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Explanation of Terms

Models
Sheltered English
Immersion (SEI)

Model for teaching English Learners which relies on the use of simple English
in the classroom to impart academic content, using students’ native languages
only to assist students in completing tasks or to answer a question.

Transitional Bilingual
Education (TBE)

Model for teaching English Learners that relies on the student’s own language
as a bridge to the acquisition of English as a second language.

English Learners (ELs)

Students who are enrolled in a program for English language development.

Limited English Proficiency Students (LEPs)

Students whose first language is a language other than English and who are
unable to perform ordinary classroom work in English

Native English
Speakers (NES)

Students whose first language learned or first language used by the parent/
guardian with a child was English

Native Speakers of a
Language Other than
English (NSOL)

Students whose first language learned or first language used by the parent/
guardian with a child was a language other than English

Study Populations

Outcomes: Engagement
Median Attendance
Rate

The attendance rate measures the percentage of school days in which students
have been present at their schools. Attendance is a key factor in school achievement as well as an important factor used to measure students’ engagement with
school.

Out-of-School
Suspension Rate

The out-of-school suspension rate is the ratio of out-of-school suspensions to
the total enrollment during the year.

Grade Retention Rate

The proportion of students required to repeat the grade in which they were
enrolled the previous year.

Annual Drop-Out Rate

The annual drop-out rate reports the percentage of students who dropped out
of school in a specific year (MDOE, 2007b). The Department of Elementary
and Secondary Education reports only on the high school drop-out rate, that is,
school desertion taking place after the ninth grade.

Transfer Rate

The proportion of students who transfer out of the district in a given year.

MCAS Pass Rates in
Math and ELA

Pass rates are the sum of the proportions of students scoring in the Advanced,
Proficient, and Needs Improvement performance categories in MCAS exams on
these subjects in a given grade in a given year.

Outcomes: Achievement

Varied terms are used to refer to students whose verbal, reading, and/or writing skills
in English are limited, who cannot do classroom work in English, and who are placed in
language acquisition and support programs in American schools. Often the terms “English
Learners” (“ELs”), “English Language Learners” (“ELLs”), and “students of limited English
proficiency” (“LEPs”) are used interchangeably. In this report, we use the term “students
of limited English proficiency,” or “LEPs,” to refer to those students whose first language
is not English and who are unable to perform ordinary classroom work in English. This is
the definition used by Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education,
(MDOE, 2004.) LEPs can be enrolled in General Education programs as well as in special
language acquisition and support programs. We use “English Learners,” or “ELs,” to refer to
those students who are enrolled in a program of English language acquisition or support.
We do not use the term “English Language Learners” in this report but the term is interchangeable with “English Learners,” but not with “LEPs.”
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In 2002, Massachusetts voters approved a referendum against the continuance of Transitional Bilingual Education (TBE) as a method of instruction for English language learners. The
study undertaken by the Mauricio Gaston Institute at UMass Boston in collaboration with
the Center for Collaborative Education in Boston finds that, in the three years following the
implementation of Question 2 in the Boston Public Schools, the identification of students of
limited English proficiency declined as did the enrollment in programs for English; the enrollment of English Learners in substantially separate Special Education programs more than
doubled; and service options for English Learners narrowed. The study found that high school
drop-out rates among students in programs for English Learners almost doubled and that the
proportion of English Learners in middle school who dropped out more than tripled in those
three years. Finally, although there have been some gains for English Learners in both ELA
and math MCAS pass rates in 4th and 8th grade, gains for English Learners have not matched
those of other groups and as a result gaps between English Learners and other BPS populations have widened.
The policy change: Referendum Question 2 became law as Chapter 386 of the Acts of 2002
in December and was implemented across the state in the Fall of 2003. It replaced a wideranging set of bilingual programs with Sheltered English Immersion (SEI) programs, whose
main purpose is to expedite the learning of the English language. Unlike TBE, which relies
on English Learners’ own language to facilitate the learning of academic content as they
master English, the SEI model is based on the concept that the English language is acquired
quickly when taught through meaningful content and effective interaction. SEI programs rely
on the use of simple English in the classroom to impart academic content, using students’
native languages only to assist students in completing tasks or to answer a question. The
law requires that English Learners (ELs) be placed in SEI programs for no longer than one
year and then transition into mainstream classrooms. Parents can seek to “waive” the placement of their children in SEI programs and request to have their children placed in General
Education or in bilingual education programs.
The implementation of Question 2 has varied substantially across the state (DeJong, Gort &
Cobb, 2005; Rennie Center, 2007), but there is still scant information about its impact on
the outcomes for ELs in the state. In 2007, the Mauricio Gastón Institute at UMass Boston
in collaboration with the Center for Collaborative Education in Boston began a study with
the purpose of assessing the changes brought about by the new policy and the impact on
the engagement and academic outcomes of students of limited English proficiency. The study
focused on Boston Public Schools during the last year (AY2003) of TBE and the first three
years (AY2004, 2005, and 2006) of implementation of SEI.
Method: The study used an administrative database provided by the Boston Public Schools
(BPS) which includes demographic and enrollment information from the Student Information
Management System (SIMS) on each BPS student enrolled in AY2003, AY2004, AY2005, and
AY2006. Using a unique identifier for each student, results from the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) have been merged with the SIMS, thus allowing for the
analysis of academic outcomes. Researchers also collected and analyzed documentary data
pertinent to the implementation of Question 2 and interviewed personnel of the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (MDESE) and the Boston Public
Schools to understand the context of the implementation of the policy.
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1. Who are Boston’s English Learners?
The terms English Learners, English Language Learners, and students of limited English
proficiency and their acronyms (ELs, ELLs, and LEPs) are often used interchangeably. The
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (MDESE) defines students
of limited English proficiency as students “who are native speakers of languages other than
English and who are not able to perform school work in English” (MDOE, 2004). Starting
from this definition, Figure 1 presents BPS enrollment in AY2006 using native language and
English proficiency as the prisms through which BPS’ populations are examined. “Native language” is the first divider (green row); out of the 59,211 students in BPS in AY2006, 34,790
(68.8%) are native English speakers (NES) and 24,421 (31.2%) are native speakers of other
languages (NSOLs). NSOLs are speakers of many of the world’s languages, but the largest
language groups are Spanish, Haitian Creole, and Chinese (several dialects), Cape Verdean
Creole and Vietnamese.

