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The 2002 California English Language Development Test documents the progress of more
than 1.3 million English learner students in the
state. This reports summarizes student achievement as measured by the test and evaluates
the rate at which students’ English skills improve.
On the whole, student progress is slow, although
some groups of students appear to make rapid
progress. ■
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In the fall of 2002, almost 1.3 million English
learner (EL) students took the California English
Language Development Test (CELDT)—including
about 1 million taking the test for the second
time. This report describes the progress EL
students made in mastering English—an essential
step toward long-term success for these students.
The CELDT measures a student’s English
proficiency in listening, speaking, reading, and
writing. All K-12 students identified as ELs take
the test each fall. The CELDT uses a five-level
scale to report scores, with a level 1 indicating a
beginning level of fluency and a level 5 indicating advanced English skills. A score of 4 or 5
signals a student may be ready to be reclassified
as “fluent.”
Current Level of English Skills
The 2002 results showed that almost threequarters of all EL students scored at level 3 or
higher. Students in the early elementary grades
scored lower—about half of students scored in
the upper three levels.
About half the students tested on CELDT in
both 2001 and 2002 improved their score by at
least one level. Another 9 percent of students
scored at least one level lower on the 2002 test.
In general, the proportion of students gaining a
level is highest at the earlier stages of learning.
For instance, more than 70 percent of students
who scored a level 1 in 2001 improved their
CELDT score by at least one level in 2002; only
32 percent of students who scored a level 4 in
2001 gained a level in 2002.
Reading and writing pose major challenges
to EL students in the early grades. The CELDT
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tests students in reading and writing for the first
time in second grade. In general, students fare
poorly on this test and on the third grade test,
when the demands of the CELDT in reading and
writing increase significantly. These early-grade
results seem to reflect longer-term problems that
slow student progress in mastering English.
Progress to Fluency Is Slow
We used the CELDT gains from 2001 to
2002 to simulate the experience of EL students
enrolled in kindergarten over their next 12 years
of school. Based primarily on the CELDT data,
our simulation projects that it takes about six
years before half of these students are reclassified as fluent. About 40 percent of the
kindergarteners still will not be proficient in
English when they begin seventh grade. This is a
long time. Students who are still learning English
in grades 4 through 6 risk falling behind in
school by failing to master the skills needed for
success in middle and high school.
Some groups of EL students progress much
more quickly, however. The accompanying
figure (see next page) shows the proportion of
kindergarten students our simulation projects
would achieve proficiency for four language
groups. Very few students in any group are
reclassified in kindergarten or first grade. Beginning in second grade, there are large differences
among language groups in the time it takes for
students to reach fluency. For instance, students
whose native language is Mandarin make very
rapid progress in mastering English—by fourth
grade, we project more than half of these
students would be reclassified. By sixth grade,
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85 percent of Mandarin
speakers are proficient in
English. This rapid
progress is evident in the
early elementary grades.

Proportion of Students Achieving English Proficiency–
LAO Simulation, Selected Language Groupsa
100%

Policy Implications
The significant
75
differences among EL
students based on their
50
native language suggest
that language instruction
Mandarin
in K-12 schools is not
Vietnamese
25
uniformly effective for all
Spanish
Hmong
groups. Rather than
focus on one or two
models, therefore, we
K
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
think the Legislature
a
LAO simulation of the progress of kindergarten students in achieving English proficiency.
should focus on learning
about the “mix of services”
that work for particular groups of EL students to help
ties about the importance of quickly gaining
them achieve proficiency more quickly.
proficiency in English.
An effective mix of services for certain
The success of EL students is a critical issue
groups may look very different than what
for the state’s K-12 system and for the state’s
schools currently provide. A student who arrives
economy. One-third of California’s kindergarten
in the state from another country at age 14 may
students were identified as ELs in 2001. If our
need a very different educational program than
schools are not successful with this group, we
a kindergarten student who was born in Califorwill have failed not only the students, but also
nia. Similarly, an effective mix of services for
failed to adequately provide a trained workforce
some language groups may require schools to
for the state’s economy.
work more closely with parents and communi-
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INTRODUCTION
In the fall of 2001, K-12 students took the
CELDT for the first time. The test was administered to students classified as ELs—that is, those
students for whom English is not their primary
language. In 2002, almost 1.3 million EL students
took the test, and about 1 million took the test
for the second time.
The 2002 CELDT results offer a first look at
the progress of EL students in learning to speak,
listen, read, and write in English. This is an issue
of great importance to our state. Almost onequarter of all K-12 students are classified as ELs.
In kindergarten and first grade, more than onethird of all students are ELs. For these students,
mastering English is an essential step toward
long-term success in school.
This report is intended to help the Legislature understand the significance of these initial
results. In the pages that follow, we focus on
where students are in their journey to English
proficiency and the gains they made between
the 2001 CELDT and the 2002 test. Using this
data, we provide some preliminary conclusions
of whether these results are good news or bad

news for California and its education system.
The report does not explain the causes of
these results—that is, why certain groups of
students demonstrate greater gains than others.
The Legislature is currently funding a multiyear
evaluation of programs for EL students. We
believe this evaluation is the appropriate place
to look for suggestions of how to improve
programs serving this population.
The CELDT results, however, provide a new
perspective on an important question for our
state: How well is the K-12 system addressing
the needs of EL students? This data represents
an indispensable tool for schools, districts, and
the state to monitor the progress of EL students
and to identify instructional strategies that create
improved student outcomes. As the test is
administered in future years and student-level
scores are merged with results from the Standardized Testing and Reporting (STAR) tests and
the High School Exit Examination, the state will
be able to expand its understanding of these
critical issues.

BACKGROUND
The CELDT measures a student’s English
proficiency in listening, speaking, reading, and
writing. The test is given in the fall to all students
who are identified as ELs. The fall test is known
as the “annual” assessment. Students who are
new to public education in California (such as
kindergarteners and students moving to California during the school year), or students new to a
district for whom no previous CELDT results are
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available, take the CELDT as part of the
student’s “initial” assessment.
In 2002, listening and speaking were assessed by asking each student to respond to
questions that measured such general skills as
comprehension and spoken fluency in English,
as well as specific skills, such as phonetic awareness. Reading and writing were measured
through a group-administered test that included
multiple-choice and written exercises.
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The CELDT reports a total student score and
three component scores (reading, writing, and a
combined listening and speaking score).The test
uses a five-level scale designed to indicate each
student’s English proficiency. A score of 1
indicates a beginning level of English fluency; a
5 indicates advanced English skills.
State law requires districts to use CELDT
results as one piece of information for determining whether students should be reclassified as
fluent. Generally, an overall score of 4 or 5 on
the test indicates that a student’s English skills
are sufficient to allow the student to learn in a
regular classroom without additional tutoring or
assistance.
Students may not be reclassified, however,
until their academic skills are comparable to
their English-speaking peers. For this reason,

state law requires districts to include STAR
results as information used in the reclassification
process. (Parent and teacher input also is required as part of the reclassification process.)
Because the reclassification process requires
that students demonstrate adequate English
fluency and academic skills, students can score
a 4 or 5 on the CELDT for more than one year
as they work to improve their academic skills.
Except as indicated otherwise, data used for
this report come from the results of the 2002
CELDT annual administration. This data set is
most valuable because it contains both the
2001 and 2002 CELDT scores for most EL
students. This allows us to measure both the
status and growth of English proficiency for this
population.

