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On September 30, 2010 the Boston Public Schools 

(BPS) signed a settlement agreement with the U.S. 

Department of Justice and the U.S. Department 

of Education compelling the district to address 

inadequacies in the provision of services to English 

language learners,1  inadequacies that the federal 

agencies judged were “implicating the District’s 

obligations under the Equal Educational Opportuni-

ties Act of 1974, … and Title VI of the 1964 Civil 

Rights Act” (U.S. Department of Justice, 2010, p. 

6).  The document details the challenges faced by 

the district, both in correctly identifying students 

of limited English proficiency (LEP) and in provid-

ing appropriate educational services to them.  The 

agreement provides ample detail of the remedial 

activities required of the district in regard to (1) the 

identification and placement of ELLs, (2) the instruc-

tion of ELLs in English as a Second Language and 

sheltered content instruction, (3) the characteristics 

and professional development of instructional staff, 

(4) the assessment and services to be provided to 

ELLs who are also students with disabilities, (5) the 

required communication with parents, and (6) the 

compensation for students who had opted out of 

programs for ELLs and had not received language 

support in their general education classrooms.  The 

settlement agreement also gave direction as to the 

type of monitoring and reporting that would be 

required on the implementation of these activities 

by schools and the district (U.S. Department of 

Justice, 2010). 

Some of these deficiencies had been previously 

documented by program reviews conducted by 

the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and 

Secondary Education (MDESE) and reported to the 

Massachusetts legislature.  For example in 2008, 

MDESE raised concerns about the initial identifica-

tion of ELLs and the waiver procedures used by the 

district to limit entry into ELL programs, about the 

process of reclassifying LEP students once they had 

acquired English proficiency, and about their access 

to non-academic programs.  MDESE also raised 

questions about the standard of quality of educa-

tional services available to ELLs enrolled in general 

education programs and about the process the 

district used to monitor the performance of former 

LEP students (FLEP students).  Finally, the state also 

raised concerns about the fact that one-third of 

the teachers providing services to ELLs were not li-

censed in ESL, particularly in schools without formal 

ELL programs (MDESE, 2008a).  A similar report, in 

2009, focused attention on the requirements of the 

assessment of and parental communication about 

the needs of LEP students who are also students 

with disabilities (LEP-SWDs) (MDESE, 2009a)

Researchers analyzing the enrollment and per-

formance of ELLs in BPS in 2009 also found that 

the district had faced serious challenges in the 

implementation of the state’s new educational 

policy for English learners (Uriarte & Tung, 2009).  

In November 2002, Massachusetts voters approved 

Referendum Question 2, which evolved into Chap-

ter 386 of the Acts of 2002 and was implemented 

in September 2003, replacing a 30-year practice of 

Transitional Bilingual Education (TBE) with Sheltered 

English Immersion (SEI).2 This 2009 report, which 

examined enrollment and outcomes of ELLs from 

SY20033 (the year before the transition to SEI) to 

SY2006, documented that:

•	 Both	the	identification	of	students	of	limited	

English proficiency and their participation in 

programs for English language learners declined 

significantly, due to problems with the assess-

ment of limited English proficiency and with 

the information provided to parents about the 

choices of programs for their children.

•	 The	enrollment	of	students	of	limited	English	

proficiency in special education (SPED) programs 

increased significantly in the four years of obser-

vation.

•	 	The	annual	high	school	dropout	rate	among	

students in programs for English language 

learners also increased substantially, doubling in 

the period.  In addition, the study documented 

a growing incidence of dropping out among 

middle school students.  

•	 Large	gaps	in	academic	achievement	persisted,	

as measured by the gap in ELA and Math pass 

rates in the test of the Massachusetts Compre-

hensive Assessment System (MCAS) between 

students in programs for English language learn-

ers and those in regular programs. 

By the time the settlement agreement was 

completed in October 2010, significant changes 

had begun to take place in the district in order 

to address the deficiencies identified by the state 

agencies and by the researchers.  With the com-

ing of a new superintendent, new leadership was 

brought to the task.  In 2009, a new director of 

English language learner programs was appointed 

as an assistant superintendent and a member of 

the district’s leadership team.  The Office of English 
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Language Learners (OELL) has attempted to identify 

the sources of the problems of assessment and 

placement as well as those related to the disparities 

in academic outcomes found between ELL students 

and their English proficient counterparts (OELL, 

2009).  The changes undertaken by the district 

prior to the intervention of the U.S. Departments of 

Justice and of Education are, in fact, documented 

in the settlement agreement.  They include:  (1) 

the re-assessment in SY2009 and SY2010 of over 

7000 students who had been previously mis-

assessed or not assessed at all; (2) notification of 

principals about the changes in staffing required 

to comply with the needs of ELLs beginning in the 

fall of 2010; (3) plans by each of the 135 schools 

detailing how the needs of ELLs would be met; (4) 

the provision of compensatory services in the form 

of summer classes in Summer 2010 for students 

who had not received services; (5) notification of 

parents of new and reassessed LEP students about 

the language status of their child, the programs 

and services available to them, and the availability 

of compensatory services; and (6) the development 

of new High Intensity Literacy Training for students 

with interrupted formal education (HILT-SIFE) and 

SEI Multilingual and Language Specific programs.  

In addition the district committed $10 million to im-

prove services to ELLs in SY2010 and SY2011 (U.S. 

Department of Justice, 2010, pp. 7-8).  By October 

2010, the Boston School Committee named a Task 

Force on English Learners with the charge to “im-

prove the academic achievement of students whose 

first language is not English.”4 

Identifying Success in Schools and Programs 
for English Language Learners in Boston Public 
Schools, of which this report is one part, is a proj-

ect commissioned by the Boston Public Schools as 

part of this process of change set in motion by the 

intervention of the state and the federal govern-

ments on behalf of Boston’s English language learn-

ers.  The project is being conducted at the request 

of the Office for English Language Learners and is a 

collaboration among this Office, the Mauricio Gas-

tón Institute for Latino Community Development 

and Public Policy at the University of Massachusetts 

Boston, and the Center for Collaborative Education 

in Boston.

The research aspect of this project entails two parts.  

The first, contained in this report, is a quantitative 

analysis of enrollment and educational outcomes 

for Boston’s ELLs in SY2009 (with selected analy-

ses of trends between SY2006 and SY2009).  This 

analysis supports aspects of the required monitoring 

of English language learner programs and provides 

the district with the 2009 baseline that will support 

its ongoing assessment of programmatic strengths 

and weaknesses as it undertakes the brisk process 

of improvement in the programs offered to English 

language learners.  The project also entails a close, 

qualitative examination of the practices at four BPS 

schools which are “beating the odds” in educating 

ELLs.  Detailed case studies of the four schools were 

conducted:  two of the schools performed substan-

tially above the level that would be predicted by 

their demographic characteristics alone and two 

showed recent, steady improvement in outcomes 

controlling for any changes in student demograph-

ics.  These case studies appear in a companion 

report entitled Learning from Consistently High 
Performing and Improving Schools for English 
Language Learners in Boston Public Schools.

This report begins with an explanation of the ap-

proach taken to conduct the quantitative analysis, 

followed by its findings regarding the enrollment 

and demographics of students in different types of 

programs and schools of different characteristics.  

This is followed by a discussion of the educational 

outcomes of LEP students that considers their de-

mographic characteristics, the characteristics of the 

schools in which they are enrolled, and the types of 

programs in which they participate.
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1 Several terms are used to refer to students whose 
verbal, reading and/or writing skills in English are 
limited.  The terms English Language Learners 
(ELLs), English Learners, and students of limited 
English proficiency (LEP) are often used inter-
changeably.  In this report we use the term students 
of limited English proficiency (and LEP students) to 
refer to those students who are native speakers of a 
language other than English and who are unable to 
perform ordinary classroom work in English.  This is 
the definition used by the Massachusetts Department 
of Elementary and Secondary Education (MDOE, 
2004).  We also use the term English language 
learners (ELLs) or English learners to refer to these 
students, without regard to their program placement 
in the Boston Public Schools.

2  Question 2 in Massachusetts was part of the U.S. 
English movement that spearheaded successful bal-
lot referendum initiatives in different states under 
the slogan “English for the children.” Referendum 
Question 2 was adopted by voters in Massachusetts in 
november 2002. It became law as Chapter 386 of the 
Acts of 2002 and implemented in September 2003.  
In Massachusetts, Transitional Bilingual Education 
(TBE) programs were substituted with Sheltered 
English Immersion (SEI) programs whose main 
purpose is to teach English language acquisition and 
content instruction at the same time, and in with the 
goal of transitioning English Language Learners into 
regular programs after one year. 

3  In this report, we use SY as an abbreviation for school 
year. SY2009 refers to the school year beginning in 
fall 2008 and ending in spring 2009.

4  Boston Public Schools, School Committee launches 
task force on English Language Learners. novem-
ber 5, 2009. http://www.bostonpublicschools.org/
node/3769
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English language learners, their teachers, and the 

schools and programs where they are enrolled face 

a triple challenge:  students must be taught and 

learn English at a level of proficiency high enough 

to allow them access to academic content; students 

must be taught and learn academic content at 

a level comparable to that of English proficient 

students; students must actively engage with 

learning and schools and programs must effectively 

engage students so that they graduate from high 

school.  Improving Educational Outcomes of English 

Language Learners in Schools and Programs in Bos-

ton’s Public Schools seeks to assess the academic 

performance of English language learners in Boston 

Public Schools in relation to these three challenges.  

It compares the achievement of ELLs with that of 

other BPS populations defined by English proficien-

cy and assesses the outcomes of ELLs in different 

programs and types of schools.

A   Research Questions

The quantitative study uses various types of ad-

ministrative data to assess enrollment patterns and 

educational outcomes of English language learners 

in order to answer the following five research ques-

tions:

Q1.   What were the enrollment patterns of ELLs in 
Boston and how did they change between SY2006 
and SY2009?
The identification of ELLs and their enrollment 

in programs in Boston schools has been a con-

cern since the implementation of Chapter 386 in 

SY2003.  In this study, we compare enrollment 

patterns of ELLs across time and with those of other 

BPS students.  

Q2.   How did the engagement and academic 
outcomes of ELLs compare to those of other BPS 
student populations in 2009?  Did the outcomes of 
LEP students change over the period of observation 
(SY2006-SY2009)?  How did outcomes differ for LEP 
students at different levels of English proficiency? 
Engagement indicators, dropout rates and out-

comes on the Massachusetts Comprehensive As-

sessment System (MCAS) in English Language Arts, 

Math and Science are compared among different 

BPS sub-populations defined by English language 

proficiency (see Table 2 for a description of the out-

come variables).  This analysis is conducted by grade 

level and, among ELLs only, by English language 

proficiency as measured by the Massachusetts 

English Proficiency Assessment (MEPA).  The school 

year of 2008-09 (SY2009) was chosen because of 

the availability of data.  In the spring of 2010, when 

this study was commissioned, enrollment, dropout, 

and testing data were complete only up to 2009.  

Q3.   What were the engagement and academic out-
comes of ELLs in schools of different characteristics?
Available descriptors of BPS schools are used to 

define the characteristics of schools and the enroll-

ment and educational outcomes of ELLs in schools 

with these characteristics.  School-level variables 

include grade configuration, size, school poverty 

rate, concentration of LEP students in the school, 

teacher quality, and school’s accountability status.  

A description of these variables appears in Table 2. 

Q4.   What were the engagement and academic 
outcomes of ELLs in different types of programs?
The same outcome variables are assessed in rela-

tion to the different types of programs in which 

LEP students are enrolled in BPS.  These programs 

include SEI Multilingual, SEI Language Specific, TBE, 

Two-Way Bilingual programs, SIFE and HILT-SIFE 

programs, and general education programs.  For a 

description of these programs see Table 2.  

Q5.   What were the individual- and school-level 
factors most relevant to the outcomes of ELLs?
Using hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) we assess 

the relative effect of individual- and school-level 

factors on MCAS ELA and Math outcomes of LEP 

students at elementary, middle school, and high 

school levels.  

B    Defining the Population  
of English Language Learners  
in Boston Public Schools

This study focuses on the enrollment and educa-

tional outcomes of English language learners in 

BPS schools and programs and, therefore, English 

proficiency is a key demarcation in the comparison 

among student populations.  In addition, among 

English language learners program participation 

is a key experience.  Table 1 presents this study’s 

perspective on the different populations of BPS 

students using the proportions existing in 2009.  

The main focus of this study is on the students 
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represented by the blocks in different tones of 

orange:  students of limited English proficiency and 

the programs in which they participate.

In the first row (gray) appears the total BPS enroll-

ment in SY2009:  58,957 students in grades Pre-K 

to 12.  Of these, 36,168 (61.3%) are native English 

speakers (NES) and 22,789 (38.7%) are Native 

speakers of a language other than English (NSOL), 

represented in the light gray row.  Native language 

is the first criterion used by MDESE to identify a 

student of limited English proficiency, who must be 

a native speaker of a language other than English 

(NSOL).  The most prevalent native languages other 

than English in BPS include Spanish, several dialects 

of Chinese languages, Vietnamese, Cape Verdean 

Creole, Haitian Creole, Portuguese, and Somali.  

NSOL students may or may not be proficient in 

English.  

The blue and orange row presents the enrollment 

of BPS students by English language proficiency.  

In dark blue are included students who are native 

English speakers as well as students who are native 

speakers of a language other than English and are 

English proficient (NSOL-EP) or who are former LEP 

students, i.e.,“FLEPs.”  In orange are the students 

who, in SY2009, were determined to be of limited 

English proficiency.  The Department of Elemen-

tary and Secondary Education defines students of 

limited English proficiency as students whose first 

language is not English and who are unable to 

perform ordinary classroom work in English (MDOE, 

2004).  In SY2009, of the 22,789 students whose 

native language was not English (NSOL), just over 

half, 11,690 (or 51.3%) were students of limited 

English proficiency.  A smaller but sizeable propor-

tion (48.7%) had been determined to be proficient 

in English, although they spoke it as a second 

language, and had been determined to be capable 

of doing school work in English.  LEP students are 

often referred to as English learners (ELs) or as 

English language learners (ELLs).  In this study we 

follow the convention of the MDESE and refer to 

them as students of limited English proficiency or 

LEP students but also use also the term English lan-

guage learners throughout the report.  The bottom 

row represents the program participation of BPS 

students, in this instance focused on whether or 

not students attend a program for English language 

learners.  Of the 11,690 students who were of 

limited English proficiency, 59.6% (or 6,972) were 

enrolled in programs for ELLs.  They accounted for 

11.8% of the total enrollment of BPS.  Most of 

them were enrolled in SEI programs.  

About 40.4% of LEP students were enrolled in pro-

grams that were not specifically developed for ELLs 

(4,718 students in SY2009).  These were students 

who had been determined to be of limited English 

proficiency (and therefore unable to do class work 

in English) but whose parents “opted out” of their 

enrollment in ELL programs  or, as we shall see in 

the enrollment section, students who had been 

transferred out of ELL programs so that they could 

participate in SPED programs that do not include 

language support services.  These students could be 

in general education programs and/or at different 

levels of special education programs or other pro-

grams in BPS.  Because of the difficulty in assessing 

the specific placement, we report on these students 

under the general label “not in ELL programs.”

Table 1.  Enrollment Defined by Native Language, English Language Proficiency, and ELL Program Participation, 
Grades Pre-K to 12.  BPS, SY2009 
 

 Total All BPS (58,957) 
Native      
Language 

Native English Speaker (NES)  
(36,168) 

Native Speakers of Other Languages 
(NSOL)   (22,789) 

English Proficient (EP)  (47,267) 
Language 
Proficiency NES (36,168) NSOL-EP 

(7,715) 
FLEP 

(3,384) 

Limited 
English 

Proficient (LEP) 
(11,690) 

Program 
Participation 

Not in ELL Program (47,267) 

Not in 
ELL 
Prog 

(4,718) 

In ELL 
Prog 

(6,972) 
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C    Sources of Data

In order to address the research questions, we drew 

from several sources of student-level data that have 

been combined into one comprehensive database.  

The sources include:

Demographic and Enrollment Information. 
This information was obtained from the Student 

Information Management System (SIMS) on each 

BPS student enrolled for each school year (SYs 2006 

to SY2009).  