Figure 1. School Populations Defined by Language. Boston Public Schools. AY2006
Total

All BPS (59,211)

Native Language

NES (34,790)

NSOL (24,421)

Language
Proficiency

EP (34,790)

EP (14,695)

LEP (9,726)

Program
Participation

In General Education (34,790)

In General Education
(14,695)

In Gen Ed 2

1

In EL
Programs
(8,614)

Note. (1) A small number of students who are Native English Speakers were also identified as LEPs. (2) LEP
students in General Education are students who have opted out of programs for English Learners or who have
transitioned to General Education but still retain their LEP designation; they amount to 1,112 students.

NSOLs are divided into those who are proficient in English (EPs) and those who are of limited English proficiency (LEPs) (blue row). The majority of NSOLs in Boston Public Schools
(60.2%) are proficient in English, although they speak it as a second language. English
proficient NSOLs have been determined to be capable of doing schoolwork in English and
may have entered BPS as English speakers or may be students who have transitioned from
bilingual education. Students of limited English proficiency (LEPs) are NSOLs who have been
determined not capable of regular classroom work in English; in AY2006, 39.8% of all NSOLs
fit this criterion.
By the MDESE definition, all LEPs are eligible for programs for English Learners, whether they
are specific programs—such as Two-Way bilingual programs or Sheltered English Immersion
programs—or ESL and other language support services for those students transitioning into
General Education programs. In Boston in AY2006, 88.6% of LEPs were enrolled in specific
programs for English Learners (rust cell) and 11.4% (1,112) were enrolled in General Education programs. Students in specific programs for English Learners accounted for 14.5% of
BPS enrollment.
The study presents the trends in enrollment and in academic outcomes for each of these
groups covering the last year of TBE (AY2003) and the first three years of the implementation of SEI (AY2004-AY2006) in the Boston Public Schools.
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2. How did the demographic characteristics of English Learners change as a
result of the implementation of SEI in Boston?
A review of the demographic characteristics of NSOLs, LEPs, and LEPs in programs for English
Learners and in General Education programs revealed minimal changes in gender distribution
and the proportion of students from poverty backgrounds.1 There were slight changes in the
racial distribution of all groups, which showed a decline in the proportion of white students,
an increase of Black students, and a stable presence of Asians and Latino students from
AY2003to AY2006.

3. How did enrollment in programs for English Learners change?
Important findings in the study of English Learners in Boston include the decline in enrollments in EL programs, the reduction in available services for EL students, and the increase in
enrollments of ELs in Special Education programs as the implementation of SEI unfolded. In
that period both the identification of students of limited English proficiency and the enrollment in programs for English Learners declined (Figure 2). Findings include the following:

8

•

T he number of students identified as of limited English proficiency (LEP) declined
33.9% between AY2003 and AY2006. This decrease took place in the context of
much smaller declines in overall and NSOL enrollment (less than 10%).

•

T he proportion of students identified as LEP among BPS and NSOL students also
declined: from 23.1% to 16.4% among the overall BPS population and from 54.2
to 38.8% among NSOLs. LEPs increased as a proportion of the elementary school
enrollments, but decreased among both middle school and high school students.

•

T he decline in the identification of LEP students appears to be due to under-identification of students of limited English proficiency at the district’s Family Resource
Centers, which mis-assessed the language ability of students because of the type of
testing conducted. Parents were also a source of mis-identification by withholding
information on native language and home language use in order to avoid having
their children designated as LEPs and placed in SEI programs. This lack of accurate
reporting is a by-product of lack of parental orientation as to their rights under the
law to request a waiver of SEI instruction.
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Figure 2. Rate of Change in Enrollment. Selected Sub-Populations. Boston Public Schools,
AY2003–AY2006

•

E nrollment of LEPs in programs for English Learners fell by 42.8% in the first two
years after the implementation of Question 2 and improved in the last year of observation. By AY2006, the decline in EL enrollments, at 10.9%, was still higher than
that of NSOLs and of the overall BPS enrollment.

•

E nrollment declines were due to (1) the district’s decision to transition to General
Education 45.2% (or 4,366) of the students in TBE at the start of the implementation in the Fall of 2003; (2) the continued mis-assessment and mis-assignment of
LEP students; (3) the placement in General Education of a sizeable number of students whose parents “opted out” of SEI programs for their children and the district
did not provide alternative programs as required by law; in AY2006, 1,112 students
were LEPs in General Education programs who received minimal, if any, language
support services.

A final aspect of the changes in enrollment which followed the transition to SEI was the
increase in the enrollment of LEPs in Special Education programs (Table 2). The proportion
of LEP students in EL programs who participate in Special Education programs has increased
at a greater rate than for other populations: from 6.5% to 9.0% in the case of full or partial
inclusion SPED programs and from 4.7% to 11.0% in the case of substantially separate
SPED programs.
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Table 1. Participation in Special Education Programs. Selected Sub-Populations.
Boston Public Schools, AY2003–AY2006
AY2003

AY2004

AY2005

AY2006

10.5%

9.8%

10.4%

10.4%

7.9%

8.6%

8.7%

8.8%

12.4%

11.3%

11.9%

11.8%

9.7%

10.2%

10.2%

10.2%

All BPS
Full or Partial Inclusion
Substantially Separate
NES
Full or Partial Inclusion
Substantially Separate
NSOL
Full or Partial Inclusion

