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Abstract 

Multilingual children represent a rapidly growing population of students in U.S. schools. 

However, identification of language and learning disabilities for students from different 

linguistic backgrounds is complex, leading to frequent misidentification of multilingual learners 

for special education services. The purpose of this paper is to provide guidance on how special 

education teachers, speech-language pathologists, and other practitioners (e.g., school 

psychologists) can build on each other’s expertise to accurately assess language and literacy 

skills of multilingual learners. Specifically, five key lessons learned from research on 

identification of language disorders are presented, along with discussion of why these are 

important when screening multilingual children for learning disabilities in reading. Specifically, 

there is a focus on considering children’s language background, regardless of English learner 

status, the importance of language ability for reading achievement, common pitfalls in using 

standardized assessment scores with multilingual learners, and linguistically sensitive assessment 

and scoring practices to be used with multilingual students.  

Keywords: multilingual learners, learning disability, language disorder, assessment 
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Assessing Oral Language when Screening Multilingual Children for Learning Disabilities in 

Reading 

Multilingual children in the U.S are frequently misidentified for special education 

services for learning disabilities in schools. The nature of disproportionate representation for 

multilingual children is unique, as evidence indicates that multilingual children are both over- 

and under-identified (Samson & Lesaux, 2009). This pattern of misidentification occurs because 

teachers may be hesitant to refer students for eligibility determination in the early grades, when it 

is unclear whether slow acquisition of reading skills is due to a difference in language use and 

exposure or an underlying learning disability. As children move through school, however, 

practitioners may become increasingly confident that failure to acquire language and literacy is 

due to an underlying disorder, potentially resulting in overidentification of multilingual children 

for learning disabilities in later grades if the focus of assessment is on English only. In evaluating 

and/or screening multilingual children for learning disabilities, special education teachers, 

speech-language pathologists, and school psychologists play critical roles in identifying at-risk 

children and ensuring that unbiased, equitable assessment practices are used.  

Mistaking differences in language exposure and use for disability, using assessment tools 

inappropriately, or hesitating to apply special education labels to students in the presence of 

differences across children in language use and exposure can all contribute to misidentification 

among multilingual learners (e.g., Yamasaki & Luk, 2018). However, the cost of 

misidentification is high. Consider a child who immigrated to the U.S. just prior to beginning 

first grade in an English-only school, with some exposure to early literacy instruction in the 

home language. If the child struggles to develop English language and literacy skills and 

assessments are not available in their home language, a practitioner may choose to wait to refer 
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the student for evaluation for a learning disability until the child has developed sufficient English 

proficiency to establish that the child should benefit from high-quality English reading 

instruction. However, research indicates that many multilingual children have not developed the 

level of English proficiency required for graduating from English learner status by high school 

(e.g., Slama, 2011). Consequently, although the decision to not evaluate this student in early 

elementary school (e.g., first grade) is made with good intentions, if the child does have a 

learning disability, it might not be identified until fourth or fifth grade, losing years of 

opportunity to provide needed services. Conversely, overidentifying multilingual children also 

has several consequences, including reduced resources for other children with disabilities who 

need special education services to succeed in school, decreased expectations for student 

achievement, inappropriate instructional practices, and segregation from peers, among others 

(Sullivan, 2011). Thus, it is important for practitioners from varied backgrounds (e.g., special 

education, speech-language pathology, school psychology) to work together to implement 

culturally and linguistically appropriate, evidence-based assessment practices when screening for 

learning disability among multilingual children. 

Reading is particularly important to consider in the context of identification for special 

education services, given that specific learning disability in reading is the most common learning 

disability (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014). According to the simple view of reading (Hoover & 

Gough, 1990), skilled reading is the product of children’s decoding skills and language 

comprehension. Based on this framework, learning disabilities in reading can stem from deficits 

in either decoding or language ability. Although there has been a heavy focus on learning 

disabilities in reading that stems from deficits in decoding skill (i.e., developmental dyslexia; 

Vellutino et al., 2004), less attention has been paid to learning disabilities in reading that are 
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rooted in low language ability (e.g., language disorder or impairment). Importantly, many 

children struggle with reading comprehension, despite adequate decoding skills (Spencer et al., 

2019). Recently, researchers and practitioners have given increased consideration to the role that 

language plays in literacy development, highlighting that children with low language ability and 

children with poor decoding skill need different intervention approaches to maximize reading 

achievement (Snowling et al., 2020). 

