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Investigating Whether and When English
Learners Are Reclassified Into Mainstream

Classrooms in the United States:
A Discrete-Time Survival Analysis

Rachel B. Slama
American Institutes for Research

Using eight waves of longitudinal data on a statewide kindergarten cohort of
English learners (ELs), I examined ELs’ tenure in language-learning pro-
grams and their academic performance following reclassification as fluent
English proficient. I employed discrete-time survival analysis to estimate
the average time to and grade of reclassification with and without control-
ling for socioeconomic status and home language. The average EL exited 3
years after school entry or in second grade; however, the odds that a non-
Spanish-speaking EL was reclassified were nearly twice that of their
Spanish-speaking EL classmates after controlling for income. Despite reclas-
sification in the early elementary grades, large percentages of the kindergar-
ten cohort experienced later academic difficulties and 22% of the sample
was retained in grade.

KEYWORDS: English learners, longitudinal studies, reclassification, survival
analysis

Improving academic outcomes for English learners (ELs)—students who
come from homes where a non-English language is spoken and who

need additional academic support in order to access the mainstream curric-
ulum—is a top education policy priority because they are one of the fastest
growing yet lowest performing student populations in the nation (Capps,
Fix, Murray, Ost, Passel, & Herwantoro, 2005). ELs comprise 10% of the
U.S. pre-K-12 student body, and in states with some of the largest EL
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populations such as California and Arizona, ELs make up 25% and 15% of
school-age students, respectively (National Clearinghouse for English
Language Acquisition; Rolstad, Mahoney, & Glass, 2005). Spanish speakers
are the largest and most rapidly growing group in the United States, making
up nearly 80% of ELs nationwide (Fry & Gonzales, 2008; Gándara,
Rumberger, Maxwell-Jolly, & Callahan, 2003). All ELs are at increased risk
for academic failure because they face the task of simultaneously developing
academic English and content-area knowledge (e.g., Scarcella, 2003).
However, Spanish-speaking ELs are at particular risk for academic failure
because they live disproportionately in poverty (Capps et al., 2005) and
are likely to attend ‘‘triply segregated’’ schools with large proportions of
other EL students, minorities, and low-income students—risk factors long
associated with lagging academic achievement (e.g., Orfield, 2001; Orfield
& Lee, 2006; Rios-Aguilar & Gándara, 2012).

Despite a half century of U.S. federal and state legislation spelling out
ELs’ access to high-quality, adequately funded language-learning programs
(Castañeda v. Pickard, 1981; Lau v. Nichols, 1974) and the ability to access
the mainstream curriculum following exit (Williams, 1991), there is growing
evidence that ELs do not have access to mainstream curricula, even after
many years in a language-learning program. A synthesis of findings from
prior studies on ELs’ length of time in language-learning programs and those
examining academic outcomes following reclassification reveal that substan-
tial numbers of ELs remain in a language-learning program for most of their
school years (not including bilingual and dual language programs) and, of
those that do exit fairly quickly, many do not fare well academically follow-
ing exit. Specifically, Hakuta, Goto Butler, and Witt (2000) and Slama (2011)
found that many ELs remain in language-learning programs throughout their
entire schooling trajectories—exceeding the average time language acquisi-
tion scholars estimate it takes for ELs to develop academic language profi-
ciency (e.g., Hakuta et al., 2000). On the other hand, several studies suggest
that former ELs may still lag behind mainstream peers academically after
exiting language-learning programs in the elementary grades (de Jong,
2004; Gándara et al., 2003; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES],
Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education, 2009), and
these gaps widen over time (de Jong, 2004; National Center for Education
Statistics [NCES], Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of
Education, 2009).

However, with the exception of a few high-quality survival analyses
(Mitchell, Destino, Karam, & Colón-Muñiz, 1999; Parrish et al., 2006), studies
of ELs’ time to reclassification have been largely unable to provide an unbi-
ased estimate of the time it takes ELs to exit language-learning programs
because they have excluded mobile students—the subgroup of students
who are at increased risk of academic difficulties (see Reynolds, Chen, &
Hebers, 2009, for a review). In the case of mobile ELs, this increased
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academic risk may indicate a lower probability of reclassification. In addi-
tion, most prior studies have been based on cross-sectional data, in which
individuals are not followed over time from initial identification as EL until
they are reclassified as fluent English proficient (R-FEP). Last, current federal
and state monitoring systems only track R-FEP students’ progress for 2 years
following reclassification (Massachusetts Department of Elementary and
Secondary Education [MDESE], 2009; U.S. Department of Education, 2009),
making it impossible in many states to examine long-term academic out-
comes for reclassified students with large, representative samples.

Thus, in the present study, I employ discrete-time survival analysis to
examine the risk of reclassification over time for a kindergarten cohort of
ELs and obtain unbiased estimates of time to reclassification for the whole
sample, and then for the largest and fastest growing group of ELs in the
United States—Spanish-speaking, low-income students. I report my findings
both in terms of years in school and in grade. I also report descriptive statis-
tics over time for the study sample on the Massachusetts Comprehensive
Assessment System (MCAS)—the statewide English language arts (ELA) and
mathematics assessments—and students’ retention rates. My findings pro-
vide information about access to equality of educational outcomes for one
of the fastest growing subpopulations nationwide (Capps et al., 2005). In
addition, I provide a statewide portrait of student achievement over time 8
years after identification as EL at U.S. school entry.

Theoretical Framework: Longitudinal Analysis as Means of

Improving Accountability for EL Achievement

Federal and State Language and Reclassification Policies

Over the past five decades, federal and state litigation, legislation, and
language-learning program mandates have aimed to protect the educational
rights of ELs (see Rumberger & Tran, 2010, for a review), yet there is little
evidence that any one initiative has directly improved these learners’ aca-
demic outcomes. A series of Supreme Court cases established the right of
ELs to access high-quality, adequately funded language-learning programs
aligned with their level of academic English (Castañeda v. Pickard, 1981;
Lau v. Nichols, 1974). Furthermore, a federal memorandum (Williams,
1991) stressed that ELs must experience a timely exit from language-learning
programs that restrict their access to mainstream curricula and must be able
to access the same curriculum as their mainstream peers following reclassi-
fication. However, most recently, as part of Horne v. Flores—an Arizona-
based Supreme Court case that has been open for more than one decade—a
federal district court judge ruled on the constitutionality of a language-learn-
ing program structure in Arizona that privileges English acquisition over
exposure to the core academic curriculum and that separates ELs from
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mainstream peers for a substantial part of the day (see Rios-Aguilar &
Gándara, 2012, for a review). The court ruled that Arizona’s program met
standards (as reinterpreted by the Supreme Court) of the Equal
Educational Opportunities Act (EEOA) of 1974, which requires states ‘‘to
take appropriate action to overcome language barriers that impede equal
participation by its students in its instructional programs’’ (20 U. S. C.
§1703(f)). Nonetheless, Arizona has been scrutinized for prematurely reclas-
sifying ELs and ELs’ failure to access mainstream curricula following reclas-
sification (U.S. Department of Education, 2012). Taken together, these find-
ings suggest a need for longitudinal monitoring of EL student progress
following reclassification.

