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INTRODUCTION

The reasons that students experience academic
failure can be organized into three broad cate-
gories (adapted from Adelman, 1970). The first
type of learning problem (Type I) occurs when
students are in classroom environments which do
not accommodate their individual differences or
learning styles. For example, limited-English-
proficient (LEP) students who need native language
or English-as-a-sccond-language (ESL) instruction,
but who are taught solely in English witbout any
adaptation of the curricula, can be expected to
experience academic difficulties. Other children
have achievement difficulties (Type II), but must
be served in the regular classroom because their
problems cannot be attributed to bhandicapping
conditions. A Type II student who has not learned
to read due to excessive absences, for instance,
can overcome these deficits when instruction is
individualized, or when remediation programs are
provided. Type II children, on the other band,
have major disorders which interfere with the
teaching-learning process. Because they are bhand-
icapped, these students require special education
instruction to prepare them to be successfully
mainstreamed into regular classrooms and to
assure that they achieve their maximum potential.
Failure to distinguish Types I and II from
Type Il learning problems results in the inappro-
priate referral of language minority students to
special education and contributes to the dispro-
portionate representation of these students in
special education, particularly in classes for
the learning disabled (Tucker, 1981; Ortiz &
Yates, 1983; Cummins, 1984). Examination of char-
acteristics of limited-English-proficient students
in programs for the learning disabled (Cummins,
1984; Ortiz et al., 1985) and the speech and
language handicapped (Ortiz, Garcia, Wheeler, &
Maldonado-Colon, 1986) suggests that neither the
data gathered as part of the referral and evalua-
tion process nor. the decisions made using these

O lata reflect that professionals adequate!y under-
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stand limited English proficiency, second language
acquisition, cultural and other differences which
mediate students’ learning. These findings sup-
port a growing body of literature indicating that
many students served in special education exper-
ience difficulties which are “pedagogically in-
duced" (Cummins, 1984).

Some would argue that there is no harm in
placing students who are already failing in_the
regular classroom into special education where
they will get individualized instruction from
teachers who are specially trained to remediate
learning problems. Wilkinson and Ortiz (1986),
however, found that after three years of special
cducation placernent, Hispanic students who were
classified as learning disabled bad actually lost
ground. Their verbal and performarce IQ scores
were lower than they bhad been at initial entry in-
to special education and their achievement scores
were at essentially the same level as at entry.
Neither regular education nor special education
programs adequately served "the academic needs of
these language minority students, a situation
which further underscores the need for prereferral
intervention. Otherwise, Type I and II students
will experience the stigma of being labeled as
bandicapped without significantly improving their
educational status.

USING TEACHER ASSISTANCE TEAMS FOR
PREREFERRAL INTERVENTION

To address issues of inappropriate referral
and placcment of minority children in special edu-
cation, one must examine the quality of instruc-
tion provided in the mainstream and the validity
of referral and assessment processes (Heller,
Holtzman & Messick, 1982). Such examination can
be routinely provided through the implementation
of 2 prereferral intervention process in which
teachers are helped to remediate students’ diffi-
culties in thc context of the reguiar classroom
before a special education referral is considered.
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An effective prereferral process can help distin-
guish achievement difficulties that are associated
with a failure to accommodate individual differ-
ences from problems that stem  from bandicapping
conditions.

Chalfant and Pysh (1981) recommend the use
of Teacher Assistance Teams (TAT), whereby
committees comprised of regular classroom teachers
clected by their peers facilitate prereferral
problem-solving. The Teacher Assistance Team and
the referring teacher meet together to discuss
problems which are becoming apparent, brainstorm
possible solutions, and develop an action plan
which is then implemented by the referring teacher
with the support of team members. The team
conducts follow-up meetings to cvaluate the
effectiveness of the proposed interventions and
to develop other instructional recommendations if
necessary. It is the Teacher Assistance Team
which ultimately decides whether the student
shculd be referred to special education.

Unlike most special ecducation referral
committees, Teacher Assistance Teams do nst
involve special education personnel (e.g., spe-
cial education teachers or psycbologists), except
when they are invited to serve as consultants to
the committee. This committee structure emphasizes
that the TAT is under the autkority and is the
responsibility of the regular cducation system.
It 1s this authority which distinguishes the pre-
referral  from the referral process. Although in
practice referral committees are considered a reg-
ular education function, the involvement of spe-
cial education personnel frequently overshadows
this intent, making it casier to move students
into special education. The failure of referral
committees to serve as gatekeepers to special
education is indicated by the high referral-to-
assessment-to-placement rates (75-90%) reported
in the literature (Reynolds, 1984).

There are several benefits to the use of
Teacher Assistance Teams. Teachers are provided
a day-to-day peer problem-solving unit within
their school building and thus do not bave to
experience long delays until external support can
be provided /Chalfant, Pysh, & Mouitrie, 1979).
Moreover, a collaborative learning community is
established since the team process actually pro-
vides continuous staff development focused on
management of instruction and students for all
persons involved. Finally, the use of TAT scrves

“to reduce the number of inappropriate referrals

to special education because most problems can be
taken care of by regular education personnel.

