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Response to instruction, English language learners and disproportionate
representation: The role of assessment
Sylvia Linan-Thompson
University of Texas at Austin

Response to Intervention (RtI), a cyclical process that incorporates assessment and instruction,
is both an approach to prevent learning difficulties and to establish student eligibility for special
education. Assessment results are used to determine students’ initial knowledge and skill, their need
for successively more intensive levels of instruction, and to gauge their response to the intervention
provided. Although this process is preferable to the IQ/achievement discrepancy model for determining
the presence of specific learning disabilities, there are still a number of unresolved issues related to the
assessment procedures in use. A pressing issue is the identification of measures and procedures that
identify students with the greatest precision thus reducing inappropriate identification.
Respuesta a la intervención, aprendices del idioma inglés como segunda lengua, y representación
desproporcionada: el rol de la evaluación. Respuesta a la Intervención (RtI), proceso cíclico que
incorpora la evaluación y la instrucción, es al mismo tiempo un enfoque para prevenir dificultades
de aprendizaje y determinar la selección del estudiante para educación especial. Los resultados de las
evaluaciones se utilizan para determinar los conocimientos iniciales de los estudiantes y sus habilidades,
así como para implementar si son necesarios otros niveles más intensivos de instrucción, y para calibrar
la respuesta del estudiante a la intervención prevista. Aunque este proceso es preferible al modelo
de diagnóstico de las dificultades de aprendizaje basado en la discrepancia CI-rendimiento, todavía
hay una serie de cuestiones pendientes de resolver como sería el tema relativo a los procedimientos
de evaluación en uso. Un problema urgente es la identificación de medidas y procedimientos que
identifiquen a los estudiantes con la mayor precisión lo que reduciría una identificación inadecuada.

