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Characteristics of Learning
Challenges

!   Auditory processing problems (e.g., poor 
memory, poor comprehension)

!   Difficulty paying attention
!   The need for frequent repetition and 

prompts during instruction
!   The need for a more structured program of 

instruction than peers
!   Difficulties in the use of precise 

vocabulary:  Uses words such as stuff, 
things, you know, etc.

Source: Roseberry-McKibbin, Celeste, (2002). Multicultural Students with Special Language Needs, Practical Strategies for Assessment and
Intervention, Academic Communication Associates



Characteristics of Learning in a
Second Language

!   Auditory processing problems (e.g., poor 
memory, poor comprehension)

!   Difficulty paying attention
!   The need for frequent repetition and 

prompts during instruction
!   The need for a more structured program of 

instruction than peers
!   Difficulties in the use of precise 

vocabulary:  Uses words such as stuff, 
things, you know, etc.

Source: Roseberry-McKibbin, Celeste, (2002). Multicultural Students with Special Language Needs, Practical Strategies for Assessment and
Intervention, Academic Communication Associates



Shared Characteristics

!   Auditory processing problems (e.g., poor 
memory, poor comprehension)

!   Difficulty paying attention
!   The need for frequent repetition and 

prompts during instruction
!   The need for a more structured program of 

instruction than peers
!   Difficulties in the use of precise 

vocabulary:  Uses words such as stuff, 
things, you know, etc.

Source: Roseberry-McKibbin, Celeste, (2002). Multicultural Students with Special Language Needs, Practical Strategies for Assessment and
Intervention, Academic Communication Associates



Educators must acquire a greater
understanding of the similarities among

cultural, linguistic, and disability behaviors
to make more informed and accurate

decisions concerning special education
eligibility of CLD learners.

Source: Hoover, John J., Klingner, Janette, K., Baca, Leonard M., and Patton, James, M. (2008). Methods for Teaching Culturally Diverse
Exceptional Learners. Pearson Education Inc.

Shared Characteristics
             of Learning Challenges



A Process of Inquiry & Problem
Solving

" Requires resources and time.
" Requires a shift in focus.
" Requires reframing the issue
" Requires a collaborative data-driven

decision making assessment process



Reframing the Issue

“The question of whether an ELL’s academic
difficulties are due to the second langue
learning process or to a disability is no longer
useful formulation. The cause of some
difficulties in English will, for a great part
of ELLs Õ school career, be due to normal
process of learning academic content in a
non-proficient language. Ó

Hamayan, Marler, Sanchez-Lopez & Damico, 2007



ELL + or - LD

“A more useful approach in this problem-solving
process is to reframe the question as one of
whether the difficulties the ELL is experiencing are
indicative of an underlying intrinsic LD in addition
to  normal manifestations of the problems of
learning another language or just the usual
difficulties related to working in the second
language that must be addressed differently
(ELLs with or without LD)”.

Hamayan, Marler, Sanchez-Lopez & Damico, 2007



The Process of Data Collection and
Explanation

A solution seeking approach to create the best
possible interventions for specific difficulties that
students are experiencing.

"    Part A: Inventory of Difficulties
"  Part B: Documenting Evidence
"  Part C: Selecting Interventions

Hamayan, Marler, Sanchez-Lopez & Damico, 2007



The Process of Data Collection and
Explanation Part A: Inventory of
Difficulties

A.  Inventory of Difficulties
" Descriptive Analysis

" Describe the observable behaviors

" Consider possible explanations
" Possible English language learning explanations

" L2 Development
" Culture

" Possible disability explanations

Hamayan, Marler, Sanchez-Lopez & Damico, 2007



Inventory of Difficulties
¥  What are the difficulties the student is exhibiting? 

Describe the observable behaviors.
¥  Why do these behaviors occur?

Consider possible explanations.

ELL: Language and/or Culture

Determine the linguistic and/or cultural
factors for the difficulties noted in the
observable behaviors.

