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California’s Assembly Bill 705 has affected the way that English learners (ELs) access English and

English as a second language (ESL) coursework, requiring that degree- or transfer-seeking students
have the right to enroll in English or ESL courses, and community colleges are responsible for
implementing initial placement practices and designing curricular structures that maximize gateway
English completion. We found that ELs who graduated from a US high school and then enrolled
in a community college experienced much higher throughput rates when allowed to enroll directly
in transferable, college-level English composition than if they were directed to the ESL Pathway.
We provide recommendations for community colleges to (a) improve placement for this subgroup of
ELs, (b) integrate English support into academic instruction throughout college-level courses, and
(c) better track the academic pathways of ELs from high school to college in administrative data sets.
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Introduction
In October 2017, California’s Assembly Bill 705 (AB 705) required that community colleges
maximize the probability that students complete transfer-level English and math. This bill aimed
to ameliorate assessment and placement practices that have disproportionately contributed
to inequitable outcomes for historically marginalized communities.1 AB 705 has affected how
students access English as a second language (ESL) and English coursework at the community
college (CC). While students can elect to enroll in ESL courses, those with a US high school
cumulative grade point average (GPA) must, by default, receive placement into a gateway
college-level transferable English class, with the GPA determining if that placement is with or
without additional corequisite support. Additionally, CCs are responsible for providing placement
practices and curricular structures that maximize the probability of completing gateway English.
As a result, CCs have reconsidered whether their practices, policies, and structures were conducive
to maximizing throughput rates, which is the proportion of student cohorts who complete
key gateway courses (e.g., transferable, college-level English composition) in a timely manner.
There are varying perspectives on how colleges can best support student success under
AB 705. The discourse around AB 705 has focused on how reliable and valid traditional methods
and perspectives of placing students into English or ESL courses are; the extent to which
curricular structures, including multiple levels of developmental courses, were positively affecting
students’ likelihood of gateway English coursework; what kind of supports (e.g., corequisite
courses) and services students would need to be successful to complete gateway English; and
which students should be encouraged to begin directly in gateway English. In response to
AB 705 and in hopes of maximizing throughput rates, colleges have increased access to gateway
English courses by minimizing the number of prerequisite English/ESL courses and through
direct placement into gateway English. Naturally, English learners (ELs) are affected by such
policies.2 This brief will explore the extent to which a subgroup of ELs, those who are US high
school graduates, could benefit from the resulting CC structural reforms in place under the
context of AB 705.
Nowhere in the United States have educational issues concerned with ELs been more
pressing and significant than in California, where linguistically minoritized students comprise
nearly 40 percent of all K–12 students and an increasing population of postsecondary
students.3 Recent data show that out of more than six million California public school students,
approximately 1.15 million are ELs, and 200,000 are long-term English learners (LTELs); nearly
46 percent of all ELs in Grades 6–12 are LTELs.4 Another 130,000 students are considered at
risk of becoming LTELs.5 ELs in California represent 18 percent of the K–12 population, with a
significant proportion of EL students (more than 82 percent) being Spanish speakers.6
Regrettably, ELs remain among the most underserved in the state with respect to K–12
academic performance, reclassification, and college readiness as well as college persistence and
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completion.7 Consequently, many ELs and LTELs have historically started their higher education
journeys in CCs with a high probability of beginning in developmental coursework. Developmental
courses are neither degree-applicable nor transferable, which means that students enrolled
in these sequences must persist through a greater number of classes and terms, leading to
delays, increased opportunities for attrition, and, consequently, a decreased likelihood of degree
attainment.8 As they transition from K–12 education to college, many ELs develop their English
language proficiency, becoming bilingual or multilingual.9 Unfortunately, despite the wellsupported claim that English language development (ELD) and rigorous academic preparation for
college can happen at the same time, English language acquisition is instead often treated as a
prerequisite to accessing college-level preparatory content.10
Recent research has clearly documented ELs’ limited access to rigorous academic
instruction in middle and high school.11 By the time EL students reach CCs, many require both
language and academic support because they did not have sufficient opportunity in high school
to acquire the skills and knowledge necessary for a smooth transition to college. To successfully
transition EL students to college, both high schools and colleges must understand the unique
challenges EL students face and increase their access to the classes and support mechanisms
that provide them with the confidence and skills to succeed in college. Absent a supportive
environment in high school, simply providing access to college may not translate into persistence
and successful completion.