A PREREFERRAL MODEL FOR LANGUAGE
MINORITY STUDENTS

The key to success of Teacher Assistance
T -ms is the quality of the brainstorming and of
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the strategy selection process. These require
that team members understand the characteristics
of effective teaching and classroom and bchavior
management, and that they bave an in-depth under-
standing of the student populations they serve so
that instructional recommendations are appropri-
ate to the necds and background characteristics of
students. Moreover, team members must understand
that a variety of factors can  contribute to
students’ difficulties, including the character-
istics of classrooms, programs and teachers.

The prereferral model presented in Figure 1
(see page 3) provides valuable insights for class-
room teachers and team members regarding poterlal
sources of student difficulties and can belp hem
distinguish Types I and II from Type III problems.
The model attempts to build upon existing prere-
ferral efforts (Graden, Casey & Christenson,
1985; Heller, Holtzman & Messick, 1982; Tucker,
1981) by raising a series of questions which must
be addressed before a referral to special educa-
tion is initiated. While many of the questions
are appropriate for anmy student, an effort has
been made to identify questions particularly
germane to students in  bilingual education and
English-as-a-sccond-language programs.

In the following sections, questions to be
raised at each step of prereferral intervention
are presented and follow-up questions which should
be asked at cach stage of the process are identi-
fied. Though by no means exhaustive, these follow-
up questions are intended to represent issues that
must be considered to more accurately identify the
cause(s) of students’ difficulties.

Step 1
Is the student experiencing academic difficuity?

Because of the diversity of student back-
grounds and the range of abilities typically found
in regular classrooms, it is to be expected that
some students will experience academic difficulty.
However, it is important for teachers to under-
stand that very few students experience difficulty
because of a handicapping condition. National
incidence figures indicate that only 10-12% of
the student population is handicapped (Kaskowitz,
1977; Ortiz & Yates, 1983). Handicapping condi-
tions include mental retardation, bearing and
vision impairments, emotional disturbance, physi-
cal and bealth impairments, deaf-blindness, multi-
ple bandicaps, and specific learning disabilities.
Linguistic, cultural, socioeconomic and other
background differences are not considered bandi-
capping conditions. As a matter of fact, the
special education assessment process must clearly
document that a student’s learning difficulties
are not the result of factors such as limited
knowledge of English or lack of opportunities to
learn. Consequently, prereferral interventions
aimed at identifying the sources of the problem




Step 1

Step 2

Step 3

Step 4

YES

Step 5

Step 6

Step 7

Step §

Figure 1

Prevensng inappropnate Placements of Language Mnorty Siudents m Specsml Educaton:
A Prerelomal Process

RESOURCES

(at ail stages)

« Administrators

+ Planning time

* Intructional resources
» Mandates

» Stafi development

« Parents/Guardians

» Colisagues

« Consultants
+ Relaied agencies
« Community resources

Analysis of work sarmpies | . Other

Exposure to Cumculum
» Continuity of exposure
* Domains
* “Track record” « Scope and sequence
- Teaching style « Student's entry level
« Expectabons * Bamic skils
« Percaplions « Higher cognitive skills
« Instruchonal management  * Mastery
+ Behavior management  Prachoe
Jdnstruchon Stugen!
* Molvals + Experiential background
« Sequence instruction » Language proficiency
“Teach « Cultural characterisbcs
« Re-teach using diffierent  + Cognitive/learning style
approach * Socioeconomic slatus
* Teach prerequisite sidiis * Locus of controlattribution
« Language of insiruction » Modes of communicabon
« Efiective teaching behaviors  « Sell-concept
« Coordination with other + Motivabon
programs
Evalaton of Instruction
« Standards
» On-going dala colleclion
« Modification based on svauabon
« Stafl deveiopment

student dimwmos

—p{ allemaives. 0.g.. Chapter |,

» (_ Problemsolving was successtul
Process ends

Delerming program/placement

ional services
|

—

Studonl remains in alternative
as appropnaie

Reterral 1o special educaton |

o LA A
b

it e h o ke o o

T




and improving the student’s performance in the
mainstream ould be attempted before referral to
special education is considered.

Step 2
* Are the curricula and instructional materials known
to be effective for language minority students?

A beginning point in addressing the question
of whether curricula and/or instructional materi-
als are cffective for second language Jearners is
to examine achicvement patterns in a district or
on an individual campus. Representation of stu-
dents at the high, middle, and low levels of stan-
dardized achievement scores should be proportional
with the cthnic composition of the educctional
unit being studied. If LEP students historically
make the lowest achievement scores, or are over-
represented in special education, particularly in
the category of learning disabilities, indications
arc that either the curriculum is ineffective for
these students or that it has been poorly imple-
mented. The curricula and instructional materials
should be reviewed to determine whether they
present both minority and majority perspectives
and contributions and to determine whether they
arc relevant to students’ language and culture.
If student failure can be attributed to the use
of inappropriate curricula or to incffective
instructi materials, then referrals to special
education are unwarranted. Efforts, instead,
should focus on modifying or creating more
effective instructional programs.

