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Introduction and Policy Background
EL classification is a legally required status for multilingual public-school students in K–12 schools who 
meet federal requirements for language support services. By law, the EL category is designed to be 
temporary. As students develop proficiency in English and no longer need or benefit from supplemental 
language supports, students are exited from the category. The process of exiting EL status is called 
reclassification and, in California, has been governed by a combination of federal, state, and local rules.

Federal law requires that states use standardized statewide procedures for entry and exit into the EL 
category. At a minimum, those procedures must include an annual assessment of each EL-classified 
student’s ELP using an assessment that measures English speaking, listening, reading, and writing skills.1 
Federal law leaves the selection of the ELP assessment, the setting of one or more thresholds on that 
assessment, and any additional rules related to reclassification up to individual states. Most U.S. states 

Summary
California law regarding the reclassification of English learners (ELs) to English-proficient status is 
complex, though recent legislation has brought greater simplicity. Prior to the passage of this legislation, 
California was unique among states, requiring students to meet four criteria based on English language 
proficiency (ELP), teacher evaluation, parent consultation, and academic performance. The academic 
performance, or “basic skills,” criterion was determined by locally established English language arts (ELA) 
thresholds, potentially prolonging EL classification. This brief examines how districts operationalized 
the academic criterion and how continued EL classification due to the academic threshold related to 
students’ academic and behavioral outcomes. Results showed that multilingual students faced varied 
reclassification criteria depending on where they attended school. We also found limited alignment—with 
only 13% of students meeting both in the same year—between ELP and basic skills criteria passage. In 
particular, rural and middle grade students were frequently held in EL status by their basic skills scores. 
However, extended EL classification did not consistently help or hinder students’ academic achievement 
or attendance. The brief concludes with policy considerations for supporting simplified, statewide 
reclassification criteria.

The report on which this brief is based can be found here.
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(33 states) use only their ELP exam to determine reclassification eligibility. Across these states, some 
require a single overall ELP score as the sole reclassification criterion (24 states), while others require 
that students meet thresholds on specific proficiency domains (reading, writing, speaking, and listening) 
within that assessment (9 states).2 Until recently, seven states, including California, Florida, and Texas, 
did not limit reclassification criteria to the state ELP assessment. Instead, they required additional criteria 
such as academic criteria (academic test scores or proficiency levels and/or course grades or grade 
point averages) and/or teacher, parent, or administrator approval. California recently changed its laws 
around this.

California had been alone in requiring four separate reclassification criteria areas, areas that have been in 
place since 1976. Specifically, California state statute had required (1) that a student receives a minimum 
summative proficiency level of 4 (“proficient”) on the state’s ELP assessment, the English Language 
Proficiency Assessments for California (ELPAC); (2) teacher evaluation, including, but not limited to, an 
evaluation of a student’s curricular mastery, an evaluation that is locally determined but that can involve a 
tool developed by the state called the Observation Protocol for Teachers of English Learners; (3) parental 
opinion and consultation as per a locally determined process; and (4) a locally determined measure of 
a student’s basic skills in ELA relative to English-proficient students. These criteria were additive, not 
substitutive, meaning that a student was required to meet all four criteria to be eligible for reclassification. 
Also noteworthy, three of the four criteria (criteria 2 through 4) were locally determined by individual 
school districts.3

Our research was conducted prior to the passage of AB 2555 and focused specifically on the 4th criterion, 
the basic skills criterion. The California Department of Education (CDE) described this criterion as:

Comparison of the performance of the pupil in basic skills against an empirically established 
range of performance in basic skills based upon the performance of English proficient pupils 
of the same age, which demonstrates whether the pupil is sufficiently proficient in English 
to participate effectively in a curriculum designed for pupils of the same age whose native 
language is English.4

To understand how the basic skills criterion operated in California and how EL students fared on 
outcomes based on this criterion, we examined (1) how districts designed and operationalized the 
criterion, (2) the extent to which the criterion posed a reclassification barrier to students and for whom, 
and (3) how being held in EL status due to the academic criterion was related to students’ academic and 
behavioral outcomes.