Testing Data.  Using a randomly generated unique 

identifier for each student, results from the Mas-

sachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System 

(MCAS) and for LEP students, the Massachusetts 

English Proficiency Assessment (MEPA) were 

merged with the SIMS data file, thus allowing for 

the analysis of academic outcomes.

School Descriptors.  School-level variables which 

were not available from the SIMS, MCAS, or MEPA 

data files were downloaded from the appropriate 

MDESE websites and merged with the student level 

SIMS and testing data in order to conduct analyses 

at the school level.  In this case, the same value 

for the school level variable was assigned to each 

student attending that school.  

Program Enrollment Data.  For SY2006 to 

SY2008, ELL program enrollment data available 

through SIMS are used.  The SIMS data element 

for ELL program participation includes only the 

categories of SEI, Two-Way, and “other bilingual 

education.” BPS’s Office of English Language 

Learners desired more specific information about 

their programs and, over time, had collected and 

logged data about enrollment in their programs.  

Therefore, we worked with their data to further 

disaggregate the ELL program offerings in SY2009.  

For this year only, we present SEI programs disag-

gregated by type (Multilingual or Language Specific, 

the latter by language) and “other bilingual educa-

tion” programs disaggregated into Traditional TBE 

and SIFE programs.   The latter are further disag-

gregated into Multilingual and Language Specific 

(HILT-SIFE, by language).  The research team worked 

with the OELL to identify the specific programs in 

which students participated school by school, based 

on OELL information and the ELL student’s native 

language.  These data were then entered by hand 

into a school database and SPSS syntax specific to 

each school with an ELL program was developed for 

the student-level database to recode the SIMS vari-

able into the expanded list of programs.   Because 

of the labor-intensive work required, and with the 

approval of OELL, only the data for SY2009 were 

hand-entered and therefore the detailed level pro-

gram data for other years are not available.

D    Definitions of the  
Demographic, Program,  
School, and Outcome  
Variables Used in the Study

Table 2, below, presents the outcome variables used 

in this study as well as the demographic, program, 

and school-level variables analyzed.  It also presents 

the operational definition of each variable as well 

as the specific data source from which the data are 

derived.

After cleaning and compiling the data files, basic 

frequencies and cross-tabulations were conducted.  

Specific aggregations of categories often responded 

to the needs expressed by OELL.  Appropriate statis-

tical tests were used to determine the significance 

of the differences in outcomes among popula-

tions and among LEP students enrolled in schools 

showing different characteristics and in different 

types of ELL programs.  Finally, hierarchical linear 

modeling was used to determine the relative effect 

of individual and school-level factors on MCAS ELA 

and Math outcomes of LEP students at elementary, 

middle school, and high school levels.  

A full discussion of the development of the 

database, the limitations posed by the data, and 

the analyses conducted appears in Appendix 1:  

Methods.
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Table 2.  Variables, Definitions, and Sources of Data 

Variable Definition Source 
Demographic Characteristics 

Gender Gender of student. SIMS 

Income 
We defined low-income status as a student who is eligible for free or reduced price 
lunch. 

SIMS 

Native Language Language a student has learned from birth.  Also known as first language.   SIMS 

Mobility 
We defined mobile students as any student who changed schools between October 
and June of a given school year. 

SIMS 

SWD 

A student with a disability (SWD) is a student participating in special education 
programs: full inclusion, partial inclusion, and substantially separate classrooms.  
We report only on SWDs ages 6+, K-12. 

SIMS 

English Proficiency 
Level 

The English proficiency level of LEP students as measured by MEPA in 1 to 4 
(SY2006-SY2008) or 1 to 5 (SY2009) categories.  
The English proficiency level of LEP students is used both as an individual 
descriptor and as an outcome when discussing progress in English language 
acquisition.   

MEPA Database 

Program Level Variables 
In ELL Program Student enrolled in a program for English language learners (and not in a general 

education program). A student in an ELL program may or may not also be a student 
with a disability receiving special education services or a student in an alternative 
education program. 

SIMS 

In SEI Student enrolled in a Sheltered English Immersion program.   
SEI programs in BPS are of two types: Multilingual (students in these programs 
speak different languages) or Language Specific (students all speak the same 
language and support for students and families is available in that language).    

OELL and SIMS: 
SY2009 
SIMS: SY2006-
SY2008 

In Two-Way 
Bilingual 

Student enrolled in a Two-Way Bilingual program.   
These are programs where fluent speakers of English and English language 
learners learn to become bilingual and bi-literate in a second language.      

OELL and SIMS: 
SY09 
SIMS: SY2006-
SY2008 

In TBE Student enrolled in a Transitional Bilingual Education program.   
Transitional Bilingual Education models promote a gradual reduction of instruction in 
the primary language as students learn English. This model’s major goal is for 
students to build the capacity to learn solely in English.   

OELL and SIMS: 
SY09 
SIMS: SY2006-
SY2008 

In SIFE   Student enrolled in a program for students with limited and/or interrupted formal 
education and who do not have the educational skills that are needed to perform 
grade level academic work.  High Intensity Literacy Training is available for SIFE 
students in language specific programs.  Multilingual SIFE programs enroll students 
from diverse linguistic backgrounds. 

OELL and SIMS: 
SY2009 
SIMS: SY2006-
SY2008 

Not in Program for 
ELLs 

A LEP student whose parent has opted out of enrolling their child in an ELL 
program, or, a LEP student who is otherwise not enrolled in an ELL program.  A 
student not enrolled in an ELL program may or may not also be a student with a 
disability receiving special education services. 

SIMS 

School Level Variables 
Grade Configuration PK to 2; Elementary (K-5), K-8, Middle (6-8), High (9-12); 

Middle/High (7-12) and K-12  
For MCAS results and for the HLM analysis, grade level is used (i.e., elementary, 
middle school and high school)   

SIMS 

School Size Size of school enrollment.  We used Wasley et al (2000) to define sizes and 
considered the following categories: large (>= 600 students), medium (350-599 
students), and small (<350 students) for elementary schools; and large (>= 1000 
students), medium (500-999 students), and small (<500 students) for MS and HS. 

SIMS 
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1  This may happen because parents want a complete 
immersion for their child or because there are no 
ELL seats in a preferred school. 

2  Brief definitions of these programs appear in Table 2; 
fuller definitions can be found in Chapter V.

3  The research team was aided by the meticulous 
data collection of OELL contained in the following 
documents and files:  For HILT-SIFE Programs:  
Literacy Programs, Elementary, Middle School and 
High School for SY 2006, 2007, 2008, and 2009; For 
Two-Way Programs: Spanish SRI Testing Schedule, 
SY2006, 2007, 2008 and 2009; For SEI Programs: 
Boston Public Schools’ English Language Learning 
Programs for English Language Learners, SY 2006 
and 2009 and Excel files showing all LEP students 
compiled by the Office of Research, Assessment and 
Evaluation for OELL in 11/10/2005, 12/05/2006, 
11/08/2007 and 10/28/2008.

School Poverty 
Rate 

Proportion of enrollment that is eligible for a free or reduced price lunch. SIMS 

Density of LEP 
students 

Percentage of enrollment that is of limited English proficiency (LEP). A LEP is 
defined by MDESE as “a student whose first language is a language other than 
English who is unable to perform ordinary classroom work in English.” 

SIMS 

Accountability 
Status 

A school’s Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) data for the selected year. We report on 
the AYP aggregate for ELA and Math. 

MDESE Website 

Teacher 
Qualifications 

Two teacher qualification variables are analyzed: 
(1) Percentage of teachers who are licensed with Provisional, Initial, or Professional 
licensure to teach in the area(s) in which they are teaching 
(2) The percentage of a school’s core academic classes taught by teachers who are 
highly qualified. These teachers, measured in “full-time equivalency,” of core 
academic classes meet the NCLB definition of highly-qualified. To meet the 
definition, teachers must hold a valid Massachusetts license and demonstrate 
subject matter competency in the areas they teach. 

MDESE Website 

Engagement and Outcome Variables 
Median Attendance 
Rate 

The attendance rate measures the percentage of school days in which students 
have been present at their schools. We report the median.   

SIMS 

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. 

SIMS 

Grade Retention 
Rate 

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

SIMS 

Annual Dropout 
Rate 

The annual dropout rate reports the percentage of students who dropped out of 
school in a specific year (MDOE, 2007). We follow the MDESE dropout methodology 
(MDESE, 2010) and include in the annual dropout rate students who dropped out in 
the summer prior to a given school year as well as students who dropped out during 
the given school year.  We report on both the high school and middle school annual 
dropout rate.  MDESE reports only on the high school dropout rate, labeling as 
truancy the dropout rate in middle school.   

SIMS 

English Proficiency 
Level 

See description above. MEPA Database 

MCAS Pass Rates 
in ELA, Math and 
Science 

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. 

MCAS Database 

 

!
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This chapter presents the enrollment and individual 

characteristics of Boston Public Schools’ student 

populations defined by English proficiency.  In 

doing so, we focus on the comparison between 

English proficient students and students of limited 

English proficiency.  In the case of enrollment we 

also provide information on the enrollment trends 

of sub-groups of English proficient students.  We 

repeat the chart below to highlight the populations 

focused upon in this chapter.

A    What Is the Enrollment of  
BPS Populations Defined  
by English Proficiency, and  
How Has This Enrollment  
Changed through Time?

Between SY2006 and SY2009, overall BPS enroll-

ment decreased from 61,374 to 58,957 students.  

A similar trend, albeit more pronounced, was 

observed among all English proficient students, 

most particularly native English speakers (NES) and 

English proficient students who are native speakers 

of a language other than English (NSOL-EP), among 

whom enrollment fell by 6.1% and 23.1% respec-

tively in this period (Figure 1).1

During this period, the only sub-populations de-

fined by language that experienced growth were 

students of limited English proficiency and students 

who were formerly classified as of limited English 

proficiency but who had become proficient in Eng-

lish. These students are commonly labeled FLEPs, 

or former LEP students.2 This group experienced a 

growth of 39.0%, largely due to re-classification.3 

The number of students of limited English pro-

ficiency has also increased since SY2006, albeit 

at a somewhat less dramatic pace:  from 10,405 

to 11,690 students or 12.3%.  By SY2009, LEP 

students accounted for almost 1 out of every 5 

students in BPS, a proportion that increased steadily 

through the period of observation.  But the high 

LEP student enrollment in SY2009 is still 20.5% 

below the enrollment in Transitional Bilingual Edu-

cation (TBE) programs in SY2003, before the steep 

decline between SY2003 and SY2005 that followed 

the early implementation of Referendum Question 2 

(Tung, et al., 2009).  At the start of SY2004, 43.0% 

of all LEP students were de-designated as students 

of limited English proficiency (referred to usually as 

“FLEPed”) and removed from TBE programs (Tung 

et al., 2009).

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Total All BPS 
Native 
Language 

Native English Speaker (NES) 
Native Speaker of Other Languages 

(NSOL) 
English Proficient (EP) 

Language 
Proficiency NES NSOL-

EP 
FLEP 

Limited 
English 

Proficient 
(LEP) 

Program 
Participation 

Not in ELL Prog 
Not in 
ELL 
Prog 

In  
ELL 
Prog 

 

Table 3. Enrollment of Student Populations Defined by English Language Proficiency, Pre-K to 12. BPS, SY2006-SY2009 
 

 SY2006 SY2007 SY2008 SY2009 

 N % N % N % N % 

All BPS 61,374 100% 59,896 100% 59,321 100% 58,957 100% 

All English Proficient 50,969 83.0% 39,382 82.4% 48,394 81.6% 47,267 80.2% 

NES 38,504 62.7% 37,419 62.5% 36,651 61.8% 36,168 61.3% 

NSOL-EP 10,030 16.3% 9,126 15.2% 8,442 14.2% 7,715 13.1% 

FLEP 2,435 4.0% 2,837 4.7% 3,301 5.6% 3,384 5.7% 

LEP 10,405 17.0% 10,514 17.6% 10,927 18.4% 11,690 19.8% 
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Figure 1.  Change in Enrollment of Student Populations Defined by English Language Proficiency, Pre-K to 12.  BPS,  
SY2006-SY2009  
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Figure 2. LEP Student Enrollment, Pre-K to 12. BPS, SY2003-SY2009 

 
                    Source for data for SY2003-2005 is Tung et al, 2009.      
 

SY2003 SY2004 SY2005 SY2006 SY2007 SY2008 SY2009 

LEP Enrollment 14,720 10,005 8,413 10,405 10,514 10,927 11,690 

0 
2,000 
4,000 
6,000 
8,000 

10,000 
12,000 
14,000 
16,000 

IN DEPTH:   
Enrollment of English Language Learners through Time

Although LEP student enrollment has steadily increased since SY2006, by the end of the 

study period (SY2009) it had not yet reached the high enrollments experienced before the 

implementation of the changes that derived from Referendum Question 2.  In the chart be-

low we show, on the left, the results of the analysis by Tung et al. (2009) of the enrollment of 

LEP students between SY2003 and SY2006.   On the right, in orange, are the results of the 

analysis conducted for this study.  

By SY2011, LEP student enrollment had reached 15,702, surpassing for the first time the 

enrollments of SY2003 under TBE.  Today, ELLs account for 28.0% of all BPS students.  
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B    What Are the Characteristics  
of Student Populations  
Defined by English Proficiency?

Demographic characteristics such as gender, race, 

and income have been amply documented as 

important factors in educational outcomes.  Among 

English language learners, proficiency in English 

is also a key variable as are the rate of mobility 

and the presence of disabilities.  In this section we 

present the individual characteristics of English pro-

ficient students and of students of limited English 

proficiency.  We focus also on the characteristics 

that have been shown in the literature to be of im-

portance in relation to the educational achievement 

of ELLs and for which there were data available 

through the sources of administrative data used in 

this study.

For example, the effect of gender has been well 

documented in the literature on school achieve-

ment, where in some cases it has been found to 

favor females and on others males (Brown, Nguyen, 

& Stephenson, 2010; Callahan, Wilkinson, & Muller, 

2010; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000; Wang, Niemi, 

& Wang, 2007).  Similarly, poverty status is one of 

the strongest predictors of academic achievement 

(Braun, Jenkins, & Grigg, 2006; Hao & Bonstead-

Bruns, 1998; Lee & Smith, 1999; Werblow & 

Duesbery, 2009) as it affects not only schooling but 

also a student’s health status, nutrition, and the 

resources available to the student.6  In most cases, 

the “income status” of students is determined 

by their “eligibility for free and reduced lunch,” 

a federal program available to families whose 

household income is at or below 130% and 185%, 

respectively, of the federal poverty guidelines (U.S. 

Department of Agriculture, 2009).  Closely related 

to income status as a factor in academic achieve-

ment is a student’s geographic mobility –that is, his/

her change of schools due to the family’s physical 

move within a school year (Rumberger & Palardy, 

2005; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000).  

Race is also a well-documented marker of school 

achievement, both on its own and in its interaction 

with poverty and immigrant status in the life of 

students (see Kao & Thompson, 2003 for a review).  

Most researchers studying educational outcomes for 

ELL students rely on country of origin and/or ethnic-

ity and/or native language, which in the case of 

immigrant students provides additional information 

beyond just the race variable.7  But going beyond 

the descriptors and on to an understanding of the 

student’s proficiency in English is critical to assess 

the educational outcomes of these students.  Com-

mon sense, as well as the research (Dawson & Wil-

liams, 2008; Hao & Bonstead-Bruns, 1998; Wang et 

al., 2007), points to a strong relationship between 

English proficiency and educational outcomes, par-

ticularly when educational achievement is measured 

in English.  In spite of this knowledge, reporting of 

most testing results at the district, state, and federal 

levels is not disaggregated by English proficiency 

level, thereby obscuring the true understanding of 

the achievement (and lack thereof) of ELLs.

Finally, we examine whether a student has been de-

termined to be a student with disabilities.  Research 

on achievement among ELL students (Wang et al., 

2007) has found that special education status is sig-

nificant although this variable is sometimes difficult 

to interpret as a result of the overrepresentation of 

ELL students in special education referrals (Hosp & 

Reschly, 2004).  We include it here.

Table 4 presents selected characteristics of all BPS 

students, of students of limited English proficiency 

indicating those differences between LEP and 

EP students that are statistically significant.  (For 

characteristics of sub-groups of English proficiency 

students see Appendix 2.)

