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Appendix D2: 
 

Learning Issues Frequently Seen In ELs (What it may seem like) and 
Language Difference Related Reasons for the Difficulty 

Adapted by Jarice Butterfield, Ph. D.  
 
Academic Learning difficulties 
ELs often have difficulty with grade level academic language and concepts because it takes at least five years 
for non-native speakers to display native-speaker like functioning in academics.  
 
Language disorder 
Lack of fluency and correct syntax is a natural part of learning a new language. Students may require more 
“wait time” as they process an utterance in one language and translate into another. This “wait time” - may be 
misinterpreted as a language processing issue. 
 
Attention and memory problems 
ELs may have difficulty paying attention and remembering if they cannot relate new information to their 
previous experiences in their respective cultures. ELs may also be experiencing exhaustion due to the task of 
learning in a language in which they are not yet proficient. 
 
Withdrawn behavior 
When students are learning a new language and adapting to a new culture a “silent period” is normal.  
Also, this behavior might be appropriate in the student’s culture.  
 
Aggressive behavior  
The student may not understand appropriate school behavior and language in the US. Also this behavior may 
be appropriate in the students’ culture.  
 
Social and Emotional problems 
When students are learning to live in a new culture and using a new language, social and emotional problems 
often develop.            
 

When It is Appropriate to Make A Referral of An EL to Special Education 
Even though it takes time to learn a language, we need to recognize that some ELs, just as students 
in the English speaking population, do have disabilities that may make them eligible for special 
education. As mentioned above, because it is difficult to determine if an EL’s difficulties stem from 
learning a new language or having a true disability, some school districts are reluctant to consider 
referring ELs for special education services until the student has been learning English for a 
predetermined number of years -- usually two or three. This practice of waiting a number of years 
before referring a student for special education services is detrimental to ELs who may truly 
have disabilities 
. 
Below some possible reasons for initiating a special education referral for an EL: 
 
 The EL student is exhibiting the academic/behavioral difficulties in both first and second 

languages 
 The EL teacher and other general education staff indicate that the EL is performing 

differently from his/her “like peers”. 
 The EL student displays very little or no academic progress resulting from appropriate 

instructional strategies, alternative instruction, or academic interventions. 
 Parents confirm the academic/ behavioral difficulties seen in the school setting (lack of 

response to intervention documented over time.  
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 School personnel such as tutors and aides confirm the academic/behavioral difficulties seen 
in the classroom setting 
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Comparison of Language Differences Versus Disabilities 

Learning Behavior Manifested 
Indicators of a Language 

Difference due to 2nd Language 
Acquisition 

Indicators of a Possible 
Learning Disability 

Oral Comprehension/Listening   
1. Student does not respond to verbal 

directions 
1. Student lacks understanding 

of vocabulary in English but is 
demonstrates understanding 
in L1 

1.  Student consistently 
demonstrates confusion when 
given verbal directions in L1 
and L2; may be due to 
processing deficit or low 
cognition 

2. Student needs frequent repetition of 
oral directions and input 

2. Student is able to understand 
verbal directions in L1 but not 
L2 

2. Student often forgets directions 
or needs further explanation in 
L1 and L2 (home & School); 
may be due to an auditory 
memory difficulty or low 
cognition 

3. Student delays responses to 
questions  

3. Student may be translating 
question in mind before 
responding in L2; gradual 
improvement seen over time 

3. Student consistently takes a 
longer time period to respond in 
L1 & L2 and it does not change 
over time; may be due to a 
processing speed deficit 

Speaking / Oral Fluency   
1. Student lacks verbal fluency (pauses, 

hesitates, omits words) 
1. Student lacks vocabulary, 

sentence structure, and/or self-
confidence 

1. Speech is uncomprehensible in 
L1 and L2; may be due to 
hearing or speech impairment   

2. Student is unable to orally retell a 
story 

2. Student does not comprehend 
story due to a lack of 
understanding and background 
knowledge in English 

2. Student has difficulty retelling a 
story or event in L1 and L2; 
may have memory or 
sequencing deficits 

3. Does not orally respond to questions 
or does not speak much 

3. Lacks expressive language 
skills in English; it may the 
silent period in 2nd language 
acquisition  

3. Student speaks little in L1 or 
L2; student may have a hearing 
impairment or processing deficit 

Phonemic Awareness/Reading   
1. Student does not remember letters 

sounds from one day to the next 
1. Student will initially 

demonstrate difficulty 
remembering letter sounds in 
L2 since they differ from the 
letter sounds in L1, but with 
repeated practice over time will 
make progress 