8.0%

7.7%

8.3%

8.5%

Substantially Separate

5.4%

6.3%

6.6%

6.7%

Full or Partial Inclusion

7.6%

7.8%

8.1%

8.0%

Substantially Separate

3.5%

3.8%

4.1%

4.2%

Full or Partial Inclusion

8.3%

7.5%

8.6%

9.1%

Substantially Separate

7.0%

10.3%

11.6%

10.4%

NSOL EPs

NSOL LEPs

LEPs in General Education
Full or Partial Inclusion
Substantially Separate

11.3%

11.3%

10.8%

10.7%

8.4%

8.8%

8.9%

8.4%

LEPs in Programs for ELs
Full or Partial Inclusion

6.6%

5.8%

6.2%

9.2%

Substantially Separate

4.8%

6.7%

6.8%

10.9%

4. How have the characteristics of the programs for English Learners changed
as BPS made the transition from TBE to SEI?
Changes in the characteristics of the programs offered to English Learners in Boston and
elsewhere in Massachusetts are, first of all, a by-product of the change in policy that
mandated the transition from TBE to SEI. The critical change is in the role of a student’s
native language in instruction. While TBE relies on the English Learners’ native language to
facilitate the learning of academic subjects as they master English, SEI relies uses students’
native language only to assist students in completing tasks or to answer a question. This
change had implications for the way instruction took place in the classroom, for the types of
materials and books allowed in instruction, for the content imparted; for the teaching skills
required, and for the organization of programs. This study did not focus on the intricacies of
the execution of SEI in the classroom, but it did look at some of the changes in the organization of programs and the results of the process of implementation. The key findings were
the following:
•

10

 fter the implementation of Question 2 in September 2003, an increasing proporA
tion of students were enrolled in SEI programs, from 86.8% in AY2004 to 95.4%
in AY2006. The greatest concentration takes place in high school, where 97% of
students are in an SEI program.
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•

 etween AY2004 and AY2006, the number of students of limited English proficiency
B
whose parents “opted out” of their participation in EL programs grew from 431
in AY2004 to 1,112 in AY2006. Students who “opted out” enrolled in General
Education programs.

Figure 3. Enrollment in Programs for ELs. Boston Public Schools, AY2004–AY2006

•

T his process of “opting out” appears to be conflated with the process of parental
waivers allowed under Massachusetts law. Under Question 2, parents can waive
their children’s participation in SEI without losing their rights to language support
services, as happens in the “opt out” process.

•

T he district has not been proactive in using the waiver provisions allowed by the law
to develop a wider array of program options for LEP students. As a result, the number and the type of services available to Boston’s English Learners have declined.
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5. What are the engagement and academic performance outcomes of students
in programs for English Learners and how have these changed since the
implementation of Question 2?
In examining the engagement and academic performance of English Learners, a comparison
of outcomes for LEP students (both in General Education programs and in programs for ELs)
with the outcomes of other groups across the four years is presented.

Engagement
In regard to engagement, we analyze the performance of ELs in key engagement indicators
such as attendance, out-of-school suspensions, and grade level retention as well as the drop
out rate.
Attendance. Students in EL programs showed the highest attendance rates of all groups
across the four years. Attendance rates were highest among elementary EL students and
lowest among those in high school. The rate of attendance among all ELs declined slightly
in the four-year period, as the attendance rates increased or remained stable among other
groups.
Out-of-School Suspension. Students in EL programs have lower out-of school suspensions
than all other groups. Suspension rates have tended to decrease among all groups, but the
decline has been less pronounced among students in EL programs than among the other
groups considered here. LEPs in middle school have higher rates of suspension than LEPs
in elementary school or high school. Although students in EL programs outperform others
in this indicator, the weaker decline of the rate in this group indicates some effect of the
implementation of SEI, particularly among middle school students.
Grade Retention. The rate of grade retention has tended to be higher in the two LEP groups
than in the English proficient groups, showing that there is wide difference in the practice of
retention that affects the groups differently. Grade retention is highest among high school
students. Retention in this group increased from 17.2% to 26.4% from AY2004 to AY2006.
Grade retention increased among students in EL programs while it decreased or remained
relatively stable among others. At the end of the period of observation, LEPs in EL programs
showed the highest rate of retention of all groups.

12
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Table 2. Outcomes on Engagement Indicators. Selected Sub-Populations. Boston Public
Schools. AY2003–AY2006
AY2003

