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High-stakes decisions for the instruction and assessment of
English language learner (ELL) students are made based on the
premise that ELL classification is a valid dichotomy that
distinguishes between those who are proficient in the use of the
English language and those who are not. However, recent
research findings draw a vague picture of the term “ELL” and call
for a more valid classification system for ELL students. Thus, the
purpose of this paper is twofold: (1) to reveal issues concerning
the validity of the current ELL classification system based on the
results of several empirical studies, and (2) to initiate a
discussion on ways to improve the validity of the ELL
classification system by proposing a system that uses existing
multiple criteria in a stepwise manner. While the suggested
system has its own limitations and controversies, we hope this
discussion stimulates thoughts and brings much needed
attention to this very important national issue.
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Recent federal legislation, such as
the Improving America’s Schools

Act of 1994 and the No Child Left Be-
hind Act (NCLB) of 2001, address the
need to advance the quality of teach-
ing and learning for every child, in-
cluding those who are English language
learners (ELL).1 On the other hand,
research on fair, valid, and effective
assessment has brought into question
existing ELL classification policies and
practices. Improper classification may
render assessment results unfair, in-
valid, and ineffective, which may lead to
inappropriate and inadequate instruc-
tion for ELL students. Validity problems
in ELL classification and assessment
may also affect accountability, such as
in reporting Adequate Yearly Progress
(NCLB, 2002) for ELL students. Mis-
leading results of inaccurate classifica-
tion and invalid assessment may lead
to disproportionately placing ELL stu-
dents in special education classrooms
where it may negatively affect their
academic career and may take them

a longer time to graduate (Stefanakis,
1998).

Improved validity and consistency
in classification of ELL students is of
utmost importance as these students
continue to be a fast-growing popula-
tion. According to a recent report by
the U.S. Government Accountability Of-
fice, about 5 million ELL students were
enrolled in schools, representing ap-
proximately 10% of all public school
students (GAO, 2006). Between 1990
and 1997, the number of U.S. resi-
dents born outside the United States
increased by 30%, from 19.8 million to
25.8 million (Hakuta & Beatty, 2000).
Approximately 1.6 million in the state
of California alone are considered En-
glish learners (Gándara, Maxwell-Jolly,
& Driscoll, 2005). This rapid growth
demands that we consistently and ac-
curately determine which students re-
quire English language services (Abedi
& Gandara, 2006). To make this deter-
mination, we first need to accurately
identify ELL students.

A discussion of the ELL classifica-
tion system must consider the validity
of information collection methods and
how information can be used more ef-
fectively. The purpose of this paper is
twofold: first, to bring issues concern-
ing validity of current ELL classifica-
tion to the attention of assessment ex-
perts, researchers, educational practi-
tioners and policymakers; and second,
to initiate a discussion on how existing
information can effectively be used to
improve the validity of the ELL classifi-
cation system.

Revealing the Issues
For the purposes of this paper, students
who are not considered ELL are re-
ferred to as “non-ELL.” The non-ELL
group usually consists of native English
speakers, students from non-English-
speaking homes who are fluent in En-
glish at the time of school entry (ini-
tially fluent English proficient, IFEP),
and students who progress out of the
ELL category (redesignated fluent En-
glish proficient, RFEP, National Clear-
inghouse for English Language Acqui-
sition, 2002).

One would expect a uniform ap-
proach in assigning an ELL classifica-
tion code (1 = ELL, 0 = non-ELL)
to students across the nation. If states
or at least school districts within a
state have adopted a uniform defini-
tion, then one would expect a student
who is classified as ELL at one school
to be similarly classified at another
school. However, results from several
studies have suggested otherwise (see,
for example, Abedi, Lord, Hofstetter, &
Baker, 2000). A review of data from 12
schools revealed different systems for
determining a student’s level of English

Jamal Abedi is a Professor, University
of California, Davis, School of Education,
One Shields Avenue, Davis, CA 95616;
jabedi@ucdavis.edu.

Fall 2008 Copyright C© 2008 by the National Council on Measurement in Education 17



proficiency (Abedi, Lord, & Plummer,
1997). Additionally, Rivera, Stansfield,
Scialdone, and Sharkey (2000) found
in their review of state policies that the
ELL definition provided by about half of
the participating states differed widely
in content. Linquanti (2001) found that
the criteria used for initially classify-
ing language-minority students as ELL
in California—largely based on English
language proficiency (ELP)—are dif-
ferent from the multiple criteria (lin-
guistic and academic) used to reclas-
sify them as RFEP, and that these latter
criteria vary across districts within the
same state.

Cisneros and Leone (1995) believed
that determining the exact number of
ELL students in elementary and sec-
ondary schools was not easy, since ELL
definitions vary so widely from state to
state. They indicated:

Due to the broad definition of “lim-
ited English proficient” in the Bilin-
gual Education Act (BEA) and lack
of clearly outlined procedures for
identifying ELL students, future re-
authorization of federal legislation
will need to define such terms and
clearly outline procedures for identi-
fication of ELL students . . . . (p. 362)

In search of a model for classifi-
cation, one might ask what the na-
tional criteria are for including ELL stu-
dents in large-scale assessments. The
National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) does not directly de-
fine “ELL,” but includes those ELL stu-
dents who participate in the regular
state assessments (NAEP, 2007). Thus,
NAEP’s identification of ELL students
is based on states’ classification policy.

The definition of an ELL [LEP] stu-
dent, as outlined in the No Child Left
Behind Act, Title IX #25 (NCLB, 2002)
is: (a) age 3 through 21; (b) enrolled
or preparing to enroll in an elementary
or secondary school; (c) not born in the
United States or whose native language
is not English; (d) is a Native Amer-
ican, Alaskan Native, or a native resi-
dent of the outlying areas; (e) comes
from an environment where a language
other than English has had a signifi-
cant impact on an individual’s level of
ELP; (f) is migratory and comes from
an environment where English is not
the dominant language; or (g) has dif-
ficulties in speaking, reading, writing,
or understanding the English language
that may deny the individual the abil-
ity to meet the state’s proficient level
of achievement and the ability to suc-

cessfully achieve in classrooms where
English is the language of instruction,
or to participate fully in society (NCLB,
2002, Title IX).

The above definition is primarily
based on two sources of informa-
tion: (1) students’ language back-
ground information and (2) their level
of English proficiency. Information on
the language background of students
(for example, country of birth, na-
tive language, and type and amount
of a language other than English spo-
ken at home) comes typically from a
parent-completed Home Language Sur-
vey (HLS) which is described below. In-
formation on the students’ level of En-
glish proficiency in speaking, reading,
writing, listening, and comprehension
comes from existing tests of English
proficiency. However, research shows
major concerns with the reliability and
validity of these sources of information.

Home Language Surveys

The HLS determines which students
should undergo English language as-
sessment and possibly receive instruc-
tion designed for speakers of other
languages. The HLS (which may dif-
fer across states in term of format
and type of questions) is usually used
just to identify linguistic minority (i.e.,
potential ELL) status. The main pur-
pose of the survey is to identify what
languages are spoken at home. Some
school districts require that the HLS
be administered to families of every en-
tering student and that those results
be included in every student’s perma-
nent file. According to the Survey of
the States’ ELL Students, over 80% of
schools made use of some form of HLS
(Kindler, 2002). Unfortunately, the va-
lidity of HLS data could become ques-
tionable. Parents may give inconsistent
information for a variety of reasons, in-
cluding concerns over equity of oppor-
tunity for their children, citizenship is-
sues, and poor comprehension of the
survey form or interview (Abedi et al.,
1997; Littlejohn, 1998).

Littlejohn (1998) questioned the va-
lidity of HLS information. He used as
an example a student who has always
spoken English but who had a rela-
tive in the home for a period of time
who spoke Spanish would, under the
Office for Civil Rights’ (OCR), be clas-
sified as “PHLOTE” (primary home lan-
guage other than English) (p. 8). On
the other hand, some parents claimed
that English was the language spoken

at home because their children prac-
ticed English as a second language at
home. Littlejohn indicated that this was
enough of a problem that the Denver Of-
fice of Education added the cautionary
note of “Do not list languages learned
or used only academically” (p. 10).

