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Research shows that EL
students are about two times
more likely to drop out than
native and fluent English
speakers.

The social, economic and
health consequences of
dropping out threatens both
the general population as
well as EL students.

A conclusive answer to
whether EL students’ well-
documented academic
struggles are due to, or result
from their placement in less
challenging classes remains
to be found.

The social and academic
isolation of EL students
educated in separate, but not
equal, EL contexts results in
their social, academic and
physical disengagement.

EL students enter the U.S.
educational system with
numerous linguistic and
cultural resources that
remain largely untouched;
capitalizing on these
resources will not only
improve EL achievement
but also stem the flow of
dropouts.

nationally, however if we consider former EL students as well,

that number likely increases to one in five. Accurately iden-
tifying the EL dropout rate proves difficult as EL students are not
meant to remain EL-identified for the entirety of their K-12 career.
Nonetheless, research repeatedly shows that EL students are about
twice as likely to drop out as native and fluent English speakers.

Current English learner (EL) students comprise 11% of students

The dropout risk is high among EL students not only because
they are learning English, but also because they are also significantly
more likely than the general population to be disadvantaged racial or
ethnic minorities, poor, and born to immigrant parents, each a status
group at heightened risk of dropping out. Whether EL students’ pro-
nounced risk of attrition is due to linguistic, academic, background
or school characteristics, or any combination thereof remains to be
determined.

This Policy Brief examines the consequences, causes, and so-
lutions to the dropout crisis among EL students and the extent to
which these issues are similar or different among dropouts relative
to the general population.
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Consequences

The social, economic and
health consequences of dropping
out that threaten the general pop-
ulation likely influence EL stu-
dents as well.

One of the less obvious, but
critically important consequenc-
es of the dropout dilemma to
the individual, and to society in
general, is a reduction in politi-
cal participation. While research
links educational attainment to
political participation, among im-
migrant students, social studies
course taking in particular influ-
ences voting in young adulthood.

The future of the democratic
society depends not only on the
voter, but also on the informed,
aware —educated —citizen to
make choices and act in the best
interest of the greater community.

Causes

The academic and social dis-
engagement motivating dropouts
among the general population
holds true for EL students as well.

The social and academic iso-
lation of EL students educated
in ESL programs perpetuates the
notion of EL students’ language
deficiencies. The creation of sepa-
rate, but not equal, EL contexts re-
sults in their social, academic and
physical disengagement.

Immigrant EL students’ nega-
tive perceptions of student-teach-
er interactions also fuel their
disengagement, which can be
exacerbated by a negative school
environment.

The schools EL students at-
tend, on average, are higher-pov-
erty, higher-minority and poorer

than those that serve native and
fluent English speaking popula-
tions. A negative school environ-
ment places EL students at even
greater risk of dropping out than
their non-EL peers.

While many of the same fac-
tors that produce dropouts in the
general population apply to EL
students, others are unique: track-
ing as a result of EL status, access
to certified teachers, and a high
stakes accountability system.

Low track placement

Current and past EL edu-
cational policies draw from the
belief that EL instruction should
focus primarily on English ac-
quisition; a feat arguably accom-
plished at the expense of academ-
ic rigor. For too long, schools and
educators have conflated limited
proficiency English with limited
intelligence.

Although the most recent im-
migrant EL students benefit from
placement in EL programs as they
are currently configured, it is im-
portant to keep in mind that the
prevalence of long-term EL stu-
dents in high school (estimates
range from 60-70 percent) moti-
vates research into the root causes
of the EL achievement gap and
subsequent dropout dilemma:
whether EL students’ relatively
low academic performance stems
from or results in their placement
in low-level coursework.

Teacher certification

Another factor that may
uniquely fuel the EL dropout di-
lemma is the shortage of certified,
especially ~EL-certified, teach-
ers. For EL students, the issue of
teacher certification is twofold:

they are more likely than non-EL
students to be taught by a non-
certified teacher, and even when
the teacher is certified, s/he likely
has not received EL-specific train-
ing or certification. Training in EL
instructional strategies is meant
to help teachers simultaneously
meet students” academic and lin-
guistic needs.

EL certification issues affect
not only EL programs, but also the
growing number of schools and
districts that actively enroll EL
students. The persistent shortage
of EL-certified teachers, coupled
with a lack of EL-specific train-
ing among mainstream teachers
produces a dangerous void in the
professional capacity of those as-
signed to instruct EL students.