At the state level, language policy over the past two decades has prior-
itized ELs’ rapid acquisition of English over home language maintenance
(i.e., bilingual programs). In a series of highly politicized campaigns, three
states mandated English as the primary language of instruction, moving
most students out of bilingual programs and into sheltered (or structured)
English immersion (SEI) classrooms. Proposition 227 in California (see
Parrish et al., 2006, for a review), Proposition 203 in Arizona (see Rolstad,
Mahoney, & Glass, 2005, for a review), and Question 2 in Massachusetts
(see Owens, 2010; Tung et al., 2009, for reviews) all resulted in the move-
ment of large numbers of ELs out of bilingual classes and into SEI programs
on the grounds that all ELs could quickly develop English with enough
meaningful exposure in the content areas combined with explicit language
instruction. In all three states, students were expected to develop sufficient
English to perform regular class work in English within 1 year (Gándara
et al., 2010).

In Massachusetts, the majority of ELs are enrolled in SEI programs until
the school or district determines that they have developed sufficient aca-
demic English to perform ordinary class work in English without additional
support. The goal of these programs is to help students ‘‘catch up to their
classmates in academic content areas by learning English as quickly as pos-
sible’’ (MDESE, 2009, p. 4). State documents suggest schools and districts rely
primarily on the state English language proficiency assessment in addition to
a student’s performance on the state content-area assessments, grades,
teacher observations, class work, and parent input (MDESE, 2009).

Unintended Consequences of Language and Reclassification Policies

Evidence from states and districts suggests that ELs are not receiving the
high-quality language-learning services mandated in the Supreme Court
cases. For example, Arizona’s mandate that ELs receive 4 hours of English
language development (ELD) instruction daily—isolated from content-area
instruction—has been criticized for resulting in segregation of ELs in SEI pro-
grams with other ELs, failing to expose ELs to mainstream instruction,
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curriculum, and native English-speaking peers (Arias & Faltis, 2012; Gándara
et al., 2010; Rios-Aguilar & Gándara, 2012; Rios-Aguilar, González-Canché, &
Sabetghadam, 2012) and for failing to improve EL student achievement
(Rios-Aguilar et al., 2012). In Massachusetts and California, ELs may remain
too long in language-learning programs without developing the requisite
skills to succeed in mainstream classrooms: A 5-year longitudinal evaluation
of Proposition 227 found that after 10 years in U.S. schools, fewer than half
of all ELs were reclassified and even fewer Latino students (Parrish et al.,
2006). In Massachusetts, Slama (2011) found that 60% of secondary ELs
had attended U.S. schools for 9 or more years without exiting language-
learning programs.

Other studies have reported ELs’ tenure in language-learning programs
that exceeds the average time language-acquisition scholars estimate it takes
for ELs to develop academic language proficiency (Batalova, Fix, & Murray,
2007; Hakuta et al., 2000). For many years the prevailing estimates were that
it would take 3 to 5 years for the young EL to become proficient in conver-
sational English after entry into an English-speaking environment but 4 to 7
years for these students to develop academic proficiency (Hakuta et al.,
2000), and even longer (6 to 8 years) for ELs who immigrated into the coun-
try between the ages of 12 and 15 (Collier, 1987). However, more recent esti-
mates suggest that some ELs never catch up to their native peers (Hakuta
et al., 2000).

On the other hand, several studies suggest that even ELs who exit lan-
guage-learning programs in the elementary grades may still lag behind main-
stream peers academically after reclassification (de Jong, 2004; Gándara
et al., 2003; NCES, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of
Education, 2009). For instance, only 16% and 17% of reclassified ELs scored
proficient in eighth-grade reading and mathematics on the NAEP compared
to 32% and 35% of monolingual students nationwide (NCES, Institute of
Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education, 2009). However, these
studies have largely been based on cross-sectional data (de Jong, 2004;
NCES, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education,
2009) and thus do not monitor student performance over time from initial
identification as EL to R-FEP status.

While the relationship between time spent in language-learning pro-
grams and academic achievement is an important question for future
research, the academic difficulties of many early- and late-exit ELs suggest
that large proportions of ELs are not faring well academically, regardless
of their time spent in language-learning programs.

Reclassification decisions occur within a complex accountability system,
which has influenced educators to expedite or prolong ELs’ exit from lan-
guage-learning programs. Under Title I funding streams, schools and districts
have an accountability-driven incentive to keep their top-performing ELs
classified as limited English proficient in order to inflate this subgroup’s
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performance (Kieffer, Lesaux, & Snow, 2008). Linquanti (2001) described this
problem as the ‘‘redesignation dilemma.’’ Scholars have long called for an EL
designation that follows students from school entry and after reclassification,
noting that the present method of defining the EL subgroups leads to inac-
curate data, a weakened accountability system, and inappropriate lan-
guage-learning supports (e.g., Kieffer et al., 2008; The Working Group on
EL Policy, 2011). On the other hand, Title III in the United
States—through its tie to EL program funding—incentivizes districts to
reclassify students as quickly as possible in order to demonstrate that
a greater number of their students have reached proficiency.
Consequently, schools may be more likely to retain ELs and other low-per-
forming students in the grade (Bowman-Perrot, Herrera, & Murry, 2010).
Retention complicates the estimation of time to reclassification because,
for a retained student, the number of years in school may not map uniquely
onto the grade in which they are reclassified. Thus, in my study, I account for
retained students by providing separate estimates of the timing of reclassifi-
cation in terms of both years in school and by grade. Furthermore, I provide
an estimate of the prevalence of grade retention among the students in the
cohort who remained in Massachusetts’ schools.

