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More than 40 percent of students in California’s public schools speak a 
language other than English at home. In the 2016–17 school year, 21 percent 
of all students, or more than 1.3 million, were English Learners (ELs). When 
former English Learners are included, the population of “ever ELs” expands to 
38 percent of all K–12 students in the state (CDE Dataquest 2017). A key issue 
for California’s K–12 schools is when to reclassify English Learner (EL) 
students as English Proficient. If they are reclassified too soon, they may 
have difficulty handling core academic classes. But if they wait too long, they 
may be deprived of subject matter they are capable of handling. ELs have 
historically performed far below proficient English speakers. However, former 
ELs are some of the strongest performers, sometimes scoring better than native 
English speakers on standardized tests.   

Across California’s public schools, the decision of when to reclassify ELs is 
guided by district-specific policies. California Education Code 313 (f) 
establishes four criteria for reclassification procedures, which provide 
overarching direction on reclassification. However, the criteria laid out in these 
policies have not been uniform across districts, nor static over time. That is 
now changing. Under the federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the 
state’s approximately 1,000 school districts must standardize reclassification 
policies. Thus, it is important to understand how reclassification policies have 
worked in the past if we are to put in place effective policies that reclassify ELs 
at the optimal time. 

This report describes research carried out over two distinct reclassification eras 
between the 2002–03 and 2013–14 academic years in the Los Angeles Unified 
(LAUSD) and San Diego Unified School Districts (SDUSD). Using student-
level data and the multiple reclassification policies, we are able to discern 
whether reclassification takes place at the optimal time for student success.  
We compare academic outcomes of students just below and just above the 
threshold for meeting reclassification requirements, and when we find that 
students’ academic trajectories continue at the same pace, we determine that 
reclassification policies are set appropriately.  

Overall, reclassification criteria appear mostly to have been appropriate, even 
though reclassification policies underwent changes during the period of our 
study and varied across the two districts. More specifically, we find 

 In SDUSD, there is no strong evidence that EL students were reclassified 
either too soon or too late. In other words, students who just met 
reclassification criteria and those who narrowly missed reclassification 
later performed about the same.  

CONTENTS 

SUMMARY 
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 In LAUSD, in a few instances, some elementary school students may have been reclassified too soon, 
resulting in short-term negative outcomes. There is also some evidence of negative effects on on-time 
graduation for reclassified ELs at the high school level, but only in the first reclassification era. In all 
other cases, reclassified students performed neither substantially better nor worse than ELs whose 
language scores were just below the reclassification threshold. These findings provide useful guidance 
about what appropriate reclassification criteria might look like as standardized statewide criteria are set.  

 In both districts, it does not appear that student characteristics such as length of time as an EL student, 
school demographic patterns, or neighborhood characteristics altered the impact of reclassification on 
students, with some minor exceptions. This suggests reclassification policies need not be adapted for 
different types of students or school contexts.   

Because we find that students fared similarly under two different reclassification regimes in San Diego and 
that reclassified students in LAUSD and SDUSD fared well even though the districts’ reclassification policies 
were not identical, this suggests that the context of EL instruction and conditions for reclassified students may 
be critical to understanding reclassification’s impact. We did not study the details of the English Learner 
instruction and reclassified student monitoring. Once all reclassification criteria are standardized across the 
state’s districts as recently required by ESSA, we could see differential impacts from reclassification by 
district. We recommend that state policymakers establish procedures for monitoring EL students to affirm that 
the new English language proficiency assessment and any new criteria based on the Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium (SBAC) are not so rigorous as to prevent students who could succeed from being 
reclassified. And, as state law now requires, policies must be adopted to ensure all students, including ELs, 
receive core academic instruction.  

  

https://www.ppic.org/
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Introduction  

Students entering K–12 schools in California are classified as English Learners if they speak a language other 
than English at home and score below a certain threshold on California’s English proficiency test.1 EL status  
is meant to be temporary—when students demonstrate sufficient English language proficiency, their official 
designation changes to Reclassified Fluent English Proficient.  

English Learners should have English language development instruction, either in standalone English language 
development settings (designated) or as part of subject matter content (integrated). EL students receive core 
subject instruction, but the requirement that they receive English language development instruction may mean 
they cover less core content than other students. After they are reclassified, ELs no longer receive English 
language development instruction and take core subjects without additional support.2 

To be reclassified, students must demonstrate English language proficiency on state assessments administered 
only to EL students. They must also demonstrate basic skills in English comparable to those of native English 
speakers. Individual school districts make reclassification decisions based on criteria recommended by state law 
and regulation and, in some cases, districts use additional criteria.  

Student data have long shown that EL students do not do as well academically as their non-EL peers. However, 
reclassified students perform much better than current EL students on average, as measured by test scores, 
completion of college preparatory courses, and graduation rates. Moreover, they sometimes perform better than 
students who only speak English at home (Figure 1). Studies that just examine the association between being 
reclassified and student outcomes will not help us understand what causes the link between reclassification and 
positive student outcomes. Does becoming reclassified somehow improve student performance? Or do the 
reclassification criteria effectively distinguish between students who need additional English language support 
and those who do not? Without clarity about reclassification’s causal effects, it is difficult to design 
reclassification policies that provide students English language support for the optimal length of time.   

                                                      
1 California replaced the California English Language Development Test (CELDT) with the English Language Proficiency Assessments for California (ELPAC) in 
2017–18. In January 2019, it became the required assessment to measure English proficiency for reclassification, with mandatory cutpoints.  
2 AB 2735, effective January 1, 2019, requires that EL students have access to core academic content. 

https://www.ppic.org/
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FIGURE 1 
Reclassified students meet English language standards at high rates compared with other student language groups 

 
SOURCE: 2018 Smarter Balanced Assessments, CDE. 

NOTE: All tested grades (3–8, 11) for all of California. The third bar combines current and reclassified students. The fourth bar, English Only 
students, are students who do not speak a language other than English at home.  

This report uses student-level data from Los Angeles Unified (LAUSD) and San Diego Unified (SDUSD), 
California’s two largest school districts, to evaluate reclassification’s effects on academic performance of 
former ELs. In both California and the United States as a whole, Spanish is the primary language of most ELs.3 
Nonetheless, the two districts have very diverse student populations, reflecting the growing heterogeneity of US 
and California student populations. In SDUSD, 61 percent of students are low-income compared with 77 percent 
in LAUSD. The SDUSD student racial/ethnic distribution is closer to that of the overall state student population, 
while LAUSD has a higher share of Latino and a lower share of white students. 

We use a form of statistical analysis known as regression discontinuity to examine academic outcomes for students 
just above and just below the thresholds used for EL reclassification (see technical appendices for details).  
This methodology allows us to compare two groups of students who appear very similar by most performance 
measures—specifically, students who qualified on all but one criterion and scored very close to the cutoff point 
on the final criterion, with the first group nearly passing and the second group nearly failing to meet the 
requirement. This approach allows us to estimate the causal effects of reclassification. 

Using student-level data, we investigated whether reclassification criteria were set at the right degree of difficulty 
to ensure a smooth transition from EL to reclassified status. Making the switch at the right time is critical because 
ELs take courses that support non-native speakers, while reclassified students are placed in core content classes 
without additional support. If ELs change status too soon, they may have difficulty handling core classes. But if 
they wait too long, they may be deprived of subject matter they are capable of handling.4 Our methodology 
allowed us not only to estimate how the duration of English language support drove student outcomes, but also 
determine which reclassification standards came closest to reclassifying students at the appropriate time.  