Many ELs aspire to attain a bachelor’s degree. Many of these students elect to enroll
in a CC as the first step on their journey, planning to eventually take advantage of transfer
opportunities. Using Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 data, Kanno and Cromley found that
58 percent of ELs in tenth grade aspired to go to four-year colleges, compared to 75 percent
of native English speakers and 71 percent of English-proficient language minority students.12
Furthermore, as they point out, moving from aspirations to actual enrollment in four-year
postsecondary institutions is quite a challenge, particularly for ELs. Their analyses show that
among the ELs who aspired to attend a four-year college, took the academic courses to qualify
for admissions to a four-year college, and graduated from high school, only 62 percent
applied to four-year colleges—compared to 80 percent of native speakers and 76 percent of
English proficients.13
It is estimated that at least 25 percent of California CC students are ELs and immigrants.14
Because their affordability and open enrollment policies provide potential access to higher
education for groups that have long been underserved by K–12 schools, California’s CCs play
a potentially critical role in reducing the disparity in educational attainment between racial and
ethnic groups. Furthermore, California’s CCs play a central role in educating students who are
not yet fully proficient in English.15 CC ESL programs serve a large and diverse mix of students,
including young adults who attended California’s K–12 schools; some were considered LTELs,
some were reclassified as fluent English proficient, and others were never classified as ELs in
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high school. These young adults also include immigrants with high school, college, or graduate
degrees from their home countries and working-age immigrants in California’s labor force.16
Evidence suggests that realizing the potential of EL students can increase the quantity and quality
of human capital in the US and prepare these students to become more active participants
and contributors to a healthy democracy and government.17 For example, Rumbaut found a
positive relationship between bilingualism and academic as well as employment outcomes in
their analysis of Southern California.18 In an increasingly competitive and global economy, EL
students have the potential to meet labor market needs in critical areas that would benefit from
multilingual employees.19
Even with the growth of the EL student population, there is limited knowledge regarding
the academic trajectories, college experiences, and outcomes (both academic and occupational)
of ELs at CCs (see sidebar: Four Reasons for Lack of Scholarship of ELs in Higher Education).
However, now more than ever, it is essential that California fills the gap of knowledge regarding
the academic and occupational outcomes of ELs. To bridge the research of ELs transitioning to
college, this brief offers insights into the academic pathways of a subgroup of ELs in California’s
CCs: those students who graduated from US high schools and who subsequently enrolled in CCs.
We aim to describe and predict their chances of completing a degree and transfer requirements
within a given time frame, as stipulated by current legislation (i.e., AB 705).

Current Policy Context in California for ELs in CCs
In California, AB 705 sought to increase access to transfer-level English and math within
the California CCs.20 Signed in October 2017 and officially in effect as of January 1, 2018, the
legislation was in response to a history of unnecessarily placing students into “remedial courses
that may delay or deter [students’] educational progress” and the inequities that resulted from
such practices, such as the disproportionate placement of students of color into the lowest levels
of remediation. For example, in a statewide analysis of all first-time California CC students in
2019–20 who attempted at least one math or English course within six years, 87 percent of the
students identified as Black or Latinx and 86 percent of the students identified as economically
disadvantaged took at least one remedial math or English course.21 Students from historically
marginalized communities were disproportionately placed in remedial education, even among
students classified as “college ready.” As such, AB 705 required, by fall 2019, that all California
CCs “maximize the probability that a student will enter and complete transfer-level coursework
in English and math within a one-year time frame” and that colleges use high school information
(coursework, grades, and GPA) to guide placement policies. According to the California Code
of Regulations Title 5, such language and guidelines apply to all students who have obtained a
US high school diploma or equivalent.22
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Four Reasons for Lack of Scholarship of ELs in Higher Education23
1. While the K–12 system has policies and procedures to classify ELs and measure
their outcomes, state and federal policies do not mandate that higher education
institutions identify or monitor the progress of ELs.24
2. EL status can change over time as students’ English language proficiency develops;
consequently, the label is dynamic. In K–12 education, once ELs meet certain
academic and English proficiency thresholds, they are reclassified as fluent English
proficient and exit the ELD program.25 Unfortunately, while postsecondary institutions
typically collect demographic data about students, they do not systematically track
each student’s language proficiency, making it virtually impossible to adequately
capture or describe students’ English language proficiency.26
3. Multiple terms have been used to describe EL students in higher education. Over
time, the use of the various labels can make it difficult to define and distinguish EL
students from other students. Unfortunately, some research has labeled EL students
in static, deficit terms (e.g., not recognizing that language proficiency can change
over time and be measured across a continuum), portraying their linguistic practices
(i.e., speaking another language at home and being bilingual or multilingual) as
detrimental to their academic success.