Study Design: Data and Methods
Via web searches and personal communications, we collected reclassification criteria by grade for a 
stratified random sample of California school districts, which were selected based on their setting type 
and the relative size of their EL population. We combined these criteria data with student-level data 
from CDE for the years 2021–22 through 2023–24. We limited our sample to districts that used the 
Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC) ELA test for their basic skills reclassification criterion 
(and as described below, districts may have used more than just the SBAC to determine basic skills 

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202520260AB2555
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eligibility).5 Our final sample consisted of 76 districts serving just over 112,000 student-year observations, 
representing about 10% of the state. The demographic characteristics of our sample closely matched 
those of the full state.

Among the 76 districts, we evaluated what basic skills tests they used, how they used those tests, and 
where they set their SBAC basic skills threshold(s). We then examined the extent to which the basic skills 
criterion was creating barriers to reclassification for students by assessing the likelihood of students 
passing the criterion, how that varied by student and district characteristics, and how passage rates for 
the academic criterion compared to those for the ELP reclassification criterion (the only other test-based 
reclassification criterion). Finally, to shed light on the effect of being held in EL status due to the academic 
criterion, we conducted a fuzzy regression discontinuity analysis. In effect, this analysis compared the 
next-year academic and behavioral outcomes of students who met the state ELP reclassification threshold 
(ELPAC level 4) and were either just above or just below their district’s academic criterion.

Findings

How Did Districts Set Their Basic Skills Criterion?
Districts in our sample varied widely in terms of whether they paired SBAC with any other basic skills ELA 
assessments (see Table 1), falling into the following groups:

•	 “SBAC or” districts: The largest group of districts by far (80.2%) operationalized their basic skills 
criteria such that, in any given year, a student could meet one of a menu of two or more ELA 
assessment thresholds. More than 85% of sampled students were in this category.

•	 “SBAC only” districts: 14.2% of districts (serving 9.7% of students) required that students met a 
district SBAC threshold and did not include any other assessments in their basic skills criterion. In 
these districts, the annual SBAC ELA test functioned as a one-time, high-stakes test, determining 
students’ reclassification eligibility.

•	 “SBAC and” districts: 5.8% of districts (serving 5.2% of the student sample) required that a given 
student meet the SBAC district threshold and a minimum of one additional ELA test. This was the 
most challenging category, with multiple high-stakes ELA tests annually.

Among the “SBAC or” and “SBAC and” districts, there was an array of alternative assessments. Common 
assessments included the i-Ready, Star Reading, and MAP Growth assessments.

Districts also varied in difficulty in terms of the SBAC scale score or proficiency level they required for basic 
skills criterion eligibility, falling into one of three, somewhat equivalently sized categories (see Table 1). 
Comprising the largest group of our sample, 45.1% of districts set their proficiency level at “standard met” 
(level 3). These were, on average, smaller districts, since they served only 31.8% of the student sample. 
Another 32.1% of districts, serving 40.3% of students, set their threshold at “standard nearly met” (level 
2). Finally, 22.8% of districts, serving 27.9% of students, set their threshold somewhere between levels 
2 and 3. No districts in our sample set their threshold above level 3 or below level 2.
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Table 1. Features of Sampled Districts’ Basic Skills Reclassification Criteria

Criteria
Number and percentage of 
student-year observations

Number and percentage of 
district-grade combinations

Total number 112,077 430 (76 districts)

Assessment(s) used for basic skills criterion

“SBAC or” 95,433 (85.1%) 344 (80.0%)

“SBAC only” 10,845 (9.7%) 61 (14.2%)

“SBAC and” 5,799 (5.2%) 25 (5.8%)

District SBAC proficiency level threshold for basic skills criterion

2 45,154 (40.3%) 138 (32.1%)

Between 2 and 3 31,293 (27.9%) 98 (22.8%)

3 35,630 (31.8%) 194 (45.1%)

Source: Author analysis of district websites and information shared via email communication with district leaders. Code 
is available at https://github.com/havishak/table_img_to_df.git.

