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Inside This Report

Community colleges serve a diverse student population in terms of age, racial and ethnic
background, and education level, but relatively little is known about those who are in

the process of developing English language proficiency and what motivates them to
enroll. It is difficult even to estimate the number of community college students learning
English as an additional language—whom we refer to as multilingual learners (MLs)

in this report—given the variety of definitions for MLs and the absence of federally
required identification or data-reporting policies for this population. In contexts with
sizable immigrant communities, however, they likely comprise a substantial portion of the
student body. Closing the knowledge gap around MLs’ characteristics, goals, and needs
is therefore critical to ensuring the success of all community college students. To that
end, we conducted a three-year, mixed-methods study to explore policies and practices
impacting MLs at City Colleges of Chicago (CCCQC), a seven-college district with a highly
diverse student population.

CCC supports MLs’ language and literacy development through a variety of English

as a Second Language (ESL) and English courses, which tend to enroll students with
different characteristics and goals. In comparing the district’s noncredit adult education
(AE) ESL and credit ESL courses, we found that the former enrolled higher proportions
of Hispanic students, students 24 years and older, and students born outside the

United States. The latter, meanwhile, enrolled higher proportions of Asian students and
younger students. Due to the fact that not all colleges offered both credit and noncredit
ESL, it isimportant not to overinterpret the differences in demographic profiles of credit
and noncredit ESL students across the district as a whole—the differences could be
attributable to demographic differences in the communities that each college served.

Not surprisingly, given their diverse academic backgrounds and goals, we found lower
attainment of progression and completion milestones among AE ESL students at
CCC compared with all students in the district’s credit programs. On average, AE ESL
students persisted from fall to spring at a rate of 57% and from fall to fall at a rate of
29%; in comparison, the fall-to-spring and fall-to-fall persistence rates for all students
in CCC credit programs were 64% and 38%, respectively. By the time of our study,
CCC had already embarked on large-scale reforms to its AE ESL offerings, operating
within federal and state policy constraints. In the credit division, there were small-scale
and faculty-led initiatives to support MLs pursuing degrees, professional credentials,
and transfer. In this report, we describe these efforts and highlight policy and practice
considerations for community colleges working to improve MLs’ experiences and
outcomes. We also explore the heterogeneity of MLs at the college, filling a gap in the
literature, which contains few studies delving deeply into this diversity.



Introduction

For a wide variety of people learning English in the United States—whom we call multilingual
learners (MLs)! in this report—community colleges provide access to key educational
programs. These include adult education English as a Second Language (AE ESL) programs,
such as beginning through advanced ESL and integrated English literacy and civics education
(IELCE), as well as credit-bearing ESL programs that prepare students for entry into college-
level coursework. In addition, MLs may enroll in high school diploma courses, career and
technical education (CTE) preparation certificate programs, two-year degree programs, and
transfer degree pathways to four-year colleges and universities (Huerta etal., 2019; Suh, 2016;
Teranishi etal., 2011). Although community colleges are widely recognized for serving a
diverse student population in terms of age, racial and ethnic background, and education level
(Kisker etal., 2023; Ma & Baum, 2016), far less is understood about the growing population
of students who are navigating community college programs while developing English
language proficiency (Getz etal., 2023) and the factors that motivate their enrollment (Almon,
2015; Razfar & Simon, 2011). In part, this limited understanding stems from the difficulty

of studying this population: Students learning English as an additional language are not
consistently identified across institutions, definitions and labels vary widely, and no federal
policies require their systematic identification or data reporting (Getz etal., 2023). Moreover,
research indicates that barriers to access and persistence disproportionately impede multilingual
students’ postsecondary success (David & Kanno, 2021; Hodara, 2015; Jiang, 2021; Kanno &
Cromley, 2013; Mokher etal., 2021; Razfar & Simon, 2011; Rodriguez etal., 2019).2

In this report, we describe research activities and findings from a three-year, mixed-methods
exploratory study that examined policies and practices impacting MLs enrolled at City Colleges
of Chicago (CCC), a seven-college district located in the country’s third-largest city. This project
aimed to characterize MLs in terms of their personal and educational backgrounds and college
goals and examine their program enrollment patterns and academic progress. It also sought

to explore institutional policies and practices related to MLs’ enrollment and experiences in
literacy-based courses, such as credit-bearing and AE ESL. Lastly, the project explored the
perspectives of college administrators, faculty, and staff on MLs, language development, and
supports and challenges for MLs as they navigate educational pathways.

Because CCC has a large and diverse ML population and a variety of program offerings designed to
meet their needs, this report offers insights for community college practitioners, policymakers,
and researchers about the goals and backgrounds of MLs in different programs; the experiences

of MLs as they are understood by administrators, staff, instructors, and students; promising
approaches to serving this population; and remaining challenges. This project is also aligned with
CCC’sinstitutional learning agenda, which aims to establish external research partnerships that
generate information CCC can use to improve policy and practice.

This report begins with a discussion of MLs in community colleges, followed by a description
of the research setting and activities. We then present descriptive analyses of student
characteristics and select academic outcomes for AE ESL students, as well as qualitative
findings. We conclude with considerations for policy and practice. A policy brief from this
project examines AE policies and practices (Deutsch & Raufman, forthcoming), and a policy
report explores MLs’ transition from AE ESL to credit programs (Raufman et al., forthcoming).
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Supporting Multilingual Learners in Community Colleges: Lessons From City Colleges of Chicago

MLs in Community Colleges

MLs in community colleges include adults with a range of educational backgrounds and numbers
of yearsliving in the United States. Some enroll in tuition-free, open-access, non-college-credit-
bearing ESL courses—also known as AE ESL courses—for a variety of personal, career, and academic
goals, including naturalization or citizenship purposes (Hsiao, 2016), improving community

and personal communication (Dunn Shiffman, 2019), seeking employment (Kamusli, 2023),

and preparing for CTE or academic programs that require a minimum level of English language
proficiency (Becker, 2011). Others enroll directly in credit-bearing, tuition-based academic
programs, which may include ESL courses geared toward preparing students for transfer and degree
pathways. No reliable estimates of the number of MLs enrolled in CCC or community colleges
nationally are available (beyond enrollment figures for ESL and foreign language GED preparation
courses, which only capture a subset of MLs), but in contexts like Chicago with sizable immigrant
populations, it is reasonable to assume they constitute a large proportion of students.

Some MLs at community colleges have studied in U.S. public high schools, where they were
classified as “English learners,” the federal designation for students in K-12 schools in need of
English language support. Some of these students have limited formal education in the United
States or elsewhere and thus need both academic and English language learning support, as

is the case with a subset of other students who arrive in the U.S. after high school. Some have
graduated from high schools in other countries, and some have earned bachelor’s or graduate
degrees in their home countries. A small number of MLs have international student visas that
allow them to study in the United States before returning to their countries of origin (Bergey et
al., 2018; Scherer & Stadd, 2023; Suh etal., 2020).

Community colleges provide advantages relative to some other institutions in serving the
English language learning and other needs of MLs. Their instructional infrastructure (e.g.,
instructors, classrooms, curriculum development) enables them to offer a range of ESL
courses to support students with various goals and English proficiency levels. Additionally,
students enrolled in ESL at community colleges are in proximity to (if not already enrolled
in) postsecondary education and training opportunities that may improve their economic
prospects, as well as a range of student services to help them persistin college.

But there are also challenges that community colleges face in their efforts to effectively and
equitably serve MLs. These include designing programs to meet the varying needs of this
population in ways that do not marginalize them or unnecessarily delay their progress toward
their goals. These programs may need to recruit and orient students who, in some instances,
know very little about U.S. higher education in general and community colleges in particular.
Community colleges must also place MLs into appropriate initial courses; advise them as they
clarify their diverse goals and progress through various paths to achieve them; and provide
academic, financial, and personal support for students who may face profound challenges.

Finally, AE ESL programs must develop curriculum, pedagogy, and professional development
initiatives for faculty to ensure that instruction is challenging, meaningful, relevant, engaging,
and based on coherent theories and research on language development. (The accompanying
text box summarizes predominant conceptions of language, language learning, and language
teaching and how they have changed over time.)
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Diverse Approaches to Teaching ESL

Language, language learning, and language teaching have been viewed in fundamentally
different ways over the years, both by researchers of second language development

and by language educators (Bunch, 2022; Valdés et al., 2014; van Lier, 2004; VanPatten,
Keating, & Wulff, 2020). While it is beyond the scope of this report to trace the ways in
which instructors, administrators, student support professionals, and students themselves
invoke these various conceptions, it is important to recognize that programs and
instruction for MLs in community colleges are built, consciously or not, on assumptions
about what language is, how it develops, and how that development is best supported.

As several helpful overviews have outlined (Atkinson, 2011; Lightbown & Spada, 2013;
Valdés et al., 2014; van Lier, 2004; VanPatten, Williams, et al., 2025), early instructional
approaches viewed language as a set of formal properties (grammar, word parts,
vocabulary) to be learned through careful translation from students’ “first” languages

to their “second” or through drill and repetition. Behavioral theories in psychology in the
1970s led to language teaching as a series of repetitive drills believed to eventually stamp
language into learners’ minds. In the 1980s, views of language began emphasizing the
cognitive processes needed to develop “grammatical competence” through input in the
target language, opportunities for error correction, interaction with other speakers so that
the learner could modify their output, and the teaching of cognitive and metacognitive
learning strategies.

The 1990s and early 2000s marked the rise of approaches to language and language
development that emphasized “communicative competence” rather than grammatical
competence and privileged language socialization and the development of disciplinary
practices over the mastery of discrete linguistic features as the primary goal of language
instruction. In these more recent framings, which continue to be influential today, language
is a tool for social interaction that develops through participation in joint activities

with others rather than primarily by building grammatical structures through explicit
instruction or controlled interaction (Atkinson, 2011; Block, 2003; Bunch, 2013; Walqui et
al., 2025). Most recently, “critical” or “raciolinguistic” approaches have emphasized the
role of race, class, gender, and power in language, language development, and language
teaching (Flores & Rosa, 2015). This critical framing—which, for example, posits that the
“appropriateness” of the language used by racially minoritized people is not merely a
linguistic judgment but also an ideological one—has important implications for teaching
and supporting MLs in community colleges.

All of these approaches can be found in community college ESL classes today, and
there may be times and places where each of them is warranted. What is important is
for instructors and programs to be intentional about their goals and approaches, and
to consider the implications of each for supporting the educational goals of multilingual
learners beyond the language classroom.

CCRC | 3
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Research Setting

CCC, the public community college system in Chicago, consists of seven colleges, five satellite
campuses, numerous off-site locations, and partnerships with a variety of community-based
organizations and government and corporate entities. CCC (n.d.-a) aims to be “the city’s
most accessible higher education engine of socioeconomic mobility and racial equity—
empowering all Chicagoans to take part in building a stronger and more just city.” CCC s
Illinois’s largest community college system, with more than 4,000 faculty and staff serving
62,043 students during the 2023-24 academic year (43,862 in credit programs and 18,181
in AE programs). Over half (52%) of these students identified as Latino, 26% as Black, 12% as
White, 6% as Asian, and 3% as multiracial (Illinois Community College Board, 2025). CCC
has experienced robust enrollment growth in recent years, including an increase of more than
9% from the 2023-24 academic year to the 202425 academic year (CCC, 2023a, 2023b,
20244, 2024b). Chicago has a storied history of immigration, welcoming immigrants and
refugees from around the world, including recent arrivals, asylum seekers, and migrants from
Venezuela, Ukraine, and other countries.

