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Improving English Learner 
Identification Practices 

What Are the Specific Challenges and Solutions in Designing Home 
Language Surveys?

Designing an effective Home Language Survey (HLS) poses 
significant challenges. The primary issue is the inherent complexity of 
accurately capturing the linguistic background of students whose 
language experiences may span multiple languages across various 
contexts. One frequent problem is the ambiguity in question phrasing, 
which can lead to misinterpretations by respondents, potentially 
skewing the data used to identify English Learners (ELs). This can result 
in either over-identification, where students are unnecessarily placed in 
language support programs, or under-identification, where students who 
need language support are overlooked.

To counter these issues, Bailey and Kelly recommend that HLS 
questions be meticulously crafted to ask clearly about the languages 
spoken at home, in social settings, and at school. It's crucial that these 
questions are designed to avoid ambiguities that could lead to inaccurate 
classifications of language proficiency. For instance, rather than simply 
asking which language is spoken at home, surveys might probe the 
frequency and contexts of different languages used, helping to 
distinguish between passive exposure and active use. This level of detail 
can help educators make more informed decisions about the need for 
language support services.

How Does the Context of Language Use Affect HLS Effectiveness?

The effectiveness of the HLS is significantly influenced by the 
context in which languages are used, a factor thoroughly examined in the 
study. Students often navigate multiple linguistic environments – 
switching between languages used at home, with friends, and at school. 
This varied use in language can complicate the identification process for 
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ELs, as a standard HLS might not capture the nuanced ways in which astudent interacts with different 
languages. For example, a student might speak a language other than English at home but use English 
exclusively in academic and social settings, which might affect their language proficiency and academic needs 
differently.

Recognizing these contexts is crucial for the HLS design. Surveys should be structured to gather 
detailed information about the variety of environments in which students use different languages. This could 
involve asking specific questions about language use in academic tasks versus social interaction, or the role of 
language in the student's broader community. Such detailed inquiries can provide a more accurate picture of a 
student's language needs, facilitating more targeted support that acknowledges the diverse linguistic 
landscapes students navigate daily.

What Are the Implications of Over or Under Identification of English Learners?

The implications of inaccurately identifying English Learners (ELs) through Home Language 
Surveys (HLS) have significant repercussions for students and educational systems alike. Over-
identification, where students are mistakenly classified as needing language support services, can lead to 
substantial misallocation of educational resources. This often results in unnecessary expenditure on language 
support programs for students who do not require them, diverting resources from those who are in genuine 
need of such services. Furthermore, being incorrectly labeled as an EL can stigmatize students, impacting their 
self-esteem and academic identity, potentially leading to disengagement from school activities and a decline in 
academic performance.

Under-identification poses equally serious challenges but impacts students in different ways. Students 
who require language support but are not provided with appropriate services due to under-identification may 
struggle to follow the curriculum, leading to significant gaps in learning and academic achievement. This lack 
of support hampers their ability to integrate effectively into the academic environment, potentially leading to 
long-term educational disadvantages. Moreover, under-identified students often experience increased 
frustration and decreased motivation, which can exacerbate disparities in educational outcomes between 
them and their peers.

Bailey and Kelly stress the need for precision in HLS implementation to prevent these issues. They 
recommend regular audits and updates of HLS practices to ensure they remain effective and reflective of the 
current student population's needs. This includes training for educators on how to interpret HLS data 
accurately and the potential adoption of additional measures to verify the need for language support services, 
thus ensuring that all students receive the appropriate level of educational support.

How Can State-Level Recommendations Improve the Identification of English Learners?

The study details that state-level recommendations are pivotal in enhancing the identification 
processes for ELs. The authors advocate for the establishment of standardized, evidence-based protocols that 
are uniform across districts to ensure consistency and fairness in HLS execution. This recommendation 
includes the development of a robust framework that not only outlines the implementation and interpretation 
of HLS results but also specifies the frequency and methodology for ongoing revisions based on demographic 
shifts and new educational insights.

One specific state-level recommendation highlighted by the researchers involves enhancing the 
transparency and accountability of HLS processes. States are urged to create clear guidelines that specify 
which data from HLS can trigger further assessments and under what conditions. By standardizing these 
triggers, states can ensure that students are identified based on consistent criteria, reducing variability and 
potential bias across districts. Furthermore, Bailey and colleagues suggest that states implement a system for 
regular training for educators on the nuances of HLS administration and interpretation, aiming to 
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deepen their understanding of cultural and linguistic diversity, which often influences the accuracy of the 
data collected through HLS.

The establishment of these comprehensive guidelines would not only provide a clear roadmap for 
educators and administrators but also assist in the effective allocation of resources by aligning HLS 
procedures with the actual needs of the student population. Moreover, by fostering a culture of best practice 
sharing and continuous improvement, state-level leadership can catalyze advancements in HLS design and 
application, thereby enhancing how schools meet the linguistic and educational needs of their diverse student 
bodies. This structured approach to HLS management at the state level is crucial for achieving greater 
educational equity and ensuring that all students receive the support necessary to succeed academically.

What Are the Next Steps for Improving HLS Practices?

In conclusion, the research by Bailey and Kelly underscores the importance of a collaborative approach 
to refining HLS practices. They suggest that ongoing research and dialogue among educators, policymakers, 
and researchers are essential to the evolution of HLS protocols. Such collaboration should aim to tailor HLS 
practices to the nuanced needs of EL populations, enhancing both the accuracy and effectiveness of language 
support services.