                                                      
3 Over 80 percent of all ELs in California are Spanish speaking. 
4 Research from Estrada (2014) and Callahan (2005) suggests than many EL students lack access to all core academic content. A recent report from the Migration 
Policy Institute (Sugarman 2019) finds that four years might not be enough time for high school ELs to graduate. This is likely especially true in districts like LAUSD 
and SDUSD that, starting with the class of 2016, now require completing college preparatory “a–g” courses (with grades of at least “D”) in order to graduate. 
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In addition, reclassification policy changes in LAUSD and SDUSD provide a unique opportunity to understand 
how reclassification in general and specific reclassification policies in particular can affect academic performance 
of former ELs. Because both districts changed reclassification policies, we were able to study four distinct 
reclassification regimes. We refer to the distinct regimes before and after these shifts as “eras.” (See Table 1  
for detailed characterizations of each era.) 

This is an important time to consider how to measure when ELs are prepared to fully integrate into academic 
courses without English language support. Implementation of the Common Core State Standards and new English 
language development standards are underway, though unevenly, across the state (Gao, Lafortune, and Lee, 
forthcoming 2019; Warren and Murphy 2014; McLaughlin, Glaab, and Carrasco 2014). Also, the assessments 
that we used to determine how students are meeting the standards have changed. The Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium (SBAC) test, the new statewide standards test given to all students, was administered 
for the first time in 2014–15. First-year results were particularly alarming for EL students (Hill and Ugo 2016), 
so determining appropriate cutpoints for this assessment as a reclassification tool will be important. The English 
Language Proficiency Assessments for California (ELPAC), the test of English proficiency for EL students that 
replaces the California English Language Development Test (CELDT), was fully implemented in the 2017–18 
school year. This means that reclassification policies are necessarily in a time of transition.  

In addition, the federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) puts reclassification policies into sharper focus. 
States are now expected to use standardized EL reclassification criteria in all school districts. Yet in each school 
year, starting in 2014–15, there has been a major shift in reclassification policy as old assessments ended and new 
ones were implemented. State guidance has allowed districts significant flexibility during this period. The trend 
continued in 2018–19 with the state issuing final guidance about reclassification cutpoints for the ELPAC.  

This report starts with an overview of LAUSD and SDUSD reclassification policies. It then considers how to 
determine the causal effects of different reclassification policies on student outcomes using the regression 
discontinuity methodology. The report looks at demographic, linguistic, and other factors that may influence 
reclassification effects and reviews the student outcomes used in our analysis. We then present the results of our 
analysis of whether LAUSD and SDUSD EL students were reclassified at the optimal time during the four 
reclassification eras. Whether reclassification has different effects on long-term and late-arriving ELs, and how 
student, school, and neighborhood characteristics moderate reclassification are considered. The report ends with 
conclusions and recommendations. 

When Do English Learners No Longer Need Language 
Support?  

There is a clear rationale for providing language support to English Learners. Standard classes presume students 
are able to understand and speak English, and that students are roughly at grade level in reading and writing. By 
contrast, EL programs are based on the idea that language acquisition is slower for ELs placed in traditional 
classes because facility with English is needed to understand teachers and curricular materials. Consequently, 
ELs should be put in special classes with additional language support. However, as proficiency with English 
grows, at some juncture ELs may perform as well as or better than native English speakers in traditional classes. 

https://www.ppic.org/


 

PPIC.ORG English Learner Trajectories and Reclassification  8 

Figure 2 shows reclassification trends over the past 15 years in LAUSD, SDUSD, and the state. In all three, 
reclassification rates show a positive trend. One noticeable change occurred in LAUSD in 2006–07 when the 
district stopped using math grades as a reclassification requirement. Despite a move to a more rigorous CELDT 
that year, LAUSD reclassification rates rose 3.8 percentage points. Conversely, one of the few drops in the 
SDUSD reclassification rate occurred the same year, perhaps reflecting the renorming of the CELDT.  

FIGURE 2 
Reclassification rates are rising in California, LAUSD, and SDUSD 

 
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from CDE data, 2003–04 through 2017–18. 

California’s guidelines establish four criteria for reclassification (California Education Code, Section 313(f)). 
During our research, the reclassification guidelines included:  

 the California English Language Development Test (CELDT), with recommended overall and subtest 
scores; 
 the California Standards Test of English Language Arts (CST ELA), which tests basic English skills,  
with a recommended minimum score; 
 teacher evaluation; 
 parent consultation. 

School districts in California, as in many other states (cited in Kim and Herman 2012), are allowed to determine 
their own reclassification policies as long as they follow minimum state law, regulations, and guidance. Before 
January 2019, districts decided how to implement the four state reclassification criteria by setting local policy, but 
since January 2019, the English proficiency criterion has been standardized statewide.5 The policies and practices 
for identifying EL students, assigning them to instructional programs, and reclassifying them are articulated in 
each school district’s Master Plan for English Learners.6  

                                                      
5 CDE’s current guidance, as of January 2019, is found in the Updated Reclassification Guidance for 2018-19. The new guidance specifies that an ELPAC Overall 
Performance Level (PL) 4 is required for reclassification. In order to assess whether an EL meets the ELA basic skills requirement, districts may use either a local 
assessment or the Smarter Balanced Summative Assessment (grades 3–8, 11).  
6 Decision-making and implementation are the responsibility of the Office of Language Acquisition in SDUSD and the Multilingual and Multicultural Education 
Department in LAUSD. 

0

5

10

15

20

25

R
ec

la
ss

ifi
ca

tio
n 

ra
te

LAUSD

SDUSD

California

https://www.ppic.org/
https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/el/rd/reclassguide1819.asp


 

PPIC.ORG English Learner Trajectories and Reclassification  9 

A 2013 survey found most California school districts had developed more rigorous reclassification standards than 
those recommended by the state (Hill, Weston, and Hayes 2014). For example, many districts required higher 
minimum scores on the CST ELA or the CELDT, the CST math test as another measure of basic skills, or course 
marks for teacher evaluation. The survey also suggested parental consultation was of limited importance.  

SDUSD and LAUSD both have stricter standards than the minimum state guidelines, but their rigor differs 
(Master Plan, LAUSD 2012 and SDUSD 2009). These differences provide a unique opportunity to examine the 
relationship between reclassification criteria and reclassified student outcomes. Earlier research found that more-
rigorous criteria in SDUSD and LAUSD were associated with roughly the same or better academic outcomes for 
reclassified students than those of native English speakers (Hill et al. 2014). During the period studied, LAUSD 
had more stringent criteria than SDUSD, which were associated with lower reclassification rates and stronger 
outcomes for reclassified students in LAUSD.7  

LAUSD and SDUSD have had their English language instructional programs in place for over a decade and their 
reclassification policies remained the same from 2006 through the last years in which we study reclassification 
decisions—spring 2012 in LAUSD and spring 2014 in SDUSD. Different policies were in place in both districts 
from 2002–06. For example, SDUSD raised its basic skills reclassification criterion for students at all grade levels 
in 2005–06 and then lowered it to the earlier level, but only for secondary students, in 2006–07 and later years 
(Table 1.)  

TABLE 1  
Reclassification eras changed in both districts during study period 

 Los Angeles  San Diego 

2003–06 

Basic ELA skills = 300+ CST ELA 
English proficiency = “Early Advanced” overall 
English proficiency = “Intermediate”+ subtests 
Teacher evaluation = 3+ or C or better in 

English and Math courses 

2002–05 

Basic ELA skills = 300+ CST ELA 
English proficiency = “Early Advanced” overall 
English proficiency = no more than one 

“Intermediate” on subtests 

2005–06 Increased CST ELA threshold to 333+  

New CELDT era starting in 2006–07 school year 

2006–12 Dropped math course requirement 

2006–14 333+ CST ELA for elementary,  
300+ grades 6–12 

2012–13 Allowed English course or Advanced ESL 

2013–14 
Used 2012–13 CST or  
High school exit exam (grades 9–12) or 
Elementary reading assessment 

SOURCES: Los Angeles Unified School District. Reclassification of English Learners, Grades 2–12, Bulletin BUL-5619.0, October 17, 2011. 
San Diego Unified School District, Master Plan for English Learners, 2009 

NOTES: CELDT proficiency cutoffs remained the same, but cut scores for proficiency levels were raised across all grades and subtests (CDE, 2007). 

