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Abstract

This capstone project aims to provide a solution to the current problem of overidentification of
English Language Learners (ELLs) students in special education programs. ELL students are a
growing population across the country and have been negatively impacted by the lack of
knowledge regarding the issue of misclassification and identification. The research shows that
teachers, administrators, school counselors, and school professionals need support and additional
services to adequately address the concerns of ELL students. Many different strategies can help
prevent the misclassification of ELL students, including professional development, dual
language programs, use of translators, parental involvement, response to intervention approach,
and pre-referral strategies. Since education professionals do not feel competent when making
decisions regarding ELL students, this project presents educational based training by means of
professional development concentrated on identification and proper placement ELL students.
School districts must start providing educators with the knowledge and tools necessary to
accurately classify ELL students so that they may be successful in the future.

Keywords: English Language Learners (ELLs), Intervention, Misclassification,

Identification
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Franklin D. Roosevelt once said, “We know that equality of individual ability has ever
existed and never will, but we do insist that equality of opportunity still must be sought.” As a
three-year special education teacher, this quote holds so much power mainly because we
education professionals must investigate and address the concerns in reference to the
misclassification of ELLs. Imagine walking into a new school where you know you are different
from your peers around you and those same peers cannot understand you. Think of all the
English language learners (ELLs) that come into our school system every year with feelings of
anxiety and stress simply because of the cultural shock or language barriers. These students are
being “tossed” into classrooms without the proper classification and services that they
desperately need. Students should be placed in their least restrictive environments, where they
can succeed and obtain the proper resources needed to assist them so that they benefit from the
education. Least restrictive environment may look different for every student because a child’s
educational program should be geared towards their abilities. The goal for all students is to be
placed in a general education setting, this may mean with accommodations for some student, or
pull out time for others.

Unfortunately, ELLs are still being misclassified into special education programs and are
not getting the require resources they need to obtain a substantial education. This problem still
exists today and we as educators are failing these students as we continue to misplace them for
several reasons that we will further analyze. Working in the New York City Department of
Education, I have had first-hand experience of students, especially ELLs being placed in the
wrong class setting misclassified. There is a problem with the rising percentage of ELLS being

classified in special education in the USA (Sullivan, 2011). It is important for educators to
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identify this problem and help ELLs succeed along their mainstream peers and decrease the
number of ELLs being misclassified. Dr. Maria Ramirez (2018) stated, “In 2014-15,
approximately 665,000 ELL students were also identified as students with disabilities.” With the
rising number of ELLs, many educators and parents have started to investigate how these
students are being placed, or in actuality misplaced.

Researchers reached out to parents of ELLs and found that information requested on the
home-language survey that parents are commonly asked to fill out when they enroll their child in
a public school can be misleading and confusing (Zehr, 2010). Teachers are frequently tasked, or
required, with reaching out to individual parents on the progress or status of their child and it was
found that parents are mainly confused when it comes to the at-home surveys regarding ELLs.
These students being misplaced in special education programs, but some are being labeled as
ELLs just because they speak a second language in their household. We will further examine this
issue later but is important to note that these at-home surveys are the steppingstone that leads
ELLs to being misclassified.

Another important factor to take note of is the fact that in the United States we have
many federal special education laws in place to help hold states accountable when dealing with
racial disproportionality and student placement. Individual states are required to monitor racial
discrepancies among students; however, these polices do not specifically address the issues
surroundings ELLs. One of the main issues is a lack of data being collected on the identification,
placement, and outcome of these students in special education programs, and not to mention that
most school systems do not even have adequate mechanisms in place to gather this information
(Sullivan, 2011). If we cannot properly collect data on these students, then we will not be able to

see if practices and current methods are working adequately.
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Although there is a significant lack of data, researchers such as the Handicapped Minority
Research Institutes in California and Texas discovered that first generation Latino children were
more likely to be classified as disabled specifically when tested in the English language (Rueda
et al., 2002). This means that simply because these children do not fully understand the English
language, they are getting placed into special education programs which is restrictive to their
educational growth. It is important to note that the English language will be taught to these
students in both the special education and main steam classroom. Therefore, there is truly no
educational or rational explanation as to why ELLs are being placed into special education
programs and schools are doing a great injustice by indirectly stunting these students’ education.

There are many issues surrounding the process of ELLs getting wrongly placed into
special education programs, however one of the main areas of concern involves educational
professionals. Many practitioners find it extremely difficult to find the distinction between
English proficiency and a learning disability (Keller-Allen, 2006). The issue appears to emerge
when educators mistakenly confuse an actual learning disability with language acquisition. It can
take years for an ELL to fully grasp the proper verbiage, sentence format, vocabulary, etc., of the
English language. This does not directly imply that just because it would take a student
additional English language teaching mean that they have a learning disability such as dyslexia.
One must remember that English is their second language, and it is going to take additional
training to fully master proper English.

We are doing a great injustice for ELLs that simply because of these formal language
discrepancies these students are getting mislabeled with learning disabilities when in fact they do
understand the English language. This issue falls back on professional’s lack of training in

linguistic and cultural differences as well as the overall shortage of bilingual educators and
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psychologists (Figueroa & Newsome, 2006). It is safe to say that education across the country is
underfunded, involve a lack of resources, and an extreme discrepancy of funding depending on
individual states and jurisdictions. These issues directly correlate with the shortage of these
needed professionals to adequately address the concerns surrounding ELLs.

One of the issues surrounding this problem is the fact that both students with learning
disabilities and ELLs tend to test poorly on academic tasks that require high language efficiency
(Abedi, 2006). As a result, ELLs are much more vulnerable to being misclassified with having a
learning disability. There is also a very real stigma that exist among teaching professionals that
when challenged with a student that appears to be struggling academically and cannot provide
effective instruction they must “do something,” which results in students being inappropriately
placed into special education (Lesaux, 2006). These students are struggling academically due to
a lack of understanding or confusion of the English language not a learning disability. Teachers,
especially those who work in southern states that do not have unions to protect their jobs, are
under a great deal of pressure to make sure their students reach certain educational requirements.
Unfortunately, this directly impacts specific students such as ELLs because it is much easier for
a teacher to label a struggling student with a learning disability rather than address the real issue
which is a language deficiency. This is not to place the full blame on the teacher, because as
previously stated most schools just simply do not have the resources or required staff to address
this specific issue. In a sense these issues place the teacher in a difficult position because they
need to come up with a solution without sufficient resources to secure their job in the future.

Another major issue that concerns the placement of ELLs are the home-language surveys
parents are requested to fill out regarding their children, depending on a particular state (Zehr,

2010). For example, if you were to answer that you do not speak Spanish at home, this could
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lead to a child being labeled as having a learning disability after being tested, even though their
primary language at home is Spanish. Once the label of having a learning disability has been
established, it is difficult for a student to be correctly placed back into general population. Based
on my experience as a public-school teacher in New York City I have seen first-hand how this
becomes a major issue as parents are in fear of having their child labeled, or they simply do not
understand the survey being given and do not provide accurate responses. This means their child
will not be labeled as ELL so in turn they will not receive the services they require to be
proficient in the English Language. Instead of being properly labeled as ELL, they will now be
labeled as having a learning disability which will not provide them with the specific support and
materials they need to be successfully.

Approximately 5,000,000 or roughly 10% of students enrolled in public school were
identified as ELLs (Ortiz, 2011). According to the National Center for Educational Statistics,
“ELLs across grades, are twice as likely as their English-proficient peers to be reading below
grade level. Data from a sample of more than 1,300 U.S. school districts revealed that 76% of
ELLs scored below grade level on tests of English reading” (2005). Now obviously one can
conclude that a student who is labeled as an ELL is going to having difficulty with proper
English given the fact that English is their second language. However, the issue lies with the way
students are being classified into special education programs. Students are placed into special
education programs primarily due to reading-related difficulties as well as academic
achievement. This means that when an ELL student scores at a low level for reading English
they can be misclassified into a special education program when in all reality they just need
services specifically for English proficiency. As previously stated, general educators do not have

the require training to distinguish students whose academic problems stem from a lack of



MISCLASSIFICATION OF ELLS 9

proficiency in English. This lack of understanding leads to misclassification between disabilities
and English language education. A contributing factor is the fact that new teachers are not
adequately prepared to teach ELLs, I can personally say for myself that this subject was only
acknowledged as a problem during my observations while completing my degree. Senior
teachers will only state that this is a major issue but are unable to offer any kind of remedy,
mainly because most schools lack the resources.

We have discussed multiple problems surrounding the misclassification of ELLs into
special education programs and how it dramatically does an injustice to the student. These issues
put ELL students at a disadvantage against their English proficient peers and we need to take the
appropriate steps to resolve it. In the next chapter we will take a further look specifically at the
process in which ELLs are being classified/misclassified into special education programs. We
must see exactly what happens on day one as soon as these students walk into any given school

and more importantly how we can ensure they are proctored correctly and accurately.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

This chapter will provide a review literature on misclassification of English language
learners and their wrongful placement into special education programs. Both educators and
school systems have a direct impact on this issue and directly influence the classification process
of ELLs. There has not been any proven method in place that can successfully differentiate
between ELL students from those who have learning disabilities. However, Burr (2015)
describes key elements of this process and can identify appropriate services for ELL students
with disabilities and how certain states incorporate these elements into operational procedures,
guidelines, and protocols. This paper will discuss these procedures and will help determine
whether an ELL student’s academic difficulties are caused by a learning disability or because
English is their second language.