Students of limited English proficiency show a high-

er proportion of males than females (53.6% are 

males) and a high (87.3%) proportion of students 

of low income.  The vast majority (95.6%) classify 

themselves as non-white; the highest number iden-

tify themselves as Latino (59.4%), followed by Black 

(20.4%).  Close to 13% of LEP students changed 

schools in SY2009 and 18.7% were determined to 

be students with disabilities.  

In terms of native or first language, Spanish is the 

most prevalent first language of LEP students in 

BPS.  Their proportion, however, declined slightly 

between SY2006 and SY2009.  Spanish is the most 

prevalent native language in BPS after English.  

Native Spanish speakers represent a vast array of 

nationalities, races, and experiences.  The most 

prevalent nationalities of Spanish speakers in the 

Boston area are Puerto Rican (who are also U.S. 

citizens), Dominicans, Salvadorans, and Colombi-

ans.  These groups contain a mix of generations of 

immigrants and a mix of immigrant statuses, includ-

ing large numbers of both U.S. citizens/permanent 

residents and undocumented.  
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Native speakers of Haitian Creole are the second 

most prevalent group among Boston’s ELLs.  Among 

LEP students, speakers of Haitian Creole have also 

declined from 9.8 to 9.0% between SY2006 and 

SY2009.  Native speakers of Haitian Creole repre-

sent one of the largest immigrant communities in 

the city of Boston, with a long-standing presence 

nurtured by periodic spurts of immigration due to 

the economic situation in their country of origin.  

Among native speakers of Haitian Creole there is 

also a mix of immigrant generations and immigra-

tion statuses.  Haitian Creole is the third most fre-

quent native language found among BPS students, 

after English and Spanish.

Cape Verdean Creole is the third most prevalent 

language among LEP students and the sixth most 

prevalent first language at BPS.  The proportion of 

LEP students whose first language is Cape Verdean 

Creole has increased from 6.9% to 8.2% in the pe-

riod.  There is a long-standing community of Cape 

Verdeans in Boston, constantly nurtured by new 

immigration from their island nation, with a mix of 

immigrant generations and immigration statuses in 

this group of students.

Chinese languages are the third most prevalent first 

language at BPS and the fourth among LEP stu-

dents.  The proportion of BPS students whose first 

language is one of the Chinese languages remained 

stable between 2006 and 2009, while among 

LEPs it declined from 8.1 to 7.8% in the same 

period.  Like the other groups considered here, 

native speakers of Chinese languages come from 

a long-standing community with a sizeable core of 

U.S.-born Chinese Americans, multiple immigrant 

generations, and newer arrivals, leading to a broad 

array of immigrant statuses and experiences.

Vietnamese was the fifth most prevalent first lan-

guage at BPS and among LEP students in SY2009.  

The proportion of LEP students whose first lan-

guage is Vietnamese increased from 4.8% to 6.1% 

in the period.  A community established as the 

results of the exodus that followed the end of war 

in Vietnam in the 1970s, Vietnamese native speak-
 

 
Table 4. Characteristics of Student Populations Defined by English Language Proficiency, Pre-K to 12.  BPS, SY2009 
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 All BPS EP1  LEP1 

 
Total Enrollment 58,957 47,267 11,690 
Gender (% Male)  51.9% 51.5% 53.6%  
Low Income 2 75.0% 72.0% 87.3%  
Race/Ethnicity    

Asian 8.5% 7.0% 14.8% 
Black 38.0% 42.4% 20.4% 

Latino 38.2% 32.9% 59.4% 
Multiracial 1.7% 1.9% 0.9% 

Native American 0.4% 0.5% 0.1% 
Pacific Islander / Hawaiian 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 

White 13.1% 15.2% 4.4% 
Native Language     

English 61.3% 76.5% NA 
Spanish 21.6% 13.0% 56.6% 

Haitian Creole 3.4% 2.0% 9.0% 

Chinese Languages 3.6% 2.5% 7.8% 

Vietnamese 2.8% 2.0% 6.1% 

Cape Verdean Creole 2.6% 1.2% 8.2% 

Portuguese 0.8% 0.5% 2.2% 

Somali 0.7% 0.4% 2.1% 
Other languages 3.1% 1.8% 8.1% 

Mobile 3 9.0% 8.0% 12.9% 
SWD 4 19.6% 19.5% 18.7% 
Note:  1The differences between EP and LEP students are statistically significant as measured by Chi2 in relationship to gender, 
income, the proportion of mobile students, in the proportion of all native languages (in all cases p<.000) and in the proportion of 
students with disabilities (p=.009).  Effect size in all cases is minimal or small. 2 Percent eligible for free or reduced priced lunch; 
3 Percent of students who changed schools between October and June of a given school year.  4 Percent designated as a 
student with disabilities.  Includes only students ages 6+ in K-12. 
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ers come from an immigrant community of multiple 

generations and situations.  The first groups of 

Vietnamese came to the U.S. as refugees; others 

come now as a result of family reunification.  

Native speakers of Portuguese are the sixth most 

prevalent group of LEP students at BPS.  LEP speak-

ers of Portuguese declined slightly (from 2.6% to 

2.2%) between SY2006 and SY2009.  Portuguese 

speakers come from several nationalities, although 

the most growth in recent years has come from the 

influx of Brazilians to Massachusetts and Boston.  

Brazilians are relatively recent newcomers and are in 

the U.S. under a variety of immigration statuses. 

In 2009, Somali was the seventh most prevalent 

first language among LEP students (2.1%).  Among 

LEP students, speakers of Somali also increased 

from 1.7% to 2.1% in the period.  Somalis are rela-

tively recent arrivals, part of a growing influx from 

Africa.  Their presence is the result of the severe 

economic and social conditions in Somalia.  Many 

Somalis have come to the U.S. as refugees.

There are 65 other native languages among BPS 

students and 55 other native languages among LEP 

students, but the proportion in each population is 

small.  The proportion of students from these low-

incidence languages has remained steady at about 

3% of the total BPS enrollment and at about 8% 

among LEP students.

The comparison of the individual characteristics 

of the groups of English proficient students and 

LEP students showed that the differences between 

LEP and EP students were statistically significant in 

regard to gender, income, mobility, and proportion 

of students designated as students with disabili-

ties.  In terms of gender, LEP students showed a 

higher proportion of males than English proficient 

students.  Among the latter, those designated as 

former LEP students (FLEPs) show a higher propor-

tion of females than any other group considered 

here, suggesting that a higher percentage of LEP 

students who are females transition into English 

proficiency (Appendix 2).

In terms of income, although students eligible for 

free or reduced price lunch predominate across 

all BPS sub-groups, the proportion of low-income 

students is highest among LEP students, among 

whom it reaches 87.3%.  Mobility was also most 

prevalent among LEP students, for whom it reached 

12.9% in SY2009.8  In 2009, the rate for LEP stu-

dents designated as SWDs (18.7%) was below that 

of the district as a whole (19.6%).  The differences 

between the groups along these four variables were 

statistically significant but in all cases the effect size 

was minimal or small.9

The comparison of the characteristics of LEP stu-

dents between SY2006 and SY2009 shows that 

both the number and proportion of low-income 

students increased among English language learn-

ers as did the number (but not the proportion) 

of mobile students (Appendix 2).  This made the 

population of English language learners slightly 

more male and poorer, but also slightly more stable.  

Over this period, the proportion of students scoring 

at the higher MEPA performance levels increased by 

48.7% while those scoring at Level 1 decreased by 

15.8% (Appendix 2), indicating a decline in the pro-

portion of LEPs entering BPS soon after arriving in 

the U.S.  The overall distribution of native languag-

es remained roughly the same in the period, with 

Spanish speakers being overwhelmingly represented 

throughout the period, although their proportion 

in the LEP student population decreased slightly, 

from 58.2% to 56.6%.  The fastest growing native 

language groups in this period were the Vietnam-

ese (42.8% increase), the Somali (38.8% increase), 

and the Cape Verdean Creole speakers (33.5% 

increase).  Finally, both the number and proportion 

of students with disabilities declined in this period, 

as a result of the transfer of LEP students with 

disabilities to general education programs (see full 

discussion of this in Chapter V). 
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In Sum

Following a swift decline in ELL enrollments be-

tween SY2003 and SY2005, enrollments between 

ST2006 and SY2009 steadily increased.  This 

growth took place in the face of declines of the 

overall enrollment of BPS and of English proficient 

students.  

Changes in the characteristics of LEP students show 

that the most salient have been in distribution of 

English proficiency in the population, with a decline 

in students at the lower proficiency levels and an 

increase at the higher levels of MEPA.  This may 

indicate a decrease in the proportion of entry-level 

students (as a result of decreased immigration in 

the latter part of the decade).  This observation is 

supported by the finding in the slight decrease of 

mobility in this population, also pointing to more 

stability.  

Finally, significant differences between LEP and 

EP students were found.  LEP students tended to 

have a significantly higher proportion of males, 

of low-income students, and of mobile students 

and slightly lower proportions of student with 

disabilities.  Lower income and higher mobility are 

variables that have been shown to have significant 

negative relationship to student achievement.

1  The nSOL-EP population is made up primarily of 
children of long-term first generation immigrants 
and students who are first generation immigrants 
themselves but who immigrated when very young.  
The decline in this population is remarkable and 
likely due to the movement of these more established 
populations out of the city and/or the enrollment of 
these children in charter and parochial schools.

2  A LEP student becomes eligible to be re-designated 
as a FLEP when s/he scores at Level 4 or 5 on 
MEPA. Though districts may use their own discre-
tion in this determination, MDESE guidance sug-
gests using student’s performance on MCAS, district 
assessments, teachers’ recommendations, and other 
information about the student’s academic perfor-
mance.  See MDESE (2009b).

3  Of the 1,627 LEP students in SY2006 who became 
FLEP students by SY2009, 56% were native speak-
ers of Spanish, 13.7% of Chinese languages, 7.9% 
of Haitian Creole, 7.6% of Vietnamese, 4.1% of 
Cape Verdean Creole, 2.4% of Portuguese, 1.3% of 
Somali, and 7.1% of other languages.  Eighty-seven 
percent of the students who became FLEPs in this 
period were in ELL programs.

4  Between SY2005 and SY2006, Tung et al. show 
a slightly lower rise in enrollment (to 9,726 LEP 
students) than data obtained for this study (10.405 
LEP students).

5  The source for SY2011 data is MDESE (n.d. d).
6  For reviews of this literature see Rothstein (2004).
7  Country of origin is not included in this study 

because, although SIMS collects data on immigrants’ 
country of origin, it only collects this data for stu-
dents who meet the federal definition of immigrants: 
a student who was not born in any U.S. state (includ-
ing Puerto Rico as a state) and who must not have 
completed three full academic years of school in any 
state. Thus, for the purposes of this study, country 
of origin as collected by SIMS was not a meaningful 
variable.  

8  The group showing the most stability was former 
LEP students (FLEPs), among whom the proportion 
of mobile students was only 2.5%.  See Appendix 2.

9  Effect size is the measure of the strength of the rela-
tionship between two variables.
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One of the foci of this study is the influence of 

school factors on the achievement of English 

language learners in BPS.  We begin this analysis 

by focusing on the characteristics of schools in 

which English language learners are enrolled and by 

comparing their experience with that of English pro-

ficient students in Boston Public Schools.  They are:  

grade configuration, school size, school poverty 

rate, LEP density in the school, the school’s account-

ability status, and the qualifications of teachers in 

the school.  In this descriptive analysis, we focus on 

BPS’s 137 schools and rely on available school char-

acteristics.  Description of these variables appears in 

Table 2 in Chapter II and also in Appendix 1.

Throughout this chapter we focus on the popula-

tions in the chart below, highlighting the compari-

son between LEP and EP students.  Later in the 

chapter, we present the demographic characteristics 

of LEP students in different types of schools, using 

the demographic variables that were introduced in 

the previous chapter. 

A    What Are the Characteristics of 
Schools in which English Language 
Learners Are Enrolled?  How Do 
These Schools Compare with Those 
in which English Proficient Stu-
dents Are Enrolled?

To answer these questions we observed the propor-

tion of the enrollment of students of limited English 

proficiency in schools showing different grade con-

figurations, sizes, poverty rate, proportion of LEPs 

in the school, accountability status, and teacher 

qualifications.  We compare along these variables 

with the enrollment of English proficient students.

Grade Configuration.  The Boston Public Schools 

offers its students a wide array of grade configu-

rations at all levels.  These include Early Learning 

Centers (K-Grade 1), Elementary Schools (K-5), 

Elementary/Middle Schools (K-8), Middle Schools 

(6-8), Middle/ High Schools (7-12) and High Schools 

(9-12).  There is some evidence that some grade 

configurations offer some advantages for students; 

for example, Klump (2006) and others have shown 

that K-8 schools are positive for middle school 

students because they create a more manageable 

social environment.

In SY2009, the largest proportion (43.2%) of LEP 

students attended elementary schools, followed 

by high schools (23.9%).  K-12 and middle/high 

constitute the lowest proportions of total LEP enroll-

ment.  The most salient difference between the LEP 

and EP students is their enrollment in middle/high 

schools.  Three out of the five schools at this con-

figuration are exam schools, where LEP enrollment 

is negligible; in contrast these schools enroll 12.3% 

of the EP students.

School Size. Boston Public Schools moved ag-

gressively during the last decade to decrease the 

size of its high schools with support first from the 

Carnegie Foundation and then from the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation.1  These initiatives were 

based on evidence that school enrollment size had 

a significant effect on student achievement and the 

likelihood of dropping out (Lee & Smith, 1999; Lee 

& Bryk, 1989).2  Other scholars, such as Werblow 

and Duesbery (2009), Wang, Niemi, and Wang 

(2007), Nathan and Thao (2007), and Rumberger 

and Palardy (2005), have also found that smaller 

schools have a positive effect on engagement and 

achievement.

The specific size categories used in this study 

replicate those of Wasley et al. (2000, p. 15) in their 

study of school size in Chicago, which was based 

on the small school initiative of the city’s School 

Reform Board of Trustees. The recommended 
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size of elementary schools was between 100 and 

350 students and that of high schools below 500 

students.  Under these criteria, in SY2009, most 

elementary and middle schools in Boston would be 

considered “small,” while most high schools would 

be considered “medium.”

Among LEP students in elementary grades, the 

enrollment is evenly distributed across all school 

sizes; this distribution differs from the experience 

of English proficient students in elementary grades, 

among whom almost half attend a small school 

and only 19.6% attend a large one.  Of students in 

middle school grades, the majority (64.9%) attend 

medium size schools and only 0.6% are enrolled in 

large schools.  Among English proficient students 

a much higher proportion (16.0%) attend a large 

school.  Among both high school LEP and English 

proficient students, the highest proportion attend 

large high schools.
 

 
Table 5.  Enrollment of LEP and EP Students in Schools of Selected Characteristics, Pre-K to 12. BPS, SY2009 
 

Characteristics of Schools N of Schools EP LEP 

Total Schools and Enrollment 137 46,907 11,690 
Grade Configuration 

PreK-2  5 1.1% 3.0% 
Elementary  62 34.3% 43.2% 
K-8  17 12.9% 15.7% 
Middle (6-8)  17 12.9% 13.0% 
High (9-12)  29 25.3% 23.9% 
Middle/High  5 12.3% 0.8% 
K-12  2 1.2% 0.5% 

School Size: Elementary School Grades 
Enrollment 25,260 19,110 6,150 

Large (>= 600 students) 10 19.6% 31.2% 
Medium (350-599 students) 22 31.9% 36.4% 
Small (<350 students) 55 48.5% 32.4% 

School Size: Middle School Grades 
Enrollment 11,943 9,973 1,970 

Large (>= 1000 students) 3 16.0%  0.6% 
Medium (500-999 students) 13 45.1%  64.9% 
Small (<500 students) 26 38.8%  34.5% 

School Size: High School Grades 
Enrollment 18,989 16,152 2,837 

Large (>= 1000 students) 7 49.1%  43.8% 
Medium (500-999 students) 27 8.3%  18.4% 
Small (<500 students) 2 42.6%  37.8% 

Poverty Rate1 
Poverty rate 25-75% 47 39.9% 18.4% 
Poverty rate >75% 90 60.1% 81.6% 

LEP Density 
0-10% 54 6.7% 
10.1-30% 49 43.2% 
30.1-50% 27 36.7% 
>50%2 6 

 

11.6% 
Accountability Status 3 

N of Schools/ Enrollment 132 46,740 11,483 
Met AYP in ELA 59 48.5% 32.5% 
Met AYP in Math 42 33.0% 15.0% 

Teacher Qualifications4 
% of teachers licensed in teaching assignment, above district 
average  (>97.9%) 96 63.7% 62.4% 

% of core academic classes taught by highly qualified teachers, 
above district average  (>95.9%) 94 65.6% 72.9% 

Note: 1 No school in BPS had a poverty rate below 29.8%; 2 One school in Boston has LEP student density of over 90%, Boston International 
High School, a high school for newcomers. 3 AYP data for BPS schools are from MDESE (n.d. a).  4 The data on teacher qualifications come 
from MDESE (n.d. b) 
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School Poverty Rate.  Income status is one of the 

strongest predictors of academic achievement, a re-

lationship that is well recognized and documented 

(Braun et al., 2006; Hao&Bonstead-Bruns, 1998; 

Lee & Smith, 1999; Werblow&Duesbery, 2009).  As 

was pointed out earlier, low-income students are 

affected by poverty’s impact on a variety of areas 

of life including health status, nutrition, mobility 

due to unstable housing and employment, family’s 

educational achievement, and the availability of 

community resources.  The educational achieve-

ment among students in poverty is also affected 

by the overall rate of poverty in the school that 

they attend, which tends to compound the effect 

of individual income status on their achievement.  

