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Public schools throughout North America serve an increasing population of students for 
whom English is an additional language to the heritage language of their family (Linguanti, 2001; 
Rumberger, 2007). Although many studies look at English language learners (ELLs) in elementary 
classrooms, there are far fewer studies that explore the characteristics of students who have been 
re-designated from ELL to a proficient classification in English, indicating that they no longer 
require the services provided to English learners (de Jong, 2004; Ragan & Lesaux, 2006). Ragan 
and Leseaux, (2006), among others, have identified the need for more extensive study of these 
reclassified students. 

States lack agreement about the definition of ELL status and the criteria for the re-classification 
of students. In fact, a National Research Council report (Koenig & Bachman, 2004) concluded 
that the ELL construct is based in policy rather than on a description of an actual demographic 
population. In the state of California, the 2008 guidelines for the reclassification of ELLs require 
that students achieve an intermediate score or higher in listening, speaking, reading, and writing on 
the California English Language Development Test (CELDT) and a performance of at least ‘basic 
level’ on the California Standards Tests (CSTs) in English Language Arts. Both standards are the 
mid-point of a five-point scale. Criteria such as teacher judgment, parental preferences, and local 
assessments also enter into the mix, introducing district variations on the reclassification process 
(California Department of Education [CDE], 2008; Duran, 2008). 

Reclassified students are an interesting population because they have gained proficiency in 
academic English while receiving the same schooling as other ELLs. That is not easy. Valdès (2001) 
documents many of the obstacles that ELLs face in schools. The challenges range from teachers who 
do not understand the processes involved in learning a new language to policies that impede the 
integration of ELLs and reclassified students into mainstream classes.

This paper describes a group of students who entered U.S. schools as ELLs and emerged, by 
the end of fourth grade, as Reclassified Fluent English Proficient (RFEP). The data come from a 
larger study designed to enhance vocabulary knowledge, reading, and writing in fourth graders, 
particularly for ELLs and those traditionally underserved in schools. The RFEP students in this 
study show considerable sophistication in their use and understanding of English vocabulary. In our 
study, we are interested in fostering such sophistication through a focus on the development of word 
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consciousness. Word consciousness can be defined as a metacognitive, metalinguistic, and affective 
awareness of words. It is a generative strategy that moves away from teaching a specific set of words 
to students towards helping them develop an appreciation for the power of words to convey specific 
meanings and towards building enthusiasm for word learning as a disposition (Scott, Skobel, & 
Wells, 2008; Scott & Nagy, 2004; Scott, 2004). 

Limited knowledge of English vocabulary is recognized as a barrier to the academic 
achievement of ELLs in the United States (Carlo, August, McLaughlin, Snow, Dressler, Lippman, 
Lively, & White, 2004; Saville-Troike, 1984; Scarcella, 2002). The RFEP students in our study have 
excelled in their mastery of English vocabulary, and this paper reports on their performance on our 
assessments of vocabulary and writing. We also examine some characteristics of the group that may 
contribute to an explanation for their success and point to future directions for research.

LITERATURE REVIEW

In a study of elementary-aged ELLs, Saville-Troike (1984) found that knowledge of English 
vocabulary was the most important factor in ELLs’ literacy achievement. Other research supports 
the notion that vocabulary knowledge is central in the overall literacy development of ELLs (Carlo, 
August, McLaughlin, Snow, Dressler, Lippman, Lively, & White, 2004; Cummins, 2000; Nation, 
2001; Scarcella, 2002). 

English language learners often struggle with academic vocabulary that hinders their reading 
comprehension (Campbell, Hombo, & Mazzeo, 2000; Carlo et al., 2004; National Institute of 
Child Health and Human Development, 2000; RAND Reading Study Group, 2002), influences 
the development of their writing skills in English (Samway, 2006), and constrains their access to 
the rest of the curriculum. Average and above-average native English speakers arrive in kindergarten 
knowing approximately 5,000 vocabulary words, and leave high school having acquired 
approximately 35,000 more (Nagy & Herman, 1987). Snow and Kim (2007) indicate that ELLs 
learn English vocabulary at approximately the same pace as that of their native-speaking classmates. 
But, maintaining this pace, they never catch up, and they remain, on average, about one standard 
deviation below their peers on vocabulary assessments.

Some ELL students have large vocabularies in their native language (L1) that may transfer to 
their developing English vocabularies (e.g., cognates); others lack this advantage. Almost all ELLs 
need to accelerate their vocabulary learning to be on a par with native English speakers. 

One way to speed up vocabulary growth is to read widely in English, as studies have shown 
that students learn words incidentally when they are encountered in texts. Swanborn and deGlopper 
(1999) found that students have a 15% probability of learning unknown words that they read. 
However, it is often harder for ELLs to acquire much vocabulary through reading alone. They may 
not be able to trigger the word schemas that help English speakers learn words from context, and 
they may not understand the grammatical cues from which others make meaning when reading 
(Nation, 1990). 