The operational procedures and themes that emerged from the literature include
standardized test scores, classroom observations and the intervention approach, as well as non-
test data and even parental input (Samuels, 2015). I will present these themes and discuss how
teachers and school districts can avoid the misplacement of English Language Learners as well
as help them understand the difference between language acquisition and learning disability.
This paper will show the limitations to each method and provide possible solutions to help
prevent overidentification of ELL students. This review will examine how ELLs are being placed
and what practices are generally used to facilitate this process, the lack of bi-lingual teachers,
long-term ELLs, ELLs, disabilities, and special education programs, and lastly future solutions.
Causes of Misclassification: Testing

Several standardized tests are often used to identify student’s strengths and weakness and

areas of concerns. For example, standardized test gives educators an idea of where an ELL
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student’s education level falls primarily in math, reading, and English. If a student scores low in
math, but high in English, educators can use this information to place students into certain
programs and provide a cohesive lesson plan to meet their specific needs. These specific tests are
also responsible for identifying ELLs, however there are limitations about the reliability of these
test and whether a single standard test score can form teaching practices. For example, the New
York State English as a Second Language Achievement Test (NYSESLAT), is a standardized
test designed to annually access the English language proficiency of all ELL students enrolled in
grades K-12 in New York State schools. The NYSESLAT measures give performance levels,
which include entering, emerging, transitioning, expanding, and commanding. The NYSESLAT
questions are derived from content-based classroom activities and based on academics rather
than on students’ personal experiences or backgrounds (New York State Department of
Education, 2021). The individual schools are responsible to decide where to administer the test
which can range from classroom or in groups of other sizes. This means that the depending on
school district, the environment of the test can change which can influence an ELL student. An
ELL student might have testing anxiety and test better in a quiet smaller group in a classroom as
opposed to a large group setting such as a school gym.

Additionally, it is practical to assume that some students are not going to test well with
the format of standardized testing. Standardized tests are formatted in such a way that can easily
confuse students, which can provide a false narrative of their true education level. Standardized
test will usually be formatted in a multiple-choice fashion where at least two answers are very
similar to one another, which can result in a low-test score. It is imperative that there are multiple

forms of testing used to measure a student’s education level and IQ.
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Given these limitations, researchers suggest that standardized test score can be useful but
only as one indicator (Burr, 2015). Standardized tests, such as the 1Q-achievement model, are
used to measure 1Q and determine whether a particular student has a learning disability, however
the issue is for teachers to identify if this score reflects their general intelligence, or a
discrepancy of understanding the English language. ELL students are simultaneously learning
both content and the English language and tend to produce low scores on all English-based
standardized assessments (Buttner & Hasaselhorn 2011; Huang, Clark, Milczarski & Raby,
2011).

Additionally, it is questionable if the use of standardized test can form teaching practices.
Standardized test scores alone cannot distinguish between learning disabilities and other factors,
such as a student’s low level of literacy proficiency that may cause and ELL student to perform
below standards (Abedi, 2006; Chu & Flores, 2011; MacSwan & Rolstad, 2006). These tests can
create a bias that favors U.S. English-speaking culture and cannot distinguish between an actual
learning disability and poor-quality teaching (Klingner & Harry, 2006). Researchers have found
that overreliance on standardized testing throughout school districts have resulted in
underdiagnoses in earlier elementary grades and overdiagnoses in later elementary grades and
above (Gallego, Zamora Duran, & Reyes, 2006; Sullivan, 2011; Valenzuela, Copeland Qi, &
Park, 2006).

Subsequently, this misdiagnosis results in classroom and program misplacement, which
impedes the educational achievement of ELL students. Based on the information stated above,
ELL students can be classified as having a learning disability and placed into special education
programs solely based on these scores which is not an accurate depiction of their general

knowledge and level of understanding. Therefore, standardized test scores alone should not be
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used to distinguish between having a learning disability and overall 1Q. Instead, a particular
student’s education level should be based on a combination of factors to include literacy
proficiency, prior schooling, and level of English proficiency (Abedi, 2006, Chu & Flores, 2011;
MacSwan & Rolstad, 2006). Standardized testing does not account for poor quality teaching that
any given ELL student could have received prior to taking such test.

Consequently, the overreliance of standardized test is directly correlated with ELL
students being classified with a learning disability thus, researchers have suggested to give a test
or a similar assessment in their students’ first language (Burr, 2015; Rivera et al., 2008; Sanchez
et al., 2010; Wagner Francis, & Morris, 2005). However, researchers have stated that given the
number of first languages spoken by ELL students and the low availability of assessments in
several languages, this may not be feasible (Chu & Flores, 2011; Wagner et al., 2005). In my
experience, as a New York City teacher, there is a tremendous lack of funding available to
school districts and the amount of money provided to specific schools varies greatly.
Additionally, same language testing based on students’ primary language would give teachers
the upper hand in determining whether an ELL student has a learning disability and should be
placed into a special education program or should be placed into a mainstream program with
additional language services. Additional language service would include the use of a translator as
well as qualified interpreters to help when necessary.

Furthermore, the use of translators and additional test time for ELL students would
provide another solution to standardized testing (Artiles & Ortiz, 2002; Park & Thomas, 2012).
However, the same issues surrounding the solution of providing same language testing would
also apply to the use of translators. Again, for many school districts funding plays a major factor

in what services and supplies can be provided to students. Depending on school district and state
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funding specific schools may not be able to provide ELL students with translators. For those
schools that may be able to supply translators to ELL students there are still limitations to this
solution, such as providing poor translations. Although providing additional test time for
standardized test would be cost effective, without the use of a translator it would be moot.
Therefore, it can be concluded that standardized test should not be solely used to determine the
classification of ELL students.
Solutions to Misclassification of ELLs: Classroom Observations

Classroom observations have been used with greater frequency in response to the
limitations of solely relying on standardized test to determine the classification for ELLs in
special education programs (Klingner et al., 2006; Rinaldi & Samson, 2008). Classroom
observations require qualified teachers that have to skillset to properly identify ELL students and
their English language abilities. Researchers have argued that they early stages of identifying
whether a particular student has a learning disability should consider classroom environments,
quality of teaching, and other cultural and contextual factors such as prior schooling (Burr, 2015,
Park & Thomas, 2012). Student intervention relies heavily on initial classroom observations as
well as student responses. However, student intervention can be limited by the knowledge and
skillset of the teacher. If an ELL student has been subjected to poor quality teachers in their prior
schooling, it will directly influence their education level and English proficiency (Echevarria &
Hasbrouck, 2009; Rinaldi & Samson, 2008). Therefore, it is important to consider a student’s
prior schooling history when evaluating classroom observations and placement into a special
education program.

Solutions to Misclassification of ELLs: Response to Intervention Approach
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The response to intervention approach which relies on classroom observations can be
used as an alternative to the IQ-achievement discrepancy model in standardized testing. The
response to intervention approach uses a multitiered structure of increasingly intensive and
focused instruction, assessment, and intervention to serve the needs of students with academic
difficulties (Echevarria & Hasbrouck, 2009; Rinaldi & Samson, 2008). The response to
intervention method is a three-tiered instructional system that increases the focus and intensity of
interventions for a student as the student responds below required minimum expectations on each
instructional tier (Burr, 2015; Kavale, Holdnack, & Mostert, 2006). The first tier is research-
based instructional practices for an entire class. The second tier is smaller group instruction
which will be different and more focused than the initial instruction. Tier three is generally
individual instruction or interventions, as well as assessment for determining whether special
education or other additional services, such as English learner support, should be included as part
of an individualized education program (Burr, 2015; Rinaldi & Samson, 2008).

The intervention approach implements a more hands-on method of analyzing student’s
education level and specific needs. Through the intervention approach students can be evaluated
in the classroom as opposed to a single standardized test which can help determine student
capabilities and appropriate services. The intervention approach implements multiple assessment
types including screening assessments, which is initially schoolwide, diagnostic assessments, and
progress-monitoring assessments (Echevarria & Hasbrouck, 2009; Park & Thomas, 2012).
Screening assessments and diagnostic assessments address the specific need identification for
small groups and individual students. Progress monitoring assessments are continuously
assessing the effectiveness of supplementary services or interventions for individual students

(Burr, 2015; Echevarria & Hasbrouck, 2009; Park & Thomas, 2012). Each method creates the
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functionality of intervention approach and used on a continual basis to measure progress on an
individual student. Consequently, the intervention approach can have a direct impact on the
classification of ELL students and prevent misplacement into special education programs. The
intervention approach can be an effective tool to consider when attempting to evaluate ELL
students in the classroom as well as satisfy the need for additional English language services
throughout the school year.

However, there are concerning limitations to the effectiveness of the intervention
approach and its ability to accurately identify ELL students. For example, the use of intervention
approach as a method of intervention is its limitations of the knowledge and skillset of the
individual teacher (Echevarria & Hasbrouck, 2009; Rinaldi & Samson, 2008). The intervention
approach relies solely on the teachers’ abilities and skillset to facilitate and apply each tier into
their classroom. Teachers who are not equipped or trained to adequately assess ELLs and
whether they should be placed into special education or mainstream classroom can lead to
misclassification. Researchers have suggested that the response to intervention approach does not
have a specific ELL component, it relied on the training and skillset of the classroom teacher
who is challenged with the task of identifying the specific needs of a student who are acquiring
English (Burr, 2015; Kavale et al., 2006). If an educator has not been provided the professional
development and workshops to implement the necessary assessments to establish and implement
the response to intervention than it will not be effective.