Program Development and Adaptation

Special language programs exemplify the
program development phase suggested by the
prereferral model. The recognition that [imited-
English-proficient students cannot learn if they
do not understand or speak the language of
instruction led 10 the development of bilingual
education and English-as-a-second-language pro-
grams. Less recognized, perhaps, is that regular
classroom teachers must also adapt the curriculum
and instruction for language minority students who
do not qualify for special language programs and
for students who bave been exited from bilingual
education or ESL. Although these students have
good conversational English skills, many do not
bave the cognitive academic language skills
(Cummins, 1984) needed to handle the language used
by teachers in instruction and that found in text-
books. Rather than treat these language minority
students as though they were native  speakers of
English, teachers must incorporate language devel-
* opment activities into the curriculum to help

students expand and refine their English language

skills to a level commensurate with English--

peers.  Language development  programs
0 also important for students from lower socio-

economic status environments who have intact lan-
guage skills for the purposes of communication at
home and in their community, but because of
differences in  expericnces do not have language
skills, even in their primary languaze, which
match the linguistic demands of the bilingual/ESL
classroom. Unless these language skills are
taught, such students will be predisposed to
school failure.

Step 3
Has the problem been validated?

Identification of a student ‘problem®
typically involves a judgment that the behavior is
deviant from the norm. In the case of language
minority students, the norm or reference group
must represent the child’s linguistic and cultural
community. Several factors must be considered
before the conclusion that behavior is abnormal
can be validated, including obseivation and data
collection in the following areas (Tucker, 1981):

1. Jner- and ina-seming comparisons 10 measure the extent
to which the percerved problem is  manifested across
different ocrasions and settings.

2. Inter-individual comparisons must also be made to assess
whether the perceives. problem behaviors differ from those of
other students in the class. The cultural, linguistic,
socioeconomic and other relevant charactenstics of the com-
parison group must be similar to those of the target
student.

3. Inter.teacher percepiions to identify any teacher- or
setting-specific problems that may ecxist, as 5 the case
when similar problems fail to be noted by the student’s
other teachers.

4. Parerual percepoons to determinc whether parcats confirm
the school's perceptions. In such cases it is more likely
that 8 problem exists.

5. Analvsis of suder work sai ples and behavior 10 deiermine
the specific nature of tne percerved problem. The provi=m
should be described in  precise, measurable terms, rather
than using broad, general descniptors such as “below grade
level in math,” “cannot read well,® or “has a short atten-
tion span.” Work samples and behavioral analyses can also
help develop hypotheses about the source of the difficulty.
Is the student experiencing difficulty with division
because she/he cannot  multiply? Does the student fail to
meet expectations for classroom behavior because the norms
sre different from those of his home or commumity? Work
samples are parucularly important for students in bilingual
education programs in that they serve to verify, or ques-

" tion, results obtained from standardized schievement tests
which do not usually include representaive sampies of
cthnic or language minonty groups and which do not measure
native language skills or achievement.




Step 4
Is there evidence of systematic efforts to identify
the source of difficulty and to take corrective action?

Since failure itself is a multi-faceted
phenomenon, it is likely that the solution, too,
will involve more than one zspect of the child’s
school expericnce.  Solutior. must be approached
from various perspectives, to include teacher-,
student-, curriculum- and instruction-related fac-
tors. Thus, in some instances, corrective actions
include professional development and training for
teachers; in other cases, the student may have to
be taught prerequisite  skills; in still other
situations, a redirection of curricula and evalua-
tion of instructional programs may be raquired.

Teacher Charccteristics

Teachers may not possess the knmowledge,
skills and experience necessary to effectively
meet the needs of students from diverse cuitural,
linguistic and socioeconomic backgrounds. ~When
teacher and student characteristics differ along
any or all of these dimensio:s, the potential for
conflict and failure increases considerably.
According to Gay (1981), such differences are
often manifested as conflicts which are substan-
tive (c.g., disagreement over educational goals),
procedural (e.g., mismatch ot teaching and learn-
ing styles) or interpersonal (c.g., culturally
relevant bebaviors interpreted as bebavior “prob-
lems*). All three conditions affect teaching
effectiveness and a  student’s ability to profit
from instruction. It is, therefore, essential to
examine the effectiveness of instruction, includ-
ing the teacher’s qualifications, experience, and
teaching history, during the prereferral process.
Examples of questions to be asked about teacher-
related variables are given in Figure 2.

i . Teachers are predisposed to
teach in ways that correspond to their own
learning styles (Ramirez & Castaneda, 1974).
This poses few difficultics for students whose
learning styles correspond to the teacher’s teach-
ing style, but can be devastating for thosc whose
styles are incompatible with the instructional
approaches being used. Teachers can maximize
learning by using a variety of technigues wher
they deliver instruction thus giving all students
the opportunity to utilize their own modality
preferences or cognitive styles.  This can be
achieved by the use of multi-sensory teaching
aids, learning centers where students can learn
material in a variety of ways, diversified group-
ing patterns, variations in reinforcement systems,
and so forth. Additionally, students can be
taught to use alternative learning styles thus
increasing their chances of being successful,
regardless of task conditions.

