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Hidden Progress of Multilingual Students on NAEP

Michael J. Kieffer' © and Karen D. Thompson?

Using National Assessment of Educational Progress data from 2003 to 2015, this brief describes changes in the reading

and mathematics performance of multilingual students—defined as students who report a primary home language or

languages other than English. Although all students’ scores improved, multilingual students’ scores improved two to three

times more than monolingual students’ scores in both subjects in Grades 4 and 8. There was little evidence that these

trends were explained by cohort changes in racial/ethnic, socioeconomic, or regional composition. These promising trends

are obscured when researchers and policymakers focus only on scores for students currently classified as English learners.

Keywords: achievement gap; bilingual/bicultural; correlational analysis; educational policy; NAEP; regression analyses;

secondary data analysis

or many years, media reports and introductions to

research articles have noted the persistently large achieve-

ment gaps between English learners (ELs) and their
monolingual peers on state and national tests (e.g., Carnoy &
Garcfa, 2017; Maxwell, 2013). For instance, a recent report on
key trends on the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) highlighted “the stall of non-English speakers” over the
past 15 years (Carnoy & Garcia, 2017, p. 1). This implies that
the U.S. educational system has made little progress in meeting
ELs" needs. Another (perhaps unintended) implication is that
ELs’ language challenges set them up for academic failure regard-
less of the education they receive, an interpretation that rein-
forces deficit thinking about these learners’ potential (e.g.,
Hakuta, 2011).

However, researchers have recently argued that focusing on
the scores of only those students currently classified as ELs can
produce misleading conclusions about whether educational sys-
tems are getting better or worse in serving these learners (e.g.,
Hopkins, Thompson, Linquanti, Hakuta, & August, 2013;
Kieffer, Lesaux, & Snow, 2007; Saunders & Marcelletti, 2013).
Specifically, researchers have demonstrated how the difference
between ELs and non-ELs in content-area test performance is a
“gap that can't go away” (Saunders & Marcelletti, 2013). By defi-
nition, ELs are not yet proficient in listening, speaking, reading,
or writing English, and their language skills impact their perfor-
mance on content-area assessments administered in English
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(Hopkins et al., 2013). However, once students attain English
proficiency and are thus able to perform at higher levels on these
content-area tests, students exit the EL subgroup.

As shown in Figure 1, current ELs are a subgroup of the
broader population of multilingual students, which also includes
former ELs (i.e., students who have reached standards for English
proficiency) and “never EL” multilingual students (i.e., students
who speak another language or languages at home but are classi-
fied as proficient in English when entering school).! Researchers
have also referred to this same broader population as language
minority learners (Kieffer et al., 2007). As multilingual students
move up the grades, more students attain English proficiency
and move into the former EL category; recent estimates from
different states suggest that about 25% to 50% of students who
enter kindergarten as ELs have been reclassified before Grade 4
and 70% to 85% before Grade 8 (Kieffer & Parker, 2016;
Thompson, 2015; see also Conger, 2009). Thus, the current
EL group in these grades consists of those students who—by
definition—have relatively low English test scores, because either
they have recently immigrated to the United States or they have
struggled to acquire English language and literacy skills in U.S.
schools. Prior research shows that even in states with large num-
bers of immigrants, students who have been classified as ELs in
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FIGURE 1. Diagram illustrating how the population of multilingual students changes as increasing numbers of current English learners

become former English learners.

U.S. schools for many years far outnumber recent immigrants,
especially at the secondary level (Olsen, 2010). If U.S. schools
are getting much better at serving multilingual students, it is
likely that more students will be reclassified, but it is unlikely
that the test scores of those who remain as current ELs will
change. For instance, if schools make major improvements in
serving EL students in the primary grades, leading to more stu-
dents becoming English proficient and academically successful
by Grade 4, those gains will not show up in Grade 4 NAEP
trends for ELs (because the students who have attained English
proficiency will no longer be counted as ELs).