  

                                                      
7 Comparing reclassification stringency in the two districts was not easy. SDUSD had considerably higher standards than LAUSD on the CELDT test, but LAUSD 
required ELs to obtain sufficiently high grades in both math classes (up to 2005–06) and English classes to be reclassified. SDUSD did not set cutoffs in subject grades. 
The different results in the two districts could have derived from changes in their EL student populations not related to the reclassification criteria and from the effect 
of reclassifying students at different points in their academic progress.  

https://www.ppic.org/
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Similarly, the LAUSD criterion for teacher evaluation of EL students specified minimum math marks from 2002–03 
to 2005–06, but subsequently dropped the requirement. Both districts were subject to the state’s rescaling of its 
English language proficiency test (the CELDT test) in 2006–07, which set a higher bar for reclassification by 
requiring higher scores to reach the Early Advanced level. Reclassification rates registered a small drop statewide 
in 2006–07, a larger drop in SDUSD, but in LAUSD the rate rose, probably due to the district’s decision to stop 
using math grades as a reclassification criterion. 

Effects of Reclassification on Student Outcomes  
Ideally, students are reclassified when they no longer need EL support and are ready for an English-only 
instructional program. Because reclassification policies vary widely across the state, it is unlikely that all school 
districts reclassify students at the optimal time.  

Previous research has found that reclassified ELs are among the best performing students according to a variety of 
academic measures (Hill et al. 2014; Saunders and Marcelletti 2013; Gándara and Rumberger 2006; EdSource 
2008; Flores, Painter, and Pachon 2009). However, this does not indicate that reclassification itself improves 
outcomes. For example, when the new CELDT increased reclassification standards in 2006–07, the change may 
have artificially improved reclassified student outcomes by keeping lower-performing students—who in earlier 
years would have been reclassified—as English Learners in the new era. In contrast to these earlier studies, our 
method allows us to understand whether reclassified students do better as a result of leaving English Learner 
status or if reclassification criteria just screen for high-performing students.  

This report looks at all LAUSD and SDUSD EL students in grades 3 through 12 between 2001–02 and 2015–16, 
and examines EL reclassification decisions in LAUSD between 2002–03 and 2011–12, and in SDUSD between 
2003–04 and 2013–14. For both districts, data through 2015–16 are used to measure outcomes. In LAUSD, the 
mean number of years spent in US schools before reclassification was 6.1 during the study period. In SDUSD, the 
mean number of years since entering the district was 4.6. In both districts, almost exactly half of all students who 
were ever ELs were reclassified by grade 6. Because we control for student characteristics from the year before 
reclassification and measure outcomes one or more years after reclassification, we require that students be in the 
district three consecutive years.  

Ours is one of only a few studies that has had access to the student-level data needed to establish causality. We 
use the data to examine whether reclassified students do better or worse as a result of reclassification than their 
counterparts who just miss the reclassification cutoff. Robinson (2011) studied reclassification policy at a single 
point in time in an unnamed medium-sized California district, finding that the district had appropriate 
reclassification criteria for elementary and middle school students, but may have reclassified high school students 
too soon. Pope (2016), examining LAUSD reclassification decisions from 2002–03 to 2003–04, looked at the 
impact of being just above or below the CELDT cutpoint. Robinson-Cimpian and Thompson (2016) investigated 
two LAUSD reclassification policy eras. This study looked at only one of five reclassification criteria, and 
therefore did not fully evaluate whether the overall policy in these periods was set appropriately.8  

                                                      
8 As mentioned earlier, this paper is among the first to address whether reclassification causes better outcomes. We highlight here the similarities and differences 
between our report and the Robinson-Cimpian and Thompson paper (2016), because its focus is LAUSD and for similar school years. This important paper focuses on 
the CST ELA Regression Discontinuity experiment, but uses fewer years (2002–03 to 2009–10) than our current study. In addition, our paper is different in that we 
separate elementary and middle school students, running separate experiments for elementary, middle, and high school grades. The Robinson-Cimpian and Thompson 

https://www.ppic.org/
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We are not asking whether EL students benefit from additional English language support. Rather, we are asking 
the more nuanced but critical policy question of whether ELs were reclassified at the optimal time. Our regression 
discontinuity design allows us to determine the causal effects of reclassification by using the threshold above 
which reclassification occurs and below which it does not. If we see students who met reclassification criteria in a 
given year subsequently perform better or worse than otherwise similar students who narrowly missed the cutoff, 
this is evidence that ELs were reclassified either too late or too early. If those students performed similarly, that 
indicates the reclassification criteria were appropriate. 

In this way, our methodology approximates a true experiment with a treatment group and a control group. 
Reclassification’s effects can be observed by examining outcomes on either side of the EL reclassification cutoff. 
The differences in underlying achievement between students just above and just below the reclassification cutoff 
should be small, so any differences in outcomes between those above and those below are likely to be caused by 
reclassification.  

Because the two districts used various test scores in their reclassification decisions, we can test whether the 
cutpoints for these separate tests were appropriate. The components of our analysis include the CST cutoffs, the 
CELDT Overall Proficiency Level (OPL) in LAUSD only, and the CELDT subtest for reading. We treat each 
component separately.9  

Figure 3 illustrates hypothetical annual test score gains depending on whether a student receives EL support. 
The blue line shows gains for the student if the student receives EL support in all years. The brown line shows the 
gains if the student does not get EL support. To the left of the vertical line, a student needs EL support to 
maximize test score gains. To the right of the vertical line, a student should be reclassified to maximize test score 
gains. Where the blue and brown lines intersect, a hypothetical student should transition from receiving EL 
services to being reclassified because annual test score gains become identical whether or not students get EL 
support. Thus, the optimal time to reclassify a student is shown by the vertical black line. In our experiments, if 
we see that students see a dip in their test scores post reclassification, this suggests that they were reclassified too 
soon and that reclassification criteria were too loose. If we observe that test scores jump post reclassification, this 
indicates students were reclassified too late and reclassification criteria were too rigorous. If we find no 
statistically significant difference in test score gain post reclassification, then reclassification criteria were 
optimally set for student progress.  

                                                      
paper focuses on only Latino students, while our analyses include EL students of all ethnicities, while controlling for whether a student’s home language is Spanish. 
Probably the most important difference is that we also account for the teacher recommendation component of LAUSD’s reclassification policy (i.e., the requirement of 
math and ELA course marks through 2005–06 and ELA course marks from 2006–07 onwards). Finally, our report includes another important school district: SDUSD. 
9 Each of these components measures some aspect of English, so it might be expected that these test scores would be highly correlated and that few students would 
meet the requirements on one test but not another. This does not turn out to be an issue. The correlations between the CST and the CELDT OPL and subtests were 
positive, but relatively low for each grade span and era. In both districts, the highest correlation was for high school students between the CST and the CELDT reading 
subtest during the first reclassification era. More typically, correlations between the CST and components of the CELDT were substantially lower. 

https://www.ppic.org/
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FIGURE 3 
Test scores rise, fall, or stay the same depending on whether reclassification occurs at the right time 

 
SOURCE: Authors’ calculations. 

