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COLORADO DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
Exceptional Student Services Unit  

Planning a Special Education Evaluation 

for Multilingual Learners 
A Facilitation Guide for Multidisciplinary School Teams 

Purpose 
When a Multilingual Learner (ML) who is Non-English Proficient (NEP) or Limited English Proficient 
(LEP) is referred for a special education evaluation, the team must account for the student's language 
background, culture, and educational history throughout the entire process.  
This guide helps multidisciplinary teams build evaluation plans that are fair and individualized. The goal 
is to distinguish between a language difference and an educational disability, and to do that well, 
teams need to look at the whole child.  
Using information from the student’s  Linguistic Profile, teams can confidently individualize assessment 
plans that are ethical and meet evaluation requirements. In some cases, the entirety of the evaluation 
must be conducted in the child’s native language.  In other cases, only certain components must be 
conducted in the native language or conducted bilingually using a translanguaging stance.  In other 
rare cases, using robust data, the team may determine with supporting evidence that the necessary 
areas of assessment can be conducted in English.   

Guiding Principles 

▪ Language and cultural differences do not equate to disability.  
▪ Most standardized assessment tools are designed for monolingual students and 

have limited reliability when used with Multilingual Learners.  
▪ A student’s culture, life experiences, and educational environment shape 

performance.  
▪ Academic data should always be interpreted in relation to Like-Peers (students 

with similar language backgrounds and experiences)  
▪ No single data source is sufficient; decisions must be based on multiple sources of 

information.  

 

 Before beginning the Special Education Evaluation, confirm that vision and hearing 
screenings are current and that any relevant health concerns have been reviewed. Include 
appropriate specialists as needed (audiologists, teachers of the deaf, teachers of students 
with visual impairments, etc.). An educator with expertise in language acquisition and 
acculturation should be part of the team. For More Information, see the Appendix. 

https://ed.cde.state.co.us/cdesped/resources/guidance/linguistic-profile
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The Eight-Step Evaluation Planning Process 
 

STEP 1  |  Build a Linguistic Profile 

 

▶ PURPOSE 
A linguistic profile captures how a student uses each of their languages across contexts, 
settings, and language domains to understand others and to make themselves 
understood. When the team has a solid, shared understanding of a student's unique 
Linguistic Profile, they can select appropriate assessments, choose the right language of 
administration, and interpret results fairly and accurately. 
The profile should describe validity and reliability considerations across all five language 
domains: reading, writing, speaking, listening, and viewing. 
See: CDE Linguistic Profile Resource 

Key Discussion Topics and Questions 

In addition to reviewing the Home Language Survey and family interview data, teams 
should discuss: 

▪ What is the language of instruction at the student's current school? 
▪ What other languages is the student exposed to, in which contexts, and with whom? 
▪ Has the student received formal instruction in reading, writing, or math in their native 

language(s)? When, and for how long? 
▪ What is the student's current English Language Proficiency level? 
▪ What is known about the student's proficiency in their native language(s)? 
▪ When did the student begin acquiring each language? 
▪ What patterns emerge when the student communicates with: 

◦ Bilingual peers and adults who share the student's language 
◦ Bicultural peers and adults who share the student's cultural background 
◦ English-only-speaking peers and adults 
◦ Peers and adults who use only the student's home language(s) 

Sources of Information 

Home Language Survey, demographic data, ELP assessment data (WIDA ACCESS and 
progress monitoring), family input, ELD teacher input, general education teacher input, 
other school staff, and Like-Peer Comparative Data. 

References 
Abedi, J. (2006). Psychometric issues in the assessment of English language learners. Teachers College Record, 108(11), 2282–2303. 
Cummins, J. (2000). Language, power and pedagogy: Bilingual children in the crossfire. Multilingual Matters. 
Solano-Flores, G. (2008). Who is given tests in what language? What bilingual testing has to tell us about the workings of language in 
mathematics assessment. Educational Researcher, 37(4), 189–199. 

https://ed.cde.state.co.us/cdesped/resources/guidance/linguistic-profile
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STEP 2  |  Analyze Consistency and Benefit from the Language Instruction 
Educational Program 

 

▶ PURPOSE 
Every ML is entitled to a Language Instruction Educational Program (LIEP), structured, 
evidence-based services designed to develop English proficiency. Before drawing 
conclusions about academic performance, teams must examine whether the student 
has had meaningful access to quality language instruction and has been making 
expected progress. If the LIEP has not been consistently provided, academic struggles 
may reflect that gap, not disability. 
Grounded in federal requirements under ESSA and Colorado law. C.R.S. 22-24-101 
(ELPA); 20 U.S.C. §6301. 

