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The researchers showed that the use of the PIQ gave language learning students a score
nine points higher on average than the VIQ, which resulted in many fewer students who qualified
as being mentally retarded. However, it also greatly increased the number of students who were
identified as learning disabled and having a “severe discrepancy” between achievement and
ability. MacMillan et al. reported that teachers used additional information as well as the results
of the standardized testing to determine whether the referred students were eligible for special
education. Their results showed that these California public schools determined far fewer
students were mentally retarded than the testing indicated and far more were learning disabled
than were justified given the discrepancy between achievement and ability. The researchers
concluded that the schools based their decisions on student need rather than numbers.

The validity of using IQ testing on minority students has also been called into question
because of possible cultural bias. Therefore, Canivez and Watkins (1999) conducted a study on
the most popular of these IQ standardized tests, the WISC-III. The researchers’ purpose was to
determine the long term stability of the WISC-III for demographic groups including gender,
ethnicity, and age. One hundred forty five school psychologists from 33 states sent in test scores
and demographic information from recently re-evaluated special education students. Canivez
and Watkins found that when most ethnic groups, except Hispanics, were re-tested their results
did not differ statistically significantly from the first testing. However, for Hispanic students,
researchers reported significant decreases in the VIQ (3.25%), FSIQ (2.65%), and verbal
comprehension (VCI) (3.38%) scores. Hispanic students made up only 6.5% of the total
students tested, a percentage that does not represent the number of Hispanics either in special

education or in the population at large. Canivez and Watkins say further study needs to be done
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with a larger sample of Hispanic students.

Cummins (1984) early on pointed out the dangers of using standardized testing because
of a problem with poorly defined constructs for learning disabilities. “Because we don’t really
know what constitutes a learning disability, all measures designed to identify learning disabilities
have serious validity problems” (p. 85). Cummins further points out that if tests for monolingual
children have validity problems, psychologists should be even more wary of using them for
bilingual students.

Another form of standardized testing is now mandated by the No Child Left Behind
Legislation. This federal law requires annual testing of academic and language learning
progress. By the school year 2013-14 states must bring all students up to a proficiency level
designated by the federal government. Rebora (2004) says should schools fail to make progress
three years in a row they will be put on a government watch list. Continued failure would bring
outside corrective measures that could change administration and faculty at the school.
Traditionally, educators have tended to use a discrete point approach to testing language, a focus
based on the behaviorist notion that language is simply a set of easily identifiable linguistic parts.
Jitendra and Rehena-Diaz (1996) says this notion fails to take into account the functional, social,
and cultural aspects of language. Instead, they suggest a dynamic or descriptive approach that
requires a more pragmatic use of language in a variety of settings. This approach prescribes a
team of bilingual professionals for assessment including speech language pathologists and
psychologists.

A number of alternative approaches and models for assessment exist. Although tools

which measure intelligence are required, schools can and should be using other techniques as
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well. Alternative models prescribe the use of an approach in keeping with educating the “whole
child,” sometimes through the use of a multi-disciplinary team, sometimes through the use of
dynamic assessment, and even taking the example of the medical field. The first of these
addresses the issue of weak constructs for learning disabilities. Fuchs, Fuchs, & Speece (2002)
and their treatment validity approach takes it orientation from the medical field by requiring
educators to document the need for and effectiveness of the “treatment,” i.e., special education.
Noting the “soft” nature of disability constructs, Fuchs, et al. note the subjectiveness of the
existing identification process. Instead, they propose a four phase system which tests the validity
of “treatment” a student receives.

Phase I looks at the classroom environment and a student’s responsiveness to
instruction. If the overall rate of growth in learning in a particular classroom does not compare
favorably with other similar classes in the school or nation, then intervention should take place at
the classroom level. Phase II seeks to identify students with a “dual discrepancy,” those who
have both low achievement and low rate of growth. Phase III seeks to improve and enhance the
instruction of classroom teachers to better accommodate these low level students. Educators
must then document that interventions are not helping individual students and that progress can
be made with special education. The final phase evaluates the effectiveness of special education;
if no improvement is being made, Fuchs et al. say that there is no rationale for removing a child
from the regular classroom.

On a daily basis in the classroom, the Fuchs’ et al. model seems arduous for the busy
classroom teacher. The four phase system compels the assessment of every student in every

classroom every week, an analysis of the progress of each, a plan to work out and implement
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adaptations and interventions for those who have dual discrepancies, and finally, an evaluation
of the effects of the interventions. “Clearly the treatment validity model requires much effort
and vigilance, especially compared to diagnostic procedures that rely on identification of 1Q-
achievement discrepancies or simple low achievement” (p. 40). But the researchers say the
results will be worth the effort involved because it should reduce the number of referrals of
minority students to special education.

