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While you are waiting…

Think-Pair-Share

 Fill out the Anticipation Guide in your handout

 Pair up with someone sitting near you, 

̶ Introduce yourself and share some of your roles in your 

school/district

̶ Discuss some of your experiences with English learners and 

Special Education

̶ Compare your Anticipation Guide answers

 Be prepared to share your partner’s information with the rest 

of the group. 
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Objectives 

Participants will be able to: 

 Differentiate between second language acquisition issues 
and a learning disability. 

 Overview the RTI/MTSS process and it’s use with second 
language learners – is it leaving up to it’s promise? 

 Discuss how we can use a multi-tiered approach to 

respond, not only to the academic needs of ELs, but 

also their linguistic and cultural characteristics in tiers 1, 

2, and 3

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Percentage of students who were identified as EL

2016-2017 School Year
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English Learners in the United States
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During the 2016-2017 School year 700,927 (14.2%) English Learners were identified as 

having some type of disability and were receiving some type of special education service. 

Which is above the National Average of 13.6%. 
© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Dual Designations – Disparity in Numbers

Source: US. Department of Education
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Why the Discrepancies? 

 Four challenges that contribute to disproportionate 

patterns in the identification of learning disabilities 

among students who are ELs 

̶ lack of professionals’ knowledge of second language 

acquisition and language development

̶ lack of professionals’ knowledge of disabilities and how they 

are identified and measured in second language learners

̶ poor instructional practices 

̶ weak intervention strategies (poor implementation of 

RTI/MTSS)

̶ inappropriate assessment tools 

Adapted from:  Sanchez, M., Parker, C., Akbayin, B., & McTigue, A. (2010).  Processes and 

challenges in identifying learning disabilities among students who are English learners in three  

NYS districts. REL at Education Development Center, Inc. # REL2010-085.  Retrieved from 

http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs
© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Second Language Acquisition

“Everyone who works with English language 

learners should know how best to support their 

language acquisition as well as their academic and 

social development.” 

Position Statement on instruction for ELLs with Learning Disabilities

Council on Exceptional Children (CEC) & Division for Learning Disabilities, 2010

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjd5ImtqtXOAhWFlR4KHU12D6IQjRwIBw&url=http://www.santafenewmexican.com/news/education/sfps-program-offers-students-bilingual-instruction/article_8d1aeb58-fabd-5ce7-96e4-629716dbf31e.html&bvm=bv.129759880,d.dmo&psig=AFQjCNEMw0RvSJd4MWOq9d9ZQZaGVAmmcQ&ust=1471965855348286
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Understanding the Process of SLA

 Second language acquisition is the study of how learners 

create a new language system with only limited 

exposure to that language (Gass & Selinker, 2001). 

 It is defined as the process of becoming competent 

[proficient] in a second language from its first use to its 

advanced applications.

 The process of second language acquisition is dependent 

on the cultural and linguistic environments to which 

students have been exposed (Valdés & Figueroa, 1995). 

Gass, S.M.; Selinker, L. (2001). Second language acquisition: An introductory course. 

Mahwah, N.J: Lawrence  Erlbaum  Associates. 1-5.

Valdez, G.; Figueroa, R. (1995). Bilingualism and testing: A special case of bias. 

Norwood, NJ: Ablex Publishing. © 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Culture & Learning

 As a complex social and societal phenomenon, learning 

is always situated within one’s experiential context. 

 These experiential perspectives are influenced by the 

values, expectancies, and practices preferred by the 

students’ cultural contexts. 

 When English Learners are in the process of adapting 

to a new set of norms, values, or points of view, any 

academic challenges must be interpreted within the 

context of culture. 

Hamayan, E.; Marler, B. et al. (2013). Special education considerations for English 

language learners: Delivering  a continuum of services. 2nd Ed. Philadelphia, 

PA. Carlson Publishing. 