AY2004

AY2005

AY2006

Attendance
All BPS

95.2%

95.0%

95.0%

95.0%

NES

94.4%

94.4%

94.4%

94.4%

NSOL

96.1%

96.1%

95.6%

95.5%

LEP in General Education

95.5%

95.0%

95.6%

95.6%

96.1%

96.1%

95.9%

95.6%

LEP in EL Programs

Out-of-School Suspension
All BPS

7.6%

7.1%

6.7%

6.6%

NES

9.6%

8.7%

7.9%

7.8%

NSOL

5.7%

5.7%

5.7%

5.9%

LEP in General Education

5.2%

4.5%

4.1%

3.9%

LEP in EL Programs

3.7%

3.5%

3.4%

3.5%

Grade Retention
All BPS

8.4%

8.6%

8.9%

NES

8.7%

8.8%

8.9%

NSOL

6.2%

6.4%

6.4%

LEP in General Education

12.2%

13.3%

7.6%

LEP in EL Programs

12.1%

13.0%

13.7%

Middle School Drop-Out Rate

2

All BPS

1.1%

0.4%

4.0%

2.6%

NES

1.3%

0.4%

4.2%

2.6%

NSOL

0.9%

0.4%

3.5%

2.6%

LEP in General Education

2.3%

0.0%

3.9%

3.7%

0.8%

0.3%

2.7%

2.7%

LEP in EL Programs

High School Drop-Out Rate3
All BPS

7.7%

5.3%

8.2%

10.9%

NES

8.7%

5.9%

9.0%

11.7%

NSOL

6.5%

4.6%

7.2%

9.8%

LEP in General Education

3.5%

0.8%

13.7%

11.9%

LEP in EL Programs

6.3%

6.1%

9.1%

12.1%

Middle School Annual Drop-Out Rate. Native English speakers showed the highest middle
school drop-out rates in all but AY2006, when LEPs in EL programs showed the highest rates.
LEPs in EL programs had minimal rates during the TBE year of AY2003, the lowest of all
groups. LEPs in EL programs showed the highest rate increase of all groups in the four years
of observation. The magnitude of the increase compared to that of others may indicate that
the implementation of SEI worsened the drop-out rate among these middle school students.
High School Annual Drop-Out Rate. Among high school students, both groups of LEPs
showed the lowest drop-out rates in AY2003, while under TBE. But beginning in AY2004,
this pattern is reversed. At the end of the period of observation, LEPs in EL programs showed
the highest rates of all groups, followed closely by LEPs in General Education. Although the
high school drop-out rate of all groups increased, the increases in the rates of both LEP
groups was most pronounced, signaling that there are other factors that affect LEP groups
and disproportionately contributed to these increases. The dimension of the increase in the
The Mauricio Gastón Institute, University of Massachusetts Boston, 100 Morrissey Boulevard, Boston, MA 02125

|

www.gaston.umb.edu

13

drop-out rate of LEP students, whether in EL or General Education programs, appears to be a
salient effect of the transition to SEI in Boston.

Achievement
Improvement in the academic achievement of students of limited English proficiency was
one of the promises of the sponsors of SEI programs in Massachusetts. This study of Boston’s
English Learners shows that the outcomes in this regard are equivocal at best.

Table 3. Outcomes on Achievement Indicators. Selected Sub-Populations. Boston Public
Schools, AY2003-AY2006
AY2003

AY2004

AY2005

AY2006

Grade 4 ELA MCAS Pass Rates

4

All BPS

73.3%

77.5%

74.1%

73.2%

NES

75.1%

78.1%

74.6%

72.0%

NSOL

85.6%

86.6%

82.9%

86.3%

LEP in General Education

17.9%

29.2%

34.0%

-

55.1%

57.1%

-

56.9%

LEP in Programs for ELs

Grade 4 Math MCAS Pass Rates5
All BPS

63.2%

70.1%

68.5%

73.7%

NES

62.3%

68.6%

66.5%

71.2%

NSOL

74.2%

80.5%

79.3%

84.4%

LEP in General Education

29.9%

37.1%

38.7%

-

LEP in Programs for ELs

56.7%

57.6%

-

63.0%

Grade 8 Math MCAS Pass Rates

6

All BPS

48.1%

54.0%

51.6%

53.4%

NES

44.7%

50.6%

52.7%

51.9%

NSOL

62.2%

66.2%

56.9%

63.6%

LEP in General Education

16.4%

17.8%

7.6%

-

33.1%

31.7%

-

33.3%

LEP in Programs for ELs

Grade 10 ELA MCAS Pass Rates7
All BPS

65.5%

65.9%

67.8%

77.4%

NES

62.4%

73.9%

74.2%

83.4%

NSOL

73.9%

79.4%

77.9%

88.4%

LEP in General Education

72.8%

38.2%

37.9%

-

45.1%

26.3%

34.7%

43.2%

LEP in Programs for ELs

Grade 10 Math MCAS Pass Rates8

14

All BPS

66.8%

68.7%

61.1%

67.9%

NES

72.1%

68.5%

59.9%

69.3%

NSOL

64.1%

75.2%

71.1%

76.1%

LEP in General Education

72.0%

55.0%

31.9%

-

LEP in Programs for ELs

69.5%

63.4%

46.9%

45.4%
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•

L EPs in EL programs have made improvements in their fourth grade ELA and Math
pass rates in the four years of observation. Nevertheless, pass rates in both areas
among students in EL programs are low and substantial gaps remain when comparing LEPs in EL programs to groups that are proficient in English.

•

E ighth grade Math pass rates were lower for LEPs in EL programs than for NES students and English proficient NSOL students. Between AY2003 and AY2006, pass rates
in Math increased among most groups of eighth graders, but the improvements
were stronger among those who are English proficient when compared to those in
EL programs. Significant gaps remain between the pass rates of LEPs in EL programs
and those of English proficient groups.

•

L EPs in EL programs did not make improvements in their tenth grade pass rates,
even as pass rates climbed for English proficient students across most years. Both
in ELA and Math, but particularly in Math, LEPs in EL programs lost ground in the
four years examined here. This decline has tended to enlarge the gaps between the
groups. By AY2006, LEPs in EL programs trailed all groups in both Math and ELA
pass rates.

Selected Recommendations to the Boston Public Schools
Recommendations regarding the environment for English Learners in the district
•

 evelop thorough in-service training, professional development, and the hiring of
D
new staff with high level of knowledge and expertise in order to build an institutional culture that is well informed about the best, most recent information about
the process of learning for ELs and about the requirements for the implementation
of SEI.

•

 evelop, codify, and share with the public the district’s vision for the education of
D
newcomers. A new and different message about the importance of educating English
Learners appropriately must emerge from the top leadership of the district.

Recommendations regarding the assessment and identification of students of
limited English proficiency
•

 nder strong OLLSS leadership, implement consistent and accurate language
U
proficiency testing, offer evidence-based EL programs, and support accountability
measures in line with the district’s vision.

•

I mprove substantially the effectiveness of the district’s identification and assessment of students of limited English proficiency for literacy in their native language
and English proficiency in listening, speaking, reading, and writing.
o	Family Resource Centers, Language Assessment Centers, and Newcomer
Centers, as the first points of contact with families whose home languages
are not English, should have bilingual staff trained on the legal and policy
issues related to English Learners and capable of conveying to families
their rights to bilingual education, LEP designation, information about
waiving and opting out, and choice of programs.
o	Rectify the assessment procedures for English Learners so that they are
appropriately and accurately evaluated for literacy in their native language,

The Mauricio Gastón Institute, University of Massachusetts Boston, 100 Morrissey Boulevard, Boston, MA 02125

|

www.gaston.umb.edu

15

for their English proficiency, and for their ability to carry out classroom
work in English by conducting the full gamut of testing: English listening,
speaking, reading, and writing.
o	Develop a consistent way to define, identify, and code students who are
LEP so that the databases are accurate and usable for research, evaluation
and program planning.
•

I nform parents through multiple avenues—such as the BPS website, the Family
Resource Centers, the Newcomer Center, community-based organizations, and
schools—about existing program options, waivers, and opting out, so that they do
not feel the need to withhold information about their children’s language ability
and use from the system in order to have their children not participate in SEI.