Figure 2
Teacher Variables

Expenential Background

o Does the teacher have the training and expemence to
work cffectrvely wath multicultural populations?

® What resources has the teacher utilized in attempung to re-
soive the problem?
. d:stnct  resources  (inswuctional  supervisors,

inservice mainung, media and matenals)

- colleogues
- exaernal consultants
- professional .

Culture

o Has the teacher gathered cultural information specific to the
student and his/her family?

- nanve/tradinonal versis tmmigrant group
- parent inierviews

- sudent interviews

- home visits

o Does the teacher incorporate aspects of the student's culture
into the curnculum?

- imtegraning information across subject areas versus
mingmﬁ:orpvmdngﬁapnmudbmofw
formazion cround holidays, fesavals, etc.

- accurase represervanon of culure ind consribunons of
the group

Languag: Proficiency

e Arc the teacher's language skills adequate to deliver
instrucion in the student’s natrve language?

o If the student is not in bilingual education, what resources
have been utilized 1o provide natve language support?

o Is the teacher adequatcly trained to provide dual language
instruction? English-as-a-sccond-language wtervention?

o Were the student's linguistic charsctenstics addressed by the
teacher in planning instruction?
- Comprehensibie input 1s provided.
- Focus of wnstrucuon is on meaning rather than error
- There are opporwnisies for English language acquison.

Teacking Style/Leaming Style

o 's the teacher sware of his/her own preferred teaching style?
ols the teacher sware of the student's preferred leaming
?
o Docs the teacher usc a varicty of styles to sccommodate
various learning styles of students? Is the student’s style
addressed?

Expeciations/Perceptions

e What are the teacher's perceptions of the student?

® Arc cxpectations and level of instruction geared to
higher levels of thinking? ’

o How docs the teacher view cultural diversity in the classroom?

o How do these views influence expectations s well as instruc-
tional planng?




rceptions.
Teachers sometimes judge students’ competence on
the basis of race, sex, socioeconomic, linguistic
and cultural differences, rather than on actual
abilities (Bergen & Smith, 1966; Jackson & Cosca,
1974; Rist, 1970; Ysseldyke, Algozzine, Richey, &
Graden, 1982). Research on teacher expectations
(Good & Brophy, 1973) further suggests that
teachers differentially interact with students for
whom they bold low tions. Fcr example,
they wait less time for students to respond, offer
fewer opportunities to learn, focus on student
behavior and discipline rather than academic work,
reinforce inappropriate behaviors, seat low expec-
tation students further away and call on them less
frequently. Differential bebaviors bave also been
noted in the treatment of boys and girls. Teachers
with traditional sex role stereotypes may do a
task for grls but give boys extended directions
to complete the activity, interpret girls’ silence
as ignorance versus interpreting boys' silence as
evidence of thought and reflection, and provide
girls with less feedback, positive or negative,
than boys (Sadker & Sadker, 1982). As the quality
of instruction is diminished over time, for spe-
cific groups of students this alon¢ could explain
differences in 2chievement levels. Patterns of
teacher-pupil interactions should be analyzed to
determine whether they facilitate or hinder
student performance.  Additionally, teachers’
expectations skould be - evaluated to ensure that
they are neither too high nor too low, since
student frustration aad failure can occur under
cither condition.

Student Characteristics

The complexity of providing appropriate
instructional opportunities is immediately appar-
ent when one considers the diversity of character-
istics among language minority students. Those
characteristics discussed in the following sec-
tions (and see Figure 3, page 7) serve only to
suggest the tange of student variables which must
be considered 1n planning instruction. A compre-
hensive description of background and experiences
is required to make instruction uniquely appropri-
ate to the student. The prereferra! process
should verify that the teacher bas been able to
tailor instrucuon to the needs of the student in
question. Examples of teacher ability to
accommodate cultural and linguistic diversity are

also prasented in Figure 2.
i . There is wide diver-

sity 'in the language characteristics of LEP
students: diversity which at onc extreme is
dese-iptive of individuals reased in communities
where the primary language' is Spanish and at the
other extreme characteristic of students reared in
environments where the primary language is
O glish. Determining the point on the language
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continuum which is most characteristic of stu-
dents’ first and second language  skills is
important to choosing the language of instruction
(Ortiz, 1984). Language evaluations shouid pro-
duce data which describe the child’'s interpersonal
communication skills and should emphasize analysis
of English pragmatic skills, rather than struc-
tural accuracy (e.g., correctness of phonology,
syntax, grammar). A focus on pragmatic skills 1s
important because LEP students will make numerous
errors on the surface forms of English. Teachers
may inaccurately conclude that these crrors sug-
gest a possible language disability rather than
that they verify the student’s LEP status.

