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Relationships between course-taking and other 
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Background
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• Lau v Nichols (1974) establishes two core rights of students & 
responsibilities of schools:
• English language instruction; &
• Equitable and meaningful access to grade-level content.

• 50 years post Lau, is this second right being upheld?



Turn and talk

Based on your experience, to what extent do EL-
classified students have equitable and meaningful 
access to grade-level content?
•What successes do you see?
•What challenges remain?
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Types of tracking

Leveled tracking
Examples:
• Honors Biology
• AP Calculus
• Developmental 

Reading

Parallel tracking
Examples:
• Sheltered U.S. 

History
• Algebra I in 

Spanish

Exclusionary 
tracking
Examples:
• No ELA class
• No social 

studies class
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Conceptual Framework & Prior Literature
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• A growing body of literature has examined opportunity to learn for students 
classified as English learners (ELs) (Callahan, 2005; Harklau, 1994).
• EL-classified students may experience exclusionary tracking, in which they are not enrolled in 

any course in one or more core content areas (Umansky, 2016).

• EL-classified students have far lower graduation rates compared to former and 
never ELs (Johnson, 2019). Exclusionary tracking may be a driver.
• Required English language development (ELD) courses may crowd-out students’ 

schedules (e.g., Estrada, 2018).

• There is wide diversity within the EL population with regard to individual 
characteristics but also with regard to the structuring of opportunities (Bromley et al., 
2023; Chu & Fong, 2015; Morita-Mulaney et al., 2020). 



Exclusionary tracking for EL-classified 
students
• Exclusionary tracking occurs when students classified as ELs 

are less likely to be enrolled in content courses than 
students who have exited EL status (former ELs) and those 
who were never EL-classified (never ELs).
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Turn and talk

• In what ways to you see leveled, parallel, and exclusionary tracking 
happening for EL-classified students?
• In your experience, how is the tracking that EL-classified students 

experience the same as tracking other students experience?
• How is it different?
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Research Questions
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(1) Across two states, what was the prevalence of EL-classified 
students’ exclusionary tracking in high school, and how did it vary 
by subject area and grade?

(2) What structural, organizational, and demographic factors were 
associated with greater or lesser exclusionary tracking?



Factors potentially influencing exclusionary 
tracking for EL-classified students

Structural factors
• State
• District
• Grade
• Timepoint

Organizational 
factors
• ELP level
• Content 

achievement
• Special education
• Newcomer
• Bilingual program

Demographic 
factors
• Race/ethnicity
• Socioeconomic 

status
• Gender
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Data
• Statewide student-course-year data, 9th-12th grade

• Oregon: 2013/14 – 2018/19. N=1,045,645
• Michigan: 2011/12 – 2014/15. N=2,067,224

• Outcomes: Course enrollment
• NCES course codes used to determine subject area
• Enrollment dates used to determine possible credits
• We do not consider pass/fail
• Full course load: 4 core subjects / year (ELA, math, science, social studies)

• Key groups: ELs, former ELs, never ELs
• Key predictors: 

• Structural: State, district, grade, year 
• Organizational: Bilingual (OR), ELP, achievement, special ed, newcomer
• Demographic: Race/ethnicity, economically-disadvantaged, gender
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Demographic and Data Characteristics by 
State

Oregon Michigan
Approximate number of students 
enrolled annually (K-12) 550,000 1,400,000

Approximate number of EL-classified 
students enrolled annually (K-12) 60,000 100,000

Three most common home languages 
spoken by EL-classified students

Spanish (76%) Spanish (40%)
Russian (3%) Arabic (29%)
Chinese (2%) Bengali (3%)

Proportion of all K–12 students who 
are EL classified 11% 7%

4-year EL graduation rate 65% 75%
Academic years included in analysis 2013/14-2018/19 2011/12-2014/15
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Graduation Requirements
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Oregon Michigan

Required Credits 24 18

English/Language Arts 4 4

Mathematics 3 4

Science 3 3

Social Science 3 3

PE/Health 2 1

Arts/World language/CTE 3 3

Other credits 6 -

Total 24 18



Methods
• Research question 1: Prevalence of exclusionary tracking

• Sample: all student observations
• Proportion of students enrolled in ELA, math, science, social studies, electives, and a full core 

course load (ELA, math, science, social studies)
• By grade and subgroup

• Research question 2:
• Sample: current EL student observations 
• Logistic multilevel regression models (level 2: districts)
• (1) structural, (2) organizational, (3) demographic, (4) all combined

