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Struggling Reader or 
Emerging Biliterate Student? 
Reevaluating the Criteria for 
Labeling Emerging Bilingual 
Students as Low Achieving
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Abstract
Data systems that use monolingual language frameworks to understand the reading 
achievement of third-grade students provide inadequate information about emerging 
bilingual (EB) learners. The authors of this research study apply two competing 
ideologies (parallel monolingualism and holistic bilingualism) to interpret one set of 
data. Their findings demonstrate that the same set of scores tells an entirely different 
story depending on the frames of reference and that these differences are statistically 
significant. Specifically, they use their analyses to problematize the impact of the 
Colorado Basic Literacy Act (CBLA) on the categorization of third-grade EB learners. 
Generalizing from the Colorado data, the authors consider the implications of their 
findings in a national context of increasing numbers of bilingual learners. Finally, they 
offer suggestions for site-based school district responses and broader state level 
policy implications by highlighting one school district’s response to their findings.
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There are two fundamentally divergent paradigms that drive the discussion about how 
best to assess bilingual students’ competencies. The core difference is whether or not 
a person who lives life regularly through two languages should be compared with 
monolingual speakers of either language or should be considered a fundamentally 
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distinct whole, whose language capacities are distinct yet normal. These distinctions 
are not insignificant and will be discussed extensively in this article, primarily because 
incorrect understandings of bilingual students’ reading achievement leads to costly 
and unnecessary remediation initiatives that limit students’ opportunities to learn.

The United States boasts an extensive, yet dubious, history of using inexact and 
often biased assessments to sort people along a continuum of proficiency. IQ tests, for 
instance, have long been used to provide “scientific” evidence to justify an intelligence 
hierarchy. In many cases, this hierarchy was intentionally associated with skin color 
and used to assert that lighter skin tone could be positively associated with higher 
levels of intelligence. The results have reinforced and sustained the idea that Whites 
are biologically predisposed to be highly intelligent, while Mexican Americans are 
less so, and African Americans remain at the bottom (Blanton, 2000; Delpit, 1993). 
The first decades of the 20th century were replete with examples of such deterministic 
uses of measurement instruments to provide evidence of the inferiority of those who 
were not white or monolingual speakers of English (Brigham, 1923; Romaine, 1995; 
Vera, Feagin, & Gordon, 1995). Evidence abounds of assessment results being used to 
justify discriminatory practices in such areas as educational opportunity, career pro-
motion, and military service. Challenges to such studies are plentiful, and are primar-
ily rooted in exposing the cultural and linguistic biases inherent in the instruments as 
well as the methodological flaws in the studies (Hakuta, 1986; Dennis, 1995; Zoref & 
Williams, 1980). The current study provides evidence that the lens through which we 
choose to enact policy and examine data contributes to an inadequate system, in par-
ticular for students in bilingual education programs. The result is a misapplication of 
human, curricular, and monetary resources to resolve “problems” that may not actu-
ally exist.

Proficiency, competence, expertise, and potential are not finite constructs that can 
be captured simply. How we interpret and apply test results has a serious and lasting 
effect, especially in the era of No Child Left Behind (Balfanz, Legters, West, & Weber, 
2007; Public Law PL 107–110, 2001). This legislation establishes parameters under 
which children as young as 8 or 9 years old, and entire schools and school districts can 
be labeled as failing and targeted for remediation based on assessment results. With 
such severe consequences at stake, it is imperative that all those involved in making 
decisions regarding compensatory and remedial education are confident in the validity 
of the findings they are using to arrive at their judgments. In other words, we must all 
ask ourselves if the scores we collect are relevant and useful for the interpretations and 
consequences for which we want to use them (Messick, 1988). Furthermore, given the 
research regarding student outcomes being directly attributed to teacher expectations, 
it is particularly critical that we obtain accurate diagnoses regarding student achieve-
ment (Brophy, 1983; Jussim, 1989; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1992).

Reading achievement is a particular area of concern. It is widely accepted that chil-
dren who do not read on grade level by third grade are not likely to catch up (Juel, 
1988; Miller, 2009; Rayner, Foorman, Perfetti, Pesetsky, & Seidenberg, 2002). 
Witness, for instance, the establishment of Reading First, a billion dollar a year U.S. 
Government initiative, “to ensure that all children learn to read well by the end of third 
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grade” (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). The amount of money allocated to this 
effort was directly proportional to the sense of urgency surrounding these dire predic-
tions. These initiatives and beliefs are grounded in the concept of the Matthew Effect, 
which proposes that initial levels of advantage or disadvantage are likely sustained 
(Merton, 1968; Stanovich, 1986; Walberg & Tsai, 1983). The Matthew Effect derives 
from a bible verse in the Gospel of Matthew that reads, “For the one who has will be 
given more, and he will have more than enough. But the one who does not have, even 
what he has will be taken from him” (Matthew 25:29–New English Translation). This 
concept, when applied to reading, predicts that strong readers will continue to reap the 
rewards of well-developed reading skills and will become stronger over time, while 
poor readers will be unable to shake a trajectory of disadvantage and will remain rela-
tively poorer readers over time (Morgan, Farkas, & Hibel, 2008).

