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Guidance on Annual Measurable Achievement
Objectives
Title III of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act (2001) requires State Education
Agencies (SEAs) to develop progress and attainment benchmarks, called Annual
Measurable Achievement Objectives (AMAOs) for English language learners (ELLs).
Federal legislation (§3122 of NCLB) outlines three types of AMAO criteria.
AMAO 1 (Progress): at a minimum, districts must assure annual increases in the
number or percentage of children making progress in learning English;
“In our view, setting
AMAO policies without
understanding how
second language
learning occurs is
fraught with
problems.”

AMAO 2 (Proficiency): at a minimum, districts must assure annual increases in
the number or percentage of children attaining English proficiency by the end of
each school year; and
AMAO 3 (AYP): districts assure the ELL students are making adequate yearly
progress on the state’s academic content assessments.
This Research Brief summarizes a study conducted by the Wisconsin Center for
Education Research examining AMAO criteria. It provides guidance to WIDA
Consortium states on setting AMAOs, focusing on AMAO 1 and 2. This research
draws much of its direction from Linquanti & George (2007).

Theory & Data
What do we know about the second language acquisition of students for whom
AMAO policies are created? In our view, setting AMAO policies without
understanding how second language learning occurs is fraught with
problems. We may want students to grow faster in their acquisition of English, but
as seen in second language acquisition research, some linguistic features take time
to master. Demanding that students or language programs “move students along,”
in some cases, belies the very nature of language learning and is unreasonable and
unrealistic. The converse is also true; student growth expectations could be set
abysmally low, so low in fact that students would be permitted to take inordinately
long to learn English. According to Scarcella (2003), such low expectations have
severe economic consequence and do a disservice to students. The goal is to find
expectations that are reasonable but challenging. We believe this can be achieved
by keeping in mind what we know about child second language acquisition and by
examining real students’ data. Both approaches provide information to set
reasonable, realistic expectations.

AMAO 1-Progress
The progress AMAO criterion outlines the rate at which ELL students make progress
in English. Five decisions must be made to establish AMAO 1 criteria:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Determine scoring metric to be used to measure growth,
Determine annual growth target,
Set the starting point for AMAO 1 targets,
Set the ending point for AMAO 1 targets, and
Determine annual rate of growth.

With the ACCESS for ELLs® assessment, three metrics are possible: proficiency
scores, proficiency decimal scores and scale scores. It is important to look at actual
data to establish an annual growth target. The bar chart below shows student
progress across a three year period.
Figure 1: Percent of Students Gaining One or More Proficiency Levels in One Year by
Grade Band and Proficiency Level
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An important observation from this graph is students at lower proficiency levels
grow faster than students at higher proficiency levels AND students in lower grades
grow faster than students at higher grades. Said differently, lower is faster and
higher is slower. We recommend setting the AMAO 1 starting point at the value
associated with district(s) at the 20th percentile. We recommend setting the ending
point at the district value associated with the 75th percentile. Finally, you must
determine a projected timeline for districts to improve student progress. The
question to be answered here is how long should districts have to get to the ending
point? One immediate time point would be the year 2014, which is the Title I
deadline. Recall that the end point does not have to be 100%, but 2014 may be too
soon. This is a discussion you must have will stakeholder groups, and you must be
mindful to federal requirements.

AMAO 2-Proficiency
The proficiency criterion establishes what English language proficiency means.
States may choose a variety of criteria to establish proficiency. The focus here is on
using data from ACCESS to help in that process. Five decisions must be made
when establishing AMAO 2 criteria:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Define the English proficient level,
Determine the cohort of ELLs for analysis,
Set the starting point for AMAO 2 targets,
Set the ending point for AMAO 2 targets, and
Determine the rate of annual growth.

The last three decisions are similar to those made with AMAO 1. Key elements for
establishing AMAO 2 criteria are determining English proficiency and establishing
accountable cohorts for AMAO 2.
We suggest the following activities be considered when setting English language
proficiency:
1.
2.

Empanel ELL stakeholder experts to define what AMAO 2 English language
proficiency means,
Correlate the state’s reading and mathematics test data to ACCESS scores
and determine which performance is predictive of success on the reading
and math assessments, and

3.

Identify ELL students who successfully participate in class without
substantial English language support and identify which ACCESS proficiency
level(s) that represents.

Based on WCER’s study of AMAOs, we suggest the following groups of students as
possible AMAO 2 cohorts:
1. ELLs who were at a WIDA proficiency level of 2.5 or higher in the previous
year,
2. ELLs who were at a WIDA proficiency level of less than 2.5 and who first
enrolled in US schools four or more years ago,
3. ELLs who were at a WIDA proficiency level of less than 2.5 in the prior year
and in US schools less than four years who reach the English proficient level
in the current year.
In these criteria, ELLs who have a WIDA proficiency level of 2.5 or less are excluded
from AMAO 2 calculations. The level of 2.5 was chosen because from WCER’s study,
few students (less thank 1.5%) were predicted to be proficient (at a level of 5.0 or
greater) on one year. This proficiency level may differ based on your state. We
recommend conducting your own analysis to establish cohorts.
It is important to note that AMAO cohort definitions are still under
discussion by the US Department of Education, and that states may be
required to include all ELLs in AMAO 2 calculations.

Alternate Approaches to Setting AMAO Criteria
Two alternate approaches to establishing AMAO 1 criteria might also be considered.
They differ from methods utilized by Linquanti and George, and it is unclear how
consistent they would be with current federal law. Certainly, they speak to the
intent of Title III legislation, if not exactly to the letter.
GROWTH NORMALZATION
The fist approach is called Growth Normalization. The mantra for student second
language growth outlined in this paper is lower is faster, higher is slower. As a
result, different expectations were applied to different grade-bands and proficiency
levels. Another approach would be to create a common metric that “normalizes” or
places different growth expectations upon the same scale.
PREDICTIVE GROWTH
Another method of identifying AMAO 1 expectations is to establish growth
expectations by fitting a mixed linear model to available test data. This provides
estimates of the differing growth trajectories for different proficiency levels in a
grade band. In essence, you are predicting the nature of student growth. A
necessary requirement for this model is an interval, vertically scaled scoring metric.
This procedure cannot be applied to proficiency levels or proficiency level decimals
scores.
For more detail on the information provided in this brief, see Cook, Boals, Wilmes,
and Santos (2007) and Linquanti and George (2007).
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