Reclassified students can be considered more successful on their journey toward proficiency in 
English than other ELLs. Somehow, they have managed to move from limited English proficiency 
to fluent English proficiency in evaluations of their progress. One of the few studies that focused 
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on students re-designated as fluent English proficient (RFEP) took place several years ago with 
180 sixth graders in California (Wilde, Mosely, & Heishi, 1987). On state tests of reading 
comprehension and math, these RFEP students performed as well as students who were either 
native English speakers or those who were initially fluent in English (IFEP). In addition, the 
research indicates that the reclassified students placed a slightly higher value on schooling than 
national norms, were confident in their own academic abilities, and were expected by their teachers 
to complete high school. However, the reclassified students overall scored significantly lower on tests 
of reading vocabulary than either native English speakers or bilingual children who were fluent in 
English when they entered kindergarten. The RFEP students who scored highest on the reading and 
vocabulary tests spoke mostly English with their friends and had been in bilingual programs with a 
bilingual teacher for two or more years.

Reviews of research on bilingualism establish that overall bilingual abilities developed in 
childhood may lead to a greater sense of metalinguistic awareness and verbal creativity (Hamers & 
Blanc, 2000). This may be particularly true when children gain sufficient oral fluency in English 
to merge the conceptual knowledge from their two or more language systems (Hakuta & Snow, 
1986). In Peal and Lambert’s (1962) classic study, a factor analysis comparing monolingual English-
speaking 10-year-olds with bilingual 10-year-olds who had balanced proficiency in English and 
another language, the bilinguals outperformed the monolinguals on both verbal and non-verbal 
intelligence tests. The authors argued that bilinguals have a language asset that gives them an 
advantage when using skills that depend on verbal fluency. 

Students who are reclassified from ELL status to English proficient are like those with the 
bilingual asset discovered by Peal and Lambert. However, it is unclear whether children with greater 
cognitive flexibility more readily became bilingual, or whether bilingualism fosters greater cognitive 
flexibility. Hakuta and Diaz (1985) found that, like any normal population, bilinguals have a 
range of abilities and that the more advanced one’s proficiency is in both languages, the greater 
the cognitive advantages. Their finding held regardless of the bilingual’s socioeconomic status. 
Bialystok (2001) suggests that the constant management of more than one language system may 
account for more effective and controlled processing of language by bilinguals. Thus bilinguals seem 
to have a better grasp on the semantic relationships between words, and they are more aware than 
monolinguals that words may have multiple meanings. From their review of the research, Hamers 
and Blanc (2000) suggest that bilingual students may have an awareness of language that gives them 
an advantage in word learning

RESEARCH DESIGN

The findings in this paper come from the first year of a three-year study of vocabulary 
instruction and learning in elementary classrooms (VINE: Vocabulary Innovations in Education). 
In the paper, we provide an in-depth picture of VINE RFEP students in comparison to the native 
English speakers and ELLs in the study. We discuss findings from several analyses, combining 
the results of quantitative measurements of both receptive and productive vocabulary with an 
examination of categorical and descriptive data about the students.
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Research Participants

The VINE data come from students who were in 13 classrooms in seven California school 
districts during the 2006-07 school year. Two classrooms were combined fourth- and fifth-grade 
classes, although here we are reporting on the fourth-grade data only. The classrooms, located in 
rural, town, and metropolitan areas, enrolled from 13% to 60% English language learners. The 
teachers were volunteer participants in our research study, and their teaching experience varied from 
one to 16 years. 

In the town and rural schools, ELLs usually lived in Spanish-speaking households. The 
language situation was more complicated in the metropolitan schools, however, as the ELL students 
came from homes representing 20 different primary languages. Among VINE fourth graders overall, 
Spanish was the home language for 76% of the fourth grade ELLs and for 43% of the RFEP 
students.

Our data indicate that 54% of the parents of both the English only and RFEP students 
reported at least some level of college education, with 9% of the English only and one (4%) of the 
RFEP parents attending graduate school. Only one ELL parent (1%) attended graduate school out 
of the 20% of ELL parents who completed as least some college courses. Thirty-seven of the ELL 
parents did not complete high school, compared to 4% of the English only and 18% of the RFEP 
population. See Table 1 for more details.

In 2006-07, the VINE fourth graders included 28 RFEP students, most of whom started their 
U.S. schooling as ELLs in kindergarten. One student was reclassified as proficient in English in first 
grade, 24 were reclassified in third grade, and one at the start of fourth grade. Reclassification data 
is missing for the other two students. Most of these 28 RFEP fourth graders spent more than three 
years as ELLs in U.S. schools.

Twenty-two of the reclassified students attended schools in the metropolitan area surrounding 
a large city in California. Seventeen attended Title I schools, which receive supplemental federal 
funds due to their considerable proportion of students from low-income backgrounds. The home 
languages of these students included Filipino (7 speakers), Spanish (6 speakers), Vietnamese (2 
speakers), Farsi, Gujarati, Hindi, Ilocano, Lao, Mandarin, and Urdu. Ten of the 22 metropolitan 
students had at least one parent who was a college graduate, and eight others had a parent who 

Table 1. Percentage (and number of responses) for Parent Education by Classifications of 

English Proficiency

Proficiency 
Category

Graduate 
School

College 
Graduation

Some 
College

High School 
Graduation

Didn’t 
Graduate from 
High School Unknown

Native English 
(n=185) 9% (16) 20% (36) 25% (47) 15% (28) 4% (7) 28% (51)

English learner 
(n=112) 1% (1) 12% (13) 7% (8) 28% (31) 37% (41) 16% (18)

Reclassified (n=28) 4% (1) 32% (9) 18% (5) 14% (4) 18%(5) 14% (4)
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was a high-school graduate or who had taken some college courses. Three students’ parents had not 
graduated from high school, and one family declined to provide information about its educational 
history. One of the 22 students in the metropolitan schools qualified for migrant education funding, 
and five qualified for the gifted and talented program.