The most controversial part of the model, Phase IV, requires that special education prove
its effectiveness. Fuchs et al. say this could mean that students have a limited “trial” period in
special education, after which an educational team and the student’s parents meet to determine
how much progress has been made. If none has been made, educators look for other options.
These could include: (1) putting the child back into the classroom setting with accommodations,
(2) continuing the “trial” for a set period, (3) continuing the “trial” period in a more restrictive
educational setting with more resources, or (4) continuing the “trial” in another school. Fuchs et
al. say their four phase model is a strong framework for assisting the needs of minority students
and will help schools avoid over-representing these students.

Another possible model is by Langdon, Novak, and Sarellana (2000) who offer a
“teaching-learning wheel” to assess second language learners. Using any kind of standardized
testing by itself, they say, is inadequate for students who are learning English. Instead, evaluators
need to consider a student’s home environment as well as his/her educational background.
Langdon et al. say the student and family represent the wheel; the learning environment is the
inner tube, and a student’s individual characteristics symbolize the tire. The spokes of the wheel

are the authors’ three approaches to assessing an ELL student: observations and ethnographic
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interviewing; formal analysis of oral and written language performance; and dynamic
assessment.

Observations in the classroom should center on school climate, including whether there is
respect for a student’s cultural and linguistic background, teacher attitudes, curricular
approaches, teaching processes, and use of language. Interviews with the family and significant
people in the student’s life should be conducted by a translator with bi-cultural skills who can act
as a cultural “go-between” for the school and family. Questions about the use of communication
at home, the student’s educational background, family interactions and emotions, as well as
health issues will provide a more complete picture of the student. Families are then also able to
follow-up at home with teaching modifications made at school.

The second spoke of the wheel, developing an understanding of a students’s oral skills,
should be conducted in different contexts with different people in both formal and informal
settings. Portfolios can chart a student’s written progress over time and reflect a variety of work
samples.

The third spoke, dynamic assessment, implies an understanding of what and how a
student is capable of learning rather than what he/she already knows. Through dynamic
assessment the student is asked to conduct a formal or informal task without assistance. A
second task is then given with scaffolding and help. Dynamic assessment helps the educator
know how the student acquires new information. Hence, teachers can adapt their teaching
processes and curricular approaches to better suit their students. The “teaching-learning wheel”
is not all-encompassing, but should be helpful to educators as a guide.

Salend and Salinas (2003) recommend the use of a multi-disciplinary team composed of
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family and community members as well as educators, particularly bilingual ones, trained in
assessing second language learners and migrant issues. Assessment procedures should be
student-centered in additional to formal, standardized testing. The researchers recommend that a
number of factors be considered including: length of time spent in the U.S., school history and
attendance, culture, home life, health, and how the student compares to peers of similar
education, experience, and language. These factors should be built into the assessment process.

Another important aspect schools should consider is educating students in their native
language, Spanish. A long-term national study of school effectiveness for language learners by
the National Association for Bilingual Education was conducted by Thomas and Collier (2002).
They chose five school districts geographically distributed around the U.S. (from rural to mid-
size and large urban, as well as inner city schools). The researchers tracked students for at least
five years of academic study. The schools chosen were selected because of their commitment to
a process of change to track and improve their education of second language learners.

Results showed that students immersed in mainstream English classes because their
parents refused bilingual/ELL services fared worst. These students had the largest number of
school drop-outs; those who stayed on scored only in the 12™ percentile on national standardized

1" grade. Those students who received

testing (such as the Iowa Test of Basic Skills) in the 1
ELL services for two to three years attained the 23™ percentile by the end of high school. Those
students who performed the best received 50-50 one way bilingual education, in which students
are taught in both languages all the way through school. These students reached the 72™

percentile. Students receiving other types of bilingual education also fared better than those with

ELL services only. Those receiving 50-50 transitional bilingual education, in which students are
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educated in both Spanish and English for three to four years and then transitioned into
mainstream English classes, achieved the 45™ percentile by the end of 11™ grade.

Thomas and Collier’s research clearly shows that students have the best chance of
achieving success when all their developmental needs are met: linguistic [education in both in
students’ first language (1) and English (L2)], academic, cognitive, emotional, social, and
physical. Thomas and Collier (2002) say

schools need to create a natural learning environment in school, with lots of

natural, rich language (L1 and L2), both oral and written, used by students and

teachers, meaningful “real world” problem-solving, all students working together,

media-rich learning (video, computer, print), challenging thematic units that get

and hold students’ interest, and using students’ bilingual-bicultural knowledge to

bridge to new knowledge across the curriculum” (Thomas and Collier, 2002).