According to Orfield and Lee (2005), part of what 

heightens the effect of school poverty on poor stu-

dents is that high poverty rates in schools are often 

associated with the presence of less stable and 

less qualified teaching staff as well as fewer overall 

resources for students.

The U.S. Department of Education’s National Center 

for Education Statistics has defined high-poverty 

schools as those in which more than 75% of 

students receive free or reduced price lunch and 

low-poverty schools as those in which 25% or 

fewer students receive free or reduced price lunch 

(National Center for Educational Statistics, 1998).  

Using these criteria, 66% of Boston schools qualify 

as high-poverty schools.  There are no schools in 

Boston with poverty rates below 25%.

Although a large proportion of students in Boston 

go to a school in which the rate of poverty is high 

there are differences in this regard between English 

proficient – among whom 60.1% attend a high-

poverty school – and student of limited English 

proficiency, 81.6% of whom attend a high-poverty 

school. 

Density of LEP Students.  Although there is 

some discussion about the effect of LEP density 

in a school on the education of English language 

learners, a prevalent perspective is that the segre-

gation of English language learners in schools is 

deleterious because of the inherent social, cultural, 

linguistic, and educational isolation it implies (Arias, 

2007; Capps, Fix & Murray, 2005; Cosentino de 

Cohen, 2005; Gándara et al., 2005; Ruiz de Velasco 

& Fix, 2000).  But there are also arguments that, 

without advocating for over-concentration or lack 

of access to English speaking students, point to the 

obvious advantage of having a critical mass of LEP 

students in a school to facilitate the development 

of programs and so that teachers and staff become 

more culturally proficient and more effective in 

handing the specific needs of students and parents.  

By including this variable in this study we seek to 

ascertain the level of segregation of LEP students in 

Boston schools.  We adopt Orfield and Lee‘s (2005) 

categories of segregation in school settings where 

over 50% concentration of one group – defined 

by race, poverty status, or language proficiency 

– represents “predominance,” 90% concentra-

tion represents an “intensely segregated” school 

environment and 99% concentration indicated an 

“extremely segregated” school.3

Our data on LEP students in Boston Public Schools 

indicate that the majority of LEP students attend 

a school with less than 50% LEP density; that is, 

most LEP students (88.4%) are not segregated or 

attend a school where LEPs are predominant.  Only 

six Boston schools have densities of LEP students of 

over 50% and they enroll only 11.6% of Boston’s 

students of limited English proficiency.  In SY2009, 

only one school – Boston International High School 

– showed a density of LEP students of over 90%, 

and this is a school whose mission is to work with 

entering immigrant students.

Accountability Status.  The No Child Left Behind 

Act (NCLB) requires that schools, districts, and 

states develop and then work toward meeting 

specific performance goals in both Math and 

English Language Arts (ELA).  In Massachusetts, the 

performance goal is that all students will achieve 

proficiency in both Math and ELA, as measured by 

the MCAS, by 2014.  The Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP) reports document the progress of all students 

as well as students of specific subgroups toward 

this goal.  Subgroups include racial/ethnic, income, 

disability, and those with limited English proficiency.

We measured the proportions of LEP and EP 

students enrolled in schools that met (and did not 

meet) Adequate Yearly Progress (in the aggregate) 

in SY2009.  In both groups, the majority of students 

were enrolled in schools that did not meet AYP 

in ELA and in Math.  But, the enrollment of LEP 

students in schools that did not meet AYP was 

substantially higher (32.5% among EP students 

vs. 48.5% LEP students in ELA and 15% vs. 33% 

among the same groups in Math).
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Teacher Qualifications.  The qualifications of 

teachers are a critical factor in the educational 

achievement of LEP students, a factor that is high-

lighted by the research as well as the efforts of dis-

tricts, schools, and teachers themselves to promote 

professional development in an ongoing way (Braun 

et al., 2006, Munoz & Chang, 2008; Rumberger & 

Palardy, 2005; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000).  The 

qualifications of teachers have been a concern in 

regard to English language learners because of the 

specialized training required to address issues of 

language acquisition and – in systems that restrict 

the use of languages other than English in the class-

room – the appropriate instruction of both ESL and 

academic content to students.  In many ways, the 

implementation of restrictive language policies in 

Massachusetts meant that teachers needed more, 

not less, training and that English learners were 

more exposed to the inadequacies in training of the 

teaching core.  

Studies of teacher preparation for the implemen-

tation of Question 2 in Massachusetts show that 

there was cause for concern.  In 2006, the start of 

the period of observation of this study, the Rennie 

Center (2007, p. 3) reported that just 35% of the 

estimated number of Massachusetts teachers re-

quiring SEI content training had received it and that 

only 64.2% of the state’s ESL training needs had 

been met.  By 2009, the end of the study period, 

the Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary 

Education reported a conservatively estimated 

33% to 42% of elementary and secondary content 

teachers were in need of the 4-category training 

but had not received it; (MDESE, 2009a).  This find-

ing echoed a study in California, a state where poli-

cies are similarly restrictive in the use of language 

other than English in the classroom (Rumberger & 

Gándara, 2005).  Additionally, these researchers 

found that the inadequacies in teacher preparation 

went well beyond a specific readiness to address 

language acquisition and appropriately scaffolding 

content in the classroom.  Rumberger and Gándara 

(2005) point out that ELLs are often exposed to 

more uncertified and beginning teachers, who lack 

essential pedagogical knowledge and skills, than 

are students who are native English speakers. 

In this study we focus on the data on teacher 

qualifications available from MDESE, which include 

those variables required by the No Child Left Behind 

Act:  the proportion of teachers who are licensed 

in their teaching assignment and the proportion of 

academic courses taught by highly qualified teach-

ers (HQT).  These data, available for each school 

and district in the state, provide a view of the 

qualification of teachers in a student’s or a group of 

students’ school, but do not indicate whether the 

student has access to the set of teachers who have 

these qualifications.

In Table 5, we present the proportion of both LEP 

and EP students enrolled in schools where the num-

ber of teachers licensed in their teaching assign-

ment and the number of courses taught by highly 

qualified teachers are above the district’s average.  

In Boston, the district average for the former is 

97.9%, and for the latter is 95.9%.4  We found 

that a slightly larger proportion of EP students 

(63.7%) than LEP students (62.4%) attend schools 

with a percentage of teachers licensed in teaching 

assignment above the district’s average.  A higher 

proportion of LEP (72.9%) than EP (65.6%) stu-

dents are enrolled in schools where the proportion 

of core academic courses taught by highly qualified 

teachers is above the district average.

B    What Are the Characteristics 
of English Language Learners 
Enrolled in Different Types of 
Schools?

In this section we attempt to understand the rela-

tionship between the demographic characteristics 

of LEP students and the characteristics of schools 

where they are enrolled.  Table 6 presents the 

descriptive data and we focus the discussion in this 

section on those demographic variables that were 

significant in the distribution of students in schools 

of specific types.5

School Size. We compared the demographic char-

acteristics of LEP students enrolled in large schools 

to those of LEP students enrolled in small and 

medium size schools.  None of the demographic 

variables were found to be significant in the distri-

bution of LEP students in elementary schools of dif-

ferent sizes.  At the middle school level, where most 

LEP students are enrolled in small or medium size 

schools, several demographic variables were found 

to be significant in terms of enrollment in schools of 

different sizes.  Students performing at MEPA Levels 

1 and 2 constituted a significantly larger proportion 

of LEP student enrollment in large schools (77.8%) 

as compared to those enrolled in small or medium 

schools (33.9%).  Students of low income constitut-
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ed a significantly smaller proportion of enrollment 

in large schools (45.5%) as compared to those 

enrolled in small and medium size schools (90.0%).  

Finally, students with disabilities constituted a 

significantly smaller proportion of all LEP students 

enrolled in large schools (0%) as compared to those 

enrolled in small and medium schools (28.3%).  At 

the high school level, the difference in LEP students’ 

mobility rates was found to be significant, with 

LEP students in large schools having lower rates of 

mobility (12.5%) than their counterparts in small 

and medium schools (21.9%).  The difference in 

the proportion of LEP students identified as hav-

ing a disability was also found to be significant, 

with LEP students in large schools having higher 

disability rates (17.5%) compared to LEP students 

in small and medium schools (12.5%).  Lastly, the 

differences in the distribution of LEPs at all levels of 

English proficiency between large schools and small 

and medium schools was found to be significant, 

with a larger proportion of students in large schools 

(36.3%) performing at MEPA Levels 4-5.  

Low/High Poverty School.  Mobility and MEPA 

performance levels were found to be significant 

in the distribution of LEP students in low/higher 

income schools.  Higher proportions of mobile 

students and students scoring at the higher MEPA 

performance levels were found among schools with 

a poverty rate above 75%.  

Density of LEP Students.  Several variables were 

found to be significant in the distribution of LEP 

students in schools with LEP densities higher than 

50% compared to those with lower densities:  

income, mobility, designation as an SWD and MEPA 

performance levels.  Schools with 50% density of 

LEP students had higher proportions of low-income 

students, lower levels of mobile students and stu-

dents designated as SWDs, and higher proportions 

of students at MEPA performance Level 4 and 5.  In 

comparing low-density schools (<10%) to others, 

income status, designation as an SWD, and MEPA 

performance levels were also significant.  These 

low-density schools showed high representation 

of low-income students, high representations of 

SWDs, and higher proportions of students at low 

MEPA performance levels.

AYP Status.  The demographic variables found to 

be significant in the distribution of LEP students in 

schools that met/did not meet AYP status in ELA 

were low income and MEPA performance levels; 

a higher proportion of low-income students and 

higher proportions of students at the lower levels 

of MEPA performance were found among schools 

which did not meet AYP in ELA.  None of the demo-

graphic variables were found to be significant in the 

distribution of LEP students in schools that met/did 

not meet AYP status in Math.

Teacher Qualifications.  In regard to teacher 

qualifications, we considered two indicators:  the 

proportion of teachers licensed in teaching assign-

ment and proportion of classes taught by a highly 

qualified teacher.  In regard to the first indicator, 

designation as an SWD and low MEPA performance 

levels were found to be significant in the distri-

bution of students across schools with different 

proportion of teachers with this qualification.  A 

higher proportion of LEP-SWD students and a 

higher proportion of students at MEPA performance 

Levels 1 and 2 were enrolled in schools with a lower 

proportion of teachers with these qualifications that 

is the average for the district.

The variables found to be significant in the distri-

bution of LEP students in schools with different 

proportions of classes taught by highly qualified 

teachers were mobility and MEPA performance 

at Levels 1 and 2.  A higher proportion of mobile 

students and students at lower MEPA performance 

levels were enrolled in schools with a low propor-

tion of classes taught by highly qualified teachers.
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Notes: Dash indicates an n<10, which cannot be reported for reasons of confidentiality.  1 Eligible for free or reduced price lunch; 2 Includes students ages 6+ in K-12; 2  Values are for MEPA 
test-takers only (Elem MEPA test-takers=5,599; Middle School test-takers=1,694 and High School test-takers=2,058; 4 No school in BPS had a poverty rate below 29.8%; 5   Six schools have 
LEP densities of over 50%.  One, Boston International High School, has a much higher LEP rate (90.3%) because it is a high school for newcomers. 6  Data on AYP cover only 11,483 
students.  Source for AYP data for BPS schools is MDESE (n.d. a).  7  The district’s proportion of teachers licensed in teaching assignment at BPS schools is 97.9% and the proportion of core 
academic classes taught by highly qualified teachers in BPS is 95.9% (MDESE, n.d. b).   
8 At the elementary school level, differences in the demographic composition (among all variables displayed in this table) of students enrolled in large schools vs. not large schools were not 
found to be statistically significant. At the middle school level, between students enrolled in large versus not large schools, differences were found to be significant in terms of: income (p=.000, 
with small effect size) and SWD (p=.037), students scoring at MEPA 1-2 (vs. MEPA 3-5, p=.006), all with minimal effect size. At the high school level, between students enrolled in large vs. not 
large schools, differences were found to be significant in terms of: mobility (p=.000, with small effect size) and SWD (p=.000), students scoring at MEPA 1-2 (vs. MEPA 3-5, p=.016)), students 
scoring at MEPA 3 (vs. all other MEPA levels, p=.003), and students scoring at MEPA 4-5 (vs. MEPA 1-3, p=.003), all with minimal effect size. 
9 Comparing students enrolled in schools with a poverty rate greater than 75% to students enrolled in schools with a poverty rate at or below 75%, differences in demographic composition 
were found to be statistically significant in terms of: income (p=.000, with small effect size), and mobility (p=.000), students scoring at MEPA 3 (vs. all other MEPA levels, p=.007)), and 
students scoring at MEPA 4-5 (vs. MEPA 1-3, p=.007), all with minimal effect size. 
10 Comparing students enrolled in schools with a LEP density of 0-10%  to students in schools with LEP densities greater than 10%, differences in demographic composition were found to be 
significant in terms of: income (p=.000), SWD (p=.000), and students scoring at MEPA 1-2 (vs. MEPA 3-5, p=.003) (all with minimal effect size). Comparing students enrolled in schools with a 
LEP density of 10.1-30%  to students in schools with all other LEP densities, differences in demographic composition were  found to be significant in terms of income (p=.022), mobility 
(p=.000), SWD (p=.000), and students scoring at MEPA 1-2 (vs. MEPA 3-5, p=.008) (all with minimal effect size). Comparing students enrolled in schools with a LEP density of 30.1-50% to 
students in schools with all other LEP densities, differences in demographic composition were found to be significant in terms of: gender (p=.023), SWD (p=.000), students scoring at MEPA 3 
(vs. all other MEPA levels, p=.019), and students scoring at MEPA 4-5 (vs. MEPA 1-3, p=.019) (all with minimal effect size). Comparing students enrolled in schools with a LEP density greater 
than 50% to students enrolled in schools with a LEP density at or below 50%, differences in demographic composition were found to be significant in terms of: income (p=.000), mobility 
(p=.000), SWD (p=.000), students scoring at MEPA 1-2 (vs. MEPA 4-5, p=.000), students scoring at MEPA 3 (vs. all other MEPA levels, p=.000), and students scoring at MEPA 4-5 (vs. MEPA 
1-3, p=.000), all with minimal effect size. 
11 Comparing students in schools that Met AYP in ELA to students in schools that did not meet AYP in ELA, differences in demographic composition were found to be significant in terms of: 
income (p=.011), students scoring at MEPA 1-2 (vs. MEPA 3-5, p=.023), students scoring at MEPA 3 (vs. all other MEPA levels, p=.000), and students scoring at MEPA 4-5 (vs. MEPA 1-3, 
p=.000) (all with minimal effect size). No differences in the demographic characteristics in students enrolled in schools that met AYP in Math as compared to students enrolled in schools that 
did not meet AYP in Math were found to be significant. 
12 Comparing students enrolled in schools with a proportion of teachers licensed in their teaching assignment above the district average to students enrolled in schools with a proportion of 
teachers licensed in their teaching assignment at or below the district average, differences in demographic composition were found to be significant in terms of: SWD (p=.000), students 
scoring at MEPA1-2 (vs. MEPA 3-5,p=.007)), students scoring at MEPA 3 (vs. all other MEPA levels, p=.006), and students scoring at MEPA 4-5 (vs. MEPA 1-3, p=.006) (all with minimal 
effect size). Comparing students enrolled in schools with a proportion of core academic classes taught by HQT above the district average to students enrolled in schools with a proportion of 
core academic classes taught by HQT at or below the district average, differences in demographic composition were found to be significant in terms of: mobili ty (p=.016) and students scoring 
at MEPA 1-2 (vs. MEPA 3-5, p=.029), all with minimal effect size. 
 