The other six reclassified VINE students attended schools in smaller cities or in a rural area 
of the state. The home language of all of these students was Spanish. One student had a parent 
who was a high school graduate, two students’ parents had not graduated from high school, one 
family declined to provide information, and we had missing data for two of the students. Two of 
these six students qualified for Title I services, one received migrant education support, and none 
participated in the gifted and talented program.

The 28 RFEP fourth graders performed well on the English Language Arts subscales of the 
2007 California Standards Tests (CST). Seventy-five percent scored above the Basic level, with 15 
students (54%) at the Proficient Level and six (21%) at the Advanced Level. Comparatively, just 
51% of fourth graders statewide scored above the Basic level, with 26% at the Proficient Level and 
25% at the Advanced Level (CDE, 2007). Six of the 28 students were at the Basic Level, and one fell 
below that standard. Thus, the reclassified ELLs in the VINE sample outperformed fourth graders 
statewide on standardized tests of English Language Arts.

Data Sources and Data Collection

The data reported in this paper come from several sources. Students in our 13 VINE classrooms 
took a vocabulary assessment, broken into two parts, and responded to a narrative writing prompt 
at the beginning, and again near the end, of the 2006-07 school year. The gap between pretesting 
and posttesting was at least five months. 

The vocabulary assessment is an innovative vocabulary test that provides a statistically reliable 
measure derived from a corpus of fourth grade materials (Scott, Hoover, Flinspach, & Vevea, 2008). 
Assessing 72 words from both fiction and non-fiction source texts, this instrument reflects receptive 
vocabulary knowledge, indicating whether students recognize and understand words. The words in 
the assessment were chosen from 23 novels, as well as science, social studies, and math textbooks, 
that local teachers reported were part of their curriculum during the fourth grade year. Building on 
the idea of levels of knowledge (Dale,1965: Paribakht & Wesche, 1999), this assessment measures 
more than definitional knowledge; it also reflects partial knowledge in the semantic field and 
knowledge about part of speech. Students who had neither heard of nor seen the test word before 
encountering it on the test were directed to skip directly to the next test word. Students who 
were familiar with the test word were then asked to answer a series of five questions about it (see 
Scott, Hoover, Flinspach, & Vevea, 2008, for a sample of the test). The vocabulary assessment was 
divided into two parts and administered in two 15-minute periods on separate days. Before each 
assessment, administrators went over the items for two sample words and reviewed parts of speech 
with students. 

Students also produced a narrative writing sample on the same day as they took one of the 
VINE vocabulary tests in both the fall and in the spring. The narrative prompt asked students 
to write about an event or experience that they remembered well and would like other people to 
read. Researchers gave students 30 minutes to write their personal narratives. The administration 
of the vocabulary assessments and the narrative prompt took place in English, but we encouraged 
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newcomers who could not yet write in English to respond to the prompt in their home language 
when possible. We report on our analyses of the VINE vocabulary tests and of the rare words found 
in the English narrative writing in Table 2.

In addition, VINE students completed a questionnaire in the fall of 2006. Questionnaire 
administrators instructed the classes about the differences between a test and a questionnaire, and 
they walked students through the five sections of the questionnaire during a 45-minute period. 
The items asked students about their proficiency in and use of English and other languages, their 
reading habits, and their writing practices. The questionnaire also included questions about how 
they deal with new vocabulary, what they read and how often, and their attitudes and perceptions 
about literacy practices. It closed with two open-ended questions that asked students to evaluate 
whether or not they are good readers or writers and to explain their evaluations. Spanish versions of 
the questionnaire were available, and some administrators helped Spanish speakers with instructions 
and provided clarification in Spanish; no assistance in other languages was provided.

After VINE testing was completed for 2006-07, we decided to conduct small-group interviews 
with students from three of the 13 VINE classrooms in order to find out more about how ELLs and 
RFEP students approached our vocabulary assessments. We selected one classroom because 60% of 
the students were ELLs, mostly Spanish speakers, and the other two classrooms because they had 
high proportions of ELL and RFEP students combined (43% and 60%) who represented a total of 
six different home languages. To encourage the children to speak openly (Eder & Fingerson 2002), 
one researcher who had spent considerable time with the children in the three classrooms that year 
conducted the interviews. She organized the ELL and RFEP students into small interview groups of 
one to five students by English proficiency and, in some cases, also by home language and gender. 
Student participation was voluntary.

The questions dealt with students’ proficiency in their home language(s) and with their 
thinking when responding to items on the VINE vocabulary tests. The researcher showed the 
students’ pages copied from their own vocabulary tests and asked them to recall what they had been 
thinking when they came to those pages during the test. The pages shown to each student included 
both correct and incorrect responses. When students knew a test word, they tended to talk about 
when and where they had encountered it before, how they had learned it, and the strategies they 
had used for learning or remembering the word and its meaning. The interviewer asked students 
for some collective responses, but most questions required individual answers. In all, the researcher 
interviewed 20 ELL and 11 RFEP students.

