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Abstract

One of the most commonly asked questions about the education of language minority
students is how long they need special services, such as English-as-a-Second-Language (ESL)
and bilingual education. Under the U. S. Supreme Court’s interpretation of the Civil Rights Act
in Lau v. Nichols (1974), local school districts and states have an obligation to provide
appropriate services to limited-English-proficient students (in California now referred to as EL or
English leamer students), but policymakers have long debated setting time limits for students to
receive such services.

The purpose of this paper is to pull together findings that directly address this question.
This study reports on data from four different school districts to draw conclusions on how long it
takes students to develop oral and academic English proficiency. Academic English proficiency
refers to the ability to use language in academic contexts, which is particularly important for
long-term success in school. Two of the data sets are from two school districts in the San
Francisco Bay Area and the other two are based on summary data from reports by researchers in
Canada. The data were used to analyze various forms of English proficiency as a function of
length of exposure to English.

The clear conclusion emerging from these data sets is that even in two California districts
that are considered the most successful in teaching English to LEP students, oral proficiency
takes 3 to 5 years to develop, and academic English proficiency can take 4 to 7 years. The data
from the two school districts in Canada offer corroboration. Indeed, these estimates of the time it
takes may be underestimates, because only students who remained the same district since
kindergarten were included. While critics of bilingual education have claimed that use of the
native language delays the acquisition of English (a claim that is without foundation in the
academic literature on bilingualism), it is worth noting that only one of the three districts offered
bilingual education.

The analysis also revealed continuing and widening gap between EL students and native
English speakers. The gap illustrates the daunting task facing these students, who not only have
to acquire oral and academic English, but also have to keep pace with native English speakers,
who continue to develop their language skills. It may simply not be possible, within the
constraints of the time available in regular formal school hours, to offer efficient instruction that
would enable the EL students to catch up with the rest. Alternatives such as special summer and
after-school programs may be needed.

The results suggest that policies that assume rapid acquisition of English — the extreme
case being Proposition 227 that explicitly calls for “sheltered English immersion during a
temporary transition period not normally intended to exceed one year” — are wildly unrealistic.

A much more sensible policy would be one that sets aside the entire spectrum of the elementary
grades as the realistic range within which English acquisition is accomplished, and plans a
balanced curriculum that pays attention not just to English, but to the full array of academic
needs of the students,



o

One of the most commonly asked guestions about the education of language minority
students is how long they need special language services, such as English-as-a-Second-Language
(ESL) and bilingual education. Under the U. S. Supreme Court’s interpretation of the Civil
Rights Act in Lau v. Nichols (1974), local school districts and states have an obligation to
provide appropriate services to limited-English-proficient students (LEP, also referred to English
language-learners and in California as English Jeamers or ELs), but policymakers have long
debated setting time limits for students to receive such services. For example, the question of
imposing time limits on services funded through Title VII (Bilingual Education) of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act has been a recurring and passionately debated issue in
each reauthorization (Crawford, 1999). The Washington Post columnist Noel Epstein (1977)
boldly framed his assumptions about this most important question as follows:

Actually, it can take anywhere from a matter of weeks to six years for a student in

a bilingual program to acquire a basic proficiency in English. This depends
largely on whether English is introduced slowly or quickly (p. 25).

The purpose of this paper is to bring together some analyses and present new data that directly
address the length of time it takes for English learners to attain proficiency in English.

This paper follows on precedent-setting research by Collier (1987, 1995), Cummins
(1981), and Mitchell, Destino and Karam (1997) who report estimates of up to 10 years before
students are fully proficient in English, i.e., are fully competitive in the academic uses of English
with their age-equivalent, native English-speaking peers. Our paper builds on these findings by
reporting data that graphically display English proficiency development as a function of time of
exposure to English.

What is Meant by Language Proficiency?
An early characterization of second language acquisition was that it was a recapitulation

of first language acquisition (Dulay and Burt, 1973). Because first language acquisition takes