A SKETCH OF THE EL POPULATION
The limited amount of data on EL students
that is reported as part of the CELDT affords a
basic description of this large and complex
population. In this section, we report on selected characteristics of the students who took
the CELDT in 2002. It is important to note that,
at the time this report was written, the State
Department of Education (SDE) had not released the results for kindergarten students who
took the CELDT in 2002. From our review of the
2001 data, however, we believe that including
the kindergarten data would not alter significantly the characteristics of this group or the
analysis of the CELDT results.
EL Students by Grade
Figure 1 illustrates the number of EL students
who took the 2002 CELDT test by grade. As the
6

figure shows, there are about 160,000 EL
students each in grades 1 through 3. Beginning
in grade 4, the number of students begins to
decline. By twelfth grade, there are 40,000 EL
students attending California schools.
The EL population comprises a significant
proportion of the overall K-12 student population. For all grades, EL students represent 24 percent of all students. In first grade, however, EL
students account for one of every three students. By twelfth grade, only 10 percent of
students are classified as EL.
EL Students by Language
Figure 2 shows the native language of EL
students taking the CELDT test. Spanish speakers
dominate the EL population in California, ac-
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Figure 1

Number of EL Students by Gradea
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Students taking the CELDT during the 2002 "annual" administration.

counting for 83 percent of EL students. Asian
and Pacific Islander languages account for seven
of the next eight largest groups and represent
9 percent of the EL population. The “other”
group, accounting for 6.8 percent of EL students, is composed of students speaking one of
at least 50 other languages.
School and District Mobility
The CELDT also reports how long EL students have attended their current school and
district. Figure 3 (see next pge) illustrates the
proportion of students by grade that attend the
same school or district since kindergarten. The
percentage of EL students with continuous
enrollment in one school drops quickly throughout the primary school years. By fifth grade, only
40 percent of students attend the same elementary school. By seventh grade, when most
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students have moved
from elementary school
to a middle school, few
students remain in their
original school.
Continuous enrollment in the same district,
however, is more stable
than school enrollment.
By sixth grade, more than
half of EL students attend
the same district in which
they began. There is a
noticeable dip in ninth
grade and tenth grade—in
part, this occurs when
students attending
9
10
11
12
elementary districts must
“move” to a high school
district for ninth grade. In
eleventh and twelfth grades, the proportion
bottoms out in the high teens.
Figure 2

Number of CELDT Test-Takers
By Language
Number

Percent

Spanish
Vietnamese
Hmong
Cantonese

1,078,006
30,970
22,618
20,448

83.1%
2.4
1.7
1.6

Pilipinoa
Korean
Cambodian
Armenian
Mandarin
Other

15,252
13,518
10,379
10,208
8,143
87,893

Totals

1,297,435

1.2
1.0
0.8
0.8
0.6
6.8
100.0%

a Pilipino is the official language of the Philippine Islands.
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comprise 30 percent
and 41 percent, respecPercent of EL Students Attending
tively, of all students in
Same School or District Since Kindergarten
the county. In contrast,
only 17 percent of
100%
students are classified as
90
ELs in San Bernardino
District
80
County.
School
70
Figure 5 displays
60
similar data for the 20
50
districts serving the
40
largest number of EL
students in the state. The
30
districts are ranked in
20
descending order by the
10
number of EL students
enrolled in each district.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
All but two are unified
Grade
districts and 15 of the 20
districts are in the
southern region of the state. Most of these
EL Students by County and District
districts are located in a large urban area, alFigure 4 displays the proportion of students
that are classified as ELs in the five regions of the though rural and suburban districts also are
represented. In total, these 20 districts served
state. As the figure illustrates, EL students repremore than 580,000 EL students in 2002, or
sent the highest proportion of students in the
about 45 percent of all EL students in the state.
counties in the southern part of the state and in
The proportion of EL students in these large
the Central Valley. There is significant variation
districts varies significantly. In five districts, more
within each region as well. For instance, in
than 45 percent of the districts’ students are
Imperial and Los Angeles Counties, EL students
classified as ELs. Of these, more than half of the
students at Anaheim Elementary and Coachella
Figure 4
Valley are ELs. In contrast, about one-quarter of
English Learner Students as a
students in six districts—including San Diego and
Proportion of All Students in Region
San Bernardino—are ELs and only about 18 perRegion
Percent
cent of students in Elk Grove are classified as ELs.
South State
25.3%
As discussed earlier, the proportion of EL
Central Valley
21.4
students in first grade is significantly larger than
Bay Area
16.7
the percentage for all of grades 1 through 12. In
Mountain
3.6
North State
3.3
Los Angeles, for instance, 55 percent of first
Figure 3
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graders are classified as ELs. In Garden Grove,
more than 70 percent of first graders are ELs,
and in Coachella Valley, 90 percent of first

graders are EL students. Consequently, helping
EL students to learn English is a central educational objective for schools in these districts.

RESULTS OF THE 2002 CELDT
analysis of the growth in student English skills
during the 2001-02 school year. An analysis of
individual student progress is not possible
currently for the other state assessments, such as
STAR. For the other tests, improvement in
achievement can be measured only by examining changes in group scores—such as the change
in overall student performance at a school or
district level.

In this section, we review the results of the
2002 CELDT in two ways. First, we examine how
well students fared on the test as evidenced by
the proportion of students at each proficiency
level. Second, we measure the improvement in
English skills of students taking the 2002 test.
The 2002 CELDT required districts to include the
2001 CELDT scores as part of the information
provided on each student, which permits an

2002 CELDT Scores

Figure 5

Proportion of EL Students Served by 20 Districtsa
Los Angeles
San Diego
Santa Ana
Long Beach
Fresno
Garden Grove
Oakland
Pomona
Compton
Montebello
San Francisco
San Bernardino
Ontario-Montclair Elementary
Sacramento
Fontana
Anaheim Elementary
Glendale
Elk Grove
Moreno Valley
Coachella Valley
10

20

30

40

50

60

70%

Figure 6 (see next
page) displays the
proficiency scores of the
1.3 million students who
took the CELDT in 2002.
As the figure indicates,
477,000 (37 percent) of
these students scored a
3 on the test, indicating
they have achieved a
high level of proficiency
but are not yet fluent.
Almost 450,000 (35 percent) scored a 4 or 5.
These students are
probably fluent in
English, although they
may not be ready to be
reclassified. Of the
remaining students,
124,000 (10 percent)

aThese districts serve the largest number of EL students in California.
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scored at the lowest
level and almost
250,000 (19 percent)
scored a 2.
Increases in
Proficiency From 2001

Figure 6

2002 CELDT Student Scores
(Number of Students in Thousands)
600

500

Figure 7 displays the
percentage of students
at each CELDT proficiency level in 2001 that
gained or lost at least
one level on the 2002
CELDT. In total, half of
students improved at
least one level on CELDT
in 2002. The proportion
of students gaining a
proficiency level is
highest for students at
the earlier stages of
learning English. More
than 70 percent of EL
students who scored a 1
in 2001 scored at least a
2 in 2002. Similarly,
64 percent of students
scoring at level 2 in 2001
scored a 3 or higher in
2002.
As English proficiency improves, however, gains appear more
difficult to achieve. In
contrast to the high rates
of students at levels 1
and 2, only 45 percent of
the students at level 3
improved to at least a 4,

10

400
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Proficiency Level

Figure 7

Percent of Students Gaining or Losing
At Least One Proficiency Levela
(2002 CELDT Scores)
80%
70

Gain

60

Lose

50
40
30
20
10

Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

Level 4

Level 5

aNo "gain" data for proficiency level 5 is shown because this is the highest score possible on the test.