While the rhetoric about the imperative to read on grade level applies to all stu-
dents, it is exacerbated for children who are learning English as a second language 
(August & Shanahan, 2006; Olsen, 2010). The purpose of this article is to use data to 
demonstrate how the enactment of educational policy results in consequentially dispa-
rate inferences regarding the achievement of third-grade Emerging Bilingual (EB) 
learners, and to suggest an alternative framework for meeting the intent and the letter 
of the law. Specifically, we use this opportunity to examine the impact of the Colorado 
Basic Literacy Act (CBLA) on the categorization of third-grade bilingual students and 
will demonstrate that interpretations of bilingual students’ informal reading scores 
change dramatically when we apply a lens of holistic1 bilingualism as opposed to a 
lens of parallel monolingualism (Dworin, 2003; Escamilla & Hopewell, 2010; 
Grosjean, 1989; Valdés & Figueroa, 1994). In our analyses, we examine one set of data 
in three different ways. Each analysis represents an application of one of the two com-
peting ideologies. These separate analyses are then compared and interpreted. Our 
findings highlight that the same set of scores can tell an entirely different story depend-
ing on the frames of reference. These contradictory stories influence students’ school-
ing opportunities while simultaneously guiding the distribution of district and school 
resources. Colorado schools offer Spanish–English bilingual education to approxi-
mately 11,000 EBs, whose learning opportunities will be severely curtailed should 
policy implementation label them “at-risk” when in fact they are not. Nationwide, 
there are 5.1 million EB students, 79% of whom speak Spanish as a home language, 
who might benefit from bilingual education and bilingual assessment; however, only 
if assessments are correctly administered and interpreted (Payán & Nettles, 2008).

CBLA and Individual Literacy Plans (ILPs)
The CBLA is a state statute (CRS 301-42, 1997) enacted in 1997 and reauthorized in 
2004 that boasts four primary goals (a) to provide students with the literacy skills 
essential for success in school and life, (b) to promote high literacy standards for all 
students in K-3rd grade, (c) to help all schools improve the educational opportunities 
for literacy and performance for all students, and (d) to ensure that all students are 
adequately prepared to meet Colorado’s fourth-grade reading standards and 
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benchmarks (Colorado State Board of Education, 2004). These goals are worthy and 
admirable. Their enactment, however, may categorize students as being “at-risk” for 
reading failure when in fact they are not.

CBLA requires school districts to screen all students in grades K-3 to identify those 
who may not be on-track to be reading at grade level at the end of the year. By statute, 
the only assessments that may be used to make this determination are the Developmental 
Reading Assessment, 2nd edition (DRA2), the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early 
Literacy Skills (DIBELS), and/or the Phonological Awareness for Literacy (PAL). 
Each student not meeting the grade-level benchmarks is deemed at risk of failure must 
be placed on an ILP.

The ILP is designed to enable students to meet or exceed third-grade reading profi-
ciency, and is individualized to the extent that it identifies which of the five founda-
tional components of reading (phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, 
and comprehension) require intervention (National Institute of Child Health and 
Human Development, 2000). The ILP must include provisions for sufficient in-school 
reading instruction, an agreement by the student’s family to implement a home reading 
program that supports (and is coordinated with) the school, and the option for the stu-
dent to attend a summer reading program should it be deemed necessary at the end of 
the school year. Administrators, teachers, and parents are required to sign the docu-
ment as evidence that they are aware of the student’s needs, and as testament to their 
commitment to accelerate the student’s academic program. This level of mandated 
identification, targeted individualized resources, and required follow-up is laudable. 
All students entitled to additional services should receive them.

CBLA and EB Students
Students who speak a home language other than English are not absolved from these 
regulations; however, they are awarded a 1-year exemption from initial testing pro-
vided they are new to the United States and score non-English proficient (NEP) or 
limited-English proficient (LEP2) on state language exams (Colorado Department of 
Education, 2007). Furthermore, CBLA states,

As reading comprehension is dependent upon students’ understanding of the language, 
children with limited English proficiencies, as determined by the individual district’s criteria 
and documentation, must be assessed in their language of reading instruction, leading to 
their proficiency in reading English” (Colorado State Board of Education, 2004, 5.02, italics 
added)

Given that there is no Spanish language assessment explicitly named in the three 
instruments singled out in state statute, English language acquisition (ELA) coordina-
tors have interpreted the mandate to mean that students must demonstrate third-grade 
reading proficiency in English (Office of Language, Culture, and Equity, Personal 
Communication, March 2009). This misunderstanding is further reinforced by 
Colorado Department of Education employees who communicate that the English 
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assessment is to be used with all students except those who are new to the district 
(personal communication, June 2009). In other words, while the statute attempts to 
account for those students who learn to read and write in a language other than English, 
its interpretation and enactment become muddied by its failure to include and approve 
assessments in a language other than English. The irony is that each of the mandated 
assessments has a Spanish language equivalent that could easily be included in the 
statute to eliminate this confusion.