To address this problem, researchers have recommended track-
ing the performance of the stable “ever EL” group, which includes
both current and former ELs (i.e., the dashed-line ovals in Figure 1),
(Thompson, Rew, Martinez, & Clinton, 2017). While useful for
state data, this approach is not currenty possible with NAEP
scores,” but NAEP scores can be disaggregated for multilingual
learners. Data suggest that current and former ELs comprise the
substantial majority of multilingual learners, while never ELs consti-
tute a small minority.® Thus, by analyzing multilingual learners’ per-
formance on NAED, we are primarily (if not exclusively) analyzing
the performance of current and former ELs. The smaller group of
never ELs include second- or third-generation immigrants and
recent immigrants from countries where multiple languages includ-
ing English are commonly spoken (e.g., former colonized countries
such as India, the Philippines, Nigeria, and Kenya or European
countries such as Sweden or the Netherlands).

Focusing on the broader population of multilingual students
(i.e., the broadest circles in Figure 1) also has the advantage of
aligning more closely with how we disaggregate data to examine
other achievement gaps, including by race/ethnicity or income.
Students are initially classified as ELs after scoring below an
established threshold on an English language proficiency assess-
ment. Thus, the present system of analyzing achievement only
for students currently classified as ELs is analogous to focusing
only on the achievement of Black students who perform below
proficiency in the current year or at some grade in the past rather
than the entire demographic group that shares the disadvantages
of historic oppression and exclusion.

An additional reason for analyzing outcomes for the broad group
of multilingual learners is because of differences across states and
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districts in the home language survey questions and initial English
language proficiency (ELP) assessments used to identify ELs at
school entry and differences in the assessments and criteria used to
exit students from EL services. Given these differences, the current,
former, and never EL groups are defined differently in different
locations (e.g., Linquanti, Cook, Bailey, & MacDonald, 2016).
Focusing on outcomes for the broader multilingual learner group
increases the comparability of the subgroup across locations.
NAEP allows researchers to use student-report data on home
language use to estimate the achievement of the broader popula-
tion of multilingual students (i.e., the broadest circles in Figure
1). By evaluating trends in achievement over time for all multi-
lingual students—not only those currently classified as ELs—we
will be better equipped to evaluate efforts to promote equity in
educational outcomes across language differences defined

broadly.

Current Study

This study uses straightforward and simple descriptive analyses
of publicly available NAEP data to explore whether and how
much U.S. multilingual students’ achievement improved
between 2003 and 2015. Multilingual students were identified
based on students reporting that “people in their home talk to
each other in a language other than English. .. most or all of the
time” (NCES, n.d.)—regardless of whether they fell into the
current EL, former EL, or never EL categories. Monolingual stu-
dents were identified as students who reported that people in
their home never spoke a language other than English at home.
(For sample descriptives, see Supporting Online Materials
[SOM] Table S1-S3 available on the journal website.)
Multilingual and monolingual students’ achievement in mathe-
matics and reading was compared in Grades 4 and 8 in each
NAEP testing year. Supporting analyses investigated whether
trends found could be explained by differences between cohorts in
their socioeconomic, racial/ethnic, and regional composition.
Analyses were conducted using the NCES Data Explorer (available
at http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/) to account
for features of the NAEP data set and facilitate easy replication
and application of this approach to future data for the United
States, specific states, and large city districts.



Results

Between 2003 and 2015, NAEP achievement differences
between monolingual and multilingual students have narrowed
by 24% and 27% in reading and 37% and 39% in math, in
Grades 4 and 8 respectively, as shown in Figure 2 (all ps < .001).
When converted into grade equivalents, these changes indicate
that multilingual students are about one-third to one-half of a
grade level closer to their monolingual peers in 2015 than they
were in 2003 (see SOM Table S4 available on the journal web-
site). Although monolinguals’ scores have increased significantly
over time, multilingual students” scores have increased substan-
tially more across both grades and subjects—nearly twice as
much in Grade 4 in both reading and math, more than three
times as much in Grade 8 reading, and more than twice as much
in Grade 8 math (Figure 2). Across each test administration,
multilingual students’ scores were consistently increasing or sta-
ble, with the exception of Grade 8 scores between 2013 and
2015. (See SOM Tables S4 and S5, available on the journal web-
site, and related text for additional details.)

To shed light on how this progress can be obscured when
focusing only on the performance of the subset of current ELs,
we also investigated the trends of current EL scores as contrasted
with those of multilingual and monolingual students. As shown
in Figure 3, scores for the subgroup of current ELs demonstrated
small and inconsistent increases in each grade and subject, but
these were all substantially smaller than increases for all multilin-
gual learners and similar to or smaller than increases for mono-
linguals (for additional details, see SOM Tables S6 and S7
available on the journal website).