 

Table 6.  Demographic Characteristics of LEP Students Enrolled In Schools of Selected Characteristics, Pre-K to 12.  BPS, SY2009 
  

Demographic Characteristics of LEPs 

English Proficiency Level3 
Characteristics of Schools 

N of 
LEPs % Male 

% Low 
Income1 % Mobile % SWD2 % MEPA 

Levels 1 & 2 
% MEPA 
Level 3 

% MEPA 
Levels 4 & 5 

All LEP Students 11,690 53.6% 87.3% 12.9% 18.7% 23.6% 32.0% 44.4% 
Grade Levels 

Pre-K 717 50.9% 85.8% 11.4% NA NA NA NA 
Elementary (K-5) 6,150 52.5% 91.6% 9.8% 17.6% 23.3% 29.1% 47.5% 
Middle School (6-8) 1,970 56.9% 89.8% 16.3% 28.1% 23.9% 31.2% 44.9% 
High School (9-12) 2,837 54.5% 76.9% 17.8% 14.7% 24.1% 40.4% 35.6% 

School Size8 

In large elementary school 1,918 53.2% 91.2% 8.7% 18.5% 22.2% 30.9% 46.9% 
In large middle school 11 45.5%8 45.5%8 0% 0% - - - 
In large high school 1,242 54.8% 77.7% 12.5% 17.5% 28.5% 35.2% 36.3% 

Poverty rate9 

Poverty rate 25-75%4 2,150 53.5% 74.5% 16.0% 17.4% 28.8% 36.8% 34.4% 
Poverty rate >75% 9,540 53.6% 90.3% 12.2% 19.0% 28.0% 33.5% 38.5% 

LEP Density10 

0-10% 785 56.2% 82.8% 12.4% 33.0% 21.1% 39.6% 39.3% 
10.1-30% 5,045 53.9% 86.5% 14.6% 20.6% 29.6% 33.6% 36.8% 
30.1-50% 4,294 52.2% 87.9% 12.9% 15.4% 29.4% 35.0% 35.6% 
>50%5 1,566 55.0% 90.7% 7.5% 14.1% 21.0% 31.7% 47.3% 

Accountability Status11 

Met AYP in ELA6 3,736 53.7% 86.8% 12.7% 18.5% 25.9% 32.1% 42.0% 
Did not meet AYP in ELA 7,747 53.5% 88.5% 12.5% 19.2% 28.6% 35.1% 36.2% 
Met AYP in Math6 1,727 53.7% 87.4% 12.5% 18.5% 26.9% 34.2% 39.0% 
Did not Meet AYP in Math 9,756 53.5% 88.0% 12.5% 19.1% 27.9% 34.2% 37.9% 

Teacher Qualifications12 

% of teachers licensed in teaching 
assignment, above BPS average7 7,292 53.4% 87.5% 12.7% 16.7% 26.9% 34.0% 39.1% 

% of teachers licensed in teaching 
assignment, at or below BPS average7 

4,398 54.0% 87.0% 13.2% 21.9% 29.9% 34.3% 35.7% 

% of core academic classes taught by 
highly qualified teachers, above BPS avg7 

7,589 53.4% 88.6% 11.7% 20.0% 26.7% 34.5% 38.8% 

% of core academic classes taught by 
highly qualified teachers, at or below BPS 
avg.7 

4,101 54.0% 85.0% 15.2% 16.5% 30.2% 33.7% 36.1% 
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In Sum

In this chapter we focused on the distribution of 

LEP students across schools of different types, 

analyzing first their enrollment in different types of 

schools and second the significance of demographic 

factors in their distribution across different types 

of schools.  We found that LEP student enrollment 

shows several risk factors.  First of all, we find 

that LEP students are overwhelming enrolled in a 

high-poverty schools (81.6%), at a much higher 

rate than English proficient students (60.1%), 

compounding the effects of individual student 

poverty in this population.  Secondly, we find that 

they are overwhelmingly enrolled in schools that did 

not meet accountability status in ELA (77.5%) or in 

Math (85.0%).  These factors sharply differentiate 

the experience of LEPs students in BPS from that of 

English proficient students.

On the positive side, we find that LEP students in 

Boston are not segregated or highly concentrated:  

88.4% are in schools with less 50% LEP density.  

LEP students also tend to be enrolled in schools 

where a high proportion of core courses are taught 

by highly qualified teachers (72.9%).

We found also that two variables have broad signifi-

cance in the distribution of students across schools 

of different characteristics:  students’ MEPA perfor-

mance level and their designation as a LEP-SWD.  

MEPA performance level, particularly performance 

at the lower levels, was found to be significant in 

the distribution of students across schools showing 

all of the characteristics considered here.  Designa-

tion as a LEP-SWD was also found to have broad 

significance in the distribution of students in 

schools of lower LEP densities and where a lower 

proportion of teachers are licensed in their teaching 

assignment.  Other variables, such as mobility and 

income, were also found to be significant but they 

did not show the breadth of impact of the other 

two variables.

1  See Boston Public School’s Office of High School: 
www.highschoolrenewal.org/carnegieproposal.pdf 
and www.highschoolrenewal.org/gatesproposal.pdf  
(Accessed December 2007)

2  There remains debate about the impact of the size of 
schools on children’s academic success.  Stevenson 
(2006) analyzes this debate in his statewide assess-
ment of the effects of school size in north Carolina.  

3  Other options for categorizing LEP density appear in 
Parrish et al. (2006) and Williams et al. (2007).

4  MDESE (n.d., b)
5  Though the differences described in this section were 

found to be statistically significant, the effect size 
tended to be minimal.
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One of the deepest and most far-reaching effects 

of the passage of Question 2 and the implementa-

tion of Chapter 386 has been on the programs for 

English language learners in Boston’s public schools.  

The law specifically mandated the replacement 

of Transitional Bilingual Education (TBE) programs 

with Sheltered English Immersion (SEI) programs 

(Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2002).  TBE 

programs had been in place in Massachusetts since 

1971, when the state was the first in the nation 

to mandate this specific model of education for 

English language learners in its public schools 

(Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 1971).  For 

thirty years, this was the Massachusetts framework 

for the implementation of educational programs for 

children needing language support in their school-

ing.  It was a model based solidly on the belief that 

the use of the native language in the instruction of 

ELLs favored their acquisition of a second language 

(English) while allowing students to remain at grade 

level in content areas (social studies, math, science).  

In response to Chapter 71A, districts developed 

a wide array of programs with a broad range of em-

phasis on the use of the native language.  Programs 

were offered in Spanish, several Chinese dialects, 

Haitian Creole, Portuguese, Vietnamese, Cape 

Verdean Creole, Russian, and Greek among others.

Chapter 386 of the Acts of 2002 took a very differ-

ent approach.  It mandated Sheltered English Im-

mersion, a model based on the belief that a second 

language (English) is acquired quickly when taught 

through meaningful content and effective interac-

tion.  It mandated that instruction 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 assumed students’ time in SEI is 

“not normally intended to exceed one school year” 

(Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2002) before 

they would transition into mainstream classrooms. 

The law allowed parents to request a waiver of 

enrollment in an SEI program; if granted, the child 

could attend an alternative bilingual education 

program (which must be offered when more than 

20 children who speak the same native language at 

the same grade level in a school receive a waiver) 

(Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 2002).  Waivers 

are cumbersome for both parents and schools, 

especially at the elementary school level.  In 2003, 

and under great pressure from parents, Two-Way 

Bilingual programs were added to the category of 

programs that did not require an SEI waiver.

Upon the passage of Chapter 386, some believed 

that after a year of sheltering in a special program, 

ELL students could be educated in any classroom 

and by any teacher.  The legislature left it to the 

state’s Department of Education to develop guide-

lines for the implementation state, but MDESE 

provided little guidance (Tung et al., 2009).  Instead 

it took steps to reduce the requirements of teachers 

instructing ELLs (by demoting bilingual licensure to 

an endorsement) and issuing recommended (not 

mandated) competency requirements for standard-

curriculum content teachers that represent the most 

basic training required (English Language Learners 

Sub-Committee, 2009).

Tung et al. (2009) document the process of 

implementation of Chapter 386 in Boston.  Using 

documents and interviews with BPS staff, they 

detail the confusion of the time:  the belief by 

some that Chapter 386 meant that services to ELLs 

would disappear; the lack of clarity about SEI and 

about language and content instruction; the free 

hand given the principals to transform programs as 

they saw fit and with little guidance; the internal 

disagreements between departments about the 

definition of a LEP student; the waiver process and 

the process of assessment of students of limited 

English proficiency (pp. 40-42).  

At the start of SY2004, the district promulgated 

three policy decisions with long-term consequences.  

First, BPS transferred a large number of ELLs into 

general education programs.  Over four thousand 

students in Lau Stages 3, 4, and 5 made that switch 

at the start of the school year.  Although many 

continued to be designated as LEP students, they 

stopped receiving language support services.  It 

was the lack of services for these students that first 

caught the attention of the U.S. Departments of 

Justice and Education, discussed in the introduction 

to this report.  But as we will see in the discussion 

in this chapter, it continues to be a very worrisome 

pattern.

Second, the district allowed for as much program-

matic flexibility as possible under the new law in 

order to have the ability to respond to the diversity 

of Boston’s ELL populations.  Through the years, 

although SEI takes strong precedence over any 

other program in the district, Boston has shown a 

more diverse array of programs than other cities 

with large ELL populations in the state (English 

Language Learners Sub-Committee, 2009, p. 25).  

In a 2003 memo to the district, Superintendent 
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Thomas Payzant defined the programs the district 

would support:  Multilingual ESL, Two-Way Bilingual 

programs, SEI and Native Language Literacy (Pay-

zant, 2003).  These have evolved into the current 

programs which we describe and discuss in this 

chapter:  SEI Multilingual, SEI Language Specific, 

TBE, Two-Way Bilingual programs, and programs for 

students with interrupted formal education, SIFE, 

of which there are both Multilingual and Language 

Specific models.  

The presence of Language Specific SEI programs 

also responds to an early policy decision:  to allow 

TBE teachers and their students still in ELL programs 

to remain in the existing language-specific sites.  

This allowed TBE teachers to teach SEI and support 

student’s language learning, it allowed schools to 

retain teaching resources and it facilitated commu-

nication with parents.  

In this chapter, we discuss the enrollment of LEP 

students in different types of programs and observe 

the trends of these enrollments.  We also focus 

on the characteristics of students enrolled in these 

programs.  We focus on programs because most of 

the research related to the academic achievement 

of ELLs addresses the critical role of the programs 

in which students are enrolled.  Lindholm-Leary 

and Borsato (2006) conducted an analysis of this 

literature and reported that programs designed for 

ELLs are an asset for these students and often lead 

to outcomes that surpass those of English proficient 

students.  There is also a strong line of research 

on the outcomes of students in different types of 

programs designed specifically for ELLs.  The review 

conducted by Lindholm-Leary and Borsato points 

to higher achievement in both math and English 

reading in bilingual and two-way programs than in 

SEI (Ramirez, 1992; Thomas & Collier, 2002), while 

studies of SEI emphasize the early language acquisi-

tion achieved under immersion programs. There are 

far fewer studies comparing the achievement of 

LEP students in ELL programs and those not in ELL 

programs.  One such study by Thomas and Collier 

(2002) focused on four school districts with LEP 

enrollments and found that LEP students who had 

not participated in ELL programs had lower testing 

outcomes and higher dropout rates than students 

who had participated in any type of ELL program.  

A    What Are the Programs in which 
English Language Learners Are 
Enrolled?  What Were the Trends in 
Their Enrollment Between SY2006 
and SY2009?

While, as we saw in Chapter 3, the increase in the 

enrollment of LEP students in Boston schools was 

steady from SY2006 to SY2009, there were large 

fluctuations in the distribution of LEP students in 

programs in this period.  This period saw a decline 

of 23.6% in the enrollment of LEP students in 

programs for English language learners and a 

267.7% increase in the enrollment of LEP students 

in educational settings which are not specifically 

designed for the instruction of ELLs (for example, 

general education classrooms and special educa-

tion programs).  Most of this change took place 

between SY2006 and SY2007; in that period ELL 

programs lost 30.7% of their students.  In SY2006, 

students in ELL programs accounted for 87.7% 

of all LEP students and by SY2009 the proportion 

of LEP students in ELL programs had declined to 

59.6%.  LEP students not in ELL programs experi-

enced the opposite trend, increasing from 12.3% to 

40.4% during this period.

In this section we present, first, a description of ELL 

programs and their enrollment followed by a discus-

sion of the enrollments in programs not specifi-

cally designed for ELLs.  As part of that discussion 

we focus on possible reasons for the growth in 

enrollment in the later programs and, specifically, 

 
Table 7.  Program Enrollment of LEP Students, Pre-K to 12.  BPS, SY2006-SY2009 
 

Change in Enrollment 

 
SY2006 SY2007 SY2008 SY2009 SY2006-

SY2007 
SY2006-
SY2009 

LEP Enrollment 10,405 10,514 10,927 11,690 1.1% 12.3% 

In ELL Program 9,122 6,324 6,604 6,972 -30.7% -23.6% 

%  87.7% 60.1% 60.4% 59.6%    

Not in ELL Program 1,283 4,190 4,323 4,718 226.6% 267.7% 

% 12.3% 39.9% 39.6% 40.4%    
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the transfer of large numbers of LEP students from 

ELL programs to special education programs not 

designed for ELLs.  

Enrollment in Programs for  
English Language Learners

Boston Public Schools offers several programs for 

English language learners:  Sheltered English Im-

mersion (SEI) (both Language Specific and Multilin-

gual); Two-Way Bilingual programs; programs for 

Students with Interrupted Formal Education (SIFE) 

(both Language Specific/HILT-SIFE and Multilingual); 

and Transitional Bilingual Education programs.  

In presenting the enrollment data for the ELL 

programs, we use SIMS enrollment categories (SEI, 

Two-Way Bilingual, and other bilingual programs) 

which allow us to show the four-year trends for 

the enrollment in these programs (Table 8).  Data 

that disaggregate programs further come from 

documents and databases of the Office of English 

language learners in BPS and are available only for 

SY2009 (Table 9).  

Enrollment in Sheltered English Immersion (SEI) 
Programs. SEI became the approach of choice for 

educating English language learners in Massachu-

setts after the passage of Referendum Question 2 in 

2002.  It is the ELL program with the largest enroll-

ment in the district.  SEI is a model for teaching 

English language learners that relies on the use of 

simple English in the classroom to impart academic 

content, using students’ native language only to 

assist students in completing tasks or to answer 

questions.  BPS offers two types of SEI programs:  

Language Specific and Multilingual.  SEI 

Language-Specific programs are offered to students 

whose home language is Spanish, Haitian Creole, 

Cape Verdean Creole, Chinese languages, or Viet-

namese.  All students in an SEI Language Specific 

classroom speak the same language, and a bilin-

gual/bicultural staff fluent in that language is avail-

able to students and their families.  In a Multilingual 

SEI classroom, students are from various linguistic 

backgrounds and staff may or may not speak the 

language of the students or of their families.  

In SY2009, there were 72 SEI programs in Boston 

serving 6,142 students.  Although SEI programs 

have the highest enrollment of all ELL programs, the 

SY2009 enrollment represents a decline of 29.6% 

relative to SY2006.  The majority of BPS SEI pro-

grams are Language Specific programs offered in 

seven languages.  The highest enrollment is found 

among those offered in Spanish.

