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SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS  
 
 
 

A. FINDINGS RELATED TO LEP STUDENTS 
 
Numbers and Characteristics of LEP Students 

 There were an estimated 3,977,819 LEP students in grades K-12 in public 
schools in the United States in 2001-2002.  

 The LEP student population increased 72 percent between 1992 and 2002.   
 LEP students represented 8.4 percent of all students in grades K-12.   
 Spanish-language students were by far the largest group of LEP students, 

representing 76.9 percent of all LEP students. 
 LEP students were enrolled in about 43 percent of all districts, and in 

about half of all public schools in the United States. 
 The majority (53.7 percent) of LEP students were enrolled in a small 

number of districts with very large LEP student populations (5,000 or more 
LEP students each). 

 The majority (60.8 percent) of school districts with LEP students enrolled 99 
or fewer LEP students each, and about half of these districts enrolled fewer 
than 25 LEP students.  

 
 
Instruction of LEP Students 

 Between 1992 and 2002, the percentage of LEP students who received LEP 
services all in English increased substantially (from 33.7 percent to 47.9 
percent).     

 Between 1992 and 2002, the percentage of LEP students who received 
Extensive LEP services, with significant native language use (Service Type 
8) decreased by more than half (from 37.0 percent to 17.0 percent).  

 Between 1992 and 2002, the percentage of LEP students who received 
mainstream instruction only, without LEP services, increased (from 3.5 
percent to 11.7 percent).   
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Instructional Staff who Work with LEP Students 
 There were more than 1.2 million teachers who instructed at least one LEP 

student in grades K-12 in 2001-2002.  This estimate is 3.5 times the number 
of staff estimated in 1992.     

 In 2001-2002, teachers of LEP students represented an estimated 43 
percent of all teachers in grades K-12, as compared with 15 percent ten 
years earlier.   

 Teachers who worked with three or more LEP students reported a median 
of 4 hours of training related to LEP students over the past five years. 

 Approximately 40 percent of teachers who worked with at least three LEP 
students reported “significant LEP training”, i.e., ESL certification,  or 
bilingual education certification, or 20 hours or more of in-service training 
(within the past five years) related to the instruction of LEP students.  

 There were an estimated 204,553 instructional aides who worked with at 
least one LEP student in grades K-12 in 2001-2002.  This is about three 
times the number estimated in 1992. 

 

Alignment of Instruction and Assessment of LEP Students 
 Instructional programs for LEP students were reported to be less aligned 

with standards than were programs for English-proficient students.  
 Teachers received general materials and training on alignment more 

commonly than they received materials and training specifically related 
to LEP students.   

 Responses from district coordinators indicated that 82.0 percent of LEP 
students participated in the most recent Statewide testing.  

 One in four (25.4 percent) LEP students received some form of 
accommodation on Statewide tests.  

 

Data on LEP Students and LEP Student Outcomes 
 Criteria for defining LEP status are determined by districts based on a 

combination of State and district policies; thus, there is variation in the 
definition of LEP status across districts and States. 

 Coordinators reported that current LEP students were scoring below grade 
level in English reading and mathematics:  76.0 percent reported third-
grade LEP students were below or well below grade level in reading; 52.9 
percent reported eighth grade LEP students were below or well below 
grade level in mathematics. 

 Many district coordinators were unable to provide summary data on the 
achievement of former LEP students.   

 Former LEP status is often not included in district databases.  
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B. FINDINGS RELATED TO SPED-LEP STUDENTS 
 
Number and Characteristics of SpEd-LEP Students  

 Many districts did not have mechanisms in place for identifying SpEd-LEP 
students as a specific subgroup of students.  

 SpEd-LEP students were most typically (in 69.7 percent of districts with 
SpEd-LEP students) first identified as LEP and later identified as requiring 
special education services.     

 There were an estimated 357,325 SpEd-LEP students in public schools in 
grades K-12 in 2001-2002.   

 SpEd-LEP students represented 9.0 percent of all LEP students in U.S. public 
schools. 

 SpEd-LEP students were an estimated 8.2 percent of all special education 
students in districts with at least one SpEd-LEP student. 

 In districts with at least one SpEd-LEP student, smaller proportions of LEP 
students (9.2 percent) than of students in general (13.5 percent) were 
reported to be receiving special education program services. 

 The proportion of LEP students receiving special education program 
services varied by district.  Districts with 99 or fewer LEP students reported 
higher percentages of SpEd-LEP students (15.8 percent of LEP students) 
than did districts with 100 or more LEP students (9.1 percent of LEP 
students).  

 
Instruction of SpEd-LEP Students 

 Three-quarters (75.7 percent) of districts with SpEd-LEP students did not 
have services designed specifically for these students; most appeared to 
provide services for SpEd-LEP students by combining the separate efforts 
of LEP program staff and special education staff.   

 Compared to LEP students, SpEd-LEP students were less likely to receive 
extensive LEP services, and were more likely to receive instruction in 
English. 

 A majority (55.0 percent) of SpEd-LEP students received special 
education services outside the general classroom 21 percent or more of 
the time. 

 A majority (55.0 percent) of SpEd-LEP students received some special 
education services within the general classroom. 
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Instructional Staff who Work with SpEd-LEP Students 
 An estimated 729,603 teachers in public schools in the U.S. worked with at 

least one SpEd-LEP student 2001-2002.   
 Teachers of SpEd-LEP students represented 24 percent of all public school 

teachers in grades K-12.   
 An estimated 156,292 instructional aides worked with at least one SpEd-

LEP students in 2001-2002. 
 Three-quarters of district coordinators in districts with SpEd-LEP students 

reported that they lacked sufficient numbers of teachers qualified to 
serve SpEd-LEP students.  

 

Alignment of Instruction and Assessment for SpEd-LEP Students 
 Instructional programs for SpEd-LEP students were reported to be not as 

aligned with State content/performance standards as were instructional 
programs for special education students in general.  

 General curriculum materials/training to align instruction with State 
standards were provided more often to teachers of SpEd-LEP students 
than were materials/ training specific to LEP or SpEd-LEP students.  

 Approximately three-quarters of SpEd-LEP students in grades in which 
tests were administered were included in the most recent Statewide 
testing. 

 The majority (63.0 percent) of SpEd-LEP students received 
accommodations on Statewide tests.  

 
 
Data on SpEd-LEP Students and Learning Outcomes for SpEd-LEP 
Students 

 District coordinators indicated that data on SpEd-LEP students were most 
commonly combined with data for other special education students for 
reporting; SpEd-LEP student data are reported separately by only few 
districts.  

 Only a very few districts could provide data in response to questions on 
outcomes in terms of diplomas received and dropout among SpEd-LEP 
students and  special education students.   
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1 
INTRODUCTION  
 
 
 
 
The Descriptive Study of Services to Limited English Proficient (LEP) Students and LEP 
Students with Disabilities (herein referred to as the “Descriptive Study”), provides current 
findings on the number of LEP students, their backgrounds, and the instructional services they 
receive in grades K-12 in public schools in the United States.  The findings of this national study 
are based on data collected in the 2001-2002 school year from districts and schools that served at 
least one LEP student.   
 
The Descriptive Study is related in its goals and data collection approach to a prior study, which 
was conducted in 1991-1992 (Fleischman & Hopstock, 1993).  Some comparisons are therefore 
possible across the two studies to examine the changes that have taken place over the intervening 
ten years in the number of LEP students and the services they receive.  Such comparisons can 
offer policy-makers important direction in identifying needs and issues for consideration in 
future decision-making.  
 
The current Descriptive Study extends beyond the scope of the prior study in that it includes a 
special focus on LEP students with disabilities who are identified as being in need of special 
education services.  There has been considerable concern regarding the identification of these 
students, referred to here as “SpEd-LEP” students.  This study offers national estimates on the 
number of SpEd-LEP students, the disability categories in which they have been identified, and 
the nature of the instructional services they receive.  The study also expands upon the scope of 
the prior study in that it provides information on policy and practice related to LEP students’ 
participation in standards and assessments.   

The Descriptive Study findings are based on responses to mail survey questionnaires sent to a 
national sample of districts and schools that enrolled at least one LEP student.  There were two 
district questionnaires, one focused on LEP students and services (completed by the 
administrator/coordinator responsible for LEP student services), and one focused on SpEd-LEP 
students and services (completed by the administrator/coordinator responsible for special 
education services). Similarly, for each school there were two separate questionnaires, one 
focused on LEP students and services, and the other focused on SpEd-LEP students and services 
(completed by the coordinator/lead teacher in the school for LEP students and services, and for 
SpEd-LEP students and services, respectively).  These four sets of questionnaire responses 
formed the core data for the study. 1  

Additional information on students and instructional services was obtained from a subset of 
districts and schools in which data were obtained directly from staff, teachers, and aides 
regarding their backgrounds and experience, and directly from student records regarding the 
students’ backgrounds and services received.2  Finally, visits were made to twelve districts, and 
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to three schools within each district, to conduct focused interviews with staff on key issues 
concerning LEP and SpEd-LEP students.   

The Descriptive Study does not provide data for comparisons of effectiveness or evaluation of 
practices.  As a descriptive study, it serves the important goal of offering a picture of students, 
services, and policy and practice. This descriptive information offers a critical basis for decision-
making to address educational needs of LEP and SpEd-LEP students.  The purpose of this report 
is to summarize key findings of the Study, and to identify findings with possible implications for 
policy or practice which warrant further consideration by policy-makers and educators.  Initial 
questions for consideration are indicated in separate boxes in relevant sections of the text.   
 
In this report, the findings for LEP students overall are presented in Chapter 2, and the findings 
for SpEd-LEP students are presented in Chapter 3.  A summary of key findings and their 
implications is presented in Chapter 4. 
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2 
FINDINGS RELATED TO LEP STUDENTS  
 
 
 
 
The findings related to limited English proficient (LEP) students were based on responses to the 
core study survey questionnaires by district administrators and school coordinators of services 
for LEP students.  Those responding to the surveys were asked to use their district’s or school’s 
definition of a LEP student1. 
 
The findings indicate substantial changes in 2001-2002 from what was reported ten years earlier.  
These changes are seen in the numbers of LEP students, in the nature of the instructional services 
that LEP students received, and in the numbers of teachers and aides who instructed LEP 
students.   
 