1. Student doesn’t remember 
letters sounds after initial and 
follow-up instruction (even if 
they are common between 
L1/L2 ); may be due to due a 
visual/auditory memory or low 
cognition 

 
 

2. Student is unable to blend letter 2. The letter sound errors may 3. Student makes letter 
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sounds in order to decode words in 
reading 

related to L1 (for example, L1 
may not have long and short 
vowel sounds); with direct 
instruction, student will make 
progress over time 

substitutions when decoding 
not related to L1; student 
cannot remember vowel 
sounds; student may be able to 
decode sounds in isolation, but 
is unable to blend the sounds 
to decode whole word; may be 
due to a processing or memory 
deficit 

 
3. Student is unable to decode words 

correctly 
3. Sound not in L1, so unable to 

pronounce word once decoded 
3. Student consistently confuses 

letters/words that look alike; 
makes letter reversals, 
substitutions, etc. that are not 
related to L1; may be 
processing or memory deficit 

Reading Comprehension 
& Vocabulary 

  

1. Student does not understand 
passage read, although may be able 
to read w/ fluency and accuracy 

1 Lacks understanding and 
background knowledge of  
topic in L2; is unable to use 
contextual clues to assist with 
meaning; improvement seen 
over time as L2 proficiency 
increases 

1. Student doesn’t remember or 
comprehend what was read in 
L1 or L2 (only applicable if 
student has received instruction 
in L1); this does not improve 
over time; this may be due to a 
memory or processing deficit 

2.  Does not understand key 
words/phrases; poor comprehension 

2. Lacks understanding of 
vocabulary and meaning in 
English  

2. The student’s difficulty with 
comprehension and vocabulary 
is seen in L1 and L2  

Writing   
1. Errors made with 

punctuation/capitalization 
1. The error patterns seen are 

consistent with the punctuation 
and capitalization rules for L1; 
student’s work tends to 
improve with appropriate 
instruction in English 

1. Student consistently makes 
capitalization and punctuation 
errors even after instruction or 
is inconsistent; this may be due 
to deficits in organization, 
memory or processing 

Handwriting   
1. Student is unable to copy words 

correctly 
1. Lack of experience with writing 

the English alphabet 
1. Student demonstrates difficulty 

copying visual material to 
include shapes, letters, etc.  
This may be due to a 
visual/motor or visual memory 
deficit 

 
 
 
 

2. Student has difficulty writing 2.  Student’s syntax is reflective of 2. The student makes more 
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grammatically correct sentences  writing patterns in L1; typical 
error patterns seen in 2nd 
language learners (verb tense, 
use of adverbs or adjectives); 
improves over time 

random errors such as words 
omissions, missing 
punctuation; grammar errors 
are not correct in L1 or L2; this 
may be due to a processing or 
memory deficit 

3. Student has difficulty generating a 
paragraph or writing essays but is 
able to express his or her ideas orally  

3. Student is not yet proficient in 
writing English even though 
they may have developed 
verbal skills; student makes 
progress over time and error 
patterns are similar to other 2nd 
language learners 

3. The student seems to have 
difficulty paying attention or 
remembering previously 
learned information; the student 
may seem to have motor 
difficulties and avoids writing; 
student may have attention or 
memory deficits 

Spelling   
1. Student misspells words  1. Student will “borrows” sounds 

from L1; progress seen over 
time as L2 proficiency 
increases  

1. Student makes errors such as 
writing the correct beginning 
sound of words and then 
random letters or correct 
beginning or ending sounds; 
may be due to a visual memory 
or processing deficit 