NOTE: Hypothetical effects of EL reclassification. 

What Factors Influence the Impact of Reclassification? 
California’s EL population is diverse, varying in parental background and representing more than 60 different 
home languages (Hill 2018). The home languages spoken by students and their proficiency in those languages 
could influence reclassification effects and affect student performance (Friesen and Krauth 2011; Hill et al. 2014; 
Salazar and Hayes 2010). In addition, factors at the school and neighborhood level may attenuate or amplify 
reclassification effects.10 For example, grade level at reclassification is correlated with student outcomes (Hill, 
Weston, and Hayes 2014; Hill et al. 2014).  

Previous research has found that students reclassified under more rigorous criteria in elementary school grades 
usually experience slightly better outcomes than those reclassified under less rigorous criteria (Hill et al. 2014; 
Kim and Herman 2012). But those reclassified at older ages using more rigorous criteria may not do better (Hill, 
Weston, and Hayes 2014). Again, these are observational studies and say nothing about causation.  

Having more ELs of the same home language in a school could potentially make learning English more difficult 
because students have fewer opportunities to practice English. Alternatively, having a critical mass of ELs 
speaking the same language could mean that a district or school would be more likely to invest in teacher training 

                                                      
10 Friesen and Krauth (2011) find that being in a school with many other Chinese-speaking ELs is beneficial for Chinese-speaking ELs but that for Punjabi-speaking 
ELs, higher concentrations of Punjabi speakers is associated with lower academic outcomes. 
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that specifically supports that language group.11 Neighborhood concentration of non-English speakers could 
interact with school concentrations of ELs (Conger, Schwartz, and Steifel 2011).12  

Furthermore, EL instructional programs vary across California districts (Parrish et al. 2006). Time to 
reclassification differs and can be affected by language spoken (Umansky and Reardon 2014). Betts, Zau, and 
Rice (2003) find that having teachers with a Crosscultural, Language, and Academic Development (CLAD) 
certificate or the Bilingual CLAD is not associated with better EL student outcomes. However, at the secondary 
level, teacher qualification was in some cases associated with gains in overall student learning.  

Another variable that could influence the impact of reclassification is proper assignment of English language 
development (ELD) coursework. ELs should receive ELD instruction, but after reclassification they should no 
longer get it. A question for research is whether the percentage of a school’s ELs not assigned ELD coursework 
influences the effects of reclassification.  

Educational Outcomes That Reclassification May Affect 
The outcomes we looked at include standardized test scores, which are available for students at various grade 
levels, and high school graduation.13 Because the goal of EL programs is to improve student language ability so 
they can perform well in classes designed for native English speakers, some of our main outcomes involve 
English Language Arts (ELA) performance. Our chief ELA-skills measure is the grade-specific ELA CST.14 
From 2001–02 through 2012–13, California administered the CST to all students in grades 2 through 11, except 
some special education students and recently arrived immigrants.  

We also use CST Math scores for grades 3 through 7. In grade 8 and later, students take different CST math tests 
depending on their course assignment, and test scores are not comparable. For example, 9th graders may take 
algebra or geometry.  

Those EL students who narrowly miss reclassification are likely to be reclassified during the next one to three 
years, during which they continue to receive EL support.15 The most obvious time frame for measuring ELA 
performance may be during the first full school year after reclassification.16 But because reclassification might 
require short-run adjustment for a student but have no longer-run consequences, we also model test scores two 
years after the reclassification year.  

                                                      
11 Using propensity score matching, Callahan et al. (2009) find that greater concentrations of EL students are associated with stronger academic achievement 
relative to lower concentrations. Bui (2013) finds that increasing shares of EL students are associated with increased reclassification, less grade retention, and 
increased math scores, but not reading and language scores.  
12 Peer effects have been shown to be a factor in student achievement, but measuring the effects is complicated by the potential for unobservable factors to determine 
both neighborhood and school concentrations (Hoxby 2000; Hanushek, Kain, and Rivkin 2002). The relationship between ELs and peer achievement is even more 
complicated.  
13 Future work will examine college attendance, persistence, and graduation. 
14 We convert the CST scores in years after the reclassification decision into Z-scores (standardized using the statewide mean and standard deviation of CST scores). 
This puts the scores onto a common scale across grades, which also makes coefficient sizes quite interpretable. (An increase of one point on this standardized version 
of the CST means that a student has moved up one standard deviation in the rankings of the scores of all students in the given grade statewide.) 
15 Recall that to be included in an experiment, students must have met all but one criterion for reclassification, and on the last criterion, they must be close to the 
cutpoint (either just above or just below). 
16 Students can be reclassified partway through a school year (most typically in spring in SDUSD and throughout the year in LAUSD), so by examining outcomes a 
year after reclassification, we can be fairly certain that a student received the reclassification “treatment” for the entire year. This also reduces concerns that student 
achievement growth could drop in the weeks immediately after reclassification simply because the student’s daily routine has changed. Some students might 
experience a mid-year change in classes as a psychological shock requiring time to adjust. 

https://www.ppic.org/


 

PPIC.ORG English Learner Trajectories and Reclassification  14 

On-time graduation can be measured based on the expected year of graduation according to the grade in which 
students are enrolled when their records are included in our statistical analysis for that year. For those above 
grade 9, projected graduation date is based on the year they first enrolled in grade 9.17 

Main Findings from the Effect of Being Reclassified  

Our regression discontinuity approach is very powerful but only if certain conditions apply. In order for it to 
approximate a true experiment, we have to determine whether district policies are implemented in such ways as 
to simulate a treatment and a control group. To do this, we examine students who have met all reclassification 
criteria except one. For example, if the one remaining criterion is the CST ELA test, we refer to scores on this test 
as the running variable and plot the probability of being reclassified by the value of the score on it. If districts are 
adhering to their stated reclassification policy, we should see a marked change in a student’s probability of being 
reclassified based on the value of this running variable.  

Figure 4 shows one example of how dramatically that probability changes based on a test score falling on either 
side of the reclassification cutpoint in LAUSD, grades 3–5, during the first era, 2003–06. The key to 
understanding this figure is that on the horizontal axis, a test score of zero shows the cutpoint for reclassification. 
Students below the cutpoint are rarely reclassified, but the reclassification probability of students above it jumps 
49 percentage points. (The dots represent students grouped by CST test scores. For example, the dot to the right 
of the cutpoint represents all students who scored between 0 and 5 points above the CST cutpoint. The line 
represents the best fit to the underlying student data). The figure demonstrates that the LAUSD reclassification 
criteria applied to the CST requirement reasonably simulate an experiment with a treatment. The same is true for 
both school districts and both reclassification eras under consideration (See Technical Appendix B, Tables 1A and 
1B). For example, in SDUSD for era 1, the probability of being reclassified for grade 3–5 elementary students 
who meet the CST requirement is 59 percentage points higher than for students who do not. Also included in 
Technical Appendix B are the results of further statistical tests. The technical appendices explain what these 
statistical tests are and why they tell us we have a valid experiment, focusing on the CST cutoff. These tests 
confirm that students just above or just below the cutpoint are otherwise similar, and that the test scores used in 
the reclassification decision are not being manipulated.  

                                                      
17 We cannot distinguish between LAUSD dropouts, who do not graduate on time, and students who leave for another school district. We treat all of these 
students as not having graduated on time. To determine whether this is a problem, we repeated all the SDUSD analyses of graduation on time. In the main results, 
we drop those who leave the district and instead treat these students as not having graduated on time. This did not change the SDUSD results much (as shown in 
the technical appendices).  
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FIGURE 4 
Probability of EL reclassification increases dramatically when ELs meet CST reclassification requirement, controlling for 
meeting all other reclassification criteria in 2003–06 (LAUSD, grades 3–5, era 1) 

 
SOURCE: Authors’ estimates. 

