Long-term English learner students:
Spotlight on an overlooked population

Who are long-term
English learner students?

Why is this topic important?

Definitions vary across states and school districts
but, in general, the term “long-term English
learner (LTEL)” refers to English learner (EL)
students who have been enrolled in a U.S. school
for six years or more and have not been
reclassified as fluent English proficient. These
students may have had inadequate prior schooling
experiences and they are usually struggling
academically due to their limited literacy skills
in English.1, 2
Figure 1. Example from Arizona: The observed four-year
graduation rate for LTEL students in 2014 was 36 percentage
points lower than for never English learner students
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Source: Arizona Department of Education, 2003/04–2013/14.

The academic performance of LTEL students lags
behind their peers (e.g., other EL student groups,
students who have never been EL students), and
the number of LTEL students across the country
is growing.

Poor academic outcomes. LTEL students’ academic
performance is lower than that of other student
groups.3,4,5 In addition, a recent study on high school
graduation rates in Arizona across five EL student
groups found that LTEL students had the lowest
observed graduation rate at 49 percent, compared
to new EL students at 52 percent, recently proficient
former EL students at 67 percent, and never English
learner students* at 85 percent (Figure 1).3

Growing population of LTEL students. Because
definitions and classification criteria vary widely
from place to place, there are no nationwide
data on the numbers of LTEL students.
However, regional data from New York City,
Chicago, Colorado, and California indicate that
the percentage of LTEL students among the
secondary EL population in those areas ranged
from 23 percent to 74 percent in 2013/14.2, 6 And
that percentage is increasing: In California, for
instance, the number of LTELs in California
secondary schools grew from 344,862 in 2008/09 to
380,995 in 2015/16; in other words, the percentage
of LTEL students among the total EL population
in secondary schools increased in seven years by
20 percentage points (Figure 2).†
* Never English learner students: Students who were either
never classified as EL students in Arizona or were reclassified
as fluent English proficient in Arizona prior to grade 2 (these
students include native English speakers).
† While the percentage of LTELs in California secondary
schools increased between 2008/2009 and 2015/16, the total
number of ELs in secondary schools decreased between those
two periods. It is beyond the scope of this brief to investigate
the reasons for this decrease in the EL population overall.

Figure 2. Example from California: The number of secondary
school students classified as ELs for six or more years
increased by 20 percentage points between 2008/09 and
2015/16
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◊ Usually orally bilingual, but often with limited
literacy skills in their first language; and
their academic literacy skills in English are
not as well developed as their oral language
abilities.7,8
◊ Often “stuck” at intermediate levels of
English proficiency or below. Some reach
higher levels of English proficiency but do not
attain adequate English academic language to
be reclassified.4,5
◊ More likely than other students to be
identified as having learning disabilities.4,5,9
◊ May become discouraged in school and be at
risk of dropping out of school.2,7,8
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Sources: California Department of Education’s DataQuest system
and a study by Californians Together.7

Who can make a difference
for these students?

What are factors that may
impede EL students’ academic
literacy development?
Students may become classified as LTEL students
for a number of reasons, including:
◊ Receiving weak English language development
services at some point in their schooling.2,7

EL specialists and general education teachers
who serve LTEL students in secondary schools,
and policymakers and district leaders who
make decisions about how to support these
students.

◊ Experiencing a narrowed curriculum (in
which English language development classes
supersede subject classes); this narrowed
curriculum may impede their progress
toward proficiency in both academic content
and English, both of which are needed for
reclassification in many states.2,7

What are some characteristics
of LTEL students?

◊ Attending multiple schools, each with different
— and possibly unrelated — curricula, support
programs, and teaching practices.2,3

Related to their relatively low academic
achievement and graduation rates, LTEL students
may also have the following characteristics:

◊ Missing school, also known as “interrupted
formal education,” due to mobility and family
obligations.2

◊ Being enrolled in inappropriate courses and
programs due to unidentified or misidentified
learning disabilities.4,9

What are some promising
practices that may improve academic
outcomes for LTEL students?
Given the academic
struggles of many
LTEL students,
policymakers and
practitioners might
want to consider
the following
research-based
practices as potential
ways to support LTEL
students, as well as EL
students in general, to
develop the English proficiency and the academic
knowledge needed for their success in school. This
list is intended as a sampling of research-based
practices, rather than an exhaustive record of
ways to support LTEL students.
◊ Ensure placement of LTEL students in
heterogeneous and rigorous grade-level
content classes alongside English-proficient
students.5,6,10,11
◊ Offer classes to develop literacy in students’
home language, either enrolling students in
a school’s world language courses through
advanced levels or offering heritage language
classes specifically for those who speak or
hear the language at home.6,10
◊ Promote engagement of adolescent EL
students through culturally relevant
activities and links to college and career
development.5,6,10,11

◊ Teach academic vocabulary words intensively
across several days, using a variety of
instructional activities.13,14,15,16,17
◊ Integrate oral and written English language
instruction into content-area teaching.11,12,13,16,17

What are the implications for
policymakers and practitioners?
The federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)
includes policies addressing the needs and
diversity of EL students and requires state
accountability for the achievement of EL
students. Under ESSA, states and districts are
required to report on the percentage of students
who have been identified as LTEL students, as
measured by students who have maintained the
EL classification for five or more years (ESSA,
Section 3121 (a) (6)). States are also required
to report on the academic progress of LTEL
students. These new policies highlight the
need to identify high-quality programs and
practices that support LTEL students’ academic
progress and the need to provide educators with
knowledge and training to effectively implement
those programs and practices.

