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Abstract 
 

The growing number of English Language Learners (ELLs) in the United States is a fast 

approaching educational shift that cannot be ignored. Because of this and many other factors that 

can affect a child’s education, schools need to be ready for the learners that are entering our 

schools. The unique experiences of an ELL can make it challenging to determine if they are truly 

making academic gains, or are learning disabled (LD).  This is not an easy determination to 

make,  and is one that should not be taken lightly.  The misdiagnosis of ELL students can be life 

changing for the students that it affects.  As educators it is our job to ensure that all students are 

provided any and all means necessary for them to be able to learn.  How can educators ensure 

this when they are not given proper training, or are unaware of how these students acquire 

language? If students are not being given fair and equitable assessments to determine the delay in 

content mastery, how do we know that it is due to a learning disability or not? These are a few of 

the many emerging concerns that drive the research and supports that have been created in this 

project.  The overall goal is to meet the needs of our diverse learners through being aware and 

culturally responsive.   

 
Keywords: English Language Learner, Zone of Proximal Development, learning disability, 
language acquisition, misrepresentation, special education.  
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Introduction 
 

Diagnosis of learning disabilities in students is particularly difficult. There are many 

factors that contribute to a student’s overall academic abilities and multiple layers that need to be 

accounted for when determining a beneficial path for the most equitable learning for all students. 

While sometimes it may seem to be clear that a child has a learning disability due to progress and 

observations, it needs to be recognized that there are many different aspects that affect learning 

such as being an English language learner. (Watkins & Liu, 2013)	
  

 Students that also fall into a category of being a language learner are an even more 

challenging population, as they are in a very particular situation, where some of the challenges 

and deficits overlap, creating cause for concern. Because of the initial and often apparent 

similarities between a language learner that is acquiring language, and a student who is showing 

clear indications of a learning disability, we see students being misdiagnosed or not diagnosed, 

more often than not. For example, students who are mixing up sentence structures or words may 

be exhibiting signs of dyslexia, however this is also a normal part of language progression. Both 

Ells and students with LD can exhibit low self-esteem, poor assessment scores, and behavioral 

concerns that impede learning. In either side of the argument, it is a disservice to the students 

who both need the services and are not receiving them, and those who are, that do not need them.  

(Hamayan et al, 2007) 

Hamayan et al. (2007) argue that students are being over diagnosed for a few pertinent 

reasons: the one reason that is substantial is this idea of norm referenced testing, that does not 

provide a true understanding of the student and their abilities due to the inequalities that normed 

testing does not include for students who are language learners. They further suggest that 

students are at a disadvantage in these testing items, not because of their inabilities, but because 
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they are unfamiliar with the contexts of the question to begin with, and lack actual understanding 

of the question itself, rather than the content being assessed. 

Arguably without knowing exactly what guidelines can clearly define a diagnosis for this 

unique group of learners, it is creating a discrepancy from one state to the next, and further 

proves that there needs to be more in place to help properly place the growing English Language 

Learner (ELL) population. Watkins and Liu (2013) explain that, “Determining the exact number 

of ELLs with disabilities nationwide is a challenge because there is a limited amount of publicly-

available information on students who are both ELLs and have an identified disability” This is 

telling of how quickly the ELL population has grown and changed, and just how much research 

has been conducted in the past 

Determining the best supports and scaffolds	
  to best serve this diverse population should 

be occurring long before the students are referred, and needs to be addressed with providing a 

response to intervention (RTI) approach that fits the challenges that face our Language learner 

and bilingual population.  If the RTI is not appropriate and cannot provide students with the 

scaffolds and supports they need, then we have an influx of referrals, or teachers that wait until 

absolute failure before referring, for fear of misdiagnosis (Mitchell, 2020).  Providing RTI at the 

time of need can be short term and students can move from one tier to the next at their own pace.  

RTI also allows for students to have strength in one area and still provide interventions and 

support in others, without being labeled (Dean, 2020).  The difficulty for many teachers is that 

they may not know how to provide proper RTI to students that are language learners, especially 

if they have never had any formal education or training in this particular field of work. This can 

cause it to seem that RTI is not working for a student, or it does not translate into independent 

abilities because it is not the correct support to meet the needs of this type of learner.   



PROPER	
  DIAGNOSIS	
  AND	
  PLACEMENT	
  FOR	
  ENGLISH	
  LANGUAGE	
  
	
  

6	
  

Because the discussion of RTI has come up, and ultimately, a teacher is one of the first to 

notice deficiencies in students, it is important to note that another challenge that is faced, is when 

a classroom or content teacher is not properly trained to understand language progression and 

acquisition, they are not prepared with how to navigate and advocate for the needs of their 

student population. As schools have begun to make necessary changes and provide staff with 

opportunities to build their understanding of ELL students and working with them in the 

classroom, there is much more that still needs to be done and it needs to become more of a 

priority for staff members to be a part of these trainings more than just once a year. (Mitchell, 

2017).  

 

Diagnosing a language learner can also be a big challenge if a teacher or professional 

does not know the framework of language acquisition and how to determine the true needs of a 

child. By providing benchmarks and building an in depth understanding of how students learn, 

process, and translate language is critical to their content learning. With this we can help our 

students to be placed where they are in the least restrictive and most appropriate setting. Students 

should be given the scaffolds and supports they need even when they are assessed for diagnosis 

and screening in order to best understand what the underlying concerns are stemming from 

(Dean, 2020).  

Over the years, it has become more and more prominent that all teachers are required to 

take college level courses regarding special education students in order to ensure that they are 

meeting the needs of these learners as well. (Mitchell, 2020).  Teachers need to be exposed to the 

guidelines and expectations that are realistic of a language learner. In perspective, a child who 
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arrives from another country with minimum first language will have a much harder time with 

second language acquisition due to their inability to transfer language appropriately. 

The research and focus of this capstone project are to answer the question why are 

English language learners misdiagnosed into special education? These students are working to 

both acquire language and content knowledge simultaneously and therefore it is necessary to 

consider all contributing dynamics and attempt to provide interventions prior to referring a 

student to special education. Through research and identification of potential trends that 

contribute to misdiagnosis, I can create a solution that I hope will support and offer colleagues in 

the field assistance and insight into this topic. 	
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Literature Review 
 
 

When addressing our English language learners (ELLs), there are many factors that affect 

the educational outcomes for this population. There is a large misrepresentation of ELL students 

in Special Education and this is for various reasons. Through research, specific trends arise 

regarding ELL students’ placement in Special Education. First and foremost, it is important to 

understand the home life of a student, and how that affects their continued learning. Secondly, 

teachers must be adequately prepared for the students they teach, even if the sub-learner groups 

overlap, such as an ELL with a learning disability. Lastly, there must be a strong assessment plan 

in place to support students. Beginning with interventions prior to assessing for a learning 

disability, students must be monitored and known by those who work with them. The most 

obvious and yet biggest challenge facing schools is using proper assessment to identify language 

deficit over learning disability. Looking closely at the data collected, there are several challenges 

that continue to affect proper placement and diagnosis of ELL students and earning disabilities 

such as teacher preparation and pedagogy, students’ own personal lives and family involvement.  

Theoretical Framework  

Theorists and researchers have worked hard to determine any possible source or 

explanation for the unique way humans communicate through language and how it developed. 