Solutions to Misclassification of ELLs: Parental Involvement

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1997 requires parent involvement

through every step of program placement, evaluation, and reevaluation of children with learning

disabilities (National Association for Bilingual Education & ILIAD Project, 2002). Parents
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provide insight to many different characteristics of their child, and it would be counterintuitive
not to obtain their insight and perspective. This would give teachers an advantage when trying to
gage the education level of their child and what services, if any, are needed. Parents can give
functional, developmental, cultural, and linguistic information that teaching professionals are
simply not able to acquire on their own. However, by meeting with parents’ educators can gain
clarity about a student’s experiences with schools prior, family medical history, immigration, and
acculturation (Park & Thomas, 2012; Rinaldi & Samson, 2008).

Furthermore, if educators can obtain functional, development, cultural, and linguistic
information from the parents regarding their student, they would be able to understand how the
student processes information. This can help educators provide which learning strategies and
tools can be used throughout a lesson plan to help facilitate the teaching material (Burr, 2015,
Zehler, Fleischman, Hopstock, Stephenson, et al., 2003). Understanding how a student learns
information can help teachers address their student’s needs, including those with a language
acquisition. It is also significant for teaching professionals to consider students prior schooling
and family medical history to accurately assess the student’s education level. By analyzing prior
schooling, teachers would be able to see if an ELL student was subjected to poor quality
education, which can help determine if a learning disability exists (Klingner & Harry, 2006;
Shore & Sabatini, 2009). Likewise, by examining family medical history educators can see if
there is a history of any mental illnesses in a student’s family tree. Immigration and acculturation
are also important for educators to analyze simply because it will provide a timeline of where
from and when an ELL student might have immigrated into the United States (Park & Thomas,
2012; Rinaldi & Samson, 2008. By providing a timeline for an ELL student’s acculturation a

teacher would be able to adequately assess exactly how far along the student has come to
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learning the English language. For example, if an ELL student has only been exposed to the
English language within five years, then it is reasonable for that student to test at a lower level in
grammar and literacy (Burr, 2015, Klingner & Harry, 2006; Shore & Sabatini, 2009).

Consequently, there are still many limitations to parent involvement. A 2003 report on
services that are available to ELL students found that a lack of parent involvement was a
common characteristic of school processes for identifying and placing ELLs with learning
disabilities (Zehler, Fleischman, Hopstock, Stephenson, et al., 2003). Although there is no fiscal
limitation for school districts to adapt and encourage more parent involvement, the issue
becomes time. As a teacher I can attest to the fact that there simply is not enough time in a
school day and many task fall after hours, to include lesson plan, grading, preparations for class
materials, respond to emails and create newsletters. There would have to be time added into the
school calendar year to accurately implement efficient parent involvement.

Another limitation is that parents who have emigrated to the United States themselves,
may not speak English. Unfortunately, this is a real obstacle that would create a difficult barrier
to pass. There is always the option to use translation services, but studies have shown frustration
by educators toward a lack of consistency of such services (Klingner & Harry, 2006).

Solutions of Misclassification of ELLs

Examination of the issues and factors surrounding the misclassification of students who
have learning disabilities and those who are standard ELLS there have been two major themes.
These themes include a lack of understanding among teachers about who ELL students are, and
not making adequate progress, as well as poorly designed and implemented referral processes
(Burr, 2015). Next, I will examine what researchers have found and what possible solutions can

address overidentification of ELL students in special education programs.
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One solution to the issues surrounding the misclassification of ELL students into special
education programs would be to provide teachers with professional development. By providing
educators with tools using workshops, we can address the issue of misclassification and would
have a direct effect on this process. Researchers have suggested the following professional
development topics; appropriate formal and informal evaluation practices, understanding and
evaluation of second-language acquisition and learning disabilities, ways that cultural
background may influence student behavior, ways in which one can best communicate and
interact with parents, instructional strategies matches to each specific stage of language
development, typical and atypical language and literacy characteristics of ELLs, early
intervention strategies for ELL students, who are struggling with reading and math, classroom
management skills, accommodations and adaptations for ELLs during testing and in the
classroom, collaboration with colleagues related to serving ELL students, eligibility
determination for both second-language and special education services and lastly, progress
monitoring (Klinger & Harry, 2006; National Association for Bilingual Education & ILIAD
Project, 2002; Rinaldi & Samson, 2008; Rivera et al., 2008; Sanchez et al., 2010; Zetlin, Beltran,
Salcido, Gonzalez, & Reyes, 2011). By providing educators with the skillset and knowledge
listed above it is possible that ELL students can be classified correctly and received the proper
language services required for academic success, instead of being misclassified into a special
education program that will only hinder their success. Given the training through professional
development, teachers may be able to identify ELL students and separate a learning disability
with a language acquisition (Klingner & Harry, 2006; Rivera et al., 2008).

Another suggested solution to prevent the misplacement of ELL students into special

education program is the use of pre-referral strategies. Researchers contend that instructional
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strategies, such as literacy instruction that contains additional contextual clues to support second-
language literacy development, can help teachers distinguish between language development
issues and learning disability issues before making a formal special education referral, which
would place ELLs into a special education program (Echevarria & Hasbrouch, 2009; Rinaldi &
Samson, 2008; Rivera et al., 2008). For example, by adding addition instruction into a lesson
plan that aims to weed out weaknesses in language proficiency as opposed to material
comprehension, teachers would be able to properly identify students’ English language
proficiency.

Pre-referral strategies using instructional approaches can also be accomplished by using
teacher assistance teams or intervention assistance teams, which would assist teachers prior to
making a formal referral to a special education program. These child study teams would consist
of members with expertise in second-language acquisition, culture, learning disabilities, and
content and would advise teachers on appropriate pre-referral strategies (Klingner & Harry,
2006; Klinger et al., 2006; National Association for Bilingual Education and ILIAD Project,
2002). For example, these professionals would be able to help the primary teacher with
understanding ways to help ELL students in a culturally and linguistically response as well as
adapting their classroom instruction. Teacher assistance teams would consist of bi-lingual
teaching aides; therefore, ELL students would be able to be fully understood when referencing
learning materials and help with translation. As a result, bi-lingual teaching aides would solve
the overall problem of teachers not being able to differentiate between a true learning disability
and a temporary learning challenge caused by a lack of understanding the English language.
Although this solution sounds promising, one can only imagine the red tape school districts

would have to cut through to get the necessary funding to achieve these teams. Unfortunately,
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the fiscal factor is a common trend when attempting to result the issue of misclassification of
ELL students into special education programs. School districts would need the funding to staff
professionals that are not only bi-lingual, but also have training in special education to properly
identify and classify students.

Parent involvement has appeared to be a key source of information regarding student
identification and placement decisions. The most prominent problem surrounding parental
involvement is the challenges educators face when attempting to encourage parents to become
involved, which was previously discussed. Researchers suggest that schools and districts
proactively create opportunities for parent education and input (Klingner & Harry, 2006; Shore
& Sabatini, 2009). For example, at my current school, teachers are encouraged to post weekly
newsletters to parents updating them on current and future lesson plans. There is a forum
attached that is open for parents to comment and ask questions which can directly promote
parent involvement. Another idea would be the classic parent-teacher nights that many schools
implement into the school year. Parent-teacher nights are typically face to face meetings with
educators either in a group or one on one setting, Parent-teacher nights can promote parent
involvement, however studies have shown a decline in parent attendance (Klingner & Harry,
2006; Shore & Sabatini, 2009).

Another issue surrounding parental involvement is that many foreign-born parents are
naturally fearful to be honest on certain questionnaires and conversations when speaking of their
children and language proficiently. Some of these fears stem from worries of deportation, legal
status, or racial discrimination. One of the ways school districts can counteract these stigmas
would be to hire bilingual parent liaisons to advocate for and facilitate educator meetings with

parents (Burr, 2015; National Association for Bilingual Education & ILIAD Project, 2002). For
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example, these liaisons would also be able to help with the dissemination of literature being sent
home with ELL students, such as placement surveys. These liaisons can also ensure that
communication takes places in the parents’ first language and that literature, as mentioned above,
is also properly translated accurately. Liaisons can also help both ELL parents and students
navigate the school system, understand the school’s expectations, and thoroughly explain the
U.S. education system (Burr, 2015, Shore & Sabatini, 2009). Keller-Allen (2006) suggests that
other strategies for involving parents include adapting information dissemination methods for
families who first language is not English, which includes having face-to-face meetings instead
of sending flyers and other documents home with students and offering more opportunities for
parents to get general information about the U.S. education system and the rights and
responsibilities of parents of children in special education. If foreign-born parents were educated
on the U.S. education system and provided additional information in refence to the reasoning
behind surveys, it may decrease their fears and promote engagement.
Testing accommodations for ELLs

Lastly, providing test accommodations for ELL students would be a costly and
reasonable fix to help address the misclassification and placement into special education
programs. Test accommodations would include providing additional testing time for those
students who have a language acquisition. Another form of a test accommodation would be to
provide the test in the primary language spoked by an ELL student. By providing testing in the
primary language spoked by an ELL student it would negate the possibility of poor test scores
due to a language deficiency (Alston, Johnson, Lacher, & Wlazlinski, 2012; Massachusetts
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2003). Beech (2010) stated that in their

accommodation guidelines for students with learning disabilities, some states, such as Florida
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and North Carolina, include additional language accommodations for ELL students, while other
states, such as Georgia and Massachusetts, include additional learning disability-related
accommodations in their guidelines for support and testing services for ELL students (Alston,
Johnson, Lacher, & Wlazlinski, 2012; Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary
Education, 2003).