As suggested above, in addition to the
information from an HLS, student as-
sessment outcomes from both content-
based and ELP tests are also used as
criteria for ELL initial classification
(especially in later grades) and reclas-
sification. Below is a short review of
these criteria that are used for multi-
ple purposes including for classification
of ELL students.

English Language Proficiency Tests

In addition to the HLS, ELP tests are
commonly used for identifying ELL stu-
dents. The Survey of the States’ LEP
Students revealed that 94% of those
surveyed used some type of ELP test
for ELL classification and placement
(Kindler, 2002). While this more ob-
jective criterion is a valuable addition
to the ELL classification process, there
are several major concerns with the
conceptual framework and psychome-
tric characteristics of many ELP tests.

ELP tests can be grouped in two dif-
ferent categories: tests prior to the im-
plementation of NCLB (pre-NCLB) and
tests that were newly developed based
on the NCLB Title III requirements
(post-NCLB). To ensure accurate clas-
sification of ELL students, it is neces-
sary to examine the validity of ELP as-
sessment outcomes (for both pre- and
post-NCLB tests) as criteria for ELL
classification. In doing so, we first need
to understand the theories behind En-
glish language acquisition and then ex-
amine validity issues concerning these
assessments. We can then demonstrate
how improvements in ELP assessments
affect the validity of ELL classification.

Theories of Second Language
Acquisition

Understanding the process of language
acquisition for ELL students is essen-
tial to developing a more valid assess-
ment and classification system for these
students. However, different views and
theories on second language acqui-
sition complicate the issue (Conteh-
Morgan, 2002; Francis & Rivera, 2007;
Reutzel & Cooter, 2007). The behavioral
theorists believe that language devel-
opment is influenced by environmen-
tal stimuli, such as imitation, rewards,
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and practice. On the other hand, the in-
natist theorists believe that learning is a
natural process through a human built-
in device for learning language. For ex-
ample, according to Chomsky (1968)
language is modeled by internal factors
and then shaped through experience.
Similarly, Krashen (1988) suggests that
humans are born with the ability to
learn language (see also Lightbown &
Spada, 2000).

Critics of the innatist theory argue
against the claim that internal factors
fully explain language acquisition pro-
cess. They believe that environmental
factors such as exposure to rich learn-
ing environments and interaction with
others influence language acquisition
(Reutzel & Cooter, 2007). These cogni-
tive theorists believe that the process
of language acquisition may in turn af-
fect cognitive and social skill develop-
ment (Reutzel & Cooter, 2007). Finally,
the social interaction theorists believe
that language acquisition is impacted
by many different factors including cog-
nitive, linguistic, social, and physical
ones (Reutzel & Cooter, 2007).

As reflected in many of these well-
known theories, the process of lan-
guage acquisition for all children, in-
cluding ELLs, is influenced greatly by
environmental factors including oppor-
tunities to learn and practice at home,
at school, and in society. Research liter-
ature clearly links environmental fac-
tors, such as these rich learning op-
portunities, with proficiency in English.
For example, the number of years stu-
dents live in the U.S. interacting with
native speakers of English (Hakuta,
Butler, & Witt, 2000), the number of
English-only classes, and student level
of proficiency in native language af-
fects students’ proficiency in English,
helping them to be reclassified as pro-
ficient in English. Such information, if
collected properly, could improve the
validity of the ELL classification system
substantially. More importantly, to im-
prove the validity of the classification
system for ELL students, teachers, and
school officials, including bilingual and
ESL/ELD coordinators, must be famil-
iar with students’ language needs and
backgrounds in order to use the criteria
for the ELL classification system prop-
erly. Therefore, incorporating such im-
portant information into the ELL clas-
sification system will help improve the
validity of this system. We now dis-
cuss ELP assessments that were devel-
oped before and after implementation
of NCLB.

Pre-NCLB English Language
Proficiency Assessments

The pre-NCLB assessments were devel-
oped by different organizations at dif-
ferent times based on different needs
and requirements. There are major lim-
itations with many of these assess-
ments. First and foremost are the dis-
crepancies in the theoretical bases of
these tests. The tests are based on
one or more of at least three differ-
ent schools of thought: (1) the dis-
crete point approach, (2) the integra-
tive or holistic approach, and (3) the
pragmatic language testing approach
(Del Vecchio & Guerrero, 1995). Con-
sequently, the tests provide very differ-
ent outcome measures. For example,
Valdes and Figueroa (1994) indicated
that:

As might be expected, instruments de-
veloped to assess the language pro-
ficiency of “bilingual” students bor-
rowed directly from traditions of
second and foreign language test-
ing. Rather than integrative and
pragmatic, these language assess-
ments instruments tended to resem-
ble discrete-point, paper-and-pencil
tests administered orally. (p. 64)

Second, a distinction exists be-
tween basic interpersonal communica-
tion skills (BICS) and cognitive aca-
demic language proficiency (CALP)
(Bailey & Butler, 2003; see also Cum-
mins, 2000). In the context of as-
sessments, language proficiency tests
could vary in the extent they gauge
CALP. Bailey and Butler (2003) defined
academic language as “language that
stands in contrast to the everyday in-
formal speech that students use outside
the classroom environment” (p. 9). In
other words a student could score high
in BICS but low in CALP. Therefore,
it is necessary to determine that lan-
guage proficiency tests adequately mea-
sure the type of language proficiency
needed to be successful in mainstream
English classrooms.

Zehler, Hopstock, Fleischman, and
Greniuk (1994) compared English pro-
ficiency test content and structure
(productive skills, receptive skills, and
reading skills), the test administration
procedures, the theoretical bases of the
tests, and issues related to the validity
and reliability of the tests. They found
major differences in all of the areas in
which the tests were compared. They
also found that tests differed in their
approaches to defining language profi-
ciency, the types of tasks and specific

item content, the grade level ranges,
and the specific time limits (see also,
Rossell, 2000).

Del Vecchio and Guerrero (1995)
also presented a comprehensive review
of some of the commonly used ELP
tests prior to NCLB: (1) Basic Inven-
tory of Natural Language (BINL), (2)
Bilingual Syntax Measure (BSM), (3)
Idea Proficiency Test (IPT), (4) Lan-
guage Assessment Scales (LAS), and
(5) Woodcock–Munoz Language Sur-
vey (WMLS). They found major differ-
ences between these tests with respect
to their purpose, age and language
group, administration, cost, items, scor-
ing, test design, theoretical foundation,
reliability, and validity of the tests. Such
wide ranging disparities in these ELP
assessments are a significant cause for
concern with regard to the accuracy
and consistency of the measures used
to classify ELL students.

Post-NCLB English Language
Proficiency (ELP) Assessments

NCLB required schools receiving Ti-
tle I funding to annually assess ELL
students’ level of ELP using reliable
and valid measures. For example, NCLB
requires that ELP assessments in-
clude four modalities (reading, writing,
speaking, and listening), incorporate
the concept of academic language, and
align the content of ELP assessments
with the states’ ELP standards.

Four consortia of states carried out
the challenging task of developing post-
NCLB assessments based on the NCLB
Title III requirements (see Abedi,
2007). Test items were aligned with
the states’ ELP content standards and
standard setting was conducted to set
language proficiency levels in several
categories typically distinguishing be-
ginning, intermediate, proficient, and
advanced in all four modalities. ELP
tests were often developed for four or
more grade clusters (typically K-2, 3–
5, 6–8, and 9–12) and included com-
mon sets of items across adjacent grade
clusters. The newly developed assess-
ments underwent extensive pilot and
field testing on large and representa-
tive samples of students. The content
and psychometric properties of the in-
dividual items as well as the total tests
were carefully examined and improve-
ments were made where needed.

