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Introduction
On February 16, 2022, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Rita Joseph, will conduct an oversight hearing on “COVID Impact on English Language Learners (ELLs).” Witnesses invited to testify include representatives of the New York City (NYC or the City) Department of Education (DOE or the Department), students, parents, educators, unions, advocates, and other interested stakeholders.
Background
An English language learner (ELL), also known as multilingual learner (MLL), is a student whose home language is not English and needs support learning English.[footnoteRef:1] The DOE identifies ELLs by requiring all parents of newly enrolled students to complete a Home Language Identification Survey to let school staff know which language their child speaks at home.[footnoteRef:2] If the survey responses show that a child speaks a language other than English at home, the school may administer the New York State Identification Test for English Language Learners to measure the child’s knowledge of English.[footnoteRef:3] If the test shows that the child needs support learning English, the child is identified as an ELL.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  New York City Department of Education (DOE) website, “English Language Learners,” accessed 2/7/22 at https://www.schools.nyc.gov/learning/multilingual-learners/english-language-learners. ]  [2:  Id.]  [3:  Id.]  [4:  Id.] 

The DOE offers three programs for ELLs: Dual Language; Transitional Bilingual Education; and English as a New Language.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Id.] 

· The Dual Language program teaches students in two languages, English and their home language, used equally, with the goal of enabling students to read, write, and speak in both English and their home language.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Id.] 

· The Transitional Bilingual Education program supports students in their home language while they fully transition to English-only instruction by providing reading, writing, and other classes in both the student’s home language and in English.[footnoteRef:7] As students’ English improves, they spend more time learning in English and less time learning in their home language and leave the program when they are no longer identified as ELLs.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Id.]  [8:  Id.] 

· The English as a New Language (ENL) program, which used to be called English as a Second Language (ESL), provides instruction in English with support in the students’ home language.[footnoteRef:9] Students from many different language backgrounds are taught together, until they become English proficient.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Id.]  [10:  Id.] 

ELLs comprise 13.3% percent of the more than 1 million students in the NYC public school system.[footnoteRef:11] During the 2020-2021 school year, there were 145,723 ELLs, including both school-age and pre-school students, out of a total public school enrollment of 1,094,138.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  New York City Department of Education, “DOE Data at a Glance: Students,” accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/about-us/reports/doe-data-at-a-glance. ]  [12:  New York City Department of Education, “Demographic Snapshot – Citywide, Borough, District, and School: SY 2016-17 to -21,” accessed at: https://infohub.nyced.org/reports/school-quality/information-and-data-overview.  ] 

ELLs, who are often from low-income immigrant families, typically face language barriers and other challenges that impact their academic achievement, and although there has been some improvement in the performance of ELLs in recent years, there is still a wide achievement gap when compared with other students. On the 2019 State English Language Arts (ELA) exam, only 9.3% of current ELLs in grades 3 through 8 scored at or above proficient, compared to 47.4% of all students in those grades citywide.[footnoteRef:13] Similarly, on the 2019 State math test, only 18.9% of current ELLs in grades 3 through 8 scored at or above proficient, compared to 45.6% for all students in those grades citywide.[footnoteRef:14]   [13:  New York City Department of Education, “Test Results: 2019 English Language Arts and Math Results Summary,” accessed at: https://infohub.nyced.org/reports/academics/test-results. Note that 2019 results are used because, due to the COVID pandemic, State ELA and math tests were not administered in 2020, and were optional in 2021, with participation rates of less than 22% of students for both ELA and math tests in 2021.]  [14:  Id.] 

Graduation rates for ELLs in City schools have also historically been much lower than those for other students. According to DOE, in 2020 only 45.7% of ELLs graduated within four years of entry into high school, compared to 78.8% for all students citywide. [footnoteRef:15] [15:  New York City Department of Education, “Graduation Results– 2020-graduation rates public citywide,” accessed at: https://infohub.nyced.org/reports/academics/graduation-results.  ] 