Ask yourself ÒAs evidenced by whatÓ to
make sure you are not making a
generalization statement or inference
about the behavior

Possible ELL Explanations
Possible Disability Explanations

Observable Behaviors

Explanatory AnalysisDescriptive Analysis

Hamayan, Marler, Sanchez-Lopez & Damico, 2007



Activity: Robert’s case study

#  7 year old boy
#  In Grade 1 for the second time
#  Exhibiting a number of difficulties

#  Cried frequently
#  Didn’t pay attention
#  Had trouble sitting still in class
#  Didn’t remember what he was taught

#  Born in the US of Polish parents who arrived just before
his birth
#  Seldom heard English spoken before attending school
#  Suffered a head injury by a car while crossing the street
at age 4



Inventory of Difficulties
- Robert Case Study

Language:

"  English proficiency is low;
"  Vocabulary for instructions contains
academic language and no context was given
for directions/procedures
Culture:
Many cultures emphasize learning through
adult modeling and/or observation; Does this
apply to Polish culture?

Difficulty following oral directions

Determine the linguistic and/or cultural factors for the
difficulties noted in the observable behaviors.

Ask yourself ÒAs evidenced by whatÓ to make
sure you are not making a generalization
statement or inference about the behavior

Possible ELL ExplanationsObservable Behaviors

Explanatory AnalysisDescriptive Analysis



Inventory of Difficulties
Examples of Robert’s observable behaviors

$  Consider possible language and culture       
explanations.

$ Then consider possible disability explanations.

Group 1:  Robert is difficult to understand and often repeats himself when he
is trying to express himself.

Group 2:  Robert does not remember what was taught; He doesn’t transfer
learning from one lesson to another.

Group 3:  Robert has low frustration tolerance as evidence by when he loses
playing a game, he puts his head down and whines.

Group 4:  Robert has poor word retrieval; He is unable to produce words he
wants; Sounds he produces are described as mushy and unclear.



Inventory of Difficulties

Keys to the process:
1. Ensure that the focus in on actual behavior, not on

generalized statements or inferences about behaviors.
This latter point leads to inappropriate or inaccurate data.

2. Good data collection includes triangulating the data
obtained.  Cross check the identified difficult behavior
against other sets of observations for accuracy and
appropriateness of data.

Hamayan, Marler, Sanchez-Lopez & Damico, 2007



The Process of Data Collection and
Explanation

A solution seeking approach to create the best
possible interventions for specific difficulties that
students are experiencing.

"    Part A: Inventory of Difficulties
"  Part B: Documenting Evidence
"  Part C: Selecting Interventions

Source: Hamayan, Elise, Marler, Barbara, Sanchez-Lopez, Cristina and Damico, Jack, (2007)



The Process of Data Collection and
Explanation    ---
Part B Documenting Evidence

What evidence/data do you have about the
student’s learning?

What additional evidence/data do you need to
obtain?

How do you triangulate the data to analyze/interpret
data and develop hypothesis about how to improve
student learning?



Seven Factors that Impact 
Learning and Behavior of ELLs

1. The Learning Environment created for the
student

2. Personal and Family Factors
3. Physical and Psychological Factors
4. Previous School Performance,
5. Proficiency in Oral language and literacy in

both L1 and L2 Factors
6. Academic Achievement Factors
7. Cross-cultural Factors

Source: Hamayan, Elise, Marler, Barbara, Sanchez-Lopez, Cristina and Damico, Jack, (2007).



Stages of Data Use Cycle

1. Planning, Collecting and Preparing Data About
Student Learning

2. Analyzing, Interpreting and Developing Hypothesis
to Improve Student Learning

3. Modify instruction to test hypothesis and
increase student learning

Source: IES Practice Guide, 2009, Using Student Achievement Data to Support Instructional Decision Making



The Process of Data Collection
and Explanation    ---    Part B

Factors that Impact Learning and Behavior

#    School-related factors

#  Socio-cultural and linguistic factors



Socio-Cultural and Linguisitc Factors

 Determine if the problem is due
 to one or more of the following:

Special
Ed. Needs
(intrinsic)

English
Lang.
Dev.

