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Sinking or swimming
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English Language Learner 
Programs

• 11% of K-12 students in the US are in ELL
• 26% in CA
• 17% in TX
• 49% in LA Unified
• 33% in Dallas Independent School Dist
• 35% in Denver County
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Types of education

• Bilingual
– Instruction in native language

• English immersion
– Little instruction in native language

• ESL classes taught in both methods
• In the LUSDiNE (large urban school 

district in the Northeast), ESL students get 
3 hours if English instruction/week
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Bilingual history

• Common place in 1800s
• Lost favor at start of WWI and large wave 

of immigrants to the US
• Mid 1920s, 34 states mandated English 

only instruction K-12
• Bilingual Ed Act of 1968 -- provided direct 

funding to districts to provide BE
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• 1974 Supreme Court, Lau vs Nichols, nt
equal treatment if students cannot 
understand instruction if they do not speak 
English

• Lau remedies, requiring all schools w/ 
20% LEP to develop remedies

• Federal support for bilingual education has 
declined since Reagan Admin.
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• NCLB eliminated direct grants to districts, 
decreased emphasis on own language

• State laws eliminated bilingual
– CA referendum in 1998 elim. Bilingual but 

parents can petition
– Similar laws in other states

7

• Ronald Reagan in 1981

• “It is absolutely wrong and against 
American concepts to have a bilingual 
education program that is now openly, 
admittedly dedicated to preserving their 
native language and never getting them 
adequate in English…”
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Research question

• Do kids in BE do better than ones in EI?
• Problem, kids in EI are a non-random 

selection of children
• Within school district
• Yi = Xiβ + BEi γ + εi

• Cov(BEi, εi) > 0
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LUSDiNE

• When enter school, parents complete 
survey about language at home

• Non-English speakers given Language 
Assessment Test (LAT)
– Scores normed to native speakers

• 40%ile or below defined as LEP, placed 
into bilingual education
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Strategy

• Kids just over/under 40th percentile are 
functionally identical

• Exploit the smoothness in outcomes over 
the LAT 

• We see a large change in treatment for 
people who are similar

• If treatment impacts outcomes, we should 
see a discontinuity there as well
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Basic RD model

• Equation of interest 

• Yij = Djβo +h(xj) +Djh(xj) + Xiγ + εij

• x takes on discrete values [x1 …xk]
• xk=0 (rescaled) at discontinuity
• Dj=1[xj>0]
• h(xj) polynomial in x
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