Key Discussion Topics and Questions 

▪ Describe the district's LIEP model (e.g., ESL pull-out, bilingual, dual language, 
sheltered instruction). 

▪ How does the student receive consistent access to targeted English language 
instruction, in addition to appropriate linguistic supports in content classes? 

▪ Who provides language supports and instruction? 
▪ How do curricular materials acknowledge and leverage the linguistic knowledge MLs 

bring to learning new language systems? 
▪ What is the typical trajectory for ML redesignation in this district, and how many 

years do students typically remain in the LIEP before meeting exit criteria? 
▪ What is the typical trajectory for reading growth among MLs in this district? 

 
If the team cannot confidently answer these questions, consult the district's ML 
identification coordinator, ELD specialist, or CLD Education department before proceeding. 

Sources of Information 

District assessment data disaggregated by language proficiency level, the Culturally and 
Linguistically Diverse (CLD) Education department, school-level data systems, ELD teacher 
input, etc. 

References 
Abedi, J. (2006). Psychometric issues in the assessment of English language learners. Teachers College Record, 108(11), 2282–2303. 
Colorado Department of Education. (n.d.). English Language Proficiency Act (ELPA). https://www.cde.state.co.us/cde_english/elpa 
Kieffer, M. J. (2008). Catching up or falling behind? Initial English proficiency, concentrated poverty, and the reading growth of language 
minority learners in the United States. Journal of Educational Psychology, 100(4), 851–868. 
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STEP 3  |  Interrogate Existing Data 

 

▶ PURPOSE 
Academic data should be interpreted using Like-Peer Comparative data whenever 
possible, and within a system where such comparisons inform programming. When 
interpreting Behavioral data, teams must carefully consider the child's language 
proficiency, cultural background, and lived experience, including the potential impact of 
competing cultural norms and expectations. 
For language tasks such as reading and writing, teams should note the child's language 
proficiency and consider whether they could understand what was being asked. Teams 
should also consider cultural bias in test items and a child's potential lack of exposure to 
certain background knowledge that may affect construct validity. 
See CDE’s resource on CDE Like-Peer Comparative Data resource. 

Key Discussion Topics and Questions 

▪ How is assessment data interpreted specifically for MLs in relation to their stage of 
language acquisition? 

▪ How does classroom performance relate to the linguistic scaffolds and supports? 
▪ How does the student perform on district and state assessments compared to their 

Like-Peers? 
▪ In what language(s) were prior assessments administered? 
▪ What linguistic demands were embedded in the assessments? 
▪ What cultural differences impact the child’s ability to correctly interpret assessment 

tasks and respond to questions? 
▪ Does each test measure the intended construct, or does it measure English 

proficiency? 
▪ How were assessments appropriately adapted to ensure access for students with 

sensory differences? 
▪ Which constructs are confounded by language (e.g., reading comprehension, word 

reading fluency)? 
▪ Would a monolingual English speaker with similar underlying skills perform 

differently? 
▪ What data can the team trust? What data should be treated with caution, and why? 
▪ Have we explored all possible factors and variables that may be impacting the child’s 

ability to perform in educational settings? 

Sources of Information 

Like-Peer Comparative Data, Assessment Technical Reports, Family interview, Linguistic 
Profile, etc. 

https://ed.cde.state.co.us/cdesped/resources/guidance
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References 
Abedi, J. (2006). Psychometric issues in the assessment of English language learners. Teachers College Record, 108(11), 2282–2303. 
Kieffer, M. J. (2008). Catching up or falling behind? Initial English proficiency, concentrated poverty, and the reading growth of language 
minority learners in the United States. Journal of Educational Psychology, 100(4), 851–868. 
Solano-Flores, G., & Trumbull, E. (2003). Examining language in context: The need for new research and practice paradigms in the testing 
of English-language learners. Educational Researcher, 32(2), 3–13. 
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STEP 4  |  Determine Areas of Assessment 

 