They continue to make observations and propose different theories to explain the phenomenon 

known as linguistics. Noam Chomsky is accredited with his beliefs on language acquisition. In 

the 1960s, Chomsky suggested that language is innately acquired. He proposes the idea of a 

Universal Grammar that allows for humans to develop language rules to which they then apply 

in a variety of sentences. Chomsky’s belief is that humans categorize words to then use in a way 

that produces proper language formation. The theory also explains this innate processing as a 
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language acquisition device (LAD). The LAD is the given rules or parameters that humans are 

born with and left to understand and apply. His theory contradicts an earlier theory that language 

is acquired through what humans hear and see. This earlier theory is credited to Skinner, but is 

discredited in Chomsky’s theory, as without some understanding of grammar, it is not possible to 

apply learned language to new language (Lemetyinen, 1970). Language is first learned through 

what humans hear and see. While most humans can acquire a first language in their first six years 

of life, they are not able to master language and command without explicit teaching. The 

metalinguistic component is still in need of development to be able to translate oral and written 

language and make connections (Guasti, 2017). Understanding and theorizing language 

acquisition helps to create equity in learning for ELLs without incorrectly identifying students as 

learning disabled. Being aware of the various levels of language development and what is 

realistically expected of the learner within each level is the backbone of distinguishing deficits 

from disabilities.   

When thinking about how to assess a student, assessments should take into consideration 

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) as established by Lev Vygotsky (1980). Vygotsky defines 

ZPD as understanding what the student is capable of developmentally at an independent level, 

and knowing what can be done with guidance. It also addresses a frustration level, which is 

beyond the child’s ability at that particular point in time. (1980). To this theory, the assessment 

must take into consideration the current independent abilities of a student, the expected outcomes 

and abilities of a student, and the abilities that can be achieved through guided instruction  

(Vygotsky, 1980). Referring a student to special education can be challenging. Knowing what 

the student is capable of, what the student should be able to do, and knowing what the student 
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can do with some assistance can help to determine if a child is showing signs of a learning 

disability.   

The knowledge of language development through Chomsky’s LAD and Vygotsky’s ZPD 

together should be carefully reviewed and considered when working with ELL students. There 

are very subtle differences that can be overlooked and ultimately result in inaccurate 

representations of ELL students with disabilities, which could be detrimental to the overall 

success and growth of these students. Teachers who are prepared through a pathway for general 

education receive minimal education in topics related to special education and even less on ELL 

education. They are not well prepared for what language acquisition is or what it looks like. The 

ZPD of ELL students can be very different than that of a typical native language speaker in the 

classroom. If educators are not educated for all of the diversity in the students they teach, they 

cannot possibly meet their needs adequately. Understanding your students, means understanding 

who they are both in school and out of school, and knowing where they come from in order to be 

culturally responsive and inclusive. If all things are considered, the assessments of students 

become more equitable and useful.  

Thus the way in which a student is assessed should be meeting the student where they are 

and developed around their actual abilities as suggested by their ZPD. The literature reviewed 

below discusses: 1) the need for schools and educators training ; 2) understanding the whole 

child and the impact of their home on their education; and 3) proper assessment and proper 

support. 

Teacher and School Staff Preparedness, Support, and Awareness 

In order for teachers to properly assess students and meet their needs, teachers must feel 

well prepared and trained in how they work with these students. Unfortunately, this is not the 
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case. Many teachers and school staff are not adequately prepared to service the ELL children in a 

general education setting, which may cause misdiagnosis. Becker and Deris (2019) examined 

how staff members are equipped to distinguish learning disabilities from language acquisition, 

and its direct effect on overrepresentation of its ELL population that is classified as learning 

disabled (LD). Through preliminary surveys of twenty seven school personnel, and eighteen 

follow up interviews, Becker and Deris found that many staff members based their concerns and 

referrals on their own experiences. For example, if the teacher his or herself was a language 

learner, they were not as likely to diagnose, and had a stronger understanding of language 

acquisition and time. Similar, Coveney (2019) found that many teachers and school staff lack 

training to identify and support ELL children with LD. In her work with students in grades K to 

6 from particular migrant areas, Coveney found that ELL with LD are misdiagnosed, and in turn 

referred for special education services when they may be unnecessary. Coveney compiled 

checklists to help teachers better understand the students they are working with and the other 

influential factors such as home life, and educator preparedness.   

On the other hand, teachers who were not language learners, or did not speak a second 

language, felt less competent and even expressed feelings of stress. Because many teachers are 

not language learners, it makes it difficult to rely on personal experiences alone. Becker and 

Deris (2019) suggest that teachers need more support and education when it comes to language 

learners. Providing clear guidelines and indicators for determining LD in ELLs, RTI, education 

on the progression of language acquisition, and resources to support classroom learning, are all 

ways in which overrepresentation can be acknowledged and corrected. Thus, teacher support is 

just as important as educating students. While teachers bring a wealth of knowledge to the 

classroom, it is not enough. Teachers in the classroom need to be able to learn as the field of 
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education changes. As new ideas and mandates are implemented, educators need to be informed 

and offered support. 

In essence, inadequate teacher training was a major factor for misidentifying and 

referring ELL students to special education services. In George’s (2016) study in a suburb of 

Chicago Illinois to understand 22 teachers and their understandings and opinions of student 

placement in Special Education, she found overall most teachers saw inadequate teacher training 

as a potential concern and thus suggested a need to train  staff and create RTI programs to 

accommodate these learners. 

Therefore, research shows there is a feeling of inadequate ability and a lack of knowledge 

pertaining to ELLs. Many teachers attribute this to having minimal, if any training and time to 

implement, troubleshoot, and discuss through collaboration (Becker & Deris, 2019; George, 

2016). Indeed, teaching is not a single person job, although being in the classroom may seem like 

it at times. There is a need for input, a need for access to resources, and opportunities for growth 

and professional development with this newly expanding group of learners.  

Currently there is no federal enforcement on ELL education and mandates, and states 

expectations are vague. In an effort to meet the mandates, school districts are interpreting and 

enforcing laws for ELLs without guidance, creating misunderstandings and gaps in continuity 

and protocol. Kang (2018) touched upon accessibility and awareness of students who would be 

classified as culturally and linguistically diverse learners and found the vast majority of states 

websites did not provide definitive or clear guidelines for the students who are considered 

culturally or linguistically diverse. Beyond this, they simply discussed the Federal law 

surrounding students with disabilities. Other states had brief statements regarding evidence based 

best practices, but failed to provide implementation. Schools are placing expectations on teachers 
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to make referrals and determine if a student is making adequate progress or is in need of 

intervention or resources. They are assuming that these students are being assessed and evaluated 

properly, but are failing to provide clear and adequate guidelines.   

Most notably from this specific study only nine states’ sites indicated concerns, 

implications, resources, and guidelines. If states are not providing a unified approach, it is left up 

to the individual districts and schools to create assessments, analyze assessments, and ultimately 

diagnose a student. Research shows that when best practice is used in conjunction with proper 

assessment and RTI practices, ELL students can be more successful and progress. If staff 

members and educators are normed and educated similarly on how to implement these tools and 

strategies, the correlation of ELL students and LD diagnoses can be potentially more accurate. 

Kang (2018) states that “ELL students have some of the highest dropout rates and grade 

retention if they are placed unnecessarily in special education” which is particularly concerning 

due to the fact that these decisions are based off of inaccurate assessment and interpretation of 

data (Kang, 2018). With such a detrimental decision that has to be made by educators and school 

personnel, it is not one to consider lightly. The process stretches beyond individual schools and 

just placing the federal mandates into the plan for ELLs. There needs to be explanations and 

elaboration on the components that can create the framework that builds teacher and staff 

understanding of what is legally expected and how it can be achieved.  