State statute at the time specified that the basic skills reclassification criterion should be set relative to 
the performance of same-age native English-speaking peers. “Peers” can be interpreted in multiple ways. 
For example, an EL-classified student’s score could be compared to the state mean of same-age non-ELs, 
the district or school mean of same-age non-ELs, or otherwise comparable students such as non-EL 
peers who share similar demographic characteristics to the student. We evaluated several approaches 
to estimating the ELA performance of plausible comparison groups and concluded that an appropriate 
threshold to reflect the standard in the state code might be an SBAC proficiency level of 2.2 to 2.3.6 Using 
this benchmark, we concluded that about a third of districts were set close to, but below, that threshold 
(level 2); a third had thresholds set considerably above (level 3); and a third were relatively close to that 
threshold range (between levels 2 and 3).

In effect, the variation between districts on both the setting of thresholds and the operationalization 
of basic skills criteria meant that where a student attended school could have a large influence on 
their likelihood of passing the state academic reclassification criterion. Some students were in districts 
where they had to meet multiple high-stakes assessment thresholds over the course of the year and/
or reach an SBAC level well above the state mean, while others were in districts where they had multiple 
opportunities to meet the criterion and/or the threshold was set below the state mean. Overall, however, 
we calculated that 89% of students were in a district that was either an “SBAC or” district or an SBAC level 
2 district (or both), suggesting that most districts set their academic criterion with an eye toward enabling 
student passage.

https://github.com/havishak/table_img_to_df.git
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To What Extent Did District Academic Criteria Pose a Barrier 
to Reclassification?
Our study also aimed to understand whether the basic skills criterion posed a barrier to reclassification by 
holding students in EL status after they reached the state English proficiency threshold (ELPAC level 4). 
We found that, for most students, it did not. Across our sample, more students met their district’s basic 
skills reclassification criterion (as measured by SBAC scores) than met ELPAC level 4. This indicates that 
the basic skills criterion was more attainable than the English proficiency criterion for most students.7 
Specifically, across the 2 years examined (2021–22 and 2022–23), 26.6% of EL-classified students 
cleared their SBAC threshold compared to 21.1% of students who cleared the ELPAC criterion.

While the basic skills requirement did not pose a barrier to students in general, there were important 
settings and subgroups in which the academic criterion frequently held students back:

•	 Middle and high school students: Passing the basic skills threshold was more difficult as students 
advanced in grade level. Students in elementary grades were more likely to pass the basic skills than 
the ELP criterion, but students in grades 7–8 were more likely to be held back by the SBAC academic 
criterion than by the ELPAC English proficiency criterion (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Proportion of Students Meeting Reclassification Criteria and 
Subsequently Reclassifying, by Student Grade Level, 2021–2023
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Notes: ELPAC = English Language Proficiency Assessments for California; SBAC = Smarter Balanced Assessment 
Consortium. SBAC is taken in grades 3–8 and 11. Thus, our analyses were limited to those grades.

Source: Author analysis of California Department of Education data and hand-collected district reclassification 
criteria. (2026).
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•	 Students in rural settings: For students attending school in rural districts, the basic skills criterion 
was more difficult than the ELP criterion (13.4% passing the SBAC compared to 18.1% passing the 
ELPAC; see Figure 2).

•	 Districts with higher SBAC thresholds: The basic skills criterion was difficult to clear for students 
attending school in districts with higher SBAC thresholds. For example, in districts that set their SBAC 
threshold to proficiency level 3, only 17.4% of students cleared the threshold compared to the 23.3% 
who cleared ELPAC level 4 (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Proportion of Students Meeting Reclassification Criteria and 
Subsequently Reclassifying, by District Characteristics, 2021–2023
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Notes: ELPAC = English Language Proficiency Assessments for California; SBAC = Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium.

Source: Author analysis of California Department of Education data and hand-collected district reclassification 
criteria. (2026).