Theoretical Framework
Current assessments inadequately account for the complexity of assessing academic 
achievement for bilingual students (American Educational Research Association, 
American Psychological Association, & National Council on Measurement in 
Education, 1999; Pappamihiel & Walser, 2009; Shohamy, 2011). Research to sup-
port a bilingual framework for assessing students is virtually nonexistent (August & 
Shanahan, 2006; Genesee, Lindholm-Leary, Saunders, & Christian, 2006). Despite 
the dearth of research, it is important to recognize that of the little research that 
exists, there is a growing body that supports the notion that EB children draw on all 
of their linguistic resources as they learn to read and write in two languages (Bedore, 
Peña, García, & Cortez, 2005; García, Kleifgen, & Falchi, 2008; Gort, 2006; 
Martínez-Roldán & Sayer, 2006). We question the isolated use of monolingual 
assessment frameworks to evaluate the bilingual learner, and concur with scholars 
such as Solano-Flores (2008) who suggest that we have not yet developed fair and 
valid tests that can provide us with more than a fragmentary view of students’ lan-
guage and literacy achievement. It is widely recognized that achievement tests are 
also inherently tests of language and that standardized assessments privilege par-
ticular dialects (American Educational Research Association et al., 1999; Solano-
Flores, 2008). While an ideal trajectory would use assessment systems that could 
measure interactions between and among languages, such tools do not yet exist. 
Thus, we suggest that a step forward in the quest to provide augmented educational 
opportunities for bilingual learners is to identify and research new ways of interpret-
ing existing instruments. We offer that trajectories toward biliteracy need to be 
developed that (a) push us to establish, use, and normalize criteria that recognize 
that the bilingual is not two monolinguals in one and (b) should not be compared 
with the trajectories of those who are learning to read and write in only one language 
(Escamilla & Hopewell, 2010).

Competing Paradigms of Bilingualism
As stated in the introduction, there are two fundamentally divergent paradigms that 
drive the discussion about how best to assess bilingual students’ competencies. These 
paradigms hinge significantly on the fundamental notion of whether or not monolin-
gual language and literacy development should be the benchmark for students who 
read, write, speak, and listen in two languages. The crux of the disagreement is whether 
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or not there is something fundamentally different about normal bilingual language and 
literacy acquisition that might require us to rethink students’ growth and progress.

Proponents of the first orientation subscribe to an ideology of parallel monolin-
gualism, and maintain that each of a person’s languages can, and should, be devel-
oped, assessed, and interpreted separately (Fitts, 2006; Heller, 2001). This is, in fact, 
the basis for most assessment systems, and derives from the belief that the presence of 
more than one language in any interaction indicates, or has the potential to cause, cog-
nitive and linguistic confusion. Furthermore, most proponents of parallel monolin-
gualism advocate for the maintenance of English as the hegemonic language of 
prestige, and justify the use of a language other than English within the educational 
environment only in as much as it facilitates the acquisition of English. Biliteracy, in 
other words, is not the desired outcome.

Conversely, proponents of the second orientation subscribe to an ideology of holis-
tic bilingualism, in which multiple languages contribute to a syncretic and indivisible 
whole which cannot be understood by looking at each language in isolation (Escamilla 
& Hopewell, 2010; Grosjean, 2008). These theories of bilingualism build on 
Cummins’s (1981) notions of common underlying proficiencies which offer that 
knowledge acquired in one language is always available to help make sense of input 
provided in second or additional languages. In other words, skills and concepts learned 
in one language need not be relearned in the other. The melding of languages in the 
bilingual learner generates a unique entity whose potential is explored through para-
digms that consider the totality of what is known and understood across languages 
(Dworin, 2003; Valdés & Figueroa, 1994). Holistic bilingualism is the goal, and the 
lens for analyzing proficiency. It attempts to encapsulate a complex, dynamic yet indi-
visible linguistic system. It requires novel ways of considering language and literacy 
proficiencies in which trajectories toward biliteracy are established to take into consid-
eration how all languages are vehicles through which learning takes place and is 
communicated.

Trajectory Toward Biliteracy
During the past 8 years, as part of a research-based biliteracy intervention called 
Literacy Squared®, we have established and tested a framework for understanding 
paired language and literacy acquisition for Spanish–English EBs attaining literacy in 
bilingual settings. The body of research that guides our work concludes that schooling 
for EB learners is improved when program development and implementation attends 
thoughtfully to Language of Instruction, Quality of Instruction, and Cross-Language 
Connections (August & Shanahan, 2006; Genesee et al., 2006; Gersten & Baker, 2000; 
Koda & Zehler, 2008; Laurent & Martinot, 2009; Slavin & Cheung, 2005). Our frame-
work challenges practitioners to rethink how they design and deliver literacy instruc-
tion to best capitalize on students’ multiple linguistic resources within bilingual 
instruction. It begins with the understanding that literacies and languages develop 
cohesively in reciprocal and mutually supportive ways, and is founded on the idea that 
Spanish language literacy and English language literacy contribute to a broad 

 at UNIV OF COLORADO LIBRARIES on October 20, 2015jlr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jlr.sagepub.com/


74 Journal of Literacy Research 46(1)

and unified conceptualization of literacy. Lessons are coordinated across language 
environments, cohesive and complementary, but not duplicative. Students are held 
accountable to use what they know and can do in one language to further their learning 
in the other. Our comprehensive biliteracy model is complex, and at its core, it asks 
teacher to provide equal attention to the following aspects of language: oracy, reading, 
writing, and metalanguage. Furthermore, it asks that all students be provided paired 
literacy in which students learn simultaneously to read and write in two languages 
beginning in kindergarten. We provide teachers with guidance about how to make 
instructional decisions regarding texts through our work creating a trajectory that 
defines and guides acceptable relationships among Spanish and English reading lev-
els. Reading and writing progress is measured annually in Spanish and English, and 
because of this, we are in a unique position to be able to examine and address ques-
tions of biliteracy development. Since 2004, the model has been tested in 31 schools 
in three states with 200 teachers and nearly 4,000 students.