CCC and the Racial and Ethnic Diversity of Chicago

Chicago is one of the country’s most segregated cities by race and ethnicity (Logan & Stults,
2021). Its racial and ethnic enclaves have been well documented and have resulted in the
geographic clustering of residents, many of whose first language is not English (Hirsch,

2021; Holli & Jones, 1995; Moore, 2016). This segregation contributes to differences in the
demographic composition of the CCC colleges’ student bodies. Residential and enrollment
patterns are not static, however. They have evolved as the share of Chicago’s Latino
population has grown and the share of its Black population has declined (Pendall, 2018).
Additionally, the demographic characteristics of the AE ESL population are impacted by
shifting immigration patterns. Figure 1 maps the location of CCC colleges and the city’s racial
and ethnic segregation.

The majority of Chicago’s Black population lives in neighborhoods on the city’s South Side.
Kennedy-King College and Olive-Harvey College, both located on the South Side, each
enroll a majority of Black students. Similar relationships exist between the racial makeup of
Malcolm X College and Richard J. Daley College and their respective neighborhoods. The
correspondence between college location and racial makeup is less salient in the central
business district and on the North Side, where most of Chicago’s White population lives.
White students are underrepresented at CCC relative to their proportion of the city’s
population. Thus, Harold Washington College, Wilbur Wright College, and Harry S Truman
College draw from the growing Latino population. Table 1 provides the racial and ethnic
profiles of each college, including students in both credit and AE programs.

The racial and ethnic diversity and multilingualism of Chicago are reflected in the student body
of CCC. Certain student characteristics, however, vary substantially by division of enrollment.
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Figure 1.
Map of CCC Colleges and Surrounding Areas by Race and Ethnicity
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United States Census Bureau (2021).

Table 1.
Student Race and Ethnicity by College, 2023-24 Fiscal Year

College Enroliment Percent enroliment by race/ethnicity
Asian Black Latino White Other

Richard J. Daley College 9,786 1% 9% 8% 10% 2%
Kennedy-King College 4487 1% 65% 27% 2% 4%
Olive-Harvey College 4,587 1% 65% 28% 2% 4%
Harry S Truman College 10,719 14% 17% 47% 17% 4%
Harold Washington College 8446 7% 32% 42% 12% 7%
Wilbur Wright College 12,002 6% 6% 62% 22% 3%
Malcolm X College 12,016 3% 34% 52% % 4%
Total 62,043 6% 26% 52% 12% 4%

Note. Data reflect unduplicated headcounts for the 2024 fiscal year, which corresponds to July 1,2023-June 30, 2024 (lllinois
Community College Board, 2025). “Other” includes the following racial/ethnic categories: Native American, Pacific Islander, Middle
Eastern or North African, two or more races, U.S. nonresident, and all other or no indication.
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CCC’s Academic Divisions

CCC has three divisions (credit, AE, and continuing education) and multiple programs within each. Our
analysis focused on the AE and credit divisions. CCC’s AE division offers free, noncredit courses and
includes ESL courses and a high school equivalency (HSE) program that prepares students to take the GED
or HiSET test. Credit offerings include over 200 academic programs across 14 focus areas (e.g., business,
professional services, and finance; health services; manufacturing; education and child development;
baccalaureate transfer), which confer certificates and associate degrees.

When we began this study in 2019, CCC, like most community college districts, had been experiencing
declines in enrollment since 2011 (Jenkins & Fink, 2020). Those declines accelerated during the pandemic.
Figure 2 shows CCC’s creditand AE enrollments from 2010 to 2020. From 2010 to 2019, before the

onset of the pandemic, overall enrollment in these two divisions declined 31% percent. In AE and AE ESL,
the declines were 56% percent and 46% percent, respectively. As mentioned, overall CCC enrollment is
recovering and was up 9% from spring 2023 to spring 2024 (CCC, 2024b). Additionally, in spring 2024,
CCCsaw a 16% increase in AE enrollment compared with spring 2023.

Figure 2.
Enrollment in CCC’s Credit and AE Divisions, Fall 2010-Fall 2020
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Method

This study set out to address the following research aims:

e Describe MLs at CCC in terms of their personal backgrounds, educational histories, and
college goals.

e Analyze their enrollment patterns and progression through course sequences, including
ESL, developmental English, and college composition.

e Investigate how institutional policies, practices, and the perspectives of administrators, faculty,
and staff shape MLs’ educational pathways, learning experiences, and access to supports.

Given the study’s coincidence with the COVID-19 pandemic, we also observed some of the effects
of the pandemic on CCC MLs, instructors, and staff, and on the delivery of courses and student
services. While not the central focus of our study, the COVID-19 context presented a rapidly
changing backdrop, with transitions to remote learning and back to in-person learning; enrollment
decline and growth; challenges to typical processes in testing, enrollment, and student outreach; and
adaptations to CCC’s supports for MLs and other students.

Research Sites

We conducted fieldwork at four colleges in the district. With input from CCC administrators,
we selected these colleges because they varied in geography, student characteristics,
enrollment, and programmatic offerings. At each college, we focused on AE and credit ESL,
developmental English, and college-level composition.

The courses we studied at each research site are presented in Table 2. AE ESL consisted of

a free sequence of up to six courses and required testing to determine initial placement,
measure improvement in English proficiency, and allow progression through the sequence.
Credit ESL likewise required testing for initial placement into a three-course series that was a
prerequisite for college composition; it required students to pay tuition. Students could also
enroll in traditional or corequisite developmental English courses or college composition
courses based on the results of a placement test. Notably, one site offered credit ESL courses in
a department that had close ties to the English department but no AE ESL. Two sites offered
AE ESL but no credit ESL, and one site offered both AE and credit ESL. All colleges offered
introductory and advanced English courses.

Table 2.

Language and Literacy Course Offerings at Participating Colleges

m Credit ESL College composition and developmental English
X X

College A

College B X X
College C X X X
College D X X

CCRC | 7
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At the time of the study, students’ initial placement for AE ESL was determined by their score
on the Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment Systems (CASAS) Life and Work Reading
assessment and, at times, additional criteria as determined by the college. CASAS was also
used to measure skill gains.®* Placement for credit ESL, developmental English, and college
composition was determined by students’ scores on the Reading-to-Write English Placement
Test, which was developed by credit division faculty, implemented district-wide in 2017,
and updated in 2024 (CCC, n.d.-b). The exam includes a short reading passage, multiple-
choice questions, and an essay prompt. According to administrators at the two colleges that
offered credit ESL at the time of our study, the testincluded a box students were asked to
check to indicate if “English is not my first language.” Students who checked this box had
their exams scored not by English faculty, who scored all of the other exams, but rather by
credit ESL faculty, who presumably had more expertise in assessing language development.

Research Activities

We used a mixed-methods research design to pursue the project’s goals. This design consisted
of fieldwork (i.e., interviews, focus groups, and observations), an online student survey,

and analysis of student-level administrative data collected by the district. Fieldwork, most
notably, was affected by the pandemic; we were slated to begin in-person data collection in
March 2020 but shifted to remote fieldwork.

Fieldwork. We conducted virtual fieldwork from 2020 to 2022 to learn about the
CCCand colleges’ contexts as well as policies and practices relevant to MLs, including
instructional and support services. We interviewed 68 CCC staff (including college
counselors, transition support specialists, front-desk intake staff, etc.), faculty (in AE ESL,
credit ESL, developmental and credit English, and other areas), and administrators (district
administrators, college presidents and vice presidents, deans and associate deans, and other
college administrators), and we conducted individual and focus group interviews with 30
ML students. (See Table 3.) We also reviewed dozens of program and policy documents and
conducted six remote class observations (in one corequisite credit English class, one credit
ESL class, and four noncredit AE ESL classes of varying levels). Most of our qualitative data
were collected between April 2020 and November 2021. Due to the pandemic, all interviews
and classroom observations were conducted on Zoom.

Table 3.

Interview Participants
oiision | Adminisrator | statt | _tnstrctor | _studont | Total__|
AE " 3 8 14° 36

Credit 20 7 19 16° 62

Total 31 10 27 30 98

& Administrators with multiple roles were counted in the division where their primary role was housed at the time of data collection.
P All AE students we spoke to were enrolled in AE ESL courses at the time of data collection.

°Eight students were enrolled in college-level English courses, and eight students were enrolled in credit ESL courses at the time of
data collection.

8| CCRC



February 2026

Administrative data. The research team examined CCC student-level administrative

data for the academic years 2010-11 to 2020-21. (Most of the analyses presented in this
report exclude data from 2020-21, given the effects of the pandemic on enrollment and the
composition of students.) The sample includes all first-time students enrolling in the AE and
credit divisions in the fall term at any CCC college during those years—a total of 225,806
students. The sample excludes high school students enrolled in concurrent or dual credit
programs. We used the full administrative dataset to analyze student characteristics and
used subsamples (e.g., AE ESL students) to analyze academic outcomes, including course
placement, course enrollment, persistence, and credential attainment. Most of the analyses
presented in this report focus on AE ESL students, who represent the majority of identifiable
MLs in our sample (43,999 students in the academic years 2010-11 to 2020-21, compared
with 3,731 students in credit ESL). Given that the credit ESL population is relatively small,
the program is not offered systemwide, and progression measures comparable to those
available for AE ESL students are lacking, it is difficult to offer meaningful outcome estimates
for this group.

Student survey. We administered an online survey to a sample of students drawn from all
seven CCC colleges in spring 2021 to gather information on students’ academic experiences
in college and their academic and personal background, including their life circumstances,
linguistic histories, and academic and professional goals. The survey was distributed to 5,441
students, and 952 responded, for an overall response rate of 18%. Among the respondents,
445 were enrolled in AE ESL, 121 in credit ESL, and 386 in non-ESL credit courses.* (Due to
the low response rate and variation in response rate by college, findings cannot necessarily be
applied to the CCC student population as a whole.)

Findings From Descriptive Analyses

In this section, we describe the characteristics of CCC students in our administrative dataset
and select academic outcomes of AE ESL students. After describing the analytic sample, we
present data on various measures from our sample, including initial course placement and
enrollment (i.e., into one of six levels), enrollment persistence, proficiency gains, percentage
of AE ESL students who ever took a credit course (i.e., transition to credit programs), and
percentage of AE ESL students who earned a credential. Where relevant, we compare AE
ESL students to Adult Basic and Secondary Education (i.e., GED/HSE) or other students.
There are important limitations to our data, including inconsistent testing data (missing test
scores and a change in the test administered) and institutional practices of grouping AE ESL
students in multilevel courses (which is more efficient from a provider perspective but limits
what we can infer from any student’s course enrollment).

Itis important to examine the academic outcomes of AE ESL students; however, it is
challenging to do so for a number of reasons. First, AE ESL does not have a summative
credential (like an associate degree) that students can attain, so typical measures of progress
toward a credential (e.g., credit accumulation) are less applicable. Second, AE ESL students
often focus on their own interpretation of the usefulness of the classes they enroll in and do
not necessarily aspire to progress to the highest level of the sequence. Students drop in and
out of these free educational programs, again making traditional measures of progression

CCRC | 9
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and persistence difficult to apply. Third, federal and state AE ESL program administrators
primarily focus on a single outcome, measurable skill gains as determined by pre- and post-
tests. On the one hand, test results are the most consistent and widely used measure of
language proficiency in the AE ESL field. On the other hand, they are limited in that they do
not measure the full range of productive and receptive language and literacy skills. Thus,
while analyses of academic outcomes for most student populations have certain weaknesses
and limitations, AE ESLis a particularly complex program to analyze.

Student Characteristics

Drawing on administrative records from 2010-11 to 2020-21, we compared the
demographic characteristics of students who enrolled in CCC’s credit and AE divisions. The
results are presented in Table 4. Higher proportions of Hispanic students, students 24 years
and older, and students born outside the United States were represented in AE programs
overall and in AE ESL in particular. CCC’s credit ESL programs had a significantly larger
percentage of students who were Asian (46%) compared with AE ESL programs (where 13%
of students were Asian). Moreover, credit ESL students were younger than AE ESL students
(mean age 26 versus 34). This difference could be attributable to more traditional-age
international MLs (likely on student visas) enrolling in credit ESL at CCC before transferring
to a four-year institution, although it is important to remember that most colleges in our
sample offered only credit ESL or AE ESL, so some of the demographic differences between
students in credit ESL and AE ESL could be attributable to demographic differences in the
communities that each college served.