L1
Skills

Learn
-ing
Style

Social-
Emo-
tional

Learning

Culture/
Accultu-
ration/

Learn-
ing

Expe-
riences

Home/
Commu

-nity

Medical/
Physical

Adapted by Phyllis R. Hardy and Maria Wilson-Portuondo, 2007
Sources: Roseberry-McKibbin, Celeste, (2002). Multicultural Students with Special Language Needs, Practical Strategies for Assessment and Intervention and Garcia,
S. and Ortiz, A., (1988).  Preventing Inappropriate Placements of Language Minority Students in Special Education: A Pre-referral Process,
www.ncela.gwu.edu/ncbepubs/classics/locus/05referral.htm



School Related Factors

Determine if the problem is due
 to one or more of the following:

Evaluation
of

Instruction

InstructionCurriculumSchool/

District

Organization

School
Environment

Teacher

Adapted by Phyllis R. Hardy and Maria Wilson-Portuondo, 2007
Sources: Roseberry-McKibbin, Celeste, (2002). Multicultural Students with Special Language Needs, Practical Strategies for Assessment and Intervention and
Garcia, S. and Ortiz, A., (1988).  Preventing Inappropriate Placements of Language Minority Students in Special Education: A Pre-referral Process,
www.ncela.gwu.edu/ncbepubs/classics/locus/05referral.htm



Assessment Toolkit alternatives

" School Related Factors
" Observe instruction in the classroom to view how teacher provides

“comprehensible input”

" Socio-cultural Linguistic Factors
" Conduct an in-depth home language survey with parents to

evaluate functional language use in students home language
" Collect language samples to determine what the student knows

about  a language system and what they can do with that language
without mistaking these abilities for a language disability



1. Procedures for formally assessing students’
language proficiency

2. Procedures for determining students’ level of
cognitive functioning, instructional level, and
specific instructional needs.

       Source: Sandra Fradd, Meeting the Needs of Culturally and Linguistically Different Students, 1989

For ELLs assessment occurs in two stages:



Best practice indicates that initial evaluations
include a comprehensive assessment of the
students’ abilities and skill in the native and

second language.

Source: Guidelines for the Inclusion of English Language Learners (ELLs) in K-12 Assessments (2007), State of Iowa, Department of Education



It is recommended that the evaluation report
describe the students’ receptive, expressive

and comprehensions skills in English and the
native language, including the students’ use

of both languages in academic contexts.
Source: Guidelines for the Inclusion of English Language Learners (ELLs) in K-12 Assessments (2007), State of Iowa, Department of Education



A critical topic throughout all initial evaluations
in the domain areas and subsequent reports is
how linguistic and cultural factors are related

to the academic and behavioral difficulties that
a student may be exhibiting.

Source: Guidelines for the Inclusion of English Language Learners (ELLs) in K-12 Assessments (2007), State of Iowa, Department of Education



Stages of Data Use Cycle

1. Planning, Collecting and Preparing Data About
Student Learning

2. Analyzing, Interpreting and Developing
Hypothesis to Improve Student Learning

3. Modify instruction to test hypothesis and
increase student learning

Source: IES Practice Guide, 2009, Using Student Achievement Data to Support Instructional Decision Making



How is Sensitivity to Diversity in Culture
and Language Demonstrated in
Assessment Practices?

! Recognize that development and learning are
influenced by social and cultural contexts and by
language acquisition and proficiency in L1 and L2

! Recognize that your own cultural experiences shape
your perspective

! Recognize that multiple perspectives must be
considered when making decisions or attempting to
understand more about a child’s development and
learning

Source: NAEYC  Assessment of Child Progress: A Guide to the NAEYC Early Childhood, 2005



Activity: Maria and Miguel



Activity: Maria and Miguel



Research Findings and
Understandings on Assessment

Children’s language learning may be distributed across
two languages. Language dominance also varies
across time.