▶ PURPOSE 
Evaluations must be individualized and tailored to each student's demonstrated areas 
of concern. Because language is most often the vehicle for assessment, teams must be 
deliberate about identifying only the areas where formal evaluation is necessary to 
avoid over-testing Multilingual Learners. 
IDEA is clear: evaluations must be comprehensive enough to address referral concerns 
but must also avoid unnecessary assessment. (20 U.S.C. §1414(b)(2)–(3); 34 C.F.R. 
§300.304) 

Key Discussion Topics and Questions 

Based on existing data, what are the suspected areas of educational need for the student? 
Consider each of the following: 

▪ What are the suspected educational needs of the child based on existing data?  
▪ Are there academic concerns (reading, writing, math)?  
▪ Are there language or communication concerns (both in English and the native 

language)?  
▪ Are there concerns about the child’s social or emotional well-being, and could 

these be related to the process of adapting to a new cultural context and the 
experience of feeling disconnected or misunderstood by school peers and adults?  

▪ Are there concerns about the child’s adaptive abilities, and could unique sets of 
cultural expectations confound these?  

▪ With caution: are there concerns about the child’s cognitive processing based on 
existing data, and are these concerns observed across cultural and linguistic 
contexts?  

 
 

Sources of Information 

Health screenings, referral documents, State and local assessment data, progress 
monitoring data, Functional Behavioral Assessment (FBA), family and staff interview data, 
observational data, etc. 

References 
Abedi, J. (2006). Psychometric issues in the assessment of English language learners. Teachers College Record, 108(11), 2282–2303. 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 U.S.C. §1414(b)(2)–(3) (2004). 
U.S. Department of Education. (2006). 34 C.F.R. §300.304. 

  



Colorado Department of Education  |  Exceptional Student Services Unit Page 7 of 14 

STEP 5  |  Select Appropriate Assessment Tools 

 

▶ PURPOSE 
To identify assessment tools and methods that will yield the most accurate, meaningful, 
and equitable information about the student’s abilities and needs across languages and 
contexts. The multidisciplinary team should carefully consider whether each 
assessment is linguistically and culturally responsive, appropriate for the student’s 
experiences and proficiency levels, and capable of measuring the intended construct 
rather than reflecting differences in language proficiency, cultural background, prior 
educational opportunity, or familiarity with dominant cultural norms. 
IDEA requires that assessments must: 

• Be selected and administered so as not to be discriminatory on a racial or 
cultural basis; 

• Be provided in the child’s native language or other mode of communication; 

• Be used only for the purposes for which they are valid and reliable; and 

• Include a variety of tools and strategies rather than relying on a single measure. 
(34 C.F.R. §300.304) 

Key Discussion Topics and Questions 

▪ Which formal and semiformal tools are available in the child’s other language(s)?  
▪ Are children with demographic characteristics similar to those of the child in question 

included in the norming sample of the assessment?  
▪ To what degree is each tool dependent on language proficiency and cultural knowledge?  
▪ What accommodations or modifications are needed and permitted (by the test maker) to 

gain the most useful information on the child’s skills and abilities? (Take note of how that 
may impact results.) 

▪ Does the tool measure static skills and abilities or language proficiency or both?  
▪ What are the limitations of each tool given the child’s unique sociolinguistic profile?  

! Teams should closely review the technical adequacy, intended population, limitations, 
and administration guidance described in assessment manuals when selecting, 
administering, and interpreting formal measures. 

 

 

Sources of Information 

District assessment library lists, technical reports for each assessment tool, student 
demographic information (e.g., race, ethnicity, language background, age, ML status), 
English language proficiency data, native language proficiency data, Linguistic Profile data, 
etc. 
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Assessment Options to Consider 
The following represent a range of approaches appropriate for MLs (not exhaustive): 

Formal/Structured 
‣ Bilingual assessments 
‣ Nonverbal measures (use with 

caution) 
‣ Dynamic Assessment 
‣ Curriculum-based measures 

Organic/Qualitative 
‣ Language sampling 
‣ Interviews and observational data 
‣ Progress monitoring data 
‣ Portfolio-based evidence 

Caution: Nonverbal measures should not be treated as a default solution for MLs. They still 
carry cultural assumptions and must be chosen and interpreted with care. 