Vocabulary Test Analysis 

The first analysis is based on scores for the 72-item vocabulary test. We analyzed the 
vocabulary data using a three-level hierarchical linear model (HLM)(Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong, 
& Congdon, 2004). At the lowest level, we had participating fourth graders’ scores measured in 
fall and spring. For each student, we estimated growth from fall to spring with a separate regression 
equation. Although these regressions represent a tautological fit, as there are only two time points, 
they are nevertheless estimable. These regressions were amalgamated at the second level of the HLM 
model, where we considered classifications in English proficiency to try to understand variation in 
initial proficiency and in growth. Classrooms were distinguished at the third level of the model to 
recognize dependencies among children within the same classroom. 
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Rare Word Analysis 

The second analysis assessed productive vocabulary through an examination of rare words in 
the students’ narrative writing. Students produced narrative writing samples in the fall and again 
in the spring. The students’ unedited narratives were entered into Microsoft Word documents that 
could be analyzed by a computer program for their use of rare words. Misspelled words were then 
corrected to the extent possible by two teachers who were experienced at deciphering developmental 
spelling. Researchers excluded proper names (e.g., Francisco, Oreo, etc), words with apostrophes 
(e.g., grandma’s), misspellings (e.g., thats), single letters or abbreviations (e.g., OT, MPH, Z, S), and 
nonwords (e.g., Fo). Semantically ambiguous words, words that could be either proper names or 
regular words (e.g., sharks, giants, jade or crystal), were left in the analysis. 

Each word in the writing sample was given a word frequency score or U-value according to The 
Educator’s Word Frequency Guide (Zeno, Ivens, Millard, & Duvvuri, 1995). Words with a U-value of 
less than or equal to 25 words per million in written text were considered rare words in this analysis. 
The U-value of 25 was chosen with the expectation that words occurring only 25 times per million 
would be sufficiently rare to demonstrate growth. Examples of words with a U-value of 25 include 
afford, benefit, conclusion, dreams, glance, hired, replace, and wealthy. The dependent variable for this 
analysis was a count of all the rare words (words with U-value less than or equal to 25) that the 
fourth graders used in their written pieces. 

Table 2 presents examples from fall and spring personal narratives written by one student who 
remains classified as an ELL and two RFEP students. These examples illustrate growth in the use 
of rare words in their writing. Note the expanded use of adjectives and descriptive language in the 
students’ spring writing sample. This is the type of expansion in word use that we are hoping to 
promote through the VINE project. Using an expanded vocabulary during independent writing 
indicates that the students are adopting a writing style that embraces descriptive language and 
choice of interesting words. 

Table 2. Approximately the first 80 words from fall and spring narratives written by an English 
learner and two REFP students in one word-conscious classroom

ELL 
Student 
10-24 Fall Narrative Writing Sample Spring Narrative Writing Sample

One day my friend named Kieko and my 
baby sis and I were playing a game named 
Hide-and-Seek. Kieko and I hid and my sis 
(Mia) always counted for each round. So 
we kept on going and going. We hid in so 
many places that there was no more. So we 
decided to play outside. We went behind 
the bushes in the hammock, behind trees 
in my garden and sometimes sneaking to a 
different place when Mia wasn’t looking.
Rare word count for this excerpt = 5
Rare word count for the entire piece = 14

One gloomerous day after school, Chrystle 
and I decided to spend time with each other. 
We both waved good-bye to our friends. 
First, we dropped our bags on the ticklish 
grass. Chrystle ran swiftly to the other side 
of the volleyball net as I grabbed the smooth 
ball and threw the ball. It soared through the 
air as the sun shined on our heads.
   After awhile, we got very hot. So we went 
inside to get a cool drink. 

Rare word count for this excerpt = 8
Rare word count for the entire piece = 38
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The hierarchical linear model (HLM) in the rare-word analysis was similar to that used in 
the vocabulary analysis. We employed a three-level HLM with fourth graders’ rare-word scores 
measured in fall and spring at the lowest level. At the second level, we added classification in 
English proficiency to predict the intercepts and slopes of these regressions. As before, the third level 
accounted for the nesting of children within classrooms.

Student Questionnaire Analysis

We centered this analysis on the questionnaire items that we thought might provide clues 
about the capacities and interests of the reclassified students. We identified relevant items and then 
tallied student responses by English-proficiency group: ELL, RFEP, and the combined group of 
native English speakers and bilingual students who were fluent in English when they started school. 
This analysis excluded VINE students who did not complete the questionnaire and those for whom 
we lack English proficiency data. In the results section, we provide a comparison profile of the three 
groups on the selected items.