Enrollment in Two-Way Bilingual Education 
Programs.1  Two-Way Bilingual programs provide 

fluent speakers of English and English language 

learners an opportunity to become bilingual and bi-

literate in a second language.  In Boston, Two-Way 

Bilingual programs are offered for Spanish-speaking 

English language learners and students fluent 

in English on a lottery basis.  Boston has three 

Two-Way Bilingual programs, all Spanish/English 

students in ELL programs.2 

programs.  Two-Way Bilingual programs begin in 

Kindergarten where students are instructed 90% 

of the time in a language in which they are fluent 

and the target language 10% of the time.  By third 

grade, the languages of instruction are 50% in 

English and 50% in the target language and con-

tinue as a 50-50 model through the fifth grade, at 

which time students’ transfer to secondary schools.  

The enrollment in two-way programs has increased 

from 277 students in SY2006 to 411 students in 

SY2009.

Enrollment in Transitional Bilingual Education 
Programs.  TBE programs were the most prevalent 

approach to educating English language learn-

ers before 2002.  Transitional Bilingual Education 

models promote a gradual reduction of instruction 
 

 

Table 8.  Change in Enrollment in Programs for English Language Learners, Pre-K to 12.  BPS, SY2006-SY2009 
 

 
SY2006 SY2007 SY2008 SY2009 

Change in enrollment 
SY2006-SY2009 

In ELL Program 9,122 6,324 6,604 6,972 -23.6% 

SEI 8,728 5,851 5,960 6,142 -29.6% 

% 95.7% 92.5% 90.2% 88.1%   

Two-Way Bilingual  277 307 338 411 48.4% 

%  3.0% 4.9% 5.1% 5.9%   

TBE & SIFE 117 166 306 419 258.1% 

%  1.3% 2.6% 4.6% 6.0%   

 



30 Improving Educational Outcomes of English Language Learners in Schools and Programs in Boston Public Schools

in the primary language as students learn English.  

This model’s major goal is for students to build the 

capacity to learn solely in English.  In the Boston 

Public Schools, there are two Chinese language TBE 

programs.  One hundred and forty seven students 

participated in these TBE-Chinese programs in 

SY2009.

Enrollment in Programs for Students with Limited or 

Interrupted Formal Education (SIFE). SIFE programs 

work with students of age 9 through high school 

age with limited or interrupted schooling, who 

do not have the educational skills that are needed 

to perform grade-level academic work.  As in the 

SEI programs, BPS offers both Multilingual and 

Language Specific programs.  Multilingual programs 

bring together students from various language 

groups while Language Specific programs focus on 

High Intensity Literacy Training provided in the na-

tive languages most prevalent among SIFE students 

in BPS (i.e., Spanish, Haitian Creole, Cape Verdean 

Creole, and Somali).  SIFE programs have grown 

substantially in the past years and in SY2009, the 

19 SIFE programs enrolled 272 students, 3.9% of 

all LEP students in ELL programs.

Enrollment in Programs Not Specifically  
for English Language Learners

In SY2009, over 40% of LEP students in BPS were 

enrolled in programs not specifically designed for 

ELL students.  Of the 4,718 LEP students not in 

ELL programs, 71% were in general education 

programs and 28.5% were enrolled at different 

levels of special education programs.3 This enroll-

ment represented a growth of 267.7% (Table 7) 

over the enrollments in SY2006, when only 12.3% 

of LEP students were not enrolled in ELL programs.  

This pattern is not common in Massachusetts.  In 

SY2009, Boston showed the highest proportion of 

LEP students in programs not for ELLs among the 

10 districts in the state with the largest enrollment 

of ELLs (English language learners Sub-Committee, 

2009, p. 9).  

English language learners are enrolled in these 

programs in large numbers as a result of parental 

decision to opt out of ELL programs.  Opting out 

may be due to parents’ choice to seek a specific 

school placement where there may not be avail-

able programs for ELLs or because the parent is 

concerned about the quality of ELL programs or be-

cause they desire full immersion for their children’s 

 

Table 9. Enrollment in Programs for English Language Learners, Pre-K to 12.  BPS, SY2009    
 

Enrollment 
 

N of Programs1 

N % 
Total ELL Programs and Enrollment 96 6,972 100% 
SEI 72 6,142 88.1% 

      Multilingual 13 799 13.0% 
      Language Specific (All) 59 5,343 87.0% 

Two-Way Bilingual2 3 411 5.9% 
TBE3 2 147 2.1% 
SIFE  19 272 3.9% 

      Multilingual 4 19 0.2% 
      Language Specific (All) 15 253 3.6% 

 

Language Specific SEI Programs 59 5,343 100% 
Spanish 34 3,273 61.3% 

Haitian Creole 7 546 10.2% 
Chinese languages 4 437 8.2% 

Cape Verdean Creole 3 579 10.8% 
Vietnamese 4 290 5.4% 
Portuguese 4 136 2.5% 

Somali 3 82 1.5% 
 

Language Specific SIFE Programs 15 253 100% 
Spanish 7 126 49.8% 

Haitian Creole 4 73 28.9% 
Cape Verdean Creole 3 36 14.2% 

Somali 1 18 7.1% 
Notes:  1Source: OELL, List of BPS Schools and ELL programs, Jan 2009; 2 All Two-Way Bilingual programs are 
Spanish/English programs.  3All traditional TBE programs are Chinese language programs.     
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education.  There are no studies of the reasons for 

parents’ decision to opt out of ELL programs in the 

public domain.  

But parents’ decisions have also been shaped by the 

particular way in which Boston implemented the 

“opting out” provisions of Chapter 386 (the legisla-

tion that set guidelines for the implementation of 

the changes required by Referendum Question 2).  

Chapter 386 included parental “waiver” provisions 

of the law allowing parents to petition to have their 

children exempted from SEI programs.  This waiver 

did not disqualify students from enrolling in other 

models of programs for English language acquisi-

tion or from receiving language support services, 

even if enrolled in general education programs.4   

In Boston, enrollment of LEP students in general 

education programs continued to increase AND 

no services were provided to LEP students whose 

parents opted out of SEI.  

Studies by the Office of English Language Learners 

showed that parents may have been encouraged 

to “opt out,” as schools sought to fill “seats” left 

open by the steady decline in enrollments of popu-

lations in general education (OELL, 2009).5 Once 

a parental petition to “opt out” was approved, 

Boston did not test, monitor, or provide language 

support services to these students (Tregar, 2008), 

although the student still retained LEP status and 

the district benefitted from the additional funding 

this entailed. 

With No Child Left Behind in 2001 and most 

especially when Chapter 386 became law in 2002, 

assessment and monitoring of and service provision 

to all LEP students also became law, making this 

practice the center of MDESE’s complaint against 

Boston for lack of compliance.  In time, both 

MDESE and the federal Departments of Justice and 

Education found fault with Boston’s assessment of 

LEP students, its process of parental information, 

its process of authorizing waivers and opt-outs (at 

the Family Resource Center rather than by principals 

and the superintendent, as required in some cases), 

and with its lack of provision of services to and of 

monitoring of students who were now enrolled in 

general education programs (MDESE, 2008a; U.S. 

Department of Justice, 2010). 

Figure 3 presents the figures from SY2003 to 

SY2009 for LEP student in ELL programs and in pro-

grams not specifically designed LEP students.  These 

data are drawn from two studies, Tung et al., 2009 

and this study:  we show this in the discontinuity 

of the lines.6   The circles represent the enrollment 

of students in ELL programs and the squares that 

of students not in an ELL program.  SY2003 was 

the year prior to the implementation of Question 

2 and the data for the school years SY2003, 2004, 

and 2005 come from Tung et al., 2009.  The data 

show that there have been TWO sharp declines in 

the enrollment in ELL programs.  The first, taking 

place between SY2003 and SY2005, as discussed in 

the introduction to this chapter, was due to a policy 

decision on the part of the district to re-designate 

4,366 LEP students in bilingual education programs 

as English proficient and insert them into general 

education as the implementation of Chapter 386 

began in September 2003 (p. 40).  By SY2006, 

enrollments in ELL programs, although still not 

reaching the high numbers pre-Question 2, had  

 

Figure 3. Program Enrollment of LEP Students. BPS, SY2003-SY2009 

 
Data for SY2003, 2004 and 2005 come from Tung et al, 2009. 

SY2003 SY2004 SY2005 SY2006 SY2007 SY2008 SY2009 

In ELL 9,667 5,992 5,532 9,122 6,324 6,604 6,972 

Not in ELL 5,053 4,013 2,881 1,283 4,190 4,323 4,718 
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almost recovered through new enrollments and 

changes in de-designation.  But that year, the sec-

ond decline took place when 2,536 LEP students in 

ELL programs were transferred into general educa-

tion programs, causing ELL programs to, again, lose 

one-third of its students.  In this change, general 

education programs grew while ELL programs 

declined.

Table 10 shows characteristics of the students mak-

ing the transfer away from programs for ELLs be-

tween SY2006 and SY2007.  This transfer account-

ed for 91.0% of the total decline in LEP students in 

ELL programs observed in that period; the rest was 

due to transfers, dropouts, and graduations.  Of 

the 2,536 students who transferred, 54.6% were in 

Grade 3 or lower.  The largest proportion of the stu-

dents who transferred (42.8%) were at the higher 

levels of English proficiency (Level 4) although close

to 20% were at MEPA Levels 1 and 2 (Table 10).7   

Of the LEP students transferred out of ELL programs 

in SY2007, 42% were students who were designat-

ed as LEP-SWDs.  Of the latter, the majority (93.4%) 

were students who were previously designated 

LEP-SWD and were attending ELL programs. Rela-

tive to the characteristics of the overall enrollment 

of ELLs in BPS, these transferring students show 

over-representation of males, of Spanish and Viet-

namese speakers, of students at the highest MEPA 

performance levels, and the proportion designated 

as SWDs.

 

 
 
Table 10.  Characteristics of LEP Students Changing Program Enrollment from in an ELL Program to  
Not in an ELL Program. BPS, SY2006-SY2007 
 

Total Making Change 2,536 
% Male 58.5% 
% Low  Income1 87.3% 
Native Language  

% Spanish 59.3% 
% Cape Verdean Creole 6.2% 

% Chinese languages 6.3% 
% Haitian Creole 8.1% 

% Portuguese 2.0% 
% Somali 1.8% 

% Vietnamese 6.3% 
% Other languages 9.9% 

English Language Proficiency2  
% MEPA Level 1 5.1% 
% MEPA Level 2 13.6% 
% MEPA Level 3 38.5% 
% MEPA Level 4 42.8% 

% Mobile3 6.1% 
% SWD4 42.0% 
Note: Red indicates those characteristics where there is over-representation relative to the overall 
LEP population; 1Percent eligible for free or reduced price lunch; 2 The Massachusetts English 
Proficiency Assessment is a test of English language proficiency in reading, writing, listening, and 
speaking required of all LEP students in Massachusetts.  In SY2006, it provided results in 4 levels 
of performance (see Chapter VI for a fuller discussion of MEPA);  3Percent of students who 
changed schools between October and June of a given school year;  4 Percent designated as a 
student with disabilities (SWD).  Includes only students ages 6+ in K-12. 
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IN DEPTH:   
Enrollment of English Language Learners through Time

One of the most often mentioned consequences of the implementation of Chapter 386 

has been the increase in the designation as disabled of a growing number of LEP students.  

This was documented in Boston (Tung et al., 2009) and in Massachusetts (English Language 

Learners Sub-Committee, 2009; Serpa, 2011), while at the same time concerns have been 

raised about under-identification of LEP students who require special education and the 

availability and quality of services for those already identified (English Language Learners 

Sub-Committee, 2009; Serpa, 2011).  In addition to those concerns, the fact that 42% of the 

LEP students transferred from ELL programs in SY2006 were students in special education 

programs prompted our focus on the enrollment of LEP students with disabilities.  

Table 11 shows the overall enrollment of LEP Students with Disabilities (LEP-SWD) and their 

enrollment in programs.  The movement of LEP-SWDs out of the ELL programs in SY2006-

SY2007 is evident, as the enrollment of LEP-SWD in ELL programs declined precipitously and 

those of LEP students not in ELL programs climbed at a similar pace.  Between SY2006 and 

SY2007, the enrollment of LEP-SWDs in programs other than ELL programs increased by 

668.1%!

Placement in SPED programs (Table 12) showed that LEP-SWD students in ELL programs 

functioned in full inclusion classrooms more frequently than all SWDs and most definitely, 

LEP-SWDs not enrolled in ELL programs.  LEP-SWDs in ELL programs were most frequently 

enrolled in SEI Language Specific programs.

Special education programs provide needed resources for students who have undergone a 

rigorous assessment process.  The high (and growing) incidence of placement of LEP students 

in programs for SWDs is a concern in Massachusetts because these are not programs specifi-

cally designed to support language development and therefore may further constrain the 

opportunities of LEP students to engage with challenging academic content.  The practice of 

over-placement is often associated with problems in the assessment process, including using 

tests and assessment protocols designed for English speakers through a translator or directly 

in English by monolingual English speaking staff.  In the case of some disabilities, direct com-

munication and the use of language are intrinsic to the assessment process and to the quality 

of the communication between the student and the examiner.  The data in Table 14 show 

that these more sensitive disabilities are precisely those that stand out among LEP-SWDs in 

Boston, raising concerns about both over-identification (in the case of intellectual and com-

munication disabilities) and under-identification (in the case of emotional disabilities).  

Aside from the issue of over- or under-classification described above, the lack of appropriate 

services is also a concern.  This is usually due to the lack of professional staff with experience 

serving LEP-SWDs within SPED programs and a dearth of teaching resources appropriate for 

LEP-SWDs.  An important barrier, often pointed out by practitioners, is the erroneous belief 

that “SPED trumps ELL,” or the misconception that attending to students’ special education 

needs supersedes the need to attend to the issues posed by lack of English proficiency (Serpa, 

2011).  As is pointed out by Serpa (2011) in her policy paper on services to LEP-SWDs in 

Massachusetts, students who have special educational needs and are LEP students are legally 

required to receive both SPED and ELL services.

For a brief view of demographics and academic outcomes for LEP students with disabilities 

see Appendix 3.
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Table 11. Enrollment of Students of Limited English Proficiency with Disabilities (LEP-SWD), K-12.  BPS, SY2006-
SY2009 

 SY2006 SY2007 SY2008 SY2009 
% Change SY2006-

SY2009 
Total LEP/SWD1 1,966 2,022 2,013 2,052 4.4% 

LEP-SWD in ELL program 1,791 722 741 708 -60.5% 

% 91.1% 35.7% 36.8% 34.5% - 

LEP-SWD not in ELL program 175 1,300 1,272 1,344 668.1% 

% 8.9% 64.3% 63.2% 65.5% - 
1 Notes:  Includes students ages 6+ in K-12. 

  

 

 

 Table 12. Placement of LEP-SWDs by Type of Special Education Program, K-12.  BPS, SY2009  

 ALL SWD1 ALL LEP-SWD1 LEP-SWD in ELL 
program 

LEP-SWD1 not in 
ELL Program 

SPED Placement N % N % N % N % 
Full inclusion2 3,511 31.8% 593 28.9% 270 38.1% 323 24.0% 
Partial inclusion3 2,547 23.1% 482 23.5% 202 28.5% 280 20.8% 
Substantially separate4 4,478 40.6% 936 45.6% 236 33.3% 700 52.1% 
Public separate day school 489 4.4% 41 2.0% 0 0% 41 3.1% 
Note: 1Includes only students ages 6+ in K-12; 2 80% of time or more in general education (or ELL) classroom; 340-80% of time or more in 
general education (or ELL) classroom; 4 special education services outside the general education classroom more than 60% of the time. 

 

 

 
 Table 13.  LEP-SWD Enrollment in Programs for English Language Learners, K-12.  BPS, SY2009 
 

 All LEPs LEP-SWD 
 N % N % 

In ELL Programs1 6,612 100%2 708 100%2 

SEI Language Specific 5,140 77.7% 598 84.4% 
SEI Multilingual 694 10.4% 31 4.3% 

Two-Way Bilingual 359 5.4% 61 8.6% 
SIFE 272 4.1% 15 2.1% 
TBE 147 2.2% 3 0.4% 

Note: 1 Includes only students in K-12 in order to facilitate this analysis. 2 100% here indicates the 
column total, not that 100% of students are enrolled in ELL programs. 
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B    What Are the Characteristics  
of English Language Learners  
Enrolled in Different Types  
of Programs?