Recommendations regarding the participation of LEP students in EL and
General Education programs
“Choice” for English Learners means access to an appropriate set of programs, suited to their
English language proficiency and their native language proficiency. These choices may run
the gamut from English immersion to native language literacy programs, with many options
in between.
•

I ncrease the menu of options for LEP students to include programs for students who
use the waiver provision.
o	Educate central office staff, intake staff, school leaders, teachers, parents,
and the public at large about waivers, what they accomplish, and students’
rights to waivers. Provide families with the opportunity to “waive” out of
SEI and into other language programs.
o	Cease encouraging families to “opt out,” which leaves students without
access to English Learner services and programs.
o	With a vision of equity and excellence, and the goal of bringing the best
programs to the students BPS serves, develop alternative, evidence-based
EL programs, particularly for groups of students clustered by language.

•

 evelop clear criteria and processes for English Learners to transition from designaD
tion as LEP to no longer LEP (English proficient).

•

P rovide language support, testing, and monitoring to all students of limited English
proficiency regardless of the program in which they are enrolled.

Recommendations regarding the engagement and academic achievement
of English Learners

16

•

 eview the implementation of Boston’s SEI programs at the school and district
R
levels, assessing the resources necessary, the outcomes achieved, and the needs for
guidance and for support in relation to the implementation of SEI instruction.

•

 eview the practice of grade retention among LEP students in EL programs. High
R
rates of grade retention are correlated with high drop-out rates. Because LEPs
showed disproportionately high levels of grade retention compared with other
groups (as demonstrated by the divergent rates), BPS should examine closely this
practice in relation to LEP students.
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•

 ssess the capacity of and provide support to middle school and high schools to
A
mount state-of-the-art dropout prevention programs that: identify risk factors in
the early grades, support the development of strategies school by school, and
eliminate key risk factors before students enter high school.

•

 ffer evidence-based programs for ELs, document their implementation, improve
O
the quality and consistency of classroom pedagogy and curriculum, and support
appropriate accountability measures for these EL programs.

•

 ffer and mandate teacher training and qualification on SEI sheltered content
O
instruction and ESL in the 20 hours of professional development which is part of
the contract with the Boston Teachers’ Union.

Conclusions and Recommendations Regarding State Policy and Practice
Data from the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education suggest that
statewide outcomes for LEP students have also worsened in the time period covered by this
study. For example, the drop-out rate among LEP students increased from 6.1% in AY2003 to
9.5% in AY2006. While MCAS pass rates in fourth grade ELA and Math have improved, outcomes for eighth and tenth graders have declined and, overall, gaps between ELs and others
have not narrowed (MDOE, 2003–2006, 2005, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). Although the declines in the
state outcomes have not been as salient as those found in this study of ELs in Boston, the
downward trend in the education of this growing group of students must be addressed.
First of all, it is important that State of Massachusetts undertake a study leading to a
better understanding of the status and the trends in the education of English Learners in
Massachusetts, particularly after the sweeping change in policy and practice that Question
2 represented. Both California and Arizona, the two other states faced with the referendummandated implementation of restrictive language policies in their public schools, have
conducted comprehensive studies of the policy’s impact on student outcomes (Arizona
Department of Education, 2004; Parrish et al., 2006; Wright & Pu, 2005). There has been no
comparable examination in Massachusetts. Although this study examines the impact of the
implementation of Question 2 on the state’s most populous district and the one with the
densest population of students of limited English proficiency, it is limited in its capacity to
offer generalizations about ELs across the state. The Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education has access to data which would allow such a study.
If the research findings about EL outcomes at the state level are as consistently negative
as those documented for Boston students in this study, the state has the responsibility to
either radically improve the implementation of SEI or change state policy in regards to the
education of English Learners. Although voters forced this change, it was up to policy
makers and state government to execute the voters’ mandate in a way that mitigated harm
to students. This study found that the distance between policy and implementation was
quite large in Boston, both because of the district’s own limitations and because of the
state’s “hands off” approach to the implementation of the policy. Regardless of the opinion
one holds about the relative value of different models of instruction, what is clear—and
highlighted in this report—is the difficulty of implementing such a rapid and highly
disruptive policy change in an urban district already burdened with very complex problems.
Neither the legislature nor the DESE took into account the time and resources necessary—
particularly the requirements related to the professional development of teachers. In Boston,
both teachers and students have paid a high price for that oversight.
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Nevertheless, in the five years since the implementation of SEI, there has been ample time
to accumulate and share best practices, and to assess and expedite professional development
for teachers. There has also been time to assess the differential approaches to parental waivers by districts and the resulting expansion or contraction of programmatic offerings for ELs.
We do not assume that all children learn through the same instructional methods, and we
should not make that assumption about English Learners. Again, regardless of one’s opinion
about the policy itself, every effort must be made to improve the experience of schooling of
English Learners in Massachusetts under SEI.
If the outcomes of English Learners continue to lag behind the improvements of other
student populations and achievement gaps continue to widen, as is the case in Boston,
then it has come time to assess critically the current policy. Such a assessment would need
to address the relative value of immersion (SEI) and transitional additive approaches (TBE,
Two-Way bilingual programs) as models of instruction. The study just presented could not
make conclusions about these questions because of the lack of comparative data for the TBE
period prior to Question 2 and the small number of students in Two-Way programs. At the
state level, such a study is possible and the relevant data is available. An understanding
of SEI implementation, approaches to waivers, program options, and enrollment trends of
English Learners across the state would provide information about how best to serve these
students. In addition, research in other states, with and without restrictive language
policies, points to several promising program options for English Learners.
Finally, if the state finds that SEI is an inferior model of instruction, then the state must
work to change the restrictive language policy, expand the evidence-based programmatic
options for English Learners, and ensure that teachers are prepared to deliver those
options effectively.
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Notes
1

Defined as those who are receiving free or reduced price lunch.
(1) Differences in dropout rates between LEPs in EL programs and LEPs in General Education are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P<.03) in middle school in AY2003. (2) For this analysis enrolled students who did
not attend any days were not excluded.