• Side analysis: Exploration of ELD crowd-out
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Results
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Access to content



Findings

• EL-classified students experienced exclusionary tracking in both 
states.
• Exclusionary tracking was most prevalent in English language arts 

(ELA). Averaging across grades 9-12:
• 14% of EL-classified students in Oregon were not in an ELA class
• 13% of EL-classified students in Michigan were not in an ELA class

• In Oregon, across grade levels, current ELs were 12 percentage points 
less likely to be in a full course load than never ELs, while the 
comparable figure in Michigan was roughly five percentage points.
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Findings

• Gaps in enrollment between EL-classified students and other students 
were larger in Oregon than in Michigan. 
• This was largely driven by the fact that Former and Never ELs had 

higher levels of enrollment in content courses in Oregon than in 
Michigan.
• In Oregon, Former ELs were more likely to be enrolled in content 

courses than Never ELs (except in social studies). The opposite was 
true in Michigan.
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Turn and Talk

•What do you notice about this graph? 
•What connections or questions do these findings raise for 

you?
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Access to content
Noticings?
Questions?

Connections?



Predicted Probability of Current EL 
Students’ Enrollment in ELA



Predicted Probability of Current EL 
Students’ Enrollment in All Content Courses



Predictors of exclusionary tracking

• Structural
• Larger EL gaps (more exclusion) in Oregon compared to Michigan
• Less exclusion over time
• Access differs by grade (low in 12th in both states + 9th-OR, 11th-MI)
• Sizable variation by district within state
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Predictors of exclusionary tracking for EL-
classified students
• Organizational
• More access for students from bilingual programs (OR)
• Far more exclusion for students with low or missing ELP
• More exclusion among with disabilities
• More exclusion among newcomers

IES Grant R305C200008



Predictors of exclusionary tracking for EL-
classified students
• Demographic
• Some variation by race/ethnicity (Asian and White students were 

less likely to experience exclusionary tracking than Latinx students)
• More exclusion among low-income students (MI only)
• No differences by gender
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Side analysis: ELD enrollment
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Summary

• During the years of data examined, EL-classified students 
experienced exclusionary tracking in both states.
• Gaps in content access were greater in Oregon than in Michigan.
• This may be related to structural, organizational, and demographic 

differences between the two states.
• Organizational: EL-classified students in Oregon were much more likely to 

be enrolled in standalone ELD courses.
• Demographic: ELs in Oregon were more likely to be economically 

disadvantaged (81%) and Latinx (67%) than their counterparts in Michigan 
(63% and 44%, respectively). Prior research shows that, on average,  
economically disadvantaged students and Black and Latinx students have 
less access to grade-level content. 



Summary

• Across both states, predictors of exclusion were very similar. 
• While ELD crowd out did not appear to be a primary driver of 

exclusionary tracking, some students, particularly in Oregon, were 
enrolled in multiple periods of ELD. 
• ELs’ restricted access to content was substantial, especially among 

students with beginning English proficiency levels and newcomers. 
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Policy and Practice Initiatives in OR and MI to Increase 
EL-classified Students’ Access to Content
• Building teacher capacity to effectively educate multilingual students
• Grow Your Own and Bilingual Educator Pathway grants
• Funding ESOL endorsements for teachers

• Co-teaching and other integrated ELD models
• District collaboratives focused on implementation of these models
• ALK-8 Workgroup that’s creating a guide about implementing integrated ELD

• Bilingual content course options
• Access to Linguistic Inclusion
• Grants to develop and expand dual language programs

• Shifts in reclassification policies to honor student proficiency
• Honoring High School Proficiency
• Auto-exit process 



Limitations and Future Directions
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• Course-taking data in each state has a variety of limitations.
• Data is not current.
• More research is needed on exclusionary tracking:
• In more recent years
• In additional contexts

• We will continue to examine:
• Levers associated with increased access to core content for EL-classified 

students
• The relationship between course-taking and other outcomes, like graduation



Turn and Talk

• What initiatives are you familiar with to increase EL-classified 
students’ access to content?
• What implications of these findings do you see for research, policy, 

and practice?
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Questions?

karen.thompson@oregonstate.edu 
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Resources for Learning More

Subscribe for updates from our 
R&D Center

Learn more about policy levers 
related to course access
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