The comparison between LEP students in different 

types of programs shows that there are significant 

differences in the demographic composition of the 

students enrolled.  For example, among those not 

in ELL programs, the proportion of students with 

disabilities and students at the highest levels of 

English proficiency was the highest found among 

all the programs.  SIFE programs stand out for their 

higher proportion of male students, of students 

who are mobile, and of students at the lower levels 

of English proficiency as well as the lower propor-

tions of those who are of low income.8   Similarly 

deserving of mention are the high proportions of 

low-income students among LEP students enrolled 

in Two-Way and transitional bilingual programs.  SEI 

programs follow SIFE programs in their concentra-

tion of mobile students and those at low levels of 

English proficiency and also have relatively high 

proportions of poor students.

We examined the significance of the differences 

between the demographic compositions of the 

enrollment in ELL programs and that of students 

not in ELL programs and found that the differences 

in terms of gender, mobility, English proficiency and 

the proportion of students designated as disabled 

were all statistically significant.  As a group, stu-

dents in all ELL programs show a lower proportion 

of males, a higher proportion of mobile students, 

and a lower proportion of students who are desig-

nated as students with disabilities.  While there is 

an even distribution across English proficiency levels 

among LEP students in ELL programs, students in 

the high levels of English proficiency are over-repre-

sented among students not in ELL programs, where 

89% of the students are in Levels 3, 4, and 5.

 

Table 14. Nature of Primary Disability, K-12. BPS, SY2009 
 

 
MA  

LEP-SWDs1 
BPS 

SWDs2 
BPS EP- 
SWDs2 

BPS LEP-
SWDs2 

Total  9,056 11,025 8,973 2,052 

Autism 1.8% 3.3% 3.5% 2.6% 

Communication  23.2% 15.5%  13.4% 3 24.6% 

Developmental Delay (through age 9 only) 11.5% 5.1% 5.1% 4.8% 

Emotional  4.5% 12.6%  14.5% 3 4.4% 

Health 3.9% 1.1% 1.2% 0.5% 

Intellectual  15.7% 13.0%  11.5% 3 19.6% 

Multiple Disabilities 1.5% 1.2% 0.9% 2.3% 

Neurological 1.1% 0.4% 0.4% -  

Physical 0.8% 1.6% 1.6% 1.6% 

Sensory/Deaf /blind 0.2% 0.2% 0.2% -  

Sensory/Hard of hearing or deaf 0.5% 1.3% 1.4% 0.9% 

Sensory/Vision Impairment or Blind 0.2% 0.3% 0.3% -  

Specific Learning Disabilities  35.1% 44.5%  46.0% 3 37.9% 
Notes: Dashes indicate that n<10 students and is suppressed for reasons of confidentiality. 1 Source: English Language 
Learners Sub-Committee, 2009 p. 11. 2 Includes only students ages 6+ in K-12; 3 Differences in the prevalence of 
communication, emotional, intellectual and specific learning disabilities between LEP-SWD and non-LEP-SWD are statistically 
significant (p<.000 in all cases although effect sizes are small or minimal). 
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These findings are important because they 

show that the two set of students – those in ELL 

programs and those not in ELL programs – have 

very different characteristics, precisely in those 

characteristics that are associated in the literature 

with educational outcomes.  High levels of English 

proficiency and lower proportions of mobile stu-

dents are more prevalent among LEP students, likely 

contributing to their stronger academic outcomes, 

while the lower levels of students with disabilities 

favor ELL programs.

In Sum

Our review of the enrollment and demographics of 

LEP students in BPS programs shows that while the 

enrollment of students of limited English proficiency 

in Boston increased steadily between SY2006 and 

SY2009, the enrollment of LEP students in differ-

ent programs suffered some dramatic changes.  

The most salient was the decline of 23.6% in the 

enrollment in programs for English language learn-

ers and a 267.7% increase in the enrollment of 

LEP students in educational settings which are not 

specifically designed for the instruction of ELLs (for 

example, general education classrooms and special 

education programs).  This shift took place between 

SY2006 and SY2007, when 2,536 students were 

transferred from ELL programs to programs not 

designed for ELLs.  Of these students, 54.5% were 

students in Grade 3 or lower and 42.8% were 

students at the higher levels of English proficiency 

(though 20% were at very low levels), and 42% 

were designated as students with disabilities.  

This sudden transfer of a large number of students 

from one program to another signals an adminis-

trative policy decision and not a gradual program 

transition or the accumulation of individual parental 

 

Table 15.  Characteristics of LEP Student Enrollment by Program, Pre-K to 12.  BPS, SY2009 
 

ELL Program 

 

All 
LEPs 

Not in 
ELL 

Program1 

In ELL 
Program1 SEI 

Two-Way 
Bilingual SIFE TBE 

Total Enrollment  11,690 4,718 6,972 6,142 419 272 147 
Male  53.6% 54.7% 52.8% 52.9% 48.2% 58.5% 51.7% 
Low Income 87.3% 87.4% 87.3% 87.0% 93.2% 80.9% 96.6% 
Native Language  

Spanish 56.6% 52.1% 59.6% 59.0% 96.8% 49.3% 0% 
Cape Verdean Creole 8.2% 5.6% 10.0% 10.7% 0.2% 14.7% 0% 

Chinese languages 7.8% 6.7% 8.5% 7.3% 0% 0% 100% 
Haitian Creole 9.0% 6.6% 10.6% 10.7% 0.2% 28.7% 0% 

Portuguese 2.2% 2.5% 2.0% 2.3% 0% 0% 0% 
Somali 2.1% 2.5% 1.8% 1.7% 0% 7.4% 0% 

Vietnamese 6.1% 8.4% 4.5% 5.1% 0.2% 0% 0% 
Other languages 8.1% 15.8% 2.9% 3.2% 2.4% 0% 0% 

Mobile 12.9% 7.6% 16.4% 17.2% 3.6% 26.5% 0.7%4 

SWD2 18.7% 30.9% 10.7% 10.8% 17.0% 5.5% 2.0%4 

English Proficiency 
Level 3  9,351 3,623 5,728 5,002 346 238 142 

MEPA Levels 1&2 23.6% 11.0% 31.6% 30.6% 20.8% 76.9% 14.8% 
MEPA Level 3 32.0% 30.4% 32.9% 33.9% 30.6% 17.2% 31.7% 

MEPA Levels 4&5 44.4% 58.6% 35.5% 35.5% 48.6% 5.9% 53.5% 
Notes:  1 The differences between LEP students in ELL programs and LEP students not in ELL programs are significant in 
regards to gender (p=.042, minimal effect size), the proportion of all language groups except Portuguese, the proportion of 
mobile students and proportion designated as SWD’s (p<.000 with small effect size in all cases except in the case of the 
differences in the proportion of Somali students where p=.013, minimal effect size) and the proportions of students of different 
English proficiency levels, where p=.000, medium effect size); 2 Includes students ages 6+ in K-12; 3 Values are for MEPA test-
takers only. This includes students in grades K-12.  4 Represents less than 10 students.   
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choices.  From the data gathered, it is not clear 

whether it was a decision executed in SY2005 and 

reversed in SY2006 or if the increases and decreases 

obey another logic.  What is clear is that enroll-

ments in ELL programs in Boston declined after the 

implementation of Chapter 386 of the Acts of 2002 

and that between SY2006 and SY2009, LEP student 

enrollments in programs other than ELL programs 

increased dramatically.  

The review of the demographic differences in the 

population of students enrolled in different types 

of programs found that there are significant dif-

ferences along key variables generally associated 

with academic outcomes:  income, mobility, English 

proficiency level, and designation as a student 

with disabilities.  For example, the high levels of 

English proficiency and lower proportions of mobile 

students found among programs not for ELLs favors 

them in terms of academic outcomes while the 

lower levels of students with disabilities favor ELL 

programs.  

The comparison among the different ELL programs 

– Sheltered English Immersion, Two-Way Bilingual, 

programs for students with interrupted formal edu-

cation (SIFE), and Transitional Bilingual Education – 

shows that SIFE programs stand out for their higher 

proportion of male students, of students who 

are mobile, and of students at the lower levels of 

English proficiency as well as the lower proportions 

of those who are of low income, while Two-Way 

Bilingual and TBE programs have high proportions 

of low-income students.  

These differences between the students enrolled 

in the different types of programs need to be kept 

in mind as we review the outcomes of students in 

these programs.

1  Although both students who speak English flu-
ently and students of limited English proficiency 
(LEP students who are native Spanish speakers) are 
enrolled in Two-Way Bilingual Programs in BPS, in 
this study, we are only reporting on the enrollment 
and outcomes of LEP students in these programs. 
In addition, although the Sarah Greenwood K-8 
School is coded in our database as implementing a 
Two-Way Bilingual Program, research conducted 
for the companion report to this study, Learning 
from Consistently High Performing and Improving 
Schools for English Language Learners in Boston 
Public Schools, revealed that during the study period 
the program implemented in grades K-2 met the 
criteria for a Two-Way Bilingual program but the 
instructional model used in grades 3-5 more closely 
resembled that of an SEI language specific program, 
In consultation with staff from OELL, we have not 
changed the SIMS program designation of the Sarah 
Greenwood School and are including its students 
in our analysis as enrolled in a Two-Way Bilingual 
Program, no matter their grade.  ,

2  Because SIMS does not collect data on SIFE pro-
grams, we are only able to report on SIFE enrollment 
for SY2009, the year for which the research entered 
this data by hand using OELL data.

3  In this study we analyze demographics and outcomes 
of LEP students not in ELL programs in the ag-
gregate.

4  In fact, it is this requirement that allows districts to 
develop an array of programs to meet the diverse 
needs of students requiring language support. The 
law permits districts to develop alternatives to SEI in 
schools where more than 20 children of one language 
other than English per grade are enrolled and have 
had their waivers to SEI approved by the district. 

5  In this regard, it is important to note that in SY2009, 
of those students who opted out and are in general 
education, 62% are enrolled in a school with an ELL 
program.  

6  Between SY2005 and SY2006, Tung et al. show a 
smaller increase in enrollment in ELL programs (to 
8,614 students) and a slightly steeper decline in en-
rollments not in ELL programs (to 1,112 students).

7  In SY2003, only students at the higher levels of Eng-
lish proficiency were transferred to general education 
(Boston Public Schools, 2006).

8  The low proportion of SIFE students found to be of 
low income may be due to the construct of the vari-
able (“eligible for free/reduced priced lunch”) and the 
specific characteristics of the population (most SIFE 
students are in high school) and the common finding 
that high school students show lower rates of use of 
free/reduced lunch (R. Rice, META, Inc., personal 
communication).  



C H A P T E R

ENGLISH LANGUAGE ACQUISITION

VI.
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Becoming fully literate in English, and more 

specifically, learning academic English at a level 

of proficiency that allows for successful academic 

experience in American schools is a critical chal-

lenge for English language learners and for the 

teachers, programs and schools that educate them.  

The task is as complex as the population of English 

language learners is diverse in its experience.  In 

Boston, many ELLs are first generation immigrants 

but in all likelihood the majority are not, because of 

the vast representation of Puerto Ricans and of U.S. 

born ELLs who are children of recent immigrants.1   

As shown earlier, Boston’s ELLs speak over 50 lan-

guages, although the majority are Spanish speakers.  

Many immigrant ELLs arrive from their country of 

origin at different ages and, in some cases, with 

strong academic preparation and solid literacy skills 

in their own language while, in others, newcomers 

have experienced interrupted or little formal educa-

tion and arrive in Boston with very weak literacy in 

their native language.  Some U.S. born ELLs may 

not be literate either in their own language or in 

English.  Language-related differences are not the 

only ones that characterize the population of ELLs.  

They differ in race, in class background and current 

economic status, in their experience of racism in the 

U.S., in their immigrant status, in the age at which 

they arrived in the U.S.  They may come with trau-

matic experiences in the transition from countries of 

origin at war or undergo serious economic disrup-

tions in their settlement in Boston.

The process of acquiring academic language 

proficiency –which is required for ELLs to be at 

a level of English language development akin to 

that of English proficient students – is also highly 

complex. Although there has been substantial at-

tention to the characteristics and implementation 

of programs for English language learners, in many 

cases the process of acquiring a second language 

is not well understood; even when understood, it 

is not completely accepted.  A case in point is the 

role of a child’s first language (L1) in the acquisition 

of a second one (L2).  Researchers have described 

the linkages between oral capacity and literacy in 

the native tongue, the acquisition of oral lan-

guage ability in a second language, and impact of 

both on the development of effective academic 

language proficiency (Cummins, 2000; Riches & 

Genesee, 2006; Saunders & O’Brien, 2006).  They 

have concluded that a strong base of oral language 

development in L1 facilitates acquisition of L2 oral 

language and literacy and that both contribute to 

the development of academic language.2   In turn, 

the development of academic language proficiency 

facilitates the access to academic content in English 

Language Arts, math, science, humanities, etc. 

(Collier, 1987; Genesee, Lindholm-Leary, Saunders, 

& Christian, 2006; Thomas & Collier, 1997, among 

many others). 

Of great concern for educational policy and practice 

is the length of time that students need in order 

to successfully make the transition from no or low 

proficiency in English to a level of proficiency that 

permits access to academic content that is compa-

rable to that of English proficient students.  Thomas 

and Collier (1997), in one of the largest and most 

comprehensive studies on this theme, found that 

age at arrival, native language proficiency, and 

type of schooling in the U.S. influenced the time 

required for students to attain academic English 

proficiency.  For example, they report that students 

who immigrated at age 8-11 acquired English more 

expediently than other groups.  Older students with 

good native language literacy and academic lan-

guage also did well, but those who arrived without 

a good base in their own language did not have 

good outcomes. Specifically, Thomas and Collier 

write that: 

•	 it	takes	a	typical	bilingually	schooled	student	

who is achieving at grade level in L1 about 4-7 

years to make it to grade level in L2.  

•	 it	takes	typical	“advantaged”	immigrants	(those	

with 2-5 years of on-grade-level home country 

schooling in L1) from 5-7 years to reach grade 

level in L2,when schooled all in L2 in the U.S. 

•	 it	takes	the	typical	young	immigrant	schooled	

only in L2 in the U.S. 7-10 years or more to reach 

the grade level.  The majority of these students 

do not ever make it to grade level without sup-

port for L1 academic and cognitive development.

These findings held true regardless of the home lan-

guage, country of origin, or socioeconomic status.  

Similarly, Hakuta, Butler, and Witt (2000), in a study 

of two California districts considered successful in 

teaching English to ELLs, found that it takes three 

to five years to develop oral proficiency and four to 

seven years to acquire academic English proficiency.  

A similar time frame was reported by Cummins 

(2000), Pray and MacSwan (2002), and Suarez-

Orozco, Suarez-Orozco, and Todorova (2008).

Students in all-English instruction do not begin to 

show higher intermediate levels of English profi-
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ciency for at least four years – i.e., immersion in all-

English instruction does not significantly accelerate 

English acquisition (Goldenberg, 2008).  Evaluations 

of SEI implementation in California confirm that it 

takes at least five years to attain English proficiency.  

Parrish et al. (2006) in their evaluation of Califor-

nia’s SEI programs estimated that the probability of 

an English learner being re-designated as English 

proficient in less than ten years was lower than 

40%. 

Although the process of acquiring proficiency in a 

second language is well known and documented, in 

many cases, educational policy does not reflect this 

knowledge.  For example, current Massachusetts 

law stipulates that LEP students be taught only in 

English, favoring Multilingual SEI classrooms where 

the students’ native language is not to be used.  Ini-

tially, the expectation was that LEP students would 

remain in these types of programs for one year be-

fore transitioning into general education.  Although 

this was never a requirement, that expectation still 

drives the thinking of the public and of many edu-

cators as well.  Given the demographics of Boston’s 

ELL population and the restrictive language policies 

of the state, most are the “typical young immigrant 

student schooled all in L2” (English).  Thus, Boston’s 

ELLs may be at the most disadvantageous situation 

described by Thomas and Collier in terms of the 

acquisition of academic English proficiency.