A case study Steeley and Lukacs (2015) looked closely at the journey of a young boy 

who was classified as both learning disabled as well as an ELL. The district in which he was 

enrolled was considered a wealthier, higher achieving school district. His parents were both 

college graduates and bilingual. This particular study observes a young male student named 

David who was diagnosed with Downs Syndrome and required early intervention at a young age. 
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David was primarily exposed to Spanish and English at home. He was enrolled in a dual 

language program where he was doing well. When it was decided that he would repeat 

kindergarten, there were many changes that occurred, leaving cause for concern as to whether the 

school was properly equipped to handle all of their learners. While there were many struggles, 

one particular struggle is worth noting specifically. David’s mother discusses the assessment 

used to determine David’s abilities. The parent was given a checklist of abilities and based on the 

teacher’s “findings” the student was automatically placed at the lowest level for that particular 

skill.  The school seemed to think that the expectations of David needed to be adjusted, rather 

than the methods for assessing abilities. Additionally, the school continued to make changes to 

supports, such as the bilingual setting, OT, and even retention in kindergarten. It is evident that 

the school communication lacked, and the services needed in the best interest of the child were 

immense. The school team showed deficits in that the Special education representation was not 

present when the decision was made to retain David, rather than providing adequate supports to 

allow him to move forward. The assessments used to determine David’s actual abilities, and his 

regressions provide insight to the quality and validity of the accommodations provided to him 

during the school day. Furthermore, this continues to raise  concerns to the fact that school 

districts need to be educating staff and providing programs that can accommodate all learners, 

including RTI and assessments. With regard to a later discussed theme, the home life of a student 

plays an important role. Clearly, the parents of this child were strongly connected and educated 

to the needs of their child, but not all students will have this key component, which is why school 

personnel needs to be better trained and prepared. (Steeley & Lukacs, 2015)  

Both Steeley and Kang reflect similar findings to the point that testing can only be valid 

if it is relevant and appropriate to the outcomes of an assessment. In this case, are the students 
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failing due to their inabilities to learn, or are the assessments not providing an accurate portrayal 

of the student’s abilities, but instead providing false results that are used to present a case for 

learning disabilities. From both points of research, the use of assessment is questionable. For 

Kang, the school staff members are directly stating concerns, while the support staff in David’s 

case study clearly did not have proper assessments to measure David within his ZPD to rule out 

other factors. The schools and staff that are expected to make these observations and 

determinations need to have direct and explicit instructions on what can and cannot be used as 

assessment for learning disabilities and what is linguistically or developmentally appropriate. 

Schools that do not prepare staff and educate them on best practices of assessing Ells will cause 

gaps in data that can result in misdiagnosis. Testing can lead students to have feelings of defeat 

or inadequacy that can further skew data into diagnosis.  The assessments used to determine 

student abilities need to be focused on their ZPD and take into consideration other aspects of the 

student aside from their test scores, especially if they are bias.   

Education of children is not one that can be done alone. School personnel need to 

collaborate from within their buildings, and districts, but even within the state and federally.  

There are federal mandates for ELLs and special education, therefore there is a need for 

collaboration at all levels in order to ensure that all students are being provided equity in their 

education. When the roles that contribute to overrepresentation or misrepresentation of ELLs are 

researched as Cuba (2020), the concern of inadequate collaboration and knowledge is prevalent. 

Phases II and I were quantitative research and looked into the overlapping sociodemographics 

and the correlations to special education, if there were any. In phase III of a multiphase study, 

research identifies that through interviews with seven members of a school staff, emerging 

uncertainties highlight clear disconnect of staff to best practices. Policy dissemination and 
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implementation disconnect, an absence of collaboration contributes to greater inequities, deficit, 

personal views, and biased testing ultimately play a role in misdiagnosis.  Staff members are not 

aware of the policies at hand, implementation is inconsistent, and because of the lack of staff 

collaboration, there are most likely many other inconsistencies in referrals and ideas within the 

school buildings (Cuba, 2020). Cuba’s work echoes the need for levels of collaboration and 

unification to bring about proper teaching and resources for students.  

DeMatthews et al. (2014) drew upon data collection from interviews of principals and 

special education teachers to better understand the policies and proficiency of schools in 

supporting the LD ELL population. In particular they focused on states that bordered Mexico, 

directing their study towards more heavily saturated ELL populated schools. The purpose of their 

research was to determine both state and district level policy and programs pertaining to ELLs 

and those who are more specifically categorized as LD. What emerged from both the state and 

district levels proved similar. There was a clear need for further clarification and guidance on the 

expectations of schools and how to implement Federal Laws and mandates. There were 

additional results reiterating the need for professional development for teachers. (DeMatthews et 

al., 2014)  The lack of professional development at both the state level and district level leave 

schools vulnerable to errors, and inequitable education. If the mandates that school districts are 

expected to uphold are created at a federal level, than how can there not be certainty and 

guidelines that are clear from the government to then pass down to states and districts? 

DeMatthews and Cuba in unison represent the concern and need for collaboration both in and 

beyond the school buildings. Collaboration can deepen understanding and norm policy for all 

schools to work with.  This could alleviate potential gaps in misdiagnosis nationally.  
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Considering the community a school represents, it is almost a given that schools would 

collaborate and work together in the best interest of the children. Looking at the given research 

and data from several studies across the US in different settings, the lack of communication and 

collaboration is a concern. Because legislation for ELL students is fairly new in the educational 

system, there is much to learn and implement. The longer it takes for everyone to be following 

the same guidelines and procedures, the longer it will take to give our ELL population what they 

need. Teachers are not feeling confident in teaching to this group of students, pointing to 

potential career readiness from colleges. These reforms are necessary in making teachers and 

staff members better acquainted and more comfortable in their profession.   

Home Life and Family Support 

When a student is in school, teachers are expected to make a great deal of progress in a 

short amount of time. Although students are in school for a good portion of the day, other factors 

play a part in student outcomes. A student’s home can be very insightful in identifying learning 

disabilities (Urtubey, 2019). Indeed, the family dynamic, primary language, cultural beliefs, and 

expectations are embedded in children from a young age. By understanding the whole child and 

accounting for cultural and socioeconomic factors that are part of who the child is, a teacher can 

have additional evidence to make a determination as to whether or not a student needs to be 

evaluated or not.  

Parental advocacy is a strong and powerful tool in the education system. Steeley and 

Lukacs (2015) shed light on the impact of parental education and advocacy. Because the parents 

of a young male child were strongly educated and familiar with the needs of their child, they 

were proactive in ensuring their child received all of the necessary supports needed to make him 

successful in the classroom. Unfortunately, not all students will have this key component, which 
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is why school personnel needs to be better trained and prepared. Because the parents were 

persistent in their child’s education, they advocated when the school was not meeting the needs 

of their child. Despite English not being the first language of these parents, they were able to 

effectively communicate with the school and understand the steps necessary for their child’s best 

interests (Steeley & Lukacs, 2015). The mother of this child was able to communicate effectively 

and understand what was necessary for her child. She  expressed her concerns, spoke out against 

the data that was shared, and challenged decisions with placements and diagnosis. The young 

man’s mother questioned the methods to which the school based their assessment of her son. 