As a result, there were large numbers of students who demonstrated English proficiency on the ELPAC but 
were not reclassified. We calculated that among the 23,693 EL students in our sample who scored ELPAC 
level 4 in a given grade, 4,684 had not exited EL status by the subsequent grade/year (19.7%).8

We found limited alignment between ELP and basic skills criteria passage. Across the sample, more than 
20% of students met each of the two main reclassification criteria, but only 12.7% of students met both 
in the same year. This means that nearly half of the students who met SBAC did not meet ELPAC and 
vice versa.9
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Reclassification mapped onto eligibility fairly well—but not perfectly. Across our sample, 91.5% of students 
who met district basic skills and ELP thresholds were reclassified the subsequent year. Adherence to the 
ELPAC threshold was high; only 10.5% of students who met the SBAC but not the ELPAC threshold were 
reclassified. Among districts that allowed alternative basic skills assessments (“SBAC or” districts), it was 
not surprising that 63.4% of students were reclassified if they met the ELPAC threshold but not the SBAC 
threshold. We expect that many of these students met alternative basic skills assessment thresholds that 
we were unable to observe in state data. These patterns were quite stable across subgroups and contexts.

Did Remaining in English Learner Status Based on the Academic 
Criterion Impact Student Outcomes?
Employing a fuzzy frontier regression discontinuity design,10 we found that students who were held in EL 
status did no better or worse with regard to their next-year academic achievement, on average, than their 
peers who were reclassified (see Figure 3). While statistically nonsignificant, two trends stand out. First, 
there was a moderate, nonsignificant, positive impact of being held in EL status on students’ next-year SBAC 
ELA scores. Among English-proficient EL students near the SBAC threshold, those who scored just below the 
SBAC cutoff (and therefore were held in EL status) saw more growth in their SBAC ELA scores in the next year 
than students who scored just above the SBAC academic criterion and were reclassified. For the average 
student, this would reflect an increase from the 50th to the 55th percentile in the distribution of SBAC ELA 
scores. Subgroup analysis suggests that this pattern was mostly driven by students in elementary grades.

Figure 3. Estimated Next-Year Effect of Being Held in EL Status Among English-
Proficient Students on Academic and Behavioral Outcomes, 2021–2023
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The other trend relates to absenteeism. We created an indicator for missing 10 or more days in the 
school year. Students who miss 10 or more days are at elevated risk of chronic absence and may be 
appropriate targets for early intervention. The magnitude and direction of the results, while not statistically 
significant, were consistent with the possibility that holding otherwise-eligible students in EL status based 
on their SBAC scores results in a large increase (18.6 percentage points) in the likelihood of missing 
10 or more days. On average, 38% of students in our sample missed at least 10 days of school, so an 
18.6 percentage point increase reflects a 50% increase to nearly 57% of students who missed 10 or more 
days of school.

The lack of statistically significant effects of being held in EL status might suggest that the academic 
criterion was working as intended, facilitating a relatively smooth transition from EL to reclassified 
status. Yet, examining our results more closely, we found something different—namely that the effects of 
being held in EL status depended on district settings. Specifically, we found that reclassification effects 
varied not only across districts with different operationalizations, but also among districts with the same 
operationalization of the basic skills criterion. For example, settings with a more rigorous basic skills 
criterion showed positive effects of holding students in EL status, while settings with a less rigorous 
criterion did not (a somewhat counterintuitive finding discussed in our full report). Even among districts 
with the same operationalization, some districts showed positive effects of holding students in EL status, 
while others showed negative effects, and the magnitude of effects varied. For example, among districts 
with SBAC level 2 basic skills thresholds, the estimated effect of being held in EL status on students’ 
subsequent-year ELA achievement ranged from –0.3 to +0.4 standard deviation units (see Figure 4).

These findings suggest that there was a complex relationship between districts’ reclassification criteria 
and other district-specific features that may have impacted multilingual students’ educational outcomes. 
While we lack the data to make comparisons of the EL services that were offered in different districts, we 
did find that districts with more strenuous academic criteria were different from those with more flexible or 
lenient criteria in terms of district size, student populations, overall student outcomes, and locale. Those 
with more strenuous criteria were smaller, served lower proportions of Latino/a students and students 
who were eligible for free or reduced-price meals, had higher achievement and lower disciplinary rates 
(suspensions), and were more likely to be in cities and less likely to be in suburbs or towns.

https://gettingdowntofacts.com/reports/academic-gatekeeping-english-learner-classified-students-case-california
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Figure 4. Estimated Effect of Being Held in English Learner 
Status Among English-Proficient Students, Among Districts 

With SBAC Level 2 Thresholds, 2021–2023
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we limited our sample of SBAC proficiency level 2 districts to those where there was a statistically significant change in 
reclassification likelihood at the threshold of eligibility.