 

References 
Abedi, J. (2006). Psychometric issues in the ELL assessment and special education eligibility. Teachers College Record, 108(11), 2282–
2303. 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 U.S.C. §1414(b)(3) (2004). 
Solano-Flores, G., & Trumbull, E. (2003). Examining language in context: The need for new research and practice paradigms in the testing 
of English-language learners. Educational Researcher, 32(2), 3–13. 
U.S. Department of Education. (2006). 34 C.F.R. §300.304(c). 
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STEP 6  |  Assign Roles and Responsibilities 

 

▶ PURPOSE 
Now that assessment tools and methods have been selected for the child, the team 
must identify the most appropriate evaluators based on their linguistic and cultural 
competence and their ability to appropriately interpret the data gleaned while 
following local guidelines. Assigning the wrong evaluator can undermine the validity of 
the evaluation. Cross-disciplinary collaboration is essential, and teams should reach out 
to leaders for support as needed. 
IDEA requires a coordinated, multidisciplinary evaluation conducted by trained 
personnel. (34 C.F.R. §§300.304–300.305) 

 

Key Discussion Topics and Questions 

▪ Who is best suited to gather each type of data, given the assessments selected? 
▪ What is the linguistic competence of each evaluator in relation to the student's 

language(s)? 
▪ What is the cultural competence of each evaluator in relation to the student's 

background? 
▪ How can cross-disciplinary collaboration strengthen the evaluation? 
▪ What is the district's policy and procedure for requesting support for evaluation in 

the student’s home language or bilingually?  
▪ If applicable, will interpretation services be necessary to support any assessment of 

the child beyond needing to provide language access to the family?  
Note: interpreters used for assessment must be trained in educational assessment 
protocols, not just conversational translation. 

Sources of Information 

Staff rosters, staff training, and background information, capacity to readily build rapport 
with the child and family, training, and caliber of interpreters, etc. 

 

References 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 U.S.C. §1414(b)(3) (2004). 
Ortiz, S. O., Flanagan, D. P., & Dynda, A. M. (2008). Best practices in working with culturally and linguistically diverse children and families. 
In A. Thomas & J. Grimes (Eds.), Best practices in school psychology V (pp. 1721–1738). National Association of School Psychologists. 
U.S. Department of Education. (2006). 34 C.F.R. §§300.304–300.305. 
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STEP 7  |  Determine the Validity and Reliability of the Assessment Plan 

 

▶ PURPOSE 
Before finalizing the plan, the team should evaluate it as a whole: Will the selected 
assessments yield results that are accurate, interpretable, and legally defensible for this 
specific student? Known limitations must be documented, and multiple data sources 
must be planned to triangulate conclusions. 
IDEA requires that assessments yield valid, reliable, and non-discriminatory data to 
support eligibility decisions. (34 C.F.R. §300.304(c)) 

 

Key Discussion Topics and Questions 

▪ Which assessments will be conducted in English, in the student’s home language(s), 
or in a combination? 

▪ What is the impact of using translation or interpretation on each assessment's 
results? 

▪ How does the student's current language proficiency level affect the validity of 
monolingual measures? 

▪ Where will assessment (formal and semiformal) be valid and interpretable?  
▪ Where will results be limited due to questionable validity and reliability concerns, and 

how will this be documented accordingly?  
▪ What triangulation is needed to strengthen conclusions?  

Sources of Information 

Assessment technical reports, relevant research articles, suspected areas of educational 
need, and informal or observational data. 

 

References 
Abedi, J. (2006). Psychometric issues in the ELL assessment and special education eligibility. Teachers College Record, 108(11), 2282–
2303. 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 U.S.C. §1414(b)(3) (2004). 
Solano-Flores, G., & Trumbull, E. (2003). Examining language in context: The need for new research and practice paradigms in the testing 
of English-language learners. Educational Researcher, 32(2), 3–13. 
U.S. Department of Education. (2006). 34 C.F.R. §300.304(c). 
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STEP 8  |  Document Rationale and Actions Taken 

 

▶ PURPOSE 
Clear, thorough documentation is the foundation of a legally and ethically defensible 
evaluation process. Every key decision must be recorded with explicit justification. 
Documentation protects the student, the team, and the district and ensures that 
evaluation results are interpreted appropriately during eligibility determinations. 
IDEA requires documentation that supports the transparent interpretation of 
standardized scores and the integration and synthesis of multiple data sources. (34 
C.F.R. §300.306) 

 

Key Discussion Topics and Questions 

▪ Why was each assessment tool and methodology selected? 
▪ What language(s) of administration were chosen for each tool, and why? 
▪ What are the known limitations of the data, and what are the implications for 

interpreting any standardized scores? 
▪ How will multiple sources of data be integrated to draw conclusions and support 

eligibility decisions? 