4. Variations in data collection methods across various organizations and institutions
have limited and created difficulties in conducting research on ELs in college.27
Typically, data on linguistic background are available in national longitudinal data
sets (e.g., Education Longitudinal Study [ELS], Beginning Postsecondary Students
Study [BPS], and High School Longitudinal Study [HSLS]) but may not exist or be
reported in the same way in institutional data sets. In addition, K–12 institutions
may have richer data than statewide databases and higher education institutions.
Thus, because of the misalignment of how data have been collected or managed
across P–12 and higher education at the federal, state, and institutional level, the
capacity to analyze ELs’ experiences and outcomes along the P–16 continuum has
been variable and limited. These factors affect the lack of scholarship for ELs in
high education, and as argued by Nuñez et al., the transition to college for ELs is a
complex process that is currently understudied.28
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AB 705 also had an impact on policies related to credit ESL coursework because only one
third of degree-seeking students who began in ESL coursework completed transfer-level English
composition29 within six years, with even lower rates for those students placed into lower levels
of ESL.30 AB 705 led to amendments to Education Code §78213 (d)(1)(E), which now states that
colleges “must maximize the probability that … [a student enrolled in ESL] will enter and complete
degree and transfer requirements in English within three years.”31 CCs were expected to fully
implement AB 705 for ESL by fall 2020, but this was extended until 2021 due to the COVID-19
pandemic.32 In addition, the California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office (CCCCO)
provided colleges curricular guidance for their ESL sequences:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Consider integrating skills (e.g., grammar/writing, reading/writing, or reading/writing/
grammar) in credit ESL courses (in lieu of stand-alone courses).
Develop ESL Pathways, so students transition from ESL directly to gateway English
rather than developmental English courses.
Place students in ESL Pathways that have the highest probability of gateway English
completion.
Allow faculty teaching credit ESL courses to teach gateway English to students who
have taken ESL courses or create an ESL course that is equivalent to gateway English.
Increase professional development opportunities for faculty who teach credit ESL
and gateway English.
Pursue general education transfer credit (e.g., with California State University and
University of California) for additional transfer-level ESL courses and areas beyond just
composition.33

Each California CC has local control over curricular matters. They have the authority
to respond to AB 705 by designing and implementing placement processes and curricula to
optimize gateway English completion within 3 years for students entering the ESL sequence.
Historically, ESL sequences have varied considerably across California CCs. In reviewing ESL
sequences across the California CCs between 2010 and 2017, Rodriguez et al. describe these
variations with considerations for sequence length (how many levels until gateway English),
sequence type (instructional characteristics of ESL courses), and sequence endpoint (whether
ESL Pathways lead to gateway English, developmental English, or transferable ESL).34 The
implementation of AB 705 has influenced and will continue to influence how California CCs
design their ESL sequences to ensure that students experience transfer-level English completion
within a 3-year time frame.
In light of AB 705, research has been conducted to identify practices and structures
supporting efforts to increase gateway English completion for students taking ESL courses.
In an analysis of degree-seeking students within the ESL sequence enrolled between 2010 and
2012, Rodriguez et al. identified shortening sequence length and developing more ESL courses
that utilize an integrated approach towards language skill development as potentially effective
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strategies to increase the likelihood of transfer-level English completion.35 They also found that
ESL sequences that contain transferable ESL coursework support transfer-level English completion
for students. Their findings suggest that there are strategies that can be helpful to support
students’ likelihood of completing gateway English and highlight the importance of conducting
data disaggregation to identify differences in outcomes experienced by different subgroups of
CC students.