Critical to distinguishing learning disabili-
ties from linguistic ditferences is the assessment
of a child's academic language proficiency
(Cummmins, 1984). In addition to evalualing inter-
personal communication  skills, assessments should
also measure the literacy-related aspects of lan-
guage. Procedures which capture whether a child
understands teacher-talk (e.g., tests of dictation
or story retelling) and whether she/he can handle
the language found in texts (e.g., cloze proce-
dures or comprehension checks which tap <valuation
or inferential skills) are recommended. Unless
these skills are measured, teachers may attribute
low achiecvement to learning disabilitizs when they
may, in fact, be related to lack of academic
language proficiency. Frequently, stucents at
greatest risk of being misdiagnosed as handicapped
are those who have received ESL instruction long
enough to acquire basic interpersonal communica-
tion skills (approximately 1-2 years), but who
nced more time to develop academic language
proficiency (approximately 5-7 years).

Culture. Understanding cultural character-
istics is an important aspect of distinguishing
differences from hbandicapping conditions. While
some behaviors do not conform to the desired or
expected behaviors of the majority society, they
may, nonctheless, be normal given a student’s
ethnic or cultural group. Such behaviors are best
characterized as differences rather than handicap-
ping condiicas. Educators must leara as much as
possible about diversity  within cultures, and
about the contemporary culture of students, so
they can crecate learning environments and curricu-
la which are uniquely compatible with student
characteristics, with expectations and desires of
parents, and with school and community norms.

Socioeconomic Statys. Developmental patterns
of children from poverty environments differ from
those of middle class students. When children’s
experiences do not match those expected by
teachers and schools, teachers may attribute
school problems to "deficient” environments and
may lower their expectations for student success
(Ortiz & Yates, 1984). Unfortunately, teachers
sometimes fail to recognize that economic differ-
ences affect cognitive and learning styles,




causing children to respond in different ways to
instruction. For example, children from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds may bave difficulty pro-
cessing information or profiting from instruction

nted from a framework of independence and
Intrinsic motivation, if they fail to perceive
their own cffort as an important cause of success

or failure. These students will not be successful
unless they are vaught using strategies compatible
with their own cognitive orientations and/or until
they are taught *learning to learn” strategies
(e.g., setting goals, planning for goal attain-

ment, sequencing behavior, and intrinsic

motivation).
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Student Vanables

Experiential Background
o Are there any factors in the student’s school history which

may be related to the current difficuity?
A okl
igies 20 learn

- swess (eg, povery, lack of emotional support) .
o Are there any variabics relsted to the student’s medical
hhotvwhichmyhlvnﬂectedschoolpeﬁommu?
- vision - nugrition
- hearing - trauma or inpry
- iliness

Culture

o How is the student's cultural background different from
the culture of the school and larger soaety?  (Mattes &
Omark, 1984; Saville-Troike, 1978)

- family (family size and structure, roles, responsibil-

- aspirations (success, goals)

- language end (rules for adult, adult-
child, child-child communication, language use at
home, non-verbal communscasion)

- religion (diewary reswrictions, role expectations)

. paditions and hisory (comact with homeland, reason

for immigration) ,
. decorum and discipline (s:andards for scceptaole

behavior)
o To what extent arc the student’s characteristics representa-
tive of the jarger group?
. continuum of culture (traditional, dualistic,

[Ramirez & Casiarieda, 1974])
- degree of acculwranon or assimilation
o Is the student abie to function successfulh in more than one
cultural setting?
o s the student’s behavior cultunally appropriate?

Language Proficiency

o Which is the student's dominant language? Which is the
preferred?
- setzings (school,
- wopics (academic subjects, day-to-day imeracaons)
- speakers (parenis, teachers, sibiings, peers, ic. )
- ¢s‘p:)u of each language (syniax, vocabulary, phonology,
« expressive vs. receptive

o What is the student's level of proficiency in the pnmary

language and in English? (Cummins 1984)
- inserpersonal communication sidils
- cognicve/academic liseracy-related siills

home, church, e1c.)

o0 Ate the styles of verbal interaction used in the primary
language different from those most valued at school, in
Engiish? (Heath, 1986)

- label quests (e.g., what's this? who?)

