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Chairwoman Nolan and other members of the Assembly Committee on 
Education: 
 

I am Robert Lowry, Deputy Director of the State Council of School Superintendents.  Thank 
you for the opportunity to share the concerns of school district leaders on services for English 
Language Learners.  Our members play the pivotal role in translating statewide and national 
policies into practices that work for the children and taxpayers they serve. 

 
I also want to begin by saying thank you for your efforts on the state budget last spring.   
 
The record increase in aid made it possible for most districts to expand student services, to 

hold down property tax increases or do both.  If retained in future years, the reforms in aid 
formulas will enable districts to more effectively plan and manage all their finances.   

 
In addition to funding actions, the budget also sets the state on a promising direction with 

reforms calling for the Regents to revise state learning standards, develop a value-added 
accountability system and review teacher preparation, for example.   

 
Finally, we appreciate the improvements that you and your colleagues made to some of the 

school accountability proposals advanced by the Governor. 

 

Challenges  

In recent years, scattered newspaper reports and our conversations with school officials led 
us to sense that more and more districts are being called upon to serve English Language 
Learners.  So, in preparing for this hearing we analyzed the data reported by the State Education 
Department in its annual reports on the status of the schools (so-called chapter 655 reports).  
That data confirms our anecdotal sense.   

 
Between 1997-98 and 2004-05, the number of limited English proficient students in New 

York City declined by over 18 percent.  In the Big Four cities, the number rose by 2.9 percent.  
But in all the other districts, the number climbed by an average of over 44 percent.  Over two-
thirds of all districts reported having at least some ELL students in 2004-05.  Over 40 percent of  
the districts reported that at least 5 percent of their enrollment was comprised of ELL students. 

 
My testimony includes a chart showing the change in enrollment shares comprised by ELL 

students across the regions. 
 
What are the implications of this wider distribution of ELL students?  First, it means that 

every prospective teacher in New York State may be called upon help an ELL student succeed at 
some point in his or her career. 
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It also means that more districts are coping with serving more ELL students and they are 
confronting more diverse needs and challenges.  For example, Ossining in Westchester County 
reports that it now educates students who speak at least 29 different languages and officials in 
Herricks, deemed a ñlow needò Nassau County district, estimate that their students speak about 
40 different languages.  Right now, the state only translates its tests into five other languages.  
Districts report having been challenged on short notice to find someone who could translate 
material into Pashto and Vietnamese, for example. 

 
It is important to recognize, as well, the diverse family circumstances behind these 

children.  Some school systems serve high proportions of recent immigrant children, but their 
families are relatively well-off and the children are well-positioned for an eventual success in 
school.  Others serve smaller proportions of ELL students but with more intense needs.  Some of 
these children have suffered interrupted formal schooling and are not literate in their native 
languages.  Also, some of these families move frequently and there is sometimes haphazard 
transmission of data from school to school to school. 

 
Another challenge that some districts report is in finding appropriately certified teachers. 

We have anecdotal evidence that it is hard to find excellent certified bilingual teachers. The State 
Education Department has begun reporting regularly on teacher supply and demand trends.  
Their most recent effort presents a mixed picture.  Nearly all regions report some use of 
inappropriately certified teachers for bilingual or English as a second language instruction.  Yet 
the Department does not foresee widespread shortages in these subject areas.  But shortages 
could widen because the ESL workforce tends to be older than the overall teacher corps and ELL 
growth patterns vary across and within regions. 
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Recommendations  

So what can be done to help schools serve these children more effectively? 
 
First, to the extent that education is increasingly a cornerstone of national economic 

security, the national government should be paying more of the cost of education in general.  
More specifically, immigration has always been a national matter and so, of course, the national 
government should be doing more to fund the educational challenges confronted by states such 
as New York that serve as prime ports of entry.  Part of that support should be for expanded 
family literacy programs, as well as for direct services to schoolchildren. 

 
On many occasions, we have made the simple, commonsense point that students who are 

behind in meeting standards need time to catch up.  A common concern is that there just is not 
enough time in the regular school day and year to meet all the needs many ELL students bring to 
school, so funding is needed from either the federal or state government to provide an extended 
school year for them. 