2. Student spells words incorrectly; 
letters are sequenced incorrectly  

2. Writing of words if reflective of 
English fluency level or cultural 
thought patterns; words may 
align to letter sounds or 
patterns of L1 (sight words may 
be spelled phonetically based 
on L1) 

2. The student makes letter 
sequencing errors such as 
letter reversals that are not 
consistent with L1 spelling 
patterns; may be due to a 
processing deficit  

Mathematics   
1. Student manifests difficulty learning 

math facts and/or math operations 
1. Student lacks comprehension 

of oral instruction in English; 
student shows marked 
improvement with visual input 
or instructions in L1 

1. Student has difficulty 
memorizing math facts from 
one day to the next and 
requires manipulatives or 
devices to complete math 
problems; may have visual 
memory or processing deficits 

2. Student has difficulty completing   
multiple-step math computations 

2.   Student lacks comprehension 
of oral instruction in English; 
student shows marked 
improvement with visual input 
or instructions in L1 

2.  Student forgets the steps 
required to complete problems 
from one day to the next even 
with visual input; student 
reverses or forgets steps; may 
be due to a processing or 
memory deficit 

 
 

3. Student is unable to complete word 3. Student does not understand 
mathematical terms in L2 due 

3. Student does not understand 
how to process the problem or 
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Adapted from Jarice Butterfield’s ELLs With Disabilities Training Materials 
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Appendix D4: 

problems to English reading proficiency; 
student shows marked 
improvement in L1 or with 
visuals 

identify key terms in L1 or L2; 
may be a processing 
deficit/reading disability 

Behavior   
1. Student appears inattentive and/or 

easily distracted 
1. Student does not understand 

instructions in English due to 
level of proficiency 

1. Student is inattentive across 
environments even when 
language is comprehensible; 
may have attention deficits 

2. Student appears unmotivated and/or 
angry; may manifest internalizing or 
externalizing behavior 

2. Student does not understand 
instruction due to limited 
English and does not feel 
successful; student has anger 
or low self esteem related to 
2nd  language acquisition 

2. Student does not understand 
instruction in L1 or L2 and 
across contexts; may be 
frustrated due to a possible 
learning disability 

3. Student does not turn in homework 3. Student may not understand 
directions or how to complete 
the homework due to lack of 
English proficiency; student 
may not have access to 
homework support at home 

3. Student seems unable to 
complete homework 
consistently even when offered 
time and assistance with 
homework during school; this 
may be due to a memory or 
processing deficit 
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	Background Information On English Learners (ELs) With Disabilities
	Census Bureau data (Public Policy Institute Center (PPIC) report 11-29-16) indicates English learners are historically the fastest growing subgroup of children in the public school population, with an increase of about 51% between 1997/98 and 2008/09....
	Review of Laws & Regulations Governing Instruction for ELs California Laws & Regulations.                                                                                Proposition 227, enacted in 1998, was one of the most controversial policies affec...
	Federal Regulation - Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).
	In 2015, Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) reauthorized the federal Elementary and Secondary Act and replaced No Child Left Behind (NCLB).  Overall, the new law provides states more authority on standards, assessments, accountability, supports and in...
	An LEA may also use Title III funds for a number of permissible activities listed in Section 3115(d) of the ESEA. These activities include, for example, providing community participation programs, family literacy services, and parent outreach and imp...
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	Overview of Second Language Acquisition Theory     An understanding of second language acquisition theory can improve the ability of general and special education teachers to serve the culturally and linguistically diverse students in their classrooms...
	Review of Laws & Regulations Governing Instruction for ELs    It is important that educators understand the major state and federal policies affecting EL students. According to Jepsen and de Alth (2005), Proposition 227, enacted in 1998, is one of the...

	Section II: Assessment, Identification, and Programs for English Learners
	(See Appendix # B2 English Learner Test Variations (2017) Matrix Two (CELDT Excerpts)
	Home Language Survey (HLS)         When parents or guardians first register their child for school, they complete a HLS that indicates what language(s) is spoken in the home.  The survey is a form administered by the school district to be completed by...
	ELP Assessment In California         The English Language Proficiency Assessments for California (ELPAC) will be the successor to the California English Language Development Test (CELDT). The CELDT is the current required state test for English langua...