Research and policies relating to maximizing English outcomes for EL students in
college are complicated by the fact that EL students transitioning from high school may pursue
coursework in either the English or the ESL Pathway. While a student may be designated as an EL
during their time in the California K–12 system, currently there is not a standard definition of an
EL established by the CC system. This means that there is both fluidity in the curricular pathway
taken for degree- or transfer-seeking ELs and a lack of a standard way to monitor or track the
progression of cohorts of EL students towards the objective of completing gateway English.
These realities have presented barriers and challenges to researchers in understanding how this
population of subgroups of ELs experience English and ESL coursework within the CC system.
Ultimately, the intent of AB 705 is to increase the number of degree- and transfer-seeking
students that complete this key gateway English class (i.e., transferable college-level English
composition). Broadly speaking, there are two primary pathways towards achieving this goal in the
California CC system that are both allowable under AB 705 and CCCCO guidance: the English
Pathway and the ESL Pathway. ELs may experience either pathway depending on the placement
and assessment systems in place when they enter college. These assessment and placement
systems vary from college to college in California due to the policy of local control. For the
purposes of this brief, an English Pathway is a sequence of English composition courses that
lead to the completion of gateway English composition within 1 year. Prior to AB 705, the English
sequence could be up to five courses deep; with the implementation of AB 705 in fall 2019, all
students with a US high school GPA must be placed directly into the gateway English class. The
ESL Pathway is defined as a sequence of ESL coursework and the completion of gateway English
composition. Colleges are required to maximize the likelihood that students on this pathway will
complete the gateway English composition class (or its equivalent) within 3 years (see Figure 1).
Colleges are figuring out what data markers and decision rules should be used to place ELs in
English/ESL Pathways that will maximize throughput. Regardless of colleges’ default placement
structures and policies, ELs have the right to access the ESL Pathway. At this time, there are
no data markers that would predispose colleges to direct certain students to the ESL Pathway.
Given that ELs may experience either the English or ESL Pathway upon entry to the CC, strictly
reviewing research on the ESL Pathway is insufficient for understanding the academic trajectories
of ELs.36
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Figure 1. Timeline to Complete Gateway English by Pathway per AB 705
Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

English Pathway

ESL Pathway

The Impact of AB 705 on US High School Graduates who are ELs
In addition to considering ELs’ entry into either the English or the ESL Pathway, there are
multiple dimensions of the EL population that may influence how students experience English
and ESL Pathways and their ability to achieve gateway English completion. One way to think
about this population is to consider whether first-time degree- or transfer-seeking ELs are US
high school graduates, international students, or neither. Figure 2 shows the relative size of
different groups of ELs who took their first English or ESL class in the California CC system in
2017–18. When disaggregating data in this way, we know that nearly half (48 percent) of first-time,
degree- or transfer-seeking ELs are US high school graduates. Given the prevalence of ELs that
are US high school graduates, this brief examines the throughput rates of this subgroup once
they enter CCs in California, with considerations of additional dimensions, such as estimated
English proficiency, high school GPA, or ethnic/racial group, to better understand how this
population may experience success in the English versus ESL Pathway.