Because of the persistence and knowledge a parent brings to the table, it is definitely crucial that 

schools utilize parents and hear their voices. Parents are the loudest voice and advocate for their 

child, and it can be the difference between proper diagnosis and placement, or misdiagnosis and 

misplacement.  

Parents’ experiences and their own limitations are often overlooked and can be attributed 

to lower parent involvement with their children academically. When a 2016 study by Becker and 

Deris showed results of a focus on maternal levels of education and the outcomes on children, it 

created some parallels to what earlier findings had already concluded. The methods and data 

collected were based off of specific databases, and the focus of the study was students who were 

both Ells and Native English speakers. The variables between them were the level of education 

their mother had received and socioeconomic status. The students studied were in kindergarten 

and second grade. The findings show that the parent’s level of education was more clearly 

problematic and directly effective to students in kindergarten, than in second grade. The 

explanation to this point is that younger students are acquiring language from their families 

primarily, and at this young age their exposure is limited. The older students tend to have had 
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other social interactions that can provide additional exposure and language development. Parents 

are just as influential as the classroom can be to learning. Even though students spend the 

majority of their time in school, what students’ homes bring to the table cannot be disregarded.  

When considering children and what impacts their language acquisition, the parents’ level of 

language proficiency and what they then pass along to their children before they even enter 

school could be a factor to consider in the diagnosing of students with language disabilities.   

Home involvement and open communication is difficult enough under the best of 

circumstances. However, when there is a language barrier, there are so many other 

considerations. When families do not speak the language, they may feel intimidated or 

embarrassed and because there may need for an additional person to translate. Advocacy is so 

powerful, and yet parents who do not speak English, or have little to no formal education may be 

less aware of how to navigate their child’s education. (Alt, et. Al, 2016). 

Schools are supposed to be a resource and a safe place for students to learn and grow. 

The families that trust schools with their children every day, assume that schools are acting in 

best practice and are being culturally responsive to all students. Unfortunately, though there 

typically is not malicious intent, schools are not actually as equitable as they may need to be.  It 

could be due to resources, or other underlying problems, but it plays a direct role in how we 

perceive parental involvement and how parents are informed and included.   

Another determining factor, which indirectly affects this is students’ home support. To 

this particular point, a staff member referred to feeling less competent when having to speak to 

parents through a translator. The concern was that they were not communicating directly. While 

schools cannot change the homes to which these children belong, it is worth noting that this 

could also be a potential concern in accurate translation for parents, as well as self – efficacy for 
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staff. While it is stated that more research is needed to further determine these findings, it 

provides support in that there are valid concerns surrounding ELLs in special education (Becker 

& Deris, 2019).  

At times, unintended bias towards cultures may attribute to lower family involvement, 

and even create a gap among cultures and resources available within a school district. Part of 

ongoing research in the misrepresentation of ELL students found that students who spoke a 

language other than Somali or Spanish in this particular district of Washington were 

underrepresented in Special Education. The diagnoses were under ten percent in comparison to 

eleven percent Somali and fourteen percent Spanish respectively. This study was a small piece of 

the entire research, but is considerably powerful in that students of languages other than the 

majority for a particular area are facing entirely different challenges within a single district than 

that of students who speak the more influential language of the area (Motamedi, 2016)  

Urtubey (2019) discussed how important it is to engage the family and explains just what 

that means.  Family involvement goes beyond gaining consent, or keeping parents informed.  

Latin families hold different values than other cultures, and their perception of involvement may 

be considered passive to schools, unless they truly understand. Urtubey (2019) interpreted the 

research of Zarate as a completely different approach to how parents perceive their role in their 

children’s education. The underlying idea is that if the parents are helping to shape their children 

into polite, well- behaved human beings, than the moral guidance directly lends itself to positive 

classroom behaviors and learning outcomes. Ultimately, Latinx families put strong emphasis on 

raising respectful and morally well-rounded children, but do not specifically target academic 

growth in isolation. Their involvement my seem minimal to the school and interpreted as 

disengaged. Schools need to recognize how different cultures affect family dynamics.  It is not 
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possible to understand all cultures and customs, however it is important to not pass judgment or 

assume that family involvement is inadequate or not present, but rather working to understand 

the student and their family involvement at any capacity can help to learn about the child in a 

different way that could be useful in proper diagnosis.  

Relationships build support systems for students. How families interact with their 

children could change their abilities to learn or bring them to face challenges that are not 

accounted for in the typical classroom setting. A publication in the American Educational 

Research Journal examines the correlation between parental school involvement and academic as 

well as social-emotional outcomes. Niehaus & Adelson, (2014),	
  	
  conducted a study across the 

United States in several regions, and targeted 1,020 ELL students attending kindergarten during 

the 1998 – 1999 school year. The students were tracked over a period of time and data for this 

purpose was derived from parent surveys, teacher surveys, principal surveys, and testing scores 

for reading and math. The results were published and the findings concluded that parental 

involvement directly affected students’ social- emotional and wellness directly. (Niehaus & 

Adelson, 2014) While this is not substantial in isolation, understanding that social emotional well 

being correlates to higher achievement provides a correlation between parents and academic 

achievement. If students’ emotional needs are met through parental involvement, negative 

behaviors in the classroom are less likely, and achievement is higher.  

More recently, research on parental interactions with young children provided some 

knowledge of the Latin culture and family. The 2020 study conducted by Peredo focused on 

Latino parents and Non-Latino parents and how they interacted with their children during a 

study. The subjects were 40 parent and child dyads (20 Latino and 20 Non-Latino dyads) 

selected randomly. The results insinuate that although the interactions were not similar, and the 
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Latino interactions were directive, they were warm towards their children. These relationships 

build positive relationships and encourage children to have positive self-esteem, which may help 

academically. (Peredo et al., 2020) 

Proper Assessment 

The final potential concern addressed for incorrect placement of ELL students in special 

education can be attributed to assessment measures and methods. Without consistency in 

assessments, how do teachers determine a benchmark that will be indicative of a learning 

disability in ELLs? Adding to the assessments in question, without providing assessments that 

are accessible to all students, even those who are not English proficient immediately skews the 

data and creates a bias to which could misdiagnose a student as it is not a true measure of ability, 

but rather altered by potential language barriers.  

Coveney (2019) exposes the inconsistency of assessment for ELL students and the need 

to test in both native languages and English to develop a more accurate representation of the 

student. It provides equitable access to a student’s abilities while removing the language 

variable. (Coveney, 2019) Considering the differences between native language learners, and 

what we know about language acquisition, assessments need to have multiple measures from 

various sources in order to be credible when identifying ELLS as LD. Coveney, (2019) created a 

series of checklists and provided it to general education teachers in a K-6 setting. The schools 

were located in areas of large migrant populations. The main focus of this research tool was to 

address different aspects of diagnosis by a general education teacher. The checklists included 

understanding of acquisition versus disability, student home life, behaviors, interventions, and 

student’s abilities in literacy and linguistics, and teacher personal reflection. The results for each 

checklist are supportive in recognizing the need for proper assessment, parent engagement and 
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education, and delivery of interventions prior to referral. In isolation, the checklists provide 

insight with regard to the multidimensional process for how ELLs should be identified. When the 

data are compiled, and analyzed thoroughly, trends begin to emerge in the data and there are 

several connections across the different checklists. Coveney expresses the need to fairly and 

accurately assess children in all aspects, prior to labeling them as learning disabled. There is no 

one specific path, however, there are patterns and overlapping indicators that a student is 

acquiring language versus needing classification as learning disabled. Examining some of the 

statistical facts that further the concern of misrepresentation of ELLs in Special Education can be 

the difference in diagnosis. There are many variables, however the data reveals conclusively, that 

the numbers are consistently higher for ELLs and minorities to be at risk or classified versus 

nonminority and English native speakers. Kang (2018) compiled research data showing that 51% 

of students who were ELLs were placed in a special education for more than half of their day, as 

opposed to thirty- eight percent of Native English speaking students. These students were 

represented as being at a higher risk for being targeted as at risk or LD. The data also shows a 

correlation to the specific disabilities being diagnosed.  The higher representations were evident 

in speech-language development. This disability category is the most obvious for concern, as 

ELLs do not follow the same development for their second language as native speakers do.  