- meaning gquests (adult infers for child, imerprets or
asks for ’

- accounis (generated by teller, information new 10
m;g,m&uumadwuﬁdng)

. evestcasis (rumning narrative vn evenls as they
unfold, or forecass of events in preparauon)

- siones

olf so, has the student been exposed to those that are
unfamiliar to him/her?

o What is the extent and nature of exposure to ecach

language?
- mlmguap(s)dodnpamc.pmkwmhm?
- Wlwlanguage(s)dompamnspakwmdﬁld?
- Wlahnguage(s)dmhechﬂdrmmwhuchww?
- mmmammmineachlanguage?
- Are sovies read 1o the child? In what language(s)?
0 Are student behaviors characteristic of second language
acquistion?
o What types of lan~ sge intervention has the student
2

- bilingual vs, monolingual insguction

- language developmeny, ennchmen, remediation

. additive vs. subtractive bilingualism (transition
versus mainsenance)

Learning Style

o Does the student’s learming styie require curricular/instruc-

tional accommodation?
- perceptual style differences (e.g. visual vs. auditory

- cogninve style differences (e.g., inductive vs.
deducave thuniang)
- preferred style of participation (e.g., teacher vs.
sauden: directed, small vs, large group)
oIf so, were these chanctenstics accommodated, or were

alternative styies taught?
Motivationa! Influences

o Is the student’s self-concept enhanced by school sxpeﬁenoes?
. school environment communicales respe for culture
and language
- student expenences academic and social success
o Is schooling perceived as relevant and necessary for
success in the student's family and community?

aspiranons ]

realisnc expectasions based on community expenence

culnurally differen: cruena for success

educaaonpacavedbyw:ommum:ymamolfor
assumilanon




Exposure to the Curriculum

The central questions to be answered in
determining whether children have had sufficient
exposure to the curriculum are whether they have
been taught the subject or  skill and/or whether
this instruction has been interrupted. Students
experience discontinuity of instruction for a
variety of reasons, including having to stay home
to take care of younger brothers and sisters in
family emergencies, fatigue because they work late
hours to help support the family, or simply
because they are experiencing so many school-
rciated problems that avoiding school is a way of
relieving the pain of failure. These interruptions
of schooling negatively affect academic achieve-
ment and, if not addressed in a timely fashion,
can have cumulative effects devastating to future
success. Unless teachers provide ways for under-
achieving students to catch up with peers, learn-
ing problems which develop are more likely to be
associated with the lack of opportunity to learn,
rather than with handicapping conditions. Filling
in instructional gaps requires that teachers
understand skill domains (e.g., that reading
requires that children have an adequate language
foundation and that they master both word recogni-
tion and coraprehension skills), so they can assess
cach child’s entry level skills and sequence
instruction accordingly. Figure 4 suggests areas
which should be explored at this stage.

Figure 4
Exposure to the Curnculum

© Were skills in question taught?
o Did student receive adequate exposure 10 curricuium?
= in his/her dominant language
- sufficient pracace 0 achieve mastery
0 Was instruction sensitive 1o student’s level of performance?
- inspuctional, frustrational, independen: levels
« lugher level cogninve sialls vs. basic skills
o Was adequate mastery of skills/concepts ensured prior to
moving on to new matenal?

itjv ills. Cazden (1984)
criticizes school effectiveness research because
it places too much emphasis on the development of
skills which are easily quantifiable (e.g., math
activities in  which answers can be judged as
right or wrong) and virtually ignores instruction
involving more complex, abstract concepts and
development of  critical thinking skills, the
outcomes of which are oftentimes difficult to
measure. Cummins (1984) concurs, indicating that
the predominant instructional model, in regular
and special educarion, is based on task analyses
which structure learning in small, sequential

RIC
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steps: students may be able to complete each step
but are sometimes unable to reconstruct the whole

task because it has been stripped of meaning.
Task analysis is antithetical, not only to higher
order skill development, but in the case of LEP
students, to the acquisition of English as a
second language. Cummins recommends, instead, a
reciprocal interaction model in which the teacher
serves as a facilitator of learning, focuses on
higher order cognitive  skills, and integrates
language usc and development into all aspects of
curriculum content. Such a model is expected to
produce more cffective learners and may decrease
the need for specialized intervention outside the
mainstream. The prereferral process should
describe the instructional model being utilized by
the teacher to determine whether the approach, in
and of itself, is maintaining low functioning
levels and reinforcing marginal, semi-dependent

behavior (Harth, 1982).
i i Because special education

referrals are usually concerned with mastery of
basic skills, the prereferral process should docu-
ment the extent and nature of prior instruction in
these areas. Of particular interest is the lan-
guage in which skills were initially taught. It
is not uncommon for LEP students to be referred
to special education on the basis of low English
skills, even though their first schooling experi-
ences were in bilingual education programs in
which basic skills were taught in the native lan-
guage (L1). For these students, a referral would
be inappropriate until data such as the following
are analyzed: (a) the child's English (L2) an
native language proficiency, (b) informal assess-
ment results describing level of basic skills
functioning in L1 and L2, (¢) information about
when the transition to English language instruc-
tion occurred, and (d) whether the child was
functioning adequately in the native language at
the time of the transition. These data can help
determine whether the child's problems are peda-
gogically induced as might be the case, for
example, if English language instruction were be-
gun before ths child had adequately mastered basic
skills in L1, or before she/be had acquired appro-
priate levels of English language proficiency.