	2016–17 School Year
	2017–18 School Year
	2018–19 School Year
	The proposed first administration of the ELPAC in California public schools is slated to begin with the summative assessment in Spring of 2018. The first administration of the initial diagnostic ELPAC screener is slated to begin in the fall of 2018. h...
	Alternative Assessment to CELDT / ELPAC       Most students with disabilities will be able to participate in the CELDT. For those students whose disabilities make it impossible for them to participate in one or more domains of the CELDT, their IEP tea...
	Note: The ALPI does not include reading and writing language assessment; therefore, it alone may not be used as alternate assessment to CELDT.  The VCCALPS includes the ALPI but reading and writing language assessment has been added.  VCCALPS is the o...
	Identification of English Learners         One of the purposes of the CELDT is to identify students who are limited English proficient (LEP). EC Section 306(a) defines an LEP student as a student who does not speak English or whose native language is ...
	Grades K-1 (includes Transitional Kindergarten students)
	Grades 2-12

	California English Language Development Standards    Assembly Bill 124, signed into law in October 2011, required the State Superintendent of Public Instruction (SSPI) to convene a group of experts in English language instruction, curriculum, and asse...
	Instructional Programs & Methodology for English Learners in California  An English language classroom is the placement for all ELs in California, unless a parental exception waiver is granted for an alternate program.  In addition, it is required tha...
	English Language Development (ELD).       ELD consists of instruction of English designed to promote the effective and efficient acquisition of listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills of the EL student. All ELs, regardless of placement, must ...
	Specially Designed Academic Instruction in English (SDAIE).     SDAIE is an instructional approach designed to increase the level of comprehensibility of the English language in the content area of the class.  Prior to 1994, the term sheltered English...

	Staff Certification Requirements for Teaching English Learners (ELs)     The California Commission on Teacher Credentialing (CTC) requires that teachers of ELs, including special education teachers, attain English learner authorization. The type of ce...
	Frequently Asked Questions


	Section III: Interventions for English Learners Prior to Making a Referral to Special Education
	Pre-Referral Interventions for English Learners
	There are three categories of English learners who may experience academic difficulties:
	Best Practices for Promoting Reading Literacy in English Learners   According to Gersten et al. (2007), there are five research-based practices for ensuring that English learners are appropriately identified for special education.  Each of the five pr...
	Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) and Response to Intervention for ELs The California Department of Education Definition of MTSS is: “MTSS ensures equitable access and opportunity for all students to achieve the Common Core State Standards (CCSS)...

	1) Universal Screening
	2) High Quality Differentiated or Multi-Tiered Instruction
	3) High Quality English Language Instruction
	4) Progress Monitoring
	Universal Screening.¨         All students, including EL students should be administered screening assessments at the beginning of the school year to determine individualized learning needs and allow for differentiated instruction. Outcome assessments...

	1) High Risk students need significant or “strategic” intervention.  This should be supplemental instruction.
	2) Moderate Risk students need “moderate support - in class modifications.”  This should be supplemental instruction.
	3) At or Above Grade Level students functioning at or above grade level do not need supplemental instruction but need regular class instruction (core).
	High-Quality Multi-Tiered Instruction.       Research has demonstrated that many reading problems can be prevented by providing high-quality core classroom reading instruction in the early grades, along with supplemental intervention for students who ...
	Progress Monitoring.        Ongoing assessments should be conducted frequently to monitor the progress EL students are making toward reaching or exceeding grade level standards. It is recommended that benchmark assessments should be administered at le...
	The Role of Multi-Disciplinary Problem Solving Teams in the Pre Referral Process  Many districts use existing teams of professionals such as Student Study Teams (SST), Educational Monitoring Teams (EMT), or Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) to ...

