Are Children Ready for the Mainstream After One Year of Structured English Immersion?

by Stephen Krashen

California’s Proposition 227 and Arizona’s Proposition 203 allow only 1 year for limited English proficient (LEP) children to acquire enough English to do regular class work in the mainstream.  Furthermore, 227 and 203 specify that the methodology used to teach these students must be either sheltered English immersion or structured immersion.  Sheltered English immersion is not a term in current use in the language education profession but is rather a confusing combination of terms.  Sheltered subject matter teaching is a method in which second language learners are taught subject matter in a comprehensible way.  It is used with intermediate, not beginning level, second language students.  It is a valuable part of programs for LEP children and is used as a transition between the first language component and the mainstream.

I will assume, however, that structured or sheltered English immersion means a program that is overwhelmingly in English and one in which teachers attempt to make subject matter comprehensible in English to LEP children.

Previous to the passage of these initiatives was plenty of published evidence showing that 1 year of instruction was hopelessly inadequate, regardless of the approach used.  Recent evidence confirms this as well.  The following examples focus on programs that have used the kind of methodology called for by Propositions 227 and 203.

Evidence available before 227 and 203 included a University of California at Riverside study done by Douglas Mitchell, Tom Destino, and Tira Karan (1997).  They reported that English learners in a 227-style immersion program only improved from 2.18 to 2.84 on a 1-5 scale in 1 year, where 4 = sufficient English proficiency to survive in the mainstream.  After a second year, their rating was only 3.24.

There was also data from the well-known Ramirez report (1992) in which professor David Ramirez of California State University at Long Beach reported that children in immersion were nowhere near ready for the mainstream after a single year, even though 70% knew some English before they started school.  At the end of first grade (2 years of immersion), only 21% reached the redesignation standard, and at the end of the second grade, only 38% achieved this letter.

What Has Happened Since the Passage of 227 and 203?

Kevin Clark (1999), in a report published by the Institute for Research in English Acquisition and Development (READ), provided data on a full academic year of progress in the Orange Unified School District of California, under a sheltered English immersion approach.  According to his report, 84% of the children studied already had some English competence at the beginning of the year.  Nevertheless, by the end of the year, only 47% had reached a level where they could even handle modified instruction in English – and of those, 30% were already at this level at the beginning of the year (Krashen & McQuillan, 1999; McQuilland, 1998).

The New York City Board of Education (2000) implemented a program very similar to the program called for by Arizona’s 203 and that provided by California’s 227.  of those entering the system at kindergarten, only 44% acquired enough English to enter the mainstream after 1 year.  Figures for those entering later are lower:  24% of those entering in first grade, 28% of those entering in second grade, and 16% of those entering in third grade acquired enough English to enter the mainstream after 1 year.

Because of Proposition 227, 88% of California’s LEP children are now in all-English programs.  If Proposition 227 had kept its promise, no student would still be considered LEP after 1 academic year in California schools.  According to data released by the California State Department of Education in Spring 2001, 2 academic years after 227 was passed, 877,031 students in Grades 2-11 have been in school for more than 1 year and are still classified as LEP.  Proposition 227 has clearly failed to deliver.  In fact, it has failed 877,031 times in California.

Supporters of immersion proclaim the Oceanside district in California to be the purist and most enthusiastic in terms of applying Proposition 227.  In Oceanside, a total of 3,258 children were still considered LEP after 1 or more years in the program. This figure represents 88% of the LEP children in the district and is nearly identical to statewide figures.

It is very interesting to note that Oceanside’s current plan for English learners provides for much more than the 1 year of immersion called for by Proposition 227.  The plan includes 1 year of structured English immersion, but immersion is supplemented by a bridge program that, according to the district, is designed to last for 1 year.

In its plan for English learners, Oceanside states that the ideal time sequence consists of 1 year of structured English immersion followed by 2 years of the bridge program.  The plan also notes that some children may need an extra year of structured English immersion and/or bridge, bringing the maximum to 5 years.

It is also important to note that the bridge component is not mainstreaming.  Students in the bridge program are not yet ready for instruction designed for native speakers of English and have not been redesignated:  The Oceanside plan states that in the bridge program, “teachers . . . are preparing students for redesignation to Fluent English proficient and their exit to the mainstream program” (Oceanside Unified School district, 2000, p. 11).  Clearly, Oceanside does not expect students to be ready for regular instruction in the mainstream after 1 year of structured English immersion.  Rather, the district expects that it will take 3-5 years before this happens.  And the Oceanside redesignation standard (23rd percentile on SAT9 Total Reading) is not a high one.

Oceanside’s policy of allowing 3-5 years of preparation before mainstreaming is of course reasonable.  But it is interesting that even the champions of Proposition 227 recognize that 1 year is not nearly enough.

Postscript:  I presented some of this research in a debate with Ron Unz (the author of Proposition 227) on April 14, 1998, in San Francisco.  He did not comment on the studies, but only said that the 1-year period is not rigid and can be extended:  “If it takes longer, that’s fine.”  The fact is, however, that both Proposition 203 and 227 state that sheltered English immersion will be done “during a temporary transition period not normally intended to exceed one year.”  Those wishing to avoid litigation will certainly stick to this:  Districts will make policy and courts will make rulings based on what is written in the initiatives, not on Mr. Unz’s interpretation.  And the 1-year period is not just a little short of the mark – it is very, very far off the mark.