2 

3

( 1) Differences in dropout rates between LEPs in EL programs and LEPs in General Education are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P<.03) in high school in AY2003, AY2004, and AY2005; (2) Differences in
dropout rates between LEPs in EL programs and NSOL (EP)s are also statistically significant (Chi2 Test
P<.001) in high school in AY2004, AY2005, and AY2006; and (3) Differences in dropout rates between LEPs
in EL programs and NES are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P<.000) in high school in AY2003. (4) For
this analysis enrolled students who did not attend any days were not excluded.

4

( 1) MCAS pass rates in AY2005 for students in EL programs (Row E) and in AY2006 for LEPs in General
Education (Row D) are not reliable because of low numbers of test-takers and restrictions in reporting scores
for small groups of students in a school or grade. (2) Differences in Grade 4 MCAS ELA scores for students
designated as LEP in EL programs and those designated as LEP in General Education are statistically
significant (Chi2 Test P>.000) in AY2003 and AY2004; (3) All differences between LEPs in EL programs and
English proficient NSOLs are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P< .000) for all years. (4) All differences
between LEPs in EL programs and Native English Speakers are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P<.000)
for all years for ELA pass rates.

5

( 1) MCAS pass rates in AY2005 for students in EL programs and in AY2006 for LEPs in General Education
are not reliable because of low numbers of test-takers and restrictions in reporting scores for small groups
of students in a school or grade. (2) All differences between LEPs in EL programs and English proficient
NSOLs are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P< .000) for all years. (3) Differences between LEPs in EL
programs and Native English Speakers are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P<.011) for AY2003 for Math
pass rates.

6

( 1) MCAS pass rates in AY2005 for students in EL programs and in AY2006 for LEPs in General Education
are not reliable because of low numbers of test-takers and restrictions in reporting scores for small groups
of students in a school or grade. (2) All differences in Grade 8 MCAS Math pass rates for LEPs in EL
programs and those in General Education are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P=.001 for AY2003, P=.006
for AY2004) in AY2003 and AY2004. (3) Differences between LEPs in EL programs and those of English
proficient NSOLs and NES in General Education are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P<.000) in AY2003,
AY2004, and AY2006.

7

( 1) Differences in Grade 10 MCAS ELA pass rates are significant (Chi2 Test P=.006) in AY2004. (2) Differences between LEPs in EL programs and English proficient NSOLs are statistically significant (Chi2 Test
P<.000) for ELA pass rates in all years; (3) Differences between LEPs in EL programs and NES students in
ELA pass rates are statistically significant each year (Chi2 Test P< .000); in AY2004 (Chi2 Test P=.017). (4)
MCAS pass rates In AY2006 for LEP students in General Education are not reliable because of low numbers
of test-takers and restrictions in reporting scores for small groups of students in a school or grade.

8

( 1) Differences in Grade 10 MCAS Math pass rates between LEPs in EL programs and those in General
Education are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P< .000) in AY2003 and AY2004; (2) Differences between
LEPs in EL programs and English proficient NSOLs in Math pass rates are statistically significant for
AY2004 (Chi2 Test P<.001), AY2005 (Chi2 Test P=.001), and AY2006 (Chi2 Test P=.000). (3) Differences
between LEPs in EL programs and NES students in Math pass rates are statistically significant each year
(Chi2 Test P< .000); in AY2004 (Chi2 Test P=.017). Differences between LEPs in EL programs and NES
students in ELA and Math pass rates are statistically significant each year (Chi2 Test P< .000); in AY2004
(Chi2 Test P=.017).
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II.
English Learners in Boston Public Schools:
Enrollment, Engagement and Academic Outcomes of
Native Speakers of Cape Verdean Creole, Chinese Dialects,
Haitian Creole, Spanish, and Vietnamese
Miren Uriarte, Nicole Lavan, Nicole Agusti, Mandira Kala, Faye Karp,
Peter Kiang, Lusa Lo, Rosann Tung, and Cassandra Villari
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This study focuses on the academic experience of English Learners (ELs) in Boston’s public
schools in the year before and in the three years following the implementation of Referendum Question 2. In 2002, this referendum spelled an end to Transitional Bilingual Education
(TBE) as the primary program available for children requiring language support in Massachusetts public schools, replacing it with Sheltered English Immersion (SEI). Specifically,
this report focuses on the enrollment and academic outcomes of the five largest groups of
native speakers of languages other than English in the Boston Public Schools: speakers of
Spanish, Chinese dialects, Vietnamese, Haitian Creole, and Cape Verdean Creole and explores
the different effects of the implementation of Question 2 on each of the groups. It does so
by analyzing data on identification, program participation, engagement and achievement
for each group and comparing the outcomes for students in programs for ELs with native
speakers of these languages enrolled in General Education programs. In this report we list
the findings for each group separately and conclude with discussion which compares the
outcomes for the groups.
For Chinese, Vietnamese, Haitian, and Cape Verdean students and families, this is one of
the first looks at the performance of students from these groups in Boston schools. Usually
reported as part of aggregates defined by race (e.g., “Asian” or “Black”), information specific
to these ethnic groups is seldom reported separately. We present here a limited view, since
the available data do not allow us to ascertain the outcomes of all students from these
groups but only of those students within these groups who are designated native speakers
of their particular language.
The study is a collaboration among the Boston Public Schools (BPS), the Mauricio Gastón
Institute at UMass Boston, and the Center for Collaborative Education. Utilizing four years
(AY 2003, 2004, 2005, and 2006) of BPS student-level data, we analyzed changes in the
identification of students with limited English proficiency (LEPs) in Boston Public Schools,
their enrollment in programs for English Learners or in General Education programs, their
engagement in schooling, and their academic outcomes. Findings include:
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Enrollment in Programs for English Learners
•

T here was a decline in the number of students identified as students of Limited
English Proficiency which affected all five of the groups likely indicating that there
were pervasive district-wide initiatives or problems affecting all LEP and EL students. Interviews suggest that mis-identification and mis-assessment of students
affecting all the groups were factors in this decline.