Among advocates of English language learners, the
disproportionate representation of these students in special
education has been a long-standing concern. The prevalence of
disabilities among English language learners (ELLs) vary, but like
the percentage of the general population served in special education
programs, it is approximately 9% (U. S. Department of Education,
2007; Zehler, Fleischman, Hopstock, Pendzick, & Stephenson,
2003). Despite this seemingly appropriate identification rate,
when using an IQ/achievement discrepancy model, ELLs tend
to be under-represented in special education in the elementary
grades, but over-represented beginning in 5th grade through high
school (Artiles, Rueda, Salazar, & Higareda, 2002). One of the
contributing factors is students’ language proficiency. Because
determining the cause of a learning difficulty is challenging when
the student has limited English proficiency, teachers tend to not
refer ELLs for special education in the early grades, thinking,
perhaps that students need more time to become English proficient.
However, as ELLs get older, if they have not received adequate
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instruction, the gap between them and their English monolingual
peers widens, as does the gap between their IQ and achievement
resulting in over-identification for special education.
Other factors that have contributed to the disproportionate
representation of ELLs in special education include: (a)
multidisciplinary teams that failed to provide assurances that
problems are not due to other factors, such as lack of access to
effective reading instruction, as called for under the “exclusionary
clause”; (b) limited documentation of early intervention efforts
to address reading difficulties and the results of these efforts; (c)
use of interventions that were not specific to identified reading
difficulties, and (d) interventions were sometimes abandoned in
favor of special education referral even though students appeared to
be making adequate progress with general education interventions
(Liu et al., 2008). RtI when implemented as a school-wide
prevention model addresses these issues. However, the current
assessment procedures and measures are not adequately taking into
account ELLs language needs or the interaction between language
and instruction.
RtI as a school-wide model has not been implemented long and,
many of the studies conducted to investigate the effect of RtI on
student outcomes often do not include ELLs therefore, we do not
know whether or not they will continue to be disproportionately
represented in special education. There is cause for concern because
in an RtI model referrals and placement in special education are
prompted by low achievement (Artiles, Kozlske, Trent, Osher, &
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Ortiz, 2010) and ELLs perform worse on assessments of literacy,
math, and content knowledge than their peers (Donovan & Cross,
2002; Hakuta, Butler, & Witt, 2000; Parrish, et al., 2006). Further,
accurately determining the cause of an ELL’s learning difficulty
is complicated by screening procedures that rely on benchmark
scores on one or two general outcome measures (GOM) with
little or no consideration for mitigating factors. Finally, screening
measures do not accurately discriminate among ELLs who score
poorly due to a learning disability, lack of language proficiency,
a language disorder, or lack of educational opportunity and do
not take differences in language proficiency and educational
opportunities into account.
Response to intervention
The response to intervention model is now widely recognized,
as are its component parts, assessment and multiple tiers of
instruction. In the literature, the purpose of RtI is described as either
a framework for implementing a school-wide prevention model
(NCLB; 2002) or as a systematic model for identifying children
with specific learning disabilities (IDEIA; 2008) or both (Fuchs,
Fuchs, & Stecker, 2010). As a prevention model, the goal of RtI
is to ensure that students, who enter school without the requisite
literacy skills, develop these foundational skills in a timely
manner so that they can benefit from the instruction provided in
the classroom. There is also an interest in ensuring that students
acquire the literacy skills necessary to pass state accountability
tests. Therefore, much of the research conducted has been on how
well screening measures predict success on state accountability
measures (e.g. Crawford, Tindal, & Stieber; 2001; Hintze &
Silberglitt, 2005; McGlinchey & Hixson, 2004; Silberglitt, Burns,
Madyun, & Lail, 2006; Wood, 2006).
As a model for identifying children eligible for special
education, the goal is to determine whether children who are
significantly different from their peers on screening measures,
exhibit difficulty learning, and are unresponsive to instruction as
measured by formative assessments have a learning disability. It is
the dual use of RtI that is changing how we intervene with ELLs.
Assessment
Within an RtI model, assessment is used to identify students
who would benefit from a supplemental intervention, determine
students’ response to that intervention, and determine eligibility for
special education services (Ysseldyke, Burns, Scholin, & Parker,
2010). At each of these stages, entry and exit criteria are used to
make decisions about individual children and their capacity to learn.
The first step in an RtI model is universal screening. To minimize
bias in identifying children for additional support, all students are
tested and held to the same standard. Most often, a single, grade
appropriate measure is used. After students are identified for Tier
2 or Tier 3 instruction, formative assessments are used to track
students’ response to instruction and their progress toward a
specified goal (Velluntino, Scanlon, & Lyon, 2000). The data also
serve as a measure of the intervention’s effectiveness. Data from
screening and formative assessments provide teachers feedback
on the accuracy of the instructional and placement decisions they
made for students.
Most measures used for assessment in RtI models are general
outcome measures (GOM). GOM are equivalent measures on a
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common task sampled over time. These tasks assess general
reading ability and provide useful data on student performance.
These measures are effective in classifying children therefore
appropriate as screening measures.
Due to the developmental nature of the acquisition of reading,
the measures used in an RtI model change by grade level and
assess the most pertinent and predictive skills (Fuchs & Fuchs,
2007; Good, Simmons, & Kame’enui, 2001). In kindergarten,
measures assess students’ ability to name letters, say letter
sounds and segment sounds in words. In first grade, in addition
to phonemic segmentation, students’ emerging reading ability is
assessed. Students who can read words demonstrate the ability
to use grapho-phonemic awareness, orthographic knowledge
and knowledge of the alphabetic system. This ability is assessed
with measures of familiar word reading or pseudo word reading
in isolation. Measures of oral reading fluency are also used.
Beginning in second grade, measures of reading comprehension
are used in addition to ORF. Maze passages are among the most
commonly used.
Assessment and ELLs
Because assessment is the catalyst that initiates participation in
RtI, one of the overriding concerns in the assessment of ELLs is
how students’ language proficiency may impact performance on
assessments.
If one were to approach this as a preventive model, then entry
into Tier 2 is positive. We know that ELLs benefit from English
reading instruction even before they are fully proficient in English
(Leseux & Siegel, 2003; Vaughn, Linan-Thompson, & HickmanDavis, 2003) and that they outperform English monolingual
students on word level tasks (Geva & Yaghoub Zadeh, 2006;
Leseux & Siegel, 2003).
In an examination of two path models to reading fluency, Burke,
Crowder, Hagan-Burke, Zou, (2009) found that although the skills
most often assessed in an RtI model are related one to another,
early skills such as phoneme segmentation fluency, letter naming
fluency, and nonsense word fluency do not have a direct effect on
oral reading fluency. This may explain the discrepancy between
ELLs who perform well on measures of foundational skills but
have difficulty in meeting benchmark on ORF measures.
Even when ELLs have adequate reading rates they may not
perform well on comprehension measures. Kung (2007) found
that third grade ELLs with low English language proficiency who
read 130 cwpm on grade level text had a 29% chance of passing
the state accountability text while ELLs with higher English
proficiency and English monolingual students who qualified for
free and reduced lunch who read at the same rate, 130 cwpm, had
a 68% and 75% chance of passing respectively. Finally, English
monolingual students with the same oral reading fluency score
who did not qualify for free and reduced lunch had a 90% chance
of passing the state test. Findings for fifth grade students parallel
these.
Burke et al., (2009) also found that non-timed measures yield
different outcomes. ELLs in particular may be over identified when
only timed measures are used to determine student progress. When
untimed benchmark measures such as the Woodcock-Muñoz Word
Attack and Passage Comprehension subtests are used, 72% of
first grade LEP students meet benchmark. However, when an oral
reading fluency measure is added, only 17% percent of students are