While these efforts have helped es-
tablish a strong foundation for the
newly developed ELP assessments, we
believe there are still some unresolved
issues concerning such assessments
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that may impact classification of ELL
students. These issues include:

ELP standards
NCLB requires the newly developed
ELP assessments to be aligned with
state ELP content standards. This poses
several concerns. The term ELP has not
been clearly defined in the literature.
Furthermore, many states did not have
a set of defined ELP content standards
prior to the implementation of NCLB,
and it was technically challenging for
the consortia to develop a set of stan-
dards that are truly common across the
participating states in a given consor-
tium of ELP assessment (see, for exam-
ple, Fast, Ferrara, & Conrad, 2004).

Standard setting
The newly developed ELP assessment
consortia conducted standard setting
to create language proficiency levels for
ELL classification purposes. In addition
to the sources of inconsistencies due to
the use of different standard-setting ap-
proaches and subjectivity involved in
the standard-setting process (Giraud,
Impara, & Plake, 2005; Jaeger, 1989),
other factors may introduce bias into
the standard-setting process. For exam-
ple, inconsistencies in the proficiency
levels at the different modalities may af-
fect decisions on classifications of ELLs
(see, for example, Bunch, 2006). To il-
lustrate this point, assuming a student
was rated as proficient in reading and
writing but as below proficient in lis-
tening and speaking, how will this stu-
dent be rated on the overall proficiency
scale? Or, should the level of proficiency
of this student be judged based on the
total test of all four modalities? If so,
then should there be evidence of unidi-
mensionality of the test?

Dimensionality
In addition to the scores from each of
these four modalities/subscales (read-
ing, writing, listening, and speaking),
composite scores of all subscales as
well as other composites are commonly
used by states. If the four modalities
are highly correlated and if they mea-
sure a single construct, the decision to
combine the different subscale scores
would be less complicated than when
the subscales are not measuring the
same construct. Therefore, the issue of
dimensionality needs to be addressed
prior to deciding whether to use sub-
scale or total scores.

The baseline for the NCLB
Title III assessment
Since the newly developed ELP assess-
ments were not available at the start
of NCLB implementation, states had no
other choice but to use whatever ex-
isting ELP assessment they found to
be relevant for their state. Now that
many states have access to new ELP
assessments that meet NCLB require-
ments, they are faced with the quandary
of linking ELP assessment results from
“off-the-shelf” tests as the baseline with
the results from their new ELP assess-
ments. The problem is not limited to the
tests having different domains of ELP
content. Many of the existing ELP tests
at the start of NCLB implementation
were based on different theoretical em-
phases prevalent at the time of test de-
velopment. They were also not aligned
with states’ ELP content standards and
were not based on the concept of aca-
demic language. Therefore, even a high
correlation between ELP assessments
used as the baseline and the new ELP
assessment would not be enough to as-
sume a strong link between the two.

Academic English
Clearly, the focus of NCLB Title III ELP
assessment is on “academic English.”
Therefore, many of the newly developed
measures of ELP are based on academic
English to facilitate learning content
knowledge. However, concerns remain
as to whether ELP assessment should
be focused on the language of the con-
tent areas (such as mathematics and
science) or the language that facilitates
content learning. Fast et al. (2004) indi-
cate that ELP assessments “are not tests
of academic content, in other words,
no external or prior content-related
knowledge is required to respond to test
questions” (p. 2). Given these concerns,
test item writers for the ELP assess-
ments are not quite certain what con-
stitutes “academic English” and how it
should be captured within the ELP as-
sessments. (For a more detailed dis-
cussion of the pre- and post-NCLB ELP
assessments see Abedi, 2007.)

Standardized Academic
Achievement Tests

Results from standardized achievement
tests which are required for all stu-
dents are also used in conjunction with
scores from language proficiency tests
to identify but mainly to reclassify ELL
students. The Survey of the States’
LEP Students revealed that achieve-

ment tests were used by 76% of the
states surveyed to help identify or re-
classify ELL students (Kindler, 2002).
Critics believe these tests are not de-
signed for this purpose; rather, they
are designed only to assess monolin-
gual English students’ content knowl-
edge (Rossell, 2000).

Stefanakis (1998) indicated that a
major concern in the assessment of
ELL students is the lack of standard-
ized achievement tests specifically de-
signed to assess the content knowledge
of these students. Mahoney and Mac-
Swan (2005) argued that the use of
academic tests for identifying and re-
classifying ELL students is inappropri-
ate. A review of standardized achieve-
ment tests by Zehler et al. (1994)
found major differences between these
tests across different areas, including
their content, format, and psychometric
characteristics.

Not only do the differences between
tests produce inconsistent classifica-
tion and assessment results for ELL
students, but the unnecessary linguis-
tic complexity of many achievement
test items that are developed for na-
tive speakers of English casts doubt
on the validity and reliability of these
assessments when used for ELL stu-
dents. For example, based on the re-
sults of many studies on the assessment
of ELL students, Abedi (2006a) indi-
cated that unnecessary linguistic com-
plexity of test items may be an addi-
tional source of measurement error in
using standardized achievement tests
for ELL students (see also Figueroa,
1989, 1990; Valdes & Figueroa, 1994).
This may seriously undermine the va-
lidity of inferences addressed by the
assessment because it is a source of
construct-irrelevant variance (see also
Haladyna & Downing, 2004; Messick,
1994). Additionally, Solano-Flores and
Trumbull (2003) found that language
factors interact with test items. That
is, items that are linguistically complex
contribute largely to the measurement
error variance observed for ELL stu-
dents, leading students to misinterpret
and misunderstand test questions.

In addition to the content and psy-
chometric concerns with using stan-
dardized academic achievement tests
as an index for ELL classification, there
is disagreement on the level of student
performance below which students are
considered as ELL. For example, Gris-
som (2004) reported a cutoff score on
the standardized norm-referenced test
(NRT) at the 36th percentile point or
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above in order for students in California
to be RFEP. Gándara (2000) indicated
that, “LEP in California is a child who
does not understand sufficient English
to pass a test of oral proficiency and
who does not score above the 35th to
40th percentile on an English stan-
dardized test” (p. 3, emphasis added).
Linquanti (2001) documented reclas-
sification cutscores used in seven Cal-
ifornia districts that ranged from the
33rd percentile to the 40th percentile,
with some utilizing these for read-
ing, language, and/or math NRT sec-
tions. A report by the United States
General Accounting Office (2001) ob-
served a disagreement about appropri-
ate standards for measuring English
proficiency. The report interpreted the
age/grade appropriate level as scoring
above the 50th percentile on standard-
ized achievement tests but also ac-
knowledged that “some states consider
students English proficient when they
score at the 40th percentile or even at
the 32nd percentile” (p. 14).

As can be seen from the short
summary of research presented above,
there is no specific indication of which
tests or which cutoff score would in-
dicate an acceptable level of English
proficiency. Classifying language pro-
ficiency by arbitrarily setting a cut-
off point on standardized academic
achievement test scores (for example
in reading/language arts) is also not
a good practice since there are large
numbers of native English speakers
who score below these cutoff points.
Should these students also be consid-
ered ELL? If the answer to this question
is “Yes,” then the concept and opera-
tional definition of ELL classification
becomes even more controversial. On
the other hand, if the answer is “No,”
then one must ask if low-scoring, native
English speakers can truly be consid-
ered language proficient, classified as
“non-ELL,” and be deprived of the addi-
tional language skill development they
deserve. Further, the language inter-
vention strategies would need to be sig-
nificantly different for these students
than for those whose native language is
not English.

Empirical Evidence on the
Validity of ELL Classification
To examine the validity of current
ELL classification, we present empir-
ical data on some of the most com-
monly used criteria in the classifica-
tion/reclassification of ELL students.

Students’ background characteristics,
such as students’ socioeconomic sta-
tus (SES) and ethnicity are not di-
rectly used as criteria for ELL classifica-
tions, but because they have been found
to correlate with students’ academic
performance, these variables may also
need to be acknowledged as predictors
of ELL classification outcome. Finally,
we present some data to help us pro-
vide research-based recommendations
on how to improve the validity of ELL
classification.