NOTE: The lines in the graphs show the regression fit using a quadratic polynomial estimated independently on the two sides of the cutoff. 
The dots represent bin sizes of 5, meaning that students are grouped by test scores into groups 5 points wide. The range of years listed here 
and in later figures and tables refers to spring of the given school year. For example, the graph for LAUSD for “2007–2012” means that the 
school years 2006–2007 through 2011–2012 are used. 

Results 

Have the districts set appropriate cutoffs on the CST?  
The key question we investigate is whether the two districts have historically chosen suitable cutoffs on the CST 
test. We are fortunate to observe two different “eras” in each district, during which each district changed its 
reclassification criteria—either moving the cutoff point for a particular test or including additional criteria, such as 
course marks. In both districts, the first era includes years when the older CELDT test was used, while the second 
includes years when the newer, more rigorous CELDT was in place, allowing us to identify which set of standards 
comes closest to reclassifying students at the appropriate time. 

Our approach allows us to estimate the causal impact of being at or above the CST cutoff point at the elementary, 
middle, and high school levels.18 As Figure 4 shows, not all students above the CST cutoff actually get 
reclassified. To arrive at a causal estimate of reclassification itself, a few additional assumptions are required.19 

In LAUSD in a few instances it appears that students were reclassified too soon. High school students reclassified 
in 2003–06 had a five percentage point lower chance of graduating on time than those students near the 
reclassification cutoffs who remained ELs (see Technical Appendix B, Table 5A).20 Figure 5 shows the effects of 

                                                      
18 Our definition of just above and just below is a bandwidth of 50 CST points, which is approximately the number of points need to move from one level of 
proficiency to another. 
19 In Technical Appendix B and the many tables there, we refer to the estimates of the impacts of being above the cutoff and of actually being reclassified as the intent-
to-treat estimate and the estimate of the impact of treatment on the treated, respectively.  
20 The causal impact of being at or above the cutoff is also negative but about half as large. This effect is larger in the models where we estimate the impact of actually 
being reclassified than the impact of being at or above the cutoff. We estimated models that allowed the outcomes to depend on the CST score in a simple linear way, 
but we also estimated models that allowed for a non-linear relationship: quadratic models (also known as second order polynomial models), third, and fourth order 
polynomial models. Our estimates on being above the reclassification threshold were usually, but not always, consistent. See technical appendix Tables 5A and 5B for 
the full results of the experiments where we examined the impact of being just above and just below the CST cutpoint. The most common pattern where the four 
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on-time graduation of being at or above the cutoff. Overall, there is a positive link between CST scores and the 
on-time graduation rate, which makes sense. But to identify the impact of reclassification our interest lies in 
whether there is a distinct break in the on-time graduation rate at the cutoff. The shaded region of the graph 
demonstrates the effect of being reclassified for high school students. There we see that those students just above 
the CST cutpoint have lower rates of graduating on time than similar students who were just below the cutpoint.21 
Students in the shaded area are nearly identical in characteristics we can observe (our tests to ensure our 
experiments are valid concluded that they are essentially the same demographically) and all included students 
have met other reclassification requirements, with the exception of the CST cutpoint. The only differences among 
students just above and just below the CST cutpoint is that those just above it received a test score high enough to 
be reclassified. And those just below the cutpoint missed a reclassifying score by one or just a few points. As CST 
scores increase (x-axis), chances of graduating on time increase, up until the cutpoint. Then just after the cutpoint, 
chances of high school graduation decrease. Since students just above and below the CST cutpoint are similar in all 
other ways we can observe, we can attribute the dip in graduation chances to being reclassified. The results suggest 
that there were longer-term consequences of being reclassified early in LAUSD. Given that many of the high school 
students who narrowly missed the cutoff were likely reclassified a year or two later, this estimated drop in on-time 
graduation rates is quite significant from a policy viewpoint. Robinson-Cimpian and Thompson (2016) had similar 
results for graduation. 

FIGURE 5 
High school reclassification caused lower on-time graduation rates in 2003–06 (LAUSD, grades 9–12, era 1)  

  
SOURCE: Authors’ estimates, see Table 5A in the technical appendix. 

NOTE: CST is the running variable and has been rescaled to zero. The lines in the graphs show the regression fit using a quadratic 
polynomial estimated independently on the two sides of the cutoff. Each dot represents a bin size of 5. The discontinuity was -0.0529 and 
was significant. Sample size was 22,979. In LAUSD, on-time graduation is calculated for students who persist to 12th grade and does not 
include dropouts. 

                                                      
models differed in significance was that the simple linear model sometimes disagreed with the models with higher order polynomials. We interpret this as most likely 
being due to some non-linearity in the relation between the running variable and the given outcome, which is not allowed for in the linear model. In the main text we 
focus on the results that allow for a second order polynomial model. Visual inspection of results suggested this was the most sensible approach given that the 
relationship between the running variable and various dependent variables was not linear, and because the models with third and fourth order polynomials often 
showed signs of overfitting, with occasional but dramatic non-linearities in the fitted line that are classic signs of overfitting.  
21 It is important to note that in LAUSD, if a student exits the school district, they are absent from our sample, whereas in SDUSD, the district tracks students that are 
dropouts. Therefore, LAUSD’s on-time graduation outcome in this study is calculated among students who persist to 12th grade. On-time graduation in SDUSD 
includes dropouts in the denominator. 
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After the CELDT was rescaled and the math course grade requirement was dropped in LAUSD in 2006–07, the 
impacts of reclassification were slightly different. Elementary school students reclassified in the 2007–12 school 
years had lower CST ELA and math scores a year after reclassification.22 This is seen in Figure 6 by examining 
the shaded area. Figure 6 illustrates the slightly lower CST ELA scores one year after reclassification of students 
just above the CST cutpoint relative to students just below it. However, two years after reclassification, 
reclassified students were similar to those who just missed being reclassified two years earlier—there was no 
statistically significant difference in CST scores two years after reclassification for students just above and just 
below the cutpoint (see Table 5A in Technical Appendix B). So while there is a short-term negative consequence 
to being reclassified for elementary school students in the 2007–12 era, there were not longer-term consequences 
for these students.  

FIGURE 6 
Elementary ELs reclassified in 2007–12 have lower CST ELA scores one year after (LAUSD, grades 3–5, era 2)  

 
SOURCE: Authors’ estimates. See Table 5A in Technical Appendix B. 

NOTE: CST is the running variable and has been rescaled to zero. CST one year after reclassification is the outcome variable. The lines in the 
graphs show the regression fit using a quadratic polynomial estimated independently on the two sides of the cutoff. Each dot represents a 
bin size of 5. The discontinuity was -0.0962 and was significant. Sample size was 48,361. 

In SDUSD, in most cases those reclassified after meeting the CST cutoff performed the same as those just below 
it. Importantly, this suggests SDUSD set its reclassification criteria appropriately.  

There were two exceptions. Figure 7 shows that in the original CELDT era in 2003–04 and 2004–05, SDUSD 
students meeting the CST cutoff in high school had lower CST ELA scores a year later.23 Figure 8 shows that in 
the rescaled CELDT era from 2006–07 through 2013–14, SDUSD middle school students meeting the CST cutoff 
performed better on the CST ELA test two years after the reclassification decision than those just below the 
cutoff. While both discontinuities are statistically significant, the drop in test scores for those above the cutpoint 
in Figure 7 is more apparent than is the rise in test scores in Figure 8.  