For more information
Min Chen-Gaddini
415.615.3309
mchen2@wested.org
Elizabeth Burr
510.302.4218
eburr@wested.org

Endnotes
1. Regional Educational Laboratory West at WestEd. (2015).
Reference desk memo: Summary of research and resources
on long-term English learner students. San Francisco, CA:
Author. Available from https://relwest.wested.org/system/
documents/pdfs/484/original/REL_West_Reference_
Desk_Memo_LTELs_508.pdf?1476900570
2. Menken, K., Kleyn, T., & Chae, N. (2012). Spotlight on
“long-term English language learners”: Characteristics
and prior schooling experiences of an invisible population.
International Multilingual Research Journal, 6(2), 121–142.
Available from https://katemenken.files.wordpress.
com/2011/10/menken-kleyn-chae-2012-spotlight-one2809clong-term-english-language-learnerse2809dimrj1.pdf
3. Huang, M., Haas, E., Zhu, N., & Tran, L. (2016). High
school graduation rates in Arizona across English learner
student subgroups (REL 2016–205). Washington, DC:
U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education
Sciences, National Center for Education Evaluation and
Regional Assistance, Regional Educational Laboratory
West. Available from http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/
projects/project.asp?projectID=4527
4. Haas, E., Huang, M., & Tran, L. (2014a). The characteristics
of long-term English language learner students and struggling
reclassified fluent English proficient students in Arizona.
San Francisco, CA: WestEd. Available from https://relwest.
wested.org/system/resources/61/REL_ELL3.2_Arizona_
Report.pdf?1414434818
5. Haas, E., Huang, M., & Tran, L. (2014b). The characteristics
of long-term English language learner students and struggling
reclassified fluent English proficient students in Nevada.
San Francisco, CA: WestEd. Available from https://relwest.
wested.org/system/resources/71/REL_ELL3.2_Nevada_
Report.pdf?1414436702
6. Californians Together. (2015, January 20). State reports
data on long-term English learners and students at risk of
becoming long-term English learners. Long Beach, CA:
Author. Available from https://www.californianstogether.
org/tate-reports-data-on-long-term-english-learnersand-students-at-risk-of-becoming-long-term-englishlearners/
7. Olsen, L. (2010). Reparable harm: Fulfilling the unkept
promise of educational opportunity for California’s long-term
English learners. Long Beach, CA: Californians Together.
Available from https://www.californianstogether.org/
reparable-harm-fulfilling-the-unkept-promise-ofeducational-opportunity-for-californias-long-termenglish-learners/
8. Olsen, L. (2014a). Meeting the unique needs of longterm English language learners: A guide for educators.
Washington, DC: National Education Association.

Available from https://www.nea.org/assets/docs/15420_
LongTermEngLangLearner_final_web_3-24-14.pdf
9. Burr, E., Haas, E., & Ferriere, K. (2015). Identifying and
supporting English learner students with learning disabilities:
Key issues in the literature and state practice (REL 2015–086).
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of
Education Sciences, Regional Educational Laboratory West.
Available from http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED558163.pdf
10. Olsen, L. (2014b). Secondary school courses designed
to address the language needs and academic gaps of longterm English learners. Long Beach, CA: Californians
Together. Available from http://www.ctdev.
changeagentsproductions.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/
SecondarySchoolsLTELreport.compressed.pdf
11. Walqui, A., & van Lier, L. (2010). Scaffolding the academic
success of adolescent English language learners: A pedagogy of
promise. San Francisco, CA: WestEd.
12. Heritage, M., Walqui, A., & Linquanti, R. (2015). English
language learners and the new standards: Developing language,
content knowledge, and analytical practices in the classroom.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press.
13. Baker, S., Lesaux, N., Jayanthi, M., Dimino, J.,
Proctor, C. P., Morris, J., Newman-Gonchar, R. (2014).
Teaching academic content and literacy to English learners in
elementary and middle school (NCEE 2014-4012). Washington,
DC: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education
Sciences, National Center for Education Evaluation and
Regional Assistance. Available from http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/
wwc/Docs/practiceguide/english_learners_pg_040114.pdf
14. Lesaux, N. K., Kieffer, M. J., Faller, S. E., & Kelley, J. G.
(2010). The effectiveness and ease of implementation of
an academic vocabulary intervention for linguistically
diverse students in urban middle schools. Reading Research
Quarterly, 45(2), 196–228.
15. Lesaux, N. K., Kieffer, M. J., Kelley, J. G., & Harris, J. R.
(2014). Effects of academic vocabulary instruction for
linguistically diverse adolescents: Evidence from a
randomized field trial. American Educational Research
Journal, 51(6), 1159–1194.
16. August, D., Branum-Martin, L., Cardenas-Hagan, E.,
& Francis, D. J. (2009). The impact of an instructional
intervention on the science and language learning of
middle grade English language learners. Journal of Research
on Educational Effectiveness, 2(4), 345–376.
17. Vaughn, S., Martinez, L. R., Linan-Thompson, S.,
Reutebuch, C. K., Carlson, C. D., & Francis, D. J. (2009).
Enhancing social studies vocabulary and comprehension
for seventh-grade English language learners: Findings
from two experimental studies. Journal of Research on
Educational Effectiveness, 2(4), 297–324.

This research brief was prepared for the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) under Contract ED-IES-12-C-0002 by Regional Educational
Laboratory (REL) West at WestEd. The content of the publication does not necessarily reflect the views or policies of IES or the U.S. Department of
Education, nor does mention of trade names, commercial products, or organizations imply endorsement by the U.S. Government.

@REL_West

http://relwest.WestEd.org

relwest@WestEd.org