 
2.1  What is the size of the LEP student population? 
 
The results of the Descriptive Study indicate that the number of LEP students in the U.S. 
continues to grow.  There were an estimated 3,977,819 LEP students in grades K-12 in U.S. 
public schools (50 States and the District of Columbia) in the 2001-2002 school year, as 
compared with the estimate of 2,314,079 LEP students for the 1991-1992 school year (see Figure 
2.1). This is an increase of 72 percent in the LEP student population.  LEP students represented 
8.4 percent of all public school students in the U.S. in 2001-2002.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
The majority of LEP students were in the lower elementary grades: 52.7 percent of the LEP student 
population was enrolled in grades K-4, as compared with 25.7 percent in grades 5-8, and 19.5 percent 
in grades 9-12.    
 
The specific standards and criteria for defining LEP status are not determined nationally, and the 
Descriptive Study findings indicated that the definition of LEP status was most commonly based 
on a combination of State and school district policies. Districts use both objective data (e.g., oral 
proficiency tests) and subjective data (e.g., informal assessments such as those based on teacher 
judgment) to define LEP status, to assign LEP students to services, and to exit students from LEP 
status.   

Key Finding:   
There has been a dramatic increase in the number of LEP students in 

U.S. public schools over the past decade. 
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2.2  What are the native languages of LEP students? 
 
In 1991-1992, students with Spanish as their native language (“Spanish-language students”) 
made up 72.9 percent of LEP students in the U.S.  The Descriptive Study data for 2001-2002 
show that, even with the overall increase in the LEP student population, the proportion of 
Spanish-language LEP students increased by four percent to 76.9 percent of all LEP students.   
The next most common language groups were Vietnamese (2.4 percent of LEP students) and 
Hmong (1.8 percent).   
 
The most common language group also was identified within individual districts and schools. 
Spanish was the most common LEP student language for 81.5 percent of districts.  Three other 
languages were reported as the most common languages by more than one percent of districts; 
these were Russian (1.6 percent of districts), Korean (1.3 percent), and Hmong (1.3 percent).   
 
The most common LEP student languages reported for more than one percent of schools were 
Spanish (82.0 percent of schools), Russian (2.3 percent), Hmong (1.9 percent), Arabic (1.3 
percent), and Korean (1.3 percent).  

2,314,079 

3,977,819 

0 
500,000 

1,000,000 
1,500,000 
2,000,000 
2,500,000 
3,000,000 
3,500,000 
4,000,000 

1991-1992* 2001-2002 

The number of respondents who provided data on this item was 930.  The item response represented 97.8 percent of 
the weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the item level to be nationally representative. 
* Data from Fleischman and Hopstock (1993).   

FIGURE 2.1 
Sizes of LEP Student Populations in 1991-1992* and 2001-2002 

(District LEP Services Questionnaire) 
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2.3  Where are LEP students enrolled?   
 
Thousands of public school districts and schools across the country provide instruction to one or 
more LEP students.  An estimated 6,471 districts (43 percent) of the approximately 15,000 
school districts in the United States enrolled at least one LEP student in 2001-2002.  An 
estimated 45,283 schools (50 percent) of the approximately 91,000 public schools in the U.S. 
enrolled at least one LEP student.     
 

In 2001-2002, 2.6 percent of districts with LEP 
students enrolled 5,000 or more LEP students; 
together, these districts accounted for 53.7 
percent of all LEP students in grades K-12.  In 
contrast, 60.8 percent of districts with LEP 
students enrolled 99 or fewer LEP students; 
combined, these districts accounted for a total of 
only 2.8 percent of the total LEP student 
population.  
 
However, the number of LEP students alone does 
not describe the impact of a particular LEP 
student population on a district.  The same 
number of LEP students may represent a very 
small proportion of one district’s student 
population but a large proportion of the students 
within another district (e.g., 100 LEP students 
within a district of 11,000 students versus within 
a district of 600 students). Thus, there is diversity 
not only in the number of LEP students within 
districts but in the significance of the LEP 
student population for individual districts. 
Districts’ uses of resources and instructional 
programs will typically reflect these diverse 
circumstances.   
 
 

Key Finding: 
Although the largest portion of the LEP student population is  

enrolled within a small number of districts with many LEP students,  
there are many districts across the U.S. serving small numbers of LEP 

students.   
 

 
LEP Students: 

Diversity in District Populations 

One large city school district has 363,127 
students. Of these students, 66,011 are LEP, and 
the majority (58,475) is Spanish-speaking. There 
are also large numbers of Haitian Creole speakers 
(6,567), and many students who speak Portuguese, 
French, and Cantonese, among the other language 
groups in the district. 

Another district, located in a small city, has a 
total student population of 11,500 of whom 4,035 
are identified as LEP.  Although more than half of 
the LEP students (2,248) are Spanish-speaking, 
there are also significant numbers of LEP students 
from Southeast Asian backgrounds who speak 
Hmong, Mien, and Lao.  

A suburban school district has 3,166 students, 
and 206 students are identified as LEP. The largest 
language group is Mandarin (127 LEP students); 
languages spoken by other LEP students include 
Cantonese, Japanese, Korean, and Spanish. 

A rural district has 27 students identified as 
LEP out of a total of 7,231 students.  The students 
are spread across many schools, with each school 
enrolling only one or two LEP students. The 
students are primarily Spanish speakers (16), but 
also include Urdu, Cantonese, Russian, and Latvian 
speakers.    
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2.4  What instructional services do LEP students receive?   

A number of terms are used to describe the instructional services received by LEP students; for 
example, programs are described as sheltered English, structured immersion, transitional 
bilingual, among other descriptions.  However, these terms are not applied in a consistent way 
across schools and districts.  The same terms may describe classrooms that are very different in 
language use and in instructional approach, while different terms may describe services that are 
very similar. Thus, relying on the existing terminology to distinguish types of instructional 
services was not an appropriate approach for a national description of instructional services for 
LEP students; an objective means of describing the services was needed for the Descriptive 
Study.  

Finding a means of defining services for LEP students was not a new challenge; the same issue 
was faced in designing the 1993 Descriptive Study.  As in that study, the Descriptive Study 
utilized a system for describing the instructional services received by LEP students that was 
based upon three principles:   

(1) The description of services should be student-centered. 
The focus of the description of services should be on what an individual student receives, 
rather than on what is offered within the school. 
 

2) The description of services should be comprehensive. 
The description of services should include all instruction received by a student in a 
typical week, across all instructional settings.   
 

(3) The description of services should be objective.   
There should be specific criteria used to describe services, and these criteria should 
represent key aspects of services for LEP students.   

Two variables were identified as representing key aspects of services for LEP students, and these 
were used to define eight instructional service types.  The key variables were:  
 
(1)   Extent of LEP instructional services  (i.e., the extent of services that are specifically 

designed to address the student's needs as a LEP student); and, 

(2)  Extent of use of the student's native language in instruction.   

Policy Questions:   LEP Student Population 

1. Given the size of the LEP population, what are appropriate levels of 
resources for serving the needs of LEP students (by schools, districts, 
SEAs)? 

2. What type of guidance is most useful for districts with very small LEP 
student populations (e.g., related to services, to best use of limited 
resources for their LEP students)?  



 7 

The eight instructional service types for LEP students are shown in Figure 2.2, and definitions of 
the instructional services types are provided in Appendix A.   

FIGURE 2.2 
Instructional Services for LEP Students 

No LEP Services 
(No Instruction Specifically for 

LEP Students) 
 

Some LEP Services 
(Instruction for LEP Students is 

Designed to Support/Supplement 
Regular Instruction)  

Extensive LEP Services 
(Content Instruction is Designed  

for LEP Students) 

 

Student receives… Instruction uses… Instruction uses… 

 

  
 
 

Mainstream/ 
regular 

instruction 

 
 
 

Instructional 
support 
services 

 
All English 
(<2 percent 

native 
language in 
instruction) 
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native 

language 
(2-24 
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Significant 

native 
language 

(at least 25 
percent) 

 
All English 
(<2 percent 

native 
language in 
instruction) 

 
Some 
native 

language 
(2-24 

percent) 

 
Significant 

native 
language (at 

least 25 
percent) 

 

          
  

 

 
 

 
 

      

          

 

TYPE 
1 

TYPE 
2 

TYPE 
3 

TYPE 
4 

TYPE 
5 

TYPE 
6 

TYPE 
7 

TYPE 
8 

An Example of Type 6 Services: 
Alexandra Receives Extensive LEP Services 

Alexandra, a Serbian 10th grade LEP student in a large urban school district, receives instruction from seven 
different teachers within a typical week. Each week she meets separately with two different ESL teachers who 
coordinate and share information about her instruction. Alexandra attends her ESL classes during periods when 
her English-proficient classmates attend English and foreign language classes.  Her U.S. history, geometry and 
biology teachers use English and instructional strategies that address Alexandra’s needs as a LEP student while 
ensuring that she learns content parallel to what her English-proficient classmates receive. She receives 
mainstream instruction only for computers and physical education.   

An Example of Type 3 Services: 
Some LEP Services Using English for Fatima 

Fatima, a fourth-grade native Arabic speaker in a large urban school district, is in her third year of receiving LEP 
services. She receives 45 minutes of ESL instruction every day in a pull-out session during periods in which her 
English-proficient classmates are instructed in either social studies or science. She also receives after-school 
homework assistance for an hour every day.  

An Example of Type 8 Services: 
 Instruction in Spanish and English  

Gloria, a Hispanic kindergartener in a large urban school district, receives 4 hours of instruction per day from a 
bilingual teacher. Of this, ESL instruction is provided for one hour, and the other 3 hours of instruction are in 
Spanish reading and math.  An arts/music teacher, a character education teacher, a library teacher, and a gym 
teacher provide additional instruction in English during the week. Gloria will continue receiving Type 8 services 
next year, when she will begin to receive 5½ hours of instruction per day.  She will receive an additional hour of 
ESL and Spanish reading, and most of her content instruction will continue to be in Spanish.  
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As seen in Figure 2.3 below, findings based on data provided by school LEP services 
coordinators showed that Service Type 3 (Some LEP services, all English) and Service Type 6 
(Extensive LEP services, all English) were the most common service types received by LEP 
students.  Next most common were Service Type 8 (Extensive LEP services, significant native 
language use) and Service Type 7 (Some LEP services, some native language use).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is possible to sum across service types to examine the findings in terms of each of the two key 
variables used for describing services.  In terms of the extent of LEP services, 11.7 percent of 
LEP students received mainstream instruction with no LEP services (Service Types 1 and 2); 
36.4 percent received some LEP services (Service Types 3-5); and 52.0 percent received 
extensive LEP services (Service Types 6-8).  In terms of extent of native language use, 59.6 
percent of students were taught all in English (Service Types 1, 2, 3, 6).  For 20.1 percent of LEP 
students, instruction included some native language use (Service Types 4, 7); and 20.4 percent of 
students received significant native language use (Service Types 5, 8).   
 