Other research supports Thomas and Collier’s results. Slavin and Cheung (2004)
reviewed 17 studies of elementary reading instruction programs. They found that bilingual
education, or even simply allowing students to read in their native language as well as English at
different times during the day, showed significant positive effects. In their review never did an
English-only education program exceed the results of bilingual strategies. Bilingual programs,
rather than hurting students, usually help them to read better in English.

How best to help young, struggling second language learners to become better readers
was the subject of research by Linan-Thompson, Vaughn, Hickman-Davis and Kouzekanani
(2003). They conducted an intensive reading intervention program in English for 13 weeks for

second language learners and at-risk monolingual students with reading difficulties. The 26
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second graders were taught 30 minutes a day individually or in small groups of two or three.
The intervention included fluent reading for five minutes, phonological awareness for five
minutes, decoding reading, vocabulary, and reading comprehension skills for 10 minutes, and
word study focusing on the alphabetic principle and word analysis strategies for five minutes.

The researchers tested students’ oral reading fluency, phoneme segmentation fluency,
nonsense word reading, and reading comprehension before and after the program as well as four
weeks after and four months after the program. The largest gains from pre- to post-test were in
word attack, reading comprehension, phoneme segmentation fluency, and oral reading fluency.
Long-term results still showed significant gains in oral reading fluency. Two-thirds of the
students made rapid progress through the program. Linan-Thompson et al. noted that their
reading difficulties seemed to be a result of insufficient instruction in English rather than a
reading disability. Another third of the students made smaller gains, showed inconsistent
progress, and needed more practice. The researchers indicated that they too may have lacked a
proper basis in language. Although the sample size is small and there was no comparison group,
their conclusion supports Ortiz’ call for teachers to be aware of the principles of second language
learning.

Given that most benchmark measures cannot discriminate EL learners who

lack sufficient and effective instruction from those who may have deficiencies

in reading-related cognitive abilities, instructional interventions for EL

learners identified as struggling readers need to be responsive to the source

of students’ reading difficulty (p. 233).

Inadequate or insufficient instruction in the classroom can lead not only to difficulties in
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reading, but also potentially to referral for special education. Lina-Thompson et al. say the
relatively small investment of teaching time with the elements included in their intervention may
give support to ELL students lacking in literacy skills.

Schools face mounting pressure from federal legislation to bring up standards for all
students, including second language learners. Schools as institutions and teachers as individuals
who use research as a tool on which to base their decisions are more likely to achieve success for
their second language learners. They are more likely to conduct both fairer assessments and
more effective instruction of their students. Using an approach which encompasses the “whole
child” educators are more likely to get the whole picture and be better able to address students’
needs. How schools do this depends on the individual nature and character of their communities
and students, but the guidelines indicated here give scope for variation and adaptation.

Discussion

Clearly schools have a responsibility to improve education for their second language
learners. In order to do this they may need to cooperate with local colleges and universities to
help and encourage the training of competent new teachers. A research-based approach to
assessment and educational practice should include a number of important elements. Bilingual
educators who are also bi-culturally competent and mono-lingual educators trained and
experienced in teaching second language learners are key to the process as they can interpret
language and culture with understanding. Properly trained educators also have an understanding
of the stages of language acquisition, the similarities and differences in language learning and
learning disabilities, as well as differences in culture and educational expectations between

themselves (if they are Anglo) and their Hispanic students. Educators should also be aware of
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their students” home language and educational background.

Educators should take a “whole child” approach to assessment, understanding that their
students are people with emotional, physical, and spiritual needs as well as intellectual ones.
The difficulties with standardized measures of intelligence should convince school districts that
their sole reliance on such tools is unethical. The IDEA’s requirement that more than one form
of assessment be utilized also makes it illegal. Second language learners need culture-free types
of intelligence measuring instruments so that they are not penalized for differences in culture.
The mis-use of testing instruments, including using tests that have not been norm-referenced for
or with second language learners and using instruments for purposes other than intended, has
been shown by researchers to be a serious problem. Hence, the correct use of standardized
testing tools is imperative. Further, students should be tested for language in both their native
language as well as English in all four skill areas.