The Challenge in Estimating ELs’ Tenure in Language-Learning Programs

Previous estimates of the average time it takes for EL students to be
reclassified into mainstream classrooms have been largely unable to provide
an accurate picture of ELs’ reclassification patterns. Widely cited studies have
reported sample averages based on cross-sectional data (e.g., Flores, Painter,
Harlow-Nash, & Pachon, 2009) or large-scale surveys of the opinions of dis-
trict administrators (e.g., Kindler, 2002). Even studies that have examined
reclassification patterns by following cohorts of students over time (e.g.,
de Jong, 2004; Gándara & Merino, 1993; Grissom, 2004; New York City
Board of Education Division of Assessment and Accountability, 2000) have
largely failed to account appropriately for students who may have ‘‘disap-
peared’’ from the dataset prior to being reclassified into mainstream class-
rooms (i.e., those students who were ‘‘censored’’). This is particularly prob-
lematic if the censored students are more mobile and have academic profiles
that differentiate them systematically from their nonmobile peers, in ways
that are associated with a lower probability of reclassification (e.g., see
Reynolds et al., 2009, for a review). Several studies did account for censored
students by employing survival analyses (e.g., Mitchell et al., 1999; Parrish
et al., 2006) and longitudinal analyses (Ramirez, Yuen, & Ramey, 1991); how-
ever, two of these studies occurred in a very different policy context, prior to
the passage of English-only mandates and only at the district level in
California (Mitchell et al., 1999; Ramirez et al., 1991). No studies to date
have used these methods in Massachusetts.
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In the present study, I employ discrete-time survival analysis to examine
the risk of reclassification over time for the first kindergarten cohort of ELs
after the passage of Question 2. I obtain unbiased estimates of time to and
grade of reclassification and report descriptive statistics of achievement
and retention rates. I demonstrate how longitudinal analyses are a promising
means of improving accountability for ELs as they allow for monitoring of
student outcomes over time, particularly after reclassification as fluent-
English proficient. The study is guided by three primary research questions:

Research Question 1: After entering Massachusetts’ public schools in kindergarten,
what is the average time to first reclassification and the distribution of reclassi-
fication over time among ELs?

Research Question 2: In what grade is the average EL in Massachusetts first reclas-
sified, and what is the distribution of reclassification across grades?

Research Question 3: Among students who remained in Massachusetts’ public
schools, what proportion is retained in the grade during the period of analysis?

In addition to examining the overall time to and grade of first reclassification
for all ELs in Massachusetts (RQ1and RQ2, respectively), I examined whether
ELs’ risk profiles differed for the largest group of ELs in my sample: Spanish-
speaking low-income students.

Research Design

Dataset

I constructed a longitudinal dataset comprised of student-level demo-
graphics and enrollment from the Massachusetts Student Information
Management System (SIMS) and standardized test-performance data from
the MCAS. Each student in the state has a unique student identifier that
remains with them over time and is common across data sources even if
they change schools or districts within the state. This identifier allows me
to link student records together across multiple years, regardless of intrastate
mobility or retention. My dataset included student-level data for the EL
cohort.

Analytic Sample

In the present study, I focus on those ELs who were kindergarteners
attending Massachusetts public schools in the fall of 2002. I focus on this
cohort because it provides lengthy longitudinal data—eight waves, in
total—on the academic careers of these ELs. My sample size is 5,354, which
provides sufficient power to detect small effects at the usual levels of Type I
error. In Table 1, I show that the sample is predominantly U.S.-born (80.1%),
low-income (69.6%), and Spanish-speaking (55.1%), which is similar to
nationwide demographic trends with respect to income status yet differs
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with respect to the overall proportion of ELs (7% in Massachusetts compared
to 10% nationwide) and the proportion of Spanish-speakers (55% in the
present sample compared to 75% nationwide; MDESE, 2012; National
Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition). Spanish speakers are by
far the largest language group, followed by speakers of other languages
(13%), Portuguese (8.6%), and Vietnamese (5.5%).

Language-learning program. The passage of Question 2 legislation in
Fall 2002 (effective in classrooms Fall 2003) closed the majority of bilingual
programs in Massachusetts and moved students into SEI programs. In Table
2, I illustrate the effect of the passage of this legislation: Before the new leg-
islation went into effect, nearly half of the kindergarten cohort (n = 2,673)
was enrolled in a bilingual program. By the following academic year, the
vast majority of these students were either moved out of an EL program
entirely (row 2, column 1) or into an SEI program (row 2, column 2).
While Table 2 reflects a clear shift in program status as recorded in the state
database, it is not clear whether programmatic changes were also immedi-
ately affected at the instructional level. Furthermore, as noted in Table 2,
there is a dramatic decline in the sample of students in bilingual programs.
Thus, I do not include program as a covariate in the present analysis, and the
study focuses on the average effect across all programs. Consequently, find-
ings of the average time to and grade of reclassification generalize largely to
students enrolled in SEI programs.

Table 1

Sample Means for the 2002 Massachusetts Kindergarten Cohort of ELs for the

Whole Sample (Second and Third Columns) and the Proportion of Students in

Reclassified in Each Group (Fourth and Fifth Columns)

Whole Sample

(n = 5,354)

Proportion of

Demographic Group

Who Were Reclassified

Variable M n M n

Reclassified during K-7 0.74 3,961 — —

Low-income 0.69 3,729 0.73 2,721

Spanish-speaking 0.55 2,948 0.71 2,087

Female 0.48 2,595 0.75 1,955

Immigrant student 0.20 1,073 0.74 790

U.S.-born 0.80 4,290 0.74 3,177

Attends school in an urban district 0.78 4,190 0.72 3,046

Note. nwhole sample = 5,354; nreclassified students = 3,961. A dash denotes values that are not
applicable to the particular cell in question.
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Student mobility. In Table 3, I list the most common attendance patterns
detected among the kindergarten EL cohort upon entry into Massachusetts
schools in 2002. Note that the majority of the students in the present sample
(70.9%) remained in Massachusetts public schools for the entire 8 years of
study observation (through seventh grade for students who were never
retained). However, 22.7% of the sample left the state without reentry into
Massachusetts public schools during the period of analysis. These stu-
dents—the majority of whom left in the early elementary grades (K-2)—are
‘‘censored’’ and thus no longer contribute rows to the person-period dataset
once they have left. A smaller proportion of the sample (6.5%) left the state
and then reentered Massachusetts public schools again during the 8-year
period. Studies that fail to account for student mobility (i.e., a form of censor-
ing) when estimating time to or grade of reclassification will provide biased
findings, especially if the academic profiles of mobile students differentiate
them systematically from their nonmobile peers, in ways that are associated
with a lower probability of reclassification. In my study, censored students
are permitted to contribute to the estimated risk of reclassification in each
time period, as they remain in the risk set—the group of students who are eli-
gible to be reclassified (i.e., had not previously been reclassified)—for all time
periods up until the point of exit.