COVID-19: Disparate Impact on Immigrant New Yorkers
	The rapid transmission of the novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) and the resulting infectious disease, COVID-19, first identified in late 2019, and the subsequent declaration of a pandemic by the World Health Organization on March 11, 2020,[footnoteRef:16] devastated New York City. Immigrant New Yorkers have been uniquely harmed by the COVID-19 pandemic: geographic concentrations of COVID-19-positive New Yorkers have been situated in predominantly immigrant neighborhoods, such as Jackson Heights and Elmhurst, Queens.[footnoteRef:17] Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH) analysis highlighted that racial and ethnic minorities are far more likely to die of COVID-19 than white New Yorkers.[footnoteRef:18] At the same time, data on immigrant New Yorkers indicates that immigrant communities are at higher risk of COVID-19 exposure and poorer health outcomes than their U.S.-born counterparts, due to higher rates of crowded living arrangements, higher rates of poverty, and generally lower educational attainment and lower health insurances rates.[footnoteRef:19] As U.S.-born and foreign-born residents alike face mass layoffs, with families struggling to afford food, medical care, and other necessities, immigrant workers have less access to COVID-19-specific relief and existing safety-net programs, and also face additional vulnerabilities.[footnoteRef:20] For example, immigrant workers have lower incomes and larger families than their U.S.-born counterparts in the same industries, with 38% of immigrants living in low-income households (compared to 30% of their U.S.-born counterparts), 28% lacking health insurance (twice the rate of similar U.S.-born workers), 38% having a minor child at home (compared to 23% of U.S.-born workers), and 55% with limited English proficiency.[footnoteRef:21] [16:  World Health Organization, “WHO Diector-General’s Opening Remarks at the Media Briefing on COVID-19, March 11, 2020, accessed at: https://www.who.int/dg/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-on-covid-19---11-march-2020.]  [17:  Correal, A., and Jacobs, A., “A Tragedy is Unfolding’: Inside New York’s Virus Epicenter,” New York Times, Apr. 9, 2020, accessed at: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/09/nyregion/coronavirus-queens-corona-jackson-heights-elmhurst.html. ]  [18:  New York City Department of Health & Mental Hygiene, “COVID-19: Data: Deaths,” accessed at: https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/covid/covid-19-data-deaths.page.]  [19:  The New York City Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, “2019 Annual Report” (March 2020), accessed at: https://www1.nyc.gov/site/immigrants/about/annual-report.page.]  [20:  Gelatt, J., “Immigrant Workers: Vital to the U.S. COVID-19 Response, Disproportionately Vulnerable,” Migration Policy Institute, March 2020, accessed at: https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/immigrant-workers-us-covid-19-response.]  [21:  The New York City Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, supra note 19.] 

Impact of COVID-19 on English Language Learners
As just stated, ELL and immigrant families faced and continue to face great challenges because of COVID-19. An additional hurdle faced by this community is in the classroom. ELLs pre-COVID already faced language barrier challenges, wide academic achievement gaps, wide instructional proficiency gaps and lower rates of graduation. Moreover, the abrupt move to full-remote learning in 2020 exacerbated these existing challenges. 
Some of the most significant barriers faced by ELLs during full-time remote learning included a lack of access to digital devices and broadband, school–family communication gaps and parents’ limited capacity to support home learning.[footnoteRef:22] For many ELL students, being in school every day and engaging their school community can be their main, or in some cases only exposure, to listening, speaking, reading and writing English.[footnoteRef:23] COVID removed that critical exposure for ELLs, in some cases, for more than a year due to remote learning. The lack of persistent engagement contributed to stalling or slowing any English language learning that was occurring for those students.[footnoteRef:24] [22:  Sugarman, J., and Lazarin, M., “Educating English Learners during the COVID-19 Pandemic: Policy Ideas for States and School Districts,” Migration Policy Institute, September 2020, accessed at: https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/english-learners-covid-19-pandemic-policy-ideas. ]  [23:  Id.]  [24:  Id.] 

Research suggests that ELLs in secondary school face even more daunting challenges. Already at higher rates of dropout than their school peers, already facing rigorous graduation requirements before aging out—prolonged school closure coupled with health and economic distress and existing family challenges at home, “may cause some ELLs to disconnect altogether and drop out.”[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Id.] 

Finally, while all students are experiencing a social-emotional impact due to COVID-19, the impact on ELLs is heightened. As described earlier, immigrant communities are especially vulnerable to the easily transmissible COVID-19 virus due to inequities in health-care access and delivery, multigenerational households, and fear of seeking treatment due to immigration status. And, some immigrant youth have been forced to take care of younger siblings due to childcare issues in the home because caregivers tend to be front-line workers.[footnoteRef:26] All of this adds additional pressures on ELL students which can affect their attendance, academic achievement and school completion.[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Gomez, J.C., “Immigrant Families during the Pandemic: On the Frontlines but Left Behind,” The Center for Law and Social Policy, February 11, 2021, accessed at: https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/immigrant-families-pandemic-frontlines. ]  [27:  Supra note 22.] 