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Distinguishing SLA from LD

 To distinguish between second language acquisition 

issues and a learning disability, educators must be able 

to:

◼ Understand the process of second language acquisition

◼ Recognize characteristics associated with learning 

disabilities

◼ Assess quality of instruction

◼ Determine what interventions work in assisting students 

to achieve content

Klinger, J.; Eppolito, A.M. (2014). Differentiating between language acquisition and learning 

disabilities with English language learners. CEC Today; Council for Exceptional Children. Retrieved: 

https://www.cec.sped.org/News/Special-Education-Today/Need-to-Know/Need-to-Know-ELL

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Think About It …

The single biggest error made in placing 

English language learners (ELLs) into special 

education is misinterpreting language 

acquisition as a learning or language disability.

Janet Klingner, 2013

NYC Department of English Language 

Learners and Student Support 

https://www.cec.sped.org/News/Special-Education-Today/Need-to-Know/Need-to-Know-ELL
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Did you know? 

 States are required by law to establish a means of 

identifying students who have learning disabilities. 

 However, the problem facing states is that there is 

no specific definition of what constitutes a learning 

disability. 

Huh…

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Did you know? 

 The term Learning Disability includes such 

identifications such as: 

◼ Perceptual motor disabilities

◼ Brain injury

◼ Minimal brain dysfunction

◼ Dyslexia

◼ Dyscalculia

◼ Dysgraphia

◼ Developmental aphasia

The term does not include 
learning problems that are 
due to: visual, hearing, or 
motor impairment, 
intellectual disabilities, 
emotional disturbance, or 
environmental factors, 
language & cultural
differences, or economic 
disadvantage. 

Handout pp. 23-24
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LD vs SLA 

 Create a work group of 4 to 5 people. 

 Look at the quiz sheet depicting the characteristics of 

students who demonstrate a possible learning disability or 

have second language acquisition issues. 

 With your partners, read each behavior and identify where it 

belongs. 

 On the behaviors you think depict a learning disability – write 

LD. On the behaviors you think depict second language 

acquisition – write SLA

 Discuss what these behaviors look like in the classroom and 

how a teacher can differentiate between 

LD and SLA

Handout p. 2

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Keep in Mind

 Because of the longer time required to acquire cognitive academic 

language, educators may incorrectly identify delays as a learning 

difficulty rather than a language development/difference issue.

 So, prior to referral & evaluation, we should ask ourselves: 

̶ Has the student received preliminary (e.g. Tier 1) and intensive 

(e.g. Tier 2, Tier 3) interventions using appropriate materials/ 

strategies designed for ELs, and have they been implemented with 

fidelity over time? 

̶ Does the team have data regarding the rate of learning regarding 

learning patterns and language use in the home? 

̶ Are the error patterns seen in L1 similar to the patterns seen in L2? 

̶ Are the learning difficulties and/or language acquisition patterns 

manifested over time similar in different settings and in different 

contexts? 

(Cummins, 1984; Ortiz, 1997; Ruiz, 1995; Butterfield, 2014)
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Traditional RTI Format

Identify 
Problem

Assess & 
Measure

Review & 
Set Goals

Brainstorm 
Interventions

Plan 
Intervention & 

Implementation

Implement 
Intervention Plan

Monitor 
Response & 
Collect Data

Analyze Response 
Data Modify 

& Decide

Problem 

Solving 

Format
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Traditional RTI Focuses on Specific Questions

Is there a discrepancy between current 

& expected performance?

What is the problem 

and to what extent? 

How much growth 

should be expected? 

What can we do in 

class? 

How, when, and 

whom? 

How much growth 

is expected? Did 

we meet our goal? 

What do we do next? 

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

RTI 2- MTSS

 Multi-tier System Support (MTSS) is generally used 

interchangeably with RTI. However, they are not exactly 

the  same thing. 

 MTSS is a more comprehensive system that 

encompasses the RTI model (e.g. how testing is a 

subgroup of assessment)

Adapted from: Hurst, St. (2014). What is the difference between RTI and MTSS?. Retrieved from 

Reading Horizons: http://www.readinghorizons.com/blog/what-is-the-difference-between-rti-and-mtss © 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

MTSS

MTSS is not only an instructional framework, but it also: 

◼ centers on academic as well as the social, emotional, and behavioral

development of children from K-12

◼ includes multiple levels of support for all learners (struggling through 

advanced)