The academic outcomes presented next draw on AE ESL data from the 2010-11 to 2019-20
academic years.
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Table 4.

Student Characteristics of CCC Sample, Academic Years 2010-11 to 2020-21

Characteristic Student type

AlicCC Credit Credit ESL AE AEESL
Gender
Women 57% 57% 55% 51% 58%
Race/ethnicity
American Indian 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Asian 7% 6% 46% 8% 13%
Black 32% 36% 16% 25% 6%
Hawaiian/Pacific Island 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Hispanic 42% 36% 19% 53% 64%
Multiracial non-Hispanic 2% 2% 1% 0% 0%
Not specified 2% 2% 3% 0% 0%
White 16% 17% 15% 13% 17%
Age
Mean age 25 23 23 31 34
Age 24 or older 38% 25% 34% 46% 81%
Country of origin
United States 53% % 18% 17% 4%
Non-U.S. 20% 1% 61% 39% 59%
Not reported 27% 18% 21% 44% 37%
Sample size 225,806 154,108 3,731 77876 43,999

Note. Credit student totals include credit ESL students, and AE student totals include AE ESL students. Sums may exceed totals in

instances where students are simultaneously enrolled in adult education and credit-bearing courses.

Initial AE ESL Placement

We determined initial placement into AE ESL by identifying the range into which each
student’s first placement test score fell. There were six score ranges that corresponded to the six

levels of AE ESL. Table 5 lists each AE ESL level, course, and corresponding CASAS score range.

During our analysis window, CCC used the BEST (Basic English Skills Test) and CASAS tests
for placement purposes. BEST was phased out around 2013, and as a result, the majority of
initial placements in this analysis are based on CASAS scores.

On average, 79% of students placed into Levels 4 to 6 from 2010-11 to 2019-20. Very few
students received an initial placement in Levels 1 or 2. Figure 3 shows the distribution of
students’ initial placement scores over 10 years.

February 2026
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Table 5.

AE ESL Levels and Courses
Level Course name CASAS score
Levell ESL Beginning Literacy <180
Level 2 ESL Low Beginning 181-190
Level 3 ESL High Beginning 191-200
Level 4 ESL Low Intermediate 201-210
Level 5 ESL High Intermediate 211-220
Level 6 ESL Advanced 221-235

Figure 3.

Initial AE ESL Placement by Academic Year
@®Llevell @Llevel2 @ Llevel3 @ Lleveld @ Level5 O Level6
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Initial AE ESL Course Enrollment

Initial course enrollment is determined by the AE ESL course (i.e., Level 1-6) in which a
student enrolls after taking the placement test. Our analysis includes course enrollment in

the same term in which students were initially tested. We found that a large proportion of
students did not enroll in the course in which they were placed. As shown in Figure 4, over our
analysis window, on average, 18% of AE ESL students enrolled in the course corresponding to
the ESLlevel in which they were placed, with the percentage increasing in the pre-pandemic
years. Administrators we interviewed attributed this lack of correspondence between initial
placement and initial enrollment to several factors. Many AE staff and instructors reported
that the CASAS test, which primarily measured reading proficiency, tended to place students
higher than what they believed was appropriate.> For this reason, and due to the fact that the
AE ESL courses covered reading, writing, listening, and speaking skills, it was common for AE
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programs to adjust students’ placements, sometimes after administering an additional assessment.
Additionally, due to lower AE ESL enrollments at some colleges, some AE ESL programs offered
multilevel courses, which appear in the administrative data as a particular level course (e.g., Level
2, which accounts for roughly half of all AE ESL initial course enrollments during the study period)
butin actuality enrolled students who placed into various ESL levels. Our data do not allow us to
measure the magnitude of the effects of these practices on initial enrollment, but they appear to be
significant.

Figure 4.
Percentage of AE ESL Students Who Enrolled in the Course in Which They Were Initially Placed
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Enrollment Persistence in AE ESL

We examined AE ESL students’ persistence by tracking the percentages of fall-term enrollees who
stayed enrolled through the following spring and the following fall. Over our analysis window, on
average, AE ESL students in our sample persisted from fall to spring at a rate of 57% and from fall to
fall at arate of 29%. In comparison, the fall-to-spring and fall-to-fall persistence rates were 64% and
38%, respectively, for all students enrolled in CCC credit programs. College faculty and staff reported
that AE ESL students were more likely to enroll for short periods to bolster their English language
and literacy skills without intending to finish the course sequence or pursue further postsecondary
education. As aresult, term-to-term persistence may be a less reliable benchmark of academic
progress for AE ESL students than for credential-seeking students enrolled in credit programs.

February 2026
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AE ESL Proficiency Gains

There are several ways to track students’ proficiency and progression in AE ESL. Most providers
report pre-test and post-test results as required by state and federal regulators (i.e., CASAS score
at the start of a course, as measured by initial placement or the post-test of the previous course,
compared with CASAS score at the end of the course). Proficiency and progression may also

be measured by passing a course and enrolling in the next course in the sequence, respectively.
Our ability to rely on this second measure of proficiency and progression was hampered by the
availability of multilevel AE ESL courses at CCC colleges during our analysis window. Though a
student may have received a passing grade for a given course, it is possible that their subsequent
course enrollment did not change because they were enrolled in a multilevel course.

We limited our analysis of proficiency gains to students with an initial placement score and
atleast one subsequent test score in the same term, a sample of nearly 12,000 students.
Specifically, we examined the percentage of students who made a level gain (i.e., achieved a
post-test score that was high enough to move to the nextlevel in the course sequence). We
found that between 2010 and 2019, on average, 22% of students made one or more level gains
in one academic year and that this percentage was relatively stable. These students, on average,
progressed 1.28 levels. When we tracked students for three academic years, the percentage

of students making one or more level gains increased to 28%,; these students progressed 1.42
levels on average. Internal analyses conducted by CCC indicate that these proficiency gains have
materially improved in the post-pandemic period.

AE ESL Students’ Transitions to Credit Coursework

We examined whether AE ESL students ever enrolled in a credit course at CCC to estimate the
proportion of students who may have continued their postsecondary education beyond AE.
Notably, this outcome does not necessarily constitute pursuit of a credit program. We found
that4.9% of AE ESL students enrolled in a credit course at some point during their time at CCC.
By comparison, this figure is 8.1% for AE GED students and 5.9% for all AE students. In our
policy report (Raufman etal., forthcoming), we explore CCC’s efforts to increase the number of
AE ESL students transitioning to credit programs and support them in doing so, as well as the
challenges that remain.

AE ESL Credential Completion

We measured the percentage of AE ESL students who earned an associate degree or certificate
from CCC within six years of their first enrollment.® We found that 2.9% of AE ESL students
earned any credential: 0.5% earned an associate degree, and 2.4% earned a certificate. In
comparison, 1.7% of AE GED students earned any credential within six years.
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Findings on Programs, Policies, and Practices for
MLs Across the District

One of the goals of this study was to examine policies and practices related to MLs’ enrollment
and advancement in language- and literacy-based courses across the four focal colleges and in
the district as a whole. We focus on policies and practices because they are malleable and can be
changed in ways that enhance the experiences and outcomes of MLs. Throughout this section,
we highlight how better understanding MLs’ backgrounds and academic, vocational, or personal
goals creates opportunities for more effective programs, policies, and practices. The following
are our main findings in this area:

e CCCaimed to support the language and literacy development of MLs through a variety of
instructional offerings across the college.

e The profound diversity of MLs within, across, and outside of these programs challenged
instructors, administrators, and support staff to adapt their approaches.

e Thedistrictled a variety of efforts to promote students’ success in AE ESL, operating within
and in some cases constrained by federal and state policy.

e Small-scale and faculty-led initiatives in the credit division aimed to support MLs who seek
degrees, professional credentials, and transfer.

CCC aimed to support the language and literacy development of
MLs through a variety of instructional offerings across the college.

MLs at CCC could enroll in a variety of programmatic options, from beginning-level AE ESL
courses to college composition and degree programs. While our study centers on programs
directly tied to language and literacy development, many of our findings have broader
implications for improving instruction and support for MLs—including those in content-area
courses or workplace-oriented programs, where their presence may be less visible. Here, we
describe the broad range of entry points and progression pathways available to MLs at CCC,
including those outside of formal English language instruction.

AE ESL. Asdiscussed above, three colleges in our sample offered AE ESL—tuition-free,
noncredit courses designed to develop MLs’ English language proficiency. Colleges used the
CASAS, afederally approved standardized test, to determine students’ initial placement
within a six-course sequence. After a minimum 40-hour block of instruction, students were
eligible to take a level-gains test. If they achieved what federal regulators call “measurable skill
gains” on the test, they could enroll in the next course in the next term; otherwise, they would
remain at the same level for another term. In addition to daytime offerings, AE ESL courses
were scheduled in the evenings and on the weekends at some campuses and off-site locations to
accommodate students’ work schedules and other responsibilities.

CCRC | 15



Supporting Multilingual Learners in Community Colleges: Lessons From City Colleges of Chicago

Credit ESL. Two colleges in our sample offered credit ESL—tuition-bearing courses in
academic departments that focused more on academic reading and writing and were intended
for students interested in pursuing credit coursework or degrees and in transferring to a four-
year institution. These courses were prerequisites for college composition and did not count
toward degrees or transfer. Colleges determined students’ initial placement into credit ESL
using the Reading-to-Write English Placement Test, which was developed by CCC credit
faculty and implemented district-wide in 2017. The exam included a short reading passage,
multiple-choice questions, an essay prompt, and a checkbox where students were asked to
indicate if “English is not my first language.” Students who checked this box had their exams
scored by credit ESL faculty instead of English faculty.”

Developmental English and college composition. MLs could enroll in developmental

and transfer-level English courses upon completion of AE or credit ESL, or they could enroll
directly in these courses based on the results of the Reading-to-Write English Placement Test.
All CCC colleges offered two levels of developmental English courses (English 96 and 97) and
college composition (English 101). English 97 was the developmental portion of a corequisite
model, offered in combination with English 101. Although the curriculum of these courses
was not explicitly designed to build students’ proficiency in English as an additional language,
the courses often included instructional activities that benefited MLs’ language and literacy
development and more generally built students’ academic literacy skills, which are required for
success in most college courses (Edgecombe et al., 2014). CCC students who wanted to earn an
associate degree or transfer to a four-year institution were required to complete a credit-bearing,
transfer-level English course focused on academic reading and writing.

Coursework toward an academic degree and transfer. Beyond courses intended to
improve students’ English language proficiency and prepare them for college-level English,

MLs could also take courses in their field of study and in other academic departments to earn a
certificate or degree or transfer to a four-year institution. Successful completion of subject-area
courses is critical to students’ ability to meet their academic goals, but sometimes MLs’ ability to
even enroll in those courses is predicated on successful completion of the transfer-level English
courses described above.

Coursework toward a workplace credential. MLs could also enroll in CTE courses to
earn certificates or degrees in career fields such as information technology, human services,
manufacturing, and early childhood education. The district was eager to support workforce
development, and these courses have also historically served large numbers of MLs.

The profound diversity of MLs across the college challenged
instructors, administrators, and support staff to adapt their approaches.