Therefore, students scoring a level 5 in 2001 cannot gain a level in 2003. Similarly, no "loss" data is
shown for proficiency level 1.
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and 22 percent of students at level 4 in 2001
improved to level 5 in 2002.
Another 9 percent of students scored at
least one level lower on the 2002 CELDT than in
2001. The losses are most significant at levels 4
and 5. At level 4, the proportion of students
losing a level completely offset those students
who gained a level. Almost 37 percent of
students scoring a 5 on the 2001 CELDT scored
at a lower level on the 2002 test.
Because of the nature of the data, however,
the actual improvement and loss rates in levels 4
and 5 are better than the observed rates. The
2002 CELDT data does not include students
who were reclassified as fluent during 2001. We
can estimate the number of reclassified students
by comparing the number of students reported
on the 2001 CELDT to the 2001 scores as
reported on the 2002 CELDT. If we add these
Figure 8

2002 CELDT Score by Grade
Levels 1 and 2

Level 3

100%
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
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7
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reclassified students to our calculation, loss rates
would be lower than observed. We estimate loss
rates of 15 percent at level 4 (down from 23 percent) and 20 percent at level 5 (down from
37 percent).
Similarly, our estimated level 4 improvement
rate would be 32 percent (up from 22 percent).
This assumes that all reclassified students would
have improved to a level 5. Unfortunately,
without a true longitudinal database that contains both ELs and reclassified EL students, we
cannot provide a better measure of the actual
changes in the performance of these groups.
CELDT Scores by Grade

Figure 8 displays the 2002 CELDT scores by
grade level. In first grade, the EL population is
fairly evenly distributed, with just under 30 percent in both the lowest and highest two levels.
The remaining 42 percent of students scored
in level 3. The proportion of students scoring
in levels 1 and 2 inLevels 4 and 5
creases to almost 50 percent by third grade.
Beginning in fourth grade,
the proportion in levels 1
and 2 falls sharply and
hovers around 20 percent
from grade 5 through
grade 12.
The reverse of this
trend is the pattern for
the highest performance
levels. By grade 3, the
proportion at levels 4
and 5 shrinks to 18 per8
9
10
11
12
cent. In fourth grade, the
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➢ 75 Percent of First Graders Gain at

group expands significantly and reaches 44 percent of the total EL population by grade 5. For
the remaining grades, the proportion accounted
for by students in levels 4 and 5 generally
increases, so that in grades 11 and 12 it exceeds
50 percent.
Perhaps the most surprising trend in this
data is the increase in the proportion of EL
students scoring at levels 1 and 2 during grades
2 and 3. This increase stems from several factors,
including students whose skill development is
not keeping pace with the higher demands of
the tests in these grades. In the next section, we
examine gains and losses by grade and discuss
these issues further.

Least One Level. As we discussed above,
students scoring at levels 1 and 2 are
much more likely to gain a level than
students at the higher proficiency levels.
In general, therefore, the early grades
show high improvement rates because a
large proportion of the students are in
the early stages of English language
development where large gains are more
typically achieved.

➢ Second and Third Grade Students Fare
Poorly. The proportion of second and
third grade students improving on the
test is very low. Part of this low performance is a consequence of changes in
the CELDT test that occur in these two
grades (discussed further below).

Score Gains by Grade

Figure 9 displays the percent of students
who gained on the CELDT (or the “improvement” rate) from 2001
to 2002 by grade in two
Figure 9
ways. The first bar in
Improvement Rates: Total and Neta
each grade reflects the
total improvement rate,
80%
or the actual percentage
70
of students gaining one
or more levels. For the
60
whole EL population
50
tested in 2002, just over
50 percent of students
40
improved at least one
30
proficiency level.
The figure displays
20
several important trends
10
in the CELDT data:
1

2

3

4

5

6
Grade

7

Improvement Rate
Net Improvement

8

9

10

11

12

aThe improvement rate reflects the percent of students who gain at least one proficiency level from

2001 to 2002. The net improvement rate equals the percent of students who gain minus the percent
of students who lose at least one level.
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➢ Improvement Rates Decline in the
Higher Grades. By seventh grade,
53 percent of students improve their
CELDT score by at least one level; by
ninth grade, the rate is down to 39 percent. This decline reflects the high
concentration of student scores at levels
4 or 5, where further progress is more
difficult to accomplish. For instance,
32 percent of ninth grade EL students
scored at levels 4 or 5 in 2001. Only
11 percent of this group gained a level in
2002.

➢ Net Improvement Rates Drop More
Quickly. The second bar shows the net
improvement rate, which is calculated by
subtracting the rate at which student
scores decline by at least one level from
the total improvement rate. In general,
the upper grades show a larger gap
between the two measures. In ninth
grade, for instance 12 percent of students scored at least one level lower in
2002 as compared to 2001.
Technical Flaw in the CELDT. Improvement
rates shown in Figure 9 for grades 2, 3, 6, and 9
are very different than in the other grades. In
each of these grades, there is a large reduction
in the proportion of students improving on the
test and an increase in the percentage of students losing at least a level on the test. In Figure 8, we observed an increase in the number
of second and third grade students scoring at
the lower two levels on CELDT. The data in
Figure 9 illustrate that smaller gains and larger
losses of students in these grades are resulting in
these unusual outcomes.
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For grades 3, 6, and 9, our analysis suggests
that these patterns may be due to a flaw in the
CELDT scoring system. The CELDT is comprised
of four different tests, each designed to cover
three grades—K-2, 3 through 5, 6 through 8, and
9 through 12. Each test has one set of proficiency scores that apply to all students in the
three grades covered by each test. The significantly lower proportion of students gaining a
level in grades 3, 6, and 9 suggests the proficiency levels for the tests in these grades may be
set too high or the levels for the previous grade
set too low. The SDE is aware of this problem
and is seeking funding to address it.
Reading and Writing at Grade 2
The second grade CELDT assesses students
in reading and writing for the first time (students
in K-1 are assessed only on speaking and listening). Thus, the low improvement rates at this
grade suggest that reading and writing skills are
slowing the progress of some EL students on the
test.
Figure 10 (see next page) displays the
reading, writing, listening, and speaking scores
of second grade students. The listening and
speaking skills of students are much more
advanced than the reading or writing skills. The
fact that writing scores are higher than reading
scores is puzzling. Most experts in language
acquisition indicate that reading skills usually
develop before writing. As a result, the low
improvement rates in grade 2 may be explained
in part by a problem with the test.
Despite this apparent problem, it is clear
that the listening and speaking skills of EL
students are considerably more developed than
their reading and writing skills. More than
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indicates a fairly high
level of skill. Only
Component Scores of Second Graders
30 percent to 55 perOn the 2002 CELDT
cent possess the same
Levels 4 and 5
Levels 1 and 2
Level 3
level of reading and
100%
writing skills.
90
As we will see later
in this report, the status
80
of second graders—and
70
their reading and writing
60
scores—is an important
50
indicator of progress.
40
Some groups of EL
students show advanced
%
reading and writing skills
20
on the second grade
10
CELDT. These students
appear to become fluent
Reading
Writing
Listening and
Speaking
and reclassify much
more quickly than
students who do not possess early reading and
75 percent of second graders score at level 3 or
writing skills.
higher on the listening and speaking tests, which
Figure 10

