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Educational Challenge
 How can educators make decisions about ELL students 

with learning difficulties?

 Some behaviors that are considered signs of a learning 
disability also resemble linguistic behaviors of 
students learning a second language (L2)

 Is it language? Or a Learning disability?



ELL’s and Learning Disabilities
 In the category of learning disabilities (LD), the potential 

for misidentification tends to be more subjective than that 
of other categories (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2009. 
p. 44) 

 Latino students who are English Language learners (ELL) 
are disproportionally represented in special education 
(Artiles, Rueda, Salazar, & Higareda, 2005;Guiberson, 
2009)

 Linn, Lira and Larke’s 2008 study revealed that the school 
districts that make up south Texas were more likely to be 
identify ELLs as requiring special education services than 
their native English speaking peers.



Questions?

 "He has been here over two years, so isn't his 
lack of academic achievement a sign of a 
possible disability?"

 "Is this communication problem a language 
difference or is it a language disability?"

 "She was born here, so can't we rule out culture 
shock and language development issues?"

Dr. Catherine Collier (2010)



Academic and Cognitive 
Development
 It takes typical bilingually schooled students, who are 

achieving on grade level in their native language, from 4-7 
years to make it to the 50th Normal Curve Equivalent (NCE) 
in English.  

 It takes typical “advantaged” immigrants with 2-5 years of 
on-grade-level home country schooling in their native 
language from 5-7 years to reach the 50th NCE in English 
when schooled in all English programs in the U.S.  

 It takes the typical young immigrant schooled all in English 
in the U.S. 7-10 years or more to reach the 50th NCE, with 
support for native language academic and cognitive 
development.



Exclusionary Factors
Factors that contribute to academic and learning difficulties must 
be ruled out as being the primary cause of a student’s academic 
and learning difficulties:

 Vision/hearing
 Instructional support at home
 Frequent transitions 
 Current Primary Language Proficiency
 Lack of or Limited Instruction in Primary Language
 Social-Emotional/Psychological Factors  
 Interrupted schooling 
 New teacher (past 6 months) 
 Nontraditional curriculum (e.g., homeschooled )



What information do we need?
 Education

 Home language

 Language proficiency

 Language Dominance

 Achievement

 Behavior

 Adaptation

Dr. Catherine Collier (2010)



Home Language
 Are languages other than English spoken in the student's 

home? What languages other than English does the 
student speak? Is the student maintaining an ability to 
communicate with his/her family members?



Proficiency vs Dominance
 What is the student's language proficiency and literacy? Is 

the student developing the home language at a normal 
rate? 

 Does student speak in sentences in native language? 2-3 
word phrases? 

 Does the student need assistance with learning English? 

 Is the student acquiring English at a normal rate?

 How is the student’s language progressing in comparison of 
similar peers?



Proficiency vs Dominance
 Dominant Language—the language spoken by the 

student most effectively and productively relative to 
his/her other language(s).

 Oral Language Proficiency—level of the student’s 
ability to comprehend and speak a language. 
Individually



 Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) is defined 
as the language skills necessary to participate in social activities 
such as chatting with a teacher about weekend activities or 
discussing a cute boy with friends in the lunchroom.

 In contrast to BICS, academic language proficiency or Cognitive 
Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) takes far longer to 
develop. CALP is the language needed to listen, speak, read and 
write in subject area content material.

 For ELLs who have had no prior schooling in their first language 
or little support of their native language in school, it may take 

seven to ten years or more for ELLs to catch up to 
native speaking peers (Thomas & Collier, 1998).

BICS and CALP



CALP score CALP level Instructional Implications

6 Very Advanced Extremely easy

5 Advanced Very easy

4.5 Fluent to Advance Easy

4 Fluent Manageable

3.5 Limited to Fluent Difficult

3 Limited Very Difficult

2 Very Limited Extremely Difficult

1 Negligible Impossible

The Woodcock & Muñoz Language Survey Revised (WMLS-R) 
and Normative update

For Dominant Language purposes the WMLS scores are always based on age

* (WMLS_R) Comprehensive Manual (2005)



Achievement
 What is the student's level and rate of academic 

achievement?

 Is this normal for the general student population in your 
district/school? 

 What type of intervention has student received?

 How did student respond to intervention?

 Is growth evident?



Language Proficiency vs. 
Reading Disability

 How is the student’s language progressing in 
comparison of similar peers?

 What type of intervention has student received?