RFEP 
Student
10-222

Fall 2006

I was watching TV one day, then all of a 
sudden my mom came in and told me
that my great grandma died. I was so 
shocked. The day after, I went to the
hospital to visit my great grandma. A few 
days after that, everyone got
dressed up for my great grandma’s funeral. 
When we got inside where my
great grandma was, we all did speeches. 
Angelino, Michael, and I did a poem
(mostly only Angelino and I though).
Rare word count for this excerpt = 4
Rare word count for the entire piece = 5

Spring 2007

Thump! Thump! Thump! Those were the 
sounds my feet were making as I boarded
the Seawolf II. My heart was thudding as 
insanely as a boxer bashing his
gloves against the face of the opponent. 
While I was thinking of how awesome this 
trip will be, and how the name Seawolf II 
sounds a lot cooler than the name Caroline, 
the man probably in charge of this boat was 
untangling the rope and releasing it from a 
log.
Rare word count for this excerpt = 12
Rare word count for the entire piece = 20

RFEP 
10-26

Fall 2006

“Done! Finally done!!” I said when my 
sister put the dough in the fridge.
We were baking cookies. My sister, 
Christina got out a bowl and 3 egg
whites and that to make icing. We whisked 
it for a really long time. We
added confectionary sugar to the three egg 
whites. Cup after cup after cup. “Last of all 
the last cup!” I had to pour the last cup in. 
I had to do it because my aunt said for me 
to help.
Rare word count for this excerpt = 9
Rare word count for the entire piece = 13

Spring 2007

We stopped at this park with tons of trees 
and weed. My two sisters, my brother 
and I walked through a skinny slot made 
out of wood. We walked in until we saw 
berry bushes. “This is what I did over the 
weekend,” she said. “Whoa,” my sister, 
Christina said. I studied it carefully. I saw this 
orange flower that popped up. There were 
fields of them. We walked until
snow fell. “Wow, It’s a winter wonder land,” 
I ahhed.
Rare word count for this excerpt = 9
Rare word count for the entire piece = 21
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Additionally, we added up the 28 RFEP students’ answers to the items about their home 
language and English and read through their responses to the two open-ended questions. This data 
is also summarized in the results section.

Additional Analyses

The paper also draws on information from the small-group interviews with ELL and RFEP 
students and from a close examination of the narrative writing samples of these students. The 
interviews covered students’ word learning knowledge and strategies and their proficiency in both 
English and their home language(s). For students whose home language was Spanish, we probed 
into their knowledge of Spanish-English cognates. One researcher studied the interview tapes and 
notes and then summarized the data according to these major categories of interest. A second 
researcher later reviewed the data and the summaries to identify similarities and differences between 
the RFEP and ELL students.

RESULTS

Vocabulary Test Results

The results of the HLM analysis indicate that the students in all three English-proficiency 
groups gained in their word knowledge from the vocabulary pretests in the fall to the posttests in 
the spring (t542 = 13.41, p < .0001). This pattern of growth was virtually identical for all students; 
the students’ performance on the VINE 
vocabulary tests improved at a comparable 
rate in all the English proficiency groups. 
Table 3 captures the means and standard 
deviations for this analysis.

Only students who took all four 
VINE vocabulary tests and for whom we 
have English proficiency data were in this 
analysis. About 10% of the 273 fourth-
grade students included in the vocabulary 
analysis were RFEP students, and 24% 
were ELLs. Bilingual students who were considered proficient in English when they entered school 
were grouped with native English speakers.

The vocabulary test results indicate that the slope of growth for students across time was not 
significantly different for any of the groups. However, significant differences were found between the 
intercept scores for the RFEPs and for the native English speakers (t270 = -2.13, p = .034), with the 
reclassified students scoring higher than the native speakers. There was also a significant difference 
between the intercept scores for the ELLs and for the other two groups (t270 = -6.67, p < .0001), with 
the other two groups outperforming the group of ELLs. Whereas this analysis shows comparable 
growth by ELLs, RFEPs, and native English speakers on the VINE tests, the RFEP vocabulary 
scores both start and end significantly higher than the scores of the other two groups. Figure 1 shows 
the slope of these results. The finding that the RFEP students scored significantly higher than the 

Table 3. Mean and standard deviation for the 

vocabulary test scaled scores

Fall Spring

Proficiency Category Mean SD Mean SD

Native English (n=153) 50.47 8.55 54.82 9.85

English learner (n=94) 41.91 7.20 46.94 8.41

Reclassified (n=26) 53.96 8.80 58.85 9.70
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native English speakers on these vocabulary tests is particularly interesting considering that 88% of 
these RFEP students were classified as ELLs within 15 months of taking the VINE pretest. 

Rare Words Results

The HLM model for the rare-word analysis was similar to that used in the vocabulary analysis. 
186 students were included in the rare-word analysis. About 12% were RFEPs, and 35% were ELLs. 
Unfortunately, several students (including 2 RFEP students) were not included in this analysis due 
to incomplete data. Table 4 provides information on the mean number of rare words in the narrative 
writing samples gathered in both the fall and the spring by English proficiency.

The rare-word analysis shows the same general pattern of results as the analysis of the 
vocabulary tests. Again, the results indicate that the students in all three English-proficiency groups 
gained in their use of rare words from the first writing assessment in the fall to the second one in the 
spring (t360 = 2.99, p = .003). This pattern of growth was virtually identical for all students. Figure 2 
shows the slope of these results. 

The initial level of rare-word 
usage for ELLs is significantly lower 
than for students classified as RFEP 
or as native English speakers (t179 = 
-2.76, p = .007). In this analysis, 
however, there are no other significant 
differences, either in initial level or in 
growth rate. Rather than a superior 
performance, the RFEP students in 

Figure 1. Regression lines for the vocabulary test by English proficiency
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Table 4. Mean scores for U-value less than or equal to 

25 by classification of English proficiency

Fall Spring

Proficiency Category Mean SD Mean SD

Native English (n=98) 8.19 5.41 9.65 6.30

English learner (n=66) 5.94 3.78 7.18 5.42

Reclassified (n=22) 9.91 6.67 10.91 6.30
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this analysis are statistically indistinguishable from other fluent English speakers, even though their 
mean scores are higher.