In addition to standardized testing, an alternative assessment model may be used along
with other student-centered assessment practices ranging from formal problem solving or
synthesis and analysis of information to less formal student self-evaluation and classroom
observation. Schools should also implement a strong pre-referral program including
documentation of the different interventions that were tried in the classroom before referring
students to special education. Problems should be documented in both languages, in both
settings (at home and at school), and among different personnel. Educators need to comply with
the exclusionary clause and rule out language, cultural, educational or economic factors that may
be contributing to students’ difficulties at school.

Educational practices must be oriented to second language learners’ needs and culture.
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Primarily, this means educating them as long as possible in a bilingual education program. If
this is not possible, schools need to be sure that students have had the opportunity to learn from
curriculum, materials, instruction, and a learning environment that is appropriate for Hispanic
students. Educators should use cooperative and collaborative teaching techniques and make their
lessons accessible to second language learners through strategies that show rather than rell what
teachers mean. Both types of programs, bilingual and ESL, need clear exit criteria. Although
Hispanic parents do not traditionally take an active role in their children’s education in their own
countries, schools should work to encourage parents’ participation from early in a child’s
education.

At the national level, some sense needs to be brought to the funding system for special
education to reduce the huge variation between states in both over- and under-representation of
minority students in special education. Schools need to work with the federal government to
push for change to bring equity to the system by disconnecting funding number of students
identified by category of disability.

To sum up, professional educators need to be well aware of the specific cultural,
linguistic, and cognitive characteristics of their students in order to provide them with an
appropriate education. The question of how best to educate students with limited English skills
should not be left solely to the germane of the teacher of English as a second language. The
difficulties faced by second language learners have been addressed in the No Child Left Behind
legislation and needs to become the challenge of all teachers of these students. How schools
view these students and what schools do to engage them will only become more important as

immigration trends continue (See Appendix D for a complete listing of how schools can help
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their second language learners).
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Appendix A

Over-Representation of English Language Learners (ELLs)
in Special Education by Grade: 1998-99

Grade Percent of Percent in Under- Over-Repre- | Percent
ELLs of total | Special Over-Repre- | sented? Above 10%
population Education sentation (Yesor No) | Over-Repre-

Thresholds* sentation
Threshold

K 62 58 55.8-68.2 No NA

1 62 56 55.8-68.2 No NA

2 60 55 54-66 No NA

3 54 49 48.6-59.4 No NA

4 47 48 42.3-51.7 No NA

5 32 43 28.8-35.2 No NA

6 18 46 16.2-19.8 Yes 7.8

7 17 45 15.3-18.7 Yes 26.2

8 15 43 13.5-16.5 Yes 26.5

9 21 42 18.9-23.1 Yes 18.9

10 14 35 12.6-154 Yes 19.6

11 8 28 7.2-8.8 Yes 19.2

12 8 33 7.2-8.8 Yes 242

* Plus or minus 10% of the percentage expected on the basis of the general education population.

Artiles, Rueda, Salazar, and Higareda (2002)
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Behaviors for Learning Disabilities and Language Learning

Language | Reading Writing Math Adapting Attention | Emotional
Learning to New Deficit and Social
School Skills

Speaks Poor reading Spelling is Math skills Passively Short attention Nervous and
infrequently comprehension below grade below grade uncooperative span anxious, cries

level level easily
Uses gestures Poor reading Poor recall of Uses fingers or Defiant Daydreams Shy or timid

progress syllable counting aids

sequencing
Speaks in single Reads below Poor visual Difficulty Overly Easily distracted | Poor self-
words or phrases | grade level memory remembering dependent confidence

processes

Does not answer | Loses place Difficulty Requires much Requires Problems
questions during reading: expressing ideas teacher direction | immediate adapting to new
or comments poor in writing and gratification situations
inappropriately eye tracking feedback
Poor recall Poor recall Words or letters Looks for Unable to stay Fearful

may be reversed continuous on task

praise

Does not Poor progress in | Poor grammar Clings to adults Disorganized Easily
volunteer content areas and syntax influenced
information
Poor listening Inconsistent Passively Appears Needs attention
comprehension and/or ‘strange’ uncooperative confused

spelling

Poor syntax, Defiant Doesn’t handle
grammar, criticism well
vocabulary, and

pronunciation

Difficulty Requires Avoids
sequencing continuous competition
ideas and praise

events,

including the re-
telling of stories

Confuses similar
sounding words

Poor Peer
Relationships

Delayed Poor Eye

acquisition Contact

Unable to rhyme Denies

words responsibility
for actions

Difficulty Problems

following adapting to new

directions situations
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Appendix C

A “Whole Child” Approach of Factors for Educators to
Consider During the Assessment Process

