USEFUL TERMINOLOGY WHEN TALKING ABOUT

SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNERS
A. Terms referring to students

Language Minority (LM) Student 

A person from a home where a language other than English is spoken.  Language Minority students may have limited English skills or may be native English speakers (i.e., one parent in the home speaks a non-English language so the student is considered language minority but student was born in the U.S. and the parents only communicate with the student in English)

Other similar terms:  PHLOTE (Persons whose Home Language is Other than English), NELB (Non-English language background), LCD (Linguistically and Culturally Diverse)

ELL (English Language Learner)

Students whose first language is not English and who are in the process of learning English.  The term ELL can encompass a wide range of proficiencies in English from quite minimal skills to quite fluent.  In schools and districts ELL may be used to mean the same as limited English proficient (LEP), but technically it does not mean the same thing.  It’s important to know what a text or speaker considers ELL to mean.

LEP (Limited English Proficient)

The term used by the federal government to indicate students who are determined to be eligible for English as a Second Language/Bilingual services according to state criteria regardless of whether they actually receive those services (e.g., parent denies ESL programming so student doesn’t receive services but is still LEP).  It is often criticized for being a term that focuses on the deficiency in the student and therefore some researchers and teachers use other terms in place of LEP (e.g., potentially English proficient= PEP; English language learner= ELL, etc.) .  It is important to be accurate when communicating about this group of students and to know whether an alternate term means precisely the same thing as LEP.  The diagram below may help when thinking about meanings of terms:
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Other terms similar to LEP:  LES (Limited English Speaker), LEF (Limited English Fluent), PEP (Potentially English Proficient)

ESL (English as a Second Language) Student

An educational approach in which limited English proficient students are instructed in the use of the English language.  The instruction is based on a special curriculum that typically involves little or no use of the native language, focuses on language as opposed to content and is usually taught during specific school periods.  For the rest of the school day, students may be placed in mainstream classrooms, an immersion program or a bilingual education program.  Every bilingual education program has an ESL component (U.S. General Accounting Office, 1994).  The term ESL students then, refers to students receiving ESL services.  For the purposes of this teleconference, students receiving Bilingual Education are included in the category of ESL students.

NEP (Non English proficient)

One of several possible terms to indicate students who do not yet speak any English.  Not all states use this concept.  Other similar terms:  NES (non English speaker), NEF (non English fluent).  It is important to know where these students are included in a state’s testing system.

RFEP (Redesignated Fluent English Proficient)

One term used by some states to indicate students who were once limited English proficient and receiving ESL services but have now been transitioned to mainstream classes.  These students may or may not be eligible for accommodations for LEP students, and their test scores may be reported with those for LEP students or with those for general education students.

Migrant

Children of seasonal farm laborers who often face such challenges as poverty, poor health care, limited English proficiency and the challenges of moving often from school to school.  Migrant students may be LEP, fluent English speakers or native English speakers.  Not all students who move frequently are considered to be migrant.

B. Terms referring to language skills (often part of decisions made about participation of LEP students and reporting of data)

Native language

The language a person acquires first in life, or identifies with as a member of an ethnic group (Baker, 2000).  The native language may not be the one in which the individual is dominant (see Dominant Language).

.

Dominant language

The language with which the speaker has greater proficiency and/or uses more often (Baker, 2001).  Dominance may vary depending on what type of language is being used (e.g., social language vs. academic language).  For example, some students may have dominance in their native language in social settings outside of school.  However, they may actually have English as their dominant language in an academic setting even though they are limited in their English skills.  

Language Proficiency

To be proficient in a second language means to effectively communicate or understand thoughts or ideas through the language’s grammatical system and its vocabulary, using its sounds or written symbols.  Language proficiency is composed of oral (listening and speaking) and written (reading and writing) components as well as academic and non-academic language (Hargett, 1998).   There are different theories of what constitutes proficiency and English proficiency tests are based on particular theories.  If an English proficiency test plays any role in determining how students participate in large-scale assessments, it is important to know what theory of proficiency the test is based on.  For example, some language proficiency tests emphasize language in a contextual setting whereas others involve items that require discrete pieces of information not connected to each other.  If a state has a performance assessment that emphasizes contextual use of language and the commonly used English proficiency test is a discrete point test, the language proficiency information might not have a strong relationship to the student’s scores on the performance assessment because the two tests measure different things.