Speech and language development would have to be assessed in the student’s native language to 

be more accurate. Assessing a student in their second language (L2) would yield much lower 

results for obvious reasons. Students who are labeled as learning disabled with a speech or 

language development disability could potentially be misdiagnosed more often due to the nature 

of the disability. The challenges a student may face linguistically could ultimately be attributed 

to their acquisition just as well.  This concept is one that must be addressed and assessed 
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carefully.  Providing a wide range of testing inclusive of IQ testing and assessments in native 

languages could help schools to have a better understanding of the overall student. In table 2, the 

data compiled is looking at the assessment methods and tools or identifying LD. What the data 

provides is the percentage of students who would qualify for services under a diagnosis of LD.  

The percentages show that students who are only given the assessments in one language, had a 

much higher percentage of eligibility over those who were assessed in both their L1 and L2 

(Kang, 2018).  

By assessing in only one language, there is only a partial understanding of the whole 

child.  If only assessing the native language, there could be errors in data due to language loss, or 

the disruption in L1 learning prior to beginning L2 acquisition.  If the student is only assessed in 

their L2, the concern is that they are going to be labeled as LD due to their lack of proficiency in 

the English Language. Assessments may also cause emotional distress and difficulty, which 

could create invalid results from one day to the next. When both assessments are given and 

analyzed, there is a more accurate representation of what a student can do, what they have done, 

and what they have learned thus far. The stronger the validity of assessments become, the more 

accurate the diagnosis will be. (Kang, 2018). The assessments need to be non biased and should 

be inclusive of all learners in order to yield results that are as close to accuracy as possible. 

Furthermore, the achievement gap between these subgroups was much larger in reading than 

math.  This can be interpreted as language barriers considering the testing population and test 

item subjects.  

In Steeley and Lukacs (2015), the case study of David shares insight about a young 

learner who was classified as both learning disabled as well as an ELL.  The district in which he 

was enrolled was considered a wealthier, higher achieving school district. His parents were both 
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college graduates and bilingual. David, was diagnosed with Downs Syndrome and required early 

intervention at a young age. David was primarily exposed to Spanish and English at home. His 

father also spoke Tagalong, but was not as frequently exposed. He was enrolled in a dual 

language program where he was doing well.  When it was decided that he would repeat 

kindergarten, there were many changes that occurred, leaving cause for concern as to whether the 

school was properly equipped to handle all of their learners. While there were many struggles, 

one particular struggle is worth noting specifically.  David’s mother discusses the assessment 

tools used to determine David’s abilities.  The parent was given a checklist of abilities and based 

on the teacher’s “findings”. The student was automatically placed at the lowest level for those 

particular skills to which he did not meet the criteria.  The school seemed to think that the 

expectations of David needed to be adjusted, rather than the methods for assessing abilities. 

Additionally, the school continued to make changes to supports, such as removing the child from 

the bilingual classroom setting, occupational therapy services, and even retaining David in 

kindergarten for a second year.  The school team showed deficits in that the Special education 

representation was not present when the decision was made to retain David, rather than 

determining adequate supports to allow him to move forward.  The assessments used to 

determine David’s actual abilities, and his regressions provide insight to the quality and 

appropriateness of the accommodations provided to him during the school day.  The validity of 

the given check list and assessments used could be questioned due to the diagnosis of this young 

boy, and whether his ZPD was considered. Furthermore, this continues to raise  concerns to the 

fact that school districts need to be educating staff and providing programs that can 

accommodate all learners, including RTI programs.  Another component that would make the 

observations and data more relevant to evaluations of students would be through various 
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appropriate assessments that can be measurable even with necessary language or disability 

supports in place (Steeley & Lukacs, 2015). 

As ELLs continue to grow, ongoing research with this particular school population is 

necessary to understand how language develops, to what methods and practices are best suited to 

meet the needs of these learners. Providing all teaching candidates and professionals with 

resources and training on cultural responsiveness, best practice, strategies, and language 

acquisition could benefit students tremendously.  

When using a lens of best practice, understanding the constraints, challenges, and the 

strengths that a student’s home could bring to their academic achievement pushes further to the 

point that parental involvement and cultural responsiveness is a necessary component to meeting 

the needs of students across multiple learning needs. All things considered, consistency and a 

call for national and state level unification is not unrealistic.  While at district and school levels 

there are flaws and concerns, there is no Federal accountability as there is with regard to 

standards for content. Unintended mistakes and misdiagnosis could potentially affect a learner 

for the rest of their life and should be prioritized.   

Moving forward, staff members need to be more cognoscente and unified in their 

approach to educating ELLs and measuring meaningful and accurate data. Taking into 

consideration the whole child, the ZPD, and language acquisition, helps to analyze the student 

properly to determine if the student is in need of additional supports or if they may have a 

learning disability. As this portion of review concludes, the evidence has made it clearer that the 

misrepresentation of ELLS in Special Education is a true concern that could change the student’s 

entire academic career.  Such a seemingly impossible and challenging topic relates back to how 

the educators are prepared for this sub learner group. The researchers support a need for 
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professional development and resources that can guide them and provide a more cohesive set of 

measures. 

With my own experiences and the findings developed through research, I have decided to 

create a professional development that looks at the child beyond a normed assessment that will 

clearly show an ELL student below level. The professional development provides main 

components to look for, and a series of  “if..then” scenarios to guide teachers into determining if 

an evaluation is necessary, or if the child is struggling with language acquisition and content 

development. Many teachers are unaware of what the differences may be, and it will continue to 

misrepresent the ELL student population in Special Education until there are clear pathways and 

indicators outlined and implemented by school districts.  
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The Product 

Through given data and research from Chapter 2, and my own experiences as a general 

education teacher, the overwhelming need to educate and advocate for our ELL population is 

more important than ever. The difficulty in doing so comes down to whether the teacher working 

with the student knows enough about the challenges and progressions that are normally 

occurring in language acquisition versus a concern of learning disabilities.  Many times, the data 

that we collect on our students can be questioned due to its biased even though unintended 

(Steeley & Lukacs, 2015) . As a general education teacher, it has always been difficult for me to 

keep track of ELL progress over general student progress. I often feel as though I fell short when 

having enough data to truly understand the challenges of these students and whether they were 

something that was hindered due to language or learning disabilities.  A tool such as this helps 

me as the teacher to be conscious about each student when planning and helps me to know where 

the student is and how I can move them.  If concerns arose I would have detailed notes so that I 

could connect longer time frames and prove that I have tried different scaffolds or supports.  It 

will also be helpful when talking to colleagues and during inquiry.   