 
2.5  What change has there been in the instructional services received by LEP 

students since 1991-1992?    
 
Table 2.1 provides a comparison of the types of instructional services received by LEP students 
in 1991-1992 and in 2001-2002.  The study findings show a substantial decrease over the ten-
year period in the number of LEP students receiving Service Type 8 (Extensive LEP services, 
significant native language use), and a decrease in students receiving Service Type 7 (Extensive 
LEP services, some native language use).  At the same time, there were increases in the number 
of LEP students receiving Service Type 6 (Extensive LEP services, all English), Service Type 3 

Service Type 1  
307,340  
(6.7%) 

Service Type 2 
229,083  
(5.0%) 

Service Type 3 
1,130,573 
(24.7%) 

Service Type 4 
381,299  
(8.3%) 

Service Type 5 
156,841  
(3.4%) 

Service Type 6 
1,061,456  
(23.2%) 

Service Type 7 
 539,049  
(11.8%) 

Service Type 8 
 778,181  
(17.0%) 

FIGURE 2.3 
Numbers and Percentages of LEP Students Receiving Each Service Type 

(School LEP Services Questionnaire) 

The number of respondents who provided data on this item was 1,987.   The item response represented 95.1% of the 
weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the item level to be nationally representative. 
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(Some LEP services, all English), Service Type 1 (No LEP services, mainstream instruction 
only), and Service Type 2 (No LEP services, instructional support) services.  Overall, these 
findings show a shift toward instruction provided in English.  The shift is also away from 
extensive LEP services and toward service types in which LEP students are more commonly 
instructed within mainstream classrooms.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The significance of these changes includes their broader impact on the composition of 
classrooms within a school.  That is, given the shift in the nature of services received by LEP 
students, mainstream classes are likely to be increasingly diverse in terms of English language 
and other academic abilities.  This diversity presents additional challenges for mainstream 
teachers, with the implication that they may require additional  training and expertise to work 
effectively with LEP students.   
 
The findings also indicated that increasing numbers of LEP students are not receiving LEP 
instructional services.  In some cases, the students’ parents may have requested a waiver of LEP 

Key Finding: 
There has been a substantial shift in the past ten years in the 

 instructional services received by LEP students.  This shift has been  
toward LEP instructional services provided in English. 

 

  
TABLE 2.1 

Service Types Received by LEP Students 
 in 1991-1992* and 2001-2002 

(School LEP Services Questionnaire) 

 

  Percentage of LEP Students   

 Service Type: 1991-1992* 2001-2002  
 1—No LEP services/mainstream instruction only 2.1 %  6.7%  
 2—No LEP services/instructional support 1.4 5.0   
 3—Some LEP services/all English 19.1 24.7   
 4—Some LEP services/some native language 7.0 8.3   
 5—Some LEP services/significant native language 3.1 3.4   
 6—Extensive LEP services/all English 14.6 23.2   
 7—Extensive LEP services/some native language 15.8 11.8   
 8—Extensive LEP services/significant  native  language 37.0 17.0   
 Total 100.0 % 100.0 %  
 The number of respondents who provided data on the item from the current study was 1,987.   The item response 

represented 95.1 % of the weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the item level to be 
nationally representative. 
*Data from Fleischman and Hopstock (1993).  The percentages were recalculated to exclude an “unknown” category. 
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services.  Other students may have been exited from LEP services and placed into mainstream 
instruction for a “transitional” period prior to exit from LEP status.  These students may receive 
support through transition services such as monitoring, extended day, or other support services 
not specific to LEP students.  In still other cases, LEP students may have transitioned to 
mainstream classes due to time limits on services.   

There is a need for more information on students who are retained in LEP status while not 
receiving LEP services and on the nature of transition services that are provided.  Similarly, 
more should be learned about what transition services are provided to former LEP students who 
have recently exited from LEP services.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.6 Do LEP students receive sequences of services?  That is, do they change from 

one instructional service type to another over time? 
 
Schools typically reported more than one type of instructional service for LEP students.  As 
might be expected, schools with larger numbers of LEP students reported providing a greater 
number of the eight instructional service types defined by the study.   In about half (52.2 percent) 
of the schools that served LEP students, school coordinators reported that LEP students received 
a sequence of services; that is, a LEP student moved from one service type to another over time.   
 

 
 
 

Policy Questions:  Instruction of LEP Students 
 
1. Do the observed changes in instructional approaches have 

implications for staffing, training, and/or program development?  What 
are the implications for States?  For districts?  For schools?   

2. Increasing numbers of LEP students do not receive LEP services.  Are 
additional monitoring/support services needed, and, if so, what 
systems should be developed for such monitoring/support?   

An Example of a Sequence of Services:   
Pablo Transitions from Service Type 8 to Service Type 6  

In a large urban school district, Pablo, a 10th grader of Spanish language background, is receiving his 
second year of Type 8 services.  He receives instruction that uses both English and Spanish in history, 
geometry, and earth sciences classes, and receives English as a second language (ESL) instruction while 
his classmates have English and foreign language classes. He attends computer and physical education 
classes with his English-proficient classmates. Next year, however, all instruction in Spanish will be phased 
out, but he will receive content instruction designed for LEP students (i.e., Type 6 services).  He will have an 
elective social studies class in which the English language instruction is adapted to the needs of LEP 
students, an ESL class, a mainstream class in mathematics, and a foreign language (French).  
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The most typical sequences of services involved decreases in the extent of LEP services and 
decreases in use of the native language.  The five most common sequences of services reported 
by school coordinators were: 
 
 Sequence Percentage of schools 

(1) Type 6 (Extensive LEP services, all English) 
                                 
Type 3 (Some LEP services, all English): 

 
 

25.0%; 
   

(2) Type 3 (Some LEP services, all English) 
                                 
Type 2 (No LEP services, instructional support): 

 
 

18.6%; 
   

(3) Type 8 (Extensive LEP services, significant native language) 
                                 
Type 7 (Extensive LEP services, some native language): 

 
 

12.9%; 
   

(4) Type 4 (Some LEP services, some native language) 
                                  
Type 3 (Some LEP services, all English): 

 
 

                         12.7%; and,  
   

(5) Type 3 (Some LEP services, all English )   
                                  
Type 1 (No LEP services, mainstream instruction only): 

 
 

10.8%. 
  
Possible sequences of services for an individual student could include more than two types of 
services, for example, Type 6, Type 3, and then Type 2 services.   
 

2.7  How many instructional staff in grades K-12 work with LEP students? 
 
The findings indicated that, in the 2001-2002 school year, there were an estimated 1,273,420 
public school teachers who instructed at least one LEP student in Grades K-12.  This estimate is 
3.5 times as large as the 364,485 teachers reported for the 1991-1992 school year (see Figure 
2.4).  Viewing the findings in terms of all teachers in grades K-12, teachers working with at least 
one LEP student increased from an estimated 15 percent of all teachers in 1991-1992 to almost 
43 percent in 2001-2002.   
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These findings show that over a ten-year period, the number of teachers increased by a factor of 
3.5 while the number of LEP students increased by a factor of about two.  These data suggest a 
greater spread of LEP students across classrooms as compared to ten years earlier; such a pattern 
would be consistent with the changes in instructional services for LEP students described above.  

 
 
There was a parallel increase in the number of instructional aides who worked with at least one 
LEP student in the 2001-2002 school year.  An estimated 204,553 instructional aides worked 
with LEP students in grades K-12 in public schools as compared with the estimated 67,795 aides 
reported for the 1991-1992 school year.  This is a three-fold increase over the ten-year period.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Key Finding: 
There has been a dramatic increase in the number of teachers who 

work with at least one LEP student.  In 2001-2002 there were 
approximately 3.5 times as many teachers of LEP students as were 

reported for 1991-1992;   
teachers of LEP students in 2001-2002 represented  
nearly 43 percent of all teachers in grades K-12.   

Key Finding: 
Over the past decade, the number of instructional aides who teach 

at least one LEP student increased dramatically.  The estimated 
204,553 instructional aides in 2001-2001 was approximately three 

times the number estimated in 1991-1992.  

364,485 

1,273,420 
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1991-1992* 2001-2002 
The number of respondents who provided data on this item was 1,937.  The item response represented 93.6% of the 
weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the item level to be nationally representative. 
* Data from Fleischman and Hopstock (1993). 

FIGURE 2.4 
Numbers of Teachers Serving LEP Students in 1991-1992* and 2001-2002 

(School LEP Services Questionnaire) 



2.8  What are the backgrounds and training of instructional staff who work with LEP 
students? 
 

Almost half (45.8 percent) of teachers of three or more 
LEP students reported that they held a Master’s or more 
advanced degree; slightly more than half (53.7 percent) 
had a Bachelor’s degree; and 0.5 percent had an 
Associate’s degree. Almost all (97.6 percent) reported 
that they held teaching certification, with 18.1 percent 
reporting English as a Second Language (ESL) 
certification and 11.1 percent reporting bilingual 
education certification.  Teachers of three or more LEP 
students also reported a median of 9.0 years of 
teaching experience at the  K-12 level; 7.0 years of 
teaching experience at their current districts; 4.0 years 
of experience at their current school; and 6.0 years of 
experience teaching LEP students.   
 
Six in ten teachers (61.8 percent) who worked with at 
least three LEP students indicated that they had 
received in-service training specifically related to the 
teaching of LEP students in the past five years.  
Overall, the teachers of at least three LEP students 
reported a median of 4.0 hours of such training over 

the past five years (the median included those with no training).  About one in five (20.8 percent) 
of the teachers reported between 1 and 9 hours of training related to LEP students in the past five 
years; and about one in four (25.3 percent) reported between 10 and 49 hours of training related 
to LEP students in the past five years. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A dichotomous variable was created to indicate whether or not teachers had “significant LEP 
training.”  A teacher was considered to have had  “significant LEP training” if the teacher:  (1) 
had bilingual education certification; or (2) had English as a Second Language (ESL) 
certification; or (3) had received 20 or more hours of in-service training related to the teaching of 
LEP students in the previous five years.  The results of this analysis indicated that 40.2 percent 
of teachers of three or more LEP students were identified as having “significant LEP training.”  
The following groups of teachers were more likely to have had “significant LEP training”:  (1) 
teachers in districts with large numbers of LEP students; (2) teachers in schools with large 
numbers of LEP students; (3) teachers who taught large numbers of LEP students; (4) teachers in 

Key Finding: 
Teachers who worked with three or more LEP students reported  

a median of four hours of in-service training in the past five years  
that was related to the instruction of LEP students;  

six in ten of these teachers reported receiving such training.   
 