Exit Criteria for ELLs Misplaced in Special Education Programs

Additionally, it is also important for states and school districts to have an exit criteria for
ELL support programs for these students who have been misplaced in special education
programs. Further, if an ELL student does get misclassified into a special education program, it
is important that once the placement of the student is corrected the student does not just go
straight into general population. There needs to be support programs in place to help ease the
transition from a special education program back into mainstream classes. If there is no support
programs in place to help facilitate this process, then it can cause ELL students to lose
confidence as the material in mainstream classes will be more challenging then special education
programs. Also, depending how long an ELL student has been misclassified in a special
education program it is reasonable for the student to be on a lower educational level then
mainstream.

Furthermore, some states have implemented an exit strategy for ELL students back into
mainstream classrooms, but others have lacked. Arizona and Texas allow school districts to use
different criteria to determine when ELL students who have been placed into special education
programs may exit into ELL support programs (Texas Education Agency, 2013). The Arizona
Administrative Code states that when a formal evaluation finds that the standard English

language proficiency determination and designation process is inappropriate for a specific
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special education student who is an ELL and an English language assessment shall participate
with the special education multidisciplinary evaluation or IEP (individualized education
program) in the determination of the student’s English language proficiency designation
(Arizona Administrative Code R7-2-306 (D), 2001). On the other side, New York requires that
all ELLs be subject to the same program exist, as those in special education programs, or
reclassification criteria and that school districts continue to provide ELL students support
services (Cort & Stevens, 2011). Every state will differ on how this exit strategy will take into
effect; however, it is important that something exists to help aid in the process.
Research Methods and Statistics

As stated, there is an overrepresentation of ELL students in special education programs
and it there is a variety of factors that have caused inappropriate placement. There is not much
data regarding the relationship between school professional efficacy beliefs, the availability of
bilingual programs and personnel for ELL students, and academic outcomes (Becker & Deris,
2019). Researchers argue that without substantial program choices, ELL students are referred to
special education programs. That is, many students in need of special education may be
overlooked and remain in ESL programs for their entire school career (Becker & Deris, 2019;
Abedi, 2011). Additionally, the aim of this study was to identify the role of staff member’s
efficacy plays in the correct determination of an ELL student with a language difference or
disability. Child study team members working with a large Hispanic ELL population participated
in semi structured interviews to determine the role their efficacy beliefs exert during assessment
of linguistically diverse students. Overwhelmingly, education professionals noted that they did
not feel confident when making decisions regarding ELL student placement (Becker & Deris,

2019; Abedi, 2011; Blanchett, Klingner & Harry, 2009). The result of this study will show that
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universities must provide course coursework that furthers second language acquisition theories
and strategies for all teacher candidate programs (Becker & Deris, 2019). By implementing
second language acquisition theories in universities, schools can ensure that new teachers will be
trained to deal with ELL students’ identification and placement. This can also be reenforced
taught using professional development for previously established teachers.

Furthermore, states have failed to create program standards for early intervention
bilingual programs at the preschool level (Barnett, et. al, 2009). Therefore, students must wait
until kindergarten or even first grade to begin before receiving language services. This delay in
services and intervention not only sets up students for failure but also limits options for teachers
and other school professionals (Drury, 2007). For example, ELL students who are not exposed to
early language intervention are often perceived as learning disabled due to limited or improper
opportunities to learn the English Language (Becker & Deris, 2019). School professionals, who
lack the appropriate understanding of testing tools continue to be unprepared to properly assess
and evaluate ELLs, which leads to misclassification of ELL students.

Discussion

The major limitation in exploring the misclassification of ELL students into special
education programs is the lack of research available to explore the multiplicity of causes. The
findings in this study provided evidence that school professionals feel more effective when they
have more bilingual program options (Becker, 2019). ELL students should have the availability
of a bilingual environment whether it is the instructional assistant or teacher who is bilingual.
As previously stated, when school districts fail to provide adequate programs for ELL students,
the education professionals, by default, refer the now struggling ELL students into special

education programs for evaluation by the child study team (Harry & Klingner, 2006; Guiberson,
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2009). Unfortunately, young Hispanic children have limited access to early intervention services
and are not exposed higher quality preschool programs. Marzano (2007) expressed the need for a
twofold effect which occurs when the curriculum becomes comprehensible and tailored to each
student’s need; teachers’ expectations of student performance increases, and students become
actively engaged in learning. This means that if students can appear to be successful then
teachers will not be asked to consider placement into special education programs (Garcia &
Jensen, 2007). Inconclusion, there appears to be a gap in the literature about how ELL students’
language assessments are administered, by whom, and whether an informal and formal
multimethod approach is consistently applied throughout school districts (O’bryon & Rogers,

2010).
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Chapter 3: Description of Product and Tool

In this chapter I will present a professional development strategy and its parallel rationale
that seeks to improve misclassification for ELLs in the NYC School Districts. Working in the
district for 15 years as an English as a New Language (ENL) teacher, Phara Julian stated it can
be very frustrating being one of the only people the staff can go to for assistance with English
Language Learners (ELLs) and how many times her schedule is all over because she pushes into
special education classrooms for students that were placed there that should be in the general
education classroom. Teaching special education in a self-contained room and integrated co-
teaching classroom (ICT), I have experienced this problem to real and have a huge impact on the
students learning. I chose to review this problem with the assistance of literature to back up ideas
and opinions. It became evident that there are several different areas of discrepancy within the
school environment, as well as the district as whole, that work against social and emotional
integration for ELL students because of the misclassification. The components of the product
were chosen based on areas that are high needs and actions that can be achieved to set in motion
the changes that are needed within the school environment.

In the following sections, solutions to the problem of misclassification of ELLs in this
NYC School are presented. First, I will walk through an overview of the professional
development plan. Next, tools for the faculty and administration to use will be introduced and
described. This will include the phone number for translators of any language, at any time of
day, teacher support list within the school, lesson plan templates, differentiation and small group
strategies, classroom environments, family engagement activity ideas, and the
testing/accommodations for ELLs. To decrease the misclassification of ELLs and increase their

social and emotional learning, multiple areas of the school climate have been studied.
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Description of the Professional Development

The professional development plan will be presented at the annual teacher workday
before the official first day of school. Typically, this day is the day before the students begin
coming back into the building, for example, if the kids come back September 5th, then the
workday and PD will be presented on September 4", The ELL professional development will
begin in the auditorium and will break out into the library, café, and 3 classrooms that are on the
first floor. Being an all-day teacher workday, this professional development will be 3 hours long
will a follow up professional development mid-year after evaluating how the beginning of the
year is going. Additionally, the 6™, 7" and 8™ grade ENL teachers will be present at the meeting
to assist and contribute to discussions or answer specific ELL questions.

The professional development will be presented using PowerPoint along with various
handouts and materials. The name of my professional development is Sense of Belonging, since
many times when and ELLs is misclassified, they do not feel comfortable or like they belong in
this new environment. This professional development is geared towards content teachers,
specialists, and support staff. Administrators should be present during the meeting and engaged
in conversations so they can be aware of their staffs questions and comments on the topic. Each
topic of the professional development will be discussed independently in the following section,
including the description of them, rationale for its use, and how it resolves the misclassification.
Directory of Bilingual and Foreign Language-speaking Staff Members and Hotlines

The feeling of anxiety is often increased when a student has limited language skills, an
ELL, which can also be seen in foreign language classes (Pappamihiel, 2002). Having access to
staff members that can connect and communicate to a student’s native language can help

students relax and put their mind at ease (Appendix A & B). With that, derives the recognition of
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these staff members and making sure students know they have access to this support. Our jobs as
the classroom teacher are to connect these students to the staff members they can reach out to for
support while in the building.
ELL Lesson Plan Templates

ELLs are required to learn language and content at the same time facing a double
challenge. For teachers to be organized and effective, the use of a strategic lesson plan is helpful.
A strategic lesson plan includes both academic and language objectives, standards, key
vocabulary, how you will check for understanding, materials used, and specific
support/accommodations. This leads us into efficient collaboration between the general
education classroom teacher and the ENL teacher. It is very crucial that ELLs are exposed to not
only the grade level content materials but also the language that is required for them to become
proficient in English (Wong-Fillmore & Fillmore, 2014). This makes the planning time very
important for content teachers to review expectation with the ENL teacher so they can be sure
ELLs are prepared for the lessons. It has been proved that pre-teaching vocabulary will impact
ELLs comprehension positively (Miller & Veatch, 2011, p.19). Students at any level tend to
struggle when it comes to challenging vocabulary. By pre-teaching the vocabulary, students can
focus on comprehending what they are reading and not focusing on how to pronounce a word or
meaning of a word. When teachers do not make lessons comprehendible to students, ELLs
perform at a lower level than their peers (Aguirre-Munoz, 2008). Currently, 1.S. 109 does not use
specific lesson plans for ELLs but instead add a section at the bottom of their plans that says
differentiation. Using a set lesson plan for ELLs specifically targets them and makes sure

students are receiving what they need.
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Two different types of ELL lesson plans will be displayed and reviewed during the first
professional development. One lesson plan is aimed for new teachers and content teachers with
one or two ELLs in their class. The other lesson plan is aimed for ENL teachers, Integrated Co-
teaching (ICT) classes, and teachers with half or more of their class being ELLs. Our ENL
teachers will be available to help assist with the understanding of the layout and how to complete
a plan. Administrators will be looking for this plan to be filled in when they come into
classrooms that have ELLs. There will be a sort to give out as teachers are finishing their plans.
They will need to sort the cards into learning objective and content objective. This will help
when it comes to filling in ELLs lesson plans. During future meetings, teachers will be offered a
chance to share their experiences with using the lesson plans or share with the staff adjustments
they found to be helpful.