School leaders and staff members should be consistently reviewing and developing 

proper RTI and assessment measures that are a unified approach in tracking progress in all 

students. Standardized testing should not be the preferred method of tracking due to test bias 

(Hoa Le, 2017). Instead, tracking student abilities and concerns within content may allow 

teachers and staff members to follow both language development and content development 

within the expected student progression of language acquisition.   

The tool and professional development I have created are intended to both educate 

teachers on what is normal for a student that is learning a second language, and how to track and 
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separate language from content. It can help to identify the type of learner a student is, what 

works most efficiently for a student, and can also determine changes that need to be made within 

specific content goals. The PowerPoint addresses the need for educators to be better informed 

and prepared, while the progress tracker allows for teacher planning, and best practice 

implementation.   

The components of the PowerPoint professional development include common 

misconceptions and insights on realistic expectations of language progression, tools and 

strategies to improve student access to tasks, and ways to think about assessment when 

considering referrals for ELL students. Because many teachers and school staff are feeling 

inadequate or unprepared to teach ELLs, let alone refer them for special education this 

professional development was created to begin a process of informing and collaborating with 

teachers in a way that will make them feel more confident and aware of ELL language 

acquisition. The goal is to educate school staff on the growing population that continues to come 

into our classrooms every year, and thus help them navigate teaching a very unique set of 

learners. The PowerPoint gives basic knowledge and facts about learning a second language and 

will hopefully make teachers more aware that students who are not meeting grade level 

benchmarks, could in fact still be learning at the correct pace.  Knowing how ELLs approach 

learning and develop content knowledge allows for teachers to have realistic expectations in their 

teaching, and in the learning of students.  Many teachers are not aware of how language 

acquisition occurs and what are common tendencies of a student at each stage of acquisition 

(Hoa Le, 2017).  
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Description of the Professional Development  

 For the PD I have created, it would work best in a school building where staff members 

are face to face and can work collaboratively, and practice skills through the sample tool that is 

provided. If the staff is meeting in their building, the learning is more meaningful and realistic in 

context. Because this is something that is necessary from day one, it is a PD that can be offered 

continuously year round  and should be an introduction to a range of deeper discussions and 

information based on the needs of the individual school buildings. Every year, schools offer 

different trainings and PDs that are considered essential to start the school year, and this PD 

should be included in that time frame as well. The goal of teaching goes by the motto “it takes a 

village” and that is true of working with ELLs. All staff members should be in attendance if they 

work with the students in any capacity, including administrators and school support teams. This 

professional development can be completed over one to two sessions of about thirty to forty-five 

minutes, as not to overwhelm participants with information, but rather provide support and time 

to apply these ideas to their own teaching. Within the day one presentation, some big ideas are 

addressed. First, there is discussion around the Zone of Proximal Development, different stages 

of language progression and acceptable forms of answers that students can provide at each stage.  

Then there are slides also equip teachers with knowledge of some scaffolds they can use in order 

to help make learning achievable. Lastly, slides will discuss assessments, and what could be used 

to fully understand the students they are working with.  

In order to deliver the dense material in a way that is organized and easy to follow, there 

will be a PowerPoint provided that would be spoken over in person (see Appendix B) and a copy 

of the slides would be provided in paper form as well for staff to take notes. Staff will be 

provided a sample of the tool (see Appendix A) as used by a teacher to examine and work with 
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throughout the PD, and additionally a blank tool to reproduce and use in their own classrooms. 

The progress template is one that could continue be used with inquiry school wide, and can 

provide trends in language acquisition that may help across grades and content. The progress 

template is organized in such a way that teachers can plan for RTI and next steps through diverse 

versions of assessment with a more focused approach. It includes multiple assessments for a 

student, goals, and modifications or scaffolds. There is a place for teachers to make notes, and to 

even find challenges to look more closely into. The template serves as a way for teachers to look 

at student work and really determine what a student is doing in the classroom. It exposes 

strengths and deficits when used from start to finish. If a student is one that is potentially flagged 

for a learning disability, teachers can provide documentation to show all of the supports that the 

student was given, the concerns that arose, and the skills that have or have not been mastered. 

Kang (2018) addresses the need for staff to find better approaches to assessing students, 

as the poor scores from assessments used in only a student’s L2 is causing an overdiagnosis in 

special education.  Coveney closely relates her findings to echo that of Kang, and in turn created 

a series of checklists to help identify all of the possible needs and strengths of the student.  The 

checklists address multiple aspects of the child beyond the normal assessments that are given 

normatively in the classroom (Coveney, 2019). The tool I created was based off of this series of 

checklists, and takes into consideration the classroom teacher and excessive paperwork that may 

make teachers unwilling to properly complete them regularly.  

 When providing a model progress tool, there are several purposes that will be served. 

First and foremost, it is a visual of how the tool should be used in the classroom. This can help 

teachers when filling out each section to best understand what should be accounted for. The 

second reason for providing a model tool is for staff to work collaboratively to assess the 

Talouli, Mahmoud� 7/19/2020 11:19 PM
Comment [5]: Good.	
  use	
  research	
  that	
  
used	
  it	
  and	
  recommended	
  it.	
  What	
  does	
  
teachers	
  who	
  used	
  say?	
  One	
  quote	
  from	
  a	
  
teacher	
  would	
  be	
  good.	
  use	
  multiple	
  studies	
  
(again	
  synthesize).	
  	
  



PROPER	
  DIAGNOSIS	
  AND	
  PLACEMENT	
  FOR	
  ENGLISH	
  LANGUAGE	
  
	
  

32	
  

information and understand how to use the information best. Staff will analyze it, discuss it, and 

create next steps for the student. This application can be extended to staff using it in their 

classroom and then returning with samples to then do practice inquiry with staff members to 

become more comfortable with usage.  

 Because it is expected to take place over two separate sessions, the flow would begin 

with an ice breaker, and then go into the PowerPoint presentation, providing guiding information 

and building background as to why the tool was created and considered necessary. The PD will 

address language acquisition, appropriate assessments, and interventions that can be used in the 

classroom.  At the end of the session, staff will be asked to provide feedback using a 3,2,1  sheet 

(See Appendix C). The 3,2,1 will gear future professional development work. The staff will 

determine three items that they were newly aware of after this PD, two items that are still unclear 

to them, and one item that they already knew. At the second PD, staff will be introduced to the 

tool, and practice using the tool through a variety of guiding questions to drive inquiry. This is 

where staff can collaborate, dissect, and analyze the work and data to really drive their thinking 

and apply it in a way that is meaningful to their own student population. The hands on 

component can probe questions, clarify misconceptions, and even draw conclusions about 

students in the same way they would for their own classroom.   

Understanding Language Acquisition 

Understanding language acquisition is crucial in knowing what is acceptable and 

appropriate for a language learner as opposed to a cause for alarm. If a student enters a 

period of time where they are not speaking, after there has been some transfer of a second 

language, it is not a cause for alarm. According to the American Speech- Language- Hearing 

Association (2020), this phase is normal and is a time when the children are focusing on listening 
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and comprehension. The length of this period depends on the child’s age and exposure to the 

new language (Swanson et al., 2020). Students also tend to mix up their first language (L1) with 

the language they are learning (L2). This can result in students combining the languages in the 

same sentence. Again, this is expected of a language learner. Students may also mix up the order 

in which they use verbs and nouns in English, making it grammatically incorrect. It is influenced 

by the sentence structure of their L1. This common acquisition error is called code switching and 

is quite common in English language learners (Yow et al., 2018). 