 How did student respond to intervention?

 Is growth evident?



Listening Student Expectations
Student has trouble:

 Understanding spoken directions

 Remembering what he/she has heard

Language Explanations:

 Student has limited aural comprehension skills

 Student needs extra scaffolding and support 
(visuals,demonstrations, etc.)



Speaking Student Expectations
Student is:

 Silent for long periods of time

 Has trouble pronouncing words

 Speaks with frequent pauses and errors

Language Explanations:

 Student is in silent period

 Student hasn’t learned structures and vocabulary in L2

 Student is afraid to make mistakes



Reading Student Expectations
Student has trouble:

 Mastering sound-symbol relationship

 Rhyming

 Recognizing sight words

 Learning new words

 Comprehending text

Language Explanations:

 Student is unfamiliar with phonetic rules and patterns of 
L2

 Student has limited literacy skills in L1



Writing Student Expectations 
Writing Student:

 Is reluctant to write

 Has trouble expressing, organizing, and developing ideas

 Makes frequent grammatical errors

 Speaks more fluidly than he/she writes

 Student hasn’t learned a variety of structures and 
vocabulary in L2

Language Explanations:

 Student’s social language is stronger than academic 
language



Cognitive Skills
Student has trouble understanding, remembering, 
and/or identifying:

 New concepts

 Cause & effect

 Classifying

 Summarizing

 Abstract ideas

 Idioms & slang



Language Explanations 
 Student has limited academic language skills and 

background knowledge applicable to new concepts

 Student has limited reading/listening comprehension 
skills



 “English-language tests are often used even when the 
student’s background warrants bilingual testing” 
(Klingner, Artiles& Barletta, 2006, p. 117). 

 This also suggests that school districts have 
implemented a one-size fits all system for all ELLs 
regardless  of cultural and language background 
(Guiberson, 2009).

 Because reading is language-based, students who are 
ELLs are at a much greater risk for reading failure 
(Lerner & Johns, 2009).

Assessment Practices of ELLs



Linguistic Accommodations
 Linguistic accommodations are language supports that 

decrease the language barrier ELLs experience when 
learning 

 The Texas English Language Proficiency Standards 
(ELPS) require all teachers to linguistically 
accommodate the instruction of ELLs

Information on State Assessments for English 
Language Learners:

http://www.tea.state.tx.us/student.assessment/ell/



ELL Accommodations
 Student seating arrangement is optimal for student 

learning

 Teach in small groups

 Use graphic organizers: webbing, outlining, graphing, 
charting, Venn diagram, etc...

 Extend time for assignment completion

 Shorten assignments

 Provide repeated reviews and re-teaching 
opportunities



ELL Recommendations:
 Using visuals and prompts helps learners visualize the 

abstractions of language. 

 Instructional interactions with peers increase the 
likelihood that information will be retained. 

 Closely monitor student academic progress 
maximizing language support in the classroom.  

 Staff working with ELLs need to keep in mind the 
process of second language acquisition.



ELL Recommendations:

 Create an active learning environment
 Make appropriate use of the students’ native language
 Utilize the students’ home and community background
 Provide concrete language learning experiences
 Introducing classroom reading materials that are culturally relevant; 
 Connecting the readings with the students' background knowledge and experiences; 
 Encouraging students to discuss the readings, including the cultural dimensions of the 

text; 
 Having students read a more accessible text on the topic before reading the assigned text; 
 Asking families to read with students a version in the heritage language; 
 Replacing discrete skill exercises and drills with many opportunities to read; 
 Reading aloud frequently to allow students to become familiar with and appreciate the 

sounds and structures of written language; 
 Use whole class instruction as little as possible. English Language Learners sometimes 

get lost and/or tune out during this kind of lesson. Whenever possible, work with small 
groups of children, or get students working on an assignment and circulate among them 
as they work.



Intervention and ELLs 
 Develop academic language

 Direct, explicit instruction in phonological awareness, 
phonics, vocabulary development, and strategies to 
promote comprehension 

 Research based interventions

 Progress monitoring data



Language Difference vs. Disability
 Is the student acquiring English at a normal rate?  A 

disabling condition can seriously impact the 
acquisition of English.

 Is the student making little or no progress in RtI?

 What if academic difficulties persist after reasonable 
duration with documented implementation of 
linguistic accommodations and intervention in areas 
of weakness?



RtI and ELLS 
 Research based interventions

 Progress monitoring data
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