PROPOSED CHANGES TO TITLE I THREATEN EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES FOR ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS (ELLs)

· Upwards of 6 million school-aged children in the United States live in homes where a language other than English is used.  Nearly 3 million of these children are Limited- English-Proficient (L.E.P. also called English Language Learners, or ELLs).
 
· The most critical issues confronting ELLs/LEPs
 are the quality of their schools and teachers, and whether their schools have adequate resources - not the specific instructional method of their bilingual program.
 Research comparing program types and academic achievement suggests that there are modest-sized benefits in favor of bilingual education programs,
 and that the benefits of “immersion” - have been grossly inflated and politicized.
 Instead, many factors should be considered to develop an effective educational program for ELL students from a given community.
 The major differences in learning for ELLs are attributable to school characteristics and not to the approach taken toward language learning.
 
· To ensure academic excellence for ELLs, states and school districts should be held specifically accountable for ELL performance. Accountability should be measured by improvements in test scores and graduation rates using disaggregated results for each district and school by English proficiency status.

· ELL students should receive the same academic curriculum, be held to the same high standards, and be assessed for academic achievement with the same regularity as mainstream students pursuant to Title I. Equally important is that ELL students are assessed with valid tests that are criterion referenced, and provided with appropriate accommodations to ensure that test scores are useful for diagnostic purposes. Unfortunately, many ELL students are either assessed in ways that yield inaccurate data, or are not assessed at all.
 
· The use of inappropriate tests and the failure to provide effective accommodations
 causes ELL students to receive ineffective instruction and to miss educational interventions.
 For example,it is difficult to separate out the problems a student has that are related to his/her English comprehension from those that reflect his/her difficulty in mastering the content when evaluating ELL students’ progress through content area tests given in English.

· Title I accountability provisions should be amended to reflect the complexities of assessing English language learners. The consensus reflected in professional standards on testing and accommodations is that ELLs need a wide range of test accommodations to yield valid results. ELLs should not be denied promotion, or subjected to the consequences of a high stakes test, while their language development is transitioning to English proficiency. Title I should clarify assessment requirements regarding validity to ensure that state and local education policy makers assess ELLs consistent with broadly accepted standards for testing and accountability. Assessment in academic content and English language development is critical to diagnose the progress of individual students and their educational programs and should be included in Title I reporting and accountability. However, according to research, for students who are not yet proficient reading and writing in English but are receiving instruction in English, neither assessment in their first language nor assessment in English will yield reliable and valid results.
 

· Proposed changes to Title I that would impose a 3-year time line for assessment in English are unsupported by research and inappropriate for many ELL students.
 The vast majority of research indicates that the time needed to achieve proficiency in a second language can range from 2 to 7 years.
 To test ELL students in English before they are ready will undermine educational opportunities for them.




· The decision whether to assess a child in English should be tied to the attainment of certain level of literacy benchmarks, not to a predetermined number of years in English-only instruction.
 
· Rather than setting rigid time limits for individual students English language proficiency, schools and school districts should be held accountable for assessing proficiency of aggregate ELL progress toward a performance benchmark.  For example, schools could be held accountable for meeting a percentage goal for the numbers of students who successfully transfer out of bilingual education programs in a set period of time.
· Premature “in English” assessments of ELL students are potentially invalid
 and unlawful. 
 For example, the Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, has found “severe problems” with ELL students misclassified into special education programs, 
 often after being tested in English prematurely. 
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