One aspect of our instructional framework developed to help us understand and 
interpret reading scores across two languages is called the Trajectory Toward Biliteracy. 
We propose that it is a more accurate and appropriate means of assessing and interpret-
ing the progress of EB children than frameworks that look at languages in isolation. 
Our trajectory is founded on the idea that if students are progressing along a satisfac-
tory path toward biliteracy, their Spanish language literacy will be slightly more 
advanced than their English language literacy, but that a large discrepancy will not 
appear between the two. Furthermore, we recognize that the acquisition of literacy in 
two languages may result in pacing that differs from that expected in monolingual set-
tings; therefore, we acknowledge through our framework that students on a normal 
trajectory might fall within a range of levels in either language. Currently, the only 
way to measure and document this trajectory is to assess students in each language and 
to interpret these assessments side by side. While this does not fully capture language 
and literacy acquisition holistically, it provides a fuller and more robust picture of a 
student’s achievement than does looking at either assessment result independently. 
The resulting trajectory, therefore, considers Spanish language literacy achievement 
plus English language literacy achievement allowing for a broader range of levels to 
represent adequate progress toward biliteracy proficiency.

Establishing an alternative framework that acknowledges the complexity of learn-
ing to read, write, speak, and listen in two languages simultaneously requires rethink-
ing the use of fixed cut scores to determine which students are at risk of failure, 
especially when such determinations are being made about students acquiring lan-
guages and literacies in bilingual programs (Linan-Thompson, Cirino, & Vaughn, 
2007; Wagner, Francis, & Morris, 2005). Performance standards are typically deter-
mined through the imperfect and subjective science of identification of fixed cut 
scores used to determine competency and to separate one group of students from 
another (Horn, Ramos, Blumer, & Madaus, 2000). We have empirical evidence that 
fixed cut scores can be unstable and unreliable when used to make deterministic high-
stakes decisions about students (Francis et al., 2005). By collecting and interpreting 
data in two languages, we begin to approach Grosjean’s (2008) logic that bilingual 
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individuals will be able to express their competencies along a continuum that will 
differ by language and topic, yet be indicative of a single aptitude. A question we 
asked ourselves at the start of the process was, “Is it sensible to use monolingual cut 
scores to gauge the progress of biliterate students?” In other words, “Should the 
minimal standard of competency for a student learning to read and write in two lan-
guages be the same as for a student learning to read and write only in one?” On 
answering negatively, we used expert judgment and biliteracy theory to hypothesize 
a range of reading levels in Spanish and English that might capture the reading per-
formances we would expect to see across grade levels for students attaining biliteracy 
(Zieky & Perie, 2006). While this does not move us entirely away from the dilemma 
of using cut scores to categorize students, it does provide a more nuanced understand-
ing of the complexity of becoming biliterate than the extreme simplicity of applying 
a fixed cut score developed with one population to make sense of the language and 
literacy growth for students in bilingual programs. Because establishing cut scores 
always involves some level of judgment, we cannot be certain that we have identified 
ideal predictors of any level of proficiency; however, after establishing cut score 
ranges to define a trajectory toward biliteracy, we assessed students to determine 
whether or not these ranges were representative of student achievement. We then 
asked teachers to provide extensive feedback and input as we refined the ranges. We 
have evidence to support the fact that students performing within these ranges out-
score their peers on high-stakes state-mandated standardized tests of reading and 
writing (Butvilofsky & Escamilla, 2011).

Table 1 illustrates the ranges of reading scores we would expect students to attain 
when their Spanish language reading and their English language reading are develop-
ing in parallel. According to this framework, a student who presents the reading behav-
iors associated with a Spanish language Level 10 is expected to be reading in English 
between Levels 3 and 6. The scores in this table correspond to reading levels that stu-
dents attain when evaluated using the Spanish language Evaluación del Desarrollo de 
Lecto-escritura (EDL2) and the English language Developmental Reading Assessment 

Table 1. Trajectory Toward Biliteracy.

EDL2 (Spanish reading level) DRA2 (English reading level)

A-6 A-2
8-10 3-6
12-16 8-10
18-28 12-16
30-38 18-28
40 30-38
50-60 40+

Note. Literacy Squared® Scaffolded Biliteracy−Targeted Zones.
EDL = Evaluación del Desarrollo de Lecto-escritura; DRA = Developmental Reading Assessment.
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(DRA2) (Celebration Press, 2007a, 2007b). These tools measure parallel competen-
cies across languages.

Our research confirms that these ranges are reflective of satisfactory progress for 
students being instructed in the Literacy Squared paired literacy program (Escamilla, 
Ruiz-Figueroa, Hopewell, Butvilofsky, & Sparrow, 2010). Though we cannot make 
definitive statements about how representative they are of satisfactory progress in 
alternative biliteracy programs, we know that only through bilingual assessment can 
we approximate an accurate understanding of students’ trajectories toward biliteracy. 
This framework is meant to aid in score interpretation and in the planning of instruc-
tion. It provides a foundation for changes in pedagogy, and serves as a tool to guide 
teachers as they plan appropriate instruction with research-based and research-tested 
expectations for biliteracy development.

Knowing that the CBLA requires schools to place students on ILPs based on their 
literacy assessments, we wondered if students’ “at-risk” designation would change if 
their Spanish language reading assessments were considered instead of their English 
language reading assessment, and further, what would happen if these same literacy 
scores were interpreted using the Trajectory Toward Biliteracy framework. The fol-
lowing summarizes our investigation and findings.

Research Questions

1. How do ILP designations differ for third-grade EB students in three Colorado 
schools when assessment data are interpreted using monolingual assessment 
frameworks versus holistic bilingual assessment frameworks?

 a.  How many third-grade EB students in three Colorado schools require an 
ILP at the end of third grade when only English language literacy criteria 
(DRA2) are applied?

 b.  How many of the same students require an ILP at the end of third grade 
when only Spanish language literacy criteria (EDL2) are applied?

 c.  How many of the same students require an ILP at the end of third grade 
when a Trajectory Toward Biliteracy is used to interpret Spanish language 
reading (EDL2) and English language reading (DRA2)?