Figure 1. Designation of Limited English Proficiency. Selected Language Groups.
Boston Public Schools, AY2003–2006

•

S imilarly, the increase in enrollment of EL students in Special Education programs,
especially in substantially separate programs, also affected all the groups. The
effect on ELs took place in the context of relatively stable enrollments in Special
Education by other BPS subgroups, indicating again a district-wide effect focused
on all ELs. Interviewees signaled that referrals to Special Education programs became the means to obtaining services for EL students in the absence of structured
bilingual education programs.

•

 n initial decline in enrollments in EL programs affected all language groups as BPS
A
transitioned into General Education all students in TBE levels 3, 4 and 5. Although
all language groups recover enrollments in the subsequent two years, the outcome
at the end of the observation varied for the groups. Enrollments returned to the
levels during TBE among speakers of Chinese dialects and Haitian Creole, increased
among Cape Verdean Creole speakers and decreased among Spanish and Vietnamese
speakers. These outcomes appear to be related to the process of assessment and
program placement undergone by the different groups.
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Figure 2. Enrollment in Programs for English Learners. Percent of Total Enrollment
of Selected Language Groups. Boston Public Schools, AY2003–2006

Engagement of English Learners
There were substantial differences among the groups in both the engagement indicators
and the incidence of dropping out of high school. For example, among speakers of Chinese
dialects all indicators were favorable and the group experienced a decrease in their drop-out
rates. In another (Vietnamese speakers), all indicators trended unfavorably and were accompanied by a sharp increase in the drop-out rate. In others (Haitian Creole, Cape Verdean
Creole and Spanish speakers), there was some difference in the behavior of the engagement
indicators but all experienced very sharp increases in the drop-out rate. The sharpest increase
among all groups examined here took place among speakers of Haitian Creole.
Student engagement is affected by factors related to the student, to their families, and to
the programs in which they are immersed. Since the comparison here is not among groups
but rather of each group across time, institutional factors are an important focus. Interviews
suggest differential effects on the programs for each of the groups may have an effect on
the drop-out behavior. The effects of the structure of the programs on student engagement
require further investigation.

Table 1. High School Dropout Rates For Students Programs for English Language
Learners. Selected Language Groups. Boston Public Schools, AY2003–2006
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AY2003

AY2004

AY2005

AY2006

Cape Verdean Creole

7.5%

7.8%

8.1%

10.7%

Chinese

3.8%

7.3%

0.9%

2.8%

Haitian Creole

3.6%

7.5%

8.6%

10.6%

Spanish

7.3%

4.4%

10.3%

14.0%

Vietnamese

4.0%

6.7%

11.3%

10.3%

Total in Programs for ELs

6.3%

6.1%

9.1%

12.0%
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Achievement of English Learners (Spanish Speakers only)
Available data does not allow for the assessment of MCAS pass rates of language groups
other than Spanish speakers when we disaggregate students in EL programs by language
groups. We report on the outcomes of native Spanish speakers in General Education and
in EL programs and find:
•

F or Spanish speakers in EL programs, there were improvements in Math in 4th
grade and in ELA in 10th grade, but substantial declines in all other grades.

•

T here was a growing gap between native Spanish speaking ELs and their counterparts in General Education as well as between native Spanish speaking ELs and
English speakers in General Education.

•

V aried program quality related to the lack of training of Boston teachers in SEI strategies and ESL was pointed out as critical in terms of the achievement of EL in BPS.

Achievement of Native Speakers of Cape Verdean Creole, Chinese Dialects,
Haitian Creole, Spanish, and Vietnamese in General Education
Because of limitations of the data we cannot disaggregate the outcomes of these groups by
program participation, so these results reflect the language group as a whole (that is native
speakers of languages other than English who are proficient in English and those who are of
limited English proficiency). Overall, native speakers of languages other than English (NSOLs)
tended to outscore other BPS sub-populations and those improvements are reflected in the
scores of the speakers of other languages other than English reviewed here. Findings include:
•

F ourth graders from the four groups experienced improvements in Math; all except
Cape Verdean Creole experienced improvements in ELA.

•

S peakers of Cape Verdean Creole, Spanish and Vietnamese in 8th grade experienced
improvements in Math

•

 ll groups except speakers of Chinese dialects experienced improvements in 10th
A
grade ELA pass rates. Pass rates in math improved substantially among Vietnamese
speakers and more modestly among speakers of Spanish and of Chinese dialects
while decreasing among the other two groups.

Recommendations to the Boston Public Schools
We suggest that the implementation of SEI in Boston would be enhanced by:
•

a well informed institutional culture knowledgeable about the best, most recent
information about the requirements for the best implementation of SEI, as well as
the best practices for educating English Learners.

•

a stronger capacity to accurately identify students of limited English proficiency,
assess their language skills, assign them to appropriate programs and monitor
their progress.

•

p arents from all language groups who have information and education about the
BPS programs available for ELs and about their right to waive the participation of
their children in SEI programs.