	1) A systematic process for examining the specific background variables or ecologies of ELs (i.e., first and second language proficiency, educational history including bilingual models, immigration pattern, socioeconomic status, and culture) that impa...
	2) Examination of the appropriateness of classroom instruction and the classroom context based on knowledge of individual student factors;
	3) Information gathered through informal and formal assessments; and,
	4) Nondiscriminatory interpretation of all assessment data.
	RtI research indicates there are two treatment models: a standard treatment protocol model and a problem-solving model, though in reality, most school districts use a combination of the two (Batsche et al., 2005).  Some initial RtI related activities ...
	Follow-up RtI or problem solving team meetings should occur.  Some of the activities that may occur during these subsequent meetings are:
	According to a model RtI program implemented by Murray County Schools (2008), RtI follow-up meetings are not recommended prior to completion of 24 weeks of RtI intervention when the team may be considering a referral to special education. It is also r...
	(See Appendix # D1 English Learner Pre Referral Checklist).
	Frequently Asked Questions

	This section provides guidance on assessment and identification of ELs for special education.  Important topics associated with these processes include learning disability versus language differences, legal requirements for assessment of ELs, assessme...
	Learning Disability versus Language Difference or Lack of Language Fluency  Some students who are English learners (ELs) are misidentified as having learning disabilities because of inadequate assessment tools and practices (Klingner & Artiles, 2003; ...

	 Has the student received intensive interventions using appropriate materials and strategies designed for ELs, and have they been implemented with fidelity over time and demonstrated little or no progress?
	 Does the team have data regarding the rate of learning over time to support that the difficulties (academic, social-emotional, or in speech & language) are most likely due to a disability versus a language difference? If answers to the questions abo...
	 Has the team consulted with the parent regarding learning patterns and language use in the home?
	 Are the error patterns seen in L1 similar to the patterns seen in L2 (if student has sufficient primary language skills)?
	 Are the learning difficulties and/or language acquisition patterns manifested over time similar in different settings and in different contexts?
	Legal Requirements for Assessment of ELs
	 Be written in language easily understood by general public
	 Native language or other mode of communication of parent, unless clearly not feasible
	 Explain types of assessment to be conducted
	 State that no IE will result from assessment without consent of parent
	 Describe any recent assessments conducted (including recent Independent Education Assessments)
	 Include information parents request to be considered
	 Include information indicating student’s primary language and language proficiency status
	34 CFR § 300.503
	(Adapted from Presentation by Jonathan Read, ESQ. The English Learner and Special Education: A Legal Overview presented at Lemon Grove School District 1-3-17)
	Prior Written Notice.                                                                                       Following are considerations for providing prior written notice to the parent/guardian of ELs when proposing to assess:
	 Notice must be in native language or other mode of communication, unless clearly not feasible to do so
	 If native language or other mode of communication is not written, school district must:
	o Translate orally or by other means
	o Provide written documentation that translation has occurred
	34 CFR § 300.503
	(Adapted from Presentation by Jonathan Read, ESQ. The English Learner and Special  Education: A Legal Overview presented at Lemon Grove School District 1-3-17)
	Assessment of EL Students for Special Education    Professionals assessing English learners should not only evaluate English interpersonal communication skills, but should also utilize formal or informal assessments that measure the literacy-related a...
	Academic Assessment Options for English Learners.    When assessing the academic skills of an English learner to determine eligibility for special education, it is required to assess in both the primary language and English skills (unless it has been ...
	Speech and Language Assessment for English Learners.

	Recommended Use of Interpreters for Assessment in Bilingual
	Assessment.
	Recommended Components of the Assessment Report for an English Learner
	Frequently Asked Questions

	1) The IEP team determines if the student’s disability would preclude him or her from taking any or all domains of the CELDT (with or without variations, accommodations, and/or modifications). The IEP Team completes the CDE’s Participation Criteria fo...
	2) IEP teams review Matrix 1 in the Matrix of Test Variations, Accommodations, and Modifications for Administration of California Statewide Assessments. (see Appendix B1 or go to http://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/tg/el/resources.asp).
	IEP Accommodations and Modifications       The IEP should stipulate appropriate accommodations and/or modifications that may be needed to assist the student who is an English learner to be successful in an educational setting.           Examples of ac...
	Other Legal Requirements Related to IEPs for ELs                                                   Section 3302 of Title III of NCLB requires school districts receiving Title III funds states: “no later than 30 days after the beginning of the school y...
	Frequently Asked Questions