2. To what extent is there agreement among the three methods (DRA2 only, 
EDL2 only, or the Trajectory Toward Biliteracy) in determining whether or not 
a student should be placed on an ILP?

Method
To answer our questions, we examined a subset of data collected within the longitudi-
nal research study our team calls Literacy Squared®. Literacy Squared is a biliteracy 
intervention that requires connected and coordinated literacy instruction in Spanish 
and English. All students who participate are assessed in reading and writing in 
Spanish and English every year from kindergarten to Grade 5.
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Because third grade is the year that many consider to be critical in terms of pre-
dicting long-term school success, we used the data from this grade to evaluate “at-
risk” designations as determined by the need to initiate an ILP. All third-grade 
students were administered the EDL2 and the DRA2 in spring of 2008 to determine 
their independent reading levels in Spanish and English. These scores were then ana-
lyzed using descriptive statistics to determine the number and percentage of students 
who would require an ILP based on a variety of benchmark criteria. Each analysis 
was distinguishable by the employment of either a monolingual assessment lens or a 
bilingual assessment lens, and which benchmarks were used to determine proficiency. 
Findings were interpreted with specific attention to the policy issues they raise. Data 
were then further analyzed to determine the extent to which there was agreement 
across the three testing conditions and the extent to which there was independence 
across test conditions.

Participants
The data presented in this article come from two metro area school districts in the state 
of Colorado. Together these districts educate one in four of Colorado’s EBs. Each uses 
English language literacy as the exclusive determinant of the need for an ILP (Directors 
of Language and Literacy, personal communication, 2009).

Our study included 268 Spanish–English bilingual children who were in the third 
grade in 2007-2008. All children were participants in the larger longitudinal study 
called Literacy Squared. Thus, all 268 students were learning simultaneously to read 
and write in Spanish and English in paired literacy instruction. All students qualified 
for free or reduced price lunch, were Latino (nearly entirely of Mexican heritage), and 
carried the label of either NEP or LEP, as determined by the Colorado English 
Language Assessment (CELA) which is administered throughout the state to all bilin-
gual children.

Instruments
A foundational component of the Literacy Squared study was the identification of 
formal and informal assessments that reliably measure reading growth. Informal 
assessments included the Spanish EDL2 and the English DRA2 (Celebration Press, 
2007a, 2007b). These tools were identified because they were available in Spanish and 
English and because they are required by the state as tools for monitoring reading 
progress. That is, these are the instruments the state requires teachers to use to deter-
mine whether or not students are making adequate progress in reading achievement. 
These informal measures of reading are parallel instruments that include miscue anal-
ysis, fluency, and reading comprehension. They help educators identify each student’s 
reading ability, level, and progress. They are used to inform instructional decisions and 
to analyze targeted and specific areas for literacy intervention. The DRA2 and EDL2 
have been studied and determined to be valid and reliable measures of reading in 
Spanish and English (Weber, 2001). In the EDL2 and DRA2, validity was established 
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via criterion, construct, and content validity measures, and reliability was established 
via internal consistency tests, passage equivalency, test–retest and expert rater tests 
(Weber, 2001). The DRA2 was normed on a student population that was 67% 
Caucasian, 10% African American, 4% Hispanic, 2% Asian, and 2% Other. Most of 
these students (66%) attended schools in suburban communities. The EDL2 was 
“field-tested in bilingual classrooms across the United States” (Pearson Publishing, 
2012). In other words, the DRA2 was not normed on a student sample the resembled 
those in our study, but the ELD2 was.

Analyses
According to Pearson Learning, the publisher of the EDL2 and the DRA2, third-grade 
students reach grade-level benchmark on these assessments when they are able to read 
independently at a Level 38. This level is founded on the assumption that students are 
learning to read and write in a strictly monolingual, or a sequential bilingual, setting. 
In other words, students are experiencing literacy instruction in either English or 
Spanish. There are no alternative criteria for those who are learning bilingually.

As mentioned previously, the mandate from the Colorado Department of Education 
is that students must be reading on grade level (or at a Level 38) to avoid being placed 
on an ILP. The tests the state lists as acceptable to make grade-level determinations are 
all assessments of English language literacy; however, as stated above, all assessments 
are also available in Spanish. Because of this, to answer Research Question 1, we 
began our analyses by including only the DRA2, (English language reading scores) for 
all students. Using a monolingual English language lens, we used the state’s extant 
criteria to determine whether or not a student should be placed on an ILP. All students 
who fell below a DRA2 Level 38 were labeled “at-risk” and in need of an ILP. Then, 
in recognition that all of the 268 participants were Spanish–English bilingual students 
who lived in homes where Spanish was used regularly and were learning simultane-
ously to read and write in Spanish and English, we reevaluated the data to consider the 
consequences if the students’ Spanish language EDL2 scores were referenced instead 
of their English language DRA2 scores. Again, using a monolingual lens, and the 
grade-level benchmark of a Level 38, we examined only the students’ Spanish lan-
guage EDL2 scores. All students who fell below an EDL2 Level 38 were labeled “at-
risk” and in need of an ILP.