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Figure 2. Relative Sizes of First-Time, English Language Arts Pathways for Degree/Transfer-Seeking
EL and ESL CC Students, 2017–18
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Source. Student-level high school and CC records from California’s intersegmental longitudinal data system, Cal-PASS Plus

Although there may be misconceptions that ELs who are high school graduates may
maximize their throughput rates via the ESL Pathway, prior research and our current analysis
suggest this is not necessarily the case. Throughput rate is a relatively new metric that provides the
percentage of a given cohort of students who complete a key gateway course—in this case, a
transferable, college-level English composition course—within a designated time frame. In a recent
paper from the RP Group’s Multiple Measures Assessment Project (MMAP), Hayward compared
the throughput rates of students classified as ELs in US high schools and who subsequently
enrolled in California CCs and entered either the credit ESL Pathway or the English Pathway.37
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In our follow-up analysis of this data, we found that ELs who graduated from a US high school
and then enrolled in the CC experienced much higher throughput rates when allowed to enroll
directly in transferable, college-level English composition than if they were directed to the
ESL Pathway.38 This relationship held true for all high school ELs regardless of their ELD intensity
(i.e., the proportion of their high school English language arts coursework that consisted of ELD
classes specifically designed to support the development of ELs’ English language proficiency;
see Figure 3).39 At the high school level, beginning-level ELs tend to take more ELD classes than
those at higher levels of English proficiency. However, students’ enrollment and placement in
ELD courses may be influenced by factors unrelated to students’ English proficiency. Despite this
limitation, for statistical measurement and modeling, ELD intensity can serve as a useful proxy
for ELs’ English language proficiency levels in high school.
Figure 3. Throughput Rate by English or ESL Pathway Disaggregated by High School ELD
Enrollment Intensity
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Source. Student-level high school and CC records from California’s intersegmental longitudinal data system, Cal-PASS Plus
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A competing hypothesis regarding these findings might be that the EL students who were
high school graduates and had access to transferable, college-level English composition were
systematically different from those who entered the ESL Pathway in a way not captured in
Figure 3. High school GPA, for instance, is known to be a strong predictor of success in college.40
To control for the independent influence of variation in high school GPA, we disaggregated
the students into three unweighted high school GPA bands (i.e., 0–1.89; 1.90–2.59; and 2.60–4.0).
Even though there were strong effects for the variation in high school GPA, the entry into either
the English Pathway or the ESL Pathway remained powerfully predictive of eventual throughput,
so much so that our follow-up analysis found that students in the lowest high school GPA band
who entered the English Pathway consistently achieved higher throughput rates than students
in the highest high school GPA band who entered the ESL Pathway, across all ELD intensities
(see Figure 4).
Figure 4. English Composition Throughput Rate Disaggregated by Pathway, High School GPA,
and ELD Intensity
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Source. Student-level high school and CC records from California’s intersegmental longitudinal data system, Cal-PASS Plus
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Next, in our follow-up analysis to Hayward,41 we developed a multivariate model to
simultaneously account for the influence of college entry point (English or ESL), high school
GPA, ELD intensity, and ethnicity/race (Asian American, Latinx, neither). The model explained
approximately 35 percent of the variability in throughput and correctly categorized the
throughput outcome of 73 percent of the cases. The most powerful predictor of throughput
was the pathway taken at the CC (i.e., English or ESL). The odds of EL US high school graduates
who entered directly into transferable, college-level English composition successfully achieving
throughput within 1 year of their initial enrollment in the sequence were more than 8 times
greater than the odds of similar students who entered the ESL Pathway, controlling for the
independent effects of high school GPA and ELD intensity as well as ethnicity/race. Latinx
students were much less likely to achieve throughput than Asian American students, all other
things being equal. Also, the higher a student’s intensity of engagement with ELD coursework in
high school, the less likely they were to achieve throughput. However, this effect is not nearly
as strong as the effects for the college language arts pathway taken (English vs. ESL) and for high
school GPA.42

Policy Recommendations
1. Place ELs Who Are High School Graduates Directly in the English Pathway
Our findings clearly suggest that regardless of prior English language proficiency and
academic preparation in high school, ELs placed in the English Pathway have better throughput
rates and therefore have a greater likelihood of degree completion or transfer. Especially in
the context of AB 705, remediation at CCs is only justifiable if it increases students’ chances of
success in college. Our results indicate that requiring EL US high school graduates to take ESL
courses will likely prolong their time to complete transferable, college-level courses and reduce
their likelihood of succeeding in CC. In contrast, the data suggests that placing US high school
graduates who are ELs directly into transfer-level English courses (e.g., the English Pathway) does
not seem to overwhelm ELs. In fact, they are able to pass these courses without lengthy language
remediation sequences. The combination of these two trends leads us to recommend that, by
default, high school graduates who are ELs should be placed directly in the English Pathway—
this is particularly justifiable if language support is incorporated into transfer-level English courses
rather than isolated and sequenced, as in ESL courses (see our next recommendation).