	Section VI: Programs, Services and Instructional Strategies for English Learners (ELs) with Disabilities
	Collaboration between Special and General Education
	Expectations for achievement and learning have increased for students with disabilities and ELs. In order to meet the needs of ELs in special education, it is imperative that special educators collaborate with general education staff members to provi...
	Programs and Services for EL Students with Disabilities           Appropriate instructional strategies that focus on language acquisition,
	scaffolding techniques, proven methodology effective with ELs, and collaboration
	between the EL programs and Special Education programs promotes academic
	success for all.
	To ensure that all students are being educated adequately and
	effectively, the under-identification and over-identification of ELs must be examined and
	closely monitored.
	Klinger and Artiles (2003) concluded that "it’s imperative to monitor the quality of educational programs offered to linguistic minority students in general, bilingual, and special education, as well as the long-term consequences of placement decision...
	Districts/LEAs need to make sustained effort to provide appropriate programs and services to English learners to ensure that they are afforded the same educational and linguistic opportunities as their peers in the least restrictive environment. A fu...
	Sample Elementary School ELD/SPED Service Delivery Models    Some districts implement the use of an ELD rotation system that groups students (including EL students with disabilities) for instruction by CELDT levels. ELs with disabilities are fully inc...
	Sample Secondary School ELD/SPED Service Delivery Models
	At the secondary level, some districts have implemented model programs to
	serve EL students with disabilities (in the mild to moderate range) by offering a sheltered or targeted ELD English class as the students’ core English class. During this class the students receive ELD services as appropriate based on their levels of ...
	A second model often utilized at the secondary level to provide ELD services to EL students with disabilities is for the students to receive their ELD services in a special education English class as appropriate for their levels of language acquisiti...
	English-language Development (ELD) Best Practices for ELs with Disabilities  According to Saunders, Goldenberg, and Marcelleti (2013), ELD instruction should include the following elements:

	Section VII: Reclassification/Redesignation of English Learners with Disabilities  Under current state law (EC Section 313), identified students who are English Learners (ELs) must participate in the annual administration of the *CELDT until they are ...
	Understanding Reclassification of English Learners    Reclassification/redesignation is the process used by districts/LEAs to determine whether or not an EL student has acquired sufficient English skills to successfully access curriculum being deliver...
	Application of the Four Criteria to Students with Disabilities    The CELDT Information Guide provides guidance to professionals regarding decisions about whether to reclassify a student with disabilities as follows:
	Sample Reclassification Scenarios

	Results of Lupe’s Alternate Assessment (VCCALPS) in Spanish
	Results of Lupe’s Alternate Assessment (VCCALPS) in English
	The IEP team felt that even though Lupe’s VCCALPS scores are not all in the “intermediate” range (writing is not), the team felt that since all other scores on the VCCALPS indicate the she has comparable skills in her primary language and English in ...
	Remember: Incurred deficits in motivation and academic success unrelated to English language proficiency may not preclude a student from reclassification as per the CELDT Information Guide.         Criterion 3:  Parent Opinion and Consultation       L...
	Jorge’s CELDT test scores were:
	The IEP team determined that Jorge did meet the CELDT assessment criteria for proficiency even though he did not obtain an overall proficiency level of Early Advanced or higher and writing was at the Early Intermediate level. As per the CELDT Informat...
	The reclassification team also took into consideration other curriculum based measures from the classroom in reading and writing when Jorge was allowed to use his accommodation of using a word processor and spell checker and auditory assistance with s...
	Note:  LEAs/districts have not been provided guidance on the use of SBAC statewide testing data to inform reclassification/redesignation decisions for criterion four at this time, so LEAs/districts may use other objective measures of academic performa...
	Frequently Asked Questions
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