◼ aligns resources and support for students receiving instruction & for 

educators who are delivering that instruction

◼ strives to ensure that practices, policies, and programs are aligned on 

classroom, school, and district levels and standards

◼ provides continued support for teachers in delivering instruction, 

utilizing and developing effective curriculum, administering 

assessment, and using data to guide 

instruction

Adapted from: Hurst, St. (2014). What is the difference between RTI and MTSS?. Retrieved from 

Reading Horizons: http://www.readinghorizons.com/blog/what-is-the-difference-between-rti-and-

mtss
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MTSS

MTSS is not only an instruction framework, but it also: 

◼ requires that teachers, administrators, district personnel, and 

student support specialists change the way that they have 

traditionally worked together to include a more collaborative

and cohesive culture

◼ includes a focus on intervention, but has a stronger goal of 

prevention than perhaps RTI does

◼ is more likely to produce professional development that is

aligned across school, district, and state settings

◼ is more likely to produce professional development that is 

aligned with state standards

Adapted from: Hurst, St. (2014). What is the difference between RTI and MTSS?. Retrieved from 

Reading Horizons: http://www.readinghorizons.com/blog/what-is-the-difference-between-rti-and-

mtss
© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Quick Chat

 Take 1 to discuss with an elbow partner what you think 

about MTSS

◼ How much of what we have talked about describes what 

you have at your school/district? 

◼ Which parts would you like to add to what you have in 

place right now? 

 At the next signal, turn to someone else near you and 

repeat the chat. 

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

What are we looking for? 

 A combination of both the academic & cultural…

◼ For culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students 

an intervention model must 

 emphasize more than academic performance 

 modify and expand to include the personal and the social

 include the processes of enculturation and acculturation

Collier, C. (2015). Seven steps to separating difference from disability. California, 

Corwin Press

Handout p. 31

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

A Tiered Framework that Encompasses All

Handout p. 2
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Tier 1 – Intervention Model - Considerations

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Tier I – Essential Features and Considerations

 Universal tier because it is intended to address the 

learning needs of all students within the general 

education classroom.

 General education may include Bilingual Education 

and/or ESOL pull-out or push-in models, which assist 

students in accessing grade-level content.

 Classroom-level interventions are delivered by the 

general education teacher in collaboration with the 

ESOL teacher, and other school-based specialists. 

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Tier 2 – Intervention Model - Considerations

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Tier 2 – Essential Features and Considerations

 Supplemental instruction; meant to be short-term.  

 Desired outcome: students learn the skills they have been 

struggling with so that they may benefit from 

Tier 1 instruction alone.

 Instruction and interventions are delivered by the general 

education teacher, the ESOL teacher, and other school-

based specialists or interventionists who are trained in Tier 

2 instruction.  

Echevarria, J., & Hasbrouck, J. (2009). Response to intervention and English learners 

(CREATE Brief. Washington, DC). 
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Tier 3 – Intervention Model - Considerations

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Tier 3 – Essential Features and Considerations

 Intensive, individual intervention.

 For students failing to meet important 

academic bench-marks or social/behavioral 

expectations who have not responded to 

Tier 1 or Tier 2 efforts.

 Student achievement is at a lower level than true peers 

and occurs at a substantially slower rate.

 More individualized instruction needed for the student to learn.

 Instruction and interventions delivered by the school-based 

specialists or interventionists trained in Tier 2 instruction in 

collaboration with the general education and ESOL teachers.

Echevarria, J.; Vogt, M.E. (2011). Response to Intervention (RTI) and English Learners. Boston, 

MA: Pearson Education, Inc.

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Ok, so that makes sense – however…

 When do we include special education evaluation and/or 

students who already have an IEP? 

 A large majority of students (80-90%) identified in these 

models are placed in Tier 3. 

 The difficulty here is that students who may not have a 

disability are being placed with those who have been evaluated, 

diagnosed, and labeled. 

◼ ELL

◼ SLIFE

◼ Social/emotional/cultural differences

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Let’s go back and take a look…

Special Ed Evaluation

Tier 3 – Intensive support & 

intervention

■ Tier 3 Intensive Intervention

■ Title I Tutoring

■ Afterschool programs

■ Reading Recovery

■ Pull out by related service 

providers

■ ESL/ELL teacher 

push-in & pull-out

■ Section 504
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IDEA mandates that… 

 All states identify all children with disabilities who qualify for 

additional supports and services, including English learner 

(EL) students. However, identifying ELs with disabilities 

accurately and reliably has proven difficult within PreK–12 

education systems. Often, educators overlook or discount 

the presence of a disability, believing that issues stem from a 

student’s limited English skills. Other times, the opposite 

occurs: educators falsely conclude that difficulties in 

language learning indicate a need for special education.