Therefore, selecting child’s dominant language for
assessment may result in less accurate assessment.
Language dominance may not be consistent across
tasks or across direct observations of the child’s
language use.

(LD Research and Practice, Gutierrez-Clellen, Simon-Cereifido, 2010)



Research Findings and
Understandings on Assessment

Oral language in Spanish and alphabetic
knowledge are important in the reading
comprehension process…by 4th grade, oral
language skills are more predictive of
comprehension outcomes than are the decoding
process.

Therefore, it is important to increase oral language
opportunities in instructional planning.

(Bilingual Resource Journal, Proctor, August, Snow and Barr, 2010)



Assessment Research Findings
      and Understandings

Lessons build on
background knowledge
or connects to prior
knowledge as part of
instructional lesson
(Language Learning
Principle #3 Because of
a common underlying
proficiency, concepts
and structures that are
learned on one
language have the
potential to transfer to
the other language that
the student is learning.)

ELLs may have mathematical
understanding of the world that
may or may not match the
instructional approach of
mathematics in the US public
schools.
Therefore, it is important to take
the time to develop children’s
conceptual understanding rather
than emphasizing skill and fast
learning

Children are better able
to complete math tasks
in context rather than in
isolation.
(LD Research, Vukovic and
Siegel, 2010)

Language
Development in
L1 and L2

Academic
Achievement

Applying Research
Findings and Teaching
Implications for
Selecting
Interventions

Understanding the Implications
for a) Instruction, b) further
assessment, and c) selection of
assessment tools

Assessment FindingsLanguage and
Learning
Factor



An Example of Triangulating Data
Sources

ESL: 1 hour/ 5 x week- small
group pull-out; literacy

ESL: 30  mins/ 5 x week-
individual literacy instruction

ESL: 30  mins/ 5 x week

Sped/Title: 45 mins, 4 x week,
Wilson reading program with
special educator
Access to paraeducator in
classroom

Sped/Title: 30 mins, 3 x week,
word work group with special
educator
1:1 guided reading, 30 mins, 3
x week with special educator

Sped/Title: 30 mins, 3 x week,
guided reading group with
special educator
access to paraeducator in
classroom



Stages of Data Use Cycle

1. Planning, Collecting and Preparing Data About
Student Learning

2. Analyzing, Interpreting and Developing Hypothesis
to Improve Student Learning

3. Modify instruction to test hypothesis and
increase student learning

Source: IES Practice Guide, 2009, Using Student Achievement Data to Support Instructional Decision Making



The Process of Data Collection and
Explanation

A solution seeking approach to create the best
possible interventions for specific difficulties that
students are experiencing.

"    Part A: Inventory of Difficulties
"  Part B: Documenting Evidence
"  Part C: Selecting Interventions

Hamayan, Elise, Marler, Barbara, Sanchez-Lopez, Cristina and Damico, Jack, (2007)



$   How did the teacher make sure input was comprehensible?
$   How was the learner actively engaged in authentic use of
language?
$   How was the student’s first language part of this strategy or
intervention?
$   How was the student’s level (stage) of L2 language
proficiency incorporated in the instruction?
$   How was discreet language skills identified and taught as
part of this strategy?

Hamayan, Elise, Marler, Barbara, Sanchez-Lopez, Cristina and Damico, Jack, (2007).

Do interventions take into account
language learning principles and tie
back to the observable behavior?



“Effective pedagogy is not simply teaching
subject areas in another language, but
instead finding ways to use the language,
culture, and experiences of students
meaningfully in their education.”

Sonia Nieto, 2000

Concluding Thoughts …



Concluding Thoughts …

“ A disability label does not dictate the type
of services students are provided. Without
an accurate diagnosis, students might not
receive the services needed to address the
root of the problem.”