Student Questionnaire Results

Our analysis of the fall 2006 student questionnaire compiles responses from 308 VINE 
students, including 26 of the 28 RFEPs, about their literacy behaviors and attitudes. We analyzed 
items that we thought would inform us about the RFEP group, and organized the results into tabled 
profiles that compare the RFEP students with ELLs and native English speakers.

The questionnaire included several items specifically about students’ word learning, and the 
reclassified fourth graders reached high levels of agreement on two of them (see Table 5). Twenty-
four of the 26 RFEP students agreed or strongly agreed that they enjoyed learning new words. 
Similarly, 23 of the 26 students agreed or strongly agreed that when they were reading, they noticed 
interesting words and phrases. Their responses to items about their willingness to use newly learned 
words varied considerably, suggesting that members of the RFEP group did not hold the same 
attitudes about trying out new words. As a group, however, they enjoyed learning new words, and 
they noticed words and phrases when reading.

Table 5 provides a comparison of the three English proficiency groups on these word-learning 
items. Significantly more ELLs than RFEPs and native speakers said they like to try out newly 
learned words right away, but there are no other significant differences in Table 5. The answers of 
the reclassified students are similar to those of the native speakers throughout.

Table 6 compares student responses about the enjoyment of reading by English proficiency. 
The RFEP group was significantly stronger in its rejection of the statement “Reading is boring” 
than the ELLs or native English speakers. Most of the students who filled out the questionnaire were 
positive about reading, but the reclassified respondents stood apart as the most positive.

Figure 2. Regression lines for the use of rare words by English proficiency

Vocabulary - NRC YB MS58-093  

 39 

Figure Two:   

 

 

Rare Word Usage

R
a

re
 W

o
rd

s

Fall Spring

6
7

8
9

1
0

1
1

Native English

English Learner

Reclassified

 



Vocabulary 323

The questionnaire also contained a few questions about students’ perceptions of their own 
reading abilities. Half of the RFEP students (13) were highly engaged with reading; they indicated 
that they “loved” reading (Table 6) and regarded themselves as good readers. Almost three-quarters 
of the RFEP students who took the VINE questionnaire considered themselves to be adequate or 
good readers who engaged positively with reading.

Table 5. Number and percent of student responses, by English proficiency, to questionnaire 

items about word learning

I enjoy learning new 
words.*

When I read, I notice 
interesting words and 
phrases.**

When I learn a new 
word, I try to use it 
right away.***

Strongly 
agree/ 
Agree

Disagree/ 
Strongly 
disagree

Strongly 
agree/ 
Agree

Disagree/ 
Strongly 
disagree

Strongly 
agree/ 
Agree

Disagree/ 
Strongly 
disagree

Native English speakers 
(N=177)

158 
(91.3%)

15 
(8.7%)

140 
(80.5%)

34 
(19.5%)

102 
(58.0%)

74 
(42.0%)

English learners (N=105)
95 
(90.5%)

10 
(9.5%)

86
(83.5%)

17 
(16.5%)

78 
(77.2%)

23 
(22.8%)

Reclassified English 
proficient (N=26)

24 
(92.3%)

2 
(7.7%)

23 
(88.5%)

3 
(11.5%)

15 
(57.7%)

11 
(42.3%)

* X2 with 2df = 0.109, p = .947

** X2 with 2df = 1.174, p = .556

*** X2 with 2df = 10.942, p = .004

Table 6. Number and percent of student responses, by English proficiency, to questionnaire 

items about enjoyment of reading

I love to read.* Reading is boring.**

I like books that help me 
develop pictures in my 
head.***

Strongly 
agree/ 
Agree

Disagree/ 
Strongly 
disagree

Strongly 
agree/ 
Agree

Disagree/ 
Strongly 
disagree

Strongly 
agree/ 
Agree

Disagree/ 
Strongly 
disagree

Native English 
speakers (N=177)

154 
(87.5%)

22 
(12.5%)

28 
(15.9%)

148 
(84.1%)

157 
(89.2%)

19 
(10.8%)

English learners 
(N=105)

89 
(85.6%)

15 
(14.4%)

25 
(24.3%)

78 
(75.7%)

95 
(93.1%)

7 
(6.9%)

Reclassified English 
proficient (N=26)

24 
(92.3%)

2 
(7.7%)

0 
(0%)

26 
(100%)

23 
(88.5%)

3 
(11.5%)

* X2 with 2df = 0.870, p = .647

** X2 with 2df = 9.143, p = .010

*** X2 with 2df = 1.289, p = .525
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We have also developed a clearer picture of the RFEP students from their responses to a few 
other questionnaire items. All but four of the 26 reported that they spoke English or both English 
and their home language with their parents. Six said they spoke only English with their parents. 
Half of the students (13) said they were more comfortable speaking English than their home 
language. Only two students said they were more comfortable speaking their home language, 
and 11 indicated that they were comfortable with both languages. Six of the 26 report regularly 
reading printed materials in their home language, while the rest report reading in English most of 
the time. In sum, although these reclassified fourth graders represented a range of bilingual skills 
and behaviors, many said they relied on English more than their home language for conversations, 
reading, and writing.

