made up of students who share 

certain characteristics—students who are 

economically disadvantaged, students of color, 

students with disabilities, and students with limited 

English profi ciency, for example. These groups 

are not mutually exclusive, so the test results for 

a student who is economically disadvantaged, 

Hispanic, and has limited English profi ciency could 

be counted in all three sub-groups.

To make adequate yearly progress (AYP), each 

district and school must generally show that each 

subgroup has met the state profi ciency goal in 

reading and math. Accurately assessing these 

students in English—required by the law—is chal-

lenging.  ELLs are expected to master content in 

English before they have reached a certain level 

of English profi ciency. Accommodations provided 

during the testing are often of limited value and 

questionable validity. On top of the math and 

reading tests, ELLs also must meet certain English 

profi ciency benchmarks. 

What are the issues facing teachers 
of English Language Learners? 

ELL students come from very diff erent backgrounds 

and often face multiple challenges in the 

classroom. To complicate matters further, teachers 
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lack practical, research-based information, resources, 

and strategies needed to teach, evaluate, and nurture 

ELL students, whether those students were born in 

this country or elsewhere, or whether they are the fi rst, 

second, or third generation to attend an American 

public school.  In too many cases, ELL students are 

being given reading and math tests in English before 

they are profi cient in the language. 

The issue of communication looms large for teachers 

of ELL students. A 2004 survey of California teachers 

found “poor communication among students, teachers, 

parents, and the community” to be a huge issue. 

Other challenges included the lack of tools to teach 

ELL students as well as appropriate assessments to 

diagnose student needs and measure student learning. 

Teachers also expressed frustration over the wide range 

of English language and academic levels and the fact 

that they received little professional development 

or in-service training on how to teach ELLs. 4 As the 

number of ELLs grows, for example, more educators 

will be faced with the challenge of eff ective second 

language literacy instruction.5 

Meeting the learning needs of English Language 

Learners is a big job, one that requires the coordination 

and collaboration throughout the educational system. 

That means everyone must support the learning of 

ELLs, starting with schools of education that must 

better prepare all teachers to work eff ectively with ELLs. 

And teachers themselves say that good professional 

development is among their top needs. 

What does the research say about the 
achievement levels of ELLs?

Recent testimony 6 presented to Congress revealed that 

ELLs’ academic performance levels are signifi cantly 

below those of their peers in nearly every measure of 

achievement. In the 2005 National Assessment of 

Educational Progress, for example, only 29 percent of 

ELLs scored at or above the basic level in reading, 

compared with 75 percent of non-ELLs. 7 There also are 

signifi cant achievement gaps between ELL students and 

their white and African-American counterparts. 

Assessing English Language Learners 
for ELP

A new report from the National Center for Research 

on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing 

(CRESST) at UCLA notes that as states continue their 

quest to meet the testing provisions of NCLB, their 

policies and procedures on assessing the English 

language profi ciency levels of ELL students continue 

to vary greatly.   

When NCLB was implemented, some states did 

not even have a statewide assessment system in 

place, much less a high-quality method for testing 

their rapidly growing ELL populations. Testing and 

accommodations guidance for districts and schools 

was often unclear and inconsistent, and many diff erent 

tests measuring English language profi ciency (ELP) 

emerged, creating a complex national testing picture. 

States with large ELL populations (such as California, 

New Mexico, Texas and New York) developed their own 

ELP tests, but none of them were comparable to the 

other states’ tests.  Many states simply did not have 

the expertise, time, or resources to develop valid and 

reliable assessments that meet the needs for accuracy 

and fairness. 

A key ELL testing inconsistency included a major 

disconnect between state ELP standards and tests. In 

general, states provide very little public evidence to 

show that assessments are accurately measuring their 

state standards, and this was the case regarding ELP.  

The problem is especially acute in states that select a 

commercial test to measure ELP because commercial 

tests simply can’t measure the range of standards 

that diff erent states have adopted. Evaluation experts 

recommend that assessments should always be 

developed after the standards have been adopted and 

that the tests measure just a single group of standards.

 The CRESST study also found mismatches in 

achievement levels between a state’s ELP standards 

and its tests. For example, one state’s ELP standards 

had three achievement levels: beginning, intermediate, 

and advanced. But their ELP tests had fi ve levels that 

even used mostly diff erent terms: basic beginner, 
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beginner, and low intermediate, high intermediate, 

and advanced. The CRESST researchers found many 

diff erences in the number of achievement levels 

between states, with some states using as few as three 

levels and others as many as six.