•

increased programmatic flexibility allowed districts through the waiver provisions
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of the law. This will allow the district to improve its responsiveness to the specific
needs of individual and groups of students.
The tenuous engagement of ELs, their lackluster academic performance and the widening gap between ELs and other BPS students in this period is evidence that there were
serious problems in the implementation of current programs in Boston’s schools. There
needs to be:
•

improved guidance and support to schools in relation to the implementation of
SEI instruction

•

c omprehensive professional development programs for BPS teachers focused on
cultural competence and the strategies and skills necessary for effective
instruction of ELs.

Research indicates that for English Learners to be successful there needs to be respect for
their backgrounds and effective teaching about their new world and its requirements. The
district, the principals and the teacher corps need to know and understand their role in the
process of integration of immigrant children as well as the proven instructional approaches
that make these children successful learners.
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Notes
1

Defined as those who are receiving free or reduced price lunch.
(1) Differences in dropout rates between LEPs in EL programs and LEPs in General Education are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P<.03) in middle school in AY2003. (2) For this analysis enrolled students who did
not attend any days were not excluded.

2 

3

( 1) Differences in dropout rates between LEPs in EL programs and LEPs in General Education are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P<.03) in high school in AY2003, AY2004, and AY2005; (2) Differences in
dropout rates between LEPs in EL programs and NSOL (EP)s are also statistically significant (Chi2 Test
P<.001) in high school in AY2004, AY2005, and AY2006; and (3) Differences in dropout rates between LEPs
in EL programs and NES are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P<.000) in high school in AY2003. (4) For
this analysis enrolled students who did not attend any days were not excluded.

4

( 1) MCAS pass rates in AY2005 for students in EL programs (Row E) and in AY2006 for LEPs in General
Education (Row D) are not reliable because of low numbers of test-takers and restrictions in reporting scores
for small groups of students in a school or grade. (2) Differences in Grade 4 MCAS ELA scores for students
designated as LEP in EL programs and those designated as LEP in General Education are statistically
significant (Chi2 Test P>.000) in AY2003 and AY2004; (3) All differences between LEPs in EL programs and
English proficient NSOLs are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P< .000) for all years. (4) All differences
between LEPs in EL programs and Native English Speakers are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P<.000)
for all years for ELA pass rates.

5

( 1) MCAS pass rates in AY2005 for students in EL programs and in AY2006 for LEPs in General Education
are not reliable because of low numbers of test-takers and restrictions in reporting scores for small groups
of students in a school or grade. (2) All differences between LEPs in EL programs and English proficient
NSOLs are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P< .000) for all years. (3) Differences between LEPs in EL
programs and Native English Speakers are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P<.011) for AY2003 for Math
pass rates.

6

( 1) MCAS pass rates in AY2005 for students in EL programs and in AY2006 for LEPs in General Education
are not reliable because of low numbers of test-takers and restrictions in reporting scores for small groups
of students in a school or grade. (2) All differences in Grade 8 MCAS Math pass rates for LEPs in EL
programs and those in General Education are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P=.001 for AY2003, P=.006
for AY2004) in AY2003 and AY2004. (3) Differences between LEPs in EL programs and those of English
proficient NSOLs and NES in General Education are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P<.000) in AY2003,
AY2004, and AY2006.

7

( 1) Differences in Grade 10 MCAS ELA pass rates are significant (Chi2 Test P=.006) in AY2004. (2) Differences between LEPs in EL programs and English proficient NSOLs are statistically significant (Chi2 Test
P<.000) for ELA pass rates in all years; (3) Differences between LEPs in EL programs and NES students in
ELA pass rates are statistically significant each year (Chi2 Test P< .000); in AY2004 (Chi2 Test P=.017). (4)
MCAS pass rates In AY2006 for LEP students in General Education are not reliable because of low numbers
of test-takers and restrictions in reporting scores for small groups of students in a school or grade.

8

( 1) Differences in Grade 10 MCAS Math pass rates between LEPs in EL programs and those in General
Education are statistically significant (Chi2 Test P< .000) in AY2003 and AY2004; (2) Differences between
LEPs in EL programs and English proficient NSOLs in Math pass rates are statistically significant for
AY2004 (Chi2 Test P<.001), AY2005 (Chi2 Test P=.001), and AY2006 (Chi2 Test P=.000). (3) Differences
between LEPs in EL programs and NES students in Math pass rates are statistically significant each year
(Chi2 Test P< .000); in AY2004 (Chi2 Test P=.017). Differences between LEPs in EL programs and NES
students in ELA and Math pass rates are statistically significant each year (Chi2 Test P< .000); in AY2004
(Chi2 Test P=.017).
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The Mauricio Gastón Institute for Latino Community Development and Public Policy
was established in 1989 at the University of Massachusetts-Boston by the Massachusetts
State Legislature at the behest of Latino community leaders and scholars in response to
a need for improved understanding of the Latino experience in the Commonwealth. The
mission of the Institute is to inform policy makers about issues vital to the state’s growing
Latino community and to provide this community with information and analysis necessary
for effective participation in public policy development.

Copyright 2009 by the Mauricio Gastón Institute for Latino Community Development and Public Policy.
All rights reserved.
Published in 2009 by the Mauricio Gastón Institute, University of Massachusetts Boston,
100 Morrissey Boulevard, Boston, MA 02125-3393.
Design by Meena Mehta | www.twoms.com

28

The Mauricio Gastón Institute, University of Massachusetts Boston, 100 Morrissey Boulevard, Boston, MA 02125

|

www.gaston.umb.edu

INSTITUTE
for

A

S

I

A

N

A M E R I C A N

The William Monroe Trotter
Institute for the Study of
Black Culture

S T U D I E S

The Mauricio Gastón Institute for Latino Community Development and Public Policy
University of Massachusetts Boston, 100 Morrissey Boulevard, Boston, MA 02125-3393
Telephone: 617-287-5790 | Fax: 617-287-5788
E-mail: Gaston.feedback@umb.edu | Website: www.gaston.umb.edu
The Mauricio Gastón Institute, University of Massachusetts Boston, 100 Morrissey Boulevard, Boston, MA 02125

|

www.gaston.umb.edu

29