On open-ended questions about students’ perceived capabilities in reading and writing, two 
RFEP students reported that their parents monitor aspects of their English literacy skills. One 
explains how his parents act as a resource for him when he wants to learn new words:

I think I am a good reader because whenever I read, I never get mistakes. And if I 
do, I go back and read it over till I get the meaning. If I don’t [get the meaning], 
I ask my mom or dad.

Evidence from Interviews and Narrative Writing Samples 

We reviewed data from the ELL and RFEP interviews and from some of their narrative writing 
samples to learn more about the VINE reclassified students. A VINE researcher conducted small-
group interviews of 20 ELL and 11 RFEP students. In ten out of the 11 interviews with reclassified 
students, the children reported that either their families spoke both English and another language 
at home, or they spoke mostly English at home. Just one of the RFEP students said that her family 
mostly spoke her home language (Spanish) at home.

Five of the 11 RFEP students interviewed (45%) explicitly mentioned parents and/or family 
members as resources that helped them learn new words. For instance, they remembered particular 
words that their parents or family members had used in context (e.g., decorative in the context of a 
baby shower, and the word pilot while playing with cousins). Not one of the 20 ELLs interviewed 
mentioned parents or family members as a word-learning resource. 

DISCUSSION

The quantitative analyses of vocabulary proficiency as measured by both a multiple-choice 
test (receptive vocabulary) and a count of rare words in writing (productive vocabulary) indicate 
some interesting patterns. All students, regardless of their language backgrounds and skills, grew 
throughout the year in their use of rare words and in their ability to identify words from the fourth 
grade curriculum. The first point, that students increased their use of rare words from fall to spring, 
is indicative that their writing is growing more sophisticated, and that they are using more precise 
vocabulary during fourth grade. The samples of writing in Table 2 show this clearly. 

 Not surprisingly, the vocabulary of those students classified as ELLs was significantly lower on 
both measures than the scores of native English speakers and the reclassified students. This follows 
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the pattern found in other studies—that initially ELLs start at a lower point and then progress at 
approximately the same rate as other students (Snow & Kim, 2007). 

However, this study shines a spotlight on a small group of students who have been successful in 
moving from classification as Limited English Proficient to Fluently English Proficient, particularly 
in relationship to vocabulary learning and literacy development. For the most part, this group 
participated for more than three years as ELLs in US schools. They came to school from a variety of 
diverse backgrounds, including ten different heritage languages. Ten had at least one parent who had 
graduated from college and five had parents who had not graduated from high school. Two qualified 
for migrant education funding, and five qualified for the gifted and talented programs. Sixty-eight 
percent of the RFEP students were either identified as eligible for Title 1 services or in schools that 
received Title 1 funding. Thus, these students seem to represent a full range of demographics. 

Yet, as a group, they either outperformed or were statistically indistinguishable from students 
who arrived in schools as native speakers of English on our two assessments of English vocabulary. 
Unlike the REFP students in an earlier study found to be less proficient than English Only (EO) 
peers in reading vocabulary (Wilde, Mosely, & Heishi, 1987), our RFEP students were significantly 
more proficient in our test of receptive reading vocabulary. They also matched EO students on an 
assessment of productive vocabulary knowledge. That is, these students not only know words when 
they read them, they are also using them productively in their writing. They also outperformed 
other fourth graders on the California Standards Tests of English Language Arts. These results 
are remarkable, particularly in light of the fact that 86% were reclassified from Limited English 
Proficient (the group with the lowest scores on our assessments) to Fluently English Proficient 
within 15 months of our fall assessments. 

It is worthwhile noting that 85% of the reclassified students spoke English or both English and 
their home language with their parents and only two students (8%) indicted that they were more 
comfortable speaking their home language than English. Half of these students indicated that they 
were more comfortable speaking in English than their home language and 42% indicated that they 
were equally comfortable in both languages. Thus, most of these students were exposed to English 
in their homes. However, mere exposure to more English vocabulary words doesn’t seem to account 
for our findings, since native English speakers performed less well than these RFEP students. 

Another possible explanation for our results is that the RFEP students came from families with 
higher Socio-Economic Status (SES) or parental education which could result in exposure to a wider 
range of academic vocabulary in the homes. However, the schools in our study were not in high SES 
locations. More than two thirds of the RFEP students qualified individually for Title I funds or were 
in schools identified as serving a high proportion of low SES students. In comparing educational 
levels, the native English parents and the RFEP parents were quite similar, although more native 
English parents had graduate school experience and more RFEP parents did not have high school 
diplomas. The parents of the ELLs who were not reclassified tended to have less education than 
either of the other two groups. Given this information, it seems that an advantage due to higher 
SES and parental education level is unlikely to have influenced our findings. 

There has been debate over whether bilinguals have more cognitive flexibility than the 
general population. However, measures of intelligence, measures of language, and the selection of 
populations for study tend to confound the research (Hakuta, 1986). The RFEP students in our 
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sample were not chosen in any way; their data was captured as part of a larger study. While some of 
them are certainly gifted, as evidenced by their GATE status, cognitive capabilities would be hard 
to separate from other variables, including their reading ability. 