The researchers also found that accommodations 

policies diff er substantially between states. Most 

states (43 states), for example, allow students to use 

bilingual dictionaries, while far fewer (18 states) provide 

only simplifi ed directions.  In addition, most states 

do not have procedures to monitor accommodations 

at either the school district or school level, and 

they often provide little guidance on the use of test 

accommodations, such as when ELL students may 

use a bilingual dictionary or when they may have 

test directions read aloud to them. Furthermore, a 

substantial number of states provide so much fl exibility 

to school districts, that schools in the same state could 

easily have diff erent accommodations policies, resulting 

in major validity and reliability issues.

Even with all of these inconsistencies, however, there 

is good news on the horizon. Eff orts are underway to 

have states collaborate in order to address many of 

the ELL assessment and accommodations issues. In 

fact, already more than 25 states belong to one of four 

ELL collaborative programs, with the largest number 

(18 states) actively participating in the World-Class 

Instruction Design and Assessment (WIDA) Consortium. 

WIDA has developed English language profi ciency 

standards and a matched English language profi ciency 

test called ACCESS for ELLs®.8

A call to action   

NEA, long committed to improving the education of 

English Language Learners, is collaborating with many 

communities and many organizations on strategies 

to close the gaps in student achievement, reduce the 

dropout rate, and increase the number of high school 

graduates who go to and graduate from college. 

ELLs are present and accounted for in a fl awed NCLB 

accountability system, and NEA is concerned that if 

changes are not made in the law, we may be setting 

these students up for more failure. In particular, here 

are the changes that NEA believes must be made in the 

reauthorization of NCLB:

 extend from one year to a maximum of three 1. 

years the time for an English Language Learner to 

master English before being tested in English in 

core content areas;

 improve the quality of assessments for ELL stu-2. 

dents (including the provision of additional native 

language tests);

 ensure that all ELL students receive the full range of 3. 

services they need—both to bring them to English 

profi ciency as well as to improve their performance 

on academic content areas; 

 improve teacher training opportunities so teachers 4. 

can better meet the needs of such students.  

NEA is concerned that the accountability system in 

NCLB, called adequate yearly progress (AYP) fails to test 

and count tests scores from ELL students in a valid and 

reliable manner. 

NEA believes the federal government needs to do 

much more to assist states and school districts in 

improving the quality of assessments for ELL students, 

providing native language assessments and improving 

the quality and validity of accommodations. NEA also 

believes that it is appropriate to extend the current 

one-year exemption for newly arrived immigrant 

students’ tests scores counting for AYP purposes 

to three years. Another option might be to link the 

English language profi ciency tests and the academic 

content tests and give each one proportional 

weighting in determining whether this group of 

students makes AYP.9

Finally, NEA believes states must off er accommodations 

to try to increase the validity and reliability of assess-

ment results for students with limited English profi -

ciency. These accommodations are intended to permit 

students to demonstrate their academic knowledge, 

despite limited language ability. 
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Resources 

Report on the Status of Hispanics in Education: Overcoming a History of Neglect.  The report fi nds that Hispanic stu-

dents often face unique challenges in student achievement, infl uenced by the fact that Hispanics have poverty rates 

that are two to nearly three times higher than whites. March 2007. 

www.nea.org/achievement/images/hispaniced.pdf  

C.A.R.E.: Strategies for Closing the Achievement Gaps. This publication off ers concrete ways to improve curriculum 

and classroom practices. Its research-based strategies address the C.A.R.E. themes of cultural, economic, and lan-

guage diff erences; unrecognized and undeveloped abilities; resilience; and eff ort and motivation. March 2006. 

www.nea.org/teachexperience/careguide.html

A Report on the Status of Asian Americans in Education. The fi rst of a series of reports on the status of eight underserved 

groups in education. May 2005. 

www.nea.org/teachexperience/images/aapireport.pdf

The 2004–2005 Focus On series examines the achievement gaps for six groups: American Indian and Alaska Native 

students; Asian and Pacifi c Islander students; Black students; Hispanic students; women and girls; and gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, and transgendered students. Each publication highlights barriers to learning faced by students as well as 

concrete strategies to address these barriers. 

www.nea.org/teachexperience/achievegapfocus0405.html
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