
 

 www.ppic.org 

California’s English Learner Students 

 
Laura E. Hill SEPTEMBER 2012 

 
 

 

 

 

SUMMARY 

English Learner (EL) students in California’s schools are numerous and diverse, and they lag behind 

their native-English-speaking peers. Closing the achievement gap for EL students has been a long-

standing goal for California educators, and there are some signs of success. Now that EL funding 

and curriculum issues are receiving a fresh level of scrutiny from decisionmakers in Sacramento, it 

is important to assess our understanding of this diverse group, highlight the opportunities to 

improve policies around demonstrating mastery of English, calibrate funding formulas involving 

EL students, and implement new curriculum standards thoughtfully.  

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

INTRODUCTION 

Nearly 25 percent (or 1.4 million) of the students in California’s public schools are English Learners. Because 

many students transition out of EL status, the percentage of students who have ever been designated as EL is 

greater still.  

Test scores suggest that California’s schools have had some notable successes in educating certain ELs. For 

this reason, educators, policymakers, and the general public have long been concerned with designing 

policies that help ELs transition quickly into academic instruction without support.1 Long-term ELs do have 

poor academic outcomes; furthermore, there is some indication that students who transition out of EL status 

can struggle in later grades. 

Improving long-term academic outcomes for current and former ELs will help a greater proportion of 

California’s youth prepare for higher education and the labor force, ending the intergenerational transmission 

of low educational attainment and socioeconomic status. Given the recent uptick in attention to EL policy at 

the state level, it is especially important to understand who EL students are, what challenges they face, and 

how we can refine our policies and practices to help them succeed.2  

WHO AND WHERE ARE CALIFORNIA’S ENGLISH LEARNER STUDENTS? 

Statewide policy determines which students are initially classified as ELs, but the determination of current 

versus former ELs (as well as the type of EL instruction) varies across school districts.3 Most ELs start in 

California schools as kindergartners.4 Parents who enroll their children are asked whether a language other 

than English is spoken at home. If the answer is yes, their children 

take the California English Language Development Test (CELDT), 

which assesses listening, speaking, reading, and writing in English  

at all grade levels. Students who score below “early advanced” are 

classified as ELs.5 In 2010–2011, 9 percent of kindergartners tested 

scored “early advanced” or above.6 

EL Students Are a Diverse Group 

A key component of the diversity of ELs is their ever-changing nature, which is difficult to document with the 

existing snapshots available from statewide data. The group of students classified as ELs is not static—

successful ELs exit the population as they are reclassified, less successful ELs remain, and new ELs are added at 

every grade level as new students enter from abroad, or from other states or schools.  
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Despite this diversity, we can identify some common EL characteristics. The vast majority (85%) of California’s 

EL students speak Spanish at home, but there are at least 59 other languages spoken in California’s schools 

(Figure 1). After Spanish, the next most common languages are Vietnamese (3%) and Filipino (1%). An 

important reason for policymakers to focus on ELs is that their poverty rates range from 74 to 85 percent, 

much higher than the 21 percent overall poverty rate for California school-aged children.7 

 

SOURCE: CDE Language Census, 2009–2010. 

The majority of California’s ELs are native-born—but, not surprisingly, a large share of older EL students are 

foreign-born. National estimates reveal that 82 percent of current EL students in grades K–5 are native-born, 

but this percentage drops to 55 percent in grades 6–12.8 

More than 180,000 (or 13%) of California ELs are kindergartners (Figure 2). The number of ELs drops in higher 

grades as some EL students become proficient enough in English to be reclassified, drop out of school, or 

move away from California. 

Generally speaking, ELs cannot be reclassified until they reach the second grade. Data suggest that most 

reclassification occurs in grades 3–5.9 By the high school grades, the majority of students who have ever been ELs 

are reclassified as proficient in English (the official term is Reclassified Fluent English Proficient, or RFEP).  

