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What is the Scope of Connecticut’s Need for
English Language Services in Schools?

The state of Connecticut has a diverse population.
Many of its residents are recent immigrants who have
limited English language skills. Recent data from the
U.S. Census reveal that almost 450,000 Connecticut
residents are foreign—born.2 Of this foreign-born
population, over 40 percent immigrated to the United
States from Latin America.” The top ten countries of
origin for those who immigrated to Connecticut
between 2006 and 2008 were Jamaica, Poland, India,
Mexico, Italy, China, Canada, Ecuador, Brazil, and the
United Kingdom.*

In addition to having large numbers of foreign-born
immigrants, Connecticut also has a large Puerto Rican
community: 2.4 percent (86,118) of Connecticut’s
residents were born in Puerto Rico, making
Connecticut the state with the highest proportion of
Puerto Rican-born citizens.’

Because so many of Connecticut’s residents are from
regions where English is not the primary language
spoken, it follows that many of the state’s adults and
children do not use English as their primary language.
According to the most recent Census data,
approximately 250,000 Connecticut residents age five
and older (7.6%) spoke English “less than very well.”
Of those people possessing limited English skills,
approximately 7.8 percent were children between the
ages of 5 and 17.

For the 2007-2008 school year, the Connecticut State
Department of Education reported that more than
72,000 students (13%) were dominant in a language
other than English.® Of these students, 41 percent
(29,879 students) were identified as English language
learners (ELLs), meaning that they are eligible for
English language services provided by their school
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district.” The number of students in need of language
support services has grown in the past few years."’

Who Are Our Language Learning Students?

The most common non-English language spoken by
Connecticut schoolchildren is Spanish. Seventy-one
percent of ELL students are Hispanic.11 Over 21,000
ELL students in Connecticut speak Spanish as a
primary language.'” The second most common non-
English language spoken by ELL students in the state
is Portuguese (1,149 students), followed by Chinese,
Polish, and Creole-Haitian." Overall, more than 150
languages are spoken by Connecticut’s public school
students. "

ELL students are significantly more likely than their
peers to be from low-income families. During the
2007-2008 school year, 25.6 percent of the non-ELL
student population qualified for free or reduced
lunch; during this same school year, 70 percent of
ELL students qualified for free or reduced price
lunch."”

Which Schools Serve ELL Students?

Although Connecticut’s sixteen poorest and highest
need districts, which include 8 of the state’s ten
largest cities, serve only 29% of Connecticut’s total
student population, these same schools serve 73% of
the total ELL student population.'® The
concentration of ELL students in urban centers is,
unsurprisingly, correlated with the concentration of
immigrants in these same regions. Neatly half of
Connecticut’s immigrants live in Hartford and New
Haven counties."” It is worth noting, however, that
there are many ELL students in districts throughout
the state."®

How Are ELL Students Identified?
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 requires all
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school districts to identify those ELL students whose
lack of English skills deny them the ability to
“meaningfully participate in the regular educational
environment.”" In addition, Connecticut state law
mandates that all local school districts must annually
ascertain which students in the district are eligible for
bilingual education programs, and classify these
students according to their dominant language. *’

In Connecticut, the State Board of Education
recommends that schools administer a three-question
survey (often called the “Home Language Survey”) to
all children at time of enrollment within the district. *
This survey simply asks what was the first language
spoken by the child, what is the primary language
spoken by the parents, and what is the primary
language spoken at home by the student. Students
who return survey responses indicating a dominant
language other than English will then either be
observed or may take a dual language test to make a
final determination of their dominant language.*
Once this final determination has been completed,
students who are found to have a dominant language
other than English are then assessed to determine
their English proficiency. This proficiency assessment
may be completed through the use of a standardized
English proficiency test, and may include an oral
interview, and/or an examination of student records
to assess English proficiency. *

If it is determined that the student’s English
proficiency is insufficient “to assure equal educational
opportunity in the regular school program,” that child
is classified as an “eligible student” for programs for
ELLs.* The child’s parents are then invited to enroll
their child in some form of this programming, with
the type of service and support depending on the
needs of the child and the programs offered by the
school.” However, although this is the identification
process recommended by the State Board of
Education, it should be noted that school districts
have much discretion in identifying ELLs.*

Each year, by federal and state law, ELL students’
English proficiency must be reassessed by the
school.”” In Connecticut, the standardized test used to
annually assess English language proficiency is the
“Language Assessment Scales (LAS) Links.”*
Although students become ineligible for certain
programs after 30 months, students remain eligible
for some form of language transition support services
as long as they score below the state’s English
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proficiency standard (termed “mastery” by the
state.)”