Given the array of students coming to the institutions, the CCC colleges have implemented
strategies to serve their diverse needs while working within the constraints of district- and
college-level policies and programs. CCC did not have a precise measure of the number of
MLs in the district, and some faculty not directly involved in its ESL programs expressed
surprise when we shared our findings about the district’s linguistic diversity. However, many
administrators, staff, and faculty were aware of this diversity and discussed ways in which

a better understanding of MLs’ backgrounds was necessary to guide efforts to serve this
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population. Stakeholders often spoke to the complex demographics of MLs, and one college
was frequently referred to as “the United Nations” due to the number of home countries
and languages represented. Participants’ comments were corroborated by the students

who responded to our survey, which included students in ESL and non-ESL courses across
the district: 65% reported speaking more than one language in their everyday lives. Our
qualitative data gave us more insight into this linguistic diversity, as well as ways the district
was trying to be more responsive to the needs of MLs from vastly different backgrounds.

MLs’ diverse linguistic and educational backgrounds. Data from our student interviews
and focus groups illustrate the vast diversity of ML students at CCC, both within and across

areas of the college. We interviewed 30 MLs from 13 different countries, including one student
who was “born and raised” in Chicago.® Of these students, eight were enrolled in credit English
courses, eight in credit ESL courses, and 14 in AE ESL courses. Most were enrolled in higher-level
credit or AE ESL courses (Level 4 or above) at the time of their participation. Participants across
divisions varied widely in age, from recent high school graduates to a retired biochemist. Three
younger students we spoke with had taken ESL courses at high schools in Chicago and were
enrolled in credit ESL courses at the time of our interviews.

Each of the 30 students we spoke with shared their unique journey to CCC and the goals they
hoped to accomplish while enrolled there. For example, one student had moved to Chicago
from Venezuela five months prior to our interview. She was enrolled in AE ESL courses to
“speak English fine, and to develop myself in this country because I intend to live here.”
Another student was from Spain and had a graduate degree. After finishing AE ESL courses at
CCC, this student placed into credit English courses and was studying for an associate degree
in child development. These two students exemplify the varied backgrounds and goals of MLs
who enroll in AE and credit programs at CCC and how CCC'’s different instructional programs
support them in their goals. One was taking free, noncredit AE ESL courses to improve her
English, and the other had earned a graduate degree outside the United States and was enrolled
in credit English, intending to earn an associate degree in a new field of study.

Our data also highlight the diversity of ML students at CCC in terms of prior education and
employment status. Among all students who responded to our survey, 30% had attended a
higher education institution before enrolling at CCC. Of those with prior higher education,
43% had earned a degree. Of AE ESL enrollees who responded to our survey, 53% had earned a
bachelor’s degree, and 24% had also earned a graduate or professional degree. Sixty-one percent
of all respondents reported being employed part- or full-time, with slightly fewer AE ESL
students (42 %) than credit ESL students (47 %) reporting being employed. The 30 students

we interviewed generally had similar educational characteristics. At least seven had earned a
graduate degree in their country of origin, but their credentials were often not recognized in the
United States. Two of the seven were enrolled in credit courses (one in ESL and one in English),
and the other five were enrolled in AE ESL. Unlike the survey participants, almostall of the
interviewees were employed, and many discussed havinga job in a field in which they wanted
to advance. The majority of interview participants in both credit and AE were women, and
some discussed having family obligations, such as caring for school-age children.
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Our survey and interview data suggest that the educational backgrounds of AE ESL enrollees
at CCC differ notably from those of credit ESL students. AE ESL respondents were less likely
than credit ESL respondents to have a high school diploma (49% versus 64%). However,
among those who reported previously attending college, AE ESL enrollees were more likely
than their credit ESL peers to have earned a postsecondary credential (53% versus 39%). Our
findings on AE ESL students’ prior educational attainment are nonetheless indicative of the
diverse backgrounds of MLs.’

Faculty, staff, and administrators’ responses to MLs’ diverse needs and goals.

The heterogeneity in educational backgrounds among MLs in the same program can have
implications for instruction and curriculum. Classes may include a substantial portion of
students who need academic support to succeed in college, in addition to English language
acquisition instruction, and those with solid academic skills developed in previous
postsecondary settings. One adult educator explained that “every student is at a different level,
even when they’re in [the same AE ESL] level,” so instructors try to “hit in the middle” by
giving higher-level students multilevel activities, extra reading, or chances to support peers.
The instructor explained that it is difficult but important to encourage and support “struggling
students” while holding the attention of higher-level students who might already be familiar
with the concepts being taught. While efforts to differentiate teaching and supports are
critical to attending to the diversity of students in an ESL class, this example also points to the
important role of placement policies and academic supports outside of class (e.g., tutoring) for
students’ engagement and success.

Administrators, staff, and faculty at the four colleges and the district office described MLs,
especially those in AE ESL, as typically older than traditional college students and varying
widely in their educational experiences. In AE, in particular, administrators, staff, and faculty
noted there was a dichotomy: Many students had limited formal educational preparation in
their home countries, while a small proportion had significant educational preparation (e.g.,
advanced degrees). Staff noted that there was a vast array of ethnic backgrounds, but many
identified students from Spanish-speaking countries as the single largest group across AE

and credit divisions, which aligns with our survey and administrative data. Faculty, staff, and
administrators reported that many MLs were balancing work and family obligations, and many
viewed multilingualism as an asset that students brought to the colleges and district.

Most AE ESL survey respondents reported wanting to improve their English proficiency

and upgrade their job skills, and data from student focus groups and interviews affirm these
findings. About a third of the 14 AE ESL students we spoke with had advanced degrees from
their home countries and wanted to improve their English to pursue jobs in similar fields in
the United States.!® Of the survey respondents, 20% of AE ESL students reported wanting
to earn an associate degree or transfer. Importantly, some students developed new goals over
time: Five student interviewees started in AE ESL to improve their English and then decided
to pursue credit coursework with the goal of earning a degree or transferring. Even though the
percentage of AE ESL students making the transition to credit programs is small, this group
represents an important pool of potential credit enrollees, especially as CCC seeks to increase
its enrollments. Supporting the transition from AE to credit programs was a particular focus
of district and college administrators and was aided by several initiatives, which we detail
elsewhere (Raufman et al., forthcoming).
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Meanwhile, among credit ESL students who participated in our survey, about45% wanted

to earn an associate degree, and 70% wanted to transfer to a four-year institution. The higher
percentage of credit ESL students who wanted to earn a degree or transfer compared with AE
ESL students is not surprising, given their decision to enroll in the credit division.!! Student
interview data also illustrated this point. We spoke to eight MLs in credit ESL and eight MLs

in credit English; these students were already on a degree pathway, and most were interested
in completing an associate degree or transferring to a four-year university. One college in our
sample made an effort to gather information on students’ goals and degree intentions through
a student survey to improve its program offerings and supports. Additionally, staff and faculty
across sites discussed strategies to inform MLs of various programs and courses that might best
fit their goals through formal academic advising, informal instructor advice, staff presentations,
OT campus events.

In the following sections, we describe targeted efforts in both AE ESL and the credit division to
better respond to the diverse needs of MLs at CCC.

The AE ESL program worked to promote students’ success
within federal and state policy constraints.

While AE ESL students at CCC have diverse backgrounds and goals, AE is a fairly rigid and
highly regulated system, requiring providers to comply with federal and state requirements.
College and district administrators at CCC attempted to provide a responsive and flexible
learning environment for diverse students within the structures and regulations of AE.

Unlike credit ESL programs, which are housed in colleges’ academic departments, AE is
administered nationally by the federal government and typically jointly funded by federal
and state dollars. AE providers can be community colleges, community-based organizations,
K-12 systems, or other entities that offer coursework in ESL and adult basic education.
Importantly, AE students are required to take federally approved placement exams and
assessments to measure improvements in their English language proficiency (i.e., measurable
skill gains), and providers must report student testing rates and measurable skill gains data to
state and federal agencies as part of the AE performance accountability system.

CCC administrators across the district described similar program goals for MLs in AE
programs, including improving students’ lives through education and economic mobility,
preparing students to transition into credit-bearing courses for academic and career
advancement, providing students with quality language learning experiences, and meeting
the diverse individual and community needs at each college. As a result, the district engaged
in multiple efforts to, on the one hand, enhance the quality and consistency of AE ESL
courses and testing processes and, on the other hand, provide a student-centered learning
environment that is responsive to the diverse goals and needs of the AE ESL population.
Balancing compliance and responsiveness at times presented challenges.

Federal and state policies on initial AE ESL placement and measurement of skill
gains were prescriptive and required significant administrative commitment. The
tension between responsiveness and compliance was perhaps most visible in the district’s
efforts to balance accountability, efficiency, and accuracy when testing and placing AE ESL
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students. At the time of the research, the district used the CASAS test for initial placement
and measurement of skill gains. (It now uses CASAS STEPS.) This test was among the
limited choices of federally and state-approved assessments and offered a cost-, time-, and
resource-efficient measure of certain language skills. However, relying on a test that primarily
focuses on reading comprehension made it challenging to get an accurate snapshot of the full
spectrum of students’ language and literacy skills.

Instructors, administrators, and staff across the district reported campus and district-wide
efforts to more accurately and efficiently place AE ESL students and measure skill gains.

For example, the three colleges in our sample that offer AE programs devised homegrown
measures to supplement student scores on the CASAS test and—according to staff,
instructors, and administrators—more accurately place students into ESL courses. These
“screeners,” as they were called, ranged from formalized writing and speaking assessments
to informal oral interactions with office staff and administrators. Colleges offering formal
and consistent screeners reported more confidence in their placement procedures, but the
screening placed considerable demands on office staff, administrators, and instructors. It is
likely that administering additional, more comprehensive federally approved assessments
would also present staffing and resource demands, as well as impose a considerable cost to
the district. The district recognized the challenges with assessment, and administrators
piloted a more comprehensive federally approved placement exam, the Test of Adult Basic
Education Complete Language Assessment System—English (TABE CLAS-E), in hopes of at
least partially addressing the limitations of the existing testing system. Due to the rollout of
CASAS STEPS, which was considered more rigorous and better aligned to AE ESL content
standards, the district decided not to adopt the TABE CLAS-E assessment.

As described above, students also took the CASAS test to measure skill gains and advance

to higher levels of ESL. District policy (informed by CASAS guidelines) required AE ESL
students to retest after completing a recommended 70-100 hours (and a minimum 40 hours)
of instruction, as determined by attendance records submitted by instructors. To streamline
and improve the process of testing students’ level gains, CCC implemented a process in
which AE instructors were prompted via email to send students who had completed 40
instructional hours to the testing center to complete the level gains test during class. This
approach improved the consistency and efficiency of measurable skill gains testing and
increased testing rates, ensuring that ESL programs were meeting state and federal policy
requirements. However, some instructors found this approach to testing to be disruptive

to their classes and students’ learning, and some staff and faculty reported that it was
particularly difficult for students taking courses outside of business hours or at satellite
campuses to take advantage of the system, as nearly all testing centers were on main campuses
and closed by 5:00 p.m.

According to an internal CCC analysis, the percentage of students who made measurable
skill gains under this new testing system increased almost 24% (from 23.9% to 29.6%),

or 5.7 percentage points, from 2018 to 2019. Notably, this growth was not disrupted by
the COVID-19 pandemic despite transitions to remote learning and testing, enrollment,
and student outreach processes. The most recently available data from CCC show that the
percentage of students making measurable skill gains was approximately 36% in 2023 and
38%in 2024.
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AE ESL curriculum and instruction attempted to balance standardization and flexibility.
In 2018, CCC’s AE program entered a corrective action plan as required by the Illinois
Community College Board due to concerns about low numbers of students meeting the
measurable skill gains benchmarks. The district’s efforts to address this issue coincided with
the start of our study. Through the corrective action plan, CCC focused on standardizing
student learning outcomes, textbooks, and ESL course offerings in line with new state

ESL content standards. District administrators oversaw efforts to provide instructors with
standards-aligned “course shells,” developed by AE faculty, for each of the six AE ESL levels
through a new online learning management system. They also sought to support instructors
whose instruction was predominantly focused on grammar to move toward a more
communicative approach to language teaching that emphasizes interaction, communication,
and the practical use of language skills in real-life contexts. To aid this process, they adopted
anew textbook that emphasized a communicative approach. Even with this push toward
standardization, instructors, administrators, and students reported that there was a high
degree of autonomy and variance in what and how ESL students were taught.