Because NAEP is cross-sectional, changes in the multilingual-
monolingual achievement differences may be due to changes in
the composition of one or both groups across cohorts. Although
all such cohort effects cannot be captured, multiple regression
analyses were used to investigate whether the trends found were
explained by confounding differences in racial/ethnic composi-
tion and socioeconomic status (as indicated by national school
lunch program eligibility for both grades and student-reported
parental education for Grade 8). As shown in Table 1, when con-
trolling for these factors, achievement differences were much
smaller, but trends over time were similar. The monolingual-
multilingual difference declined notably over time even among
students from similar backgrounds, as indicated by changes in
adjusted standardized differences between 2003 and 2015 (.06
to —13 S$Ds) demonstrating similar magnitudes to unadjusted
standardized differences (—.10 to —.15 SDs). Results were also
similar when controlling for region of the country. (For addi-
tional details, see SOM Table S8 available on the journal
website.)

Discussion and Conclusions

Contrary to the dominant perception that multilingual students
have demonstrated little academic progress in recent years, our
findings indicate that this population demonstrated substan-
tially better reading and math achievement in 2015 than 2003.
Multilingual students’ scores have improved two to three times

as much as monolingual students” scores, narrowing the gap by
24% to 39% (or one-third to one-half of a grade level), depend-
ing on grade and subject. When contrasted with the flat trends
in current ELs’ scores (Figure 3; Carnoy & Garcia, 2017), these
results also illustrate how focusing exclusively on the current EL
subgroup can obscure the progress that educational systems
make in moving students toward English proficiency and higher
levels of academic achievement (Hopkins etal., 2013; Thompson
etal.,, 2017). In addition, by using a simple approach that can be
implemented with the user-friendly and publicly available
NAEP Data Explorer, we provide a model for how states and
large districts can investigate their own trends for multilingual
learners.

Although these data indicate that multilingual students are
achieving at higher levels now than in the past, they shed litde light
on why this is the case. Between 2003 and 2015, a wide variety of
changes in policies and practices affecting multilingual students
have been implemented. The time period studied corresponds to
the era of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), with a myriad of associ-
ated changes in accountability and instruction that likely affected
multdlingual students. Indeed, research suggests that one of the most
commonly reported effects of NCLB implementation was increased
attention to the performance and needs of ELs (e.g., Jennings &
Rentner, 2006). However, research also suggests many potentially
negative effects of NCLB on ELs achievement, such as inappropri-
ate use of assessments and incentivizing the exclusion of low-scoring
students (e.g., Darling-Hammond, 2007). Other observed impacts,
such as narrowing of the curriculum to the detriment of science,
social studies, the arts, and social-emotional learning (Darling-
Hammond, 2007), may have constrained students' educational
opportunities without negatively affecting reading and math scores
on a test in English. Meanwhile, a variety of policy and practice
changes at the state and district levels may also be associated with
closing of the achievement gap for multilingual students. For exam-
ple, during these years, dual language immersion programs, which
have shown positive effects on content-area achievement for ELs
(Steele et al., 2017; Valentino & Reardon, 2015), expanded rapidly
in many states (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). In addition,
multiple states expanded certification requirements for teachers of
ELs (Education Commission of the States, 2014), and this addi-
tional preparation may have better prepared teachers to meet multi-
lingual learners’ needs (Loeb, Soland, & Fox, 2014; Master, Loeb,
Whitney, 8 Wyckoff, 2016).

Future research that directly evaluates the relationship
between such policy and practice changes and multilingual stu-
dent achievement is needed. Nonetheless, the substantial recent
progress of multilingual students demonstrated here suggests
that the bundle of various changes that occurred have together
been more beneficial than harmful. As schools begin to imple-
ment the Every Student Succeeds Act, evaluating new policy
changes affecting multilingual students will be essential. This
study also sheds light on important limitations in NAEP. NAEP
variables did not allow us to describe trends specifically for the
ever EL subgroup—the stable group of both current and former
ELs (see the dashed-line ovals in Figure 1)—to capture the
effects of EL policies and practices more precisely (Thompson
et al., 2017). In addition, the multdlingual students did not
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Table 1
Standardized Differences in National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) Scores Between
Monolingual and Multilingual Students