ELL Differentiation

In a study where 149 lesson plans were sampled, only 8 lesson plans (5.3%) included
differentiation for ELLS (Brown & Endo, 2017). Effective teachers recognize that students will
come to school with different academic needs, backgrounds, cultures, and attitude towards
learning and will differentiate their instructions to meet student needs (Ford, 2015). When
teachers do not differentiate for a student, the student is not receiving support they need to be
successful in school. This could lead to frustration, depression, anxiety, and even a decreasing or
negative attitude towards learning. Situation-specific anxiety may occur in students when events
bring up anxiety. For instance, a student may feel comfortable, anxiety-free writing in English.
However, when they are asked to complete a similar free-writing in a second language, they may
feel a higher level of anxiety (Pappamihiel, 2002, p. 330). I have experienced students being able

to write full stories or answer questions in writing when being instructed to complete it in their
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home language, but when asked to do it in a second language the students freeze up. By
explicitly explaining different differentiation strategies to the staff, teachers will be able to
implement these into their plans effectively and better support their ELLs.

ELL Testing

NYC Public Schools had students who communicated in 151 languages other than
English during the 2020-2021 school year (ELL Demographics 2020-2021). School
administrators, ENL teachers, and teachers who service ELLs need to be aware of the testing
these students get put through. Having access to the administrator guides, parent information,
rubrics, and so much more, teachers become more aware.

When students first come to a school, parents fill out a survey acknowledging what the
child’s native language is. Researchers reached out to parents of ELLs and found that
information requested on the home-language survey that parents are commonly asked to fill out
when they enroll their child in a public school can be misleading and confusing to understand
(Zehr, 2010). Respondents also stated that the use of translator or interpreter is often stressful.
Studies showed that when teachers must use an interpreter to speak to a parent, they already
begin the process feeling diminished control of the situation (Becker, 2019).

There are certain procedures that need to be executed before a student can be classified as
an ELL. The New York State Identification Test for English Language Learners (NYSELAT) is
the only assessment instrument for identification of ELLs. The NYSELAT is administered April-
May of each year and every ELL or potential ELL must take this test each year until he/she
reaches the level of commanding and can exit the ENL program (New York State Educational

Department, 2021). The purpose of this test is to measure a student’s progress towards
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proficiency in English. The NYSELAT consists of four sub-sections aligned with NYS Learning
Standards for English Language Learners; speaking, listening, reading, and writing.

Becker (2019) stated that school practitioners’ descriptions of their personal and general
efficacy beliefs were directly related to personal experience. The research showed that although
most respondents felt less than competent, proffering the most common response of not sharing
the same language with the student, those that shared a similar duality, such as not having been
born in the United States or having some degree of fluency or comprehension of Spanish, felt
more competent when assessing and therefore were not quick to determine a potential disability
(Becker, 2019). For example, one of the respondents, an educator, or professional staff member,
stated they felt the biggest problem is not giving children enough time to acquire the language
and classifying too early. They continued to state that it is important to remember that ELL
students are only in school for a portion of their day, and they are going home to their native
language.

Classroom Environment

“Whether ELL students have a separate specialized class for English or are mainstreamed
with a fluent English classroom, the goals of inclusiveness and achieving English fluency are the
same” (Texas A&M, 2020). For ELLs to feel included, it is important for classroom teachers to
incorporate them as much as possible into the classroom. Making the students feel welcome and
understand what is around the room. If a student walks into a room and all the text is in English
they may be a little hesitant, but if they walk in and there are a few posters in their native
language it becomes more comforting to them. Teachers need to accept differences, whether it be
culture, religion, language, or economic status, so they can create a positive learning

environment (Texas A&M, 2020). Some cultures have different structures that teachers need to
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become aware of, such as it not being socially acceptable to ask questions or look an elder in the
eyes. Here, many people would think that is a form of disrespect, but when you learn about your
students and their cultures you would understand. Teachers need to make sure that ELLs know
how a classroom routine works because this may not be what they are accustomed to. Showing
and explaining how to line up and walk in the hall, how recess works, how to get lunch, how to
use the bathroom in the school, all routines that may seem typical need to be explicitly taught.

By holding this professional development, teachers and staff will be see different ideas
for their classrooms and learn how to be more acceptable of our students’ differences. Teachers
will be able to ask questions about different cultures and some of the rules they follow. Making a
student feel welcome in the classroom will increase their confidence and build a foundation for a
positive relationship (ELL Strategies for Success, 2016). Teachers need to invite language and
culture into the classroom in any ways they can, for example, having a class map and students
can pin where they are from, or having posters in other languages. Working in NYC, there is a
large range of cultures and languages. I begin each year by having a student write an all about
me and share all about their family, where they are from, cultures, holidays they enjoy, food,
anything and they could add pictures! Students may write it in the language they are comfortable
with, and it can be translated for others when needed. These would turn into a book with a cover
I would make that says, ‘Our Class Is A Family’ and students would be able to look at it or read
it whenever they wanted. This professional development touches on so much more behind a
welcoming classroom environment than just the posters on the wall. Being a teacher and an ELL
herself, one really important thing to show your students you respect them is to learn how to
pronounce their name correctly (Alrubail, 2014).

Family Engagement and Family Welcome Night
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Due to the lack of interest, ELLs parents/families may appear not engaged in their
learning. Parents/ Families may have had less exposure to schools or a negative experience
(Taraswa, 2015). These parents have never had open houses, back to school nights, or meet the
teacher days so they are not accustomed to that. Engaging families should begin on the first day
of school and continue throughout the school year.

In this regard, family welcome night has been integrated into the school calendar on
September 15% from 2:45 pm — 4:45 pm. If the school has access to family addresses before
school begins, invitations will be mailed home with first day of school information (Appendix I
& J). If not, invitations will be handed out to students on the first day of school. This inclusive
activity is a way for staff and families to engage and share information. All staff members will be
invited including but not limited to ENL teachers, content teachers, administration team, elective
teachers, and guidance counselors. Families will be encouraged to bring something to represent
their culture, this could be food, a flag to display, a poster they make, anything school
appropriate!

Staff will be spread out throughout the cafeteria to begin the event with signs in multiple
languages indicating the grade level and subject they teach. Each staff members table will have a
flag of their own culture to show inclusion and diversity. There will be translators and staff who
speak other languages circulating to help translate for parents who speak no English. Teachers
will share information on their class, any trips that may happen throughout the year, and any
extra curriculum activities that happen for their subject. Parents will be encouraged to ask any
questions to the staff one-on-one at this time. Throughout this rotating time, any families who
brought food can also share with staff and other families. Towards the end of the night, the

principal will gather everyone into the auditorium to say a few words and a send off speech.



MISCLASSIFICATION OF ELLS 35

Parents will be asked to sit in certain sections based on their language, so they are near a
translator of their language. Before parents leave, they will receive a survey asking how they
think the event went or what could have been changed/better.

This event allows teachers and families who may never have been able to connect come
together and meet with the resources to assist their conversations. I have seen and heard of way
too many teachers not being able to form a connection with certain families due to the lack of
resources to make those phone calls home or because families have felt disconnected from the
start. This event will help build the community, so ELLs families feel welcome and eligible to
reach out for support or assistance if needed throughout the school year. Giving families the
chance before getting far into the school year for families to ask questions, share information,
and discuss the needs to help their child succeed. Our goal is to make the parents and our staff
one team to help ELLs succeed and achieve goals in school.

Intended Outcomes

Creating this professional development and implementing different strategies has many
different possible outcomes. Primarily, teachers and all necessary staff are provided with
valuable, necessary information. Secondly, staff will not only feel more inclined to become
involved, but they will receive support and resources to help them reach out to more families.
This helps build a more engaged community. By having a more engaged community, staff and
teachers can connect ELL families to resources outside of the school. Students cultures and

languages cannot be undervalued in this school anymore.
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Chapter 4: Conclusion

The misclassification of ELL students into special education programs is a complex and
multi-layered issue that has shown to be challenging when attempting to provide a singular long-
term solution. I have thoroughly explained the many issues and factors that cause the over
representation of ELL students in special education programs and limitations to each possible
solution. Consequently, research has shown that a combination of approaches such as teacher
development, use of translators, dual language programs, classroom observations, response to
intervention approach, and pre-referral strategies will decrease the number of ELL students
classified into special education programs. However, the research referenced in paper has given
priority to classroom observations, pre-referral strategies, and professional development as the
preferred methods when attempting to resolve the issue of misclassification of ELL students into
special education programs.