AE ESL instructors, known at CCC as “adult educators,” reported having a variety of
backgrounds and levels of experience in language education and were required to be part-time
(i.e., they could teach up to 24 hours per week). CCC improved ESL instructors’ access to
instructional resources by building and disseminating syllabi, course materials, and activities
through the new learning management system and a separate repository of resources for ESL
teachers. Additionally, the Illinois Community College Board offered opportunities for adult
educators to complete their required 12 hours of professional development, including three
new professional development pathways aligned with ESL content standards to earn in-house
credentials as a Standards Proficient Instructor, Specialist, or Master Teacher. CCC aimed for
all adult educators to achieve the Standards Proficient Instructor credential.

We interviewed AE ESL instructors as district-led improvement efforts were underway.
They reported a wide range of instructional goals and practices, including building students’
vocabulary, reading comprehension, and essay writing skills; teaching English to meet
students’ personal needs outside of class; preparing students to pass the credit program
English placement exam; and preparing students for college success more broadly. This
variation in goals and practices did not appear to be operating at cross-purposes with district
efforts to standardize certain course features. Rather, it reflected the eclectic backgrounds
and motivations of CCC adult educators. Also notable were the nonacademic goals thatadult
educators prioritized. These included building community and friendships among students,
teaching students how to navigate technology, teaching life skills, introducing students

to American culture, and connecting students with college supports and services. Adult
educators viewed these relationships, skills, and knowledge as important to students’ English
language learning. An overwhelming majority of the AE ESL students we interviewed
reported positive experiences in their ESL courses and appreciation for their ESL instructors.

Responses to the district’s improvement efforts varied among adult educators. One instructor
noted that the district’s focus on alignment with ESL content standards had created a more
“academic push” in their ESL courses, resulting in an increased emphasis on writing across

all ESL levels. This new focus on writing was especially pertinent for students seeking to
transition into the credit division, who would have to take the writing-focused credit English
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placement exam. Nonetheless, adult educators we spoke with took advantage of the leeway
they had to innovate in the ways they thought would best support their students. For example,
instructors developed original materials, adapted required curriculum materials, and structured
instructional activities to continue meeting students’ individual goals and needs in each class.

CCCalso took an innovative approach by developing two new course levels within Adult
Basic Education to provide additional free English language acquisition coursework

for students who had tested out of or completed the six levels of ESL but still required
instructional support in academic English. One of the two courses was designed as a
transition course for students interested in transferring to credit programs, with a focus on
the academic writing and reading skills needed to place into the introductory college-level
English course. The other course, English Language Arts for English Learners, was designed
to help students who did not plan to transfer to a credit program to further improve their
English skills. Similar to other AE courses, students could repeat each course up to four times;
campus and district staff explained that this policy provided students with extended access
to free English language support coursework. We did not examine the effectiveness of the
transition course in our study, but research on developmental education suggests caution
may be warranted when extending course sequences, as long sequences are associated with
higher rates of attrition and lower enrollment in and completion of introductory college-
level English (and math) courses (Bailey etal., 2010). Preliminary findings on ESL corequisite
courses, in which students enroll simultaneously in introductory college-level English and a
language support course, have shown promise (Hernandez etal., 2022).

AE supports and services outside of classrooms were expanding, with varied implications
for MLs’ diverse needs and goals. Across the district, administrators, faculty, staff, and
students reported a growing array of supports and services for AE students and efforts to

be more inclusive of AE students by promoting the availability of these supports. However,

few of these services were designed specifically to support AE ESL students as they navigate
administrative processes, language acquisition, academic success, and general well-being.

AE students at CCC had access to the wider campus facilities and supports (e.g., wellness
centers, libraries, technology support, food pantries) as well as tutoring and academic support
centers, reading and writing centers, career centers, and other campus facilities and services
that were more typically utilized by students in credit programs. Administrators and district
leaders reported low numbers of AE students taking advantage of these campus services.
While some of the AE ESL students we surveyed and interviewed reported use of and positive
experiences with supports such as one-on-one tutoring and the food pantry, very few
reported meeting with advisors or academic counselors, and an even smaller number reported
using the library, pool, gym, or technology support. Survey data reinforced these findings,

as AE ESL students reported low use of support services, both in general and compared with
non-ESL credit students. This low utilization of college services is not unique to AE students;
findings suggest that community college students are generally unaware of or face barriers to
using such support services (Cheche, 2024).

Stakeholders from one college described recent efforts to design or adapt academic services
and supports to better meet the unique needs of MLs in AE. For example, one campus had
an “advancement center” that provided academic supports tailored to the diverse needs of
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AE students, such as one-on-one and group tutoring for ESL courses, test preparation, and
conversation cafes where students could drop in for English conversation practice with a
tutor and their peers over coffee or tea.

The district also had a staff advisor role called the transition specialist to support AE ESL
students who wished to transition to credit courses, earn associate degrees, and transfer to
four-year universities.!? Transition specialists were typically housed within AE departments
and primarily worked with students enrolled in higher-level AE ESL and adult basic education
GED courses. Some transition specialists we interviewed described outreach activities that
targeted students in lower-level courses as well.

Additionally, the district offered a scholarship program for eligible students hoping to transition
to credit programs that refunded half of their credit tuition costs for up to four semesters.!* The
AE division also had a career bridge program in which MLs with career goals in select fields
(culinary/hospitality, early childhood education, health care, information technology, and
manufacturing) and advanced English skills could complete their noncredit ESL coursework
while taking tuition-free courses toward a career certificate or degree pathway.

Credit divisions were undertaking a range of small-scale efforts
to support MLs in ESL and other programs.

CCC students interested in earning an associate degree or transferring to a four-year
institution must complete introductory college-level English, which is not only a
requirement for most degrees and transfer but also often a prerequisite for other credit
coursework. Credit ESL courses, which were offered by two of the four colleges where we
conducted fieldwork, focused on language and literacy support for MLs. However, outside of
these courses, there were few widespread supports for MLs in the credit division, even though
MLs appeared to be prevalent at CCC and often enrolled in developmental and credit English
courses, as well as the many disciplinary courses CCC offered. In this section, we describe
some important small-scale programs at select colleges designed to support MLs and efforts
by small groups of faculty we call “ML advocates.” We also describe some wider efforts to be
more inclusive of MLs in the credit division, including by hiring bilingual staff and developing
more robust and specialized advising.

A bilingual learning community and “sheltered” college courses offered support for

MLs in credit-bearing courses. One college in our study was home to a bilingual learning
community designed to support Spanish-speaking MLs in transitioning from high school

or AE to credit-bearing coursework and earning a degree or certificate. Advisors, staff, and
faculty affiliated with the program recruited MLs from AE through recruitment events.
Instructors and leaders of the cohort-based program discussed challenging deficit ideologies
about multilingualism and framing students’ multilingualism as an asset through intentional
recruitment efforts, orientations, and community-building events throughout the school year.
Students had opportunities to strengthen their academic English and complete required college
courses during the two-semester program. Students enrolled in credit ESL and a student success
course in their first semester and in other disciplinary courses (e.g., sociology and music) to
meet graduation and transfer requirements. Students also had access to a learning community
advisor, who was a bilingual Spanish speaker who had emigrated to the United States. The
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advisor reported that their immigrant background was a point of commonality and a resource
in communicating with and supporting students in the program. Students described feeling
a strong sense of support in the learning community. One student spoke positively about the
instructors and particularly appreciated the information she received from the program about
transferring to pursue her goal of earning a bachelor’s degree in business.

There have been efforts to scale up this program at other CCC colleges. After our data
collection period, we learned about the implementation of a similar program at another
college in the district. According to an internal college analysis, this small-scale cohort
program has had impressive retention and completion results for MLs but is currently offered
only on a limited scale.'

One college with credit ESL offered “sheltered” college courses—courses with specialized
content built specifically for students in the process of developing English language
proficiency—in art appreciation, humanities, history, and social science. These courses were
taught by faculty who have credentials in both the discipline of the course and Teaching English
to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) or linguistics and who provide content instruction
and discipline-specific language support. A few faculty we interviewed spoke highly about
sheltered courses and, more specifically, about the value of having content-area instructors who
are also well versed in language instruction. Through this innovation, the college was able to
increase access to courses students need for degrees or transfer while providing English language
acquisition support.

Faculty leaders fostered innovations and called attention to MLs’ needs. Three of the

four colleges in our study had a faculty member serving in an unofficial ML advocate role in a
department offering credit ESL or English courses. This individual was often cited by colleagues
as the point person at their college on topics relating to serving MLs. At two colleges, this person
taught credit ESL courses and played a leadership role on the campus. Ata third college, this
person taught developmental and credit English courses, had a background as an ESL instructor,
and was spearheading professional development related to supporting MLs for faculty across
the college, as well as leading efforts to geta credit ESL course approved at the college. These

ML advocates were persistent in voicing issues relating to MLs to their department, college, and
district leaders.

Unlike AE ESL instructors, many of the credit instructors at CCC were full-time or tenured
faculty. Like adult educators, however, instructors in the credit division had a range of
professional experience in language instruction, with some faculty teaching non-ESL courses
reporting limited experience working with MLs. We heard about recent efforts to improve
general faculty members’ knowledge and skills around working with MLs. At one college, an
ML advocate (and developmental and credit English instructor) was leading multiple initiatives
geared toward enabling faculty to be more inclusive of and responsive to MLs at their college.
One initiative included a set of asynchronous professional development modules, developed
in-house for disciplinary faculty, called “Understanding and Supporting Multilingual Learners.”
The modules, which introduced topics such as MLs’ backgrounds, second language acquisition,
and teaching strategies, offered insights for faculty who may have had MLs in their classes but
who may have been unfamiliar with their backgrounds, needs, and how best to support their
success in credit coursework.
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We also learned of efforts at one college to be more responsive to MLs during required
portfolio assessments. Across the district, English composition, developmental English,
and credit ESL courses all culminated in a portfolio assessment. Students were required to
submit first and final drafts of two to five academic essays as well as a cover letter introducing
the contents of their portfolio. Faculty scored student portfolios with campus-standardized
rubrics, assessing both proficiency in course learning outcomes and individual student
growth across the course. One instructor was exploring ways to update the college’s rubrics
to align with anti-racist assessment initiatives (see Inoue, 2019) to more equitably assess
MLs and “make it more multicultural or not penalize students for non-native features or a
nonacademic register.” This ML advocate’s leadership role afforded opportunities for the
college to balance the uniformity of the portfolio assessment and a greater understanding of
and sensitivity to assessing MLs’ writing.

CCC engaged in efforts to expand MLs’ access to college-wide supports and to develop
ML-specific supports. Beyond instructional supports, the colleges have implemented a
number of programs and services to address barriers MLs in credit programs may face in
accessing tutoring, student support services, and services for international students.

Tutoring and writing centers were frequently cited by faculty, staff, and administrators as
particularly helpful in supporting the improvement of MLs’ academic writing proficiency. Some
colleges developed supports specifically for MLs, such as a language media lab that offered access
to computer-based language learning resources. Only a few interview participants enrolled in
credit classes mentioned taking advantage of tutoring services; according to our survey data,
37% of credit ESL students utilized tutoring, compared with 41% of AE ESL students.