Our presentations are based on data
from several randomized field stud-
ies conducted at the National Center
for Research on Evaluation, Standards,
and Students Testing (CRESST, see for
example, Abedi, 2006a, 2006b; Abedi
et al., 2000; Staley, 2005) and analyses
of existing data from seven locations na-
tionwide. Table 1 presents summary in-
formation, including testing year, grade
levels, student population, and type
of test for the sites that provided
comprehensive databases for analyses.
Because of confidentiality agreements
with the data providers, state and test
names will not be mentioned in this pa-
per but may be revealed by the written
permission of the providers.

The sites were in the United
States and varied in location and
population. The student background
variables included gender, ethnicity,
free/reduced-price lunch participation,
parent education, student ELL sta-
tus, and Students with Disabilities
(SD) status. Item-level standardized
achievement test data were also ob-
tained. However, the sites differed in
the standardized tests used, the type
of language proficiency index used, and
the type of background variables pro-
vided. Comparisons of the results across
the data sites provided cross-validation
information. To obtain information on
the consistency of results over time, we
also included a few locations with very
recent data. Of the seven sites, four
provided assessment data from 1997 to
1998 (pre-NCLB) and the three oth-
ers provided data for 2005–2006 (post-
NCLB).

Empirical Data Presentation
Home Language Survey

Earlier in this paper, we cited studies
that question the validity of the Home
Language Survey, a commonly used

Table 1. Site Summary

Number of Number of Percent of Tests
Site/Grade Data Year Students ELL Students ELL Students Used

Site 1 1998–1999 NRT
Grade 3 36,065 7,270 20.20%
Grade 6 28,313 3,341 11.80%
Grade 8 25,406 2,306 9.00%

Site 2 1997–1998 NRT
Grade 2 414,169 125,109 30.20%
Grade 7 349,581 73,993 21.20%
Grade 9 309,930 57,991 18.70%

Site 3 1997–1998 NRT
Grade 10 12,919 431 3.30%
Grade 11 9,803 339 3.50%

Site 4 1997–1998 NRT
Grade 3 13,810 1,065 7.70%
Grade 6 12,998 813 6.30%
Grade 8 12,400 807 6.50%

Site 5 2005–2006 CRT
Grade 5 33,242 5,008 15.10%
Grade 8 33,106 3,870 11.70%

Site 6 2005–2006 CRT
Grade 4 102,574 4,219 4.10%
Grade 8 107,695 3,456 3.20%

Site 7 2005–2006 CRT
Grade 4 55,724 7,090 12.70%
Grade 8 52,900 3,026 5.70%

Note: Data on ELL students from Site 1 is for students receiving bilingual services.
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criterion for ELL classification deci-
sions. The findings of our empirical data
share similar concerns. In one study,
Abedi et al. (1997) formulated the
Language Background Questionnaire
(LBQ) based on the HLS concept and
administered it to 1,031 eighth-grade
students. The LBQ included questions
about languages other than English
spoken at home, the number of years
the student had lived in the United
States, and the number of English-only
classes taken. Students’ responses to
the LBQ were compared with school
rosters reporting the students’ official
primary languages as identified by the
parents on the district’s Home Lan-
guage Survey and their ELL classifica-
tion where appropriate. Significant dis-
crepancies were revealed, making the
accuracy of this single source of lan-
guage background data highly question-
able. In many schools the record of stu-
dents speaking a language other than
English at home, regardless of ELL clas-
sification, was significantly lower than
what the students reported in the LBQ
(see also Abedi et al., 2000).

Language Proficiency Test Scores in
Determining ELL Classification

Since ELL classification should distin-
guish between students who are pro-
ficient in English and those who are
not, one would assume a high level
of association between these two vari-
ables. However, research findings do
not support this assumption. The lack of
a strong relationship between English
proficiency test scores and ELL classifi-
cation may be partly due to content and
psychometric shortcomings of the tests
but are mainly due to validity issues in
defining the ELL/non-ELL dichotomy.

To illustrate the relationship be-
tween ELL classification codes and ELP
scores, we selected two data sites: one
provided data from ELP tests that were
developed prior to NCLB (Site 2) and
one provided data from the ELP test
developed based on the NCLB Title III
requirements (Site 7). A comparison of
the relationship indices between these
two sites may reveal some information
on the possible improvement of ELL
classification based on the new ELP
assessments.

One of the most commonly used ELP
tests developed prior to the implemen-
tation of NCLB (Loop, 2002) was used
for this purpose. A district within Site 2
provided an excellent opportunity to il-
lustrate the power of this test in defin-

ing the ELL/non-ELL dichotomy. The
test was administered to both ELL and
non-ELL students. Performance differ-
ences between ELL and non-ELL stu-
dents were estimated in terms of ef-
fect sizes (Cohen, 1988; Kirk, 1995).
Additionally, the percent of variance of
ELL classification categories explained
by the test was also computed and was
labeled as ω2 (see Kirk, 1995, pp. 177–
180). Table 2 presents ω2 as well as
effect sizes when comparing the per-
formance of ELL and non-ELL students
in grades two through twelve for a dis-
trict in Site 2. The proportions of vari-
ance of ELL/non-ELL explained by the
test scores (ω2) ranged between .03
(3% of the variance for Grade 12) to
.09 (9% of the variance for Grade 10),
which were not large enough to suggest
a strong association between English
proficiency test scores and ELL classifi-
cation. The effect sizes ranged between
.179 (for students in Grade 12) to .319
(for students in Grade 10) with an av-
erage effect size of .239. Based on Kirk
(1995) this average effect size is con-
sidered small. Thus, the results do not
support the notion that the ELP test
score explains much of the variance of
the ELL/non-ELL dichotomy.

To compare the association between
the pre- and post-NCLB assessments
and the ELL dichotomy, we also used
data from one of the more recent
test administrations. Site 7 adminis-
tered one of the post-NCLB English lan-
guage proficiency assessments to both
ELL and non-ELL students. At this site
the non-ELL students consisted of ELL
students who were reclassified as flu-
ent English proficient (FEP). Table 2

presents the results of analyses for
Site 7 as well. Unlike Site 2 for
which data were available for Grades
2 through 12, for Site 7 we had access
to data only for Grades 4 and 8.

As data in Table 2 show, for Grade 4
the proportions of variance of ELL/non-
ELL dichotomy explained by the newly
developed ELP scores (ω2) is .142 with
an effect size of .407 (n = 7,957). Com-
paring with the similar statistics ob-
tained for Site 2 (ω2 = .035 with an
effect size of .190), the level of the rela-
tionship between the new ELP and ELL
classification code is much stronger
with the new ELP assessments. A sim-
ilar association was found for students
in Grade 8. The proportion of variance
in ELL dichotomy explained by the new
ELP measure was .104 with an effect
size of .341, compared with a ω2 of .064
and an effect size of .260 for Site 2. The
average effect sizes of the association
between ELP assessments and ELL di-
chotomy across the two grades for the
new test is .374, which according to Kirk
(1995) is medium to high as compared
with an average effect size of .239 for
pre-NCLB which is considered small.

Standardized Academic Achievement
Test Scores in Determining ELL
Classification

Academic achievement tests were used
by 76% of the states surveyed in defining
the ELL/non-ELL dichotomy (Kindler,
2002). As noted above, research has
identified major sources of construct-
irrelevant variance with these tests
when administered to ELL students.
To illustrate the power of achievement

Table 2. Omega-Square, Effect Size, and Number
of Students for Sites 2 and 7

Site 2 Site 7

Omega Effect Number of Omega Effect Number of
Grade Square Size Students Grade Square Size Students

2 .050 .229 587
3 .038 .199 721
4 .035 .190 621 4 .142 .407 7,957
5 .040 .203 1,002
6 .050 .230 803
7 .068 .270 938
8 .064 .260 796 8 .104 .341 4,364
9 .070 .275 1,102

10 .092 .319 945
11 .074 .283 782
12 .031 .179 836
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Table 3. Site 1 and 6 Omega-Square, Effect Sizes,
and Number of Students for NRT and CRT Test
Scores and ELL Classification

Site 1 Site 6

Reading Math Reading Math

Grade 3 Grade 4
Omega .026 .002 Omega .017 .034
Effect size .162 .045 Effect size .132 .188
Number 36,006 35,981 Number 100,992 101,652
of students of students

Grade 6
Omega .066 .024
Effect size .265 .156
Number 28,272 28,273
of students

Grade 8 Grade 8
Omega .067 .028 Omega .003 .013
Effect size .266 .170 Effect size .058 .115
Number 25,362 25,336 Number 106,700 107,016
of students of students

test scores in determining the ELL/non-
ELL dichotomy, we compared the per-
formance of ELL and non-ELL stu-
dents on reading/language arts, science
and mathematics subscale scores of
achievement tests using data from sites
1, 2, 5, and 6. Norm-referenced tests
(NRTs) in reading, science, and math-
ematics were used in sites 1 and 2, and
state constructed criterion-referenced
tests (CRTs) in reading and mathemat-
ics were used in Site 5 and 6.