The research provided has shown the need for recruitment of bilingual school
professionals, continued in-service training and preservice experiences for school professionals
with culturally and linguistically diverse students (Busch, 2010; Buysse, Castro & Peisner-
Feinberg, 2010; Harris, 2005). The need for bilingual teaching aids is imminent and ELL
students would only benefit from having an in-person translation of English teaching materials.
The limitation of providing bilingual school professionals remains that the fiscal responsibility
falls on the district. In-person translation would remove the possibility of error and poor
translation that may occur when using a device. Unfortunately, depending on the district school

funding may be limited and restrictive in hiring bilingual school professionals.
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As previously discussed, the response to intervention approach would be an impactful
solution to misclassification to ELL students, however there are many restrictions. To recap,
response to intervention approach is a multitiered structure that requires multiple assessment
types. This implies that school districts would need to provide additional staff to execute the
assessments required. School districts would also need to adapt and implement the discrepancy
model required to achieve the response to intervention approach. The response to intervention
strategy contends that instructional tactics, such as literacy instruction that contains additional
contextual clues to support second-language literacy development, can aid teachers in
distinguishing between language development issues and learning disability issues before
making a formal special education referral (Burr, 2015; Echevarria & Hasbrouck, 2009; Rinaldi
& Samson, 2008; Rivera et al., 2008). By adapting this approach, it can refuse the number of
unnecessary referrals of ELL students into special education programs. The multiple assessments
and additional staff could provide teachers with additional information of an ELL students’
needs and if a referral into a special education is accurately warranted.

The other pre-referral approach formerly discussed involved the use of child study teams
to be used for early intervention of ELL students. Child study teams composed of professionals
with expertise in second language acquisition and learning disabilities could help teachers
correctly identify ELL students within their classroom. In my experience, as a teacher it is very
difficult to address the specific concerns of every student in my class, especially if one student
requires more attention or services than another. As teachers, we are tasked with teaching a state
mandated curriculum and when dealing with ELL students who are struggling with the acquiring
the English language it can be difficult to identify if they are simply behind due to language

barriers or a learning disability exist. Additionally, teachers are under a certain amount of
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pressure by their individual school districts to ensure the success rate of students in their
classroom. This means that teachers may misclassify an ELL student into a special education
program with the intention to resolve the problem of under achievement. I believe that if child
study teams are available inside the classroom to make evaluations and provide additional
attentional specifically for ELL students, it could alleviate some pressure off the teacher which
can prevent misclassification.

Unfortunately, like many other possible solutions the main limitation to fully adapt this
system is the fiscal responsibility of the school district. Again, many school districts struggle to
appropriate the necessary funding for basic services and simply do not have the means to provide
and facilitate the response to intervention approach. Additionally, the response to intervention
approach does not have a specific ELL component which means that this approach may not
affect the overidentification of ELL students into special education programs as desired.

Professional development is a sustainable solution to the over representation of ELL
students in special education programs. As an educator I am privy to the fact that many states
teachers are required to obtain a certain number of credits every year for professional
development classes which are provided by each individual school. For example, I was a New
York City educator and as such we are required to obtain three hundred credits by your fifth year
as a teacher through professional development classes. After your fifth year the number of
credits varies, however you are still required to attend professional development classes.

Although you are required to take professional development classes to reach the required
credit goal, you as a teacher have the liberty to pick which professional development classes you
wish to attend. There are no specific classes that are mandatory, rather it is only mandatory to

attend a certain number of credits worth of classes. Based on my experience, many of these
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classes are content based or refer to classroom management, which tends to be repetitive. From
my perspective, most teachers do not gain much useful information from these professional
development classes and most of the information provided is not updated and rather monotonous.

In my opinion, to adequately address the misclassification of ELL students into special
education programs school districts must establish a mandatory professional development class
that strictly deals with ELL students and mirror the NCELA format explained in chapter 3. These
professional development classes topics would include various topics surrounding this issue such
as second language acquisition, assessment of ELLs, cultural competency, and bilingual
programs at the preschool level (Drury, 2007; Sullivan, 2011). By implementing ELL associated
professional development classes we can provide more options for both ELL students and school
professionals. Mandatory ELL professional development classes would also be easily
implemented since there is a system already established in most school districts, the only step
required is to make the course mandatory. ELL professional development classes would provide
school professionals with the knowledge and tools needed to help fix the problem of
overidentification. School professionals will have greater confidence deciding within the
continuum of special education services to bilingual education or general education (Becker,
2019). By providing the knowledge and tools needed to prevent misclassification and
identification of ELL students in the course model that focuses on coach and mentor programs
and classroom teaching and methodology, one can predict that overidentification would
decrease.

The research has shown that there is a significant problem that exist throughout our
country’s education system. The misclassification of ELL students into special education

programs is complex and requires attention statewide. I believe that there is no one solution to
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resolve the overidentification of ELL students. Instead, I feel that school districts should take
multiple approaches to address these concerns explained throughout this paper. Through a
combination of classroom observations, pre-referral strategies, and professional development
based off the national clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition (NCELA) and their
professional development course, schools can provide ELL students with a concrete education

that can set them up for future success inside and outside of the classroom.



MISCLASSIFICATION OF ELLS 41

References

Abedi, J. (2006). Psychometric issues in the ELL assessment and special education eligibility.
Teachers College Record, 108(11), 2282-2303.

Abedi, J. (2011). Assessing English language learners: critical issues. In M. del Rosario Basterra,
E. Trumball, and G. Solano-Flores (Eds.), Cultural validity in assessment: addressing
linguistic and cultural diversity (pp. 49-71). Routledge

Allen, R. (2009). Preparing Latino students for college success. Education Update, 51, (8,) 1-2

Alston, C., Johnson, C., Lacher, A., & Wlazlinski, M. (2012). Georgia Department of Education
ESOL/Title III resource guide 2012-2013. Atlanta, GA: Georgia Department of
Education. Retrieved February 4th, 2022, from http://www.gadoe.org/Curriculum-In
struction-and-Assessment/Curriculum-and-Instruction/Documents/2012-2013%20
ESOL%20Title%20111%20Resource%20Guide.pdf.

Artiles, A. J., & Ortiz, A. (Eds.). (2002). English language learners with special needs: Identi-
fication, placement, and instruction. Washington, DC: Center for Applied Linguistics.
Retrieved February 4", 2022, from http://www.cal.org/resources/pubs/specialed.html.

Bandura, A. (2002). Social cognitive theory in cultural context, Applied Psychology, vol. 51, no.
2, pp- 269-290, 2002.

Barnett S., Epstein D., Friedman A., Sansanelli R., & Hustedt J. (2009). The State of Preschool
2009, The National Institute for Early Education Research, New Brunswick, NJ, USA

Becker, Gail 1., Deris, Aaron R. (2019). Identification of Hispanic English Language Learners in

Special Education, Education Research International. Article ID 2967943, 9 pages.



MISCLASSIFICATION OF ELLS 42

Beech, M. (2010). Accommodations: Assisting students with disabilities. Tallahassee, FL:
Florida Department of Education. Retrieved July 16, 2012, from http://www.fldoe.org/
core/fileparse.php/7690/urlt/0070069-accomm-educator.pdf.

Blanchett, W. J., Klingner J. K., & Harry, B. (2009). “The intersection of race, culture, language,
and disability,” Urban Education, vol. 44, no. 4, pp. 389—409

Burr, E., Haas, E., & Ferriere, K. (2015). Identifying and supporting english learner students
with learning disabilities: Key issues in the literature and state practice. Regional

Educational Laboratory West. https.//files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED558163.pdf

Busch, D. (2010). Pre-service teacher beliefs about language learning: the second language
acquisition course as an agent for change, Language Teaching Research, 14, (3), 318—
337

Buysse, V., Castro, D. C., & Peisner-Feinberg, E., (2010) Effects of a professional development
program on classroom practices and outcomes for Latino dual language learners, Early
Childhood Research Quarterly, 25, (2), 194-206

Casteel, C.J. & Ballantyne, K.G. (Eds.). (2010). Professional Development in Action: Improving
Teaching for English Learners. Washington, DC: National Clearinghouse for English

Language Acquisition. Available at

http://www.ncela.gwu.edu/files/uploads/3/PD_in_Action.pdf

Chu, S.-Y., & Flores, S. (2011). Assessment of English language learners with learning dis-
abilities. Clearing House: A Journal of Educational Strategies, Issues and Ideas, 84(6),
244-248. http://eric.ed.gov/?1d=EJ950410

Cort, R. H. (2011). Bilingual and English as a second language (ESL) services for limited

English proficient (LEP)/English language learners (ELLs) who are students with



MISCLASSIFICATION OF ELLS 43

disabilities. Albany, NY: New York State Education Department. Retrieved February 27,
2015, from http://www.p12.nysed.gov/specialed/publications/bilingualservices-311.pdf.

Doherty, R. W., Hilberg, R. S., Epaloose, G., & Tharp, R. G. (2002). Standards Performance
Continuum: Development and validation of a measure of effective pedagogy. Journal of
Educational Research, 96(2), 78—89.