CCC also pursued initiatives to create more robust advising for MLs who were unfamiliar with
U.S. higher education and could benefit from specialized support. At one college, the transition
specialist was being moved from AE ESL to the credit division to ensure proximity to and
understanding of credit policies and course offerings to inform the specialist’s work with AE
ESL students. Three colleges in our sample employed international student coordinators, who
guided international students through visa paperwork and enrollment. College staff often
reported challenges with verifying international diplomas and degrees in the placement process,
so the international student coordinators also helped students transfer their international
degrees. We also heard about more recent efforts to support undocumented students,
including by creating an undocumented student services coordinator position at each college.!®
Individuals in this role supported students in navigating legal challenges, mapping academic
and professional pathways, and applying for an undocumented student scholarship called the
Monarch Scholarship. They also supported faculty and staff to become more knowledgeable
allies for undocumented students.

Finally, since many of the services in the credit division were not specifically intended for

MLs, the colleges made strides in employing more bilingual staff to help address the wide
range of linguistic backgrounds and levels of English proficiency among their ML population.
Administrators described recent efforts to employ more bilingual academic advisors and staff
members who spoke some of the more common languages of the campus communities to
help MLs navigate administrative processes, such as applying, testing, and enrolling in courses.
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Stakeholders indicated that having additional multilingual staff would be beneficial, and this
was corroborated by Spanish-speaking student interviewees, who shared that bilingual staff
were an important resource for them.

Participants from all four colleges expressed a shared commitment to identifying the barriers MLs
face in credit English and ESL courses and to enhancing the quality and accessibility of services to
help MLs enter, progress through, and ultimately graduate from their credit programs.

Considerations for Policy and Practice

Our findings highlight important policy and practice considerations for community colleges
seeking to improve the experiences and outcomes of MLs. Central to improvement efforts

will be a better system for identifying and serving the needs of MLs outside of AE and credit
ESL. Many MLs at community colleges never take ESL courses, yet they might benefit from
optional supports that more carefully consider their English proficiency, academic literacy,

or personal circumstances. To reach these students, community colleges may have to cast
awide net, developing policies and practices that are inclusive of, though not limited to,

the needs of students in the process of improving their English language and literacy skills.
Certain considerations are specific to AE ESL, which has its own accountability system that can
constrain institutional behavior. But if community colleges aim to expand opportunities for AE
ESL students—and empower them to pursue further postsecondary education and training—
administrators will have to create easier-to-navigate and accelerated pathways between AE and
credit programs. Policies and practices that frame multilingualism as an asset, prioritize and
align supports to address the most pressing obstacles students face, and equip instructors and
staff to support MLs have the highest potential to materially improve MLs’ language skills and
college success—regardless of MLs’ initial division of enrollment.

To this end, we see potential in policies and practices that aim to do the following:

1. Better understand the characteristics, needs, and goals of MLs and use
this knowledge to improve supports.

One notable finding from this study is the remarkable diversity of the ML population. MLs
varied in their personal and academic backgrounds, present life circumstances, and college and
career goals. This diversity suggests that while MLs share English language learning needs, the
academic and nonacademic resources they require will inevitably vary.

To be responsive to students’ diverse needs, community colleges will first need to learn more
about their ML populations. This likely requires incorporating questions about language
proficiency, life circumstances, and academic and career goals into existing systems for collecting
information from students, such as program applications. It may also require creating new
systems of data collection.

Moreover, as community colleges seek to expand the number of AE ESL students who
matriculate to credential programs, they will need to better understand students’ life
circumstances and goals as they change over time. Staff at one college in our study administered
asurvey to AE ESL enrollees that inquired about their goals and aspirations. This type of
information could be used to tailor the information students receive (e.g., with students who
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aspire to an occupational credential receiving sustained, in-class advising on career bridge
programs and other pathways) and could be more frequently revisited to reflect students’
evolving academic and professional goals. Such data would also be crucial to ongoing course
improvement efforts, informing curricular and pedagogical changes as well as scheduling and
course modalities.

2. Make it easier for MLs to access relevant academic and nonacademic
support services.

Community colleges have distinct advantages in responding to ML students’ needs and goals,
as evidenced by the broad range of program pathways and support services offered by CCC.

But our findings indicate that MLs in AE ESL in particular may lack knowledge of the program
offerings and support services available to them during and after their English language
instruction, despite institutional efforts to share information and ease the transition to further
education and training. At CCC, as at community colleges elsewhere, it can be challenging

to connect students to the supports they need when they need them. This challenge may be
exacerbated for students who face language barriers or who have fewer established networks on
which to draw.

Repositioning support services into or closer to instructional settings, where students spend
much of their time, is one approach that may hold promise. In ESL, developmental English,

or introductory college-level composition courses, this could entail the use of embedded

tutors with training in language acquisition. Such courses could also incorporate lessons and
assignments that focus on career exploration and result in functional products (such as academic
plans, resumes, and cover letters).

Additionally, as colleges expand the provision of basic needs services (such as food, housing,
and transportation support), staff who oversee referrals to these services should be co-located
or otherwise working in coordination with AE divisions, whose students may be struggling
economically. Communication about these services should be offered in students’ predominant
languages as well as English.

In addition to improving access to essential resources, colleges can strengthen ML outcomes
through program development. The bilingual learning community at one CCC college is an
example of a high-potential programmatic intervention for MLs. This learning community
positions bilingualism as an asset, using it to familiarize and prepare MLs for the rigor of
postsecondary education, and importantly, collectively build their academic momentum.

3. Equip a broader range of faculty and staff to support MLs’
postsecondary success.

ESL instructors and program staff at community colleges have built rich reservoirs of expertise
on ways to teach and support MLs. However, our student survey indicates that a large number of
MLs are not enrolled in ESL courses. This suggests the need to develop the knowledge and skills
of non-ESL instructors and staff to support the success of MLs.

Our study found promising but disparate efforts to do so, including efforts by an English
department faculty member to develop professional learning resources focused on MLs’
backgrounds and needs and to adapt the portfolio review process to more equitably assess MLs’
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academic performance. The latter example is useful for its relevance and application to specific
teaching tasks, but it is also notable for its symbolic significance, which acknowledges bias
embedded in assessment practices and avoids penalizing MLs for writing in a “nonacademic
register.” Research has documented how such a shift potentially allows MLs to access courses
and programs previously closed off to them; researchers have also argued for expanding the
focus of language instruction and support to help MLs develop competencies directly relevant
to their future academic goals (Bunch, 2019; Bunch etal., 2020). Our research also identified
small-scale practice changes in student services divisions but few systematic efforts to increase
staff knowledge and skills to better serve MLs.

4. Strengthen structural access to academic and vocational coursework.

Community colleges can play a crucial part in supporting students’ academic and economic
advancement. This is especially true for MLs, who often face barriers to tuition-bearing
coursework and high-paying job opportunities and who may be newcomers, refugees, or
asylum-seekers. To best support MLs, community colleges should not only focus on English
language and literacy coursework but also identify opportunities to inform MLs about academic
and vocational programs and support them in their access to and success in these programs.

At CCC, we encountered a number of such efforts. For example, the district hired full-time
transition specialists to support students’ transitions from AE ESL to vocational programs

and credit-bearing academic pathways. Career bridge programs allowed AE ESL students to
take tuition-free courses toward career certificates or career-oriented degrees. Certain AE ESL
students qualified for the Gateway Scholarship program, which refunded half of their tuition
for credit courses for up to four semesters. CCC also fostered connections to community-

based organizations to attract and support MLs in meeting their goals. All of these initiatives

are examples of thinking beyond “language pathways” as the primary mechanism for the
education of multilingual learners (e.g., the development of discrete language and literacy

skills, as important as those may be) and moving toward a broader vision of the academic and
professional pathways that MLs might pursue when given adequate opportunities and supports.

Conclusion

MLs remain a large and underserved population in higher education institutions nationally.

Yet, remarkably little is known about these students and what it means for them to be learning
English and pursuing postsecondary education in community colleges. This knowledge gap was
the inspiration for this exploratory study and points to an underappreciated yet critical function
of community colleges.

CCC, as aresult of the state’s corrective action plan, had already embarked on large-scale reforms
to its AE ESL offerings when this project began. These reforms were on top of the district’s
long-standing commitment to serving Chicago’s large and vibrant immigrant communities.
Our examination of the ML population and relevant CCC policies, practices, and programs—
some of which were in the midst of change—yielded actionable insights that may be useful to
other community colleges.

Community colleges like CCC that offer AE programs may find their largest identifiable group
of MLs enrolled in AE ESL. At CCC, this group was both distinct from credit ESL students and
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diverse within its own ranks. AE ESL students tended to be older relative to other CCC students.

The majority of MLs in AE ESL had not completed a high school diploma, according to our
survey data, and may have struggled with both English and basic academic skills. A small but
significant percentage of AE ESL students had strong academic preparation; some had earned
postsecondary and even graduate-level credentials in their home countries. Given federal

and state mandates on the structure and provision of AE ESL programs, it was challenging for
CCC to be fully responsive to the range of needs and goals of AE ESL enrollees. Nonetheless,
the district implemented improvements that standardized course structure and strengthened
curriculum, and it offered instructor-led professional learning activities and resources.

Beyond AE ESL, our survey findings suggest that many MLs at CCC who were enrolled in
credit programs chose not to take ESL, mirroring trends documented in other places with large
immigrant populations, such as California and New York (Ran & Lin, 2022; Raufman et al.,
2019; Rodriguez etal., 2019). At CCC, it was unclear what kinds of English language learning
support these MLs needed or were receiving in their respective programs of study. A growing
cadre of CCC faculty and staff were aware of the potential gaps in support for MLs and had
developed and implemented smaller scale innovations on ML teaching and learning, advising,
and student services that hold promise and warrant further research.

Community colleges are particularly well positioned to serve the growing number of MLs
seeking English language learning and postsecondary education. They are accessible and
affordable, and, for students who begin in AE, they provide ready-made entry points to
credential programs with labor market value. This study has generated findings about MLs’
backgrounds, life circumstances, goals, and outcomes and documented how one district,

CCC, has worked to improve the English language learning, postsecondary experiences and
outcomes, and well-being of this understudied population. Much work lies ahead to identify
and scale policies and practices that remove barriers and help more MLs in community colleges
reach their education and life goals.

Endnotes

1. Thereis no federal policy or guidance for classifying language learners in adult or higher
education, and states and local colleges rarely have a classification system. Therefore, in line
with recent scholarship and practice, we use the term “multilingual learners” to refer to a
wide range of students learning English as an additional language in community colleges,
and we reserve the term “English learners” for describing students in K-12 who have been
classified as such following federal, state, and district policy requirements (Kanno et al.,
2024).

2. Surveying multiple community college AE ESL programs, Chisman and Crandall (2007)
concluded that only 109%-18% of AE ESL students went on to enroll in credit-bearing ESL
courses and less than 10% ever transitioned to credit-bearing academic programs.

3. CASAS s one of several assessments approved by the U.S. Department of Education
for use in AE. The version of CASAS that CCC used during our study consists of a
60-minute computer-based, multiple-choice exam designed to measure students’ reading
comprehension skills. This version does not include measures of speaking, listening, or
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10.

11.

12.

13.

writing proficiency. In July 2024, CASAS was updated to CASAS Reading STEPS (Student
Test of English Progress and Success), which was designed to be more aligned with the state
English language proficiency standards for adult education

In response to the survey question “Is English the first language you learned as a child?,”
37% of non-ESL credit students responded “Yes.” While this suggests the majority of non-
ESL credit respondents first learned a language other than English, we cannot determine
how many had English language learning needs at the time the survey was administered.

CCC’s AE ESL course curriculum was aligned with the Illinois Community College Board’s
College and Career Readiness Standards. The CASAS Life and Work Reading test was

not and therefore had the potential to misplace students. This misalignment, along with
determinations that CASAS test lacked rigor, contributed to its retirement in 2024 and the
launch of an updated test.