Students with multiple changes in EL status. In Table 4, I show that the
majority of the kindergarten EL cohort were either never reclassified during
the 8-year period of observation (i.e., censored; 30.5%) or they were reclas-
sified once (59.5%). However, 9.9% of the sample experienced multiple
changes in EL status, indicating that they had been R-FEP, then redesignated
as EL subsequently, then rereclassified, and so forth. While interdistrict var-
iability in reclassification criteria might account for multiple changes in EL
status (e.g., Ragan & Lesaux, 2006), change in district only accounted for
about 23.6% of cases of multiple reclassifications in this dataset. Some addi-
tional explanations for multiple changes in EL status—which I am unable to

Table 3

Most Common School Attendance Profiles for the 2002 Kindergarten EL Cohort

Attendance Pattern % n

Attended Massachusetts schools at least K-7 70.9 3,794

Left state permanently (i.e., were censored) 22.7 1,213

Left state after kindergarten 6.4 345

Left state after first grade 3.8 204

Left state after second grade 3.5 186

Left state temporarily 6.5 347

Total 100 5354

Note. n = 5,354 students.
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determine based on my dataset—include active monitoring of ELs, unclear
reclassification guidelines, and reporting errors. First, with respect to moni-
toring, districts are required to monitor student progress for up to 2 years fol-
lowing exit and place children back in a language-learning program if they
feel they still need additional support to access the mainstream core curric-
ulum (Title VI, EEOA, No Child Left Behind [NCLB], Title III). Second,
unclear reclassification guidelines or changes in who makes reclassification
decisions in a particular school or district, especially during the earlier years
of the period of analysis, may result in multiple changes of EL status.
Reporting errors may also account for multiple changes when a student’s
EL status is not reported correctly to the state.

Because of the issue of multiple changes in EL status, I focus on the time
and grade of students’ first reclassification upon school entry in kindergarten.

Measures

I have organized my longitudinal data into a ‘‘person-period format’’
(Singer & Willett, 2003). In the dataset, students contribute one row of
data for each occasion of measurement that they are present—that is, one
for each of the years that they have attended Massachusetts public schools.
The person-period format permits me to record the values of variables that
are either ‘‘time-varying’’ (e.g., EL status) or ‘‘time invariant’’ (e.g., home lan-
guage) for each participant over time.

Outcome

Reclassification into mainstream classrooms. Reclass is a dichotomous
time-varying variable that I have coded 1 if the student was reclassified
into mainstream classrooms during the particular year in question (0, other-
wise). In Massachusetts, reclassification reviews occur typically in the spring
of each year, such that any instructional changes are effective the following

Table 4

Most Common Reclassification Profiles for the 2002 Kindergarten EL Cohort

Reclassification Pattern % n

Never reclassified during K-7 30.5 1,632

Reclassified once 59.5 3,187

Multiple changes in EL status

Two changes in EL status 3.4 184

Three changes in EL status 6.3 337

Four changes in EL status 0.3 14

Total 100% 5,354

Note. n = 5,354 students. The group of students that were never reclassified during K-7
also includes those that were censored.
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fall (MDESE, 2009). Students who have not been reclassified by the end of
the entire period of observation (8 years) are censored.

Question Predictors

Time in school since kindergarten entry. Time is a continuous time-vary-
ing variable that records how many years a student has attended
Massachusetts public schools since entry at kindergarten, regardless of grade
repetition. Its values range from 1 to 8 because there are only data available
on these students through seventh grade.

Grade in school. Grade is a continuous time-varying variable that
records the student’s present grade in school. Its values can range from 1
(kindergarten) to 8 (seventh grade). A student who has been retained in
grade will have the same value for grade for 2 consecutive years—that is,
for two consecutive rows in the person-period dataset. Because of the prev-
alence of retention among ELs, re-representing the passage of time in terms
of grade made it possible to estimate grade of reclassification and account
for those who have been retained.

Spanish-speaking. Spanish is a dichotomous, time-invariant variable that
records whether student’s home language was Spanish as reported at school
entry in kindergarten. In order to be classified as EL upon entry into
Massachusetts public schools, ELs must report speaking a language other
than English at home (MDESE, 2003). I examine reclassification profiles dis-
aggregated by this largest language group nationally and in the present sam-
ple, controlling for income status.

Covariates

Low-income. Low-income is a dichotomous, time-invariant variable indi-
cating whether the student qualified for free or reduced-price lunch (low-
income takes on a value of 1) or not (low-income takes on a value of 0). I
examine the effect of income on reclassification profiles alone and then con-
trol for its effect in all subsequent discrete-time hazard models examining the
main effect of Spanish.

School and district codes. Schoolid and Districtid are integer school and
district identification codes, respectively. I included these variables in my sta-
tistical models as random effects to account for the natural clustering of the
5,354 ELs in the sample within 483 potentially distinctive schools and 112
districts. Nationwide, ELs tend to be clustered in high-poverty, urban schools
(Cosentino de Cohen, Deterding, & Chu Clewell, 2005). Consistent with
nationwide trends, in Massachusetts, the majority of ELs are clustered in
just five of the largest urban school districts: Boston (23%), Worcester
(11%), Lowell (7%), Springfield (5%), and Lawrence (5%; MDESE, 2012).
In Figure 1, I present descriptive statistics on the demographic characteristics
of the schools in my analytic sample to show that the clustering of ELs in
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segregated, high-need schools in Massachusetts replicates the national pic-
ture. In Figure 1, I show that the average student in my sample attends
a school with large proportions of EL students (25.0% versus 5.2% state-
wide), language-minority (LM) students (43.2% versus 14.4% in
Massachusetts), and low-income students (62.3% versus 26.2% statewide).
Furthermore, 78.3% of the students in my sample attend urban schools (com-
pared to 29.4% of students statewide). This segregation of ELs across
Massachusetts schools and districts underlines the importance of incorporat-
ing school and district random effects into the present analysis.

Data Analysis

To address RQ1 and RQ2, in which I investigate the average time-to-
reclassification and grade of reclassification, respectively, I employed a dis-
crete-time survival analysis to calculate the absolute and relative ‘‘risk’’ or
probability that a given EL would be reclassified into mainstream classrooms.

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

% ELL in
school

%LM
learners in

school

% SPED
students in

school

% Low-
income

students in
school

% Attending
urban

schools

% Attending
BPS schools

In sample 

In state 

Figure 1. Average demographic characteristics of sampled schools (n = 483

schools; n = 112 districts) compared to schools statewide.