USING CELDT DATA TO PROJECT RECLASSIFICATION
The CELDT growth data provide a powerful
tool for answering the question: How long will it
take the average EL student to master English
and the academic skills needed to be reclassified?
To answer this question, we developed a simulation model of the EL population using CELDT
improvement rates by grade and proficiency level,
as well as data from the STAR tests and the California Basic Educational Data System (CBEDS).
How the Model Works
Our simulation model is based on the
assumption that the 2002 CELDT improvement
rates will apply in the future as students move

14

up the grade levels and improve in English
proficiency. As the starting point, we used the
number of kindergarten students at each proficiency level in 2001. Then, we applied the
improvement rates—both gains and losses—from
the 2002 CELDT data to project the English
proficiency of kindergarten students when they
reach first grade. We repeated that process,
applying the gain and loss rates to the number
of students at each grade and level to project
the progress of the 2001 kindergarten students
over the next 12 years.
Several other important assumptions were
required in the development of our model,
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including:

➢ The Number of New Entrants—EL
Students Who Are New to California
Schools in Grades 1 Through 12—Who
Arrive Each Year. Data on EL students
contains a mix of students who enrolled
in California schools in kindergarten and
students who arrived from outside the
state in grades 1 through 12. To measure
the progress of EL students, we needed
to account for the number of new
entrants who enroll each year. Based on
data from the STAR tests, we added a
total of about 66,000 new entrants in
grades 1 through 12.

➢ Reclassification Rates by Grade. While
the CELDT data indicates the number of
students who have mastered English
sufficiently to be reclassified, it does not
indicate whether students possess the
needed academic proficiency to be
reclassified. In fact, we could find no
statewide data on the number of students reclassified as proficient in English
each year by grade. As a result, we used
a number of data sources to estimate the
number of EL students who are reclassified in each grade. Data collected by
SDE indicates that districts reclassified
about 117,000 EL students in 2001-02.
A more detailed discussion of our model
can be found in Appendix A.
It is important to stress the preliminary
nature of these simulation results. The CELDT
improvement rates may change as flaws with the
test are corrected. Our assumptions for reclassification were designed to produce a “reasonable”
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match in the outcomes between our simulation
and actual EL enrollment. Despite these caveats,
we believe the simulations provide important
insights into the meaning of the CELDT data. In
addition, the simulation provides a standardized
measure to compare the progress of various
groups of EL students—one that is not influenced
by the mix of grade and proficiency levels of
students in a group.
The 2001 Kindergarten Cohort
The results of this simulation are displayed in
Figure 11 (see next page). The bottom line in
the figure represents the progress of students
who enrolled in kindergarten in 2001. This initial
group starts at about 160,000 students and
declines each year as students are reclassified.
Our projections for the initial cohort paint a
picture of fairly slow progress of the EL population.

➢ Few students are reclassified in grades 1
through 3. Only about 13 percent of the
160,000 students who began in kindergarten are reclassified by third grade.

➢ The size of this EL group falls sharply,
however, in grades 4 through 9. By sixth
grade, almost half are reclassified, and
three-quarters are no longer classified as
ELs by ninth grade.

➢ By twelfth grade, about 25,000 (16 percent) of the initial group remains classified as EL students.
Kindergarten Plus New Entrants
The top line in Figure 11 displays the simulation results for the 2001 kindergarten cohort
plus the new entrants that arrive in California
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each year. The 12-year trend for this total EL
still more than 63,000 EL students. Of this total,
cohort is very similar to the initial cohort. This is
38,000 (60 percent) are new entrants who have
not surprising, since the initial cohort accounts
not been reclassified during their time in Califorfor a large proportion of the total EL cohort in
nia schools.
every grade. There are two major differences,
Six Years Is a Long Time
however. First, the addition of the new entrants
results in the total EL population actually increasBased on our simulation, after six years of
ing in first grade. In succeeding years, the
public schooling, about half of EL students who
number of students who are reclassified as
attended California schools since kindergarten
proficient exceeds the number of new entrants
gained the English and other academic skills
arriving each year, and the total EL population
needed to be reclassified. During the next three
declines.
years of schooling, an additional 30 percent of
The second difference is that the total EL
the initial group is reclassified. These findings
population declines at a slower rate than the
generally are consistent with recent research
initial cohort. One reason for the slower decline
indicating EL students are typically reclassified in
is that new EL students arriving in the state offset
four to seven years.
a portion of the reduction in the EL population
Our projections, however, reveal two other
due to reclassifications. Second, while new
important findings about the progress of this
entrants appear to make progress at about the
group. First, a large proportion of the initial
same rate as students who
begin in kindergarten, they
Figure 11
arrive in the state with low
LAO Simulation of the English Learner Population
levels of English profi(In Thousands)
ciency. As a result, the
180
students take several years
before they attain the
160
English fluency needed for
Totala
140
reclassification.
Initialb
120
Our projections for
100
the “total” EL population
illustrate the role of new
80
entrants in determining
60
the size of the total EL
40
population in middle and
20
high school. By seventh
grade, new entrants
constitute about oneK
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
Grade
third of EL students. By
a
Initial 2001 kindergarten cohort plus new entrants each year.
b
twelfth grade there are
Initial 2001 kindergarten cohort only.
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cohort continues into middle and high school
without being reclassified. More than 40 percent of the initial kindergarten cohort enters
seventh grade as an EL student. In addition, our
projections highlight the fact that a significant
number of EL students arrive in California
beginning in first grade and that a high percentage of these students never establish English
proficiency. Our simulation model projects that
almost 40,000 students, or 60 percent of those
who begin attending school in California after
kindergarten, never become reclassified by
twelfth grade.
This is not good news. The EL students
represent one-third of our first graders, and the
CELDT data suggest the transition to English
fluency is taking too long. This is because
students who are still learning English in grades

4, 5, and 6 risk falling behind in academic
proficiency and failing to master the skills
needed for success in middle and high school.
California’s system of content standards and
assessments sets high expectations for the skills
and knowledge expected of all students. The risk
for EL students is twofold: time spent on basic
English skills is time taken away from learning
higher-level concepts. In addition, a partial grasp
of English may further inhibit the acquisition of
more complex skills.
Some groups of EL students progress much
more quickly than the statewide average suggests, however. In the next section of this report,
we examine the progress of the EL population
by disaggregating the CELDT results based on
the native language spoken by each student.