I. Social Aspects
(a) Isolation because of inability to articulate ideas and thoughts in English
(b) Family history
(c) Student’s friends and care-givers
(d) Language spoken at home
(e) Difference between language use at home and school
(f) Family attitudes toward English and new culture
(g) Degree to which family interacts with dominant culture

II. Educational Aspect
(a) Change in learning environment
(b) Change in learning styles
(c) Change in curriculum
(d) Resistance to direct, individual instruction
(e) Interference with academic growth in all subject areas
(f) Pattern of strengths and weaknesses
(g) Educational experience of student in native language and English
(h) Opportunity to learn, both quantity and quality
(i) School attendance pattern

III. Language
(a) Similarity of native language to English
(b) Distinction between communicative language skills and cognitive/academic language skills
(¢) Attempt to apply rules of native language to English which can affect pronunciation, syntax
and spelling
(d) Loss of native because of second language learning
(e) Student’s preference for language use at home, school, community, and with peers
(f) Language the family uses for watching TV, listening to the radio, and reading

IV. Testing
(a) Problems indicated in both languages

V. Culture
(a) Affirmation of student’s culture
(b) Affirmation of student’s language
(c) Bias toward or away from native culture
(d) Conflict of values between cultures
(e) Student’s acculturation level
(f) Student’s attitude toward school

VI. Length of Time
(a) Extrinsic problem will disappear in time
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(b) Intrinsic problem will not
(c) Shorter length of time in U.S. indicates shorter time to adjust to change
(d) Length of time receiving English language instruction

VII. Health
(a) Emotional - traumas, stability, attachment issues
(b) Physical health
(¢) Spiritual health
(d) Visual
(e) Hearing

VIII. Comparison to Peers of Similar Experiential, Cultural, Linguistic Background
(a) Language skill
(b) Rate of growth
(c) Learning style
(d) Interaction with peers in which language
(e) Difficulties following directions, understanding, expression of thoughts in either language
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Appendix D
What Schools Should Do
. Personnel

(1) Use at least one bilingual professional, including teachers, psychologists and trained
translators

(2) Hire classroom and ELL teachers who have been adequately prepared and experienced in
teaching ELL students

(3) Provide professional development for teachers

II. Testing and Alternative Assessments

(1) No over-reliance on any single assessment tool

(2) Use of non-verbal measures of intelligence, culture-free tests, or culture-fair testing
(3) Careful and correct use of testing instruments

(4) Assessment of students’ proficiency in both their native language and English

(5) Assessment of proficiency in all four skill areas of both languages: reading, writing,
listening, speaking

(6) A “whole child” approach to assessment including physical, intellectual, emotional, and
spiritual aspects. This may include the use of:

(a) An alternative assessment model or multi-disciplinary team including professionals
with experience and training in second language learning

(b) Student-centered assessment procedures: portfolio, performance-based assessments such as

story-retelling, and dictation, problem-solving, synthesis or analysis of information, curriculum-
based assessment (in dominant language), student journals, student-self evaluation, observation
in classroom, with peers, with family

(c) Strong pre-referral system that includes at least one bilingual professional and
documents the use of a variety of interventions in the general education classroom before
referral for special education

(d) Documentation of the problem exists across settings (school and home) and
personnel; that the problem exists in both languages
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(7) Compliance with the IDEA exclusionary clause including procedures to rule out other
possibilities for students’ problems in the classroom, including classroom climate, curriculum,
students’ cultural and linguistic background, or socio-economic status
II. Educational Practice

(1) Educate students as much as possible in their native language

(2) Ensure that the curriculum, materials, and instruction have been both culturally relevant and
appropriate; that the student has had the opportunity to learn, but hasn’t been successful

(3) Ensure the learning atmosphere in the classroom is appropriate
(4) Use cooperative and collaborative teaching methods

(5) Make lessons comprehensible by using visuals, hands-on demonstrations, gestures, and total
physical response activities

(6) Educators have knowledge of:

(a) students’ home language, family, educational background, including type and length
of instruction

(b) techniques and strategies to make language comprehensible for students
(c) stages of normal language acquisition
(d) differences between Hispanic cultural norms and expectations and their own

(e) similarities and differences between symptoms of a normal language learner and
a learning disability

(7) Set exit criteria for bilingual and ESL programs

(8) Should a learning disability be correctly diagnosed, IEPs should address both learning and
language issues

(9) Work to involve parents, family, and community members

IV. External Influences

(1) Urge the federal government to change the way special education is funded so that disability
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category is not linked to funding

(2) Cooperate with local colleges and universities to improve training of new classroom teacher.
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