Finally, we applied an analytical lens grounded in a bilingual trajectory requiring us 
to include the English language DRA2 scores and the Spanish language EDL2 scores 
to make a determination about students’ achievements in bilingual reading instruction. 
Knowing that it is rare for a bilingual person to be completely balanced across lan-
guages and contexts (Baker, 2001; Valdés & Figueroa, 1994), we rejected the criteria 
that students would need to be at a Level 38 on both assessments to avoid being placed 
on an ILP. Instead, we used our Trajectory Toward Biliteracy framework to make these 
determinations. Our targeted zones ask that third-grade students be reading in the 
third-grade range of levels (30-38) in Spanish, and in the second-grade range of levels 
(18-28) in English (see Table 1).
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Findings
Operating from the assumption that only DRA2 (English language) scores could be 
considered when determining whether or not to place a child on an ILP, we found that 
224 of the 268 students had independent reading levels in English below Level 38, and 
would therefore, require an ILP. In other words, 84% of these third graders would be 
labeled as at risk of failure, and their parents would be asked to sign a contract indicat-
ing that they were aware of these determinations and that they would work with the 
school and the school district to provide interventions designed to accelerate the stu-
dent’s literacy gains.

Continuing with a monolingual assessment lens, we considered what would hap-
pen if we looked only at one set of scores, but that instead of the English language 
DRA2 scores we used the Spanish language EDL2 scores. Analyses of these same 
children’s Spanish language EDL2 scores indicated the 148 out of the 268 students 
did not meet or exceed a Level 38 on the EDL2. In other words, 55% would require 
an ILP. Of the 45% of the students (n = 120) who did not require an ILP because their 
Spanish reading scores indicated that they presented the literacy behaviors required 
of a third-grade student, only 33% (n = 39) were also at grade level in English. In 
other words, 81 students, 67% of those who tested at grade level in Spanish would 
be placed on an English language ILP even though they had no difficulties reading. 
These 81 students were not at risk of reading failure, but rather required assistance 
in ELA.

Finally, we used a bilingual lens and used the targeted zones from the Trajectory 
Toward Biliteracy to interpret students’ Spanish language and English language read-
ing levels as a coordinated whole. A student was considered to be making satisfactory 
progress if she or he were reading in Spanish in the third-grade range of Levels 30-38, 
AND reading in English at a Level 18 or higher. Of the 268 children, 194 (72%) were 
reading in Spanish at a Level 30 or higher, indicating that 74 students (28%) would 
automatically need to be considered for an ILP. Furthermore, of the 194 reading in the 
acceptable range in Spanish, only 32 (16%) were not yet reading at a Level 18 in 
English. Stated differently, 84% of students reading at grade level in Spanish were 
within the targeted zones for achieving biliteracy as determined by the ranges estab-
lished on our Trajectory Toward Biliteracy. Knowing that these students read in an 
acceptable range in Spanish communicates to us that they probably require targeted 
ELA instruction rather than remediation in reading. Admittedly, 40% is a large num-
ber; however, it is many fewer than the 84% originally identified when the English-
only lens was applied. Table 2 summarizes the aggregate data.

As can be seen, each analysis resulted in a different interpretation of which stu-
dents were at risk of reading difficulties. When Spanish language reading assess-
ments replaced the English-only assessments, the number of students deemed 
proficient more than doubled (nearly tripled). When a trajectory toward biliteracy 
was used to examine these same students’ Spanish and English scores in a holistic 
manner, the number of students deemed proficient increased by 42 students. In fact, 
when the holistic interpretation is compared with the English-only results, we see that 
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118 students (44% of the entire sample) move from an “at risk” classification to being 
deemed making satisfactory progress toward becoming biliterate. This is not 
inconsequential.

The data presented thus far indicate that for the students in this sample the current 
means of determining whether or not to place a bilingual student on an ILP are prob-
lematic; however, they do not allow us to understand the proportion of agreement 
among these methods or to determine whether or not these differences can be general-
ized to other student populations. Cohen’s Kappa (κ) calculates the proportion of 
agreement that exceeds the concordance that would be expected due to mere chance. 
While typically used to determine interrater reliability, Cohen’s Kappa has been used 
to measure the proportion of agreement across instruments, particularly to understand 
the likelihood of diagnosing a reading disability (Waesche, Schatschneider, Maner, 
Ahmed, & Wagner, 2011). Therefore, to compare the extent to which there is agree-
ment regarding the need for a student to be placed on an ILP when students’ monolin-
gual scores in either language are used in isolation, the outcomes on the DRA2 were 
compared with those yielded by the EDL2 resulting in a Kappa of .31, indicating a low 
level of agreement. To compare the extent to which there is agreement between either 
of the monolingual assessment systems with the Trajectory Toward Biliteracy, we 
compared the outcomes on each of the DRA2 and the EDL2 with the Trajectory 
Toward Biliteracy outcomes using Kappa. When the outcomes of using the EDL2 
(Spanish) to determine the need for an ILP was compared with the Trajectory Toward 
Biliteracy the Kappa was .49, indicating moderate levels of agreement. When the out-
comes of using the DRA2 (English) to determine the need for an ILP was compared 
with the Trajectory Toward Biliteracy the Kappa is .21, indicating poor agreement. 
Because the outcome of interest (the need for an ILP) can be categorized into yes or no 
and the data are from a single population, a chi-square test of independence was per-
formed to examine the relationship between the testing framework (English-only, 
Spanish-only, and bilingual) and the ILP designation. The relationship was significant, 
χ2(1, N = 267) = 30.83, p < .001. The choice of a monolingual framework will indicate 
the need to place a student on an ILP at significantly higher rates than when applying 
the Trajectory Toward Biliteracy. Monolingual frameworks are most problematic 
when English is the only language used to make this determination. Furthermore, 
should students demonstrate proficiency in reading in a language other than English, 

Table 2. Students Requiring an ILP (n = 268).