CELDT RESULTS BY PRIMARY LANGUAGE
Unlike the STAR, the CELDT collects little
demographic information on students taking the
test. For instance, the state collects data on
parent education and free and reduced price
lunch participation of students taking the STAR.
Because this type of data is not collected for
CELDT, we are unable to provide much insight
about how differences in the student population
affect the CELDT results.
One demographic element that is collected
by CELDT is the native language of students.
This variable is interesting as it is often associated with quite different cultures, which may
have an impact on the educational achievements of students prior to coming to the United
States and family and community attitudes
about the value of education.
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CELDT Scores by Primary Language
Figure 12 (see next page) shows the 2002
CELDT scores by the nine largest primary
language groups and all other language groups.
Of the EL students who speak Spanish as their
primary language, about 31 percent scored in
levels 1 and 2, 37 percent scored in level 3, and
the remaining 32 percent scored in levels 4 or 5.
The distribution across the proficiency levels for
other languages differed considerably. Pilipino
speakers, for instance, had the lowest proportion
of students in levels 1 and 2 (15 percent).
Students speaking Pilipino, Korean, and Mandarin
had the highest percentage of students scoring at
levels 4 and 5—all exceeding 50 percent.

17

AN LAO REPORT

18

CELDT Scores by Primary Language
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Figure 13

Total and Net Improvement Rates by Language
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Figure 13 displays
the total and net improvement rates by
language. As described
above, the total improvement rate is the percent
of students improving by
at least one proficiency
level and the net improvement rate subtracts
the percent of students
losing at least a level
from the percent gaining. For most of the
language groups, the
total improvement rate is
about 50 percent and
the net improvement
rate averages near
40 percent. There are
some interesting differences, however.
The language groups
with the highest total
improvement also have
the smallest percentage
of students losing a level.
Students who speak
Korean and Mandarin as
their primary language
show total improvement
rates of 60 percent and
61 percent, respectively.
Because the proportion
of students losing a level
(about 6 percent) is one-

Figure 12

Sp
a

Gains by Primary
Language
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third lower than the state average, these two
groups have net improvement rates of about
55 percent.
Students who speak Hmong or Cambodian
as their native language show the lowest improvement rates. The growth in the performance
of Cambodian speakers is especially low. Only
42 percent of this group show sufficient growth
in English to gain a level on the CELDT in 2002.
Because a relatively large proportion of Cambodian speakers also lose a level on the test, the
net improvement rate for the group is only
30 percent—about half the rate of the highest
performing groups.
The improvement rate for Hmong speakers
is about 8 percentage points higher than for
Cambodian speakers. This finding is somewhat
surprising. A written form of Hmong was developed only recently. As a result, Hmong immi-

grants often arrive in the United States with low
literacy skills in their own language and few
traditions of promoting literacy to their children.
Given these challenges, we might expect to see
this group of students faring significantly worse
than the data suggests.
In the analysis of the statewide data, we saw
that the increasing language demands of the
CELDT in grades 2 and 3 dramatically reduce
student gains and increase losses. In the next
section, we examine the second grade CELDT
scores to see whether all different language
groups are similarly affected by the introduction
of reading and writing on the test.
Second Grade Scores by Language
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Figure 14 displays CELDT reading scores for
second grade EL students by their native language. Grouped this way, the reading skills of
students in English varies
significantly. For inFigure 14
stance, more than 80 perSecond Grade Reading Scores by Language
cent of Korean- and
Mandarin-speaking
Levels 1 and 2
Level 3
Levels 4 and 5
students scored at level 3
100%
or higher. For students
90
who speak Spanish or
80
Hmong, however, that
70
figure is less than 30
60
percent.
This data suggests
50
that the low 2002 scores
40
on the second grade
30
CELDT tests reflect the
20
fact that certain groups
10
of students are failing to
learn reading and writing
skills in the very early
grades. The rapid
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students increase dramatically in first grade,
progress of Mandarin and other groups, howwhen just over 10 percent of students remain in
ever, indicates that second grade EL students
levels 1 and 2. These levels stay almost constant
can achieve high levels of reading and writing
in second and third grades, despite the introducproficiency in English as measured by the
tion of reading and writing on the second grade
CELDT.
CELDT and the relatively significant increase in
The question is: What factors lead to these
third grade proficiency levels.
very different results? The CELDT data cannot
Figure 15 does not explain why Mandarin
answer this question. A closer look at the data,
students progress more quickly than students
however, indicates that the higher proficiency
who speak Spanish. It merely documents the
groups make very rapid progress in first and
differences between the two groups. These
second grades, much faster than the lower
findings are important because they indicate
proficiency groups. Figure 15 shows the differthat EL students can learn English very quickly.
ent experience of two language groups—SpanNext, we turn to our reclassification simulation
ish- and Mandarin-speaking students. The CELDT
to see whether these early experiences have
scores of kindergarten students in the two
lasting impacts on the transition to fluency of
groups are very similar. About half of the stuthe different language groups.
dents in these groups score in the bottom two
levels. The first grade
scores, however, signal
Figure 15
the beginning of very
different paths for the
CELDT Scores for Spanish- and
two groups. For SpanishMandarin-Speaking Students
speaking students, the
proportion of first grade
Levels 4 and 5
Level 3
Levels 1 and 2
students in levels 1 and
100%
2 declines to about
90
30 percent. In grades 2
80
and 3, however, CELDT
70
scores for Spanish60
speaking EL students fall
50
as the test’s language
40
demands increase. By
30
third grade, the scores
20
have fallen almost to the
10
levels this group achieved
in kindergarten.
Kinder
First
Second Third
Kinder
First
Second Third
In contrast, scores
Spanish
Mandarin
for Mandarin-speaking
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reclassified students for
four language groups:
Proportion of Students Achieving English Proficiency–
Spanish and Vietnamese
LAO Simulation, Selected Language Groupsa
(the two largest language
groups in the state) and
100%
Mandarin and Hmong. It
shows, for example, that
if the improvement rates
75
for Vietnamese-speaking
students applied to the
50
entire EL program, half
of the initial cohort
Mandarin
would be reclassified in
Vietnamese
25
five years—that is, by the
Spanish
Hmong
fifth grade. This is more
than one year sooner
than the statewide
K
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
average. Applying the
a
LAO simulation of the progress of kindergarten students in achieving English proficiency.
improvement rates for
Mandarin speakers results
SIMULATED RECLASSIFICATION BY
in even faster reclassification, with almost half
PRIMARY LANGUAGE
being reclassified in 3.6 years, or by third grade.
Figure 17 lists the projected number of years
In this section, we use our simulation model
it takes for half of the initial cohort to be reclassito gauge how the improvement rates of the
fied using the improvement rates for all of the
different language groups would alter our
projections of reclassification. We used the
Figure 17
same simulation model as described earlier and
focused on the reclassification of the initial
Statewide Reclassification:
Number of Years Before Half of
cohort (the students who began kindergarten in
EL Population Is Reclassified
2001) because we think this cohort allows the
clearest picture of the progress of EL students over
Language
Number of Years
time. By substituting the gain and loss rates of the
Hmong
7.4
Spanish
6.7
different groups, our simulations project how
Cambodian
6.4
quickly the kindergarten cohort of EL students
Armenian
5.0
would be reclassified if the improvement rates for
Pilipino
5.0
Vietnamese
5.0
each language group applied to the whole EL
Other
4.9
population.
Cantonese
4.7
Figure 16 shows the results of these simulaKorean
4.0
Mandarin
3.6
tions. The figure displays the proportion of
Figure 16
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language groups discussed in this section.
Clearly, there is significant variation in the
progress made by the different language groups.
The results from our simulation are consistent with the pattern of progress shown by
students in the first few years of school. Our
simulation of Mandarin-speaking students shows
large early declines in the size of the cohort—
consistent with the rapid gains in proficiency
made in kindergarten, first, and second grades.
Notice, however, that the size of the Mandarin
cohort drops much more quickly than the other
groups in grades 4 through 6, which suggests
that these rapid gains continue throughout the
elementary grades. As Figure 16 illustrates, by
sixth grade, the simulation shows 85 percent of
Mandarin-speaking students are reclassified,
more than the simulation projects for Hmongand Spanish-speaking students in twelfth grade.
Differences Are Large
What do these differences mean? The good
news is these results suggest that success in
acquiring English quickly in the earliest grades is
possible. Mandarin students establish proficient
oral skills in English in one year. By the beginning of second grade, they appear well on their
way to developing a mastery of reading and