Note. ELL = English language learner; LM = language minority; SPED= special education; BPS =

Boston Public Schools.
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All ELs who entered kindergarten in Massachusetts in 2002 were considered
part of the risk set—the number of students eligible for reclassification. As
the cohort passed through each year or grade of their schooling trajectories,
a proportion of them were reclassified into mainstream classrooms, some
retained the EL designation, and others left the state or their information
was missing from the dataset. Based on this information, in each given
year or grade, one can calculate the hazard probability—the proportion of
students who began the year as ELs (i.e., the risk set) who were subse-
quently reclassified during that year or grade. Because hazard probabilities
are based on proportions, as students exit language-learning programs or
their information becomes missing from the dataset, the pool of students eli-
gible to be reclassified, or the risk set, becomes smaller and the relative
‘‘risk’’ of reclassification can appear greater even if the number of students
actually exiting EL programs in a given year or grade is smaller. While this
information may be more intuitive conceptually, fitting discrete-time hazard
models allows for more complex model specifications and the ability to add
covariates and conduct statistical tests. Thus, I am able to examine the risk
profiles for the entire kindergarten cohort and then for subgroups at
increased risk for academic difficulties; in this case, low-income, Spanish-
speaking ELs.

My first task, therefore, was to gain insight into potential model specifi-
cation. To determine the most appropriate specification of time and grade, I
fit a set of parallel taxonomies of discrete-time hazard models by conducting
logistic regression analyses in the person-period dataset (Singer & Willett,
2003). First, to estimate the average time to reclassification (RQ1), I fit a base-
line discrete-time hazard model specifying the discrete-time hazard probabil-
ity for EL student i in year j after entry at kindergarten, under the assumption
that the given student was not reclassified in the prior (j–1)th year. I then
replaced this general specification of time and grade by suitable polynomial
specifications of time and grade and compared their fit systematically to
lower order polynomial specification as well as to general specification.

I present the results of fitting parallel discrete-time-hazard models of
time to and grade of first reclassification and the associated general linear
hypothesis [GLH] tests in Tables 5 and 6, respectively. From these compari-
sons, I determined that the hazard function was best summarized by a cubic
specification of time and grade (Model C and Model I, respectively). I sys-
tematically included the main effects of Spanish and low-income in the
time and grade models, individually (Models D and E in the time taxonomy
and Models J and K in the grade taxonomy), together (Models F and L,
respectively) and their interaction (not displayed as it was not a significant
predictor of risk of reclassification in either set of models; p . .05). Based
on a series of GLH tests, I conclude that both main effects are required in
the time and grade models (Models F and L).
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Based on these model comparisons, I replace the general specification
of Time (RQ1) and Grade (RQ2) by cubic specifications in the following
respective discrete-time hazard models:

1ð Þ Logit hazard RECLASSij

5a0 1 a1GRADEij 1 a2GRADE2
ij 1 1 a3GRADE3

ij 1 a4SPANISHi

1 a5LOWINCOMEi

2ð Þ Logit hazard RECLASSij

5b0 1 b1GRADEij 1 b2GRADE2
ij 1 1 b3GRADE3

ij 1 b4SPANISHi

1 b5LOWINCOMEi

;

where intercept parameters a0 and b0represent the respective values of logit
hazard when Time (Equation 1) and Grade (Equation 2) are equal to 0 (as
are the values of the covariates). Slope parameters a1 and b1 represent
the magnitude and direction of change in logit hazard over time. If the signs
of these respective parameters are positive, the risk of a given EL being
reclassified increases over time; a negative sign indicates that the risk of
reclassification declines over time. Parameters a3 and b3 signal whether
the hazard function first hits a peak or trough and where a positive sign indi-
cates an early peak in the risk of reclassification and a negative sign indicates
an early low point in the risk of reclassification and later peak (Singer &
Willett, 2003). After fitting these hypothesized models to the data, I was

Table 7

Percentage of Students Scoring at or Above Proficient on the MCAS ELA and

Mathematics Assessments, by EL Status

Whole Sample Reclassified (R-FEP) Not Reclassified (EL) Never-EL

Grade ELA Math ELA Math ELA Math ELA Math

Third 21.3 22.6 60.1 62.7 0.9 1.8 61.0 53.7

Fourth 24.7 24.7 56.0 54.6 1.4 2.9 58.3 49.9

Fifth 25.9 26.7 48.1 48.0 1.8 4.9 63.7 54.1

Sixth 33.0 28.7 55.7 47.2 5.1 6.8 68.7 58.4

Seventh 39.2 29.1 61.7 45.9 13.4 2.8 74.2 54.9

Note. nsample = 5,354; nR-FEP3rd = 1,857; nEL3rd = 2,598; nR-FEP4th = 2,314; nEL4th =2,030;
nR-FEP5th = 2,832; nEL5th = 1,388; nR-FEP6th 3,098; nEL6th = 1,114; nR-FEP7th = 3,200; nEL7th =
941. MCAS = Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System; R-FEP = reclassified as
fluent English proficient; ELA = English language arts. MCAS was administered at third
grade at which point some students had already left the state.
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able to recover estimates of all these parameters, construct the corre-
sponding fitted hazard and survivor function, and estimate the median-
time to reclassification statewide by years in school (RQ1) and by grade
(RQ2). In subsequent models, I added the main effect of time-invariant ques-
tion predictor, Spanish-speaking to the time and grade models, respectively,
controlling for income status. Because Spanish-speaking is a dichotomous
variable, taking on a value of 0 for non-Spanish-speaking ELs and 1 for
Spanish-speakers, the coefficient’s positive sign indicates a greater risk of
reclassification among Spanish-speaking ELs and a negative sign indicates
a lower risk of reclassification for this group compared to non-Spanish-
speaking EL peers. The coefficient’s magnitude quantifies the difference in
risk of reclassification between the two groups.

Results

Research Questions 1 and 2: Majority of ELs Are Reclassified Within

Three Years

To answer Research Question 1 and Research Question 2—investigating
the average time to first reclassification and the distribution of reclassification
over time, respectively—I summarize evidence from fitted discrete-time haz-
ard models and their accompanying plots. I found that while a majority of
ELs who entered at kindergarten were first reclassified within 3 years (or by
second grade after accounting for retention), the greatest risk of first reclassi-
fication occurred 6 years after school entry (or at the end of fifth grade). While
this may seem a little incongruous, as noted earlier, this occurs because the
risk set—or the students who are still classified as EL at the beginning of
a given school year—in Year 6 is smaller than the risk set in Year 3. Thus,
while the absolute number of students who were first reclassified after 6 years
in school is smaller, they comprise a greater percentage of the risk set.