In recent years, research in the field of speech-language pathology has led to advances in 

methods for identification of language disorder among multilingual children. Many of these 

practices are also relevant for improving identification of learning disabilities in reading; 

however, these practices have not been broadly adopted or taught in training programs for pre-

service special education teachers, limiting the extent to which special education teachers are 

equipped with the knowledge and skills needed to identify learning disabilities in reading among 

multilingual students. Therefore, the purpose of this paper is: (1) to provide an overview of 

recent issues in identifying language disorders and learning disabilities in reading among 

multilingual students, and (2) provide recommendations for how special education teachers, 

speech-language pathologists, and other practitioners can work together to improve identification 

and service delivery for multilingual students with learning disabilities in reading. The next 

sections include five lessons for valid and reliable assessment of multilingual learners.   

Lesson #1: Define “Multilingualism” Inclusively.  

All children exposed to more than one language regularly are multilingual (Castilla-Earls 

et al., 2020). Across disciplines, many different terms are used to refer to students who use more 

than one language. These may include the terms English learners (ELs), students with limited 

English Proficiency, and language-minority students, among others. The use of different 



SCREENING MULTILINGUAL CHILDREN  6 

terminology across professions can lead to confusion, especially when some terms and 

definitions are tied to service eligibility. The term “multilingual learners” may be useful to more 

inclusively describe any child who speaks more than one language, apart from whether or not 

they use the languages equally. "Multilingual learners” is preferable as an umbrella term, rather 

than “bilingual learners” or “dual-language learners,” which refer specifically to children who 

are exposed to and use two languages. The following paragraphs describe why the lessons from 

this paper should be applied to all multilingual learners. Failure to recognize that children’s 

language input is divided across two or more languages could have consequences when 

interpreting scores on language and/or reading assessments. 

In schools, the designations used for multilingual learners (e.g., ELs) are often tied to 

arbitrary thresholds of English language proficiency necessary to receive federally mandated 

services. Terminologies and categorizations used for service delivery can have unintended 

consequences when generalized inappropriately. For example, a student exposed to a non-

English language at home who performs just above the threshold for English language 

proficiency standards would not qualify for the EL label, and therefore would not receive 

associated English language support services. Nevertheless, this student’s language and 

communication development would look different when compared to their monolingual English-

speaking peers. To reduce misidentification of multilingual children, such differences between 

monolingual and multilingual children must be accounted for (even for multilingual children 

who are not identified as ELs).  

Understanding the nature of language exposure and input among multilingual learners is 

crucial due to the systemic linguistic bias present in the U.S. Because English is viewed as a 

“prestige” language both in U.S. schools and in global communication (Guerrero-Nieto, 2010), 
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multilingual families may under-identify some or all non-majority languages spoken in the 

home. Families may experience both direct and indirect messaging from school staff de-valuing 

their home language(s). For example, the limited training requirements for staff to work with 

multilingual children is likely to result in inaccurate assumptions being made about families’ 

language experiences (e.g., that all adults in the home speak English), or explicit inappropriate 

recommendations made for families (e.g., that families should speak only English as much as 

possible). As a result, students’ multilingual skills may not be accurately accounted for, 

potentially resulting in overidentification for special education services outside of language 

support services. For example, a family from Central America who speaks Spanish, some 

English, and primarily Kaqchikel at home may only report that their child speaks English and 

Spanish due to common linguistic bias associated with speaking Kaqchikel, an Indigenous 

Mayan language. This could lead practitioners, unaware of the full extent of home language 

exposure, to misdiagnose the child with a language or learning disability, despite delays in 

acquisition of Spanish and English being consistent with typical development (given that the 

child’s language input is distributed across three languages). In practice, obtaining a thorough 

case history to determine all exposed languages is crucial for optimal assessment and screening 

procedures and for minimizing overidentification of language and learning disabilities among 

multilingual children. Because language and literacy development are highly dependent on the 

amount of language input, opportunities to use language, and exposure to high-quality instruction 

in each language, any child exposed to more than one language regularly should be considered a 

multilingual learner.  