writing in English. Indeed, these results seem to
suggest that that these youngest students can
learn English very quickly given the “right”
circumstances.
What are the right circumstances? Can
they be replicated for all students in the state?
It seems likely that these findings reflect a
variety of factors. Some of these factors will be
outside of the schools’ control. For instance,
one of these factors may be the extent to
which a student’s life outside of school involves the use of English. In parts of California,
there are communities that use languages
other than English for many of life’s daily
transactions. That is, home life, leisure activities, and shopping may take place in their
native language. Our findings on the progress
of the major language groups also suggest that
some of the right circumstances are influenced
significantly by family and community attitudes
towards education.
Other variables—such as instructional
practices used to educate EL students—are
under the control of schools. The CELDT data
provides only limited insight into the effectiveness of these variables. In the next section, we
discuss the other findings of our analysis of the
CELDT data.

OTHER FINDINGS
In addition to analyzing performance on
CELDT based on the native language of students, we reviewed the data by disaggregating
test scores based on two other factors that may
influence student progress—the type of instructional service and district performance. In this
section, we summarize our findings of these
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analyses. Because of data limitations, however,
these analyses were limited in scope and we were
unable to draw clear conclusions from our reviews.
Instructional Services
Districts employ three types of services to
assist EL students in learning English and other
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academic subjects. Bilingual classes initially
provide instruction in the student’s primary
language. Over time, students learn English and,
as their command of English improves, instruction increasingly takes place in English. About
11.5 percent of students were reported as
receiving bilingual instruction in 2002.
Students who are not in a bilingual class may
receive two types of services. English Language
Development (ELD) is instruction to help EL
students rapidly learn English. Students may also
receive special instruction in academic subjects
that is designed for students who are still learning to speak English. Except for those students in
bilingual instruction, students receive one or
both of these two types of services.
Our analysis of the impact of services was
limited by the fact that students often receive
different services at different times in their
transition to English fluency. Bilingual and ELD
instruction are most commonly provided to
students in grades 1 through 4. The customized
academic instruction is most commonly provided to students in grades 6 through 9. Because
there are only two years of CELDT data, it is not
possible to track student progress based on the
types of services they receive over the years.
Our review of the data, however, revealed
two important findings. First, kindergarten
students in bilingual programs begin school
much less fluent than students receiving other
types of services. More than half of kindergarten
students in bilingual classes scored in level 1.
Only one-quarter of all other EL students in
kindergarten scored at the lowest CELDT level.
Second, bilingual students improve more
slowly in learning English than other students. By
fourth grade, our analysis showed bilingual
students about a year behind students who