Once again, performance differences
between ELL and non-ELL students on
the scores of achievement tests were
estimated in terms of percent of vari-
ance explained and effect sizes. Table 3
presents the effect sizes and the pro-
portion of the variance of the ELL clas-
sification code explained based on test
scores for students in Grades 3, 6, and
8 in Site 1 and students in Grades 4
and 8 in Site 6. The two sites (Site 1
with the pre-NCLB data and Site 6 with
the post-NCLB data) will provide the
opportunity to make comparisons over
time and to determine the possible im-
pact of NCLB on the classification of
ELL students.

As data in Table 3 show, ω2 and effect
sizes were very small for both sites, sug-
gesting that there is not a strong asso-
ciation between standardized achieve-
ment test scores and ELL/non-ELL
dichotomy. The ω2 for the NRT test
by ELL classification ranged between
.002 (mathematics) for Grade 3 to .067

(reading for Grade 8), indicating that
based on the average of the three grade
levels (3, 6, and 8), only about 3.5% of
the variance of ELL classification is ex-
plained by the NRT scores. Effect sizes
for NRT across all grade levels ranged
from .045 (mathematics for Grade 3)
to .266 (reading for Grade 8). Once

again, these effect sizes are small (Kirk,
1995).

Results from Site 6 are consistent
with those reported for data in Site 1.
The ω2 values ranged from .003 (Grade
8 reading) to .034 (Grade 4 mathe-
matics), which on the average explain
about 1.7% of the common variance
between test scores and ELL classifi-
cation codes. The effect sizes ranged
from .058 (Grade 8 reading) to .188
(Grade 4 mathematics) with an aver-
age of .123 which is quite small (Kirk,
1995).

Table 4 presents ω2 and effect sizes
for NRT and CRT tests in explaining the
ELL/non-ELL dichotomy for students
in Grades 3, 7, and 9 in reading, sci-
ence, and mathematics in Sites 2 and
for Grades 5 and 8 in Site 5. Site 2 used
the NRT test scores directly as a crite-
rion for ELL classification. Therefore,
one would expect a higher level of asso-
ciation between the achievement test
scores and ELL classification in this
site. The index of strength of associa-
tion (ω2) for the NRT test ranged from
.051 (Grade 9 mathematics) to .203
(Grade 7 reading) with an average of
.115, indicating that NRT test scores
explained about 12% of the variance of
ELL classification. The effect sizes for
the NRT test scores ranged from .231
for mathematics in Grade 9 to .504 in

Table 4. Site 2 and Site 5, Omega-square, Effect
Sizes, and Number of Students in Different
Subscales and ELL Classification

Site 2 Site 5

Reading Science Math Reading Science Math

Grade 3 Grade 5
Omega-Square .172 .089 .076 .108 .091 .068
Effect size .456 .313 .286 .348 .316 .270
ELL 104,333 23,555 109,327 5,008 5,008 5,008
Non-ELL 272,653 54,300 277,042 28,118 28,118 28,118
Total 376,986 77,855 386,369 33,126 33,126 33,126

Grade 7
Omega-Square .203 .132 .101
Effect size .504 .390 .335
ELL 69,074 24,761 71,227
Non-ELL 267,235 77,834 268,867
Total 336,309 102,595 340,094

Grade 9 Grade 8
Omega-Square .150 .087 .051 .068 .061 .057
Effect size .420 .309 .231 .270 .255 .246
ELL 32,515 33,032 33,311 3,870 3,870 3,870
Non-ELL 192,598 192,639 193,906 33,106 33,106 33,106
Total 225,113 225,671 227,217 36,976 36,976 36,976
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reading for Grade 7. These effect sizes
fall within the mid-category based on
Kirk (1995).

The strength of association (ω2) be-
tween the CRT test scores and the ELL
classification code was also obtained for
data from Site 5. The results of analyses
summarized in Table 4 show a slightly
lower level of association between the
CRT test scores and ELL classification
code. The index of strength of asso-
ciation (ω2) ranged between .057 for
Grade 8 mathematics to .108 for read-
ing in Grade 5 with an average of .076,
indicating that only about 7.6% of the
variance in the ELL classification code
is explained by the scores of standard-
ized achievement tests. Similarly, the
effect sizes ranged between .246 (Grade
8 mathematics) to .348 (Grade 5 read-
ing) with an average of .284 which is
considered a medium effect size.

The data presented above clearly
suggest that standardized achievement
test scores, including reading and lan-
guage arts subscales, were not strongly
associated with the levels of ELL clas-
sification. More importantly, the post-
NCLB assessments did not show much
improvement over the pre-NCLB as-
sessments in providing more valid cri-
teria for ELL classification. These data
suggest that standardized achievement
tests may not be a valid criterion for as-
sessing ELL students for classification
purposes as a single criterion or even
when combined with other criteria.

Discrepancies in Patterns of ELL
Classification in Different Districts

Validity issues and inconsistencies in
ELL classification criteria have re-
sulted in large discrepancies between
states and districts in ELL classifi-
cation/reclassification practices. These
discrepancies will continue to persist
until serious consideration is given to
the validity of ELL classification. As in-
dicated earlier in this report, standard-
ized achievement test scores are often
used as a criterion for classification of
ELL students and their reclassification
as “Redesignated Fluent English Profi-
cient” (RFEP) or a similar code. To be
reclassified as RFEP at Site 2 of this
study, ELL students had to score above
the 36th percentile on the NRT reading
comprehension test, with some discre-
tion allowed. To study the implementa-
tion of this “36th percentile policy,” we
compared agreement between current
classification and performance on the
standardized reading test.

Table 5 provides data on the agree-
ment between the NRT reading levels
and ELL classifications of students in
Site 2 for some ELL students with valid
scores in the reading content area. Per-
centages in the table represent agree-
ment between the actual classification
and the reading percentiles. As Table 5
shows, 74.5% of students scoring below
the 36th percentile were designated as
ELL. Of the students scoring above the
36th percentile, 73.8% were reclassified
RFEP and 26.2% were still classified
ELL (contingency coefficient = .390,
p = .000). We understand that stan-
dardized achievement test scores are
not often used as a single criterion but
these results question the usefulness of
these scores even when they are used
in conjunction with other criteria.

Figure 1 shows the variation in per-
centages of ELL students scoring below
the 36th percentile in reading who re-
main classified as ELL in districts with
at least 200 third-grade ELL students.
Each “line” in the figure represents one
district. Low-scoring ELL students in
grades three through five scoring below
the 36th percentile tended to remain
classified as ELL, while low-scoring stu-
dents in higher grades were more likely
to be reclassified as RFEP. As grade
level increased, however, the variation
in agreement among districts also in-
creased. Parrish, Perez, Merickel, and
Linquanti (2006) found that some dis-
tricts used alternative reclassification
criteria that lowered reclassification
standards for ELL students at later
grades. They cited concerns among ad-
ministrators that long-term ELLs could
face aggregated track placement and
reduced access to courses needed for
postsecondary education.