972

SYLVIA LINAN-THOMPSON

said to have met benchmark (Linan-Thompson, Cirino, & Vaughn,
2007). This indicates that students are able to complete tasks that
measure their knowledge of letter-sound correspondences and their
ability to read and comprehend very short passages but that these
skills are not yet automatic.
These examples highlight one of the concerns with the use of
the CBMs as a one-point-in-time measure to make instructional
decisions that have high stakes consequences and not with the
measure itself. The valid use of curriculum-based measurement as
a means for screening and monitoring student progress throughout
the elementary grades is well documented (Deno, 1985, 2003;
Shinn, 1989) and ORF is positively correlated with comprehension
measures when used with ELLs (Good & Baker, 1995; Wiley &
Deno, 2005) but it may not be enough when making instructional
decisions about ELLs.
Alternative assessments and procedures
Appropriate assessments provide teachers data that help them
to determine not only who is at risk at the time of assessment
but also who is likely not to respond to classroom instruction.
These are the children that need Tier 2 intervention. Specificity,
the degree to which a measure correctly identifies children at low
risk for disability status, and sensitivity, how well the measure
correctly identifies children at risk for disability status, are used
to determine which measures most accurately identify children.
Current measures and procedures have inadequate specificity; they
tend to over identify false positives, students identified as needing
additional instruction who do not need it. This is particularly true
for ELLs. Because successful implementation of RtI relies on
accurate identification of Tier 2 and Tier 3 students, alternatives
that more accurately identify students have been examined.
One option to improve the accuracy of a universal screener to
identify students who are at-risk is to extend the screening period
in order to monitor students who did not meet the benchmark for
a short period of time to determine their response to classroom
instruction. In an RTI model, progress-monitoring measures can
be used to establish students’ learning trajectory because the
measures are sensitive to change and can be used to document
student learning. Fuchs, Fuchs, and Compton (2004) found that
slopes on word identification fluency in the fall of first grade
correlated with coefficients of .43 with end-of-year Woodcock
Word Identification, .54 with CRAB fluency, and .49 with CRAB
comprehension. Though modest, these correlations indicate that
determining students’ growth prior to assignment may reduce
the number of students identified for Tier 2 intervention. The
disadvantage is that intervention is delayed for up to five weeks for
students who need the intervention.
Another option is to use dynamic assessment in addition to
a universal screener. Dynamic assessment assesses students’
learning potential (Budoff, Meskin, & Harrison, 1971). Dynamic
assessment used in conjunction with traditional screening provides
teachers an index of what students’ know and of their ability to
benefit from instruction in a short period of time. This process
increases the accuracy of the identification and reduces the number
of children who enter Tier 2 (Fuchs et al., 2007).
A third option is to extend the battery of assessments used
during screening. Various combinations have been examined with
mixed results. Compton, Fuchs, Fuchs, and Bryant (2006) added
an extended battery that included a phonemic awareness task,