In examining the constellation of qualitative data gathered in this study, the RFEP students 
stood out in their strong enjoyment of reading. None of the RFEP students agreed with the 
statement that “Reading is boring.” This could be related to their ability to read well, as measured 
by their California Standards Tests (CST) scores, which is a factor that contributed to their 
reclassification status. The RFEP students, as a whole, were good readers who enjoyed reading and 
read mostly in English. Seventy-five scored above Basic on the English Language Arts subscales of 
the 2007 CSTs. Over 92% claimed that they “loved” reading with three-fourths reporting that they 
were adequate or good readers. Since wide reading is associated with vocabulary growth (Nagy & 
Herman, 1987), it is likely that reading in English contributed to the RFEP students’ vocabulary 
scores. 

Another difference between the RFEP students and the other students came from the 
interviews. This data suggests that the RFEP students in our study use their families as linguistic 
resources that they can tap into for vocabulary learning. This is in contrast to the ELLs whose 
families may not be as sophisticated in their knowledge of academic English, given differences in 
parental levels of education. Drawing upon this resource as a strategy for word learning may also 
facilitate overall growth in English vocabulary. 

Surprisingly, over 90% of the students in all categories indicated on the questionnaire that they 
enjoyed learning new words, with over 85% agreeing that they “loved to read.” The ELLs were less 
enthusiastic overall about reading than the other two groups, but most of these differences were not 
statistically significant. 

To recap, this diverse set of RFEP students, two-thirds in Title 1 schools, with a range of 
parental education levels that match native English speakers, outperformed native speakers on a test 
of receptive vocabulary and were statistically indistinguishable from them on a test of productive 
vocabulary. The largest difference between this group and the native speakers appears to be their 
enthusiasm for reading and their reading ability in English. It is well accepted that native speakers 
learn vocabulary words from independent reading (Swanborn & deGlopper, 1999). This study 
suggests that these former ELLs may be picking up more words incidentally from reading than 
previously thought. 

One goal of the educational system is to help ELLs become Fluently English Proficient. While 
elementary teachers are not able to change factors such as parental education levels, they are able 
to create classrooms climates that encourage wide reading and attention to words. The Matthews 
effect, as described by Stanovich (1986), creates an upward spiral in which those who read more 
learn more words, and knowing more words makes reading comprehension an easier task. When 
ELLs are in situations without sufficient reading materials (Gándara, Rumberger, Maxwell-Jolly, & 
Callahan, 2003), or are taught in ways that constrain their learning (Toohey, 2000), it seems more 
likely that a downward spiral would occur. Indeed, Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez & Asato, (2002), 
found that a move to reductive, scripted reading programs resulted in large drops in the reading 
assessment scores of ELLs in a large urban district. 
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 One of the issues in second language acquisition is that students are often reluctant to try new 
language forms or use new vocabulary. It is exciting that students in our study seem willing to take 
risks in their writing and that they are developing their vocabulary as they do so. The examples in 
Table 2 illustrate how the students are willing to experiment with language forms in their writing. 
For instance, the ELL student’s spring example conveys the sense that the student is trying to create 
an interesting story for the reader with words such as gloomerous and shined. The RFEP students use 
more descriptive verbs in their spring writing (e.g., untangling, released, studied, popped ) and student 
#222 is trying to use metaphoric language to describe her heartbeat. Student #24 uses dialogue in 
both fall and spring to create interest. However, in the fall the rare words used are a result of the 
topic (e.g., dough, cookies, confectionary, fridge) rather than an attempt to paint a vivid image as 
can be seen in spring (e.g., skinny slot made out of wood, orange flower that popped up). It seems to 
us that classrooms where students pay attention to words at this level, where they develop word 
consciousness and where teachers facilitate enthusiasm for reading, create conditions conducive to 
the advancement of English proficiency. 

In promoting proficiency in English, we want to caution against subtractive bilingualism, 
where native languages are replaced by English. The majority of research on bilingual development 
indicates that when both languages are valued and supported, a child gains more than just a 
language; they also develop membership in both communities (Hamers & Blanc, 2000). Students 
become members of an academic English discourse community by adopting a literate identity 
(Scott, Nagy, & Flinspach, 2008). The RFEP students in our study seem to be comfortable in this 
role. They are active and engaged readers and writers in their second language. However, while half 
of them report being comfortable, or more comfortable, in their home language, the fact that the 
other half are more comfortable in English may bode well for achievement in English but may be 
problematic in maintaining membership in the home culture.

We recognize that this is a relatively small sample of RFEP students and they may not be 
representative of other RFEP students across the nation. However, we think that our results are 
tantalizing and that it would behoove us as researchers and teachers to pay more attention to these 
highly proficient students as we try to help others learn English. More research is needed on this 
under-studied population that could help teachers, researchers and policy makers reflect on how and 
why some students move from ELL status to RFEP status, and the conditions that facilitate such a 
move. Our data suggest that knowledge of English vocabulary and enjoyment and skill in reading 
are important pieces of this puzzle. 

AUTHORS’ NOTE

The VINE Project is funded by IES Reading and Writing Education Research Grant 
Program #R305G060140 (U.S. Department of Education), FY2006-2009. This paper is the sole 
responsibility of the authors and does not necessarily reflect the opinions of the U.S. Department 
of Education.
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