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Introduction
The current research project was initiated by several inquiries and growing interest from WIDA’s member states on the issue of
the rates of attainment of English language “proficiency” (“exit rates”) by their students. The definition of what is considered
“English proficient” for an English Language Learner is very much up for debate, and WIDA’s states have different criteria for
exiting their ELLs from ESL programs.* Furthermore, a preliminary state-by-state assessment of “proficiency attainment” rates
shows that these rates are often very different across WIDA’s states and also vary significantly within states across time. Despite
these differences, the rich and longitudinally-connected structure of the ACCESS dataset at WIDA allows us to identify and
evaluate growth patterns in ELL performance. The primary purpose of the current research brief is to explore and present the
patterns in rates of English language proficiency attainment across the WIDA consortium.

FIGURE 1 Cumulative “Proficiency Attainment” Rates, WIDA, 2007-2012
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Figure 1 presents the cumulative proficiency attainment rates
across the WIDA consortium for the 2007-2012 period. Each
of the lines represents a separate cohort of newly enrolled
ELLs. The dotted lines connect cohorts with equivalent years
of instruction. For example, following the cohort of ELLs that
started in 2006, we find that by the year 2012--after six years
of instruction—72% of ELLs in that cohort have reached a
“proficient” status on ACCESS. Similarly, for the 2011 cohort,
this rate is at about 12% after one year of instruction (the yellow
dot at the bottom-right corner).

Second, and perhaps most interestingly, the increasingly steeper
slopes of the dotted lines connecting equivalent amount of
instructional time across cohorts indicate an increase in the rates
of “proficiency attainment” over time. To put it differently, the
same amount of EL instruction yields higher rates of “proficiency
attainment” with ELLs in later starting cohorts. For example,
after three years of instruction, 40% of ELLs that started in 2006
were classified as proficient, while the rates after receiving an
equal amount of instruction stand at about 50% for the cohort
of ELLs that started in 2010.

Findings

Additional research looking at “exit rates” for individual
states, grades and clusters is required to accurately identify
the underlying reasons behind these seemingly increasing
“proficiency attainment” rates. In order to make inquiries and
further explore their own states’ “proficiency attainment” rates,
WIDA’s members and SEAs are encouraged to examine this issue
further with their own data systems.

Some important findings emerge from comparing the proficiency
attainment rates within and across cohorts. First, the most
significant gains in “proficiency attainment” are observed
during the first four years of instruction, with the cumulative
“proficiency attainment” rates ranging from 50-60%. This figure
is generally consistent with the timeframe that the literature on
English language acquisition delineates for ELLs’ attainment of
English language “proficiency.” See references below.
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* For the purposes of the current study, ELLs were classified as “proficient” (or “exited”) upon reaching a Composite Proficiency Level
of 5.0, as reflected by their Composite Scale Scores on ACCESS. The value of 5.0 was chosen based on several WIDA Consortium
states’ English language proficiency “exit” criterion used for Title III accountability purposes. ELLs that “dropped” out of the ESL
program without reaching “proficiency” were excluded from this analysis. The exclusion of dropped students almost certainly introduces
bias in analyses; however, without further information, the direction and magnitude of this bias is unknown. Results from this analysis
should be viewed as preliminary or suggestive rather than definitive.
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