Department of Education Academic Recovery Efforts for English Language Learners
When the DOE shifted to full-time remote learning, schools were also required to develop a remote learning plan for English language learners and former English language learners to ensure that these students receive targeted instruction in English with the appropriate amount of assistance in the language they speak at home.[footnoteRef:28] Moreover, to enable students who did not have technology at home to learn remotely, the DOE initially loaned 175,000 technology devices to students, and ordered 300,000 internet-enabled iPads to distribute to its students in need.[footnoteRef:29] Although it took months to distribute devices to students who needed them, approximately 321,500 internet-enabled iPads had been distributed to students by July 2020.[footnoteRef:30] The Department has continued to purchase more than 100,000 additional LTE internet enabled iPads and LTE internet enabled Chrome laptops and thousands of WiFi hotspots to increase its inventory and meet ongoing student need.[footnoteRef:31] [28:  New York City Department of Education, “Students with Individualized Education Programs (IEPs),” March 22, 2020. Accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/learn-at-home/chancellor-s-message-for-families.]  [29:  New York City Department of Education Elected Officials briefing call, May 4, 2020.]  [30:  Testimony by the Department of Education, New York City Council Committee on Education hearing, September 1, 2021. See https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5091805&GUID=A00CB445-20AD-46F5-9206-8745F4518E91&Options=&Search=.]  [31:  Id.] 

On Thursday, July 8, 2021, then-Mayor Bill de Blasio announced a new initiative, the “New York City Universal Academic Recovery Plan.[footnoteRef:32] This is primarily funded through federal education dollars from the American Rescue Plan and Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations Act passed during the current and former federal administration to assist schools during the pandemic.[footnoteRef:33] Together, these pieces of legislation added $3.22 billion to DOE's budget in Fiscal 2022, and of this $500 million is designated for Academic Recovery.[footnoteRef:34] The Plan had a section dedicated to multilingual learners: [32:  Jorgense, J., Ephraim Feldman, A., “City outlines $635 million academic recovery plan,” Spectrum News NY1, July 8, 2021, accessed at: https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/news/2021/07/08/mayor-doe-schools-chancellor-academic-recovery-plan. ]  [33:  See New York City Council's report on the Fiscal 2022 Executive Budget for the Department of Education and School Construction Authority, accessed at: https://council.nyc.gov/budget/fy2022/. ]  [34:  Id.] 

· Schools will be provided resources to purchase print and digital books in students’ home languages, and build home language libraries
· DOE will provide teachers with training that is specific to the language needs of multilingual learners and immigrant students
· DOE will establish Immigrant Ambassador Programs across 30 high schools to match immigrant DOE students with college students for mentorship
· NYC schools will conduct wellness checks and deliver social-emotional learning support to multilingual learners, particularly in transitioning to full time in-person learning
· DOE will expand the Postsecondary Readiness for ELLs Program (PREP), to be facilitated by a select group of school counselors and educators[footnoteRef:35] [35:  New York City Department of Education, “Family Letter July 8, 2021,” accessed at: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/about-us/messages-for-families/past-messages-2021. ] 

This year brought leadership changes to the Department, under Chancellor David Banks and his new senior team. No changes to the DOE Academic Recovery Plan implemented by former-Chancellor Meisha Porter have been announced as of the writing of this briefing paper.
Issues and Concerns
The switch to remote learning in 2020 created additional hurdles for ELLs. In addition to difficulties with English literacy, low-income immigrant families often had problems with digital literacy, which is generally low in households that do not have devices and internet access.[footnoteRef:36] Due to a shortage of bilingual teachers and staff, both tech support and communication regarding instruction and assignments in families’ native language was in short supply.[footnoteRef:37] [36:  Amin, R. and Basu, S., “For NYC students learning English, remote learning can come with steep barriers,” Chalkbeat, Apr 20, 2020, accessed at: https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2020/4/20/21230497/for-nyc-students-learning-english-remote-learning-can-come-with-steep-barriers.]  [37:  Id.] 

While students in temporary housing had the lowest rates of attendance during COVID-19, ELLs have seen greater declines in attendance, relative to attendance during the 2019-2020 school year.[footnoteRef:38] “The January 2021 attendance rate for ELL tenth graders was 10.1 percentage points lower than the 2018-19 attendance rate for ELLs in tenth grade, while the attendance rate for ELL ninth graders fell 7.9 percentage points. This dramatic change in attendance is especially concerning given that that ELLs have the highest dropout rate of any student group.”[footnoteRef:39] [38:  Advocates for Children, “Disparities in Attendance During COVID-19,” accessed at: https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/sites/default/files/library/policy_brief_attendance_disparities_covid_41421.pdf?pt=1. ]  [39:  Id.] 

Conclusion
Today’s hearing will provide an opportunity for the Committee to examine the current status of DOE’s efforts to address the needs of ELLs in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. More specifically, the Committee will explore how DOE is providing recovery programs to mitigate learning loss as well as required programs and services amid staffing shortages and other issues. Additionally, students, parents, teachers, unions and other educational stakeholders will have an opportunity to raise their concerns about the DOE’s ability to provide needed supports to ELLs in the wake of the pandemic.
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