The fitted discrete-time hazard models for time to first reclassification
(RQ1) and grade of first reclassification (RQ2), presented in Tables 6 and
7, respectively, provides insight into the shape of the hazard functions in
the top and bottom left panels of Figure 2. First, in each of the models of
risk of reclassification among the entire kindergarten cohort—Models C
and I—each of which adopts a cubic specification of time—notice the neg-
ative sign on parameters a1 and b1. This indicates that the risk of reclassifi-
cation declines generically over time. A negative sign on parameters a3 and
b3—which signal whether the hazard function first hits a peak or trough—-
indicates an early low point in the risk of reclassification and a later peak.
More precisely, from these final models, I estimated that the troughs or low-
est points in the risk of reclassification occur after 2.25 years or midway
through second grade and the peak risk of reclassification occurs 5.9 years
after school entry or at the end of fifth grade (Singer & Willett, 2003).
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To elucidate the complex changing nature of risk over time, I present
plots of the estimated discrete-time hazard function over time derived from
final Model C and final Model I, respectively, and then map these findings
onto their corresponding parameters in a taxonomy of fitted discrete-time haz-
ard models. In top left and bottom left panels of Figure 2, for instance, I illus-
trate that the overall shape of the hazard functions for the risk of reclassifica-
tion by Time (Panel A) and Grade (Panel B) decreases over the period of
study. Examining this pair of figures, note that the risk of reclassification is
lowest after 2 years in school, or at the end of first grade. Further, the peak
risk in reclassification occurs after 6 years in school or at the end of fifth grade
before declining dramatically over the seventh and eighth year in school (sixth
and seventh grade, respectively). Nonetheless, overall risk of reclassification
appears to decline over time and across grades. In the top right and bottom
right panels of Figure 2, I present the corresponding fitted survivor functions
to show that the estimated survivor probability drops to 0.5, or the median life
time (Singer & Willett, 2003) occurs after approximately 3.27 years since kin-
dergarten entry (right figure, Panel A) or at the beginning of second grade
after accounting for retention (right figure, Panel B). In other words, 50% of
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Figure 2. Estimated hazard (top and bottom left panels) and survivor functions

(top and bottom right panels) for the 5,354 ELs in the 2002 kindergarten cohort,

by years in school (Panel A; from fitted Model C) and grade in school (Panel B;

from fitted Model I), with median lifetimes overlaid on plot of survivor functions.
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the kindergarten EL cohort was reclassified into mainstream classrooms after
just over 3 years in U.S. schools or based on the estimate that accounts for
retention, following the spring of first grade.

Research Questions 1 and 2: Spanish-Speaking, Low-Income

Students Remain Classified as EL

To extend Research Questions 1 and 2, I investigated the average time to
and grade of first reclassification for Spanish-speaking ELs in the kindergarten
cohort, and found that the odds that a non-Spanish-speaking EL is reclassified
is nearly twice that of a Spanish-speaking EL, and the effect persists after con-
trolling for income status. Specifically, in Models F (Table 5) and L (Table 6),
which includes the main effects of Spanish and low-income, notice that the
coefficient on the parameter associated with Spanish-speaker is negative, indi-
cating that, controlling for income status, the risk of reclassification is lower for
Spanish-speakers compared to ELs from other language groups (i.e., Spanish-
speaking students remain classified as EL for longer periods of time).

In Figure 3, I graphically display the relationship between time to reclas-
sification, language group, and income status. In Panel A, I demonstrate the
effect of income (controlling for whether the student was a Spanish speaker)
on the fitted survivor functions, and Panel B displays the effect of Spanish
(controlling for income status) on the fitted survivor functions. Specifically,
in Panel A, I demonstrate that the average time to first reclassification or
median lifetime is just over 4 years after kindergarten entry for a low-income,
Spanish-speaking EL (corresponding to the beginning of third grade after
accounting for retention) compared to approximately 3 years (beginning
of second grade after accounting for retention) for their low-income EL peers
from other language groups (Figure 3, Panel B) and classmates not from
low-income families but from the same language group (Figure 3, Panel
A). In Figure 4, I display the analogous relationship for grade of reclassifica-
tion, and we observe the same patterns evident in the time to reclassification
dataset.

Research Questions 1 and 2: Large Proportions of Reclassified

Students Still Struggle With Grade-Level Academic Language

Examining student performance on the state-mandated mathematics and
ELA MCAS tests at different time points along their school trajectories indi-
cates that large percentages of ELs in my sample are struggling to keep up
with mainstream class work even several years after reclassification into
those classrooms. In Table 7, I show that by third grade—when the majority
of students in my sample had been reclassified into mainstream class-
rooms—substantial numbers of students were still scoring below proficient
in both ELA and mathematics. Specifically, 60.1% and 62.7% of reclassified
ELs scored proficient on ELA and mathematics, respectively, compared to
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less than 1% and 2% of the sample who remained classified as EL and 61%
and 53.7% of students who were never classified as EL. At the spring of fifth
grade—the peak of the conditional probability of reclassification— fewer
than half of reclassified students were proficient in mathematics (48%) and
ELA (48.1%) and fewer than 2% and 5% of those who remained classified
as EL were proficient in the respective subjects. To contextualize these find-
ings, note that 63.7% and 54.1% of fifth graders in Massachusetts who were
never classified as EL scored proficient in ELA and mathematics respectively
during the same time period.

Research Question 3: One in Five ELs Is Retained in Grade Between
Kindergarten and Seventh Grade

To answer Research Question 3—examining the proportion of
Massachusetts’ students who were retained in grade during the period
of analysis—in Table 8, I present longitudinal estimates of the prevalence
of in-grade retention in my sample. For those who remained in
Massachusetts schools, the rate of in-grade retention is more than double
national retention rates. While about 10% of ELs and non-ELs are retained
in grade (Kindler, 2002; Planty et al., 2009), 21.6% (n = 1,158) of the 2002
Massachusetts kindergarten cohort was retained at least once during the 8-
year period of analysis. The majority of these students (93.8%) were only
retained once, and a small proportion of students were retained twice
(6%). In Table 9, I show that greater proportions of U.S.-born, low-income,
and male students were retained compared to their EL peers who were for-
eign-born, non-low-income, and female, respectively.
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Figure 3. Estimated survivor functions for prototypical English learner (EL) in the

2002 kindergarten cohort, by years in school, by income status (Panel A), and by

whether a student is a Spanish speaker (Panel B) from fitted Model F.

Note. Median lifetimes (MLs) overlaid on plot of survivor functions.
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In Figure 5, I examined retention cross-sectionally and show that overall
retention by grade appears lower than national estimates of retention—with
the largest proportion of students being retained in first grade (7.3%) and
kindergarten (4.7%). Nationwide, grade retention is linked closely to higher
incidences of drop out and poor academic performance (e.g., Bowman-
Perrot et al., 2010) and is therefore an important risk factor in the EL popu-
lation where there is a high prevalence of both (e.g., NCES, 2004). The dis-
parities in the longitudinal and cross-sectional estimates of retention under-
score the importance of monitoring EL student performance longitudinally.
On the basis of the prevalence of retention in my sample, it is important
to obtain separate estimates of time to reclassification and grade of reclassi-
fication because the number of years in school will not be a consequence of
a linear progression through the grades for retained students.