A Teacher of LEP Students: 
Mrs. Martinez, First Grade Teacher 

 
Mrs. Martinez, a first grade teacher, has been 
teaching in a large urban school district for 
three decades.  Her class is composed of 
twenty students, seven of whom are LEP.  Mrs. 
Martinez is fluent in Spanish but rarely uses 
this language with her students.  She holds a 
Bachelor’s degree and has certification in 
bilingual education. In her school district, 
several hours are devoted each year to teacher 
training related to the instruction of LEP 
students. In the last school year, she received 
twenty hours of such training. The training 
content included language acquisition theory, 
effective practices for instructing LEP students, 
teaching English to LEP students, and teaching 
reading and writing to State standards. In 
addition, she also received two hours of 
training concerning instruction for SpEd-LEP 
students
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elementary schools; (5) ESL teachers; and (6) teachers who spoke a non-English language 
spoken by their LEP students. 
 
Four in ten teachers (39.1 percent) who worked with at least three LEP students reported that 
they spoke a non-English language that was the native language of their students.  The most 
frequent language reported spoken was Spanish. However, of all teachers of three or more LEP 
students, only 25.5 percent described their ability to speak and understand the language of the 
largest numbers of their LEP students as “fluent” or “good,”  and 24.1 percent described their 
ability to read and write as “excellent” or “good,” as opposed to “fair’ or “very limited” (see 
Figure 2.5). Elementary school teachers compared to middle or high school teachers were more 
likely to describe their non-English language abilities as “good” or better.  
 
Of teachers of three or more LEP students, 10.1 percent reported that they used the non-English 
language “a significant amount” (25 percent or more) as part of their instruction; and 12.4 
percent reported that they used the non-English language to “some extent” (2-24 percent).  
 

 
 
Of instructional aides who worked with at least three LEP students, approximately one-quarter 
(27.7 percent) reported that they held a Bachelor’s degree; 49.5 percent reported at least an 
Associate’s degree or some college; and 21.8 percent were high school graduates or held a GED 
certificate.  High school aides reported more education than did elementary school aides. 
 
Four in ten aides (40.9 percent) who worked with at least three LEP students reported that they 
received in-service training specifically related to the teaching of LEP students in the past five 
years.  The data indicated that elementary school aides were more likely to receive such in-
service training than were middle school or high school aides.  
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FIGURE 2.5 
Non-English Language Abilities of Teachers Who Teach  

Three or More LEP Students 
(Teacher Background Questionnaire) 

The number of respondents who provided data on this item was from 4,148 to 4,149.  The item response 
represented 98.9% of the weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the form level to be 
nationally representative. 
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Six in ten aides (60.3 percent) who worked 
with at least three LEP students reported 
that they spoke a non-English language that 
was the native language of their students.  
By far, the most frequent language spoken 
by aides who worked with LEP students 
was Spanish.    
 
A higher proportion of aides than of 
teachers reported proficiency in the native 
language of their LEP students.  Of all aides 
who worked with three or more LEP 
students, 53.4 percent described their ability 
to speak and understand the language of the 

largest numbers of their LEP students as  “good” or  “fluent,” and 49.4  percent described their 
ability to read and write as “good” or “excellent” (as compared to 25.5 percent and 24.1 percent, 
respectively, for teachers).  
 
Of those aides who worked with at least three LEP students, 27.0 percent reported that they used 
the non-English language “a significant amount” (25 percent or more) as part of their instruction; 
and 22.1 percent reported that they used the non-English language to “some extent” (2-24 
percent).  Comparing these findings with those for teachers, 49.1 percent of aides used their LEP 
students’ native language some or to a significant extent, as compared to 28.8 percent of 
teachers.   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.9    To what extent have LEP students participated in reforms related to State 

standards and assessments? 
 
District and school LEP services coordinators were asked to rate on a five-point scale the extent 
to which instructional programs were aligned with State content/performance standards (see 
Figure 2.6).  While a large majority (84.9 percent) of district LEP services coordinators reported 
that instructional programs for English proficient students were “very well” or “well” aligned 
with State content/performance standards, only approximately six of ten district respondents 
(58.1 percent) reported that instructional programs for LEP students were similarly aligned.   
 

Policy Questions :  Instructional Staff  
 

1. What are appropriate levels of training related to LEP students for 
teachers and instructional aides?   

2. How should training resources be distributed across 
teachers/aides?  For example, how should training resources be 
distributed across teachers/aides who work with few versus large 
numbers of LEP students? 

An Aide Serving LEP Students: 
Mrs. Asuncion, Bilingual High School Aide 

In this mid-size school district, more than half of the students 
are Hispanic. Ms. Asuncion is a native Spanish-speaking 
instructional aide for grades 9 through 12. She has had 
some college-level education, and has been working in the 
migrant and bilingual education programs since she joined 
the district seven years ago. Of the 40 students that she 
instructs during the week, 30 are LEP from mainly Spanish-
speaking homes. Ms. Asuncion uses a significant amount of 
Spanish with her students. She has not received any in-
service training on teaching LEP students or students with 
disabilities.  
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In addition, materials and training for aligning instruction with standards were more commonly 
general in nature, and not specific to the instruction of LEP students.  As shown in Figure 2.7, a 
large majority of district respondents (86.2 percent) reported that general curriculum materials 
were provided to teachers of LEP students to help them align their instruction with State 
standards.  However, only 56.7 percent of district coordinators reported that curriculum materials 
for LEP students were provided to teachers of LEP students to help them align instruction.  In 
6.6 percent of districts, coordinators indicated that no materials specific to aligning instruction 
with standards were provided to teachers of LEP students.   

 
The findings obtained regarding the types of training provided to teachers to assist them in 
aligning their instruction with State content/performance standards paralleled the findings on 
materials.  District respondents reported that general training was provided to teachers of LEP 
students more frequently (79.7 percent) than training specifically related to applying standards to 
LEP students (56.1 percent). In 13.2 percent of districts, coordinators reported that no training on 
aligning instruction with standards was provided to teachers of LEP students.   
 

Key Finding: 
District coordinators reported that the instruction LEP students received 
was less aligned with State standards than was instruction for non-LEP 

students.   
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FIGURE 2.6 
Extent of Alignment of Services with State Content/Performance Standards 

(District LEP Services Questionnaire) 

The number of respondents who provided data on this item was from 730 to 733.  The item response represented 
95.8% to 96.5% of the weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the form level to be nationally 
representative. 



 17 

  
 
 

 
Federal policy requires that all students including LEP students be included in assessments 
related to State content and performance standards. Data from district respondents indicated that 
in the 2001-2002 school year, 82.0 percent of LEP students in the grades in which these tests 
were administered were included in their most recent Statewide tests.  This statistic, however, 
refers to assessments without reference to specific content areas; it may therefore include LEP 
students who were assessed in some but not all content areas tested.   
 
One in four (25.4 percent) of LEP students received some form of accommodation on Statewide 
tests. The most frequently cited forms of accommodations provided to LEP students on 
Statewide tests were extra time for completion (76.5 percent of districts), individual or small 
group administration (71.4 percent), items read aloud to students in English (51.9 percent), use of 
dictionaries (44.9 percent), and interpretation of test directions in the students’ native language 
(32.2 percent).   
 

Key Finding: 
Teachers of LEP students are more likely to receive general curriculum 
materials and general manuals/guides to help them align instruction 

rather than materials and guides specifically related to aligning 
instruction for LEP students. 
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FIGURE 2.7 
Materials and Training Provided to Teachers of LEP Students to Help 

Them Align Instruction with State Content/Performance Standards 
(District LEP Services Questionnaire)  

The number of respondents who provided data on this item was from 738 to 740.  The item response represented 
97.1% to 97.5% of the weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the form level to be 
nationally representative. 
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2.10  What are outcomes for LEP students? 
 
School LEP services coordinators provided summary descriptions of the performance of current 
and former LEP students.  Coordinators in approximately three-fourths (76.0 percent) of 
elementary schools reported that third grade LEP students scored below grade level or well 
below grade level in English reading, and coordinators in 34.2 percent of elementary schools  
reported that third grade former LEP students were scoring below or well below grade level in 
English reading. 
 
A majority (52.9 percent) of middle school LEP services coordinators  reported that eighth grade 
LEP students were scoring below or well below grade level in mathematics, and 28.9 percent of 
coordinators reported that eighth grade former LEP students were performing below or well 
below grade level in mathematics.  
 
Many district LEP services coordinators were unable to provide summary data on the 
achievement of former LEP students on Statewide/district tests, and on dropout rates and 
diplomas received by LEP and former LEP students.  It is very difficult to obtain useful data on 
the long-term educational outcomes for LEP and former LEP students.  In addition to record-
keeping issues associated with all students, the issue for LEP students is complicated by:  (a) the 
high mobility rate of LEP students between districts and schools; (b) the lack of a consistent 
operational definition of LEP status; and (c) the fact that former LEP status is not maintained as 
a variable in many districts’ record-keeping systems.   
 

 

Policy Questions:  Standards and Assessments 
 

1. What approaches/means will be most effective in assisting districts/ 
schools/teachers to align instruction for LEP students?  

2. Given findings suggesting less alignment to standards for instruction for 
LEP students than for instruction for non-LEP students, how should LEP 
students’  outcomes on State tests of achievement to standards be 
used?  What guidance should be provided to districts/schools 
regarding assessment for LEP students?   

Key Finding: 
Districts had difficulty in providing long-term outcomes data  

for LEP and former LEP students.  
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Given the importance of tracking outcomes for former LEP students, district data systems should 
be structured to record both LEP and former LEP status, and the receipt of various types of LEP 
instructional services. With such systems in place, school districts would be able to track the 
long term achievement of former LEP students, including their performance on high stakes tests, 
dropout rates, and graduation rates.   
 

 
 

Policy Questions:  LEP Student Outcomes 
 

1. What types of guidance should be provided to districts to assist 
them in structuring database systems that include key LEP student 
variables?     

2. How should the performance of LEP and former LEP students be 
presented in reports on student outcomes?   Should these data be 
presented separately, should they be combined, or should another 
approach be used? 