English language 
reading scores 
only—DRA2

Spanish language 
reading scores 
only—EDL2

Trajectory toward 
biliteracy—EDL2 

+ DRA2

% requiring ILP 83.6% (n = 224) 55.3% (n = 148) 39.6% (n = 106)
% not requiring ILP 16.4% (n = 44) 44.7% (n = 120) 60.4% (n = 162)

Note. ILP = Individual Literacy Plan; EDL = Evaluación del Desarrollo de Lecto-escritura; DRA = Develop-
mental Reading Assessment.
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in this case Spanish, an English language reading exam that indicates a level less than 
grade-level reading should be interpreted to mean there is a need for English language 
development, rather than as an indicator of a reading challenge.

Discussion and Implications
Educational policies, such as CBLA, that result in children being labeled as at risk of 
reading failure when in fact they are not, may affect the lives of hundreds of thousands 
of biliterate students throughout the United States. Consider the fact that the number 
of EBs participating in bilingual education programs in the state of Colorado during 
the 2007-2008 school year was 11,392 (J. Bruno, Colorado Department of Education, 
personal communication, February 28, 2011). Assuming that the numbers of EB stu-
dents deemed proficient in reading in this study are representative of what we might 
find across the entire population, we see that using a monolingual assessment frame-
work that considers only English language reading scores results in just more than 900 
students being recognized as proficient readers; whereas, generalizing from the per-
centage of students deemed proficient when the trajectory toward biliteracy is applied, 
we find that more than 6,800 students are likely making satisfactory progress. In other 
words, it is highly probable that thousands of EB students, across the state of Colorado, 
were labeled as “at risk,” and placed on ILPs unnecessarily. In fact, when we examine 
secondary data in the form of the Colorado Student Assessment Program (CSAP), a 
high-stakes, state-mandated, standardized exam that EBs are able to take in Spanish 
when they are in third grade, we see that in 2008, 59% scored proficient or advanced. 
These CSAP scores indicate that only 41% of bilingual learners should have been 
placed on an ILP. These numbers are quite close to the numbers we identify when 
using the Trajectory Toward Biliteracy. These data confirm that greater numbers of 
EBs are making adequate progress in reading than current ILP data might indicate. 
That is, a great proportion of EB students identified as in need of additional reading 
instruction are deemed so due to “false positives” (Torgesen, 1998). If we assume that 
only 10% of the five million bilingual learners in the U.S. are educated in bilingual 
settings, and we let the percentages of students in this study requiring an ILP serve as 
a proxy for the numbers nationwide, there are 420,000 students (84%) being targeted 
for educational remediation when in fact only 200,000 (40%) may need it. In other 
words, 220,000 bilingual students are relegated to compensatory education that nei-
ther builds on what they know and can do nor allows resources to be targeted to those 
truly in need. The result is harmful to students and society (Center for Mental Health 
in Schools at University of California, Los Angeles, 2008). Consider as a case in point 
Florida. Florida is ranked third in the nation in terms of numbers of EB students (at 
more than 260,000), and since 2003 has required grade retention for third-grade stu-
dents not able to pass a reading exam (Florida Department of Education). One can 
only speculate as to the amount of money and resources that Florida is investing in 
students who do not need it. Currently, a number of states (Iowa, New Mexico, 
Tennessee, and Colorado) are considering implementing similar retention policies 
(Smith, 2012). Research is clear that retention is ineffective in accelerating students’ 
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reading achievement and that it increases the likelihood that students will not partici-
pate in postsecondary educational opportunities (Hong & Yu, 2007; Ou & Reynolds, 
2010). Our data should raise questions for those instituting such policies. These stu-
dents do not need reading instruction and certainly should not be retained for academic 
reasons; they need language development.

The consequence of being placed on an ILP in the state of Colorado is relegation to 
remediation through targeted interventions and to restricted opportunities to learn once 
labeled “low.” We have a plethora of data that indicate that students who are deemed 
“low” are often ability grouped to tailor instruction to students’ needs. Often this 
instruction moves at a slower pace and includes less depth (Ansalone, 2003; Oakes, 
2005; Worthy, 2010). Research indicates that these groups are highly skills based, 
include less demanding material, are extremely repetitive, and result in less overall 
learning (Heubert & Hauser, 1999; Lleras & Rangel, 2009). Once tracked into low 
groups, students rarely exit (Gordon & Piana, 1999). In other words, these instruc-
tional practices and organizational processes conspire to create conditions to bolster 
the Matthew Effect, the very theory that sustains the sense of urgency around ensuring 
that kids reading on grade level before the end of third grade. Many EB students, 
therefore, are likely denied access to an enriched curriculum because they have been 
inappropriately labeled as low readers. In essence, it becomes a false, but self-fulfill-
ing, prophecy.

Providing resources for academic interventions is expensive; and targeting these 
costly resources to students who do not require them denies services to those who are 
truly in need. This consequently holds students back who might benefit more from 
richly contextualized classroom instruction. Furthermore, decisions regarding student 
achievement require that two fundamental assumptions be met: (a) an appropriate 
instructional environment prior to intervention (e.g., a good “first teach”), and (b) 
adequate and valid assessments (Reynolds, Wheldall, & Madelaine, 2010). Our study 
calls into question the validity of current assessment policies and practices that lead to 
the consideration of only English reading levels when determinations are made regard-
ing the academic achievement of EB children. It raises similar questions should poli-
cies allow only consideration of Spanish reading levels. These policies undervalue 
children’s literacy levels because they do not consider Spanish plus English, a more 
holistic perspective.