2. Integrate ELD and Academic Instruction
The current CC system requires segments of the EL population to develop their English
language proficiency to a certain threshold level before they are allowed to access college-level
courses.43 We recommend that CCs move away from the current system wherein unreliable
signs of English language proficiency such as EL status or ELD enrollment while in high school
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redirect students from the existing English curriculum in favor of a new system where English
support is integrated into academic instruction throughout the college-level courses so that
ELD and academic learning can take place in tandem. In other words, we recommend that at
least some faculty be trained in evidence-based strategies and practices to embed language
support into existing courses. Another possibility, especially in CCs where there is a critical mass
of ELs from the same first-language background (Spanish, Chinese), is to offer some academic
content courses in that language so that they can take college-level subject-matter courses in
their first language—just as dual-language programs in K–12 education deliver academic content
in two languages. These policies and practices will, in turn, increase EL students’ academic
success and will allow them to persist and succeed in college and help create a culture in CCs
that acknowledges and normalizes a rapidly growing number of multilingual students who are
learning English and academic subjects at the same time. Such practices align with policy shifts
in California’s K–12 system, where ELD coursework is integrated and is cohesive across students’
high school curricula. This presents an opportunity to create an ELD experience for ELs that is
consistent, cohesive, and comprehensive at the K–12 and CC levels.
3. Track ELs’ Academic Pathways from High School to College in Administrative Data Sets
Absent other methods of identifying ELs, one way to identify ELs in the CCs has been to
look at the students placed in ESL courses. Before the implementation of AB 705, it was already
common for ELs, particularly those who graduated from high school, to begin on the English
Pathway, leaving no indication in the administrative records of their status as ELs. Now, after
the implementation of AB 705, it is even more common for ELs to begin in the English Pathway
with a direct placement into transferable college-level English composition. Placement of more
students directly on the English Pathway ironically further obscures recognition of multilingual
students who may need language support. It is critically important, then, to improve data systems
so that we may track ELs across the P–16 education span to understand their trajectories across
educational systems. In particular, there is an urgent need to mend the fissure between high
school and higher education so that students who were classified as ELs in high school (whether
they were reclassified by the end of high school or not) can be tracked as they move into and
through higher education, and their progress and success in college can be captured. California
has already taken steps in this direction. Specifically, California’s new Cradle-to-Career Data
System is beginning to connect existing education, workforce, financial aid, and social service
information to help educators, decision makers and the public address disparities in opportunities
and improve outcomes for all students throughout the state.
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Specific data would be useful in this context and should be considered for collecting and
sharing. First, it is possible to collect language data from college students when they initially apply
for college. These data can mirror the Home Language Survey given to parents when students
start their K–12 academic trajectory. Second, transcript, high school, and California Longitudinal
Pupil Achievement Data System (CALPADS; California Department of Education’s [CDE’s]
longitudinal data system for state and federal reporting) data—including student-level records on
EL and reclassification status—could be integrated into college and university data systems so
that CCs and four-year institutions can assist in following ELs once they enter the system. The
development and implementation of such a data system should also include policies and systems
that foster data use in ways that support equitable outcomes. For example, using these data
should not deter students’ access to the English Pathway in CCs but inform practitioners at the
K–12 and CC levels. Counselors and advisors at both the K–12 and CC levels could use these data
to inform and align how they develop, structure, and communicate the language arts coursework
to and for students.
These data can provide insight into better alternatives to traditionally constructed ELD
programs—whether bilingual classrooms, immersion with support, or integrated ELD across the
curriculum. Knowing ELs’ curricular histories, such as ELD coursework and their relationship
to CC gateway English completion, can assist in providing support and services to ELs as they
navigate to and through their college experiences. Third, this data system presents an opportunity
for CCs and four-year institutions to systematically and routinely collect data on the English
proficiency of college students so that we can examine the educational and occupational
trajectories of all groups of linguistically diverse students, including international students and
non-degree-seeking ELs. Now is the time for California to ensure that ELs who transition from
K–12 to higher education are adequately prepared and served.
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