To measure the overall agreement
between the current classification and
the next NRT reading performance we
computed kappa coefficient which
measures exact agreement beyond
chance. Figure 2 presents the kappa for

the Site 2 districts. As Figure 2 shows,
there was a wide variation in over-
all agreement among these districts at
Site 2. Two districts were very close to
the kappa = 0 line that indicates no
agreement beyond chance between ELL
classification and NRT scores. In com-
parison, three districts had kappa > .50
in middle school.

These discrepancies once again
point to the validity concerns in ELL
classification/reclassification pract-
ices. The districts used in the above
analyses were all using the same stan-
dardized achievement test. If the 36th
percentile score is a good indication
of students’ relative proficiency in
reading comprehension (the policy
set by the state), then the irony is
that over 25% of the students scoring
above the 36th percentile are still
classified as ELL. Obviously, one can
expect an even larger discrepancy
across different states using different
standardized achievement tests based
on different content standards, with
different percentile score cutscore.

Variables/Factors Unrelated to Level of
English Proficiency That Might Have
Long-Term Effects on Reclassification

Results of the research presented above
suggest that students’ level of English
proficiency is not the only determinant
of ELL classification. Other factors may
also influence decisions on ELL clas-
sification. Grissom (2004) and Abedi
(2004) both found that variables such
as gender, socioeconomic status (SES,
measured by free/reduced price lunch),
ethnicity, and parent education are
powerful predictors of ELL classifica-
tion/reclassification. For example, Gris-
som (2004) indicated that in California
multiple criteria are used for reclassify-
ing from ELL to RFEP. These criteria ac-
cording to Grissom include: (1) assess-
ment of ELP, (2) teacher evaluation,
(3) parent opinion and consultation,

Table 5. Site 2, Agreement Between NRT Reading
Levels and ELL Classification

Current Classification

NRT Reading Level ELL RFEP

Below 36th percentile (n) 56,095 6,040
Below 36th percentile (Pct) 74.5% 26.2%
Above 36th percentile (n) 19,172 16,983
Above 36th percentile (Pct) 25.5% 73.8%

Note: Contingency coefficient = .390.
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FIGURE 1. Site 2 percent of ELL students scoring below the reading 36th
percentile by school district (minimum N = 200).
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FIGURE 2. Site 2 kappa coefficients for agreement between ELL classification
and NRT performance (minimum N = 200).

and (4) performance in basic skills.
Moreover, Parrish et al. (2006), in
their examination of nine high- ver-
sus low-reclassifying districts in Cal-
ifornia, noted that variations in the
districts’ reclassification criteria and
cutscore, procedures and systems to
monitor students’ readiness to reclas-
sify, and the importance of reclassifica-
tion in local accountability explained
much of the observed variation in re-
classification rates.

A large district within Site 2 provided
a unique opportunity to study the ef-
fects of some of these variables on ELL
classification/reclassification decisions
in a longitudinal setting. We created a
cohort of 1993–1994 Grade 7 students
(n = 23,856) and followed them for
a period of 6 years (12 semesters, fall

1993 to spring 1999), conducting an
event history analysis (also referred to
as a survival analysis approach, Miller
& Zhou, 1997).

Results of the event history analy-
sis indicated that, in addition to the
students’ level of language proficiency,
their background variables (such as
ethnicity) appear to correlate with the
ELL classification. Table 6 summarizes
the results of the event history analyses
by students’ background variables and
test scores. Results are reported by gen-
der, ethnicity, free/reduced lunch par-
ticipation, Title I status, and reading
test scores. Table 6 shows the number
of ELL students at the start of the co-
hort and the proportion of redesignated
ELL students for the first period (first
six semesters) and the second period

(second six semesters). The last col-
umn of Table 6 shows the median
semesters students remained as ELL.

The data show that the percent-
ages of students that were RFEP from
the first to the sixth semester vary
considerably across categories of some
variables. Between males and females,
there was not much variation. In the
time period between the first and sixth
semesters, 27% of female students were
redesignated compared to 23% of male
students. In the second period, 62%
of female students as compared with
53% of male students were redesig-
nated. This difference was not statis-
tically significant. Consequently, the
median time in ELL status (number
of semesters) was very similar for
males and females (9.08 for females
and 9.98 for males). Likewise, percent-
ages of RFEP across the free/reduced
lunch program were very similar
(9.52 for participants versus 9.55 for
nonparticipants).

In contrast to gender and SES, there
was a much larger variation in per-
centages and median time spent in the
ELL category across racial/ethnic cate-
gories. Percentages of RFEP for the first
period across ethnic categories ranged
between 21% for Hispanics to 55% for
Asians and Caucasians. The percent-
ages of RFEP in the second time period
were substantially higher for all eth-
nic categories as expected. However,
once again Hispanics had the smallest
percent of RFEP (57% Hispanics versus
77% Asians and 68% Caucasians).

It took almost ten semesters for His-
panic students to be reclassified from
ELL to RFEP, while it took half as much
time for Asian and Caucasian students
to be reclassified. Looking at the levels
of reading test scores, it took much less
time for students with higher reading
scores to be reclassified than students
with lower reading test scores as one
might expect. However, many of these
variables may be confounded with other
variables. For example, a majority of
students who are classified as ELL are
Hispanic.

Initiating Changes
The results of analyses summarized
above indicate that the current system
of ELL classification produces inconsis-
tent outcomes. This may be due to psy-
chometric characteristics of the assess-
ments used for the classification, the re-
sulting accuracy of ELL classification,
the weight of other factors influencing
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Table 6. Site 2, 1993–1994 Cohort ELL Event
History Analysis by Student Background
Variables

Number Percent RFEP Percent Median
ELL Within RFEP Within Time in

Subgroup at Start 0–6 years 7–12 years ELL Status

Gender
Female 11,763 27% 62% 9.08
Male 12,093 23% 53% 9.98

Ethnicity
Asian 1,246 55% 77% 5.45
Hispanic 21,167 21% 57% 9.91
Caucasian 1,019 55% 68% 5.49

Free Lunch
Free/reduced 19,099 24% 59% 9.52
Nonparticipant 4,757 29% 50% 9.55

Title I
Title I 14,166 18% 56% 10.13
Non-Title I 9,690 34% 60% 8.45

93–94 NRT Reading Test
Not tested 10,465 18% 38% >12.00
Percentile 1–15 3,835 08% 42% >12.00
Percentile 16–36 5,704 23% 75% 8.83
Percentile 37+ 3,852 59% 94% 5.07

96–97 NRT Reading Test
Not Tested 10,980 17% 38% >12.00
Percentile 1–15 6,141 15% 52% 10.80
Percentile 16–36 3,747 32% 84% 7.89
Percentile 37+ 2,988 58% 94% 5.13

Note: Students with missing data were deleted; therefore, totals are slightly different
across different groups.

ELL classification, or to a combination
of the above. More importantly, a valid
classification system should be based
on the theory of language acquisition
and should clearly identify the level
of academic language proficiency that
students should reach in order to be
classified as fluent in English and to be
able to fully participate in English-only
instruction and assessments.

It must be indicated at this point
that the term “ELL classification sys-
tem” that is used frequently in this
paper includes initial identification as
language minority (via home language
survey), initial identification as English
learner (typically via ELP assessments)
and reclassification to fluent English
proficient (typically via both ELP and
achievement test scores). While we dis-
tinguish between these different pur-
poses, the ELL classification system as
discussed in this paper encompasses all
these purposes.

To initiate dialog on creating a model
for improving validity of the ELL clas-
sification system, we support the use

of multiple criteria (Tippeconnic &
Faircloth, 2002) with a minimum level
of redundancy in a value-added se-
quence of phases. We build this model
on the concept of academic English
since beyond such a practical concept
there is not a commonly acceptable the-
oretical foundation for ELL classifica-
tion. We believe the concept of aca-
demic English is a sensible base for the
model for two reasons: (1) ELL student
proficiency in academic English is a pre-
requisite of their success when both in-
struction and assessment are offered in
English only, and (2) as noted in this
paper, measures of students’ academic
performance are also used as criteria
for ELL classification/reclassification.

