
Special Education Testing 
Historically, there has been a tendency to refer ELs to Special Education programs without 
legitimately determining if there is a reason to suspect a disability. Since this is not only 
inappropriate but also illegal, it is important to understand how an accurate determination of a 
suspicion of a disability can be made. 
 

The fundamental distinction in question is that between language acquisition-related behaviors and 
behavioral- and developmental-related evidence. In other words, educators must distinguish 
between the behaviors exhibited when one is learning another language, and those exhibited when 
there is a disability. Because many of these behaviors may appear similar, it is essential that school 
personnel have a reliable process for distinguishing between those ELs who are simply going through 
normal language acquisition processes and those who also have special educational needs because 
of a disability. Research in the area of bilingual special education has provided some proven tools for 
this purpose. One of the most practical is a flowchart that takes educators through a questioning 
process designed to prevent inappropriate referrals for Special Education testing (see the English 
Learners with Disabilities Tab). 
 

Even when Special Education screening and services are deemed appropriate, the reauthorized IDEA 
(1997) includes specific safeguards for ELs in the form of native language testing and communication 
with students’ parents.  http://dese.mo.gov/special-education/compliance/EL-special-education  
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