
A Diverse and Growing Population  
of English Learners
It will come as no surprise to educators of English learners that the population 
of ELs is growing exponentially in U.S. schools. It will also come as no 
surprise that the EL population is a diverse one. ELs range from Newcomers 
who have recently arrived in the United States to Long-Term English Learners 
who have attended U.S. schools for more than six or seven years without 
becoming proficient in English. ELs have a wide range of cultural as well 
as educational experiences; they also have a wide range of proficiencies in 
English and in their home languages.

Unique Challenges for English Learners
English learners face many challenges in U.S. classrooms. Language and 
cultural differences are obvious challenges, but the U.S. system of education 
itself presents unique challenges for ELs.

•	 The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)—reauthorized as 
the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in 2001—mandates that all ELs 
meet state standards in the core content areas, requiring students to learn 
content while acquiring language proficiency. 

•	 The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) present additional challenges 
by advocating the use of complex texts with all students, including ELs.

While the intentions of ESEA and CCSS are to ensure that all students receive a 
meaningful education, rising to the challenges of learning English and rigorous 
core content simultaneously may seem to be a daunting task for students and 
school districts alike. With appropriate planning and instruction, however, 
school districts can help ELs meet all of these challenges.

A Need for an Integrated 
and Comprehensive Solution
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WHY A SYSTEM?

School districts themselves face new challenges as a result of the dramatic 
increase in the English learner population. Educators not only have to meet 
the instructional needs of a diverse population of students, but Title III of NCLB 
now holds school districts accountable for both the academic achievement 
and English language acquisition of English learners. According to the U.S. 
Department of Education, officials from Title III districts report the following 
challenges in their attempts to meet the needs of English learners:

•	 Inconsistency in the process of identifying ELs

•	 Difficulties recruiting and retaining qualified ESL teachers

•	 Lack of information about proven EL instructional programs

•	 Concerns about the validity of content assessments and the loss of 
instructional time to testing

As school districts across the nation attempt to meet the needs of this varied 
population of students, the need for an integrated and comprehensive solution 
is evident. 

How Can a System Help?
A system with products that work in unison can help school districts meet the 
needs of their English learners. A system should help school districts perform 
the following functions:

•	 School and District Level Evaluation Districts and schools need to be 
able to evaluate the validity of the plans and policies already in place 
to meet the needs of English learners, as well as to determine necessary 
revisions to those plans and policies. 

•	 Student Assessment Districts and schools need to be able to assess their 
English learners’ English proficiency and academic achievement in order 
to institute appropriate instruction. 

•	 Instruction English learners need instruction that focuses on both the 
development of language proficiency and content-area knowledge.

•	 Professional Development Educators need access to professional 
development opportunities that will help them rise to these challenges.

A solution that provides assessment, instruction, and professional development 
in one unified system is the key to meeting the challenges presented by the 
varied and growing English learner population.
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A Growing Population 
The following chart illustrates the growth in the  
English learner population.

The Issues

English learners are the fastest 
growing student population in 
U.S. K–12 public schools.

Over the past decade, 
enrollment of English learners 
in PK–12 schools nationwide 
has increased rapidly.

Many states are faced with 
educational challenges of how 
best to meet the needs of this 
growing population.

The Numbers

4.7 million 10 million 1 in 4
The U.S. Department of 
Education reported that for  
the 2008–09 school year,  
there were approximately  
4.7 million English learners 
in K–12 schools in the 
United States.

By 2015, there will be 
approximately 10 million 
English learners enrolled in 
K–12 schools in the United 
States. The total K–12 
enrollment is projected to 
reach 58.1 million by 2015.

By 2025, one in four public 
school students nationwide will 
be an English learner.

The English Learner Landscape
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Student Diversity
English learners enter school with a wide variety of educational and cultural 
experiences, as well as a wide range of language proficiencies in English 
and in their native languages. These factors contribute to students’ success. 
All students are individuals and may exhibit characteristics from varying ends 
of the spectrum.

English learners with no formal 
schooling or inconsistent formal 
schooling before coming to 
the United States

•	 may have little or no literacy 
development in their native language 
(cannot read and write);

•	 may have gaps in education;

•	 may have little knowledge of content 
concepts and may be below grade level 
in math and science;

•	 may have no experience taking 
standardized tests; 

•	 may have no experience with 
participation structures of U.S. 
classrooms, such as cooperative 
learning.

Most at risk to  
fail in school

English learners with strong 
academic backgrounds before 
coming to the United States

•	 may be literate in their native language 
(can read and write);

•	 may know languages other than their 
native language;

•	 may have begun to study English;

•	 may be on or above grade level in math 
and science; 

•	 may have critical thinking and study 
skills from previous school experiences.

Most likely to 
succeed in school
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Unique Challenges for Students
English learners face unique challenges in today’s classrooms.

Challenges from Differences in Language and Culture
•	 There are more than 400 different languages spoken in schools across 

the United States.

•	 Many English learners live in households where English is not spoken 
at home.

•	 Many English learners come from families that are economically  
disadvantaged.

•	 Some English learners come from war-torn countries or refugee camps, 
where they or their families may have suffered significant trauma.

Challenges from the Elementary and Secondary  
Education Act (ESEA)

•	 ESEA mandates that all English learners meet state standards in reading, 
math, and science.

•	 ESEA mandates that states assess the English language proficiency of 
all English learners and that English learners meet challenging Annual 
Measurable Achievement Objectives (AMAO), including Adequate Yearly 
Progress (AYP).

•	 ESEA mandates that parents/families be notified of their students’ 
progress in a language they can understand.

Socioeconomic and Sociocultural Factors  
That Play a Role in Students’ Academic Success

According to the 2000 U.S. Census, immigrant youth are more likely to be poorer than  
non-immigrant youth, and poorer students are less likely to be academically successful.

in 
2000

Grades pre-K–Grade 5 
68% of ELs came from 
low-income families

Grades 6–12  
60% of ELs came 
from low-income 
families

68% 60%

These rates were almost twice as high as rates for native English-speaking students in comparable 
grades. Whether or not an immigrant is documented also affects postsecondary educational 
options, as well as socioeconomic status.
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Challenges from the Common Core State Standards (CCSS)
•	 The CCSS advocate a rigorous course of study for ELs that applies 

knowledge through high-order skills.

•	 The CCSS advocate the use of complex texts with appropriate scaffolding 
for ELs.

Challenges for Districts and Schools
Districts and schools are confronted with many challenges as they educate 
English learners. They are charged with creating

•	 unique curriculum and assessments to meet the needs of ELs at a variety 
of proficiency levels;

•	 opportunities for ongoing professional development for EL-certified 
teachers, as well as for all classroom teachers because all teachers need 
awareness, strategies, and understanding to meet the needs of ELs;

•	 effective partnerships between the school and families; 

•	 plans for allocation of funds.

Teacher Preparation
Districts and schools also face challenges to adequately prepare teachers for 
instructing English learners.

•	 The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reported that 
between 2000 and 2009, only 27% of teachers instructing English 
learners received professional development related to the needs of 
English learners.

•	 Other studies have indicated that less than 3% of teachers have 
earned a degree in ESL or bilingual education (National Study of 
Education Statistics).

•	 In order to develop content-area language objectives, all content 
teachers need to understand the complexities of the English language 
and what is challenging to English learners. This will facilitate 
simultaneous language and content learning for ELs.
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