Drury, R. (2007). Young Bilingual Learners at Home and School: Researching Multilingual
Voices, Trentham Books Limited, Sterling, VA, USA

Echevarria, J., & Hasbrouck, J. (2009). Response to intervention and English learners. Wash
ington, DC: The Center for Applied Linguistics; and Houston, TX: The Center for
Research on the Educational Achievement and Teaching of English Language Learn ers
(CREATE). Retrieved July 3, 2012, from http://www.cal.org/create/resources/pubs/
CREATEBrief Responsetolntervention.pdf.

ELL and ML assessment and testing accommodations. New York State Education Department.
(2021, March 25). Retrieved April 10, 2022, from http://www.nysed.gov/bilingual-
ed/english-language-learner-and-multilingual-learner-assessment-testing-
accommodations

English Language Learners (ELL) - What are they? - EdWords. Renaissance. (n.d.).

https://www.renaissance.com/edwords/english-language-learner/.

Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Regional Educational Laboratory Northeast and Islands.

http://eric.ed.gov/?1d=ED508343

Figueroa, R. A., & Newsome, P. (2006). The diagnosis of LD in English learners: Is it
nondiscriminatory? Journal of Learning Disabilities, 39, 206-214. doi:

10.1177/00222194060390030201



MISCLASSIFICATION OF ELLS 44

Gallego, A., Zamora Duran, G., & Reyes, E. (2006). It depends: A sociohistorical account of the
definition and methods of identification of learning disabilities. Teachers College Record,
108(11), 2195-2219. http://eric.ed.gov/?1d=EJ746181

Garcia, E. E., & Jensen, B. (2007). “Helping young Hispanic learners,” Educational Leadership,
vol. 64, no. 6, pp. 34-39

Goldenberg, C. & Coleman, R. (2010). Promoting Academic Achievement Among English
Learners: A Guide to the Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin.

Guiberson, M. (2009). “Hispanic representation in special education: patterns and
implications,” Preventing School Failure: Alternative Education for Children and Youth,
vol. 53, no. 3, pp. 167-176

Solano-Flores, G.. (2008). Who Is Given Tests in What Language by Whom, When, and Where?
The Need for Probabilistic Views of Language in the Testing of English Language
Learners. Educational Researcher, 37(4), 189—199.

https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X08319569

Harris, K.P., (2005) “Speech-language pathologists’ professional efficacy beliefs about assessing
the language skills of bilingual/bicultural/bidialectal students,” Graduate Theses and

Dissertations, vol. A66/03, 2005, http://scholarcommons.usf.edu/etd/1070.\

Harry, B. & Klingner (2006). Why are so Many Minority Students in Special Education?
Understanding Race and Disability in Schools, Teachers College Press, New York, NY,
USA

Hernandez, D. (2006). Young Hispanic Children in the U.S.: A Demographic Portrait Based on
Census 2000, Report to National Task Force on Early Childhood Education for

Hispanics, Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ, USA



MISCLASSIFICATION OF ELLS 45

Kavale, K., Holdnack, J., & Mostert, M. (2006). Responsiveness to intervention and the
identification of specific learning disability: A critique and alternative proposal. Learn
ing Disability Quarterly, 29(1), 113—127. http://eric.ed.gov/?1d=EJ 786201

Keller-Allen, C. (2006). English language learners with disabilities: Identification and other state
policies and issues. Alexandria, VA: Project Forum.

Klingner, J. K., & Harry, B. (2006). The special education referral and decision-making process
for English language learners: Child study team meetings and placement conferences.

Teachers College Record, 108(11), 2247-2281. http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ746185

Kritikos, E. P. (2003). “Speech-Language pathologists' beliefs about language assessment of
bilingual/bicultural individuals,” American Journal of Speech-Language Pathology, vol.
12, no. 1, pp. 73-91

Lesaux, N. K. (2006). Building consensus: Future direction for research on English language
learners at risk for learning disabilities. Teachers College Record, 108, 2406-2438. doi:
10.1111/.1467-9620.2006.00787.x

MacSwan, J., & Rolstad, K. (2006). How language proficiency tests mislead us about ability:
Implications for English language learner placement in special education. Teachers
College Record, 108(11), 2304-2328. http://eric.ed.gov/?1d=EJ746179

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. (2003). Massachu setts
Department of Education questions and answers regarding chapter 71A: English lan
guage education in public schools. Boston, MA: Author. Retrieved February 28, 2015,
from http://www.cpsd.us/UserFiles/Servers/Server 3042785/File/Migration/chapter71A

faq.pdf?rev=2.



MISCLASSIFICATION OF ELLS 46

Morgan, P. L., Farkas, G., Cook, M., Strassfeld, N. M., Hillemeier, M. M., Pun, W. H., Wang,
Y., & Schussler, D. L. (2018). Are Hispanic, Asian, Native American, or Language-
Minority Children Overrepresented in Special Education? Exceptional Children, 84(3),

261-279. https://doi.org/10.1177/0014402917748303

National Association for Bilingual Education & ILIAD Project. (2002). Determining appropriate
referrals of English language learners to special education: A self-assessment guide for
principals. Washington, DC: National Association for Bilingual Education; and

Arlington, VA: Council for Exceptional Children. http://eric.ed.gov/?1id=ED475790

NEA. (2012). English Language Learners: Culture, Equity and Language.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5SHU&80AxmP-U.

NYC Department of Education. (2021, December). 2020-2021 ELL demographics: At-a-glance.
English Language Learner Demographics. Retrieved April 10, 2022, from
https://infohub.nyced.org/docs/default-source/default-document-library/sy-2020-21-ell-
demographics-at-a-glance.pdf

NYSESLAT General Information. (2021). New York State Education Department,
http://www.nysed.gov/state-assessment/nyseslat-general-information.

O’bryon, E. C., & Rogers, M. R. (2010). “Bilingual school psychologists’ assessment practices
with English language learners,” Psychology in the Schools, vol. 47, no. 10, pp. 1018—
1034

Park, Y., & Thomas, R. (2012). Educating English-language learners with special needs: Beyond
cultural and linguistic considerations. Journal of Education and Practice, 3(9), 52-58.

Ortiz, A. A., Robertson, P. M., Wilkinson, C. Y., Liu, Y. J., McGhee, B. D., & Kushner, M. 1.

(2011). The role of bilingual education teachers in preventing inappropriate referrals of



MISCLASSIFICATION OF ELLS 47

ELLs to special education: Implications for response to intervention. Bilingual Research
Journal, 34(3), 316-333.

Passel, J. S. (20006). The Size and Characteristics of the Unauthorized Migrant Population in the
U. S., Pew Hispanic Center, Washington, DC, USA

Passel, J. S., & Cohn D. (2009). A Portrait of Unauthorized Immigrants in the United States,
Pew Hispanic Center, Washington, DC, USA http://pewhispanic.org/files/report/107.pdf

Ramirez, D. M. (2018). ELL Students and Special Education.

https://www.earlywood.org/site/default.aspx?PageType=3&ModulelnstanceI D=1408& Vi

ewID=DEDCCD34-7C24-4AF2-812A33C0075398BC&RenderLoc=0&FlexDatalD

=3207&PagelD=837&Tag=&Comments=true.

Reveles, C. (2005). Instructional coaching cycle. Unpublished manuscript.

Richardson, V. (2003). The dilemmas of professional development. Phi Delta Kappan, 84, 401—
406. Vygotsky, L.S. (1998). Child psychology. In The collected works of L. S. Vygotsky:
Vol. 5. Problems of the theory and history of psychology. New York, NY: Plenum.

Rinaldi, C., & Samson, J. (2008). English language learners and response to interven tion:
Referral considerations. Teaching Exceptional Children, 40(5), 6-14. http://eric.
ed.gov/?71d=EJ852652

Rivera, M., Moughamian, A., Lesaux, N., & Francis, D. (2008). Language and reading
interventions for English language learners and English language learners with
disabilities. Portsmouth, NH: RMC Research Corporation, Center on Instruction.
http://eric. ed.gov/?1d=ED521569

Rueda, R., Artiles, A. J., Salazar, J., & Higareda, 1. (2002). An analysis of special education as a

response to the diminished academic achievement of Chicano/Latino students: An



MISCLASSIFICATION OF ELLS 48

update. In R. R. Valencia (Ed.), Chicano school failure and success: Past, present, and
future (2nd ed., pp. 149-169). New York, NY: RoutledgeFalmer.

Salva, C., & Matis, A. (2017). Boosting achievement: Reaching students with interrupted or
minimal education. Seidlitz Education.

Samuels, Christina A. “What We (Don't) Know about English-Learners and Special
Education.” Education Week, Education Week, 19 Nov. 2020,
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/what-we-dont-know-about-english-learners-
and-special-education/2015/07.

Sanchez, M. T., Parker, C., Akbayin, B., & McTigue, A. (2010). Processes and challeng- es in
identifying learning disabilities among students who are English language learners in
three New York State districts (Issues & Answers Report, REL 2010-085). Washington,
DC: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for
Education

Sullivan, A. L. “Disproportionality in Special Education Identification and Placement of English
Language Learners.” Exceptional children 77.3 (2011): 317-334.

Shore, J. R., & Sabatini, J. (2009). English language learners with reading disabilities: A review
of the literature and the foundation for a research agenda (Research Report ETS RR-09—

20). Princeton, NJ: Educational Testing Service. http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED507842

Texas Education Agency. (2013a). Language Proficiency Assessment Committee (LPAC)
framework manual 2013-2014. Austin, TX: Author. Retrieved February 28, 2015, from
http://portal.esc20.net/portal/page/portal/doclibraryroot/publicpages/bilingualesl/
BESL%20LPAC%20Framework/Files/LPAC Framework Manual Accessible 2013—

2014.pdf.



