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Background  
 

 This discussion guide was created as a companion document to Dr. Sylvia Linan-Thompson’s 

presentation given at the Indiana Association of School Psychologists 2010 fall conference. 

http://www.indstate.edu/blumberg/evaluation/docs/IASP_Monday_Sylvia.pdf  

 Dr. Linan-Thompson is an associate professor at the University of Texas at Austin where she has taught 

for the last ten years. Prior to her work as a university professor, Dr. Linan-Thompson taught bilingual 

education and ESL for eight years.  

 The intent of this discussion guide is to highlight the main ideas, challenges, suggestions and resources 

for assessing, progress monitoring and determining intervention responsiveness for ELL students.  

 

Main Ideas  
 

 One of the standard practices in RTI models is to use universal screening data based on curriculum-

based measurement (CBM) results to determine which students may benefit from more intense 

instruction or intervention (i.e., Tiers 2 or 3). Reading CBM (R-CBM) is commonly administered to 

students starting at the end of first grade and in all grades thereafter. R-CBM is a reading fluency task 

that provides information about a student’s basic reading skill (i.e., speed and accuracy of reading 

connected text). Because basic reading skill is linked to language ability, performing well on a reading 

CBM often assumes a degree of mastery of the English language. 

 R-CBM assessment results are most appropriate for identifying native English-speaking or English 

fluent children who need to practice basic reading skills. However, relying on R-CBM assessment scores 

alone to make decisions about instruction and intervention needs for ELL students overlooks the critical 

role that language proficiency plays in long-term academic success.  

 Although ELL students can benefit from reading intervention, it is necessary to also provide ongoing, 

intense language support to all ELL students regardless of their reading ability. 

 Over- and under-representation of ELL students in special education and within the RTI model 

continues to be problematic. The problem of over- and under-representation of ELL students across RTI 

intervention groups in large part can be explained by the practice of focusing exclusively on CBM 

screening and progress monitoring cut-off scores to determine instruction and intervention need. 

 Due to the link between language and reading ability, it is important to consider carefully an ELL 

student’s language proficiency when making instruction and intervention decisions for reading support, 

particularly in the upper elementary and secondary grades.  

 Frequently, ELL students will perform poorly on a universal reading screener (i.e., R-CBM) leading 

educators to identify them for additional reading intervention in Tiers 2 or 3. Consequently, ELL 

students are pulled from Tier 1 core instruction, a critical instructional time necessary for strengthening 

language fluency, in order to participate in intense reading intervention. 

 For ELL students who have limited English proficiency, it is important to concurrently boost their 

ongoing language acquisition and their reading skills; reinforcing ELL students’ reading skills alone will 

not strengthen underlying language ability and both reading and language are tremendously important 

for all students’ success in school.  
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 Relying on a single R-CBM benchmark score to determine which students need reading intervention or 

to predict which students will be successful on a high stakes test is simply not viable when considering 

the complex instructional needs of ELL students. For ELL (and low SES) students it is absolutely 

essential to take into account data, in addition to the CBM assessment data, when determining the type 

and intensity of supplemental intervention that each individual student needs.  

 One mistake educators sometimes make is assuming that once students have attained basic language 

proficiency in English, it is appropriate to evaluate their academic skills (e.g., reading) in English. 

However, it is important to consider that students who are learning a new language typically attain basic 

proficiency in the first 1-2 years after being immersed in that language. This degree of proficiency 

includes basic vocabulary (e.g., school, window and teacher) and everyday survival skills (e.g., My 

name is Rodolfo. Where is the bathroom? and May I get a pencil?). This level of language proficiency is 

called Basic interpersonal Communication Skills, or BICS, and it is not the same thing as the academic 

or school language students need to succeed in school (Cummins, 1981).  

 The deeper level of language proficiency, which is essential to long-term academic success, is called 

Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency, or CALP (Cummins, 1981). Experts who have done 

extensive research with ELL students explain that CALP develops only in the context of a school setting 

in which abundant language enrichment experiences and support are standard practices. 

 The widespread adoption of RTI models and knowledge about scientifically based reading instruction 

has resulted in improved instructional practices for all students, including ELL students. Research (e.g., 

Daly, Chafouleas, & Skinner, 2005) suggests that increasing poor readers’ fluency inadvertently 

improves their ability to comprehend what they read. This may be true for many students who are slow 

or choppy readers; however, because of the influence of language proficiency on comprehension, one 

cannot assume that improving ELL student’s reading fluency improve their ability to comprehend what 

they have read.  

 Educators can teach ELL students good decoding and fluency skills, yet it is inappropriate to assume 

these skills alone will result in their long-term academic success. ELL students may become fluent 

readers (as indicated by meeting the R-CBM benchmark) but it is critical to ascertain whether they are 

simply reading or decoding a string of words vs. understanding the text they read. Conversely, other 

ELL students may not meet fluency benchmarks because they are slowing down to understand what they 

are reading. These students may be very good learners who will improve in fluency if given more time 

and decoding strategies (without sacrificing rich language exposure. 

 English proficiency alone does not predict reading ability. To promote long-term academic success for 

ELL students, it is essential to simultaneously continue boosting fluency while providing extended, rich 

language experiences with adults and native English-speaking peers in a general education setting.  