 

An Example of Achievement Data on LEP Students: 
English Language Learner Data Folders 

To record instruction and testing information on LEP students, this large urban school district has developed two data 
folders. The “English Language Learner Data Folder,” which travels with students between schools, is used for students 
in early childhood programs, elementary and middle schools. This folder contains information on the schools and special 
programs attended (e.g., extended day, summer program), teachers, ESL level, language proficiency and other 
language test scores, absenteeism, grade promotion, and exit from LEP status. The student’s achievement on the 
district’s ESL standards also is recorded in this folder, along with home language surveys, tests, student work samples, 
parent letters, and report cards. The “High School English Language Learner Data Folder” is used for high school LEP 
students.  It is similar to the folder for elementary/middle school students, with the exception that the information is 
recorded by semester, only the ESL teacher’s name is listed in the folder, and fewer records are kept in the high school 
students’ folders. 
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3 

FINDINGS RELATED TO SPED-LEP STUDENTS  
 
 
 
The Descriptive Study collected a range of information about the numbers and characteristics of 
special education LEP (SpEd-LEP) students.  SpEd-LEP students are students identified as 
limited English proficient who also are determined to have disabilities which qualify them for 
special education services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and who 
thus receive instruction under an Individual Education Plan (IEP).  There were three sources of 
information on SpEd-LEP students.  District and school special education coordinators provided 
summary data related to SpEd-LEP students and instructional staff in their responses to the mail 
survey questionnaires.  Also, in selected districts, teachers and instructional aides completed 
background questionnaires. A final source of information was the review of records conducted 
for a sample of SpEd-LEP students. 

 
3.1  What is the size of the SpEd-LEP student population? 
 
Many school districts and schools had considerable difficulty in providing a count of SpEd-LEP 
students since they did not identify these students as a distinct subgroup within their student 
information systems. In some cases, creating a count required special computer analyses.  In 
other cases, the LEP services coordinator and special education coordinator compared their 
separate lists of special education students and LEP students in order to identify SpEd-LEP 
students. 1  
 

 

Based on the data provided by the school districts, there were an estimated 357,325 SpEd-LEP 
students in public schools in grades K-12 in 2001-2002. SpEd-LEP students represented an 
estimated 9.0 percent of all LEP students in U.S. public schools.   
 
SpEd-LEP students constituted 8.2 percent of all special education students in districts with at 
least one SpEd-LEP student, and represented a greater percentage of all special education 
students in grades K-6 (9.5 percent) than in grades 7-12 (6.7 percent).   
 

3.2  What is the process for identification of  SpEd-LEP students?   
 
A majority of the district special education coordinators reported that their districts determined 
that students were LEP before determining disability status (69.7 percent).  Other district special 
education coordinators indicated that no typical sequence of LEP and disability determination 

Key Finding: 
Many school districts and schools had considerable difficulty  

in providing a count of SpEd-LEP students.   
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existed (14.1 percent) or that the identification occurred simultaneously (12.9 percent).  A small 
number of districts determined students’ disabilities before determining that they were LEP (2.6 
percent). 

 
3.3  What percentages of LEP students receive special education program services?   
 
The percentage of LEP students reported to be in special education was smaller than the 
percentage of all students in special education.  In districts with at least one SpEd-LEP student, 
13.5 percent of all students were receiving special education program services, while the 
equivalent percentage for LEP students was 9.2 percent (see Figure 3.1). 2   
 
The findings indicated that there is variation in the percentage of LEP students in special 
education services across districts and States.  For example, in districts with smaller LEP student 
populations (99 or fewer LEP students), SpEd-LEP students represented on average 15.8 percent 
of their LEP students, while in districts with 100 or more LEP students,  SpEd-LEP students  
represented 9.1 percent of LEP students.  In addition, the Descriptive Study included separate 
analyses of data collected in 2000-2001 by the Office for Civil Rights;3 these data indicated 
considerable variation in percentages of SpEd-LEP students by State.  The sources of variation in 
percentages of SpEd-LEP students should be examined further.  
 
The percentage of LEP students in each of the disability classifications was smaller than the 
percentage of the total population in each of those classifications.  For districts with at least one 
SpEd-LEP student, Table 3.1 shows the percentages of all students and the percentages of LEP 
students within specific primary disability classifications.  The largest percentage difference was 
in the “specific learning disability” classification, but the largest proportional differences were 

 

13.5% 

 

9.2% 
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FIGURE 3.1 
Percentages of All Students and LEP Students in Special Education 

(District Special Education LEP Services Questionnaire) 

The number of respondents who provided data on this item was from 508 to 569.  The item response represented 
83.5% to 94.4% of the weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the item level to be nationally 
representative. 
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for “emotional disturbance” and “other health impairment” classifications.  (The “other health 
impairment” classification includes the attention deficit-hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Data from student records indicated that SpEd-LEP students in elementary grades were more 
commonly in the “speech/language disability” classification than were SpEd-LEP students in the 
middle and high school grades.  In contrast, SpEd-LEP students in the middle and high school 
grades were more commonly in the “specific learning disabilities” classification than were SpEd-
LEP students in elementary grades.   
 
 
 

 TABLE 3.1 
Percentages of All Students and LEP Students with 

Specific Disability Classifications 
(District Special Education Services Questionnaire) 

 

  
Disability  

Percentage of  
All Students 

Percentage of 
LEP Students 

 

 Specific learning disabilities 6.64% 5.16%  
 Speech/language impairments 2.72 2.17  
 Mental retardation 1.20 0.72  
 Emotional disturbance 1.00 0.23  
 Other health impairments 0.73 0.20  
 Developmental delay 0.32 0.15  
 Autism 0.26 0.12  
 Multiple disabilities 0.25 0.10  
 Hearing disabilities 0.18 0.16  
 Orthopedic impairments 0.16 0.14  
 Visual impairments 0.06 0.05  
 Traumatic brain injury 0.04 0.02  
 Deaf/blindness 0.01 0.005  
 The number of respondents who provided data on this item was from 518 to 534.  The item response represented 

84.8% to 90.1% of the weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the form level to be nationally 
representative.  

 

 

Key Finding: 
The percentage of LEP students reported to be in special education 

was 
 smaller than the percentage of all students in special education,  

both overall and within individual disability categories.   

Policy Questions:  SpEd-LEP Student Population 
1. What guidance should be provided to districts and schools regarding 

the identification and tracking of SpEd-LEP students within local 
databases?  What level of resources is appropriate for such efforts? 

2. What are the sources of the lower rates of identification of SpEd-LEP 
students?  

3. What are sources of variation across districts in rates of identification of 
SpEd-LEP students?
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3.4  What are the native languages of  SpEd-LEP students? 
 
Spanish-language students make up a greater percentage of the SpEd-LEP population than of the 
overall LEP student population.  Spanish-language students represented 80.4 percent of the 
SpEd-LEP student population, while they represented 76.9 percent of the LEP population.  Two 
other language groups that had higher than average representation in the SpEd-LEP population 
were Navajo (1.9 percent of the SpEd-LEP population compared to 0.9 percent of the LEP 
population) and Lao (0.7 percent compared to 0.4 percent). 
 
The finding that Spanish-language LEP students are more likely than other LEP students to be in 
special education programs may be attributed at least in part to the greater availability of staff 
with language skills and of appropriate assessment instruments.  
 

3.5  Where are SpEd-LEP students enrolled?   
 
SpEd-LEP students were enrolled in an estimated 4,774 public school districts in the U.S. (73.7 
percent of the 6,471 school districts with LEP students). However, the majority of the SpEd-LEP 
student population was enrolled in a relatively small number of districts.  Districts that reported 
500 or more SpEd-LEP students represented only 3.4 percent of all districts with SpEd-LEP 
students, but accounted for 57.4 percent of the SpEd-LEP student population. In contrast, the 
majority (54.6 percent) of districts with SpEd-LEP students enrolled fewer than 10 SpEd-LEP 
students each; combined, these districts accounted for only 2.6 percent of the total SpEd-LEP 
population.  The median number of SpEd-LEP students per district (for districts with SpEd-LEP 
students) was 8.0 students, and the mean was 74.1. 
 
At the school level, SpEd-LEP students were enrolled in an estimated 33,713 public schools in 
the U.S. (72.8 percent of the 45,283 schools with LEP students).  Of schools with at least one 
SpEd-LEP student, 62.2 percent had fewer than 10 SpEd-LEP students, and only 5.8 percent had 
40 or more SpEd-LEP students.  The median number of SpEd-LEP students per school was 5.0, 
and the mean number was 11.5.  The differences between the medians and the means for number 
of SpEd-LEP students per district and per school reflect the fact that some districts and schools 
had very large numbers of SpEd-LEP students.   
 

3.6 What instructional services are provided to SpEd-LEP students?  

There has been no prior national study describing instructional services for SpEd-LEP students, 
and a literature search did not lead to the identification of any models for describing instructional 
services for SpEd-LEP students.  Within special education programs under IDEA, one focus is to 
ensure that students are served within the least restrictive environment in which their needs can 
be met.  States are required to report to the Federal government on educational settings in which 
special education students receive services, and there has been an emphasis on increasing the use 
of inclusion models of instruction, in which special education services are provided in regular 
classroom settings.   
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Instructional services for SpEd-LEP students were described in terms of four variables:  two 
relevant to special education and two relevant to LEP services (See Figure 3.1).  The first 
variable, extent of services in special education settings, was based on reporting required under 
IDEA on use of instructional settings that are outside of the “regular” or “general4 classroom,” 
and was defined using categories to parallel the data reported to the Federal government on the 
implementation of IDEA. The second variable was developed for the Descriptive Study as an 
indicator of the extent of use of inclusion approaches for special education instruction.  The two 
setting variables do not represent mutually exclusive settings.  A student may receive special 
education services in a resource room, for example, for 50 percent of the time, and also receive 
services within a general classroom for a portion of the remaining half of instructional time.   

FIGURE 3.1 
Variables Used in Describing Services to  

Special Education LEP Students 

Special Education Services   LEP Services 

 

1.   Special education services in a separate  
       setting… 

• 0-20% of the week 

• 21-60% of the week 

• More than 60% of the week 

2.   Special education services in a general  
      classroom… 

• 0 hours per week 

• 1-3 hours per week 

• 4 or more hours per week 

 

 3.    Extent of LEP services 

• None 

• Some 

• Extensive 

 

4.    Use of native language for  instruction 

• None (less than 2%) 

• Some (2-24%) 

• Significant (at least 25%) 

 

 

    
 

The third and fourth variables, extent of LEP services and extent of use of the native language, 
were the two key variables underlying the set of eight instructional service types defined for LEP 
students in the Descriptive Study.   