rv ice. Sufficient time must
be allocated for students to achieve subject or
skill mastery and for skills practice. Students
arc sometimes engaged in independent practice
activities before they have demonstrated adequate
understanding of the task, ard thus incorrect pat-
terns or behaviors are reinforced as they work on
their own. According to Rosenshinc (1983), assur-
ing adequate exposure to the curriculum requires
that a child demonstrate mastery at a level of 95
to 100% accuracy. Berliner (1984) suggests that
teachers check students’ understanding during les-
son presentations and that pupils first partici-
pate in guided or controlled practice during




which teachers monitor performance to be sure that
students are working ct high levels of accuracy.
Only thea should studenis be involved in independ-
ent, unsupervised activities. At the prerelerral
stages, data ae’ gathered to describe adequacy of
lesson presentations and whether the student has
had sufficient time to master and practice skills.
Evidence that the child reccived appropriate
instruction, but did not profit from it, can later
be used to justify a referral for a comprehensive
assessment.

Instruction

Before referring a student, teachers should
document adaptations of instruction and
pro ¢ which bhave been attempted to improve
ormance in the mainstream. Adelman (1970) sug-
ests that instruction be carefully sequenced as
%ollows: (a) teach basic skills, subjects or con-
cepts; (b) reteach skills or content using siguif-
icantly different strategics or approaches for the
benefit of students who fail to meet expected
performance levels after initial instruction; and
(c) refocus instruction on the teaching of pre-
requisite skills for students who continue to
experience difficulty even after approaches and
materials bhave been modified. Documentation of
this teaching sequence is very belpful if the
child fails to make adequate progress and is sub-
scquently referred to special education. Referral
committees will be able to judge whether the adap-
tations attempted were appropriate given the
student’s background characteristics. It is pos-
sible, for example, that a child will fail to
learn to read, even after a teacher attempts
several different reading  approaches, because the
child is being instructed in English but is not
English proficient. In this case, the interven-
tions would be judged inappropriate and other
instructional alternatives would need to be recom-
mended. Ultimately, if the child qualifies for
special education services, information about
prior instruction is invaluable to the development
of individualized educational programs, because
the types of interventions which work and those
which bave met with limited success are already
clearly delincated. Figure 5 delineates types of
questions to be asked about instruction.

Instruction should be consistent with what is
known about language acquisition and about the
interrelationship between first and second ian-
uage development. Some research literature
%Cummins, 1934; Krashen, 1982) indicates that the
" native language may provide the foundation for
acquiring  Englisb-as-a-sccond-language  skills.
Therefore, strong promotion of native language
conceptual skills may be more cffective in
g&yiding a basis for English literacy (Cummins,

). Conversely, a premature shift to English-
only instruction, may interrupt a natural develop-

Figure §
Instruction

© Does the learning environment promote intnnsic motrvation?

sensitinty to experiennal background
o Does the teacher usc sltemative spprosches when there is
evidence of s leamning difficuity?

seach

reteach using significantly different approaches

o Does the teacher. use Strategies that are known to be
effective for language minority students?
native language and ESL instrucaon
genuwne dialogue with ssudents
collaborative learming
- self-regulated learning )
o Does the teacher use current approaches to the teaching
of ESL? -
- Towl Physical Response Approach (Asher, 1979)
- The Naaural A (Terrell, 1983)
- Shelsered English Teaching (Northcuss & Watson, 1986)
o Does the tescher use approsches to literacy development
which focus on meaningful communication?
- shared book expenences (Holdaway, 1979)
- Graves* Wrinng Workshop (Graves, 1983)
- language experience stones
- dialogue journals (Staton, 1987)
- journals

mental sequence and may interfere with intellec-
tual and cognitive development. Teachers need to
mediate instruction using both the first and the
second language and integrate English development
with subject matter instruction. Along with this,
teachers may consider responding to and using cul-
tural referents during instruction, respecting the
values and norms of the home culture even as the
porms of the majority culture are being taught
(Tikunoff, 1985). Above all, teachers must commu-
nicate high expectations for students and a sensc
of efficacy in terms of their own ability to teach
culturally and linguistically diverse students.

Evaluation of Instruction

Obviously, any instructional program must in-
volve a continuous monitoring system to determine
whether goals and objectives are being met. In
the classroom, evaluation is teacher-driven and
requires  that teachers continuously check student
progress through daily quizzes, six-week examina-
tions, or informal observations, for example, and
that they provide feedback to students about
academic  progress. It does not help to return a
student’s spelling test or math assignment with
answers marked wrong but no information as to why
responses were incorrect and thus, no indication
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as to how performance can be improved. Simply
marking answers as vight or wrong does not clue
the teacher as to how to modily instruction or
plan subsequent lessons for students experiencing
difficulty. A data-based approach involving sim-
ple, informal observation and analysis of student
work samples is more effective in increasing
student achievement (Zigmond & Miller, 1986).
For limited-English-proficient students, data must
describe the child’s functioning levels in English
and the native language.