                                                      
22 Math scores were significant in all but the quadratic model. 
23 However, two years later, CST ELA scores were higher for high schoolers (in all but the quadratic model). 
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FIGURE 7 
High school ELs reclassified in 2004–05 have lower CST ELA scores one year after (SDUSD, Grades 9–12, era 1) 

SOURCE: Authors’ estimates. See Table 5B in the technical appendix. 

NOTE: CST is the running variable and has been rescaled to zero. The lines in the graphs show the regression fit using a quadratic 
polynomial estimated independently on the two sides of the cutoff. Each dot represents a bin size of 5. The discontinuity was -0.138 in the 
model with other controls and was significant. Sample size was 1,513. 

FIGURE 8 
Middle school ELs reclassified in 2007–14 have higher CST ELA scores two years after (SDUSD, Grades 6–8, era 2) 

SOURCE: Authors’ estimates. See Table 5B in the technical appendix. 

NOTE: CST is the running variable and has been rescaled to zero. The lines in the graphs show the regression fit using a quadratic 
polynomial estimated independently on the two sides of the cutoff. Each dot represents a bin size of 5. The discontinuity was 0.114 in the 
model that included other controls and was significant. Sample size was 5,155. 
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In almost all other cases, SDUSD students at or above the cutoff performed about as well as those below the 
cutoff, which implies that EL supports were withdrawn at about the right time.24 For example, Figure 9 shows 
CST ELA scores one year after reclassification for the newer CELDT era for grades three to five from 2007–14. 
At the reclassification cutoff, the change in the mean CST score in the following year is almost imperceptible. 

FIGURE 9 
Elementary ELs reclassified in 2007–14 have shown no change in CST ELA scores 1 year after (SDUSD, Grades 3–5, era 2) 

 
SOURCE: Authors’ estimates. See Table 5B in the technical appendix. 

NOTE: CST is the running variable and has been rescaled to zero. The lines in the graphs show the regression fit using a quadratic 
polynomial estimated independently on the two sides of the cutoff. Each dot represents a bin size of 5. The discontinuity was -0.009 in a 
model that added background controls and was not significant. Sample size was 7,926. (The discontinuity is positive in the above graph at 
+0.067, and the difference in sign is because the graph shows the simple model that controls only for the running variable.)   

We set out in this section to answer whether the two districts in the past have set an appropriate cutoff for 
reclassification on the CST test. LAUSD and SDUSD had the same CST cutpoint during each reclassification era 
for secondary schools. In contrast, the two districts had the same CST cutpoint in era 1 but SDUSD had a more 
rigorous cutpoint in era 2. However, the two districts had different CELDT subtest requirements and LAUSD 
required course grades. Despite these differences in reclassification requirements and the increase in the demands of 
the CELDT in 2006–07, it appears that each district had set an appropriate CST cutpoint for a smooth academic 
transition to reclassified status in most cases. Exceptions include on-time graduation in LAUSD in the old 
reclassification era, and short-term consequences (i.e., effects observed one but not observed two years after 
reclassification) in both districts. How could the reclassification criteria differ, but the outcomes be largely the 

                                                      
24 Although SDUSD is the second largest district in California, it is much smaller than LAUSD. One might wonder whether the finding that there were no statistically 
significant changes in outcomes at the CST score cutoff merely reflects imprecise estimates. However, the power analysis we conducted before beginning the research, 
𝛼𝛼 = 0.05, and power set to 0.80, suggested that the Minimum Detectable Effect Size for the 2004–2005 analysis of CST scores one year later was on the order of 0.07 
to 0.1, depending on the grade spans studied. Those results indicated we could detect quite small impacts of reclassification. The actual standard errors we obtained 
were in line with these projections. For the second CELDT era, with four times as many years of data available, the standard errors are even smaller. The one place 
where statistical power becomes an issue in the SDUSD data is for the various potential experiments with CELDT test scores as the running variable, where we found 
only one potential experiment, based on CELDT reading scores, with enough observations just above and below the required scores to achieve a reasonable level of 
power. We discuss those results in a later section. 
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same? One possibility is that the cutpoints are appropriate given the conditions at the district that we have not 
considered, such as the academic environment or demographics of EL and reclassified students.   

Have the districts set an appropriate cutoff on the CELDT?  
In LAUSD, we were able to conduct similar experiments in which we considered the impact of the requirement 
that students score at an overall Early Advanced performance level on the CELDT.25 We performed similar 
validity checks to our CST experiments and concluded that, in most cases, we could confidently measure an effect 
of being just above the cutpoint.26 In these experiments, we considered students who met the CST requirement, 
earned a course mark of “C” or better in English and math in 2003–06, and met all CELDT subtest requirements 
by scoring at least Intermediate on reading, writing, listening, and speaking. Correlations among the CELDT 
subtests and the overall CELDT score are high, but 27 percent of students meeting all CELDT subtest criteria did 
not meet the overall CELDT cutpoint by having an overall score of Early Advanced. We then compared students 
just above and just below the CELDT Early Advanced cutpoint.27 It appears that the district reclassified students 
according to policy at very high levels in the second reclassification era. Those just meeting the CELDT overall 
requirement had between 61 and 85 percentage point gains in the reclassification rate in the new era. Adherence 
to policy was weaker in the previous era, with reclassification rate jumps between 33 and 47 percentage points. 

In the earlier era, there were no significant effects of being reclassified at any grade level on CST ELA scores 
one or two years after reclassification, on CST math scores one or two years after reclassification, or on on-time 
graduation (see Technical Appendix B, Table 6). This implies that the CELDT Early Advanced overall 
performance requirement was set approximately correctly for smooth transition from EL to reclassified status 
given the other reclassification requirements.  

Once the CELDT became more challenging in 2006–07 and LAUSD dropped the math grade requirements, 
reclassified middle school students who scored just above the CELDT OPL cutpoint had slightly lower CST ELA 
scores than similar students who scored just below the cutpoint in the first, but not later years.  

In SDUSD, there were too few students just above or below the CELDT OPL cutpoint for the experiment to be 
valid. With only a handful of students who met all other criteria but were just below the OPL cutpoint, there were 
not enough observations to draw meaningful conclusions.  

Both districts had enough students above and below the CELDT reading subtest cutpoint to permit examination of 
the effect of reclassification in at least some grade levels.28 For the CELDT reading subtest, as with the CELDT 
OPL, LAUSD reclassification policy seems to have been implemented more regularly in the new era. In this era, 
the probability of reclassification jumps at or above the CELDT reading cutpoint 76 to 86 percentage points 
compared with 31 to 46 in the old era.  

While the CELDT OPL cutpoint is Early Advanced in LAUSD, scores on any subtests need only be Intermediate 
for an EL student to be eligible for reclassification. We had enough students on either side of the cutpoint to 
estimate the effect of being just above the cutpoint for elementary students in the first reclassification era and 
elementary, middle, and high school students in the second era. (See Technical Appendix B, Table 7A.) We found 
no impact on our academic outcomes of interest and conclude that, given the other reclassification requirements, 

                                                      
25 Cutpoints for the Early Advanced level are pegged to scaled scores. Scaled scores required for Early Advanced vary by grade level. 
26 However, we do not have confidence in the results for middle school reclassification in the first reclassification era when it comes to our estimates of the impact on 
math scores. The size of the discontinuity at the CELTD OPL cutpoint for the math outcomes was just 0.147. 
27 Validity checks are available from the authors on request. 
28 Validity checks are available from the authors on request. 
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CELDT reading cutpoints for elementary school students were set at the proper level in both reclassification eras. 
For middle and high school students, CELDT reading cutpoints were also properly set in the new era.  