This approach made it possible to link the data on services received by SpEd-LEP students with 
the Federal IDEA annual report data on the extent of services in special education settings, and 
with the overall LEP student data on services, in terms of extent of LEP services and extent of 
native language use.  School special education coordinators used the above four variables to 
provide descriptions of instructional services for students within each of six separate disability 
categories:  specific learning disabilities; speech and language impairments; mental retardation; 
emotional disturbance; developmental delay; and, all other disabilities. These were based on the 
thirteen categories defined by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, but collapsing 
across the low-incidence categories.    
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Overall, 55.0 percent of SpEd-LEP students 
received special education services in 
separate special education settings 21 
percent or more of the time.  This is higher 
than the 48.6 percent of special education 
students ages 6-21 reported to be in separate 
settings for 21 percent or more for school 
year 1999-2000 (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2002, Table AB2).  It may be 
that the difference in use of separate settings 
is at least partly attributable to receipt of 
services that incorporate the SpEd-LEP 
students’ native language. The percentage 
of SpEd-LEP students receiving services 
within separate special education settings 
for 21 percent or more of instruction varied 
from 84.1 percent for students within the 
mental retardation category to 18.6 percent 
for students identified with speech and 
language impairments (see Table 3.2). 
 
 
 

 
  

TABLE 3.2 
Special Education Services Received by Special Education LEP Students 

(School Special Education Services Questionnaire) 

 

  
 

 
Percentage of SpEd-LEP Students 

by Disability Classification 

 

 Receipt of services within a 
separate special education 
setting …* 

 
Specific 
Learning 

Disabilities 

 
Speech/ 

Language 
Impairment 

 
 

Mental 
Retardation 

 
 

Emotional  
Disturbance 

 
Develop- 
mental  
Delay 

 
 

All 
 Others 

 
 

All 
Disabilities 

 

 0-20% of the week 37.9% 81.4% 15.8% 25.4% 31.2% 24.0% 45.0%  
 21-60% of the week 35.1 10.1 19.4 31.6 31.8 21.4 26.5%  
 More than 60% of the week 27.0 8.5 64.7 43.0 37.1 54.6 28.5%  
 Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%  
 Receipt of special education 

services in a general      
classroom …** 

 
Specific 
Learning 

Disabilities 

 
Speech/ 

Language 
Impairment 

 
 

Mental 
Retardation 

 
 

Emotional  
Disturbance 

 
Develop-
mental  
Delay 

 
 

All  
Others 

 
 

All 
Disabilities 

 

 0 hours per week 36.8% 68.7% 35.5% 37.0% 40.5% 33.3% 44.9%  
 1-3 hours per week 28.2 17.9 17.7 21.6 41.3 22.2 24.3%  
 4 or more hours per week 35.1 13.4 46.8 41.4 18.2 44.6 30.7%  
 Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%  
 *The number of respondents who provided data on this item was from 790 to 868.  The item response represented 

86.3% to 96.4% of the weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the form level to be nationally 
representative. 
** The number of respondents who provided data on this item was from 664 to 856.  The item response represented 
66.6% to 93.8% of the weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the form level to be nationally 
representative. 

 

 
 

Services for SpEd-LEP Students: 
A Range of Service Options 

In this large city school district, SpEd-LEP students are 
generally included in the same types of LEP services as 
other LEP students.  The specific service is determined in 
part by the outcomes of standardized language assessments 
of English and Spanish skills. Spanish-language SpEd-LEP 
students with the lowest levels of English proficiency receive 
instruction using their native language. SpEd-LEP students 
who are assessed as more proficient in English do not 
receive any instruction in the native language and are 
included in all-English LEP services. Special education 
services are provided to the students through interventions 
such as team teaching, tutoring, and pull-out to a special 
resource classroom. SpEd-LEP students in middle and high 
school grades are included in mainstream classes. Since 
monolingual teachers provide most of the instruction in these 
grades, bilingual aides are placed in the mainstream settings 
to assist students as necessary. SpEd-LEP students who are 
exited from LEP services are monitored for their English 
language needs through the IEP annual review process. 
Students can be returned to ESL services if additional 
support is needed. 
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School special education coordinators reported that 55.0 percent of SpEd-LEP students received 
at least some special education services within the general classroom:  24.3 percent received 
such services for 1-3 hours per week in the general classroom, and 30.7 percent received 4 or 
more hours per week.  Across disability categories, the percent of students receiving no special 
education services within the general class ranged from 33.3 percent (all other disabilities) to 
68.7 percent (speech/language impairments) of SpEd-LEP students.  
 

 
 
The majority of SpEd-LEP students received services for LEP students that supported or 
supplemented instruction.  The school special education coordinators reported that 56.2 percent 
of SpEd-LEP students received services described as some LEP services, 27.7 percent received 
extensive LEP services, and 16.1 percent of students received no LEP services.  Comparing these 
data with those for all LEP students, SpEd-LEP students were less likely to receive LEP 
instructional services.  As shown in Table 3.3, the extent of LEP services received by a SpEd-
LEP student varied by the primary disability category.   
 

 TABLE 3.3 
LEP Services Received by Special Education LEP Students  

(School Special Education Services Questionnaire) 

 

  

 

 
Percentage of SpEd-LEP Students  

by Disability Classification 

 

  
 
Extent of LEP services * 

Specific 
Learning 

Disabilities 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impairment 

 
Mental 

Retardation 

 
Emotional  

Disturbance 

Develop-
mental  
Delay 

 
All  

Others 

 
All 

Disabilities 

 

  None  15.8% 14.2% 17.9% 14.0% 11.4% 24.1% 16.1%  
  Some  57.9 55.2 39.0 52.9 78.5   61.5 56.2  
  Extensive 26.3 30.6 43.1 33.0 10.1 15.3 27.7  
  Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%    100.0% 100.0%  
 Extent of use of the  

native language** 
Specific 
Learning 

Disabilities 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impairment 

 
Mental 

Retardation 

 
Emotional  

Disturbance 

Develop-
mental  
Delay 

 
All  

Others 

 
All 

Disabilities 

 

  All  English 64.9% 57.6% 57.1% 78.5% 56.2% 68.0% 63.0%  
  Some native language use 25.7 21.8 19.7 17.2 30.1 21.6 23.9  
  Significant native language use 9.4 20.6 23.2 4.3 13.7 10.4 13.1  
  Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%  
 *The number of respondents who provided data on this item was from 778 to 868.  The item response represented 84.5% to 96.4% of the 

weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the form level to be nationally representative. 
** The number of respondents who provided data on this item was from 805 to 870.  The item response represented 85.4% to 96.4% of the 
weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the form level to be nationally representative. 
 

 

 
School special education coordinators indicated the language used for instruction for SpEd-LEP 
students as either:  All English (less than 2 percent), some native language use (2-24 percent), or 
significant native language use (at least 25 percent).  The coordinators reported that 63.0 percent 
of SpEd-LEP students received instruction all in English, 23.9 percent received some use of the 
native language, and 13.1 percent received significant use of the native language.  Comparing 

Key Finding: 
Over half of SpEd-LEP students received special education services 

outside of the general classroom 21 percent or more of the time, and 
over half received  

at least some special education services within the general classroom. 
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these data to the data on language used in instruction for all LEP students, SpEd-LEP students 
were somewhat more likely to receive instruction all in English, and less likely to receive 
instruction involving significant use of the native language.  Also, as shown in Table 3.3 above, 
there were differences in language use across disability categories.   
 

 
 
Using the individual student record data, instructional services were compared for SpEd-LEP 
students from Spanish-language versus other-language backgrounds.  Spanish-language SpEd-
LEP students in comparison to those from other language groups were more likely to receive 
instruction in a separate setting 21 percent or more of the time (47.8 percent versus 32.7 percent), 
were more likely to receive special education services in general classrooms (43.3 percent versus 
29.2 percent), were more likely to receive extensive LEP services (22.0 percent versus 11.4 
percent), and were more likely to receive services involving some or significant native language 
use (41.1 percent versus 10.4 percent). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
District coordinators provided descriptions of services for SpEd-LEP students.  Three-quarters 
(75.7 percent) of coordinators in districts with SpEd-LEP students reported that they did not 
provide services specifically designed for these students.  Most appeared to provide services for 
SpEd-LEP students by combining the separate efforts of LEP program staff and special 
education program staff. 
 

 
3.7  How many instructional staff in grades K-12 work with SpEd-LEP students? 
 
An estimated 729,603 teachers in public schools in the U.S. worked with at least one SpEd-LEP 
student in 2001-2002.  This number represented 24.4 percent of all public school teachers who 

Key Finding: 
Compared to LEP students, SpEd-LEP students are less likely to receive 

LEP instructional services, and more likely to receive instruction in 
English.    

Key Finding: 
Instructional services for Spanish-language SpEd-LEP students differed 

from services received by SpEd-LEP students from other language 
backgrounds.  

Policy Questions:  Instruction of SpEd-LEP Students  
1. Should efforts be initiated to ensure greater coordination and 

collaboration among LEP services and special education services staff 
in serving SpEd-LEP students?  What would be the most effective 
approaches?   

2. What guidance should be provided to districts and schools regarding 
the structure of instructional services for SpEd-LEP students? 



 29 

taught grades K-12.  In addition, the data showed that an estimated 156,292 instructional aides 
worked with at least one SpEd-LEP student in public schools across the country in 2001-2002. 
 
District special education coordinators reported that three-quarters of districts lacked at least to 
some extent sufficient numbers of teachers with the necessary qualifications to serve special 
education students who are LEP.  Coordinators in districts with larger numbers of LEP students 
were more likely to report a lack of sufficient numbers of qualified teachers for their SpEd-LEP 
students compared to coordinators in districts with smaller numbers of LEP students.  
 
3.8  What are the backgrounds and training of instructional staff who work with 

SpEd-LEP students? 
 
Data on individual teachers’ backgrounds were obtained from teachers who worked with at least 
three LEP students and who reported that their primary teaching responsibility was special 
education. Special education certification was held by 87.8 percent of these teachers, and over 
half (53.9 percent) had a graduate degree; also, 11.4 percent held ESL certification, and 2.3 
percent were certified in bilingual education.   Six in ten (60.5 percent) of these teachers reported 
that they had received in-service training related to the teaching of LEP students in the past five 
years; the median was 3 hours of training (the median included those with no training). The 
median number of hours of in-service training received in the past five years related specifically 
to the teaching of SpEd-LEP students was zero.  On the other hand, almost all (94.3 percent) of 
the responding teachers indicated that they received in-service training related to the teaching of 
students with disabilities in the past five years, with a median of 40 hours of this training.   