Students who remain ELs for five or more years are commonly 

called Long Term English Learners, and they make up the 

majority of ELs in secondary school.10  

ELs attend schools in districts throughout the state, but are 

concentrated in larger districts: 17 percent are in San Diego 

Unified and Los Angeles Unified alone.11 Most ELs live in urban 

areas, as does the state’s population. They also attend schools in 

some rural areas in large (and disproportionate) numbers, such 

as Imperial and Monterey Counties, where 43 percent and 39 percent of students are ELs (the state average is 

23%; Figure 3). Other counties in which ELs are overrepresented include Colusa, Mono, and Santa Barbara.  

 



  
www. ppic.org California’s English Learner Students 3 of 9 

 

 

NOTES: We use the number of EL and RFEP CST-takers for our counts for grades 1–11. This is the only available source for counts of RFEPs 

in state data, and EL counts do not match those from CALPADs exactly. For kindergarten, we use the number of initial CELDT takers who 

did not meet the IFEP threshold, which likely overcounts them somewhat, especially when compared to the number of EL kindergartners 

from CALPADs in 2010–2011, which is missing grade and language detail for 415 districts, including LAUSD. CST results are not available 

for 12th grade. RFEPs are estimated from grade 11 RFEP test takers in the previous year. R. Linquanti (“Strengthening Assessments for 

English Learner Success,” PACE Seminar for Education Policymakers and Scholars, November 18, 2011) uses a slightly different method.  

 

SOURCE: CDE enrollment data, 2010–2011.    
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Academic Outcomes Vary 

Scores on standardized tests have been rising for all students over the past nine years. However, ELs score 

substantially lower on the California Standards Test (CST) than other groups of students. Students who have 

transitioned out of EL status are the most likely to achieve scores of Basic or above in English Language Arts 

(ELA) on the CST (Figure 4).12 In fact, former ELs perform better than both English Only and English Learner 

students.13  

 

SOURCE: CDE CST scores, grade 4. 

Former EL students also pass the California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE) at high rates, while ELs have low 

rates of passage (Table 1). In 2011, 94 percent of former ELs passed the ELA portion of the grade-10 CAHSEE, 

as did 87 percent of English Only students.14 EL passage rates were only 44 percent. Math and ELA passage 

rates were similar for all groups except ELs, who passed math at substantially higher rates than they did ELA: 

56 versus 44 percent.15 

 

SOURCE: CDE CAHSEE results for grade 10, 2010–2011. 

This seems to suggest that being reclassified as English proficient is associated with stronger academic 

performance. However, there is some evidence that not all former ELs remain strong performers over time. 

When we examine the share of students who score “proficient or above” on the ELA CST for every grade, we 

find that RFEPs are more likely to be proficient than the other language groups through 5th grade (Figure 5).16 
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But by the 7th grade, reclassified students score below English Only students. And when they take the ELA 

CST in the 11th grade, only 47 percent of former ELs score proficient or above, as compared to 90 percent in 

the 4th grade. In contrast, the passage rate for English Only students declines from 72 percent in 4th grade to 

52 percent in 11th grade.17 Since we are not able to follow individual students’ educational trajectories, we 

cannot see if the lower scores at older grades result from an erosion of skill for individual students or if 

students reclassified at later grades generally score worse and are diluting the pool of high scores as the 

grades progress. 

 

SOURCE: CDE CST Scores, 2010–2011. 

HOW CAN WE HELP? 

Recent developments on the EL policy front have the potential to affect our success with English Learners. In 

recent months, Senator Alex Padilla formed a select committee on ELs, and California’s Department of 

Education created an EL Support Division. The governor’s 2012–2013 education budget proposal included a 

student-weighted formula that would have increased funding for ELs. While it was not implemented, it seems 

likely that some version of the weighted student formula will resurface in the coming months.  

These developments signal an increase in attention to EL issues and underline the need to approach them 

thoughtfully. We touch on three of these issues below: reclassification policy, the implementation of 

Common Core State Standards, and the question of funding and accountability.  