State Policy for Educating English Language
Learners

The state has identified several types of programs that
can be offered to ELL students, including:

Bilingual edncation. Public schools with populations of
20 or more ELL students who share a common
primary language are required to provide a distinct
program of bilingual education for those students.”
In these classes, students are instructed in English
language usage and subject matter content using a
mixture of English and the students’ native language.
Schools have discretion to decide when English will
be used in the bilingual curriculum and when
instruction will be given in the students’ native
language. The use of English language instruction
increases gradually throughout the course of the
bilingual program. By the end of the first program
year, at least 50 percent of subject area instruction
must be presented in English.” Students are able to
enroll in bilingual courses for no more than 30 non-
consecutive months.”

Teachers of bilingual education courses must meet
the standard certification requirements for teaching in
a Connecticut public school™ and must a/w: (1)
complete 18 semester hours of credit in bilingual
education from an accredited university; (2) prove
proficiency in English reading and writing through a
sufficient score on the PRAXIS I-Pre-Professional
Skills Test (PPST); (3) demonstrate knowledge of the
foreign language that they wish to teach by successful
completion of the American Council of Teaching of
Foreign Language’s (ACTFL) oral and written exam;
and (4) receive certification in a specific subject area
(i.e. math, science, history, or elementary education).™

The structure of bilingual programs varies from
school to school depending on each school’s unique
student population and available resources. Schools
use discretion when grouping students into bilingual
classes: some schools may group together ELL
students by age regardless of English proficiency,
whereas other schools will create mixed aged groups
of ELL students with similar proficiency levels. While
schools may choose to have bilingual classes meet
five days a week for entire school days, in most
instances, schools offer bilingual courses only at
regular periodic intervals. For example, in one school,
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first grade ELL students may meet in their distinct
bilingual classes all day Monday, and attend first grade
general education (“mainstream”) classes the rest of
the week, while second grade ELL students may have
their bilingual classes Tuesday and attend second
grade general education classes the rest of the week.
In another school, students may attend bilingual
classes for one or more periods each school day, and
attend general education classes for the remainder of
the day. General education teachers may have the
option of using Teachers of English of a Second
Language (TESOL)-certified teachers,”
paraprofessional™, tutors and/or reading specialists
who have received training in ESL for additional
support if their ELL students are struggling when
they are not in their bilingual classes.

In high schools, students may take a content class as a
bilingual education class only if a content-certified
bilingual teacher is available.” If there is no bilingual
teacher certified in a particular content area, ELL
students will be enrolled in a general education class
in that subject area, where instruction is given in
English and the class is comprised of students at all
levels of English proficiency, including native English
speakers. In these situations, ELL students may
receive supplemental help in this subject area from a
certified bilingual education teacher or TESOL-
certified teacher so long as that teacher is not the
primary instructor.

English as a second langnage (ESL) programs. When there
are not enough students who share a dominant
language to create a separate bilingual class, students
may receive individual “English as a second language
(ESL)” support services from a teacher who is
TESOL-certified. Students receiving ESL services
may be pulled out of general education classes to
receive help from a TESOL-certified teacher or may
receive supplemental help from a tutor or TESOL-
certified teacher in their general education class.
TESOL teachers may work with ELL students in any
subject area to develop English language acquisition
as long as the students’ main content instruction is
delivered by a subject-endorsed certified teacher.

Language transition support services ('ISS). This program
is available to students who have exceeded the 30-
month cap in a bilingual program but are not yet
scoring at the “English mastery standard” level on
their English language assessments.” It is intended to
serve as a “‘bridge” from bilingual programs to general
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education classes.” These students are often placed in
classes where instruction is delivered in English but
where other language services are available on an as-
needed basis.*” These services are similar to ESL
services and may include after-school tutoring, testing
accommodations, and homework assistance.*!
Families of students in these programs may also
receive language support services from the school as
part of the child’s program.* Students may remain in
LTSS programming until they meet the English
mastery standard and achieve the proficient level on
the LAS Links test.”