Zone of Proximal Development 

 Lev Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is one that applies to all learners. 

The overall understanding that comes with ZPD is that there is a point where students can work 

independently, a point that students can work through with some guidance, and a point of 

frustration, or difficulty that is beyond abilities at a particular point. Knowing this is a great 

benefit for teachers because it helps to identify if a student’s actual abilities are appropriate to 

their expected abilities. Carr and Weinmann used a case study of two Japanese adult language 

learners and their response to written corrective feedback and how ZPD can be assessed. Their 

research proved that the delivery of feedback and scaffolds helped to better prove whether 

learners were making progress through their writing and the changes they made in editing after 

receiving feedback. (Carr & Weinmann, 2018). This component is included in the PD because 

misdiagnosis can occur when students are not being fairly assessed by their ZPD and instead by a 

normed set of assessments that are biased towards English language native speakers (Steeley & 

Lukacs, 2015), school staff need to understand how ZPD plays a role in student growth and 

language acquisition.   
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Proper Assessment 

In a book published by Debbie Zacarian, she expresses concern with equitable 

assessments and how they tend to hold bias against the ELL population. “Prior to the No Child 

Left Behind Act of 2001, Language Learners were exempt from state exams for three years from 

the beginning of their language learning, and while students were not denied graduation or 

promotion based off of the tests, the direct focus was placed on those students who were taking 

the test, and the ELL population was not being provided an equitable education (Zacarian, 2011). 

The results of NCLB swung the other way entirely. Now all students were taking the same 

normed test, and were expected to have a passing grade, regardless of disabilities or L1. Students 

were exempt from their first year of the language arts exam only, and math was provided in their 

native language, or translated for them. With NCLB, now language learner students were 

constantly being classified as failing students, and placed into classes that were not educationally 

appropriate. This also led to the rise in classification of English language learners (Zacarian, 

2011). Schools rely heavily on testing as a means of assessing student deficits and struggles, 

however, not understanding the students we work with and assessing students based on their 

ZPD as well as their stage of language acquisition, could lead to improper diagnosis and 

placement. This is not in the best interest of the student and needs to be part of teacher education 

preparation or continued education.  

Interventions in the Classroom 

Response to intervention, or RTI is important on the path to remedy learning concerns for 

all students, not just ELLS, however, it is not a one size fits all protocol and should be 

considered closely especially for ELL students. RTI must be framed with multiple levels, or tiers 
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that are used early on in identifying and supporting students in need. According to Hagan, It 

should be high quality and should take place in the general education setting. (Hagan, 2010).  

The struggle for RTI in schools seems to fall under misconceptions of what it actually is, 

and who or how it is implemented successfully. From a case study conducted in 2019, Kalyanpur 

concluded that students who are not receiving proper RTI are then referred to special education 

and potentially misdiagnosed. “Limited or inadequate training on RTI and lack of clarity about 

appropriate class -wide interventions for struggling students can affect a teacher’s perceptions of 

RTI as an additional responsibility” (Kalyanpur, 2019, p.54). Teachers tend to use RTI as a step 

towards referring a student, rather than as an intervention to remedy learning deficits. Kalyanpur 

also discusses how it is viewed as additional responsibility in the classroom, further proving that 

proper use of RTI through several trainings and exposures is necessary in proper implementation. 

Beyond just educating the teachers, administration and out of classroom staff need to be 

equally prepared to offer support to the teachers that work closely with the students. There 

should be regular discussions and professional development around Language Learners. “Hiatt 

also recommends that schools focus on inclusive leadership, not just teaching strategies; research 

indicates that, in order to help students succeed, school administrators must be equally prepared 

to support the teachers and students” (Mitchell, 2020, p.19). The hope of this professional 

development and the tool that is created is to bring unification in schools and beyond in 

understanding English language learners and what best suits their needs as they develop both 

language and content in the classroom. In order to achieve this, it must start with educating and 

supplying all staff with the knowledge and supports that help them to provide appropriate and 

quality education to ELLs.   
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Conclusion 

 Teaching English language learners (ELLs) is very different from teaching English native 

students. Determining if the student is meeting appropriate benchmarks or if there is a possible 

learning disability is a challenge (Kang, 2018). This project focused on the question: Why are 

English language learners misdiagnosed into special education? In Chapter 2, the literature 

shows three main reasons: 1) teachers and schools were not adequately trained or prepared (e.g., 

Becker & Deris, 2019; George, 2016); 2) assessments were not accurately being administered or 

analyzed (e.g., Coveney, 2019; Steeley & Lukacs, 2015);  and 3) there was insufficient 

connection between school and the students’ home (e.g., Neihaus & Adelson, 2014; Urtubey, 

2019). In some cases, students are not being referred enough, while in others, students are being 

referred unnecessarily. Regardless, placing students in the wrong academic setting can have 

long-term effects. Schools must be finding ways to offer more to connect home and school for 

the students. Whether they provide families with meetings and translators for the families to feel 

comfortable and willing to attend (Niehaus & Adelson, 2014). With regard to RTI, Kang (2018) 

echoes that RTI should not just be another step in the process of evaluation, but rather a series of 

scaffolds and supports to build students’ abilities and language simultaneously. Schools need to 

incorporate RTI into their daily instructional routines, rather than experiencing it in isolation and 

viewing it as an additional task.  

 There is a clear misrepresentation of ELL students in special education (cite), and 

therefore more work is to be done. Research on why this misrepresentation is occurring is fairly 

recent, and therefore needs to be further investigated. The research shows that teachers do not 

feel adequate, or capable of working with the ELLs in their classrooms, which is already a 
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concern for education of ELLs (e.g., Cuba, 2020; George, 2016). These studies have concluded 

that schools need to have more unified approaches and clear guidelines for staff members.   

Another piece that needs to be better addressed and streamlined is how schools assess 

ELLs at various levels. Assessments cannot simply be norm-based and must have various 

components to meet the student at their ZPD. The assessments given must also provide scaffolds 

and supports to allow access to the assessment without bias. Lastly, schools need to work on 

building a solid relationship with students’ families. Beyond communication, schools need to be 

culturally responsive and aware of the community they service.  

The initial step that I created was a professional development to educate school personnel 

with regard to ELL students, language acquisition, RTI, and assessments. The PD is intended to 

help staff members have a clearer understanding of how an ELL learns, and the timeline to 

which it occurs. The language progression is critical to knowing if students are making progress. 

To respond the problem under investigation in the professional development workshop, I created 

a monitoring tool for both TESOL and content teachers to use while working with ELL students, 

in order to best understand how the students learn. The tool (goal tracking) provides teachers 

with adequate data that can then be used to determine if a student is in fact struggling due to a 

learning disability. While professional development is not the only preparation method, it should 

be an ongoing topic for teachers to be a part of. There should be regular discussions and inquiry 

work around these school deficits with a goal to lessen the number of misdiagnoses that are 

occurring in our schools. The monitoring tool addresses how we assess our students and creates 

regular opportunities for discussions and inquiry school wide. The tool is also a way to 

communicate effectively with families and allow for their input in regard to their student.  