rapid automatic naming task, and oral vocabulary in addition to the
frequently used first grade reading measures of word identification.
The use of a composite score resulted in 75% sensitivity and 80%
specificity rates. Adding the word identification fluency (WIF)
measure did not significantly improve the accuracy in identification
rates but adding a 5-week slope and 5-week level on WIF did.
However, specificity was still not in the acceptable range.
Two studies examined the used of extended assessment
batteries with ELLs. Wiley and Deno (2005) used both an oral
reading fluency GOM and a maze GOM to determine the value
added of the maze measure in predicting student success on the
state assessment. The maze, a task that requires students to read a
passage silently and circle the correct word from the three provided
was used to address the concern of teachers that ELLs may be able
to read fluently but not understand what they read. If this were
true, we would expect that the maze would better predict ELLs
performance on the state accountability test. The authors found
that the maze task contributed to the performance of third and fifth
grade English monolingual students but not ELLs. For ELLs, the
oral reading fluency was predictive of student performance on the
state assessment.
Linan- Thompson, Miciak, Smolkowski, & Baker (2010)
examined the predictive power of measures or sets of measures
administered at the beginning of first grade on end of first grade
on oral reading fluency and general reading measures of ELLs.
Because students were still receiving reading instruction in
Spanish, they were assessed in both in English and Spanish. We
examined the area under the ROC curve and found that Fluidez
en Palabras sin Sentido was the most accurate predictor in both
Spanish and English, but still functions at only a moderate level
in predicting reading fluency outcomes (AUC .739) and general
reading measures (AUC .757) in L2. Adding students’ score on
the Bilingual Verbal Abilities Test, (BVAT) a measure of student
language proficiency, did not significantly increase our ability
to predict who would perform well on the SAT-10 (AUC .789).
Using the BVAT produced only poor accuracy. These findings
are consistent with previous research finding weak connections
between oral language ability and reading outcomes. This despite
established associations between oral language skill and reading
proficiency (e.g. Gottardo, 2002; 2009; Lindsay, Manis, & Bailey,
2003; Chiappe, Siegel, & Gottardo 2002). It may be that when
students are acquiring foundational skills and they are assessed
on those skills directly, oral language ability is less important.
Chiappe et al. (2002) found that ELLs performed poorly on oral
cloze measures and memory for sentences, tasks that required oral
language and working memory but much better on measure of
phonemic awareness. Among older students, Kung’s (2009) study
indicates that language proficiency does impact performance on
comprehension measures after controlling for fluency rate. Another
possibility is that we are not measuring the aspects of language that
impact literacy acquisition.
Language proficiency does not impact the performance of
emergent ELL readers on word level measures such as word
recognition, word reading accuracy, and pseudo word reading,
(Geva & Yaghoub Zadeh, 2006). Language proficiency also does
not impact ELLs performance on phonological awareness measures
(Chiappe et al. 2002; Leafstedt et al. 2004) or oral reading fluency
(ORF). Similarly, Fien et al. (2010) and Leasftedt (2004) found
that measures of pseudo word reading served as an overall index
of early reading for ELLs and English monolingual students alike.
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Yet, ELLs are more likely than their non-ELL peers to enter Tier
2 interventions because they fail to meet passing criteria (Baker
& Baker, 2008). The need for instruction is evident but the cause
of the difficulty is not known from the measures. If RtI is to be
effective, we need to determine what type of instruction is most
effective for ELLs and to make that determination we need to know
the cause of their poor performance on a screening measure.
The use of an extended screening period or dynamic assessment
prior to assigning students to supplemental instruction, Tier 2, may
minimize the over-representation of ELLs. Both require the use
of multiple data points to make decisions about students’ ability
to benefit from instruction prior to placing them in interventions.
Additionally, the use of these procedures may help to distinguish
between ELLs who have learning difficulties and those who have not
had adequate instruction or opportunity to learn. Like other students
with learning difficulties, ELLs with learning difficulties have a
slower rate of learning that becomes evident with the systematic
assessment of literacy skills (Linan-Thompson & Hickman-Davis,
2004). On the other hand, ELLs who lacked opportunities to learn,
make rapid and consistent gains once they are provided systematic
and explicit instruction. Research with alternative assessments and
procedures is critical to the implementation of RtI.
Conclusion
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systematic examination of alternatives has begun. Studies with
ELLs lag behind. If we are to avoid establishing a system that
disproportionately identifies ELLs for special education or denies
them appropriate instruction early, research is needed.
These data clearly indicate that relying on a single measure
as a benchmark is misguided. If teachers rely on this measure to
make decisions about who needs instructional support, they may
over identify students in the early grades for Tier 2 interventions
denying them the opportunity perhaps, to develop higher levels
of academic language if they are tracked needlessly into a Tier 2
reading intervention rather than spending time in content areas.
They may also miss those students who read fluently but do not
comprehend what they read. Given the student profiles in the Kung
study we might surmise that the students who are not passing the
state test have not developed the academic language needed to
understand the text or take advantage of comprehension strategies
they may know. It is also possible that they may not have adequate
comprehension strategies. However, all of this is moot if we are
not targeting these students for additional instruction because they
met a benchmark on the skill we have targeted.
What is clear is that measures of early reading are valid and
reliable in providing information about student skill at the time of
assessment and in predicting future performance. Less clear is how
to interpret the data and which measures may be better predictors
of academic success. Future questions to consider are:

Response to intervention as a school-wide prevention model is
well recognized since its inclusion in No Child Left behind and
IDEIA 2008. Student movement in and out of the tiers of intervention
is based on students’ ability to meet grade-level expectations and
demonstrate progress on specified measures. Though flexibility in
the process is key to its success, RtI is often implemented strictly
without regard to student needs. Questions about the accuracy of
current screening measures in identifying students in need of Tier
2 instruction for English monolingual students remain though a

• Does oral language become a more robust predictor of
reading success for ELLs in later grades?
• What other possibilities exist for identifying ELLs at risk
for reading difficulty in early elementary and subsequent
grades?
• Do we need to measure language or is it enough to know of
its impact on student performance?
• How do we use that information?
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