 
Among aides who worked with three or more LEP students and who described their primary 
responsibility as a special education aide, 39.4 percent reported that they had at least a 
Bachelor’s degree, 46.5 percent had an Associate’s degree or some college, and 14.0 percent had 
a high school diploma or GED. One quarter of these classroom aides (26.5 percent) reported that 
they had received in-service training in the past five years on the teaching of LEP students.  On 
the other hand, 62.0 percent reported that they had received in-service training in the past five 
years on the teaching of students with disabilities.  The median number of hours of special 
education training was 6 hours (the median included those with no training), with elementary 
school aides receiving more hours of training than middle and high school aides.   
 

Key Finding: 
Special education teachers who worked with at least three LEP students  

received a median of 3 hours of in-service training related to  
the teaching of LEP students over the past five years.   
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3.9  To what extent is instruction for SpEd-LEP students aligned with State standards? 
 
The findings indicate that instructional programs for SpEd-LEP students are not aligned with 
State content/performance standards to the same extent as are instructional programs for special 
education students in general.  As shown in Figure 3.3, two-thirds of district special education 
coordinators  (68.5 percent) reported that instructional programs for special education students 
were “very well” or “well” aligned with State content/performance standards, while only a little 
more than half of those coordinators (53.5 percent) reported that programs for SpEd-LEP 
students were similarly aligned with State standards.  
 
 

 
 

Policy Questions:  Instructional Staff for SpEd-LEP Students  
1. What are appropriate levels of resources to be devoted to the training 

of teachers and of instructional aides who work with SpEd-LEP students? 
2. What is the most appropriate content of training for teachers and 

instructional aides who work with SpEd-LEP students?   
3. How should different circumstances in districts with larger and smaller 

SpEd-LEP student populations affect the intensity and content of training 
provided to teachers and aides who work with SpEd-LEP students?  

Very poorly/poorly, 2.4% 
To some extent, 29.2% 

Well, 48.3% 

Very well, 20.2% 

Very poorly/poorly, 6.2% 

To some extent, 40.3% 

Well, 39.2% 

Very well, 14.3% 
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FIGURE 3.3 
Extent of Alignment with State Content/Performance Standards  

of Instructional Programs for Special Education Students 
(District Special Education Services Questionnaire) 

The number of respondents who provided data on this item was from 494 to 495.  The item response 
represented 97.1% to 97.2% of the weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the form level 
to be nationally representative. 
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General curriculum materials and training are more often provided to teachers to align 
instruction with State standards than are curriculum materials and training for LEP or SpEd-LEP 
students.  As shown in Figure 3.4, 89.8 percent of district special education coordinators reported 
that general curriculum materials were provided to teachers of SpEd-LEP students to help them 
align instruction with State standards, while only 47.9 percent of coordinators reported that 
materials for LEP students were provided.  In 4.0 percent of districts, no materials specific to 
aligning instruction with standards were provided to teachers of SpEd-LEP students. 
 
Similar findings were obtained with respect to the training on alignment provided to teachers of 
SpEd-LEP students.  As shown in Figure 3.4, 82.7 percent of district coordinators reported that 
general training was provided to teachers of SpEd-LEP students to help them apply State 
standards to classroom instruction, while only 41.7 percent reported that training was provided in 
applying standards to instructing LEP students.  In 10.0 percent of districts, there was no training 
provided to teachers of LEP students in aligning instruction to standards. 

 
 

Key Finding: 
Instructional programs for SpEd-LEP students are not aligned with  
State content/performance standards to the same extent as are 
instructional programs for special education students in general.   
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                                                         students 
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Training for classroom instruction in general 
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   Training in designing materials aligned to  
                                                    standards 

FIGURE 3.4 
Materials and Training Provided to Teachers of Special Education LEP 

Students to Align Instruction with State Content/Performance Standards 
(District Special Education Services Questionnaire) 

The number of respondents who provided data on this item was from 492 to 495.  The item response represented 96.7% 
to 97.0% of the weighted cases on this form.  The responses were weighted at the form level to be nationally 
representative. 
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3.10  To what extent have SpEd-LEP students participated in Statewide assessments? 
 
District coordinators reported that 75.4 percent of SpEd-LEP students in the grades in which 
students were tested were included in the most recent Statewide testing.  Three-quarters of 
district coordinators (75.3 percent) reported that some SpEd-LEP students were exempted from 
Statewide tests based on their IEP.  Coordinators also reported that specific criteria used to 
exempt SpEd-LEP students included:  severity of disability (45.3 percent of districts), level of 
English proficiency (38.0 percent of districts), length of time in U.S. schools (32.9 percent of 
districts), and length of time in the U.S. (29.0 percent of districts).   
 
The majority of SpEd-LEP students received accommodations on Statewide tests. District 
coordinators’ responses indicated that 63.0 percent of the SpEd-LEP students who took the most 
recent Statewide tests received some form of accommodation. SpEd-LEP students in districts 
with the largest numbers of LEP students (10,000 or more students) were less likely to receive 
accommodations on Statewide tests (50.5 percent) than were SpEd-LEP students in districts with 
fewer than 10,000 LEP students (64.7 percent). District coordinators reported that determination 
of whether a SpEd-LEP student received an accommodation was based on the student’s IEP 
(98.1 percent), on the severity of the disability (43.6 percent of districts), level of English 
proficiency (33.0 percent of districts), teacher judgment (30.9 percent), and on the type of 
disability (29.9 percent). 
 
The most frequent types of accommodation provided by districts to SpEd-LEP students were 
individual or small group administration (86.7 percent of districts), extra time to complete the 
test (81.0 percent), reading the test aloud to students in English (69.5 percent), use of a scribe 
(34.3 percent), interpretation of directions into students’ native languages (32.0 percent), 
assistive technology (24.5 percent), and use of dictionaries (20.4 percent of districts).  
 
Approximately one-quarter of SpEd-LEP students received alternate or alternative testing in 
place of the regular Statewide examinations.  Almost one-quarter (22.8 percent) of SpEd-LEP 
students were reported to have received alternate/alternative testing in English language arts; 
20.2 percent received alternate/alternative testing in math; and 14.5 percent received 
alternate/alternative testing in each of social studies and science.   

Policy Questions:  Standards and Assessment for SpEd-LEP Students 
1. The findings indicate that instruction for SpEd-LEP students is less 

aligned to standards than is instruction for special education students 
in general.  How should SpEd-LEP students’ outcomes on State 
assessments related to standards be used, and what guidance should 
be given to districts/schools/teachers regarding assessment for SpEd-
LEP students? 

2. What approaches/means will be most effective in assisting 
districts/school/teachers to align instruction for SpEd-LEP students?  

3. How should policies on alignment and assessment be structured for 
SpEd-LEP students in different disability categories?  



 33 

 
When asked about the administration of high stakes tests (high school exit exams and grade 
promotion tests) to SpEd-LEP students at the middle and high school levels, two-thirds of district  
special education coordinators (63.0 percent) reported that SpEd-LEP students took the same 
tests with accommodations (extra time, use of English dictionaries, translators).  A quarter of 
respondents (22.9 percent) stated that their districts had different rules for different groups of 
SpEd-LEP students and for different tests.   A small group (7.1 percent) reported that middle and 
high school SpEd-LEP students took different tests or were exempted from high stakes tests. 
 
The responses from district coordinators indicated that assessment data for SpEd-LEP students 
were most commonly combined with data for other special education students (37.4 percent of 
districts), and were reported separately by only 4.4 percent of districts.  
 

 
 
3.11  What are outcomes for SpEd-LEP students? 
 
Not enough district special education coordinators provided data to draw conclusions about 
dropout rates and diplomas received by SpEd-LEP students.  For example, only 12.3 percent of 
respondents (weighted) could provide diploma data for both the special education population in 
general and the SpEd-LEP population.  Given that the SpEd-LEP population is relatively small, 
and given that there have been very few research or evaluation efforts or data reporting systems 
that have focused on SpEd-LEP students as a distinct population, the findings of the Descriptive 
Study with regard to the difficulty of obtaining outcome data on SpEd-LEP students as a distinct 
population are not surprising.  Policy-makers and program specialists in Federal and State LEP 
and special education programs should identify and further study key issues relating to the needs 
of SpEd-LEP students. However, in order to track progress of SpEd-LEP students, it will be 
important for school district administrators to develop record-keeping and database systems that 
incorporate identification of SpEd-LEP students. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Key Finding: 
Assessment data for SpEd-LEP students most commonly are combined  

with data for other special education students.  
Only a small percentage of districts report SpEd-LEP student data 

separately. 
 

Policy Questions:  SpEd-LEP Student Outcomes 
 

1. How should data for SpEd-LEP students be reported?   
2. What guidance do districts and schools require regarding 

reporting outcomes for SpEd-LEP students? 
3. What level of resources is appropriate for developing reporting 

systems for SpEd-LEP students? 
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4 
IMPLICATIONS OF KEY FINDINGS  
FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE  
 
 
 
 
4.1. What Are the Key Findings and Implications Related to LEP Students? 
 
(1) There has been a dramatic increase in the number of LEP students in U.S. 

public schools.   
 
The results of the Descriptive Study indicate that the number of LEP students in the U.S. 
continues to grow.  Not only has the population increased, but LEP students represent a growing 
proportion of all students.  Thus, it is important that educational policy-makers take into account 
the characteristics and needs of LEP students in developing educational policies and regulations.   

 
(2) Spanish-language LEP students make up over three-quarters of the LEP 

student population.   
  
The Spanish-language LEP student population outnumbers all other groups, and has increased as 
a proportion of all LEP students.  The challenge of meeting the needs of the large Spanish-
language LEP student population brings with it also the potential for using the resources of the 
Spanish-language community (e.g., persons, materials).  At the same time, it is important to 
recognize that districts and schools also face the challenge of meeting the needs of LEP students 
from a wide range of language groups. 

 
(3) There has been a substantial shift in the instructional services received by 

LEP students.  Compared to prior years, LEP students are now more likely to 
receive instructional services provided in English, and less likely to receive 
extensive LEP services.   

 
The observed shift in the types of instructional services received by LEP students implies that 
students in mainstream classes are becoming more diverse.  Such diversity presents additional 
challenges for mainstream teachers, and it is likely that these teachers will increasingly require 
the training and expertise required to work effectively with LEP students.   
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(4) The number of teachers who instruct at least one LEP student has more 

than tripled; teachers of LEP students now represent more than 40 percent 
of all teachers in public schools in grades K-12.   

 
Similarly, the number of instructional aides working with LEP students has increased by a factor 
of three. These increases in numbers of instructional staff most likely can be attributed not only 
to the growth in the LEP student population but also to the shift in instructional services received 
by LEP students.  These teachers and aides are likely to require additional training and guidance 
to assist them in effectively serving the needs of LEP students. 
 