The use of monolingual assessments in either English or Spanish provides inade-
quate information about the literacy development of EB students in U.S. schools. 
Placing children who are at normal stages of biliterate development on ILPs nega-
tively labels children “at-risk” when, in fact, they are not underachieving. Inappropriate 
ILP designations generate costly, unnecessary, inappropriate, and perhaps harmful 
interventions. In an era of monetary shortfalls in public education, resources that could 
be better used to assist those with true need are being misdirected. Furthermore, the 
misuse of test data to label students inappropriately reinforces the idea that two lan-
guages are sources of confusion and interference rather than assets to be built on. The 
message to parents and the community is that learning in two languages may cause 
cognitive confusion and retard advances in literacy development. 
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Given our history as a nation of using testing to justify discriminatory practices, it 
behooves us to question the practice of using monolingual frameworks to determine 
whether or not EB students are “at risk” of long-term reading difficulties. We call on 
those who determine educational policies to recognize that learning to read in two 
languages differs significantly from learning to read and write in one, and argue that 
policy makers should seek, create, and refine trajectories toward biliteracy that use 
paradigms of holistic bilingualism.

A Change in Policy: One School District’s Response
The findings reported herein inspired one Colorado school district3 to reconsider its 
criteria for placing EB children who are learning simultaneously to read in Spanish 
and English on an ILP. Educators in this district are now required to consider a stu-
dent’s achievement in Spanish language reading and English language reading when 
making “at-risk” determinations. Teachers use the chart represented in Figure 1 to 
determine whether or not a child requires an ILP. District administrators originally 
applied the colors of the stoplight to our trajectory to provide teachers with guidance. 
Thus, scores falling into a red zone required an ILP, scores falling into the yellow 
range were designated as needing to be monitored, but were not placed on an official 

EDL2/DRA2     
LEVEL

Biliteracy Trajectory Chart-End of Year

80
70
60
50
40
38
34
30
28
24
20
18
16
14 No ILP 

Required12
10
8 Watch 

Progress 
Zone6

4
3 ILP 

Required2
1
A

EDL2 DRA2 EDL2 DRA2 EDL2 DRA2 EDL2 DRA2 EDL2 DRA2 EDL2 DRA2 EDL2 DRA2
Kindergarten 1st Grade 2nd Grade 3rd Grade 4th Grade 5th Grade 6th grace 

Figure 1. Biliteracy ILP guidelines, 2010.
Note. ILP = Individual Literacy Plan; EDL = Evaluación del Desarrollo de Lecto-escritura; DRA = Develop-
mental Reading Assessment.
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ILP, and those in the green ranges had were making expected progress and in no need 
of an ILP. For the purposes of this article, these designations have been recreated using 
gray scale (see Figure 1).

Students in each grade level are assessed in Spanish language reading and English 
language reading. Their scores are then charted and compared with the figure above to 
determine whether or not an ILP designation is warranted. The black bars represent the 
ranges in each language that require an ILP. The grayed area represents scores that 
trigger that students be waived from an ILP while being monitored. Finally, the white 
areas require no ILP and no watch. As can be seen, Spanish language and English 
language assessment results must be considered holistically. Rather than requiring that 
students meet a strict monolingual reading criteria, a range of scores are considered to 
be appropriate for a student developing biliteracy. To read the chart, attend to the color 
that corresponds to particular reading levels by grade. Students scoring at levels that 
correspond to the color green/white are meeting monolingual reading criteria and 
require no special attention. Those scoring at levels that correspond to the color yel-
low/gray are within the ranges considered appropriate for students learning to read in 
paired literacy programs as determined by the Literacy Squared Framework for 
Biliteracy. They are to be monitored carefully, but do not require a formal “at-risk” 
designation as indicated with the creation of an ILP. Only those students who read at 
levels corresponding to the color red/black, in either language require an ILP. These 
guidelines acknowledge that normal biliteracy development may differ in some funda-
mentally significant ways from monoliteracy development, and that inappropriate 
labeling may harm students’ opportunities to learn, result in an inappropriate alloca-
tion of human and financial resources, and result in unnecessary self-fulfilling prophe-
cies. The results of the implications of this new policy have not yet been reported, but 
we are hopeful that using a lens of holistic bilingualism will result in students’ assess-
ments being more representative of their actual abilities. This information will be used 
to tailor instruction to build on their strengths rather than the enactment of interven-
tions aimed at “fixing” deficits that may not actually exist.
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Notes
1. The use of the term holistic with regard to bilingualism refers specifically to Grosjean’s 

conceptualization of the bilingual brain as being a unique and viable whole that cannot 
be fractionalized into its component languages. This is not to be confused with assess-
ment terminology in which holistic assessment is often referenced in opposition to analytic 
assessment.
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2. The terms Non-English Proficient (NEP), Limited English Proficient (LEP), and Fully 
English Proficient (FEP) are labels that are used by federal and state agencies to indicate 
language proficiency and eligibility for language support services. We recognize that they 
are dated and deficit in orientation; however, are choosing to employ them here as they are 
the terms the Colorado legislation uses.

3. The authors wish to acknowledge and celebrate Angel Stobaugh and Catalina Martis whose 
thinking and actions have helped us to think through the implications of our research at the 
school district level.
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