 

Sources of Information 

Linguistic Profile, staff observational data, progress monitoring data, family input, 
assessment technical reports and manuals, district guidance, and local Like-Peer 
Comparative Data systems. 

 

References 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 U.S.C. §1414(b)(4)–(5) (2004). 
Salvia, J., Ysseldyke, J., & Witmer, S. (2013). Assessment in special and inclusive education (12th ed.). Cengage Learning. 
U.S. Department of Education. (2006). 34 C.F.R. §300.306. 
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psychology V (pp. 1721–1738). National Association of School Psychologists. 
Salvia, J., Ysseldyke, J., & Witmer, S. (2013). Assessment in special and inclusive education (12th ed.). 
Cengage Learning. 
Solano-Flores, G. (2008). Who is given tests in what language? What bilingual testing has to tell us 
about the workings of language in mathematics assessment. Educational Researcher, 37(4), 189–199. 
Solano-Flores, G., & Trumbull, E. (2003). Examining language in context: The need for new research and 
practice paradigms in the testing of English-language learners. Educational Researcher, 32(2), 3–13. 
U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs. (2006). Assistance to states for 
the education of children with disabilities and preschool grants for children with disabilities, 34 C.F.R. 
§§ 300.304–300.306. 

Statutes and Regulations 

Colorado English Language Proficiency Act, C.R.S. § 22-24-101. 
Every Student Succeeds Act, 20 U.S.C. § 6301 (2015). 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 U.S.C. § 1414. 
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Appendix 
UNDERSTANDING BARRIERS TO ACCESS WITH HEARING AND VISION FOR MLS  

When assessing Multilingual Learners who may be deaf or hard of hearing, visually impaired, or 
deafblind, evaluators should use culturally responsive practices and qualified interpreters to ensure 
meaningful family participation and accurate understanding of the student’s strengths and needs. 
Families may have differing cultural perspectives on disability, communication, hearing or vision 
differences, and intervention practices, as well as varying access to healthcare and educational 
services. Interviews should include open-ended questions about the student’s communication 
methods, sensory access across environments, responsiveness to sound or visual information, 
navigation of familiar settings, use of compensatory strategies, and opportunities for language 
exposure in both the home language and English. Building trust with families and recognizing cultural 
and linguistic influences are essential to developing accurate evaluations and appropriate educational 
programming. 
 

STUDENTS WHO ARE DEAF OR HARD OF HEARING 
Students who are deaf or hard of hearing (DHH) may demonstrate delays in language development, 
expressive communication, or academic performance that can appear similar to characteristics 
associated with language acquisition challenges or disabilities. For MLs, limited access to spoken 
language in either their home language or English can further complicate identification. Without first 
identifying hearing concerns, evaluators risk misinterpreting communication differences as cognitive, 
behavioral, or language-based disabilities rather than the result of reduced auditory access. Early 
identification of hearing needs is critical to ensure evaluations accurately distinguish between 
disability, language difference, and access barriers.  
 

STUDENTS WHO ARE BLIND OR HAVE LOW VISION 
Students who are blind or have low vision experience reduced access to visual information that may 
affect literacy, academic engagement, meaningful vocabulary across subject areas, orientation and 
mobility, and social interaction. In MLs, blindness/low vision can sometimes be mistaken for language 
delays, attention difficulties, or learning disabilities if appropriate screenings are not conducted first. 
Students learning English may rely heavily on visual cues, gestures, environmental print, and 
demonstrations during instruction; therefore, unidentified vision concerns can significantly impact 
both language acquisition, comprehension, and educational performance. Identifying vision needs 
before conducting special education evaluations helps ensure assessments are valid and accessible. 
 

STUDENTS WHO ARE DEAF-BLIND 
Students who are deafblind experience combined and interactive hearing and vision losses that 
significantly affect access to information, communication, learning, and social interaction. Because 
deaf-blindness exists on a spectrum, students may have varying levels of sensory access that can be 
difficult to identify, particularly in MLs. Delays in receptive and expressive communication, 
responsiveness, mobility, or social engagement may be incorrectly attributed solely to language 
acquisition, autism, intellectual disability, or cultural differences if sensory needs are not carefully 
evaluated and understood first. Early identification is critical because students with deaf-blindness 
often require highly individualized communication systems and specialized education and instructional 
supports. 
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