Reclassification 

Because reclassified students generally fare much better on academic outcomes than ELs, some state 

policymakers urge that ELs be reclassified as quickly as possible. However, it is not always easy to determine 

when a student would no longer benefit from EL support.18 Also, the push for reclassification presumes that 

ELs are held back by their status—that after a certain point EL instruction no longer benefits them and/or that 

their status precludes access to appropriate academic classes. Yet we see evidence that not all former ELs 

achieve at high levels after reclassification, and reclassification does not always increase access to appropriate 

or advanced academic content.19 

We need to understand the associations between reclassification policies and academic outcomes, and 

analyses of longitudinal student level data across a variety of California school districts is the way to learn 
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what policymakers need to know. In addition, when it comes to redesigning reclassification policies, 

policymakers need to weigh the potential benefits (or drawbacks) of additional EL instruction against 

longer-term monitoring and support for former ELs.20 The design of the ideal reclassification policy is also 

complicated both by the incentives created by federal and state funding, and by the implementation of 

new curriculum and assessment standards for all students in 2014, which we discuss below. 

Common Core State Standards 

Like most other states, California is in the middle of implementing new Common Core State Standards (CCSS) 

throughout its K–12 curriculum and designing ways to assess students’ mastery of the new standards. The 

new curriculum raises the bar for the use of complex English in all academic subjects. This is expected to pose 

particular challenges for EL students, who are already struggling to learn basic English.21 Researchers and 

educators are endeavoring to make the assessments meaningful for all students, but there is concern that not 

enough attention will be paid to the additional challenges ELs will face.22 This concern could be addressed by 

the planned revision of standards for English Language Development to align them with CCSS standards—

which may provide an opportunity to link EL instruction and regular course instruction more closely.23 

Funding and Accountability 

There is broad agreement that it costs more to provide adequate education to EL than to English Only 

students, but there is less clarity about how much in additional funding is required.24 Currently, both the 

federal and state government provide extra funding to districts based on the numbers of ELs attending 

district schools.25 They do not provide extra funding for former ELs.26 Funding EL students at higher levels 

than non-EL students can create disincentives for reclassification. And given the likelihood that some former 

ELs could benefit from additional monitoring and support, additional financial support for these students 

could lead to better outcomes and remove financial disincentives for reclassification.   

The federal funding for ELs comes with accountability requirements.27 State funding for supplemental 

services to ELs is not predicated on meeting annual accountability targets. Indeed, some policymakers are 

concerned that dollars may not always reach targeted schools and students or be spent effectively if they do. 

These concerns were not allayed by the governor’s 2012 proposal to increase funding for EL students, which 

did not stipulate how these funds should be spent.28 Improving the efficiency of our EL spending requires a 

clear understanding of how EL dollars are spent within districts and schools, and then linking spending to 

outcomes. For these purposes, it would be helpful to have the ability to use longitudinal student level data to 

monitor the progress of ELs and RFEPs over time.  

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 

We have highlighted some of the important ways in which the EL population is diverse and challenging to 

educate: age at entry, nativity, poverty, languages spoken, and dispersal throughout the state. 

As measured by test scores, California’s schools have had some notable successes in educating ELs. Still, there 

are important concerns. Currently, decisionmakers are grappling with critical policy issues regarding 

reclassification, funding and accountability, and implementing new curriculum and language development 

standards, all of which could improve outcomes for ELs. Additional research using district-level data will add 

substantially to our understanding of reclassification and student 

success, and will make policymakers aware of potential trade-offs 

involved in lowering the reclassification bar. In addition, it will be 

critical to create effective incentives for districts to direct supplementary 

state funding for ELs to ELs and potentially to recently reclassified ELs. 

Finally, the development of Common Core Standards can be an 

opportunity to link academic and EL instruction—and perhaps even 

lower the academic stakes of reclassification. 

Policymakers need to consider the impact their decisions will have on EL students’ long-term success. 

Because so many of California’s current and future students have had, or will have, EL status at some point 

during their childhoods, graduating more and better prepared EL and former ELs is an issue of tremendous 

importance for California’s future.   
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NOTES 

Karina Jaquet provided research support for this piece.  

1. This paper does not tackle issues related to EL pedagogy and qualifications or quantity of EL teaching staff. 

2. Methods and intensity of support are determined at the district level, and the quality of the implementation likely 

varies on a number of dimensions, including on the availability of qualified teachers. This short report does not add to 

the rich and important literature on these topics.  