Massachusetts requires that the English proficiency 

of LEP students in reading, writing, listening, and 

speaking as well as the progress they are making 

in learning English be measured yearly.3   The state 

provides the Massachusetts English Proficiency 

Assessment (MEPA) for this purpose.  The test 

consists of two parts:  the MEPA R/W, a written test 

measuring reading and writing knowledge and skills 

and the Massachusetts English Language Assess-

ment-Oral (MELA-O), an observational assessment 

which assesses proficiency in listening (compre-

hension) and speaking (production).  LEP students 

in all grades (K-12) began to take the MEPA R/W 

and MELA-O in SY2009.  But during three years 

covered by this study (SY2006, 2007 and 2008), 

only students in Grades 3-12 were tested. Testing 

results were reported in three ways:  as an overall 

scaled score from 300 to 400 in SY2006-SY2008 

and 400 to 550 in SY2009; as scores for each Read-

ing, Writing, Listening, and Speaking area; and as 

performance levels.  Between SY2006 and SY2008, 

there were four MEPA performance levels; this was 

changed to five performance levels in SY2009.  At 

MEPA Level 1, a student has not yet developed sim-

ple written and spoken communication in English.  

At MEPA Level 2, a student has developed simple 

written and spoken communication in English but 

errors often interfere with basic comprehension and 

communication although overall meaning may be 

retained.  At MEPA Level 3, a student can commu-

nicate in English and use the language in a school 

context but where errors still impede communica-

tion and comprehension even though overall mean-

ing is usually retained.  At MEPA Level 4, a student 

is nearly fluent in English and uses the language in 

the school context with few errors.  Finally, at MEPA 

Level 5, a student has effective communication in 

English with few errors (MDESE, 2009a, pp. 20-24).  

In most cases, we report MEPA performance levels 

for SY2009 using the five categories; but in report-

ing trends through time or when we need to draw 

the MEPA results from SY2008 (for example in the 

dropout analyses) we use the four performance 

categories.  

In the analysis of English language acquisition in 

this chapter, we focus squarely on English language 

learners and report on the English proficiency of 

the overall population of LEP students and of ELLs 

in different types of programs. We explore also the 

correlation between MEPA English proficiency level 

and performance in the Massachusetts Compre-

hensive Assessment System’s (MCAS) standardized 

achievement tests in English Language Arts.  Finally 

we examine the trajectory of English language ac-

quisition of three cohorts of students – third, sixth, 

and ninth graders – and observe the progress in 

MEPA performance made over three years.
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Populations focused upon in this and  
subsequent chapters:

A    How Are English Proficiency  
Levels Distributed Across  
English Language Learners?

In SY2009, LEP students in Boston scored in the 

middle levels of proficiency, Levels3 and 4 (61.7%).  

The highest proportion of LEP students (32.0%) 

scored at MEPA performance Level 3 in SY2009.  

Researchers point out that the trajectory through 

the low levels of English proficiency is usually quick 

and that the movement through the middle levels 

tends to be the most time-consuming (Thomas 

&Collier, 1997).  The trend over the study period 

was for the proportion of students at the higher 

MEPA levels to increase (Appendix 2).  Comparing 

across grade levels shows that high schools had the 

highest proportion of students at MEPA perfor-

mance Level 3.

B    What Are the Characteristics of 
English Language Learners at Dif-
ferent English Proficiency Levels?4 

LEP students at MEPA Levels 1 and 2 have a higher 

proportion of males and of mobile students than 

LEP students performing at MEPA Levels 3 to 5.  In 

this group the proportion of mobile students was 

more than three times that of students at Level 3 

and more than seven times that of those at Levels 

4 and 5.  Among LEP students scoring at Level 3, 

the most salient characteristic is the high propor-

tion who has been determined to be students with 

disabilities (22.4%).  Among students at Levels 4 

and 5, the most salient characteristics are their low 

mobility (3.8% changed schools in SY2009) and the 

higher representation of girls in their numbers.  In 

terms of the English proficiency of students of dif-

ferent native language groups, the representation 
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Figure 4.  Distribution of MEPA Test-Takers across English Proficiency Levels, K-12.  BPS, SY2009 
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Table 16.  Language Proficiency Levels of MEPA Test-Takers. BPS, SY2009 

 
Percent Scoring at MEPA Levels: 

 
Total MEPA  
Test-takers 1 2 3  4 5 

All 9,531 10.7% 12.9% 32.0% 29.7% 14.7% 
Elem (K-5) 5,599 10.9% 12.4% 29.1% 33.5% 14.1% 
MS (6-8) 1,694 10.3% 13.6% 31.2% 29.0% 15.9% 
HS (9-12) 2,058 10.2% 13.8% 40.4% 20.2% 15.4% 
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of Spanish speakers across all proficiency levels is 

comparable with their presence among all test-

takers.  Among Cape Verdean and Haitian Creole 

speakers, students at Levels 1, 2, and 3 are over-

represented, indicating a high proportion of newly 

immigrated students.  Among all other groups, 

the tendency is for students at the higher levels of 

MEPA performance to be over-represented in rela-

tion to their numbers among test-takers.

C    What Are the English  
Proficiency Levels of  
English Language Learners  
in Different BPS Programs?

One of the most salient differences between 

students in ELL programs and those not in ELL 

programs is the distribution of students at different 

levels of English proficiency in the groups.  Among 

students in ELL programs, English proficiency levels 

are evenly distributed and range from a high of 

35.5% of students scoring at MEPA Levels 4 and 

5 to a low of 31.6% of students scoring at Levels 

1 and 2.  This pattern is similar for students at 

all grade levels.  In contrast, the distribution of 

English proficiency levels across students not in ELL 

programs is skewed toward the highest levels of 

English proficiency:  58.6% of LEP students scored 

at MEPA Levels 4 and 5 while only 11.0% scored 

at MEPA Levels 1 and 2.Middle school students 

show the most extreme preponderance of students 

at the higher English proficiency levels.  Because 

English proficiency is the single most important 

factor in academic achievement for LEP students, 

the preponderance of students at the higher English 

proficiency levels should result in higher outcomes, 

as we will see in subsequent chapters. Among 

those in ELL programs, Two-Way bilingual and TBE 

programs showed a high proportion of students at 

the upper levels of English proficiency in SY2009.  

The opposite was true among the SIFE students.  

SEI students were evenly distributed among the 

different MEPA performance levels.  (Information on 

SEI and SIFE programs disaggregated by language 

group appears in Appendix 2).

 

 

Table 17. Selected Characteristics of MEPA Test-Takers at Different English Proficiency Levels, K-12. BPS, SY2009 
 

 All MEPA Test-takers MEPA Levels 1 & 2 MEPA Level 3 MEPA Levels 4 & 5 
N of Test-takers 9,351 2,206 2,990 4,155 
Gender (% Male)  53.2% 56.9% 54.6% 50.2% 
Low Income 90.2% 89.3% 90.1% 90.9% 
Native Language     

Spanish 56.6% 57.6% 56.2% 56.4% 
Cape Verdean Creole 8.4% 12.0% 9.1% 6.0% 

Chinese languages 8.1% 6.6% 6.2% 10.2% 
Haitian Creole 9.0% 9.6% 10.1% 7.8% 

Portuguese 2.0% 1.3% 2.0% 2.5% 
Somali 2.1% 1.9% 2.3% 2.0% 

Vietnamese 5.9% 4.8% 6.4% 6.2% 
Other languages 7.9% 6.3% 7.8% 8.9% 

Mobility 9.9% 24.4% 7.7% 3.8% 
SWD1 17.0% 16.3% 22.4% 13.5% 
Note: 1 Includes only students 6+ in grades K-12. 

 

 

 

Table 18.  English Proficiency Levels of MEPA Test-Takers by Grade Level and Program, K-12. BPS, SY2009 
 

 N MEPA 
Test-Takers 

MEPA Levels  
1 & 2 

MEPA Level  
3 

MEPA Levels  
4 & 5 

All MEPA Test-takers 9,351 23.6% 32.0% 44.4% 
In ELL Programs 5,728 31.6% 32.9% 35.5% 

Elementary School  3,130 31.6% 29.7% 38.7% 
Middle School 953 37.8% 32.4% 29.8% 

High School 1,645 28.0% 39.3% 32.6% 
Not in ELL Programs 3,623 11.0% 30.4% 58.6% 

Elementary School 2,469 12.9% 28.4% 58.8% 
Middle School 741 6.1% 29.6% 64.4% 

High School 413 8.2% 44.6% 47.2% 
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D    Which MEPA English Proficiency 
Levels Are Most Frequently  
Represented Among Those Who 
Pass MCAS ELA?  What Proportion 
of English Language Learners 
Reach This Level?

Although federal and state laws require that LEP 

students’ scores in standardized testing be reported 

in the aggregate, this practice obscures our under-

standing of the true academic achievement of ELLs.  

First of all, it creates the misconception that all LEP 

students should achieve at the same level, without 

regard to their English proficiency, even when all 

logic suggests that those at the lowest levels of 

English proficiency (MEPA Levels 1–3), should not 

be expected to perform well on the MCAS or any 

other standardized tests developed for English profi-

cient students.  In contrast, students at the higher 

levels of English proficiency should be achieving 

at rates more comparable to those of English 

proficient students but it is also impossible to as-

sess this when ELL scores are observed only in the 

aggregate. Finally, aggregated reporting of ELL test 

scores results in faulty comparisons across time as 

well as across schools, districts and states because 

it treats all ELLs as if they had the same distribution 

of English proficiency levels at all times and across 

all settings.  

Table 20 shows the MCAS ELA pass rates of LEP 

students at different levels of English proficiency.5   

The comparison shows that the command of 

English required to pass standardized tests designed 

for English proficient students, such as the MCAS, 

far exceeds the levels of English proficiency rep-

resented by MEPA Levels 1–3 and to some extent 

4.6   Pass rates among elementary school students, 

for example, range from a low 0% among those 

in MEPA Level 1 to 95.3% among LEP students at 

MEPA Level 5.  At Level 5, LEP elementary school 

students surpass the pass rates of English proficient 

students but at Level 4 there is close to a 10-point 

gap between LEP and EP students.  Middle school 

and high school LEP students scoring at MEPA Level 

5 also surpass the pass rates of English proficiency 

students at those levels and the gaps between 

those scoring at MEPA Level 4 are much narrower.

 

 
Table 19.  English Proficiency Levels of MEPA Test-Takers in ELL Programs, K-12.  BPS, SY2009 
 
 N MEPA 

Test-Takers 
MEPA Levels  

1 & 2 
MEPA Level  

3 
MEPA Levels  

4 & 5 
All LEPs 9,351 23.6% 32.0% 44.4% 
Not in ELL Program 3,623 11.0% 30.4% 58.6% 
In ELL Programs 5,728 31.6% 32.9% 35.5% 
In SEI 5,002 30.6% 33.9% 35.5% 

SEI Multilingual 560 31.1% 36.3% 32.7% 
SEI Language Specific  4,442 30.6% 33.6% 35.8% 

In Two-Way Bilingual 346 20.8% 30.6% 48.6% 
In TBE 142 14.8% 31.7% 53.5% 
In SFE  238 76.9% 17.2% 5.9% 

SIFE Multilingual 13 38.5% 46.2% 15.4% 
SIFE Language Specific 225 79.1% 15.6% 5.3% 
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IN DEPTH:   
 A Look at the English Acquisition Trajectories of  
English Language Learners at Different Grade Levels

The critical issue to assess is the proportion of LEP students who attain MEPA performance 

Level 5, that is, the level of English proficiency that most closely reflects the attainment of 

academic English (and therefore provides LEP students with the best possibility of passing 

MCAS ELA).  Also important is to estimate how long it is taking Boston ELLs to attain that level 

of English proficiency.  This is important to Boston ELLs in general but, most particularly, LEP 

students in high school because Massachusetts is a “high-stakes” testing state that requires 

that high school students pass MCAS ELA, Math and Science in order to graduate from high 

school.

To examine these question, we assessed the language acquisition trajectories of three cohorts 

of students in Grades 3, 6, and 9 who scored at MEPA performance Level 1 in SY2006 and 

observed their MEPA test performances in SY2007, SY2008 and finally, in SY2009.This analysis 

of MEPA scores through time allowed us to see the difference in the trajectories of students at 

different grade levels as well as the progress that students can make in three years (the limit 

of the data available in this study7).We then assessed the proportion of students at each level 

 

 
 

Table 20.  MCAS ELA Pass Rates of LEP Students at Different Levels of English Proficiency.  BPS, SY2009 

 N of MEPA /  
MCAS Test-takers MCAS ELA Pass Rate 

Elementary School1 

All LEP MEPA & MCAS Test-takers 1,394 64.8% 
MEPA Level 1 20 0% 
MEPA Level 2 77 15.6% 
MEPA Level 3 311 31.2% 
MEPA Level 4 707 74.8% 
MEPA Level 5 279 95.3% 
English Proficient  NA 84.0%2 

Middle School 2 

All LEP MEPA & MCAS Test-takers 1,453 59.2% 
MEPA Level 1  58 1.7%4 

MEPA Level 2 161 12.4% 
MEPA Level 3 483 41.4% 
MEPA Level 4 485 80.6% 
MEPA Level 5 266 93.2% 
English Proficient NA 90.3% 

High School 3 

All LEP MEPA & MCAS Test-takers 455 62.6% 
MEPA Level 1  12 25.0%4 

MEPA Level 2 44 50.0% 
MEPA Level 3 201 61.2% 
MEPA Level 4 121 92.6% 
MEPA Level 5 77 98.7% 
English Proficient NA  95.2%  
Notes: 1 Includes grades 4 and 5 only.  2  Includes grades 6, 7 and 8.  3 Includes grade 10 test-takers only.  
4  Represents less than 10 students.   
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who attained the level of English proficiency required to score at MEPA performance Levels 

4 and 5 or to be de-designated as a student of limited English proficiency (or “FLEPed”).  In 

the case of high school students, additional indicators are graduation from high school with 

competency determination or having completed Grade 12 in a district approved program.  

The Trajectory of the Grade 3 Cohort. Of the 131 LEP students who scored at Level 1 in 

Grade 3 in SY2006, 9.2% had reached Level 5 and 26.7% had reached Level 4 by SY2009, 

that is, in three years about 36% of the LEP students had reached levels of English proficiency 

that brought them close to the possibility of a performance on the MCAS that is closer to that 

of English proficient students. Nevertheless, almost 5% remained at Level 1 after four years.8 

Of the 131 students included in this cohort, 32.1% (42 students) did not take the MEPA 

test in 2009 for several reasons.  Most of those not tested had transferred out of the district 

to schools systems in the state or out-of-state, accounting for 23.7% of the cohort.  Five 

students (3.7% of the cohort) had been determined to have dropped out by the time they 

reached Grade 6 and 4.6% had not been tested although they were enrolled in BPS.

The Trajectory of the Grade 6 Cohort. Of the 93 LEP students who scored at Level 1 

in Grade 6 in SY2006, none reached Level 5 by SY2009 but 4.8% of the students in the 

cohort had been de-designated as LEP students and become FLEPs. After three years, 6.5% 

remained at Level 1.9 

Close to one-third of the 93 students who composed the cohort in SY2006 were not tested 

in SY2009 for several reasons. Just over 3% of these middle school students dropped out by 

the time they reached Grade 9 in SY2009.Also not tested in BPS were the 14.3% of the co-

hort who transferred and the 9.8% who were enrolled in BPS but were not tested for reasons 

that are unknown.

The Trajectory of the Grade 9 Cohort. Of the 328 LEP students who scored at Level 1 

in Grade 9 in SY2006, 5.2% attained Level 5, 9.1% had attained Level 4, 1.2% had been 

de-designated as students of limited English proficiency (and become FLEPs) and 3.0% had 

graduated from high school with competency determination or completed Grade 12 in a 

district approved program (which assumes that they had passed the MCAS ELA exam).  An 

additional 2.1% were still testing at Level 1 of MEPA.10 

The most salient issue in the high school trajectory is the high proportion of ninth graders 

who had dropped out of high school by SY2009.  Seventy-six students out of the cohort of 

 

 
Figure 5.  SY2009 MEPA Outcomes of a Grade 3 Cohort of 131 Students Scoring at MEPA Level 1 in SY2006.  
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Figure 6.  SY2009 MEPA Outcomes of a Grade 6 Cohort of 93 Students Scoring at MEPA Level 1 in SY2006.  
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