Unadjusted Adjusted
Standardized Change in Standardized Change in
Difference Between Standardized Difference Between Standardized
Monolingual and Differences Since Monolingual and Differences Since
Multilingual Students 2003 Multilingual Students 2003
Grade 4 reading 2003 0.45*** 0.11**
2005 0.40*** -0.05 0.05*** -0.06
2007 0.40*** -0.05 0.05** -0.06
2009 0.40*** -0.05 0.06*** -0.04
2011 0.39*** -0.06 0.07*** -0.04
2013 0.37 -0.08 0.03* -0.08
2015 0.34* -0.10 0.04* -0.06
Grade 8 reading 2003 0.47%* 0.12%*
2005 0.43** -0.04 0.09%* -0.03
2007 0.47%* -0.01 0.11%* -0.01
2009 0.42%* -0.05 0.04* -0.08
2011 0.38** -0.09 0.04 -0.08
2013 0.39** -0.09 0.04* -0.08
2015 0.34** -0.13 0.001 -0.12
Grade 4 mathematics 2003 0.42** 0.10*
2005 0.36™* —-0.06 0.03* -0.07
2007 0.36** —-0.06 —-0.002 -0.10
2009 0.35** -0.07 0.01 -0.09
2011 0.34* -0.08 0.03* -0.07
2013 0.32* -0.10 0.02 -0.08
2015 0.27** -0.15 —0.02 -0.12
Grade 8 mathematics 2003 0.43** 0.10*
2005 0.39** -0.03 0.08* -0.02
2007 0.38** -0.05 0.02 -0.08
2009 0.38** -0.05 0.01 -0.09
2011 0.34** -0.09 0.001 -0.10
2013 0.33** -0.10 -0.005 -0.11
2015 0.28** -0.15 -0.03 -0.13

Note. Scores are unadjusted and adjusted for race/ethnicity and free-reduced lunch status in Grade 4 and adjusted for race/ethnicity, free-reduced lunch status, and
student-reported parental education level in Grade 8, and change in standardized differences since 2003.

*p< .05, **p < .01, **p < .001.

include all current ELs because a small portion reported speak-
ing a language other than English less than “most or all of the
time” (see SOM Table S1 and related text, available on the jour-
nal website). NAEP would be substantially improved by collect-
ing information on students’ former EL status and reporting an
aggregated ever EL category. This is not common practice in
many states and districts so may require local changes to data
management in addition to changes to NAEP. Despite these
limitations, by documenting the substantial recent progress of
multilingual students, this study challenges the dominant story-
line emphasizing the underachievement of these learners and
the failures of educational systems to meet their needs.
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"Here we use never ELs (English learners) to refer to a subset of
multilingual students, but it is worth noting that some analyses also



appropriately include monolingual English-speaking students in the
never ELs category.

“National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) does pro-
vide a three-category variable indicating a “formerly EL” value, but
this category is inconsistently applied across states and typically only
includes students who have been reclassified in the previous two years.
The small percentage of students reported to be in this category (e.g.,
only 1% of students nationally in both Grades 4 and 8 in 2015) sug-
gests that their results cannot be generalized to the much larger popula-
tion of former ELs.

3Comprehensive national data about the proportion of K~12 stu-
dents who are multilingual learners but were never classified as ELs are
not available. However, by combining different data sources, we can
estimate the size of this population. According to census data, between
2010 and 2015, between 21% and 22% of children between ages 5 and
17 spoke a language other than English at home and thus are multilin-
gual learners (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). This is similar to the propor-
tions of students in the NAEP samples who are multilingual during
this time period, as shown in Table S1 (available on the journal web-
site). Meanwhile, according to National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES) data, during this same time period, 17% of kindergarten-
ers were classified as English learners (NCES, 2016; this proportion
remained consistent between the 2008-2009 and 2014-2015 school
years). Students classified as ELs in kindergarten comprise the bulk of
the ever EL population since, as noted previously, new immigrants rep-
resent a small proportion of ELs. Thus, these data suggest that approxi-
mately 5% of students (the approximately 22% who are multilingual
learners minus the approximately 17% who were initially classified as
ELs) speak a language other than English at home but were never clas-
sified as ELs. While this is a rough estimate, it nonetheless suggests that
among multilingual learners, there are substantially more current and
former ELs than never ELs.
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