3. Currently, state guidelines establish a minimum threshold for reclassification, but school districts have the ability to set 

higher thresholds. The state threshold is based on scoring at a “basic” level on the CST and scores of “early advanced” 

or above on the CELDT. However, some districts have more stringent criteria—for example, a CELDT score of “advanced” 

and earning certain grades in English or math courses. The programs and instructional methods with which districts 

and schools support ELs are not the focus of this paper. 

4. Not all ELs start as kindergartners. Students also enter the EL population as they move from abroad and enter California 

schools, although later entry is relatively uncommon. We can get a sense of how common later entry is by examining 

the number of EL students that have entered U.S. schools in the previous 12 months by grade. At 4,050, their numbers 

are greatest in the second grade, but they are still are a small share of all second grade EL students (2.3%). As a 

percentage of all ELs, they are highest in 9th and 10th grades (6% and 5% respectively). Of course, many immigrant 

youth who arrive in California at older ages never attend school, even though they are school-aged (L. Hill and J. Hayes, 

Out-of-School Immigrant Youth, PPIC, 2007). 

5. The remainder were classified as ELs with scores of “intermediate” (20%), “early intermediate” (26%), and “beginning” 

(45%). “Early advanced” or “advanced” scorers are designated Initially Fluent English Proficient (IFEP). IFEPs must also 

have no subskills below intermediate. (California Department of Education, “California English Language Development 

Test, 2011–2012 CELDT Information Guide,” September 2011.) 

6. There is some concern that the CELDT is too difficult in kindergarten and first grade, resulting in the misclassification  

of some into EL status (L. Garcia Bedolla and R. Rodriguez, “Classifying California’s English Learners: Is the CELDT Too 

Blunt an Instrument?” Center for Latino Policy Research, UC Berkeley, September 2011). An analysis undertaken for  

CDE found that about 94 percent of kindergarten ELs scored below the CELDT cut points, but the same was true for  

74 percent of a representative group of English Only students (California Department of Education, “A Comparison 

Study of Kindergarteners and Grade One English-Fluent Students and English Leaners on the 2010–2011 Edition of the 

CELDT,” October 25, 2011). 

7. Overall poverty data obtained from Census Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates for 2010, accessed at 

www.census.gov/did/saipe. Rose, Sonstelie, and Weston (“Funding Formulas for California’s Schools III: An Analysis of 

Governor Brown’s Weighted Pupil Funding Formula,” PPIC, 2012) rely on a California Department of Finance estimate of 

74 percent living under the federal poverty line and the LAO has reported that 85 percent are economically 

disadvantaged (LAO, “Analysis of the 2007–2008 Budget Bill: Education,” 2007). 

8. S. M. Flores, J. Batalova, and M. Fix, The Educational Trajectories of English Language Learners in Texas (Washington DC: 

Migration Policy Institute, 2012). 

9. The data are not ideal for this analysis—ideally, we want to observe the reclassification rate by grade, rather than 

counting the change in reclassified students from one grade to the next.  

10. See L. Olson, Reparable Harm: Fulfilling the Unkept Promise Educational of Opportunity for California’s Long Term English 

Learners (Long Beach, CA: Californians Together). Her study was based on a sample of 40 California school districts 

accounting for nearly a third of secondary school ELs. Unfortunately, currently collected state data cannot help us 

distinguish the performance of ELs in school less than five years from the performance of those in school five years or more. 

11. These districts enroll approximately 13 percent of the state’s public school students.   

12. Scores of Basic or above are required for reclassification, so former ELs should, by definition, score Basic or higher, at 

least in the year that they are reclassified. 

13. If data allowed us to follow EL and RFEP students through their educational experiences, we would have a better 

understanding of some basic outcomes such as reclassification rates by grade, as well as the relationship between years 

in California, grade at entry to the U.S., nativity, language spoken, English ability at entry, prior educational experience, 

and ultimate educational outcomes. Currently, the only way to analyze student level data in this manner is for 

researchers to use school district data. Districts may do analyses like these themselves, make their data available to 

education researchers outside the district, or not analyze their data at all. The state longitudinal database (CalPADs) is 

insufficient for these types of analyses. Disaggregations of annual CST and CELDT scores by language spoken are 

possible at the state level for ELs, and disaggregations for LTELs are possible at the district level, but CAHSEE and 

dropout rates cannot be disaggregated by language spoken.   