L E G I S L AT I V E A N A LY S T ’ S O F F I C E

received other services. Since the bilingual
model introduces English more slowly than the
other services, this finding is not especially surprising. The data, unfortunately, do not allow an
assessment of the consequences of this delay on
the ultimate goal of achieving English proficiency.
District Performance
We also reviewed the performance of
students at the 20 districts that serve the greatest number of EL students in the state. These
districts serve about 45 percent of all EL students in California. Our review identified a fairly
large range of performance on the CELDT. Using
our simulation model, the improvement rates in
the “best” of these 20 districts reduce the
amount of time needed to reclassify half of all
initial EL students by 1.5 years compared to the
state average. At the other end of the spectrum,
several districts report student performance that
results in 1.5 additional years above the state
average to reclassify half of the EL initial population.
These findings are difficult to interpret,
however, because these 20 districts serve a
unique mix of students. For instance, some of
the 20 districts serve mostly Spanish-speaking
students, while others serve a large proportion
of EL students that speak a native language
other than Spanish. Because of the significant
difference in the progress of students based on
their native language, comparing district performance becomes very complex.
Other district factors that may affect student
progress were also noticeable in the CELDT
data. Students in large rural districts, for example, appear to make slower progress learning
English. Students in large suburban districts
appear to make more rapid progress.
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WHAT THE LEGISLATURE CAN DO
Our analysis of the 2002 CELDT data has
teachers may avoid teaching these higher level
provided an initial look at how well EL students
portions of the state standards.
are faring in their goal of mastering English.
Current research on EL programs in CaliforUsing this data, we project that about half of
nia suggests these disadvantages are real. In its
students who begin kindergarten as an EL
second annual report issued last fall, the statestudent will be reclassified as fluent in a little
funded evaluation of Proposition 227 documore than six years. These findings are generally
mented the lack of consistent focus and impleconsistent with recent research indicating EL
mentation of district instructional plans for EL
students are typically reclassified in four to
students. In addition, the evaluation found
seven years.
evidence that teachers often have low expectaStudent progress as measured by the CELDT
tions for the achievement of EL students and
results also means that a large proportion of EL
may “water down” academic instruction as a
students enter middle and high school without
result. Almost two-thirds of teachers surveyed for
being reclassified. Our simulation estimates that
the evaluation expressed the belief that there is
more than 40 percent of the original kindergarnot sufficient time to provide the extra instructen cohort will begin seventh grade classified as
tion in English needed by EL students and also
ELs. In addition, about 60 percent of students
provide a challenging curriculum.
who begin school in California after kindergarThe 2003 STAR results suggest that EL
ten will still be classified as ELs in twelfth grade.
students are not keeping pace with the state’s
This long time period may be endangering
goals for student academic performance. Figthe academic progress of EL students if it inhibits
ure 18 displays the STAR mathematics scores for
students from learning those skills contained in
sixth grade students. We chose sixth grade
the California Content Standards. Students who
because it reflects the performance of students
are still learning English may be disadvantaged
at the end of the elementary grades, when state
relative to their English-speaking peers in two
standards call for students to develop language
ways. First, class time
spent on basic English
Figure 18
skills takes time away
2003 STARa Scores in Mathematics
from instruction in the
Comparison of Subgroups by Achievement Level
grade-level curriculum.
Sixth Grade Students
Second, if student English
Below or Far
Proficient or
skills are insufficient to
Below Basic
Advanced
Subgroup
Basic
understand complex
English learner students
61%
29%
10%
topics, students may be
Economically disadvantaged students
49
32
19
unable to grasp more
English-only students
29
30
41
complex concepts or
a Standardized Testing and Reporting.
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and mathematical skills that are needed for
success in the middle and upper grades. In
addition, based on our simulation results, only
about one-quarter of EL students in the sixth
grade begin school in California after kindergarten. Thus, the STAR scores for EL students largely
reflect the academic status of students who have
attended California schools for their entire
academic careers.
Sixth grade EL students generally perform
poorly on the STAR mathematics exams. Only
10 percent of sixth grade EL students perform at
the “proficient” or “advanced” levels on the
STAR mathematics assessment, while 61 percent
score in the bottom two performance categories.
In comparison, 41 percent of sixth grade students
who speak English as their native language performed in the top two tiers on the STAR mathematics test and 29 percent placed in the bottom
two ranks. The comparable figures for students
from “economically disadvantaged” families are
19 percent and 49 percent, respectively.
Clearly, ELs are performing far below the
level desired by the state. In fact, EL students,
who make up 24 percent of the sixth grade
class, account for about 40 percent of all students who score in the bottom two levels on
STAR. This low performance is likely to have
long-term consequences, both for students and
for the state.
Despite the size and importance of this
population, the education system has been
unable to help EL students quickly learn English
in a manner that allows these students to keep
pace with the state’s academic standards. We
found no instructional service that appears to work
dramatically better than others. Our review of the
state’s largest districts suggest relatively modest
differences in the efficacy of local programs.
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So, what can the Legislature do? Below, we
discuss several steps the Legislature could take
to support the local process of improving
programs for EL students.
Monitor the Impact of Accountability
The state and federal governments have
created a system of standards, assessment, and
accountability to create strong incentives for
local educators to find ways to improve student
achievement. That system is now in place. With
the CELDT and STAR test results, California has,
for the first time, good data with which to assess
the progress of EL students.
The Legislature should monitor the effectiveness of the accountability programs in improving the achievement of EL students. Recent
changes to the accountability system required
under the federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
Act have changed the incentives schools face in
improving student achievement. In general, the
changes highlight the importance of EL students.
Under NCLB, schools must demonstrate that
certain subgroups, including EL students, are
making progress in academic subjects. This
feature will ensure that the performance of this
group is a priority for schools. The new federal
law also creates an accountability program to
ensure that EL students are making progress in
learning English. The CELDT will be the primary
gauge of this progress under NCLB.
We have concerns in other areas, however.
In our Analysis of the 2003-04 Budget Bill, we
recommended the Legislature enact a statute to
lower the state’s definition of proficient student
achievement under NCLB. The State Board of
Education (SBE) set the proficient level equal to
the achievement of the top one-third of students
in the state. Our recommendation was based on
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the concern that, by setting the threshold at
such a high level, schools would focus on
students who could become proficient in the
near future—to the detriment of students who
performed in the bottom of the achievement
scale. Since many EL students are currently
achieving at low levels on STAR, SBE’s action
may have a disproportionate impact on EL
students.
Support Promising Innovations
Foster Demonstration Programs. The
Legislature also can support the process of local
improvement in several ways. The Legislature,
for example, could extend greater flexibility to
districts over the use of resources to address EL
student needs. Perhaps kindergarten for this
population should be limited to very small
classes—such as a 10 to 1 student-teacher ratio—
as a way of providing quickly starting EL students
down the path to English fluency. Existing class
size reduction funding restrictions do not provide districts with the flexibility to use program
funds to support such a demonstration program.
The Legislature could provide expanded waiver
authority to SBE as a means of helping districts
try new approaches to addressing this challenge.
Fund Evaluations. The Legislature should
also insist on high quality evaluations of these
instructional approaches so that the lessons
about how different types of services help
different groups of EL students succeed are
available to all educators in the state. The
current evaluation of Proposition 227 is a good
start. More specific feedback on different
interventions will be needed, however. Given
the complexity of the EL population, it is unlikely
that one approach will meet the needs of
different groups of students. What works for
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very young EL students may be very different
from the approach that is needed for middle
school students who just arrived in the country.
Similarly, students who had exposure to English
in their native country may benefit from a
different mix of services than students with no
previous instruction in English.
Facilitate District Uses of the Data
Finally, we think the state should help
districts use the CELDT data for improving local
programs. In writing this report, we discussed
our findings with several district evaluation and
research directors as a way to validate the results
of our research. Interestingly, these districts
generally had done little analysis of their CELDT
data. These districts reported that they used the
CELDT data primarily for reclassification and
placement purposes and not for student-level
diagnostic and program evaluation data.
These district staff reported that the lack of
district use of this information is due, in part, to
the difficulty of using the data. The state provides little district-specific analysis of the data or
a “metric” for understanding how well students
fared on the test. In fact, we developed our
simulation model because of the difficulties in
understanding the data. Without our simulations, we would have found providing a “bottom
line” conclusion on the progress of EL students
almost impossible.
There are ways to make the data more
accessible to districts. We believe the CELDT
data is extremely useful and that, to maximize its
utility to districts, the state should help them
interpret it. This could take a number of forms.
At a minimum, the state could provide additional reports that compare district performance
on CELDT to the statewide average for similar
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students. The state could even develop simple
software that allows districts to use CELDT and
STAR scores to estimate when students are likely
to be reclassified.
Monitor Improvements to the CELDT
In reviewing the CELDT data, we identified
various problems with the 2002 results that
reduce the quality and usefulness of the test.
Problems include:

➢ Missing data on when students began
attending school in California. This data
is crucial to understanding how long
they have been receiving services as an
EL student.

➢ Significantly higher standards for proficiency levels in grades 3, 6, and 9
compared to the preceding grades. This

causes a much lower improvement rate
in grades 3, 6, and 9 compared to the
grades before and after them.

