
Research	Brief

5	minute	read

Nationwide English Learner 
Reclassification Policies and 
Processes

How do English Learner reclassification policies and 
processes differ across states? 

English Learner (EL) reclassification policies are critical 
mechanisms within the educational system, establishing the 
benchmarks for students attaining English proficiency. These 
policies, which vary significantly not only between states but also 
within them, determine when English Learner students can 
transition out of targeted language support services. Such 
variability in policy can lead to significant disparities in 
educational outcomes and integration for EL students, with 
policies ranging from single criterion assessments to complex, 
multifaceted criteria that incorporate academic performance 
measures beyond language proficiency, such as in California.

How do varied reclassification policies impact EL services?
Across the United States, the approach to EL reclassification 

is characterized by a broad spectrum of standards that determine 
how English proficiency is demonstrated and assessed. By 2023, 
33 states implemented reclassification based strictly on 
English Language Proficiency (ELP) assessments. Other states 
(e.g., California, Colorado, Texas, Florida, New York, and others) 
incorporated additional criteria such as academic performance, 
which introduces a complex mosaic of standards that influence EL 
educational trajectories significantly. This divergence often leads 
to unequal opportunities for EL students to demonstrate language 
proficiency and progress academically.
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What do we learn from a detailed examination of reclassification policy structures?
The report by Morales & Lepper (2024) explores the correlation between varied reclassification 

policy structures and the demographic and academic characteristics of the EL populations across states. 
By categorizing states according to the complexity of their reclassification criteria—from those with a 
single ELP criterion to those incorporating multiple and non-ELP criteria—this analysis sheds light on 
how different frameworks support or hinder EL students.

Policy Complexity related to EL Demographics:
• States with more complex reclassification criteria tend to have a larger proportion of EL

students. This suggests that these states have developed robust systems to support a significant EL
population, indicating a direct correlation between policy complexity and the demographic realities
of EL students and their needs in these regions. For instance, states such as Florida and Texas are
illustrative of this trend, with their comprehensive policies closely tailored to the needs of their
significant EL populations. Notably, Florida demonstrates one of the lower proportions of long-term
EL students, an outcome that contrasts sharply with states that employ fewer and more simplistic
reclassification criteria.

Growth and Prevalence of EL Students:
• An analysis of EL growth patterns reveals that states with simpler reclassification criteria often

witness more significant increases in EL populations. Also, less stringent reclassification
facilitates a quicker transition to English proficiency, impacting EL prevalence rates across
the state.

Long-Term EL Status and Policy Structures:
• States with multiple criteria for reclassification tend to have higher incidences of long-term

EL students. This implies that while comprehensive policies might be thorough, they could extend
the duration of language support needed, potentially delaying EL students’ full integration into
regular academic settings.

Variability in State Policies:
• The diversity of state approaches to EL reclassification reflects varying educational priorities and

experiences. Notably, states with larger and more established EL populations typically adopt
more complex reclassification policies, likely reflecting a nuanced understanding of the specific
needs and challenges faced by EL students, exemplifying a trend toward adopting multifaceted
reclassification criteria. These policies go beyond basic language proficiency tests to include
academic performance metrics, such as grade-level achievements and subject-specific
understanding, reflecting a holistic view of student readiness. This approach acknowledges the
complex interplay between language acquisition and academic competency, ensuring policies are
sufficiently responsive to the diverse educational needs and challenges of EL students.

What are some recommendations for improving reclassification practices for English Learners?
The analysis underscores the necessity for continuous refinement and evaluation of reclassification 

policies to align more closely with the dynamic needs of EL populations. Adjusting these policies could 
enable states to better facilitate the academic success and integration of EL students by ensuring they 
achieve English proficiency in a timely and effective manner.
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Enhance Policy Clarity and Consistency:
• There is a critical need for clearer and more consistent reclassification criteria across states to ensure

that all stakeholders, including educators, students, and parents, understand and can effectively
engage with these processes.

Adopt Flexible Policy Frameworks:
• States should consider adaptive policies that can respond promptly to demographic and educational

changes, ensuring that EL support remains relevant and effective.

Support Collaborative Research:
• Further collaborative research is needed to explore the longitudinal impacts of reclassification

policies on EL outcomes. This requires an ongoing partnership between educational researchers and
practitioners to ensure that policies are informed by current, comprehensive data and effective
practices.

Overall, this comprehensive summary delves into the intricacies of EL reclassification policies across the 
nation, aiming to equip district leaders and stakeholders with the nuanced understanding necessary for 
strategic decision-making. The inclusion of non-academic criteria in several states – like socio-economic 
conditions, parental engagement, and community resources – highlights a strategy in policy design that 
considers a broader array of factors influencing EL students' educational journeys. Evaluating the impact 
of these factors is crucial as they can either accelerate or impede the reclassification process, potentially 
leading to prolonged periods of support or premature mainstreaming. Investigating these dynamics will 
offer invaluable insights, aiding policymakers in refining reclassification frameworks to better serve the 
educational growth and integration of English Learners. By fostering policies that consider both academic 
and non-academic factors, states can better align reclassification criteria with the real-world complexities 
facing EL students, promoting fairness and effectiveness in educational practices.
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