 
Of course we should also all be pushing Washington to change its requirements for NCLB 

test participation by ELL students.  It is a source of terrible frustration for superintendents that 
students who have been in this country for as little as a year and a day are required to take the 
grades 3 through 8 state English language arts assessments.  Put simply, it is just senseless and 
to set children up to fail by requiring them to take a test that they cannot read.  Research says it 
takes five to seven years to become proficient in a new language.  Why is it imperative to test in 
year 1? 

 
As it stands now, ELL students are the most tested school population.  A 4th grade ELL 

student can face 12 days of testing between regular tests and the NYSESLAT.  That approaches 7 
percent of the school year. 

 
Superintendents give mixed reviews to the new comprehensive plan requirements enacted 

through the budget and implemented through Part 154 of the SED regulations.  One 
superintendent observed it seems tailored for districts serving relatively large ELL populations 
and I have heard only very narrow concerns from those districts.   

 
But other superintendents say the requirements are overly broad and need to be scaled to 

reflect district circumstances.  At the outset I noted the wide dispersion of ELL students across 
communities.  Nonetheless, about a quarter of districts did not have any ELL students in 1997-
98 and seven years later, in 2004-05, they still did not have any.  They should not be required to 
develop a complete service plan. 

 
I would like to expand on this point and diverge from the subject of this hearing for a 

moment to urge consideration of A. 8687, the Chairôs bill to streamline planning and reporting 
requirements across the board.  SED calculates that districts are required to submit roughly 150 
plans and reports each year ï an average of three per district per week.  This totals over 100,000 
plans that SED is supposed to use in some way.  In small districts, superintendents wear many 
hats.  They are the chief report-writer and the CEO, instructional leader, CFO, personnel 
director, chief student disciplinarian, and sometimes even the back-up bus driver.  Here is the 
choice:  do you want professional school leaders expending their limited time filling out reports 
that no one reads.  Or do you want them working at things that really will improve outcomes for 
children? 

 
Some of our other recommendations go back to the diversity issues I outlined.  The state 

should do more to identify and disseminate effective practices in serving different types of ELL 
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students, so that over 400 districts are not reinventing the wheel 400 times in 400 settings.  The 
state should also make available translations of tests, parent notices, and other items in more 
languages.  Also, we hope that data systems now being developed will promote fuller transmittal 
of test score data across schools for moving students. 

 
What should be done to address apparently scattered shortages of bilingual and English as 

a second language teachers?  As a short-term, emergency measure, we support the Education 
Departmentôs proposal (A. 9075) to permit schools to reemploy, without loss of pension, retired 
teachers to work in hard to staff schools and subjects. 

 
To expand the pool of future bilingual/ESL teachers, more scholarships should be 

considered.  As a rule, weôre skeptical of the efficacy of this tool in expanding the teacher pool.  I 
suspect they typically merely reward people for choosing the career they would have chosen 
without financial enticements.  But scholarships can be effective in leading people who want to 
be teachers to become teachers of ESL. 

 
Finally, because any future teacher could, someday, confront the need to help children 

with limited English proficiency, all teacher preparation programs should be giving them the 
tools to succeed.  In part, this entails a greater attention diagnosing and addressing literacy 
weaknesses.  Those changes could benefit many more children, not just ELLs. 

 

Conclusion  

Earlier this year the Council of School Superintendents advanced a multi-year reform plan 
titled Education is a Civil Right.   It is built around three promises:  assuring that we are 
teaching the skills and knowledge young people will need to succeed in the world they will 
inherit; getting and keeping the best teachers and school leaders we can find, and ensuring that 
no child is denied a chance for success because of family circumstances.  The civil rights 
movement of the last century challenged America to honor our best heritage by finally assuring 
all children equal treatment under the law.  Now it is time for a new campaign to fulfill an even 
older principle:  that we owe to all children the opportunities we would demand for our own 
children. 

 
We will not be able to say that we have honored those promises unless we achieve more 

success for children who are English Language Learners. 
 
THE COUNCIL is investing its own resources into that effort.  Our next statewide conference 

will carry the title, Education is a Civil Right , and will include sessions on helping students in 
poverty and with ELL needs to succeed.  Early next spring we will help bring the National Urban 
Allianceôs Believe to Achieve conference to Albany. 

 
We look forward to working with the Committee to improve outcomes for ELL children 

and would be pleased to bring forward superintendents who have already achieved that success. 
 
I would be happy to try to answer any questions.  Thank you. 

 
 
 
 
 