14. Among African American students, the vast majority of whom are English Only, 72 percent passed.   

15. Dropout rates for ELs (25%) are also substantially higher than those for Latino (18%), white (9%) and Asian American 

students (6%) and are similar to those of African American students (25%). Dropout rates for ELs include any RFEPs ever 

designated as ELs during high school. The Latino dropout rate includes Spanish-speaking EL, IFEP, RFEP, and Latino 

English Only students. Thus we conclude that dropout rates for non-EL Latino students are substantially lower than 18 

percent, and that the gap in dropout rates between Latino ELs and Latino IFEP, RFEP, and probably Latino English Only 

students, is large. (Dropout rates are from cohort data (CALPADs) which cannot account for students who leave 

California and enroll in other states or countries.)   

16. Scores of “proficient” or above are required for meeting federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) requirements. 

17. Scores are lower for all students at higher grades, but the scores for RFEPs are relatively lower at 11th grade in 

comparison to their 4th grade scores than they are for any other group of students. P. Gándara and R. Rumberger find 

http://www.census.gov/did/saipe
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nearly the same pattern using 2005–2006 data (see “Resource Needs for California’s English Learners,” Linguistic 

Minority Research Institute, University of California, 2006).   

18. This determination will depend in part on the services available to current and former ELs in each district.   

19. J. P. Robinson, “Evaluating Criteria for English Learner Reclassification: A Causal-Effects Approach Using a Binding-Score 

Regression Discontinuity Design with Instrumental Variables,” Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis 33 (July 2011).  

20. Monitoring is currently required for two years after reclassification. Linquanti 2001 provides a good discussion of these 

potentially competing priorities.   

21. ELs are by no means the only students to struggle with academic English. 

22. D. Pompa and K. Hakuta, “Opportunities for Policy Advancement for ELLs Created by the New Standards Movement,” 

Understanding Language, Stanford University (2012); http://ell.stanford.edu. The new assessments are due to be 

implemented in 2014. 

23. See two papers from Stanford’s Understanding Language (http://ell.stanford.edu): A. L. Bailey and M. K. Wolf, “The 

Challenge of Assessing Language Proficiency Aligned to the Common Core State Standards and Some Possible 

Solutions” (2012); and J. Abedi and R. Linquanti, “Issues and Opportunities in Improving the Quality of Large-Scale 

Assessment Systems for English Language Learners” (2012). 

24. Gándara and Rumberger, “Resource Needs for California’s English Learners.”  

25. Both federal and state governments also provide extra funding for economically disadvantaged students. Federal dollars 

come through Title III of Elementary and Secondary Education Act and state dollars through Economic Impact Aid. 

26. RFEPs are counted in the EL population for the purpose of calculating Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) until they score 

“proficient” or above on the English Language Arts portion of the CST three times. 

27. However, many districts struggle to meet the requirements, and the consequences for failing to do so may not provide 

sufficient remedy—districts are required to implement a new plan but may not get sufficient extra support to do so. A recent 

report suggests that 61 percent of EL students nationally were in school districts that did not meet all of their 

accountability requirements. Nationally, districts failing to meet EL accountability requirements were more likely to serve high 

percentages of poor and EL students than districts that did meet the requirements (American Institutes for Research, “National 

Evaluation of Title III Implementation: Report of State and Local Implementation,” 2012). In California in 2010–2011, 86 percent 

of districts failed to meet all accountability requirements, accounting for 94 percent of ELs (of districts participating in Title III). 

In California, 1.2 million of the 1.4 million ELs are in Title III districts. Seventy-two percent of districts failed to meet requirements 

for two years, which triggers the requirement that districts develop improvement plans, and 43 percent failed to do so for four 

years, requiring additional action (CDE data, accessed at http://data.cde.ca.gov/dataquest). 

28. Governor’s Budget, May Revision, May 14, 2012. The budget proposal was not implemented, but versions of this school 

financing model will likely be before voters in the fall. The LAO estimates that each EL student generates about 8 

percent in additional revenue for his/her school district (LAO, “The Weighted Student Funding Formula and English 

Learner Students,” presented to the Senate Select Committee on English Learners, March 26, 2012). 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  
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