In SDUSD, we had enough observations to evaluate the CELDT reading cutoff in the 2007–2014 period. Overall, we 
found no cases with a statistically significant jump or drop in outcomes for students at or above the CELDT reading 
cutpoint, suggesting that the Early Advanced criterion was appropriate (See Technical Appendix B, Table 7B).29  

Overall, then, did the two districts set appropriate cutpoints on the CELDT? The answer appears to be yes. 
Despite SDUSD and LAUSD requiring different CELDT subtest cutpoints and the increase in rigor of the 
CELDT experienced by both districts, we did not see differences in the impact of being reclassified across the two 
districts or over time. EL students in both districts had relatively smooth academic transitions to reclassified 
status. We do note, however, relatively large increases in LAUSD’s fidelity to the CELDT reclassification policy 
in the new era. Recall that in the earlier reclassification era, the jump in reclassification rate was between 33 to 47 
percentage points for students who met all criteria including the CELDT as compared to those who met all criteria 
but the CELDT. In the newer era, the jump ranged between 61 to 85 percentage points. Further, here we do not 
control for differences in the academic programs or all demographic characteristics of ELs across the districts.  

Does Reclassification Have Different Effects on Long-Term 
and Late-Arriving English Learners? 

At the secondary school level, ELs are heterogeneous in the length of time they were in the district before 
reclassification. Long-Term English Learners (LTELs) are those who have already completed at least five years of 
schooling and have not been reclassified.30 Late-Arriving English Learners are those arriving for the first time at 
grade 6 or higher while scoring at the bottom proficiency level on the CELDT (Beginning level) when they first 
take the test. Hill et al. (2019) studies these two populations in LAUSD and SDUSD, and finds that late-arriving 
ELs have much lower reading achievement than LTELs, but on average make faster gains. In both districts, 
LTELs greatly outnumber late-arriving ELs. A third, and very small, group consists of ELs who arrive before 
grade 6 but have not yet spent five years as ELs in a school district.  

In LAUSD, we examined reclassification effects among LTELs in grades 6–8 and 9–12. On the CST, we found 
that a negative effect of reclassification on high school graduation was only weakly evident in one of the four 
models we estimated. Otherwise, LTELs just above the CST cutpoint had similar academic outcomes. Our 
estimates for LTEL academic outcomes after reclassification using the CELDT overall and reading scores also 
failed to find any statistically significant differences.  

Because the numbers of late arrivers are relatively small, we combined grades 6–12 to estimate as many 
regression discontinuity experiments as possible for this group in LAUSD. In all instances for which we had 

                                                      
29 As shown in Technical Appendix B, Table 7B, in no case did our favored specification with the outcome modeled as a quadratic function of the reading CELDT 
score become significant. For the outcome CST ELA scores a year later, in elementary school a negative significant coefficient emerged, but only in the third and 
fourth order polynomial models. Conversely, for graduation on time, in elementary schools a significant positive coefficient emerged, but only for the linear model.   
30 In SDUSD, this is defined as five years in the district and in LAUSD, it is defined as five years in the US. 
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enough students to perform the experiment, we found no statistically significant differences for students just 
above and below the cutpoint.31   

In SDUSD, we lacked a sufficiently large sample of late-arriving ELs to repeat the analyses for this group. But we 
did have enough LTELs to repeat all of the experiments for this subgroup in grades 6–8 and 9–12. The results 
were extraordinarily similar to the main results described above. In no case was the impact of being above the 
cutoff or of being reclassified statistically significant. Furthermore, in the few cases where there was a significant 
impact for all ELs, the direction of the estimated effect was the same. LTELs constituted well over half the 
samples used in our earlier analyses, which may explain why findings were similar when we used all ELs in 
middle and high schools.   

We conclude that separate reclassification policies for late-arriving and long-term ELs do not appear to be 
necessary, though we caution that, even in LAUSD, our sample of late-arriving ELs is small.  

Do Moderating Factors Impact the Effect of Reclassification?  

The appropriate timing of reclassification may vary according to student, school, or neighborhood characteristics. 
If so, the optimal reclassification strategy could vary depending on student subgroups or school contexts. We 
examine five types of potential factors that might affect our CST ELA test score experiment one year later: 

1. language spoken at home;  
2. student demographics, including concentrations of students by language and diversity of languages 

spoken at a school; 
3. neighborhood characteristics, such as language, poverty, and nativity in the school catchment area, 

based on 2006–16 zip code data estimates from the American Community Survey; 
4. average teacher qualifications at a school;32  
5. fidelity to English Language Development course placement as outlined in each district’s Master Plan 

for English Learners. 

In both districts, we estimated separate regression models to determine if any of these moderating factors appears 
to have an impact on reclassification. 

  

                                                      
31 In the CST experiment, we were able to estimate CST ELA scores one year post reclassification in the new reclassification era and high school graduation in both 
eras. For the CEDLT OPL experiment, we were able to estimate CST ELA scores and gradation in the second reclassification era. For the CELDT Reading experiment, 
we were only able to estimate high school graduation in the second reclassification era. 
32 We measure average teacher tenure and percentage of teachers with at least a master’s degree at each school among all teachers, using publicly available data from 
the California Department of Education. 
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LAUSD Results  
In LAUSD, all the following variables appeared to have a negative impact on CST ELA scores for students  
just above the CST reclassification cutpoint relative to those just below, when estimated in separate regression 
models.33 (See Technical Appendix B, Table 8.) 

 being a Spanish speaker;  

 school language characteristics, including overall EL percentage, the percentage of ELs speaking the same 
language as the student, the percentage of the overall student body speaking the same language as the 
student, and a measure of language homogeneity among EL students;  

 neighborhood language characteristics, including the percentages of foreign-born and Spanish-speaking 
people.  

However, these findings must be considered inconclusive because the measures of language are closely 
correlated. We then estimated a model with just one variable from each of the five types of moderating factors 
listed above, but included these potentially moderating factors simultaneously. We found little evidence of a 
systematic effect of moderators on CST ELA test scores across reclassification eras or grade levels. (See 
Technical Appendix B, Table 9.)  

For example, in the first reclassification era in LAUSD, we test the five moderating variables in three models 
(elementary, middle, and high school), and in only two of the 15 instances were the moderating variables 
statistically significant for students just above the reclassification threshold. We do not see enough evidence  
to draw conclusions about the effects of these variables in the first reclassification era. In the more recent 
reclassification era, more of these variables seem to affect reclassification outcomes for students reclassified in 
middle and high school. However, these results are either not robust to variations in student grade level or 
reclassification era, or they are largely offset by reclassification’s positive overall effect. Overall, these results  
do not appear to provide a compelling reason to modify reclassification policy according to school context or 
linguistic subgroup. 

SDUSD Results  
In San Diego, moderating variables that measured students, schools, and neighborhood characteristics did not, 
for the most part, appear to have an independent effect on ELA standardized test scores one year after 
reclassification, an important outcome. 

There were a few exceptions in the CST ELA experiment. For both elementary and middle schools in the new 
CELDT era, the effect of meeting the CST reclassification cutoff was smaller if teachers had more experience. 
One interpretation is that, in that era, it might have been worthwhile postponing reclassification for students in 
schools with highly experienced teachers. There were two other moderating variables that were significant, but 
this pattern appeared in only one grade span and one era, which raises concerns that the results could have been 
accidental.34  

                                                      
33 Technical Appendix A explains how we test for evidence of impact of potentially moderating variables and reclassification outcomes. 
34 First, in the newer CELDT era for middle schools, the proportion of teachers holding a master’s degree had negative and significant interactions with the indicator 
for meeting the CST criterion. Second, in the older CELDT era there was a negative and significant interaction only between the indicator for whether the student’s 
home language was Spanish and meeting the cutoff in high school. This was also found in the LAUSD results, but in that case, the negative interaction was in the new 
CELDT era.  
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In the new CELDT era, the impact of meeting the CST cutoff was smaller for high school students as the share of 
foreign-born rose in the school zip code. Notably, this pattern was not statistically significant when we used the 
share of foreign-born in the zip codes where students lived. 