 Due to the inextricable link between language and reading skill, Dr. Linan-Thompson recommends a 

process first described by Fletcher and colleagues of short-term progress monitoring of ELL students 

who attained a low universal screening score to see if these students benefit from good core (Tier 1) 

instruction. This dynamic assessment period, which may span 3-4 weeks, should consist of a recursive 

period of teaching, assessing, teaching, and assessing – to see if the student can indeed learn the skill. 

This process of short-term progress monitoring is an absolutely critical step to take before providing 

ELL students more intense reading intervention (e.g., Tier 2 or 3).  
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 In her work, Dr. Linan-Thompson has found that ELL students are being over-identified for Tier 2 

instruction. One harmful consequence of the overidentification is that ELL students who are receiving 

Tier 2 or 3 intensive reading supports may be missing foundational language skills offered during sound 

Tier 1 core instruction (because they are being pulled out during that time). Preliminary research is 

demonstrating that it is not the foundational skills that are keeping kids behind.  Rather, it is the higher 

level knowledge and skills, the academic language and reading comprehension skills that are holding 

ELL students back from attaining greater academic achievement.  

 Schools should select ELL students for additional reading support because the students are struggling to 

acquire literacy skills, not because they are struggling to learn English. Universal screening of ELL 

students needs to be more comprehensive than it is for native English speakers. ELL universal screening 

programs ought to include: (a) short-term extended progress monitoring and (b) dynamic assessment 

data before any instructional decision is made about the additional instruction that is warranted.  

 One purpose of RTI is to see if children can learn. Progress monitoring with CBM tools is an excellent 

choice for monitoring ELL students’ growth because CBM tools are sensitive to instructional gain and 

loss. For ELL students, it is essential always to consider their underlying language proficiency and how 

that may be helping or hindering long-term reading and academic progress.  

 

Challenges  
 

 Regarding ELL students, there are no published clear guidelines for transitioning instruction in the 

native language to English.   

 The majority of ELL students that struggle with reading, also have difficulty with fluency, vocabulary, 

and comprehension. 

 For ELL students, working memory may be further taxed by the fact that they may also be translating 

words read to their home language to access meaning. 

 The time needed for ELL students to develop language skills is not always considered within a RTI 

model.  

 Definitive answers are lacking about the practical significance of benchmarks for ELL students 

compared to non-ELL students.  For instance, when ELL students’ benchmarks are examined, it is 

unclear what the benchmarks predict for state accountability tests. 

 Much of the data about ELL students comes from Reading First Schools (Schools identified as needing 

to improve their early literacy reading programs, and they are often high poverty schools.). Getting data 

representative of the wider range of ELL students is a challenge.  

 

Suggestions  
 

 Combine English as a Second Language (ESL) and Response to Intervention (RTI) programs, or at least 

consider students’ progress from the perspective that they are acquiring two sets of skills that are related. 

 Provide professional development for teachers on how to efficiently and reliably collect and interpret 

student data.  

 Develop data-driven decision rules for providing differentiated instruction to students at varied reading 

proficiency levels. 
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 Create a building-level team to facilitate the implementation of universal screening and progress 

monitoring. Select a set of efficient screening measures that identify children at risk for poor reading 

outcomes with reasonable accuracy. A screening tool chart that may help a school team review and 

compare screening tools can be found at http://www.rti4success.org/tools_charts/screening.php   

 Monitor progress of students receiving tier 2 services at least eight times a year, using grade appropriate 

measures.  

 While providing tier 2 instruction, use progress monitoring data to identify students needing additional 

instruction. 

 Consider using progress monitoring data to regroup students receiving tier 2 services approximately 

every six weeks. 

 Ensure that progress monitoring measures are appropriate for the population. A progress monitoring tool 

chart that may help a school team review and compare screening tools can be found at  

http://www.rti4success.org/tools_charts/progress.php 

 Language instruction for ELL students should include opportunities to use language in the context of 

instruction. For example, ask students to discuss an answer with a partner prior to sharing with the class. 

Read books to students to expose them to higher levels of language. Teach vocabulary at different 

levels. For example, show pictures of common objects, demonstrate actions. Teach academic vocabulary 

deeply. For example, give students the definition, examples and nonexamples, and opportunities to use 

the words.  

 

Resources  
 

 Dr. Sylvia Linan-Thompson’s presentation on Assessment, Progress Monitoring, and Determining 

Response for English Language Learners. Presented at the Indiana Association of School Psychologists 

Fall Conference. Indianapolis, IN 

http://www.indstate.edu/blumberg/evaluation/docs/IASP_Monday_Sylvia.pdf  

 National Center on Response to Intervention’s Screening Tools Chart:  

http://www.rti4success.org/tools_charts/screening.php  

 National Center on Response to Intervention’s Progress Monitoring Tools Chart: 

http://www.rti4success.org/tools_charts/progress.php   

 What Works Clearinghouse, IES Practical Guide, Effective Literacy and Enlgish Language Instruction 

for English Learners in the Elementary Grades: 

http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/practiceguides/20074011.pdf 

 Cummins, J. (1981) The role of primary language development in promoting educational success for 

language minority students. In California State Department of Education (Ed.), Schooling and language 

minority students: A theoretical framework. Evaluation, Dissemination and Assessment Center, 

California State University, Los Angeles.   

 Daly, E. J., Chafouleas, S., & Skinner, C. H. (2005). Interventions for reading problems: Designing and 

evaluating effective strategies. The Guilford Press: New York, NY. 
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