Discussion

In the present study, I sought to determine whether and when ELs exited
language-learning programs and their ability to access the mainstream cur-
ricula in U.S. public schools following reclassification. Capitalizing on eight
waves of student-level information for a cohort of kindergarten ELs from one
Northeast state in the United States, I obtained an accurate picture of stu-
dents’ tenure in language-learning programs and how they fared upon
exit—as measured by content-area achievement and retention. Specifically,
to estimate the time to and grade of reclassification, I employed a discrete-
time survival analysis, which also addressed methodological limitations of
most prior research. I estimated time to and grade of reclassification for
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the entire statewide kindergarten cohort as well as for Spanish-speaking,
low-income students, the largest and most at-risk EL subgroup.

Four important findings emerge. First, the majority of the 2002 kinder-
garten EL cohort was reclassified after 3 years in Massachusetts schools
(by second grade after accounting for retention). While nearly three quarters
of the sample was reclassified at some point during the 8-year period of anal-
ysis, by seventh grade, 17% of the sample had not been reclassified. Second,
Spanish-speaking, low-income ELs remained classified as EL 1 year longer

Table 8

Patterns of Grade Retention for the 2002–2003 Kindergarten Cohort of

Massachusetts ELs (n = 5,354)

Retention Pattern % N

Whole sample

Retained once or more 21.6 1,158

Never retained 71.3 3,816

Missing retention data 7.1 380

Retained students

Retained once 93.8 1,086

Retained twice 6.0 69
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Figure 5. Proportion of the 2002 kindergarten EL cohort retained each year in

grade by grade in school (n = 5,354).
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than their non-Spanish-speaking peers also from low-income backgrounds.
Third, large proportions of the sample were retained in grade over the 8-year
period (22% compared to 10% nationally), and more than half of reclassified
students scored below proficient on statewide content-area assessments.
These findings indicate that while ELs may demonstrate grade-level aca-
demic proficiency in the early elementary grades, they may still struggle
with academic proficiency in the middle and high school grades.

Language and Reclassification Policies Should Reflect Complexities of

Language Learning

While the English-only mandates in California, Arizona, and
Massachusetts established that ELs should remain in an SEI program for
a period of 1 year (Gándara et al., 2010), findings from the present study sug-
gest that reclassification within 1 to 3 years of school entry does not provide
an ‘‘inoculation’’ against later academic difficulties.

The finding that large numbers of ELs exited language-learning pro-
grams relatively quickly in comparison to other states and districts in the
United States with large proportions of ELs—longitudinal estimates of aver-
age time to reclassification range from between 5 to 11 years in California
(Grissom, 2004; Mitchell et al., 1999; Parrish et al., 2006) and 3 to 6 years
in New York City (New York City Board of Education Division of
Assessment and Accountability, 2000)—should not be taken as evidence
that these students are faring well academically. In fact, their later academic
difficulties and a widening performance gap between former ELs and main-
stream peers suggests that the skills that ELs need to be successful in early
elementary grades are not the same as those required to be successful in
the more demanding upper elementary, middle, and high school grades.

Widening performance gaps across the school trajectory have been
documented in national data and among the broader group of LM learners.
With respect to national data, in Figure 6, I demonstrate a larger gap in per-
formance between reclassified ELs and their monolingual peers in middle
grades than elementary grades on the 2009 NAEP (NCES, Institute of
Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education, 2009). Examining the
gaps between R-FEP and never-ELs for fourth-grade reading and mathemat-
ics compared to the same gap for eighth grade, I show that 29% and 40% of
fourth-grade reclassified ELs were proficient in reading and mathematics
(versus 34% and 41% of monolingual students), while only 16% and 17%
of eighth-grade reclassified ELs were proficient in eighth-grade reading
and mathematics (versus 35% and 29% of monolingual students). On the
fourth grade MCAS, 56% and 54.6% of R-FEP students were proficient in
ELA and mathematics (versus 58.8% and 49.9% statewide ‘‘never-ELs’’). At
seventh grade, the R-FEP/never-EL disparities were larger: 61.7% and 45.9%
(R-FEP students) versus 74.2% and 54.9% percent of students never classified
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as EL. These results are based on cross-sectional data (i.e., comparisons
between different groups of students at one point in time). Future studies
should increase the precision of the estimations by investigating how a single
group of reclassified students fares academically in later grades, in response
to the increasing demands of the middle and high school classroom.

Among LM learners, Kieffer (2008) and Lesaux (2006) found that students’
reading skills were on par with native-speaking peers during early elementary
years but diverged in upper elementary years. Other studies reported similar
patterns among Spanish-speaking ELs and LM students (see Mancilla-Martinez
& Lesaux, 2011a; Nakamoto, Lindsey, & Manis, 2007). In effect, word-reading
may be the most important predictor of reading achievement in early elemen-
tary grades, but beginning in upper elementary grades, vocabulary and com-
prehension skills play a more central role in reading achievement (e.g., RAND
Reading Study Group, 2002; see Kieffer, 2008, for a review). The early-exit stu-
dents in the present study likely demonstrated on par word-reading skills in
the early grades, but their low content-area performance may suggest they
struggle with comprehension and vocabulary in the later grades. Students
struggling to perform mainstream work in English following reclassification
suggests that reclassification in and of itself is not a good predictor of students’

Table 9

Baseline Demographic and School Characteristics for Students Who Were

Retained at Least Once Between Kindergarten and Seventh Grade (Versus Not)

Student Retention Status

Retained Once or More

(21.6%; n = 1,158)

Never Retained

(71.3%; n = 3,816)

Variable % SD % SD

U.S.-born 85.7*** 0.35 79.5 0.40

Low-income 78.4*** 0.41 69.2 0.46

Immigrant student 14.4 0.35 20.6 0.40

Female 44.9 0.50 49.1** 0.50

Attending urban schools 84.9*** 0.36 77.8 0.42

Years as EL 4.9*** 2.53 3.7 2.28

Years in school 7.4*** 1.29 7.13 1.81

Note. Of the students in the sample, 7.10% are missing retention data (n = 380); therefore,
percentages do not add up to full sample (n = 5,354). The t tests compare population
means for ELs who were retained at least once in grade, compared to their peers who
were never retained. A student has immigrant status when he or she is eligible for the
Emergency Immigrant Education Program. To be eligible for this program in
Massachusetts, a student must (1) not have been born in any state and (2) not have com-
pleted 3 full academic years of school in any state.
*p \ 0.05. **p \ 0.01. ***p \ 0.001.
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ability to perform mainstream work in English and a need to re-examine
reclassification as an indicator of EL student success.