We tentatively conclude there is little evidence that student, school, or neighborhood characteristics had a separate 
effect on academic outcomes as a result of reclassification. This probably is good news for educators and 
policymakers who must standardize EL reclassification criteria across the state.35 However, there may be other 
characteristics of the EL instructional environment or the reclassified student environment that we do not measure 
that could be relevant and could also contribute to an explanation about why reclassification criteria can differ 
across LAUSD and SDUSD but still be appropriate for students in their districts. 

Conclusion and Recommendations  

Overall, in the two school districts and two reclassification eras we studied, reclassification criteria appear to 
largely have been appropriate. Below, we discuss why this might be the case despite the fact that reclassification 
policies differed over time and across the districts. However, we find that some LAUSD elementary school 
students may have been reclassified too soon, resulting in short-term negative outcomes. Perhaps the English 
Language development instruction given to students just below the reclassification cutpoint provided a special 
protective effect that ELs barely above the cutpoint did not receive. Within two years, the negative effects had 
mostly dissipated under the newer CELDT. Thus, it is possible that the negative outcomes could be eliminated or 
mitigated by augmented monitoring or transition services of limited duration.36 At the high school level in LAUSD, 
we found negative impacts on on-time graduation for reclassified ELs, but only in the first reclassification era.  

In SDUSD, students just above and below the CST and the CELDT reading cutpoints performed about equally on 
the full set of outcomes we considered, suggesting that, in both CELDT eras, SDUSD set reclassification criteria 
appropriately.  

We cannot evaluate what would have happened had either district used significantly more or less stringent 
reclassification criteria. Our analysis does not tell us whether those with far lower or higher achievement would 
have been affected similarly by reclassification. In addition, although we can estimate the causal effect of 
reclassification, in most cases we cannot compare one reclassification era with another in a district because multiple 
policies may have changed between the first and second eras. SDUSD middle schools and high schools are an 
exception because in those cases the only change between eras was the introduction of the more difficult CELDT. 

Our research raises several questions: 

Why was the impact not greater when reclassification policy changed in the two districts? 
It is possible that these two districts modified their English Language Development programs in reaction to 
the new reclassification policy, leaving reclassification outcomes largely unchanged. We do not assess the 
content of instruction or any potential adaptations. 
LAUSD had much more compliance with its reclassification policies in the new era, especially in CELDT. 
In the old era, staff and teachers may only have reclassified students whom they thought could manage 

                                                      
35 To put into context these four exceptions to the rule that no variables moderate the impact of being reclassified in the CST experiment, we performed 42 different 
tests. So even if none of the moderators influenced the impact of reclassification, we would expect two tests to find significant effects. We are close to this rate of 
significant findings.  
36 ESSA already requires that reclassified students be monitored for four years. 
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without English Language support. Alternatively, they may not have believed criteria were rigorous enough 
and were applying stricter standards on their own.  
In SDUSD, the move to a more-rigorous CELDT may have had little impact because the district already 
had stricter requirements on the test than LAUSD. (Only one subtest score of Intermediate is allowed in 
San Diego). Thus, moving to more difficult CELDT requirements may not have changed the profile of 
students who were reclassified in San Diego. 
Another explanation is simply that there is a range of cutpoints that could be appropriate, rather than a 
single cutpoint. This idea emerges in the San Diego results, where the reclassification criteria clearly 
became more stringent in the new CELDT era, but in both eras, ELs appear to have been reclassified 
appropriately.  

How will standardization affect reclassification policy? 
Standardization of reclassification policies is required by the federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). 
Educators and policymakers have long understood that it makes no sense for similar students to have different 
EL status depending on where they attend school. Once reclassification policy is standardized for all four 
criteria across school districts, we may learn more about the effects of different district instructional models.  
Nevertheless, standardization will probably not align school district reclassification rates, even if 
instructional models are similar. Other factors, such as the percentage of recently arrived immigrant 
students, may play a role. Furthermore, standardization will affect districts differently. For example, if the 
new state standard is more rigorous than a district’s old policy, reclassification rates will fall. 
The California Department of Education is working with WestEd to develop an observational protocol to 
standardize teacher evaluations of student English language proficiency. Whether the protocol is implemented 
in a standard way will depend on funding and the effectiveness of accompanying professional development. 

How can reclassification standards be set to ensure all students get core academic instruction? 
Slightly more than half of the state’s K–12 English-only speaking students, but only 12 percent of ELs, 
meet or exceed ELA standards on the new statewide SBAC test. There is a risk that access to core 
academic instruction will be restricted if new state policy requires rigorous SBAC cutpoints. November 
2018 results indicate that EL students scoring high enough for reclassification on ELPAC on average have 
scores below those of their English-only speaking peers in grades 5–8 and grade 11 on the SBAC ELA 
assessment (Linquanti et al. 2018). Further research could provide evidence on the ability of students 
meeting the ELPAC reclassification standard, but not scoring at the “met standard” level on the SBAC, to 
make the transition to reclassified status. 
State policy has also changed to ensure K–12 English Learners have access to college preparatory 
curriculum. Two new bills aim to help English Learner students gain more-robust access to the core 
academic curriculum in the K–12 setting. The first, AB 2735, requires school districts to allow ELs full 
access to a school’s standard instructional programs, including a–g courses and AP classes.37 Another bill, 
AB 2121, mandates a fifth year of high school for newcomers and students in the Migrant Education 
Program. California’s higher education institutions may provide a model by reducing student time in 
developmental courses, while allowing students into college-level courses more quickly.  

Recommendations 
As we move into a new era of standardization, district and state policymakers have an opportunity to ensure that 
EL students are well served by school ELD programs and reclassification policies. To be sure, reclassification 
rates will not be uniform across districts—they will vary depending on the English proficiency of each district’s 
EL population and the availability and efficacy of EL instruction.  

                                                      
37 It does grant districts an exception for students who have just arrived in the US. 
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The reclassification criteria used in the past by LAUSD, and San Diego in particular, seem to have been set 
appropriately. Our research shows that reclassified students performed neither substantially better nor worse than 
ELs whose language scores were just below the cutpoint. This provides important hints about what appropriate 
reclassification criteria might look like using the new assessments: the SBAC ELA test and ELPAC, the new state 
test of EL English proficiency. 

Currently, EL students must meet multiple criteria to be reclassified. The state should consider the advisability of 
using fewer criteria. Some research suggests it may be beneficial to use just one criterion to assess whether EL 
students are ready for reclassification (Umansky et al. 2015 and Hill et al. 2014). If just one criterion is used, 
ELPAC may be ideal because it is aligned to the state’s new ELA standards. Another option is to allow any of a 
few criteria to be sufficient for reclassification. This is the direction California’s community colleges and the 
California State University system are moving in assessing student readiness for college-level courses. 

Policymakers at each level should treat ESSA’s requirement to monitor students for four years after 
reclassification seriously to ensure that any new reclassification policies are effective. In particular, state 
policymakers should monitor EL students to make sure the new English language proficiency assessment and any 
new criteria based on SBAC are not so rigorous that they prevent students who could succeed from being 
reclassified. And the rigor of new reclassification criteria must not make it harder for students to access core 
content.  

As California overhauls its reclassification criteria, it is imperative that we understand the effects of the policies of 
the past in order to create a roadmap for the future.  
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