Bilingual

Bilingualism is the ability to use two languages.  However, defining bilingualism is problematic since individuals with varying bilingual characteristics may be classified as bilingual.  There may exist distinctions between ability and use of a language; variation in proficiency across the four language dimensions of listening, speaking, reading and writing; differences in proficiency between the two languages; variations in proficiency due to the use of each language for different functions and purposes; and variation in language proficiency over time (Baker & Jones, 1998).  When talking about the appropriateness of a native language version of a test for a particular bilingual student, it’s important to know what their abilities are in each of the four dimensions and also to know what their abilities are in English in those same four dimensions.  A student who is considered bilingual because of oral fluency in both the native language and English may not have reading and writing skills in the native language that are sufficient to benefit from a written translation of the test in their native language.

CALP (Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency)

CALP is a term developed by Jim Cummins (1984).  It is the language ability required for academic achievement in a context-reduced environment such as classroom lectures and textbook reading assignments. (Baker, 2000). A fairly high degree of CALP is usually required on large-scale tests.  If any testing decisions are made for LEP students based on a language proficiency test score, it’s important to know whether that proficiency test measures CALP.

BICS (Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills):

Part of a theory of language proficiency developed by Jim Cummins (1984), which distinguishes BICS from CALP (Cognitive academic language proficiency).  BICS is often referred to as “playground English” or “survival English”.  It is the basic language ability required for face-to-face communication where linguistic interactions are embedded in a situational context.  This language, which is highly contextualized and often accompanied by gestures, is relatively undemanding cognitively and relies on the context to aid understanding.  BICS is much more easily and quickly acquired than CALP but is not sufficient to meet the cognitive and linguistic demands of an academic classroom.  (Cummins, 1984; Baker and Jones, 1998).  Large-scale assessments typically do not often involve the use of BICS but many English proficiency tests measure BICS.  In some cases, a complete battery of an English proficiency test may measure both BICS and CALP but school districts only choose to give the portions of the proficiency test that measure BICS to save time when doing intake of new LEP students.

C.  Terms relating to programs and services

Title VII

Title VII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 as amended.  It was enacted in Congress in 1968.  It established a discretionary competitive grant program to fund bilingual education programs for economically disadvantaged language minority students, in recognition of the unique educational disadvantages faced by non-English speaking students.  The Act was reauthorized in 1974, 1978, 1984, 1988 and 1994.  Each reauthorization brought changes in the types of bilingual education programs that could receive federal grants.  The most recent ESEA reauthorization in 1994 restructured Title VII grants, increased the state role, gave priority to applicants seeking to develop bilingual proficiency, and opened up Title I to limited English proficient students (Crawford, 1995; Baker, 2001)

Bilingual Special Education

Here are four basic types of Bilingual Special Education Instructional Delivery Models: 

Bilingual Support Model: Bilingual paraprofessionals are teamed with monolingual English-speaking special educators and assist with the IEP implementation. The teacher assistant provides native language instruction in areas specified in the IEP as requiring L1 instruction. 

Coordinated Services Model: LEP students with disabilities are served by a team consisting of a monolingual English speaking special education teacher and a bilingual educator. 

Integrated Bilingual Special Education: This model is used when a district has teachers who are trained in both bilingual education and special education. These dually certified teachers provide special education instruction in the native language, provide ESL-English as a second language training, and assist in the transition into English language instruction as the child develops adequate proficiency. This model was used in this research study. 

Bilingual Special Education Model: is an integrated model in which the entire personnel and school focus on bilingual special education instruction and services. All professionals have been previously trained in bilingual special education. The LEP students receive all services needed to accomplish their goals and objectives established in the IEP. 

(paragraphs taken from Maldonado, 1994)
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