Prior studies have questioned the use of content-area assessments as
a valid and reliable measure of EL content knowledge because the language
of the assessment is confounded with the construct the assessment is mea-
suring (for a review, see Abedi, 2002), yet former ELs’ lagging performance
on the statewide MCAS in the middle grades does not bode well for these
learners because in Massachusetts, all students must pass content-area
assessments to receive a high school diploma. ELs and their classmates in
26 other states will now be required to pass content assessments to become
high school graduates (Center on Education Policy, 2008).

School and Neighborhood Segregation May Explain Lower

Reclassification Rates Among Spanish-Speaking ELs

‘‘Triple segregation’’ of EL students across U.S. schools (Orfield, 2001;
Orfield & Lee, 2006; Rios-Aguilar et al., 2012) and in Massachusetts may
explain why Spanish-speaking ELs remain in language-learning programs
longer than their EL classmates from other language groups. Nationally,
attendance in schools triply segregated with large proportions of EL, minor-
ity, and low-income students is associated with lower achievement for all
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students in those schools (Orfield, 2001; Orfield & Lee, 2006; Rios-Aguilar &
Gándara, 2012) and particularly for ELs (Ruiz-de-Vasco, Fix, & Chu Clewell,
2000) and Latino students for whom school segregation has increased at the
fastest pace (Orfield, 2001). In Massachusetts, the average EL attends a triply
segregated school (see Figure 1), but Spanish-speakers are more likely to be
clustered in high-poverty schools and districts compared to their EL peers
who speak Asian languages at home (Owens, 2010).

Less exposure to native English speakers may be one mechanism
through which school and neighborhood segregation may be linked to
lower reclassification rates for Spanish-speaking ELs. Prior empirical studies
have established that coming from a low-income home and status as a sec-
ond language learner put students at greater risk for reading difficulties
largely because of the deleterious effects of poverty and the amount of
English language exposure in the home and community (see Kieffer, 2011;
Mancilla-Martinez & Lesaux, 2011b, for reviews). Linguistic isolation has
been linked to ELs’ low achievement in Arizona (Lillie et al., 2010; Rios-
Aguilar et al., 2012) and California (Gándara et al., 2003), whose EL popula-
tion is mostly Spanish-speaking (84% and 83%, respectively). In addition,
Gándara et al. (2003) cite lack of peer English language models and expo-
sure to higher achieving classmates, inadequate resources, and lack of highly
qualified classroom teachers as the largest threats of segregation to ELs’ lan-
guage development. In Massachusetts, the deleterious effects of segregation
on ELs’ academic outcomes are likely to be more pronounced for Spanish-
speaking ELs as they comprise the largest language group in the state and
tend to be clustered in high-poverty urban schools and districts. In
Boston, the largest EL district in the state, 61% of EL students speak
Spanish as a home language and one in five students across the district is
a Spanish-speaker (Tung et al., 2009). Tung et al. (2009) found that
Spanish-speaking ELs were at greater risk of educational failure as measured
by higher dropout rates, lower engagement, and lower MCAS scores com-
pared to their EL peers from other language groups.

Longitudinal Monitoring System Would Improve Current

EL Accountability System

The present study illustrates how cross-sectional data can mask impor-
tant EL performance trends and highlights the need for state and federal
investment in longitudinal monitoring systems. First, consider the largest
group of students in my study, those reclassified by the end of third grade;
under the current state and federal monitoring systems, which follows EL
performance for 2 years after exit, their academic performance would be
monitored until the end of their fifth grade year. That means that by the
time these students enter the middle school grades and begin to encounter
more demanding academic content, they have now lost both the EL and
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R-FEP labels and respective learning supports (i.e., specialized language-
learning services for EL students and academic progress monitoring for
R-FEP students). They are now expected to perform on par with mainstream
grade-level peers absent additional support, but findings from this study sug-
gest that many of these students are ill prepared to do so. Second, annual
(i.e., cross-sectional) retention rates for ELs were within national averages
(e.g., Figure 5), but when examined over time, the proportion of ELs who
experienced retention over their schooling trajectory was double the
national norm. Third, nearly one in five ELs in the sample was never reclas-
sified during the 8-year period of analysis, but the state only collects data on
the number of years that ELs remain in Massachusetts schools, not the num-
ber of years as EL. Evidence of a widening performance gap among reclas-
sified ELs and their mainstream peers from large, representative national and
statewide samples of ELs suggests the need for intervention at the federal
and state level.

Implications, Limitations, and Directions for Future Research

An important implication of the present study is that the majority of stu-
dents in the kindergarten EL cohort studied remained in the state during their
schooling trajectories, was reclassified within 3 years of school, and experi-
enced later academic difficulties in both English and mathematics. In effect,
standards, assessments, language-learning support, and monitoring systems
at the state and district level must reflect the reality that academic challenges
facing younger ELs are different from those that older learners will
encounter.

There are four limitations to these findings. First, the data are observa-
tional in nature and cannot support causal inferences about the impact of
reclassification of ELs into mainstream classrooms on subsequent academic
performance. Second, Massachusetts has proportionally fewer ELs compared
to the other states with English-only mandates, which may limit the external
validity of my findings. Third, controlling for income when examining time
to reclassification for Spanish-speakers does not control for parental educa-
tion or social capital, which may be more predictive of immigrant student
achievement than income alone (see Kao & Taggart Rutherford, 2007, for
a review). Last, the EL population is heterogeneous (see Goldenberg,
Rueda, & August, 2006, for a review) and a blanket policy regarding the
time or grade by which students should be exited from language-learning
programs is inappropriate.

Three directions for stakeholders concerned with ELs’ academic out-
comes emerge. First, researchers should investigate the relationship between
long-term EL status and levels of academic English proficiency, EL program
quality, lack of exposure to mainstream curricula and classmates, and NCLB
accountability incentives. Researchers should examine factors that promote
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or hinder the achievement of at-risk EL subgroups such as Spanish-speaking,
low-income students. Second, this study adds further support to the call for
the replacement of the current 2-year monitoring system and unstable EL
subgroup definition with an accountability system that monitors EL perfor-
mance across students’ entire school trajectory with a stable ‘‘EL at school
entry’’ designation. Accordingly, resources must be allocated for states to
revamp their data management systems to monitor EL performance over
time. Currently, few states have the technical capacities to monitor student
performance longitudinally. Third, districts and schools must have funds
to intervene when students remain in EL programs beyond 6 years or
when reclassified ELs experience language-based academic difficulties. In
sum, language-learning services must be reconceptualized—not as an early
inoculation against later academic difficulties—but as an ongoing system of
support and progress monitoring that acknowledges the changing demands
of the middle and high school classroom.
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