Janie Tankard Carnock & Elena Silva

New America - Education Policy; 2019

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

What do we know? 

 The Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA, 2004) and the 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Section 504, 1973) address the 

rights of students with disabilities in education settings. 

 If an English learner (EL) is suspected of having one or more 

disabilities, the Local Educational Agencies (LEA) must 

evaluate the English learner promptly to determine eligibility 

for special education or related services (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2017). 

 Resource: U.S. Department of Education (2017). English 

learner tool kit for state and local education agencies. 

Washington, D.C.: Author.

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

IEPs & English Learners

 To properly meet the complex needs of students identified as 

ELs who have disabilities, education professionals from 

various disciplines must effectively collaborate and involve 

families in the process. 

̶ General education teachers 

̶ Special educators

̶ EL specialists 

̶ Related services providers

̶ Parents

̶ Administrator

̶ Interpreter knowledgeable in the instructional practices & 

implications

̶ Student 

Butterfield, J. (2014). Meeting the needs of English learners with disabilities 

resource book. Santa Barbara, CA; SELPA Admin. of California Association. © 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

IEPs for ELs should include

 Indication of the student bring classified as an English 

learner 

 Information about the student’s current level of English 

language proficiency in listening, speaking, reading, 

and writing

 Indicates of testing accommodations or modifications 

needed for the student to take standardized or formative 

assessments or if the student requires an alternate 

assessment

Butterfield, J. (2014). Meeting the needs of English learners with disabilities resource book. 

Santa Barbara, CA; SELPA Administrators of California Association. 
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IEPs for ELs should include

 Specific interventions which address special education 

needs. 

 Specific language acquisition interventions which 

address the ELs students L2 goals within the context of 

their special education needs

 The IEP team should consider the language needs of 

the student as related to:

◼ Writing the IEP document, especially when developing the 

long-term and short-term goals

◼ Convening meetings to review and/or revise the IEP as it 

relates to SLA progress and assessments. 

Collier, C. (2015, June). SPED & ELL Separating Difference & Disability Keynote 

presented at Confederation of Oregon School Administrators (COSA)  Seaside 

Conference, Seaside, OR. Retrieved: https://www.cosa.k12.or.us/sites/ default/files 

images/collier_ keynote © 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

IEPs for ELs should include

 In considering the students’ language needs, if the IEP team 

determines that the student needs a particular device or 

service (i.e. electronic translator, bilingual service provider, 

etc.), then a statement must be included in the IEP to this 

effect

 For a student identified as a second language learner, the 

IEP must address whether the services will be provided in a 

language other than English. 

 Identification of the service providers who will be 

implementing and monitoring the integration of the academic 

and language goals.

Collier, C. (2015, June). SPED & ELL Separating Difference & Disability Keynote 

presented at Confederation of Oregon School Administrators (COSA)  Seaside 

Conference, Seaside, OR. Retrieved: https://www.cosa.k12.or.us/sites/ default/files 

images/collier_ keynote
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IEPs for ELs should include

 In considering the students’ language needs, if the IEP 

team determines that the student needs a particular 

device or service (i.e. electronic translator, bilingual 

service provider, etc.), then a statement must be 

included in the IEP to this effect

 For a student identified as a second language learner, 

the IEP must address whether the services will be 

provided in a language other than English. 

 Identification of the service providers who will be 

implementing and monitoring the integration of the 

academic and language goals.

Collier, C. (2015, June). SPED & ELL Separating Difference & Disability Keynote presented 

at Confederation of Oregon School Administrators (COSA)  Seaside Conference, Seaside, 

OR. Retrieved: https://www.cosa.k12.or.us/sites/ default/ files images/ collier_ keynote © 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Important Reminder

 The Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) and 

Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services 

(OSERS) recommends that it would be considered best 

practice to have the EL teacher/specialist involved in 

the development and implementation of the IEP for 

students who are identified as [LEP] second language 

learners. 

