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INTRODUCTION

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.

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).

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.

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:

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.

3. Assessment for English learners requires attention to the whole child. This 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.

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.

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.

In the chapters that follow, we explore each of these big ideas and provide practical information about how to implement them in real schools.


CHAPTER 1

Learning About English Learners

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.

Big Idea

English learners are a diverse group with individual needs that can be addressed by understanding proficiency levels and holding reasonable expectations.

Questions Principals Ask

• 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?

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 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).

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.

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).

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 available, school systems often use an informal inventory, like the reproducible Primary Language Informal Assessment (page 14 and online at go.solution-tree.com/ELL).
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Figure 1.1: A language assessment survey in four languages.

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.

Classifications of English Learners

Based on the home language survey and subsequent information obtained about the student and his or her language, schools can make general classifications.
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