Figure 3 depicts this stepwise con-
cept. The model uses information
currently available and recommends
increasing the validity of the clas-
sification system by augmenting the
knowledge about the student language
background with multiple criteria. Ob-
viously, as discussed earlier, the ex-
isting data that are used in this

model (HLS, ELP, and achievement
test scores) may have serious limita-
tions at least in two ways: (1) they do
not include the major variables that the
literature suggests for increasing the
validity of ELL classification (such as
number of years in the United States,
number of English only classes ELL
students take and their proficiency in
their native language), and (2) there
are serious technical flaws in many of
these assessments. However, we want
to demonstrate that some improve-
ments to the ELL classification system
can be made even under such less than
desirable conditions.

The process starts with data from the
HLS as one of the most commonly used
criteria for identifying linguistic minor-
ity status and establishing the need to
assess for possible ELL classification.
This will establish an initial potential
ELL cohort that will then be augmented
by additional criteria such as English
proficiency and academic achievement
test scores. A potential shortcoming at
this first level of augmentation, how-
ever, is under- or over-identification
of potential ELL students based on
the HLS data. As an example of over-
identification, a native English speaker
who does not speak another language
may be placed in the potential ELL co-
hort simply because a family member
living with the child sometimes speaks
a language other than English. This is-
sue can be avoided by categorizing them
as linguistic minority until the ELP as-
sessment identifies them as ELL. On the
other hand, under-identification may
occur when parents declare the child
as English-only because they speak only
English at home for practice.

For lack of a better term, we call this
process the Augmented-Classification
(AC) approach. As Figure 3 shows, AC
starts with the information from the
Home Language Survey. All students
who are identified as born outside the
United States or who speak a language
other than or in addition to English at
home will establish the initial potential
cohort of language minority students.
Information from the next levels of the
augmentation (ELP and achievement
test scores) will help identify students
who are not ELL, despite not being born
in the United States and speaking a lan-
guage other than English at home.

In using test scores (English lan-
guage proficiency and achievement test
scores) as the next levels of aug-
mentation, we need to distinguish
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Note: Non-ELL includes FEP and RFEP.

FIGURE 3. Diagram of the Augmented-Classification approach.

between norm-referenced test (NRT)
and criterion-referenced test (CRT)
data as the two types of data may
lead to different classification out-
comes. The NRT-based classification
system was more common prior to
the implementation of NCLB. After
NCLB and particularly after develop-
ment of the new generation of ELP as-
sessments, the CRT-based system was
more commonly used. However, since
there are still some NRT-based classi-
fication practices, we present our pro-
posed AC system based on both alterna-
tives (NRT and CRT).

NRT-Based Augmentation

At this level of augmentation under
the NRT-based model, percentile scores
are often used. The major flaw with
the NRT-based augmentation is the in-
consistencies in the cutscore based on
which the decision is made to clas-
sify/reclassify a student as ELL or non-
ELL. Different states adopt different
cutscores for identifying their ELL stu-
dents based on their test scores.

ELP percentile scores are used as
the criterion for the second augmen-
tation level. Students who are at or
above a given percentile point (to be
determined by states based on empir-
ical data) on the ELP tests may exit
the ELL cohort. The remaining students

in the cohort can then be considered
ELL with a higher level of confidence
than those identified as ELL based on
HLS data alone with teacher’s discre-
tion to add an achievement test cri-
terion as another layer of confidence.
However, there might be a slight pos-
sibility that ELP assessments may have
underidentified some students. To con-
trol for the possibility of underidentifi-
cation, achievement test scores can be
used as the third level of augmentation.
While it may seem unproductive to test
ELL students at the lower level of En-
glish proficiency in content-based as-
sessment in English, there is evidence
that points to such practices. For ex-
ample, based on the data presented in
Table 5, of the total 75,267 ELL stu-
dents for whom we had score in En-
glish language arts, 19,172 or 25.5% of
them scored above the 36th percentile

on the NRT Reading. Based on these
data used as the third level of augmen-
tation, these students can also be re-
classified as RFEP.

In the AC approach, one can use sin-
gle or multiple measures at each stage
of augmentation. Districts and schools
may have multiple measures of English
content and multiple measures of En-
glish proficiency. To test the improve-
ment level in the validity of ELL classi-
fication using multiple criteria at each
stage, data from a group of 916 ELL/non-
ELL third-grade students were used
(Staley, 2005). These students were
from a single district within Site 2.
For each student the data included
four measures of ELP, three standard-
ized English language arts achievement
measures, and six standardized math-
ematics achievement measures. Of the
916 students, 602 had complete data on
all the measures used in the analyses.

Composite scores of the four English
proficiency scores and three English
language scores were created using
both latent composite and simple com-
posite approaches. In the latent com-
posite approach, we created a single-
factor confirmatory factor model of the
individual measures and used the fac-
tor score as a latent composite. The
simple composite score was computed
by converting the measures to standard
Normal Curve Equivalent (NCE) scores
with a mean of 50 and a standard devi-
ation of 21.06 (Linn & Gronlund, 1995)
and then averaging over all the individ-
ual measures.

We applied the proposed AC ap-
proach to the data discussed above by
starting with the ELL cohort identified
by the district according to their classi-
fication policy. Table 7 summarizes the
results of these analyses. As the data in
Table 7 show, of the 602 students with
complete data, 309 or 51.3% were classi-
fied as ELL and 293 or 48.7% as non-ELL
by their schools.

In the second phase of augmentation,
we used the latent composite of ELP

Table 7. Added Classification Power at Different
Augmentation Phases

% Moved ω2 English
No. of No. of from ELL Measures

ELL Status Defined ELL Non-ELL to Non-ELL (Effect Size)

By school 309 293 0 .248 (.57)
Based on English proficiency 182 420 41.1 .325 (.70)
Based on English measures 117 485 35.7 .411 (.84)
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measures with a cutscore at the median
of the English proficiency score distri-
bution. As the data in Table 7 show, of
the 309 students who were identified as
ELL based on their ELP scores, 127 or
41.1% had ELP test scores above the me-
dian of the distribution and thus were
reclassified as non-ELL. In this phase,
the strength of association (ω2) was in-
creased from .248 to .325 (an increase
of about 8% on the prediction power).

In the next phase of augmentation,
we applied the 36th percentile policy
on the composite score of NRT En-
glish subscales (comprehension, vocab-
ulary, and language). Of the 182 stu-
dents who were classified as ELL by
their school, 65 or 35.7% had scores
above the 36th percentile. We reclas-
sified these students as non-ELL. Thus,
the AC model improved the strength
of association between the ELL classi-
fication code and the criteria used for
such classification from .248 (24.8% of
the variance of ELL classification ex-
plained) to .411 (41.1% of the variance)
using existing data. We believe more
substantial improvements can be ob-
served if the validity of the current cri-
teria for ELL classification is increased.
The results of our analyses based on
the post-NCLB English language profi-
ciency tests were consistent with the
pre-NCLB analyses showing an even
higher trend of improvements in the
validity of the ELL classification system
due to better ELP assessment quality.
With the post-NCLB data, we could im-
prove the strength of association be-
tween the ELL classification code and
the criteria used for classification from
26.4% to 49.6%.

CRT-Based Augmentation

The proposed CRT-Based augmenta-
tion model is very similar to the NRT-
based model except that in the CRT-
based model achievement levels rather
than percentile scores are used. Simi-
lar to the NRT-based model, this model
uses three levels of augmentation. The
first level uses data from HLS, the
second level is based on ELP test
scores (language proficiency levels)
and the third level is based on academic
achievement test scores (achievement
levels). Since the CRT-based classifi-
cation system has been implemented
only recently, there is not enough data
to test its effectiveness over the tradi-
tional classification system. However,
as discussed earlier, the newly devel-
oped ELP assessments show higher

power in discriminating ELL students
at different levels of proficiency in En-
glish; therefore, we expect more im-
provements in the ELL classification
system using the new ELP assessments.

There are several potential risks to
the validity of the CRT-based classifica-
tion system. For example, while the col-
laboration between states in the form of
consortium reduced the variation in the
ELP assessment outcomes, different
states still continue using different ELP
assessments. Additionally, differences
in the standard setting procedures by
states may also create discrepancies
in ELL classification system across the
nation.