CCC confers two types of certificates: advanced and basic. Advanced certificates are 30-50
credit hours and can generally be completed in two to three semesters. Basic certificates are
below 30 hours and can be completed in one or two semesters.

A small number of staff, faculty, and administrators wondered if this question led students
to experience stereotype threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995), wherein even asking students to
self-identify that “English is not my first language” may create additional anxiety about their
ability to perform on an exam meant to assess their English reading and writing.

The countries include China, Colombia, Ethiopia, France, India, Italy, Latvia, Mexico, Saudi
Arabia, Tunisia, the United States, Venezuela, and Vietnam.

Again, itis important to temper our interpretations with a reminder that most colleges
did not offer both AE ESL and credit ESL, so some of the differences may be explained by
differences in the demographics of the communities that each college served.

Data collection in 2023-2024 for an extension of this project revealed that Ukrainian
immigrants often had advanced degrees.

Qualitative data also suggest that improving English through credit ESL courses in
preparation for continued education is a common strategy among international students.
For example, one focus group included two international students in credit ESL who both
planned to transfer: one from France who intended to study design at a four-year university
and one from China who hoped to transfer to the University of Chicago and pursue a degree
in the medical field.

Of the 30 students we spoke to, five had moved from noncredit ESL at CCC to credit
coursework. Of our survey respondents, 20% of AE ESL students indicated they wanted to
earn an associate degree or transfer to a four-year institution.

Eligibility criteria for 2023-24 applicants, for example, include enrollment in at least
one AE course between 2020 and 2023, eligibility for in-district tuition, a high school
diploma or equivalent, and placement into college-level English or one level below
college-level English.
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14. College faculty cited internal research showing that the program has served S00 students
since its inception. Eighty percent of participants completed the program-specific college-
level courses and moved on to other college-level courses. Descriptive data suggest that
program students may be more likely to continue their college education, earn an associate
degree, and transfer to a four-year college than similar Spanish-speaking students not in the
program.

15. House Bill 3438, passed in 2021 and enacted in the 2023-24 academic year (Illinois
General Assembly, 2021), requires all public universities and community colleges in Illinois
to designate a staff person to provide support for undocumented students

References

Almon, C. (2015). College persistence and engagement in light of a mature English language
learner (ELL) student’s voice. Community College Journal of Research and Practice, 39(5),461-
472. https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2013.850757

Atkinson, D. (2011). Introduction: Cognitivism and second language acquisition. In D. Atkinson
(Ed.), Alternative approaches to second language acquisition (pp. 1-23). Routledge. https://doi.
org/10.4324,/9780203830932

Bailey, T., Jeong, D. W., & Cho, S. W. (2010). Referral, enrollment, and completion in
developmental education sequences in community colleges. Economics of Education Review,
29(2),255-270. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2009.09.002

Becker, L. A. (2011). Noncredit to credit transitioning matters for adult ESL learners in a California
community college. New Directions for Community Colleges, 2011(155), 15-26. https://doi.
org/10.1002/cc.454

Bergey, R., Movit, M., Baird, A. S., & Faria, A. M. (2018). Serving English language learners in higher
education: Unlocking the potential. American Institutes for Research. https://air.org/sites/default/
files/2021-06/Serving-English-Language-Learners-in-Higher-Education-2018.pdf

Block, D. (2003). The social turn in second language acquisition. Georgetown University Press.

Bunch, G. C. (2013). Pedagogical language knowledge: Preparing mainstream teachers for English
learners in the new standards era. Review of Research in Education, 37(1),298-341. https://doi.
org/10.3102/0091732X12461772

Bunch, G. C. (2019). Preparing the “new mainstream” for college and careers: Academic and
professional metagenres in community colleges. Teaching English in the Two-Year College
(TETYC),47(2), 168-194. https://doi.org/10.58680,/tetyc201930435

Bunch, G. C. (2022). What do we mean by “language”? And other key questions related to
building a language-related knowledge base for teachers. In Seah, L. H,, Silver, R. E., and Baildon,
M. C. (Eds.), The role of language in content pedagogy: A framework for teachers’ knowledge.
Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-19-5351-4_12

Bunch, G.C, Schlaman, H,, Lang, N. W., & Kenner, K. (2020). “Sometimes I do not understand exactly
where the difficulties are for my students™: Language, literacy, and the new mainstream in community
colleges. Community College Review, 48(3),303-329. https://doi.org/10.1177,/0091552120920358

CCRC | 31


https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2013.850757
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203830932
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203830932
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2009.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1002/cc.454
https://doi.org/10.1002/cc.454
https://air.org/sites/default/files/2021-06/Serving-English-Language-Learners-in-Higher-Education-2018.pdf
https://air.org/sites/default/files/2021-06/Serving-English-Language-Learners-in-Higher-Education-2018.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X12461772
https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X12461772
https://doi.org/10.58680/tetyc201930435
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-19-5351-4_12
https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552120920358

Supporting Multilingual Learners in Community Colleges: Lessons From City Colleges of Chicago

Cheche, O. (2024, February 28). Community colleges offer support services, but many students are unaware.
New America. https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral /community-colleges-offer-
support-services-but-many-students-are-unaware,/

Chisman, F. P., & Crandall, J. (2007). Passing the torch: Strategies for innovation in community college ESL.
Council for Advancement of Adult Literacy.

City Colleges of Chicago. (n.d.-a). About City Colleges. https://www.ccc.edu/menu/about-city-colleges/.

City Colleges of Chicago. (n.d.-b). Reading-to-Write (RTW) English Placement Test overview. https://www.
ccc.edu/wp-content/uploads/wright departments_Documents_Early-College. RTW-Overview.pdf

City Colleges of Chicago. (2023a). FY2024 tentative annual operating budget. https://www.ccc.edu/wp-
content/uploads/departments_Documents_Finance-Documents_FY2024-Final-Budget-Book.pdf

City Colleges of Chicago. (2023b, March 29). Illinois Community College Board reports City Colleges

of Chicago more than doubled the statewide average for spring 2023 enrollment with all seven colleges
experiencing an increase in headcount. CCC News. https://colleges.ccc.edu,/2023 /03 /29 /illinois-
community-college-board-reports-city-colleges-of-chicago-more-than-doubled-the-statewide-average-for-
spring-2023-enrollment-with-all-seven-colleges-experiencing-an-increase-in-headcount/

City Colleges of Chicago. (2024a, March 18). City Colleges of Chicago exceeds the state community college
average for spring 2024 enrollment growth for second year in a row [Press release]. https://colleges.ccc.
edu/2024 /03 /18/city-colleges-of-chicago-exceeds-the-state-community-college-average-for-spring-
2024-enrollment-growth-for-second-year-in-a-row/

City Colleges of Chicago. (2024b, October 30). City Colleges of Chicago fall enrollment surpasses state and
national averages again; shows strong gains for Black and Latine male students [Press release]. https://colleges.
ccc.edu/2024/10/30/city-colleges-of-chicago-fall-enrollment-surpasses-state-and-national-averages-again-
shows-strong-gains-for-black-and-latine-male-students/

David, N., & Kanno, Y. (2021). ESL programs at U.S. community colleges: A multistate analysis of placement
tests, course offerings, and course content. TESOL Journal, 12(2). https://doi.org/10.1002 /tesj.562

Deutsch, A., & Raufman, J. (forthcoming). Community colleges as providers of adult education ESL: An
examination of federal policy. Columbia University, Teachers College, Community College Research Center.

Dunn Shiffman, C. (2019). Learning to communicate across language and culture: Demographic
change, schools, and parents in adult ESL classes. School Community Journal, 29(1), 9-38. https://eric.
ed.gov/?id=EJ1219963

Edgecombe, N, Jaggars, S.S., Xu, D., & Barragan, M. (2014). Accelerating the integrated instruction of
developmental reading and writing at Chabot College (CCRC Working Paper No. 71). Columbia University,
Teachers College, Community College Research Center. https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/
accelerating-integrated-instruction-at-chabot.html

Flores, N., & Rosa, J. (2015). Undoing appropriateness: Raciolinguistic ideologies and language diversity in
education. Harvard Educational Review, 85(2), 149-171. https://doi.org/10.17763,/0017-8055.85.2.149

Getz, A.,Keadle, V., & Lopez, G. (2023). Translating opportunity: Improving postsecondary pathways for
multilingual learners of English. WestEd. https://wested2024.s3.us-west- 1.amazonaws.com/wp-content/
uploads/2024,/07/11174231/Translating-Opportunity_Improving-Postsecondary-Pathways-for-
Multilingual-Learners-of-English_ FINAL-ADA.pdf

32 | CCRC


https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/community-colleges-offer-support-services-but-many-students-are-unaware/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/community-colleges-offer-support-services-but-many-students-are-unaware/
https://www.ccc.edu/menu/about-city-colleges/
https://www.ccc.edu/wp-content/uploads/wright_departments_Documents_Early-College_RTW-Overview.pdf
https://www.ccc.edu/wp-content/uploads/wright_departments_Documents_Early-College_RTW-Overview.pdf
https://www.ccc.edu/wp-content/uploads/departments_Documents_Finance-Documents_FY2024-Final-Budget-Book.pdf
https://www.ccc.edu/wp-content/uploads/departments_Documents_Finance-Documents_FY2024-Final-Budget-Book.pdf
https://colleges.ccc.edu/2023/03/29/illinois-community-college-board-reports-city-colleges-of-chicago-more-than-doubled-the-statewide-average-for-spring-2023-enrollment-with-all-seven-colleges-experiencing-an-increase-in-headcount/
https://colleges.ccc.edu/2023/03/29/illinois-community-college-board-reports-city-colleges-of-chicago-more-than-doubled-the-statewide-average-for-spring-2023-enrollment-with-all-seven-colleges-experiencing-an-increase-in-headcount/
https://colleges.ccc.edu/2023/03/29/illinois-community-college-board-reports-city-colleges-of-chicago-more-than-doubled-the-statewide-average-for-spring-2023-enrollment-with-all-seven-colleges-experiencing-an-increase-in-headcount/
https://colleges.ccc.edu/2024/03/18/city-colleges-of-chicago-exceeds-the-state-community-college-average-for-spring-2024-enrollment-growth-for-second-year-in-a-row/
https://colleges.ccc.edu/2024/03/18/city-colleges-of-chicago-exceeds-the-state-community-college-average-for-spring-2024-enrollment-growth-for-second-year-in-a-row/
https://colleges.ccc.edu/2024/03/18/city-colleges-of-chicago-exceeds-the-state-community-college-average-for-spring-2024-enrollment-growth-for-second-year-in-a-row/
https://colleges.ccc.edu/2024/10/30/city-colleges-of-chicago-fall-enrollment-surpasses-state-and-national-averages-again-shows-strong-gains-for-black-and-latine-male-students/
https://colleges.ccc.edu/2024/10/30/city-colleges-of-chicago-fall-enrollment-surpasses-state-and-national-averages-again-shows-strong-gains-for-black-and-latine-male-students/
https://colleges.ccc.edu/2024/10/30/city-colleges-of-chicago-fall-enrollment-surpasses-state-and-national-averages-again-shows-strong-gains-for-black-and-latine-male-students/
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesj.562
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1219963
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1219963
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/accelerating-integrated-instruction-at-chabot.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/accelerating-integrated-instruction-at-chabot.html
https://doi.org/10.17763/0017-8055.85.2.149
https://wested2024.s3.us-west-1.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/11174231/Translating-Opportunity_Improving-Postsecondary-Pathways-for-Multilingual-Learners-of-English_FINAL-ADA.pdf
https://wested2024.s3.us-west-1.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/11174231/Translating-Opportunity_Improving-Postsecondary-Pathways-for-Multilingual-Learners-of-English_FINAL-ADA.pdf
https://wested2024.s3.us-west-1.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/11174231/Translating-Opportunity_Improving-Postsecondary-Pathways-for-Multilingual-Learners-of-English_FINAL-ADA.pdf

February 2026

Hernandez, S. H., McKinney, L., Burridge, A., O’Brien, C. A., & Burnett, C. A. (2022). Improving equity
through corequisite support. Strong Start to Finish. https://strongstart.org/wp-content/uploads/2022,/02/
SStF_UHHCC_Final pdf

Hirsch, A. R. (2021). Making the second ghetto: Race and housing in Chicago, 1940-1960 (2nd ed.). University
of Chicago Press.