➢ Writing scores for second grade students
that are higher than the reading scores
for the same students. These results run
counter to the expectations of most
experts to whom we talked, who felt that
reading skills of young children usually
develop before writing skills.
The SDE is aware of these problems and
advises that it is taking steps to resolve them.
Changes to the test, however, may take several
years to implement. The Legislature should
monitor the department’s progress in improving
the CELDT and ensure that the appropriate
changes are made as quickly as possible.

FINAL THOUGHTS
This “first look” at the CELDT data reveals
significant differences among EL students based
on their native language. This data suggests that
language instruction is not uniformly effective
for all groups. Once the CELDT data becomes
part of the state’s longitudinal database, we
expect researchers will identify other student
characteristics—such as age and previous education—that are associated with gains in English
proficiency. Rather than focus on one or two
models, therefore, we think the Legislature
should focus on learning about the mix of
services that work for particular groups of EL
students.
An effective mix of services for certain
groups may look very different than what
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schools currently provide. Some language
groups may require schools to work more
closely with parents and communities about the
importance of quickly gaining proficiency in
English and ways parents can support their
children in that process. For instance, to what
extent does the fact that, until recently, there
was no written form of Hmong slow the development of Hmong-speaking students? How
does this affect family support of students? What
mix of activities—instructional services, but also
outreach or other services to families or communities—might create improved outcomes for this
group?
Other factors, such as age and previous
educational opportunities seem likely to affect
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student achievement. A student who arrives in
the state from another country at age 14 may
need a very different educational program than
a kindergarten student who was born in California. Similarly, a 14 year old student who has had
significant educational opportunities before
coming to the United States may require a
different mix of services than another 14 year
old who has not attended school for several
years. Thousands of older students enter California schools each year, yet there is little solid
evidence about what services works best for
these groups of students.
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The economy of our state will be affected by
the education system’s ability to help EL students quickly learn English and master the
academic skills identified in the state’s content
standards. One-third of California’s kindergarten
students are identified as ELs. As the large
cohort of “baby boomers” retire from the
workforce, employers will look to the product of
our K-12 and higher education system for
replacement workers. If our schools are not
successful with EL students, we may have failed
not only the students, but also failed to adequately provide a trained workforce for the
state’s economy.
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APPENDIX—THE

LAO SIMULATION MODEL

There are two basic concepts underlying our
simulation model. First, we have used data from
a variety of sources as a means of simulating a
more dynamic picture of the EL population. This
allowed us to better understand how the EL
population changes over time as new students
arrive in the state and existing students are
reclassified (and are removed from the EL totals).
The dynamic aspect of our model permitted us
to project separately the progress of the initial
cohort (those students who start in kindergarten) and new entrants (those who enter California schools in first grade or later). Second, we
used the CELDT data to project how quickly
students would learn English and be reclassified.
These features of our model are described in
more detail below.
Creating a Dynamic Model. Our simulation
uses CELDT, STAR, and CBEDS data as a way of
converting the different “snapshots” of data into
a year-to-year change model. The basic idea is
simple: we treat the CELDT data as the count of
EL students at the beginning of the school year
and CBEDS counts as year-end data (CBEDS
data on EL students is collected in February).
New entrants are added to the CELDT data each
year and reclassifications are estimated and
subtracted.
Specifically, our model begins with the
number of students and the associated CELDT
scores for kindergarten students. We used the
2001 scores of the students who are first graders
on the 2002 CELDT. Then, for each grade we:

➢ Add new entrants—students new to
California—to the previous grade’s total.
Data on new entrants by grade is from
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the 2002 STAR test (students in the
country less than 12 months). We added
a total of almost 66,000 new entrants
across the grades 1 through 12. First and
second grade experienced the largest
number of new entrants (about 7,000)
and eleventh and twelfth grade experienced the fewest (about 2,500).

➢ Subtract a proportion of EL students
who scored a level 4 or 5. These students are assumed to be reclassified. The
proportion of students in level 4 varies
by grade, ranging from 40 percent in the
early grades to 25 percent in high
school.
This yielded the total EL students in each
grade. These figures were compared to the
2003 CBEDS data on the number of EL students
by grade. We adjusted our assumptions slightly
in order to roughly achieve the CBEDS total for
each grade from the equation described above.
The Growth Model. Our simulation model
uses the CELDT growth data as the core input
that determines whether student scores increase. Because improvement rates vary so
significantly by grade and proficiency level, our
model calculates gain and loss rates for each
grade and each proficiency level. These rates are
then multiplied by the number of students in the
appropriate proficiency level in the previous
grade.
The number of students in each gradeproficiency level combination results from two
basic factors: (1) the number of students who
are projected to “leave” that proficiency level
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(by gaining or losing one or more levels) are
subtracted from the prior-year total, and (2) the
number of students who “arrive” at that level
from a different proficiency level (by gaining or
losing one or more levels).
For the mathematically inclined, the number
of EL students projected to be in a grade-proficiency level combination is described as follows:
ELg, p= EL(g-1),p* (1-Gg,p-Lg,p) + ∑p(EL(g-1),(p)* G(g),(p)) + ∑p(EL(g-1),(p)* L(g),(p))

Where:

➢ ELg,p is the number of EL students in a
unique grade and proficiency level.

➢ Gg,p is the proportion of students who
gain one or more levels on the CELDT in
each grade and proficiency level combination.

➢ Lg,p is the proportion of students who
lose one or more levels on the CELDT in
each grade and proficiency level combination.
The two operations within the summation
sign (∑) calculate the number of students who
arrive at the given proficiency level either by
gaining or losing. The summation sign indicates
that students can gain or lose more than one
proficiency level, and our model accommodates
that complexity by adding the number of
students who arrive from all other proficiency
levels.
We adjusted this standard formula in two
major ways. First, reclassified students were
subtracted from the grade-level total. Students
who scored in level 5 and a proportion of
students who scored in level 4 were projected
to be reclassified. Students in these two levels
who lost at least one level were not eligible for
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reclassification. The proportion of level 4 students who were reclassified is different for each
grade level ranges from 40 percent in the early
grades to 25 percent in the high school grades.
These figures are based on the difference
between the number of students reported in
2001 who were identified as level 4 and the
number of students reported in 2002 as scoring
a level 4 in 2001.
We also adjusted the gain and loss rates in
grades 3, 6, and 9 to adjust for the technical
problems with the CELDT. Since the loss rates
for proficiency levels 2 and 3 are relatively small,
changes to these levels had little impact on the
overall results of the simulation. At levels 4 and
5, however, the gain and loss rates are overstated by several factors. Accordingly, we reduced the loss rates in the three grades by
30 percent.
The Results
Figure 1 Appendix shows our final simulation result and the CBEDS count of EL students.
The simulated estimate of EL students is the
same as the “total EL cohort” discussed in the
report (2001 kindergarten students plus new
entrants).
Several factors may cause our model to
overestimate the number of EL students being
reclassified. Our model cannot, for instance, tell
the difference between a student who is reclassified and one who dropped out of school or left
the state. In addition, we assumed that students
were reclassified fairly rapidly once they reached
a level 4 on CELDT—usually within one to two
years. Given the STAR scores of EL students, this
may prove to be too optimistic.
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students reclassified each year. We are unable to
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