(5) Many teachers and instructional aides who work with LEP students have 
not received training related specifically to instruction of LEP students.  

 
The findings on extent of training received by teachers and aides who work with at least one LEP 
student indicated that many have received no specific training or very limited training related to 
the instruction of LEP students.   Some of these staff work with small numbers of LEP students; 
others work with many.  An issue to be addressed is how to best allocate resources for training to 
meet the needs of teachers and their LEP students.  
 

(6) Instruction for LEP students is less aligned with State content/performance 
standards than is instruction for other students.   

 
The findings of the Descriptive Study indicate that additional efforts are needed to ensure 
alignment of instruction for LEP students.  Differences in extent of alignment of instruction for 
LEP students should be considered when reviewing LEP student data on Statewide assessments 
of achievement related to standards.  
 
 
(7) Most materials and training for aligning instruction with standards are 

general in nature and not specific to the instruction of LEP students.   
 
Without materials and training that specifically address alignment of instruction for LEP 
students, teachers must adapt the general materials and training content in order to ensure 
alignment of instruction for their LEP students.  However, the findings also indicate that many 
teachers have not had extensive training related to the instruction of LEP students.  Thus, for 
many teachers, effective adaptation of general materials/training to classroom instruction of LEP 
students may be difficult. 
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(8) Many district LEP coordinators were unable to provide summary data on 
the achievement of former LEP students on Statewide/district tests, and on 
dropout rates and diplomas received by LEP and former LEP students.   

 
In order to have long-term outcomes data on LEP students, districts should retain information on 
former LEP status in record-keeping systems, and should include that information in records sent 
with students to new districts and schools.  With such systems in place, school districts would be 
able to track the long-term achievement of former LEP students. In examining student outcomes, 
data on both LEP and former LEP students should be analyzed.  
 
 
 
4.2. What Are the Key Findings and Implications Relating to Special Education 

LEP Students? 
 

(1) The Descriptive Study’s request for information about the subgroup of 
SpEd-LEP students challenged many district and school administrators.  

 
Given that there have been very few research or evaluation efforts or data-reporting systems that 
have focused on SpEd-LEP students as a distinct population, these findings with regard to the 
data systems are not surprising. However, policy-makers and program specialists in Federal and 
State LEP and special education programs should identify and further study key issues related to 
the needs of SpEd-LEP students. To assist in this effort, record-keeping and database systems 
that incorporate identification of SpEd-LEP students will be needed. 
 

(2) Smaller proportions of LEP students than of students in general were 
enrolled in  special education services.  Smaller proportions of LEP students 
than of students in general were reported for each of the special 
education disability categories.   

 
Lower representation does not necessarily mean under-identification, (e.g., the results may be 
based on under-reporting of LEP students in special education).  However, the results do suggest 
the need for further study.  It would be important to examine further the sources of this lower 
rate of LEP students reported in special education programs.  A number of school and district 
staff in interviews noted that there are major issues involved in attempting to determine whether 
a student’s difficulties in the classroom stem from second language learning or from a disability.  
However, it is important to identify the existence of a disability and provide special education 
services as early as possible when such services are needed by a student.   
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(3) There is variation in the rates at which individual districts enroll LEP students 
in special education.  

 
Districts with larger LEP student populations reported lower percentages of LEP students in 
special education than did districts with smaller LEP student populations.  Further understanding 
of differences in rates of identification of SpEd-LEP students is needed. 
 
 
(4) Three-quarters of districts do not have services designed specifically for 

SpEd-LEP students.  
 
There are special challenges in serving students who have both limited English skills and a 
disability.  However, most districts appear to assign SpEd-LEP students to the separate services 
provided by LEP program staff and special education program staff, and most collaboration 
between the two programs appears to be informal in nature.  Further efforts are needed to define 
effective instruction for SpEd-LEP students, and to promote increased collaboration across the 
LEP and special education programs in providing SpEd-LEP services.   
 

(5) There appears to be a need for LEP and special education teachers to 
have broader cross-training.   

 
It is very difficult to find teachers who have the sets of knowledge and skills required to most 
effectively work with SpEd-LEP students, and it would be a very heavy burden to expect 
teachers to have dual credentialing in LEP services and special education.  However, there is 
apparently a need for greater training in these two areas for all those who work with SpEd-LEP 
students.  
 
 
(6) Data from district special education coordinators indicated that 

instructional programs for SpEd-LEP students are not aligned with State 
content/performance standards to the same extent as are instructional 
programs for special education students in general.  

 
General curriculum materials and training are more often provided to teachers of SpEd-LEP 
students to align instruction with State standards than are curriculum materials and training 
specific to LEP or SpEd-LEP students.  Thus, teachers who have had limited training related to 
the instruction of LEP students may have difficulty in developing effective adaptations of the 
general information on standards to instruction of their SpEd-LEP students.  
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NOTES 
                                                 
Chapter 1 Notes: 
1  The sample included 1,315 school districts that served at least one LEP student, and 3,424 schools that served at 
least one LEP student. Responses to the questionnaires on LEP students were obtained from 1,064 school districts 
(80.9 percent response rate), and from 2,361 schools out of 2,952 schools remaining in the sample after higher level 
(district) refusals (80.0 percent response rate).  Responses to the questionnaires on SpEd-LEP students were 
obtained from 939 districts (71.4 percent response rate) and 1,942 schools (65.8 percent).   
2 There were 105 of an initial sample of 135 districts that participated (77.8 percent participating).  In these districts, 
479 forms were distributed to district staff and 350 were received (73.1 percent response).  A total of 321 schools 
out of the initial sample  of 453 participated (70.9 percent); within these schools, of  7,351 forms distributed to 
teachers, there were 4,196 forms returned (57.1 percent response), and of 1,061 forms distributed to instructional 
aides, 655 forms were returned (61.7 percent response rate). Student information forms were completed for 5,525 
LEP students from 331 schools and 940 SpEd-LEP students from 324 schools. 

 
Chapter 2 Notes: 
 
1 Most States utilize the federal definition of LEP (Kindler, 2002); however, the specific criteria used to identify a 
LEP student are not consistently defined across States, nor across districts within a State (Fleischman and Hopstock, 
1993).  The study used the same definition of LEP student as was used in the 1993 Descriptive Study: 

 “Limited English Proficient (LEP) Students:  Individuals not born in the United States or whose native 
language is other than English, and individuals who come from non-English dominant environments, whose skills in 
English are so limited that they derive little benefit from regular school instruction.  ‘Limited English Proficient’ 
also refers to students who have no proficiency in English.    

NOTE: If your school district has an operational definition for limited English proficient students, then use 
your district’s definition in responding to this questionnaire. “    
Thus, administrators/coordinators responded to the study questions on LEP students by referring to those students 
formally identified as LEP within their district, based on their district's criteria. 
 

Chapter 3 Notes: 
 
1 When asked questions about services, coordinators from the two program areas did not appear to be mutually 
aware of services each provided.  However, anecdotal observations during the data collection process indicated that 
some districts do have specific categories established within their district databases for identifying SpEd-LEP 
students.  The extent to which districts have established specific systems for maintaining data on SpEd-LEP students 
as a separate category was not a focus of the study, however, and this would be an area for further study. 
2 These data on the lower percentage of LEP students in special education are similar to data from the U.S. 
Department of Education (Office of Special Education Programs Data Analysis System) for the 1999-2000 school 
year in which special education enrollment is analyzed by race/ethnicity.  The Department of Education data 
indicated that although Hispanics represented 16.2 percent of the resident population ages 6-21, they represented 
only 13.7 percent of students in special education.   
3 See Hopstock and Stevenson (2003), Special Topic Report #2, Analysis of Office for Civil Rights (OCR) Data 
Related to LEP Students, which analyzes data from the 2000 Elementary and Secondary School Civil Rights 
Compliance Report. 
 
4 In IDEA reporting, the term “regular classroom” is used to refer to non-special education environments.  In the 
Descriptive Study, the term “general classroom” was used, and defined as including all non-special education 
settings, including regular classrooms and classrooms in which there is use of the student’s native language, or 
special use of English and instructional strategies adapted to the LEP students’ needs.   
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APPENDIX A 
 

Definitions of Instructional Service Types for LEP Students 
 
 
 

Instructional Services for LEP Students 

Type 1 – No LEP services/ Mainstream instruction only.  This type is defined by regular 
instruction without any additional instructional services. 

Type 2 – No LEP services/ Instructional support.  This type includes a range of support 
services that are not specifically designed for LEP students.  These include classroom 
aides, Title I or other resource teachers, tutoring, and/or special education services. 

Type 3 – Some LEP services/All English.  This type includes LEP services designed to 
support or supplement regular instruction; such LEP services include aides for LEP 
students, LEP Title I resource teachers, and/or ESL instruction provided for fewer 
than 10 hours per week.  In this service type, all instruction is provided in English, 
i.e., there is less than 2% native language use in instruction. 

Type 4 – Some LEP services/ Some native language.  This type includes LEP services 
designed to support or supplement regular instruction; such LEP services include 
aides for LEP students, LEP Title I resource teachers, and/or ESL instruction 
provided for fewer than 10 hours per week.  In this service type, there is 2-24% use of 
the native language in instruction. 

Type 5 – Some LEP services/ Significant native language.  This type includes LEP services 
designed to support or supplement regular instruction; such LEP services include 
aides for LEP students, LEP Title I resource teachers, and/or ESL instruction 
provided for fewer than 10 hours per week. In this service type, there is at least 25% 
use of the native language in instruction.   

Type 6 – Extensive LEP services/ All English.  This type includes LEP services in which a 
significant amount of instruction is designed for LEP students; such LEP services 
include 10 or more hours per week of ESL instruction and/or content instruction 
that is specifically designed for LEP students. In this service type, there is less than 
2% use of the native language in instruction.   

Type 7 – Extensive LEP services/ Some native language.  This type includes LEP services in 
which a significant amount of instruction is designed for LEP students; such LEP 
services include 10 or more hours per week of ESL instruction and/or content 
instruction that is specifically designed for LEP students.  In this service type, there is 
2-24% use of the native language in instruction.    

Type 8 – Extensive LEP services/ Significant native language.  This type includes LEP 
services in which a significant amount of instruction is designed for LEP students; 
such LEP services include 10 or more hours per week of ESL instruction and/or 
content instruction that is specifically designed for LEP students. In this service type, 
there is at least 25% use of the native language in instruction. 
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