Wilkinson, Ortiz, Robertson-Courtney, & Kushner (2007)



For struggling CLD students, validating the problem and
ensuring that prior instruction was based on effective
practices for CLD learners is the first major step in preventing
inappropriate referrals.

For this step to be successful, though, teachers must adapt a
transactional, or ecological, view of teaching and learning to
guide their analysis of the student’s academic or behavioral
difficulties and selections and implementation of interventions
to address these concerns.

Shernaz Garcia and Alba Ortiz, Multiple Voices, 2009

Concluding Thoughts …



  Understanding and Addressing the Difficulties
 Experienced by ELLs

Deeper Understanding and Shared Knowledge Base:

⇓
To develop and implement a systemic and collaborative data-

driven decision making assessment process (collection and
analysis of data that includes the monitoring of English language

development and acculturation)
⇓

Selection of Interventions with progress monitoring

Purpose of Assessment

and Assessment Tools and
Techniques (standardized

and formative tools)

Cultural Responsive
Curriculum a nd

Practices for teaching
and Instructional

Planning

Cultur al Values and
Beliefs

Acculturation
Process

Second
Language
Development
and Behaviors



  Understanding and Addressing the Difficulties
 Experienced by ELLs

Implementing a Systemic and Collaborative data-driven decision
making assessment process includes:

⇓
Selection of Interventions with fidelity of implementation and

progress monitoring for effectiveness

Analysis  and interpretation
of data encompassing ease

of sharing data from different
sources and  triangulating

data  sources to deepen
understanding of patterns of

difficulty by student

Monitoring gr owth in
language development

(English and other
languages)  and
acculturation in

addition to academic
and social-emotional

growth

Have a clear purpose
of assessment and

include formative
assessment tools and
techniques

The planning ,
collecting and
preparing of
data about
student leaning
is Culturally
Responsive



Resources on Separating Difference from
Disability/Assessment

The Na'onal Center for Culturally Responsive Educa'onal Systems (NCCRESt) h=p://www.nccrest.org
Haager, Diane, Klinger, Jane=e K., Aceves,, Terese C. (2010) How to Teach English Language Learners

Effec've Strategies from Outstanding Educators. Jossey‐Bass Teacher, John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
Cloud, Nancy, Genesee, Fred, and Hamayan, Elise.  (2009) Literacy Instruc'on for English Language Learners,

A Teacher’s Guide to Research‐Based Prac'ces, Heineman
Garcia, Shernaz B., Or'z, Alba A., Sorrells, Audrey M., Mul'ple Voices for Ethnically Diverse Excep'onal

Learners, Vol 11, Issue 1, Fall 2008, Special Issue: Building a Research and Policy Agenda for Culturally
and Linguis'cally Diverse Excep'onal Learners, Yates, James R., Guest Editor, Division Excep'onal
Learners (DDEL) of the Council for Excep'onal Children (CEC)

Klingner, Jane=e K., Hoover, John J., Baca, Leonard M., Editors, (2008).  Why do English Language Learners
Struggle with Reading?  Dis'nguishing Language Acquisi'on From Learning Disabili'es.   Corwin Press

Hoover, John J., Klinger, Jane=e K., Baca, Leonard M., and Pa=on, James M. (2008). Methods for Teaching
Culturally and Linguis'cally Diverse Excep'onal Learners, Pearson Educa'on Inc.

Hamayan, Elise, Marler, Barbara, Sanchez‐Lopez, Cris'na and Damico, Jack, (2007).  Special Educa'on
Considera'ons for English Language Learners, Delivering a Con'nuum of Services, Caslon Publishing

Harry, Beth and Klingner, Jane=e, (2006). Why Are So Many Minority Students in Special Educa'on, and
companion book Case Studies Of Minority Student Placement In Special Educa'on, Teachers College
Press