Hodara, M. (2015). The effects of English as a second language courses on language minority
community college students. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 37(2), 243-270. https://doi.
org/10.3102/0162373714540321

Holli, M., & Jones, P. D. A. (Eds.). (1995). Ethnic Chicago: A multicultural portrait. William B. Eerdmans
Publishing.

Hsiao, S.-J. (2016). Naturalization and ESL learning: A case study of an ESL naturalization program. Cogent Social
Sciences, 2(1), Article 1223782 https://doi.org/10.1080,/23311886.2016.1223782

Huerta, M., Garza, T., & Garcia, H. A. (2019). Language minority students in community colleges:

An SEM model exploring socio-academic variables related to persistence pertaining to re-enrollment.
Community College Journal of Research and Practice, 43(3), 173-185. https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926
.2018.1449144

Illinois Community College Board. (2025). Annual enrollment and completion data—Section III [Data tables].
https://www.iccb.org/divisions/research-and-analytics/2025-data-book/section-iii-annual-enrollment-
and-completion-data/

Illinois General Assembly. (2021). House Bill 3438. https://www.ilga.gov/Legislation/
BillStatusPDocNum=3438& GAID=16&DocTypelD=HB&SessionID=110&GA=102

Inoue, A. B. (2019). Classroom writing assessment as an antiracist practice: Confronting White supremacy in the
judgments of language. Pedagogy: Critical Approaches to Teaching Literature, Language, Composition, and
Culture, 19(3),373-404. https://doi.org/10.1215/15314200-7615366

Jenkins, D., & Fink, J. (2020, April 30). How will COVID-19 affect community college enrollment? Looking to
the Great Recession for clues. Community College Research Center. https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/easyblog/
covid-community-college-enrollment.html

Jiang, L. (2021). English learner students and college access in the U.S.: Analyzing thirty years of evidence from the
national secondary school longitudinal studies [Unpublished doctoral dissertation|. University of Georgia.

Kamugl, M. U. (2023). Adultimmigrant learners’ perspectives of language learning experiences. Australian Journal
of Adult Learning, 63(1), 76-98. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1392927 pdf

Kanno, Y., & Cromley, J. G. (2013). English language learners’ access to and attainment in postsecondary
education. TESOL Quarterly,47(1),89-121. https://doi.org/10.1002 /tesq.49

Kanno, Y., Rios-Aguilar, C., & Bunch, G. C. (2024). English learners? Emergent bilinguals? Multilingual
learners?: Goals, contexts, and consequences in labeling students. TESOL Journal, 15(3). https://doi.
org/10.1002 /tesj.797

Kisker, C. B., Cohen, A. M., & Brawer, F. B. (2023). The American community college (7th ed.). Wiley.

Lightbown, P. M., & Spada, N. (2013). How languages are learned (4th ed.). Oxford University Press.

CCRC | 33


https://strongstart.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/SStF_UHHCC_Final.pdf
https://strongstart.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/SStF_UHHCC_Final.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373714540321
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373714540321
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2016.1223782
https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2018.1449144
https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2018.1449144
https://www.iccb.org/divisions/research-and-analytics/2025-data-book/section-iii-annual-enrollment-and-completion-data/
https://www.iccb.org/divisions/research-and-analytics/2025-data-book/section-iii-annual-enrollment-and-completion-data/
https://www.ilga.gov/Legislation/BillStatus?DocNum=3438&GAID=16&DocTypeID=HB&SessionID=110&GA=102
https://www.ilga.gov/Legislation/BillStatus?DocNum=3438&GAID=16&DocTypeID=HB&SessionID=110&GA=102
https://doi.org/10.1215/15314200-7615366
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/easyblog/covid-community-college-enrollment.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/easyblog/covid-community-college-enrollment.html
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1392927.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesq.49
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesj.797
https://doi.org/10.1002/tesj.797

Supporting Multilingual Learners in Community Colleges: Lessons From City Colleges of Chicago

Logan, . R., & Stults, B.]. (2021). The persistence of segregation in the metropolis: New findings from the
2020 Census [Diversity and Disparities Project]. Brown University. https://s4.ad.brown.edu/Projects/
Diversity/Data/Report/report2.pdf

Ma,]., & Baum, S. (2016). Trends in community colleges: Enrollment, prices, student debt, and completion.
College Board. https://research.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/trends-community-colleges-research-brief. pdf

Mathews-Aydinli, J. (2008). Overlooked and understudied? A survey of current trends in research
on adult English language learners. Adult Education Quarterly, 58(3), 198-213. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0741713608314089

Mokher, C. G., Park-Gaghan, T.J., & Hu, S. (2021). What happens to efficiency and equity? The cost
implications of developmental education reform. Research in Higher Education, 62(2), 151-174. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s11162-020-09593-w

Moore, N.Y. (2016). The South Side: A portrait of Chicago and American segregation. St. Martin’s Press.

Ouellette-Schramm, J. (2019). Developmentally distinct learning experiences among adult English
language learners. Adult Learning, 30(2), 67-77. https://doi.org/10.1177/1045159518816678

Pendall, R. (2018). Pathways to inclusion: Contexts for neighborhood integration in Chicago, Houston, and
Washington. Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University. https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/
default/files/media/imp/a_shared_future_pathways_to_inclusion_contexts_neighborhood_integration.pdf

Ran, F. X., & Lin, Y. (2022). The effects of corequisite remediation: Evidence from a statewide
reform in Tennessee. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 44(3),458-484. https://doi.
org/10.3102/01623737211070836

Raufman, J., Brathwaite, J., & Kalamkarian, H. S. (2019). English learners and ESL programs in the
community college: A review of the literature (Working Paper No. 109). Columbia University, Teachers
College, Community College Research Center. https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/english-
learners-esl-programs-literature-review.html

Raufman, J., Kenner, K., & Bunch, G. (forthcoming). Transition from adult education to credit ESL [Reportin
preparation)].

Razfar, A., & Simon, J. (2011). Coursetaking patterns of Latino ESL students: Mobility and mainstreaming
in urban community colleges in the United States. TESOL Quarterly, 45(4), 595-627. https://doi.
org/10.5054,/tq.2011.268060

Rodriguez, O., Bohn, S., Hill, L., & Brooks, B. (2019). English as a second language in California’s community
colleges. Public Policy Institute of California. https://ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/english-as-a-second-
language-in-californias-community-colleges.pdf

Scherer, D., & Stadd, J. (2023). Serving internationally trained professionals in IELCE activities
(EARN ITP Spotlight). U.S. Department of Education. https://lincs.ed.gov/sites/default/files/
EARNITPSpotlight%5B15%5D.pdf

Suh, E. (2016). Lost in translation: Generation 1 learners’ transition from adult ESL to community college.
AERA Online Paper Repository. https://www.aera.net/Publications/Online-Paper-Repository/AER A-
Online-Paper-Repository

34 | CCRC


https://s4.ad.brown.edu/Projects/Diversity/Data/Report/report2.pdf
https://s4.ad.brown.edu/Projects/Diversity/Data/Report/report2.pdf
https://research.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/trends-community-colleges-research-brief.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713608314089
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713608314089
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-020-09593-w
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-020-09593-w
https://doi.org/10.1177/1045159518816678
https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/media/imp/a_shared_future_pathways_to_inclusion_contexts_neighborhood_integration.pdf
https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/media/imp/a_shared_future_pathways_to_inclusion_contexts_neighborhood_integration.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737211070836
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737211070836
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/english-learners-esl-programs-literature-review.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/english-learners-esl-programs-literature-review.html
https://doi.org/10.5054/tq.2011.268060
https://doi.org/10.5054/tq.2011.268060
https://ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/english-as-a-second-language-in-californias-community-colleges.pdf
https://ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/english-as-a-second-language-in-californias-community-colleges.pdf
https://lincs.ed.gov/sites/default/files/EARNITPSpotlight%5B15%5D.pdf
https://lincs.ed.gov/sites/default/files/EARNITPSpotlight%5B15%5D.pdf
https://www.aera.net/Publications/Online-Paper-Repository/AERA-Online-Paper-Repository
https://www.aera.net/Publications/Online-Paper-Repository/AERA-Online-Paper-Repository

February 2026

Suh, E. K., Dyer, J., McGee, B., & Payne, E. (2022). To, through, and beyond higher education: A literature
review of multilingual immigrant students’ community college transitions. Community College Journal of
Research and Practice, 46(5),301-317. https://doi.org/10.1080,/10668926.2020.1841045

Steele, C. M., & Aronson, J. (1995). Stereotype threat and the intellectual test performance of African
Americans. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 69(5), 797-811. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-
3514.69.5.797

Teranishi, R. T., Suarez- Orozco, C., & Suarez- Orozco, M. (2011). Immigrants in community colleges. The
Future of Children, 21(1), 153-169. https://doi.org/10.1353 /foc.2011.0009

United States Census Bureau. (2021). 2020 census: Redistricting file (Public Law 95-171) dataset. https://
www.census.gov,/data/datasets/2020,/dec/2020-census-redistricting-summary-file-dataset.html

Valdés, G.,Kibler, A., & Walqui, A. (2014). Changes in the expertise of ESL professionals: Knowledge and action
in an era of new standards. TESOL International Association. https://www.tesol.org/media/vh1pnlsi/
professional-paper-26-march-2014.pdf

van Lier, L. (2004). The ecology and semiotics of language learning: A sociocultural perspective. Springer
Netherlands.

VanPatten, B., Keating, G. D., & Wulff, S. (Eds.). (2020). Theories in second language acquisition: An
introduction (3rd ed.). Routledge.

VanPatten, B., Williams, J., Keating, G. D., & Wulff, S. (2025). Introduction: The nature of theories.
In B. VanPatten, G. D. Keating, & S. Wulff (Eds.). Theories in second language acquisition: An introduction
(4th ed., pp. 1-19). Routledge.

Walqui, A., Bunch, G. C., & Mueller, P. (Eds.). (2025). Amplifying the curriculum: Designing quality
learning opportunities for multilingual learners (2nd ed.). Teachers College Press.

CCRC | 35


https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2020.1841045
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.69.5.797
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.69.5.797
https://doi.org/10.1353/foc.2011.0009
https://www.census.gov/data/datasets/2020/dec/2020-census-redistricting-summary-file-dataset.html
https://www.census.gov/data/datasets/2020/dec/2020-census-redistricting-summary-file-dataset.html
https://www.tesol.org/media/vh1pnlsi/professional-paper-26-march-2014.pdf
https://www.tesol.org/media/vh1pnlsi/professional-paper-26-march-2014.pdf

CCR COMMUNITY COLLEGE
RESEARCH CENTER

Teachers College, Columbia University

CCRC studies community colleges because they provide
critical access to postsecondary education and are uniquely
positioned to promote equity and social mobility in the United
States. Our mission is to conduct research that helps these
institutions strengthen opportunities and improve outcomes for
their students, particularly those from underserved populations.

ccre.te.columbia.edu | ccrc@columbia.edu | @CommunityCCRC
212.678.3091 | 525 West 120th St., Box 174, New York, NY 10027


http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu
mailto:ccrc@columbia.edu