Source: Author analysis of California Department of Education data and hand-collected district reclassification 
criteria. (2026).

Summary and Policy Implications
This brief examined how a random sample of California school districts operationalized the state’s basic 
skills reclassification criterion and how that criterion impacted their multilingual students. The results 
point to three main conclusions and policy implications.

Inconsistency in basic skills criteria across districts creates inequities for California’s multilingual 
students. California’s locally determined operationalization of the basic skills reclassification criterion 
resulted in students facing inconsistent opportunities to reclassify depending on where they attended 
school. Some districts expected students to hit an ELA benchmark on the SBAC that was well above the 
state mean, while others set the bar considerably lower. Depending on the district, some students were 
required to meet multiple academic thresholds across the year to be eligible to be reclassified, while 
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others were given multiple chances and only needed to clear one hurdle. Prior research shows that 
reclassification matters for students’ educational, social, and life outcomes, so these differences in basic 
skills expectations across districts are likely consequential.

The basic skills criterion holds particular subgroups of students back and may not be necessary. In our 
sample, one in five students who reached the state English proficiency threshold were not reclassified 
the subsequent year. Older students, students in rural settings, and students in districts with more 
rigorous academic criteria were more likely to remain classified as EL students even after demonstrating 
English proficiency. This is of policy relevance because secondary and rural EL students experience 
larger achievement gaps compared to other EL students, making them especially vulnerable to potential 
consequences of delayed reclassification. In addition, while not statistically significant, there was 
suggestive evidence that being held in EL status may have negatively impacted student attendance across 
EL subgroups and settings. This possible impact merits future examination, as it aligns with existing 
evidence that failing to be reclassified negatively impacts student well-being and behavioral outcomes.11

The variation in reclassification effects even among districts with the same basic skills thresholds 
suggests that there is no one specific basic skills threshold that would optimize students’ transitions from 
EL to reclassified status. Further, we see that many districts (66 out of our sampled 76 districts) appeared 
to be attempting to minimize barriers created by the basic skills criterion: They either offered a relatively 
low basic skills threshold or provided students with multiple chances to clear the threshold (or both). 
These patterns draw into question the efficacy of the basic skills criterion in California.

A 2026 state law, AB 2555, addresses the two challenges identified above by establishing statewide 
reclassification criteria. This law will eliminate local variation in criteria, which creates inequities among 
districts in language classification procedures and outcomes. Specifically, this law eliminates the 
existing multiple-criteria reclassification process. Instead, it establishes proficiency on the statewide 
ELP assessment (or, if applicable, the statewide alternate ELP assessment) as the sole criterion for 
reclassification as of the 2025–26 school year. Thus, as the findings from this study suggest, AB 
2555 limits reclassification criteria to a reliable and standardized measure of ELP, bringing California’s 
policy into greater alignment with most other U.S. states. Given this major policy change in California, it 
will be critical to ensure that districts understand these changes and to support implementation.

Smoothing transitions from EL to reclassified status may require a careful look at instruction and 
supports. There may be a rupture in services at the time of reclassification in some districts and settings. 
In settings that were characterized by more difficult basic skills expectations, we saw that recently 
reclassified students did not grow as quickly as their peers who remained in EL services.12 This study was 
unable to look at characteristics of instruction, teacher preparation, or EL program design. However, we 
observed a rupture at the time of reclassification among otherwise English-proficient and high-performing 
students (because these were students in high threshold districts). This highlights the importance of 
smoothing supports for multilingual students at the time of reclassification. To ensure that reclassified 
students do not experience dramatic shifts in instructional contexts, districts and schools can provide 
all students, regardless of EL status, with equitable access to engaging, high-quality instruction and 
language supports. These supports can be tapered according to individual student needs over time. 
The state may also benefit from following federal guidance to monitor recently reclassified students and 
adjust supports for these students as needed.

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202520260AB2555
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