MISCLASSIFICATION OF ELLS 49

Tharp, R. G., Estrada, P., Dalton, S. S., & Yamaguchi, L. (2000). Teaching transformed:
Achieving excellence, fairness, inclusion, and harmony. Boulder, CO: Westview.

U.S. Government Accountability Office (2009). Teacher Preparation: Multiple Federal
Education Offices Support Teacher Preparation for Instructing Students with Disabilities
and English Language Learners, but Systematic Departmentwide Coordination Could
Enhance This Assistance. http://www. gao.gov.

Valenzuela, J. S., Copeland, S. R., Qi, C. H., & Park, M. (2006). Examining educational equity:
Revisiting the disproportionate representation of minority students in special education.
Exceptional Children, 72, 425-441.

Wagner, R. K., Francis, D. J., & Morris, R. D. (2005). Identifying English language learners with
learning disabilities: Key challenges and possible approaches. Learning Disabilities
Research and Practice, 20(1), 6-15. http://eric.ed.gov/?1d=EJ687023

Zehler, A. M., Fleischman, H. L., Hopstock, P. J., Pendzick, M. L., & Stephenson, T. G. (2003).
Descriptive study of services to LEP students and LEP students with disabilities (Special
topic report #4) (Report submitted to U.S. Department of Education, Office of English
Language Acquisition). Arlington, VA: Development Associates. Retrieved July 12,
2012, from http://www.ncela.gwu.edu/files/rcd/BE021199/special ed4.pdf.

Zehr, M. A. (2010). Novel NY . Home-Language Surveys for ELLs Under Fire; Some Parents
and Students Say the Instruments Can Lead to the Misclassification of Immigrants
Children, 29(22).

Zetlin, A., Beltran, D., Salcido, P., Gonzalez, T., & Reyes, T. (2011). Building a pathway of
optimal support for English language learners in special education. Teacher Education

and Special Education, 34(1), 59-70. http://eric.ed.gov/?1d=EJ909194



MISCLASSIFICATION OF ELLS

50



MISCLASSIFICATION OF ELLS 51

Appendix A:

Staff Directory of Languages Spoken

Staff Directory and Languages Spoken

D

Dubois, Ashleigh 508/ EXT: 2508 French

i 3

Fils-Julian, Phara 314/ EXT: 2314 Haitian Creole
L

Lopez, Jessica Guidance Office/ EXT: 2201 Spanish

P

Pique, Elizabeth 516/ EXT: 2516 Spanish

R

Russo, Andrea 214/ EXT: 2214 Italian

Reminder: Ms. Comrie (principal) speaks Haitian Creole as a last resource!
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Appendix B:

Translation and Interpretation Resources

Translation and interpretation resources continue to be available for all DOE staff to

communicate with non-English speaking families.

Over-the-Phone Interpretation Services: Free over-the-phone interpretation services

are available 24/7 in 350+ languages, for all school staff to communicate with families who
speak languages other than English. This service should not be shared with families. For
questions, email Interpretations@schools.nyc.gov. Feedback on services can be included
at tinyurl.com/OPIFeedback.

On-Site Interpretation Services: The on-site interpretation DOE vendor has transitioned to
provide interpretation services via virtual platforms (e.g., Google Classroom, Google Meet,
Microsoft Teams, Zoom, etc.). To request virtual interpretation services, contact Geneva
Worldwide at DOE@Genevaworldwide.com, using an updated Interpretation Request Form.
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Appendix C:

New Student Parent Survey

6. If your child has been provisionally placed in a Transitional Bilingual Education or a Dual Language
program, you must complete the following (check ONE):

| have received ELL program information and accept my child’s placement in a

Transitional Bilingual Education or a
Dual Language program at his or her school of enroliment.

| have received ELL program information and accept my child’s placement in a Transitional Bilingual Education
or a Dual Language program at the district school indicated above.

Transitional Bilingual Education or a
Dual Language program at his or her school of enroliment.

| have received ELL program information, and | am exercising my right to place my child in an

English as a New Language program.

| understand that if | do not return this form by my child may be placed in a
Bilingual Education (Transitional Bilingual Education or Dual Language) program at the
school of enroliment, if there are enough students, or at a Bilingual Education program at
another school within the district. Otherwise, my child will be placed in an English as a New
Language (ENL) program.

Parent/Guardian Name:
Address:
Daytime Telephone: Evening Telephone:

Email Address:
Signature: Date:
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Appendix D:

ESL Teacher vs Content Teacher Responsibilities

ficiency Ir
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Appendix E:

ESL Testing Tips Poster

55

@Moquence’

FOR ESL STURENTS

~ RELAX AND LEARN

READ THE QUESTION CAREFULLY THEN
REREAD THE PASSAGE OR PROBLEM TO
FIND QUT THE RIGHT ANSWER

EXAMINE EVERY ANSWER CHOICE
BEFORE YOU CHOOSE YOUR ANSWER

LOOK FOR CLUE WORDS AND
UNDERLINE IMPORTANT WORDS
IN THE TEXT YOU READ

ALWAYS 6ET PLENTY OF
SLEEP AND EAT A 600D
BREAKFAST BEFORE A TEST

X- OUT ANSWERS THAT CANNOT
POSSIBLY BE CORRECT

LEAVE THE HARD ONES FOR LAST

ERASE AND FIX YOUR ANSWERS
WHEN CHECKING YOUR WORK

ADD DETAILS TO YOUR PARAGRAPHS
TO MAKE THEM MORE INTERESTING

READ THROUGH YOUR ANSWERS
BEFORE YOU TURN YOUR TEST IV

NEVER 6IVE UP AND DO YOUR BESTH

For more Information about our ESL/ELL curriculum, visit: www.elloquence.com » (714) 234-2727
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Appendix F:

Lesson Plan with SIOP

Lesson Planning with STOP

SIOP, a form of sheltered instruction, focuses on
teaching content and language skills together.

—

Target content objectives Include language objectives

Design instruction that Bxolici

: xplicitlanguage
requires Els to engage instructioniuelgs ELs
with the same content better acquire content

objectives as proficient knowledge and skills
English users. ’

Teach concepts, not just facts Scaffold for comprehension
As ELs form Sensory, interactive,
connections between and graphic scaffolds
ideas, they develop make content
critical thinking skills. comprehensible.
Differentiate instruction Integrate literacy

Lessons can be
designed so that
students listen, speak,
read, & write while
accessing content.

The process, product, &
content can be
differentiated to
facilitate learning.

EmpoweringELLs.com/blog

J1©
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Appendix G:

ELL Lesson Plan #1

M-I WSTINOL

“4 NN

ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE

Leaaon Plan

Date:

Topic

Standard

Objective

WIDA “Can Do Descriptor

ACTIVITY

Key English Language
Vocabulary

Checks for Understanding

Specific Accommodations

O

NI TINRTONI TV
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Appendix H:

ELL Lesson Plan #2

ELD LESSON PLANS
Teacher: Grade Level(s):
Week of: Class/Subject:
Lesson Topic/Theme:
Multicultural Connection:
WIDA Standards Focus: (Check all that apply.)
English L learners |

WS1: for Social and Instructional purposes within the school setting.

WS2: Information, ideas and concepts necessary for academic success in the content area of Language Arts.
WS3: Information, Ideas and concepts necessary for academic success in the content area of Mathematics.
WS4: information, ideas and concepts necessary for academic success in the content area of Sclence.

WSS: information, ideas and concepts necessary for academic success in the content area of Sodal Studies.

Cognitive Function/Bloom’s T; y

Level of Learning Content Objective Language Objective
Essential Question(s): Academic Vocabulary:
Technology Integration: Materials/Instructional Resources:

EDL Levels (Check all that apply.) and Performance Indicators:
—

TP S TP
B

Speaking | Listening

Reading

Writing

Language Supports

Sensory Supports \ Graphic Supports Interactive Supports

Description of Supports:
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Procedure

Introduction/ | Do It

We Do It

(Modolinn

(Guided Practice)

You Do It
(Independent Practice)

Closure

Day1

Day 2

Day 3

Day 4

Day 5
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MISCLASSIFICATION OF ELLS
Evaluation
Formative Assessment
Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4 Day 5
Choose an Assessment = | Choose an Assessment= Choose an Assessment= |Choose an Assessment= Choose an Assessment =
|
Choose an Assessment = Choose an Assessmert= Choose an Assessment=  |Choose an Assessment—= Choose an Assessment—=
Summative Assessment
Content Assessment Language Assessment
Choose an Assessment = | Choose an Assessment =
Choose an Assessment = | Choose an Assessment =
Other: Other:
Notes/Reflections:
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Appendix I:

Parent Night Flyer (English)

I.S. 109 Middle School Proudly

&)

28

g Presents..

X8 ELL
=§

* Games
S aciopm Jhretivg
Middle School . Ag‘l’lVl‘LleS
Cafeteria pr.:;z:cﬂ
Il '
COME JOIN Usl  1Free Book
Per Child!
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Appendix J:

Parent Night Flyer (Spanish)
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Appendix K:

Link to Professional Development Presentation Slides

https://1drv.ms/p/s! Ar3QD8bIPbXFdpwaAN2IRR R2RU
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