Collier, C. (2015, June). SPED & ELL Separating Difference & Disability Keynote presented at 

Confederation of Oregon School Administrators (COSA)  Seaside Conference, Seaside, OR. 

Retrieved: https://www.cosa.k12.or.us/sites/ default/ files images/ collier_ keynote
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Linguistically Appropriate Goals & Objectives

 It is required that the IEP for an English Learner include 

linguistically appropriate goals and objectives which lead to 

the development of English language proficiency

 Linguistically appropriate goals, objectives, and programs 

means: 

1. Those activities which lead to the development of English 

language proficiency 

2. Those instructional systems which lead to the language 

development of English language proficiency in reading, 

writing, listening, and speaking

3. Those instructional systems which lead to the language 

development needs of English language learner. 

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Make Note:

 Although specific ELD goals and objectives are not required, the 

linguistic needs of the students must be taken into consideration 

when writing goals for Reading, Writing, Mathematics, and SLA. 

Those goals may be related to language in content areas. 

 Example: 

◼ By (date), (student)  will develop a clear purpose in a short 

essay (two to three paragraphs) by appropriately using the 

literary devices (3 to 4 identified by teacher) with 80% accuracy 

on 3 consecutive trials as demonstrated by a written response 

to a prompt. 

◼ By (date) when given comprehensible input (student) will 

respond to (who, what, where, when, how, and why) questions 

using short phrases with 80% accuracy as measured 

by_________ (teacher observation, running records, etc.).   

Butterfield, J. (2014). Identification and assessment of English language learners.  Santa 

Barbara, CA; SELPA Administrators of California Association. 

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Questions to Ponder

 What should the IEP for an English learner look 

like?

 What should the goals and objectives include? 

 Should we add goals and objectives for second 

language acquisition? 

 How do we develop goals and objectives that are 

linguistically appropriate?   

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Case Sample

 Miguel is a thirteen-year-old 7th grade Spanish speaker who 

migrated from Ponce, Puerto Rico to the U.S. with his family. Back 

home, he attended school in Spanish and English, but spoke only 

Spanish at home. 

 He entered school in Providence, Rhode Island in the 3rd grade. 

 He was provided with ESL in school, and his parents obtained a 

tutor who worked with him three times a week at home. 

 Miguel’s basic English reading comprehension scores range from 

the 2.8-3.4 grade equivalent. However, his listening 

comprehension skills range is 8.8-10.1 grade equivalent. 

 His areas of strength include oral discourse, debate, story retelling, 

and inferencing. Although he is able to pinpoint specific facts and 

details when reading, he has difficulty expressing the main idea of 

a passage. 

2019 © Center for Applied Linguistics
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Case Sample

 Miguel has great difficulty with writing mechanics, spelling, 

grammar, and syntax. He is orally capable of composing narratives 

with great detail. 

 In Mathematics, he is able to work with the basic four operations 

when working with whole numbers, but has great difficulty with 

fractions, decimals, percentages, and word problems. 

 He is also demonstrating difficulty with multiple step directions 

especially with projects and lab experiments. 

 Miguel’s teachers have spoken to his parents, who confirmed that 

he has had the same difficulties when working in Spanish 

previously at school in P.R.

2019 © Center for Applied Linguistics

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Case Sample

 WIDA Scores – Composite 2.9

◼ Reading – 2.1, Writing – 2.8, 

Listening – 4.2, Speaking – 3.5

 Miguel had gone through Tier 1 interventions in the 4th

& 5th grades, and received both Tier 2 & Tier 3 

interventions in the 6th & now in the 7th grades. He has 

made very little progress. 

 After being referred for special education evaluation, it 

was found that Miguel does demonstrate the 

characteristics of a learning disability. 

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Question

 What should we take into consideration when we 

develop Miguel’s IEP?

 What kinds of goals and objectives should we include? 

 Turn and talk with some of your colleagues.

 You may take notes on page 3 of your handout. 

© 2016 Center for Applied Linguistics

Thanks for Coming

Marybelle Marrero-Colón
mmarrero-colon@cal.org

Thank you for your participation and for all 

you do for our students

mailto:mmarrero-colon@cal.org

