Legislative Priorities

Excellent Education for English Learners
English learners have the civil right to access excellent educational opportunities that en- Almost half of English learners
are in third grade or below
sure English mastery while honoring and supporting their home languages and cultures.
English learners (or emergent bilinguals) make up nearly 20% of the Texas public school
student population – over 1 million students. They are hurt by a number of policies and
practices, including a lack of funding, shortages of qualified instructors, and incomplete
data reporting about their progress and needs.

Some Texas Policies Hurt Emergent Bilingual Students

Fair funding, early education and protections for immigrant students affect emergent bilingual students.
Research shows that schools should receive an additional 50% in per-pupil funding to
provide equitable supports and services to emergent bilinguals (IDRA, 2015). However,
Texas only provides an additional 10% for emergent bilinguals – one of the lowest rates in
the country (Education Commission of the States, 2014; Latham Sikes & Davies, 2019).

Data Source: TEA, PEIMS 2018-19.

As a result, schools are ill-prepared to serve emergent bilinguals: Emergent bilingualsare among the students most
likely to drop out, have lower rates of college readiness, and have limited access to high-quality certified teachers
(Johnson, 2016). Texas has faced a persistent shortage of certified bilingual and ESL teachers (U.S. Department of
Education, 2017).
Only about half of Texas emergent bilinguals are enrolled in pre-kindergarten to third grade (PEIMS, 2019). Policies on pre-K, early literacy and
early childhood education significantly impact emergent bilinguals’ educational opportunities. The state still has not funded full-day pre-K for school
districts and does not maintain strong data on emergent bilinguals’ early
education opportunities. This leaves us in the dark about emergent bilinguals’ full educational experiences and successes.
Current attacks on immigrant families also affect emergent bilingual students. While the vast majority of emergent bilinguals are born in the United States, their language designation often gets confused for their citizenship status (MPI, 2018). Any attempts to marginalize students based on
their actual or presumed citizenship status violates their civil rights, per
Plyler v. Doe (1982). By law, public schools cannot inquire, track or discriminate on the citizenship status of students
or their families.

How does House Bill 3 affect English learners?

In 2019, the Texas legislature passed House Bill 3, which changed how schools across the state are funded. HB 3
changed funding for emergent bilinguals by:
•

increasing the basic funding for every Texas student;

•

creating additional funding for schools serving emergent bilinguals in kindergarten through third grades (though
schools are not required to use this funding for emergent bilingual students and can instead use it to fund pre-K
programs); and
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•

establishing additional funding for educating emergent bilinguals and other students in dual language programs (at a little more than $300 per student). Unfortunately, 80% of Texas
emergent bilinguals attend schools that do not offer dual language programs, so they cannot benefit from this change in
the law.

Most English Learners Are Excluded from the
New Dual Language Weight in Texas

Even with some increases in funding, there are still not enough
resources for educating emergent bilinguals.

Policy Recommendations for Texas
The Texas Legislature should…
•

Change statutory language for “English learners” to “emergent bilingual” students to prioritize importance of bilingualism
over an English-only focus.

•

Create a statewide plan for equitable education for emergent
bilingual students.

•

Require school districts to spend at least 90% of their bilingual education funds on direct costs for emergent bilingual students in the classroom.

•

Increase funding for emergent bilingual education in all types of instructional programs not just for specific programs like dual language.

•

Support expansion of dual language programs, which currently serve only one in five emergent bilingual students.

•

Increase the number of certified bilingual education teachers at all grade levels and address ESL-certification
shortages.

•

Support school districts to identify ways to address teacher shortages without relying on waivers that allow under-qualified teachers to serve emergent bilingual students.

•

Support development of a paraprofessional pipeline and grow-your-own programs to encourage people to become bilingual education teachers in their communities.

•

Collect and report data on the number of students who graduate bilingual or multilingual through the Seal of Biliteracy. In districts where it is offered, the Seal of Biliteracy designates students who have become bilingual and
biliterate across academic subjects.

•

Create a state broadband and technology plan that serves the needs of emergent bilingual students and engage
families and community stakeholders throughout the plan.

•

Pause accountability requirements for assessments for spring 2021, such as Texas English Language Proficiency
System (TELPAS) tests. Use TELPAS as a formative assessment to collect quality data about student learning
and progress.

Texas schools offer six types of education programs for English
learners. The four bilingual education programs are: transitional
early exit, transitional late exit, one-way dual language and twoway dual language. The two types of English as a second language
(ESL) programs are: ESL content-based and ESL pull-out.

The state and local districts should…
•

Prioritize bilingual/ESL education at-home instruction resources, tools and supports for families during COVID-19.
Instructional materials to families should be in parents’ preferred language according to school records.

For more information, contact Dr. Chloe Latham Sikes, IDRA Deputy Director of Policy (chloe.sikes@idra.org) or
Ana Ramón, IDRA Deputy Director of Advocacy (ana.ramon@idra.org).
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