The discussions in the preceding sections are
not exhaustive, but are simply designed to high-
light that learning problems occur for a variety
of reasons. These reasons include a lack of
teacher preparation in the instruction of multi-
cuitural populations, failure to provide instruc-
tion, instruction that is not consistent with
entry level skills ' or is inappropriately
sequenced, and/or the absence of a system for
evaluating and modifying instruction as needed.
Consequently, there will be instances when inter-
vention will be focused on teachers and programs,
rather than on students.

Step §
Do student difTiculties persist?

If, after evidence is provided that system-
atic cfforts were made to identify the source of
difficulty and to take corrective action, student
difficulties persist, the next step in the process
is to explore other programming alternatives with-
in the mamnstream.

Step 6
Have other programming alternatives been tried?

If the student’s problem cannot be resolved
by the bilingual education or ESL teacher, it may
be possible for students to be served through
compensatory education programs which provide
remzdial instruction (i.c., Chapter 1, migrant
education, or tutorial programs). If such place-
ments are not readily available, referral to
special education can become a “trigger” response
when teachers are unable to improve students’

_ achievement.

Effective use of compensatory programs as an
alternative to referral requires that teachers
understand the purpose of these alternative
programs and that they be ({amiliar with
eligibility criteria for placement (which students
are served by which program). Procedures to coor-
dinate consideration for eligibility across such
programs should be developed. For example, when
tests and other measures used to determine elig-
bility vary from program to program, data gathered
during assessment for one program may not neces-
sarily provide information that would qualify a
O dent for another, more appropriate, service.

A

Such parallel yet separate processes tend to
hinder timely services to students who nced them,
and increase the burden of testing for both
assessment personnel and students.

Finally, it is iriportant that alternative
programs be suppleraental to, rather than a
replacement for, regular classroom instruction and
that appropriateness of instruction provided by
such services is evaluated as carefully as was
instruction in the classroom (see Step 4). Unless
these issues are addressed, misplacements in
special education can continue to occur despite
the availability of the:se options (Garcia, 1984).

Step 7
Do difTiculties continue in spite of alternatives?

If mainstream alternatives prove to be of no
avail, then a referral to special education is
appropriate. The ecvidence most critical to deter-
mining eligibility will accompany the referral,
i.e., verification that (a) the school's curric-
ulum is appropriate; (b) the child’s problems arc
documented across settings and persoanel, not only
in school, but also at home; (c) difficultics are
present both in the native language and in
English; (d) the child has been taught but has not
made satisfactory progress; (¢) tne teacher has
the qualifications and experience to effectively
teach the student; and (f) instruction has been
continuous, appropriately sequenced, and has in-
cluded teaching of skills prerequisite to success.
A child who does not learn after this type of
systematic, quality intervention is a likely can-
didate for special education. The referral indi-
cates that a decision has been reached that the
child cannot be served by regular education
programs alone and that she/he may be handicapped.
A comprehensive assessment is requested to deter-
mine the nature of the handicapping condition.

While at first glance the model may seem
overwhelm.ng, several factors should be kept in
mind. First of all, the model suggests the char-
acteristics of effective instruction and thus can
be used proactively to develop classroom environ-
ments conducive to student success. Moreover, it
pinpoints variables which influence studest per-
formance, making it easier for teachers to diag-
nose causes of problems and to attempt solutions.
When interventions attempted by teachers fail to
yield improved performance, Teacher Assistance
Teams provide a relatively simple and  cost-
effective vehicle for providing additional support
to regular classroom teachers in the problem-
solving process.
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SUMMARY

Prereferral intervention she+ld be a formal
process, governed by a clearly ro uonizable set of
procedures, accepted and followed by all personnel
on a district or campus-wide basis, and located
under the jurisdiction of regular education.
There are major benefits to be gained \rom the
successful implementation of such a }rocess.
Serving students in the mainstream is mo e cost
cffective than placement in special edacation,
particularly if the student is underark.cving, but
not handicapped. More important);, perhaps, arc
the long-term benefits for stuldents themselves
who will bave a greater chance of achie.ag their
social, political, and economic potential because
they are provided an appropriate education.
Unless dropout rates among LEP students are
decreased and academic achievement of these
students is improved, the loss of earning power,
and the concomitcnt drain on society’s resources,
will continue to be astronomical. Development of
rereferral interventions, in which the major goal
is to improve the effectiveness of regular educa-
tion for lan, minority stadeats, seems a very
cost-effective investment in the future.
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