In addition, the placement of
non-EL certified teachers in EL
classrooms may contribute to the
relatively low academic rigor of
many EL instructional contexts,
and even the negative estimated
effect of ESL placement in some
cases.

Accountability

Current federal and state ac-
countability —systems threaten
high school completion among
EL students on two fronts: via the
disparaging effect of a single mea-
sure of high school completion
(e.g., a high school exit exam),
and the systematic pushing out of
EL students in order to improve
or maintain schools’ scores.

Rather than improving stu-
dent performance, high school
exit exams lower graduation
rates— especially in the high mi-
nority regions where many EL
students enroll. Additionally, EL
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students are subject to annual
English assessments on top of
content area and exit exams.

As a result, a greater propor-
tion EL students’ instructional
time is given over to assessment
and preparation for assessment
relative to non-ELs. Excessive as-
sessment not only demoralizes
students, but also narrows the
window for actual learning.
While some counselors, teachers
and administrators cite a desire
to meet EL students’ needs as effi-
ciently as possible, others partici-
pate in organized efforts to ‘push
out’ undesirable EL students, dis-
couraging them from attending
school on testing days and en-
couraging a move to alternative
or charter schools.

The contrast between EL stu-
dents’ classroom successes and
their exit exam failures contrib-
utes to the dropout dilemma.
Ironically, those most affected by
exit test requirements are often
the highest performing EL stu-
dents. The most recent immigrant
EL students with the highest lev-
els of prior schooling outperform
their later generation peers, yet
are unable to pass the exit exams,
despite repeated attempts.

The considerable loss of hu-
man capital embodied in these
high-performing recent immi-
grant EL students when they opt
out of the educational pipeline is
devastating to both the individual
and to society as a whole.

Solutions

Specific to the EL dropout di-
lemma, three main reforms rise to
the top in importance: Academic
exposure, use of the primary lan-
guage, and a shift from a deficit to
an additive perspective.

Academic Content Exposure

Content area preparation is a
key component of EL programs.
Movement out of EL programs
requires not only demonstration
of English proficiency, but also
grade level academic competen-
cy. Increasing the academic focus
within EL programs facilitates
movement of EL students out of
such programs.

Timely exit, or reclassifica-
tion, may also reduce the risk of
dropping out as EL students will
no longer stagnate academically
and socially in programs that no
longer meets their needs. Refram-
ing EL programs to focus on aca-
demic rigor along with English
acquisition addresses one of the
root causes of the EL dropout di-
lemma: poor academic prepara-
tion.

Primary Language as a Resource

In a similar vein, content area
coursework in the primary lan-
guage represents an untapped
resource.

A recent intervention project
out of UCLA’s Civil Rights Proj-
ect, Project SOL), provides online
math and science coursework
in Spanish for recent immigrant
youth from Mexico. Project SOL
targets newcomers with high
academic potential who could
become college-ready if the nec-
essary coursework were deliv-
ered in a familiar language. This
implementation utilizes the un-
tapped potential of recent-immi-
grant EL students—perceived by
the U.S. school system as lacking,
but educated and well-versed in
academic discourse prior to im-
migration.

Programs that capitalize on
EL students’ resources (literacy in

the primary language) allow con-
tent area development while they
acclimate both to a new academic
context and to learning in English.

An Additive Approach

Ultimately, improved access
to academic content and the use
of students’” primary language re-
frame EL educational programs
and policies from a deficit to an
additive approach.

Compared to other at-risk
youth, immigrant language mi-
nority EL students enter the
school system with unique assets
that have the potential to support
them through high school gradu-
ation and beyond.

Social, cultural and linguis-
tic tools become resources only
when valued by teachers, educa-
tors, families and peers.

Traditionally, the educational
policy that motivates education
has framed EL students as prod-
ucts of their linguistic needs. An
alternative view is to discuss EL
students and their educational
programs not based on what they
lack (e.g., English), but rather on
the resources they bring to the
classroom. From a policy per-
spective, such a systemic shift
positions EL students” home lan-
guage as a resource rather than a
problem.

EL students enter the U.S. ed-
ucational system with numerous
linguistic and cultural resources
that remain largely untouched
by their teachers and classrooms
even today; capitalizing on these
resources promises to not only
improve EL achievement but also
stem the flow of dropouts out of
the academic pipeline.
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