Sheltered English. In “sheltered English” courses
instruction is given in English but the class
population is composed entirely of ELL students.
These courses may be offered as part of an ESL or
LTSS program. In these courses, teachers may adopt
specific teaching methods to aid ELL students, such
as targeted vocabulary usage, slower speech,
repetition, and use of visuals. They use their students’
native languages sparingly, if at all.** These teachers
may have bilingual education or TESOL certification
but such certification is not required as long as they
hold a traditional teaching certificate and have
received training in sheltered instruction.

English immersion. While not an official program for
ELL students, English immersion is an option offered
to the parents of these students. In full English
immersion courses, ELL students are placed in
traditional classes where the teacher delivers all
content in English and where no formal language
support services are implemented.*

Dual language programs. In these programs, all students
in a class (both native English-speaking students and
ELL students) take half of their coursework in
English and half of their coursework in another
language (usually the dominant language of the ELL
students). These programs are often focused on
promoting multicultural understanding and
bilingualism in all students. These programs are
always offered as opt-in programs within schools or
operate as curriculum for magnet schools that
students choose to attend.

Strategies Used in Connecticut’s Schools

As already discussed, teachers providing bilingual and
ESL services must meet certain state-mandated
certification requirements, and schools with
populations of 20 or more ELL students who share a
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common primary language must provide separate
bilingual classes for these students. However, beyond
these constraints, school districts have great latitude
over which programs and strategies they provide for
their ELL students. The following are examples of
programs currently in use in the state.

(1) In Bridgeport, Bassick High School has
created distinct bilingual classes tailored to
address the English skill level and educational
experiences of ELL students. For at-risk ELL
students who have not received any formal
education, or who have repeated grades or
had interrupted schooling, Bassick provides
the “reception center” program. In this
program, students receive instruction in all
academic content areas, by means of
specialized curricula that use both English and
their native language. For recent immigrants
over the age of 15 who have had some formal
education but possess “severe academic
deficiencies,” Bassick offers a slightly less
intense program called the “new arrival
center” that helps students function in the
general education classroom and offers
continuing remedial services to students who
have completed the program and enrolled in
general education classes, but who need
tutorial help. Bassick also offers leveled
(beginning, intermediate, and advanced)
bilingual English language arts courses.*

(2) Waterbury schools use ESL teaching
strategies which promote students’ “Cognitive
Academic Language Proficiency” and “Basic
Interpersonal Communications Skills.”*’ The
former focuses on the linguistic skills needed
to complete academic work. The latter seeks
to teach students how to use their English
language skills in social and informal
interactions.” Teachers are expected to
incorporate content area vocabulary lessons
into their reading and writing activities, but
most make literacy development their main
focus.

(3) East Hartford High School offers basic,
intermediate, and advanced ESL classes.
Students who have very limited English skills
usually take three ESL classes and a few
general education classes. As their English
skills develop, they take more general
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education classes. East Hartford High School
also provides an ESL social studies class and a
ESL low-level math class, as well as extra
assistance to Spanish speakers through a
bilingual study skills program.*

(4) Currently dual language programs are offered
in schools in Hartford, New Britain, New
Haven, New London, Norwalk, and
Windham. While all of these schools teach
courses in both English and Spanish, the
structure and curriculum does vary among
schools.” At the John C. Daniels School in
New Haven and the Regional Multicultural
Magnet School in New London, all students
take courses taught in both English and
Spanish.” In Hartford and Norwalk, the dual
language program is just a subcomponent of
the larger school curriculum and students
must opt into the program.””

Removing Barriers to Services for ELL Students
It is imperative that high quality, accessible services be
available to the ELL student population in
Connecticut. With the many variations in this kind of
programming that exist throughout the state, it is
essential that families be made fully aware of the
opportunities available within their school districts.
Furthermore, efforts should be expended to identify
and promote current best practices for these
programs, reducing disparities in program quality
between school districts. Quality education for ELL
students promotes the achievement of Connecticut’s
children and thereby contributes to the future success
of Connecticut.

! Marie Salazar Glowski, Bilingual/ELL Education Consultant,

Bureau of Accountability and Improvement, Connecticut State

Department of Education, has reviewed this paper and

confirmed that it accurately portrays the state of education for

English language learners in Connecticut. The authors offer her
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2 Conn. Gen. Stat. Sec. 10-17f(d). Available at:
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/cwp/view.asp?a=2618&q=321160.
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math and reading section of the Connecticut Mastery Test
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rces/revised english mastery standard 10-1-03.pdf. See also,
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