We propose the AC model for two
reasons: first, to convey the fact that
there are several major concerns with
the current ELL classification system
that necessitate an urgent remedy and,
second, to demonstrate that even the
existing data with the limitations and
validity issues can be used to provide
a more reasonable means of ELL clas-
sification. We acknowledge the limita-
tions of the AC model, but we hope that
by demonstrating how small steps such
as creating a model based on multiple
criteria could potentially improve the
ELL classification system, we can send
a message that a more valid ELL classi-
fication system is not as far out of reach
as many believe. We understand that
states may vary in their application of
criteria for making decisions about ex-
iting students from ELL status. The AC
model could actually help with making
such decisions more consistent across
and within states.

Note, however, that even the best de-
signed ELL classification system with
the most valid criteria may not produce
valid outcomes if teachers and school
officials (including the bilingual coor-
dinators) are not knowledgeable about
assessment and classification systems
for these students. To be successful in
this area, teachers must know about
ELL students, their background char-
acteristics and how their educational
needs might be different from the na-
tive speakers of English.

Discussion
Because of inherent background differ-
ences between ELL and non-ELL stu-
dents in terms of ELP, the universal
use of curricula and assessments de-
signed for non-ELL students may lead
to inappropriate instruction and cre-
ate invalid inferences about ELL aca-

demic achievement. The most impor-
tant prerequisite to providing appro-
priate instruction and fair and valid
assessment for ELL students is to
correctly identify them. Inappropriate
classification decisions may place stu-
dents who are at a higher level of
English proficiency into remedial or
special education programs and may
deprive less-proficient students of ap-
propriate curriculum and assessment.
Poor placement decisions may affect
promotion and graduation, which con-
sequently affects students’ academic
progress and self-esteem. Misclassifica-
tion of ELLs may also impact school,
district and state accountability sys-
tems resulting in negative repercus-
sions. Delay in the reclassification of
students who have reached English pro-
ficiency may deny them the opportu-
nity to achieve and may reduce access
to courses needed for post-secondary
education, while premature reclassifi-
cation may cause ELL students to lose
needed specialized academic language
instructional services and be placed at
greater risk for educational failure (see
Linquanti, 2001; Parrish et al., 2006).

Education and assessment commu-
nities have raised concerns over the
validity of the current ELL classifica-
tion system. Lack of a strong theoreti-
cal foundation and issues regarding the
quality of criteria used for such classifi-
cation are among these concerns. This
paper presented empirical evidence
substantiating such concerns and ini-
tiated discussion on improving the va-
lidity of the classification system. Re-
search findings presented in this paper
point to the fact that a remedy for this
complex problem is urgently needed if
ELL students are truly not to be left
behind.

As indicated above, the post-NCLB
English language proficiency tests im-
proved the validity of the ELL classi-
fication system but this trend was not
observed in the post-NCLB academic
achievement tests. There are at least
two possible explanations for this find-
ing. It might be that the performance-
gap between ELL and non-ELL students
was reduced due to the positive impact
of NCLB; therefore, the achievement
tests did not show much power in dif-
ferentiating the two groups in terms of
their content-based performance. More
likely, this lack of association might be
due to ELL classification issues, i.e.,
large heterogeneity in the ELL popu-
lation which suppresses the size of per-
formance difference between ELL and
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non-ELL students. This finding suggests
that states are still facing major chal-
lenges in providing more accessible as-
sessments for ELL students.

This paper also cited other contribut-
ing factors to inconsistent classifica-
tion, some of which are unrelated to
a student’s level of English proficiency,
such as ethnicity and schools’ Title I
status. The impact of such variables
on ELL classification decisions may ex-
plain large discrepancies in ELL clas-
sification within and between states
across the nation. While some of these
powerful predictors such as ethnicity
are not modifiable, knowledge of their
impact can inform decisions on a stu-
dent’s ELL status.

The results of studies presented in
this paper also raised concerns over
the reclassification trends and policies.
For example, results indicate that low-
scoring students in lower grades (e.g.,
Grades 3 through 5) tended to remain
classified as ELL, while low-scoring stu-
dents in higher grades were more likely
to be reclassified as proficient. Parrish
et al. (2006) found that some districts
are using alternative, lower reclassifica-
tion criteria for ELL students in higher
grades. If other independent studies
confirm this trend, then investigating
the potential causes of this trend is im-
portant to provide further insight into
ELL classification and reclassification
practices.

This is a complex situation and a sim-
ple solution may not work. Adding more
tests to the states already burdened by
testing requirements may not be real-
istic. On the other hand, using existing
data as they are used currently for ELL
classification may not produce valid and
reliable classification outcomes. Thus,
the main question is whether the valid-
ity of the ELL classification system can
be improved using current information
with a reasonable level of effort in en-
hancing the quality of such information.

To initiate a dialog among re-
searchers, educational policymakers,
and practitioners, we proposed a model
that utilizes the assessment data avail-
able from different sources in the
state assessment system. The idea is
to augment our knowledge of students’
English proficiency levels using infor-
mation from different sources with a
minimal level of redundancy.

The model proposed in this paper
is tentative and conditional upon im-
proved quality of ELP and standard-
ized achievement tests for ELL stu-

dents and including other relevant vari-
ables such as student’s proficiency in
L1 and number of years in the United
States. For example, academic achieve-
ment test scores would help to improve
the quality of the ELL classification sys-
tem when they are more accessible for
ELL students linguistically and cultur-
ally. Furthermore, the effectiveness of
the proposed model is determined by
rigorous validation studies that would
need to be conducted nationwide. For
example the percentile cutscores are
set by many states arbitrarily which
may not be based on much empiri-
cal evidence. Furthermore, some na-
tive English speakers score below these
cutscores. How should they be treated?
More research may be needed to es-
tablish the validity of such cutscores
nationally.

More importantly, a valid classifica-
tion system should be based on the
theory of second language acquisition
and should clearly identify the level of
academic language proficiency that is
needed for ELL students to function in
academic environments where both in-
struction and assessment are offered
only in English. Therefore, we built
this model on the concept of academic
English since beyond such a practical
concept there is not a commonly ac-
ceptable theoretical foundation for ELL
classification.

Improving the validity of the classifi-
cation system requires both valid crite-
ria and people who are knowledgeable
about assessment and classification sys-
tems for ELL students to implement the
system. The best and the most com-
prehensive system of ELL classification
may not produce desirable outcomes if
the implementation phase is not done
properly. Therefore, it is imperative for
those who are involved in the classifica-
tion of ELL students to receive proper
training and education about these
students.

Unfortunately, ELLs are more likely
to be taught by teachers without much
knowledge on issues concerning clas-
sification and assessment of these stu-
dents and with less classroom experi-
ence than teachers of other students
(Rumberger & Gándara, 2004; Gándara
et al., 2005). Thus, it is clear that not
only issues concerning validity of the
criteria used in the ELL classification
system could create questionable out-
comes; problems in the implementa-
tion of the classification system also
contribute greatly to inconsistencies

and problems in the ELL classification
system.

We hope this discussion will initi-
ate a national effort in establishing
a valid and reliable ELL classifica-
tion system. Though much legislation
mandates equal educational opportu-
nities for every child—including ELL
students—very little can be done to im-
prove the academic life of ELL students
unless they are validly identified.
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Note
1The author acknowledges the terms
“English language learner (ELL)” or
“English learner” (EL) as alternatives
to “limited English proficient (LEP).”
All refer to students who may be in
need of English language instruction,
which encompasses a wide range of
learners, including students whose first
language is not English, students who
are just beginning to learn English, and
students who are proficient in English
but may need additional assistance in
social or academic situations (LaCelle-
Peterson & Rivera, 1994). “English lan-
guage learner” has been used as a more
positive alternative to the term “LEP,”
which some regard has having a neg-
ative connotation (August & Hakuta,
1998). In this report, we use the term
ELL more often since it is more com-
monly used in research and practice.
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