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Executive Summary

This paper discusses key policy issues on the improvement of educational outcomes for English Language Learners (ELLs).  Some broad conclusions are drawn based on a combination of considerations from laws, policies and research: 

1. ELL students have needs in the areas of both English language development and content knowledge development; the obligation to meet these dual needs on the part of schools is explicit in Lau, based on the Civil Rights Act.

2. It takes a considerable amount of time for ELL students to develop English proficiency – certainly much longer than one year, and it depends on the aspect of language proficiency as well as the socioeconomic background characteristics of students.

3. Bilingual education is more effective than English-only alternatives, all things being equal.

4. There are challenges to the effective education of ELL students that accumulate as students progress through grade levels, such that the gap with native English speakers increases rather than decreases;

5. Standards-based reform and Castaneda provide important frameworks around which reform for ELL students can proceed, although they raise difficult questions;

6. A major challenge appears to be students in inconsistent programs as well as students who move across different programs;

7. Legislation, although needed, will not solve problems of political will and technical capacity; and

8. Proposition 227 and similar legislation to ban bilingual education capitalize on symbolic politics but are disconnected with the knowledge base and from realistic, sustained reform.

A number of policy directions are laid out.  In general, it is the conclusion of this paper that the educational discourse about the education of language minority students needs to move from an understanding of language to the development of academic content and the improvement of schools.  If we are to talk about language at all, it should be about innovations to tap immigrant languages as a national resource.  Some concrete suggestions for policy leaders are made at the end of the paper.