PROPER	
  DIAGNOSIS	
  AND	
  PLACEMENT	
  FOR	
  ENGLISH	
  LANGUAGE	
  
	
  

38	
  

I have learned that knowing our students is critical in their achievement. Being culturally 

responsive and educating one’s self can go a long way in ensuring a proper education for all of 

our learners, regardless of the various needs they may have. Another concept that has resonated 

with me is that we expect our students to learn, but we do not give them enough opportunities to 

show what they have learned in their own way. If students do not make the expected grade, we 

assume they are not understanding the concepts, when in fact this is not always the case.   

Implications  

 Because standardized testing has become such a widespread norm in schools for grades 

three through twelve, many schools utilize the data for several different aspects of a student’s 

abilities (Steeley & Lukacs, 2015). However, by using this tool, the teacher can use various 

strategies for assessing and provide scaffolds and supports to guide the student without assuming 

they are not building content knowledge. The tool will help teachers to implement RTI strategies 

and differentiate based on student need, while allow students to work within their ZPD 

appropriately. The various assessment measures can provide a more accurate picture of student 

abilities and in turn will help in properly assessing and diagnosing students with learning 

disabilities (Kang, 2018). Teachers will be able to develop goals for students and measure them 

in ways that they see fit for their population of students.  

The information in the tool can be used as data for inquiry and a way to track patterns of 

learning. The tool addresses the whole child, rather than just a standardized benchmark normed 

test. Many teachers are not comfortable teaching ELL students because they do not feel as 

though the expectations and supports are clear or feasible in a larger classroom setting 

(DeMatthews et al., 2014). Thus, educating teachers is the key to building understanding. Giving 
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teachers the information and tools, they need to successfully teach their students can allow them 

more time to plan accordingly using best practices for ELLs.   

Recommendations  

 Idealistically, the federal government should provide more to the states in regard to their 

expectations of ELL student mandates. Funding at a state and federal level need to increase as 

we see the influx of ELL students in public schools. Similarly, specific approved assessment 

formats, ample trainings, and college preparatory programs should offer more on ELL education 

and language acquisition. As we continue to see growth in our population of English language 

learners, our programs for students should as well. 

More research around language acquisition and special education needs to be conducted 

to determine clear indicators to distinguish the two whenever possible. Because staff in many 

different states are feeling similarly about working with ELLs (George, 2020), research should 

be conducted on whether or not professional development and school collaboration do in fact 

change the misrepresentation after procedures are implemented and given time to be addressed. 

As with all research, it should be studied over time, and if minimal changes are being observed, 

additional measures may need to be considered. In addressing equity for students, staff should be 

encouraged to have designated time set for engaging families, and to research and understand the 

demographics of the community to which they work. Providing staff with these opportunities can 

open up discussions, deepen understanding, and continuously make changes based on newly 

discovered findings and revelations. The process will not occur over night, but must continue to 

be prevalent in order for adequate change to occur.   
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Appendix A 

SAMPLE Progress Monitor Sheet  

Student	
  Name:	
   	
  Christina	
  DeSalvo	
  	
  
ELL	
  information:	
   Emerging	
  ELL	
  –	
  L	
  1	
  Italian	
  	
  
Content	
  Goal:	
  
	
  

3rd	
  grade	
  is	
  learning	
  to	
  multiply.	
  Christina	
  has	
  limited	
  
vocabulary	
  pertaining	
  to	
  numbers	
  and	
  operations.	
  	
  	
  

Pre-­‐assessment:	
  
	
  

In	
  Italian:	
  3	
  X	
  2	
  Show	
  3	
  rows	
  of	
  two	
  objects:	
  How	
  many	
  are	
  
there	
  in	
  total?	
  	
  
6	
  X	
  4	
  repeat	
  

Result:	
  
	
  

Christina	
  cannot	
  multiply	
  by	
  showing	
  an	
  array:	
  When	
  assessed	
  
in	
  Italian.	
  	
  	
  

Vocabulary:	
  HW:	
  Picture	
  
Dictionary	
  practice	
  with	
  these	
  
words	
  	
  
	
  

Row	
  -­‐	
  
Column	
  -­‐	
  	
  
Array	
  –	
  
Multiply	
  -­‐	
  

Initial	
  intended	
  Scaffolds/	
  
Supports:	
  
	
  

Cut	
  up	
  pictures	
  of	
  arrays	
  and	
  numbers	
  in	
  English	
  	
  

Duration:	
   1	
  week	
  	
  
Mid-­‐assess:	
  
	
  

Given	
  cut	
  up	
  pictures	
  of	
  arrays	
  and	
  multiplication	
  sentences:	
  
Christina	
  can	
  create	
  at	
  least	
  3/4	
  and	
  say	
  at	
  least	
  1/4	
  problems	
  
in	
  English	
  	
  

Result:	
  
	
  

Christina	
  is	
  able	
  to	
  show	
  4/4	
  problems,	
  but	
  struggles	
  with	
  
remembering	
  vocabulary	
  and	
  numbers	
  in	
  English	
  :	
  Student	
  
also	
  writes	
  5s	
  backwards	
  

Changes	
  to	
  scaffolds	
  /	
  Supports:	
  
	
  

Move	
  to	
  drawing	
  arrays	
  with	
  vocabulary	
  support.	
  Writing	
  
numbers	
  above	
  word	
  forms.	
  

End	
  Assess:	
  
	
  

Given	
  10	
  English	
  sentences	
  such	
  as	
  four	
  times	
  three:	
  Christina	
  
should	
  be	
  able	
  to	
  draw	
  arrays	
  and	
  create	
  number	
  sentences	
  
for	
  6/10	
  problems	
  	
  

Result:	
  
	
  

Christina	
  can	
  identify	
  the	
  word	
  form	
  of	
  the	
  numbers	
  and	
  
writes	
  them	
  above	
  the	
  word	
  (mimicking	
  the	
  vocabulary	
  cards)	
  
She	
  can	
  draw	
  arrays	
  from	
  the	
  number	
  sentences:	
  5/10	
  
completely	
  correct	
  5/10	
  partially	
  correct	
  	
  0/10	
  completely	
  
incorrect.	
  	
  

Concerns:	
  	
  
	
  

Writing	
  5	
  backwards	
  

RTI:	
   Practice	
  with	
  writing	
  5	
  and	
  number	
  vocabulary	
  	
  
Area	
  of	
  growth:	
   Christina	
  is	
  able	
  to	
  use	
  arrays	
  to	
  represent	
  multiplication.	
  	
  	
  

Area of additional support: Continue to provide vocabulary for numbers from 1  to 100  
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Language Barrier or other concern: Christina still struggles with writing numbers, however numbers 
are written left to right and the same formation in both languages. 

Observations: 
 Numbers 1 – 10 are okay: 11- 20 are not completely memorized, beyond 21 –  Student guesses or says 
them in Italian.  Student does not answer questions when asked directly to speak in English, however 
manipulates objects to show the correct answer when creating arrays.  
Student Name:   
ELL information:  
Content Goal: 
 

 

Pre-assessment: 
 

 

Result: 
 

 

Vocabulary: HW: Picture 
Dictionary practice with these 
words  
 

 

Initial intended Scaffolds/ Supports: 
 

 

Duration:  
Mid-assess: 
 

 

Result: 
 

 

Changes to scaffolds / Supports: 
 

 

End Assess: 
 

 

Result: 
 

 

Concerns:  
 

 

RTI:  
Area of growth:  

Area of additional support:  

Language Barrier or other concern:  

Observations: 
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Appendix B 

PowerPoint Presentation slides
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Appendix C 

3, 2, 1 Reflection 

 

 