Lesson #1: What can practitioners do?  
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• Avoid assumptions: Ask about the language(s) spoken at home for all students in the 

classroom, not just the students classified as “English Learners”.  

• Value and promote all language backgrounds. For example, include multilingual signs 

around the classroom. Invite students to share words/phrases in their home language(s).  

Lesson #2: Include Comprehensive Language Assessment in Evaluating Reading 

 For languages with a writing system, children acquire oral language skills prior to 

acquiring written language skills. Early language learning experiences, including exposure to the 

sound system (phonology), word meanings (vocabulary), language structure (morphosyntax), 

and the rhythmic properties (prosody) that are characteristic to the spoken language, form the 

basis for reading development and continue to impact reading comprehension throughout the 

elementary years (e.g., Petscher et al., 2018). This section describes different frameworks that 

highlight how oral language supports the development of reading. 

The Simple View of Reading (Hoover & Gough, 1990) highlights two interconnected 

components important for reading comprehension: word reading and language comprehension. 

Word reading includes processes important for decoding including phonology, morphology, and 

orthographic processing. Language comprehension includes skills involved in successfully 

understanding and using language, whether written or oral. Across reading development, the role 

of word recognition and language comprehension changes. There is a greater emphasis on 

decoding in the early grades in the “learning to read” stages of reading. Fluent and accurate word 

recognition supports overall reading comprehension because children who decode letter by letter 

when reading have fewer working memory resources allocated to understand the meaning of a 

text. In the later stages of reading or “reading to learn”, language comprehension plays a larger 

role as word reading becomes increasingly automatized (Catts et al., 2005).  
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Both word reading and language comprehension should be developed from the earliest 

stages of language and literacy development. Directly supporting language development early in 

school maximizes the likelihood that children will successfully transition from “learning to read” 

to “reading to learn” and develop strong reading comprehension skills. In fact, early language 

development should also support young children’s developing decoding skills, as theory and 

evidence indicate that increases in vocabulary knowledge directly contribute to the development 

of phonological and phonemic awareness (Walley et al., 2003), which are critical for the 

acquisition of decoding skills. As students become more experienced with decoding, reading 

skills have a reciprocal impact on the development of language skills (Nation, 2017; Ricketts et 

al., 2020). Moreover, other models, such as Scarborough’s (2001) reading rope, highlight the 

role of language skills, represented as individual strands woven together, in contributing to the 

outcome of skilled reading. Multilingual learners have varied language and literacy skills that 

may contribute to reading comprehension (e.g., Peets et al., 2019). It is important to consider 

their level of proficiency in word reading and language comprehension in all languages to more 

accurately describe their strengths and weaknesses in oral language and literacy. Moreover, 

assessment of both oral language and reading-related skills in more than one language, where 

possible, provides a more in-depth account of how oral language skills can be supported in 

service of literacy development.  

The extent to which educational stakeholders consider the role of oral language skills in 

literacy development may vary, impacting the course of intervention for a student. For example, 

speech-language pathologists (SLPs) have expertise in language development and disorders with 

training to assess and monitor language skills comprehensively (e.g., phonology, morphology, 

vocabulary, syntax, pragmatics). In contrast, special education teachers and general classroom 
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teachers may place a greater emphasis on assessing children’s literacy skills (e.g., reading 

fluency, spelling, comprehension) over time. Differences in how language is conceptualized can 

have a cascading effect on the skills that we choose to focus on in literacy instruction, 

assessment, and intervention. In a school-based setting, we can leverage the expertise of special 

education teachers and SLPs to understand how oral language and literacy skills develop 

together. Effective collaborations between teachers and SLPs include building a common 

understanding about how both teachers and SLP play a role in children’s literacy development 

and the importance of developing oral language skills for multilingual learners. This may take 

the form of consultation on assessments of language and literacy (as well as consultations with 

school psychologists who have expertise in diagnostic assessment) to meet multilingual student 

needs in the classroom environment, monitor oral language skill development, and identify co-

planning and collaborative teaching opportunities that serve the language needs of all students 

(e.g., Archibald, 2017; Kangas, 2018). 

Lesson #2: What can practitioners do?  

• When any child is struggling with reading, ensure that assessment includes evaluation 

of their language skills (in all the languages the child speaks). 

• Assess language comprehensively by evaluating all relevant domains of language 

(e.g., morphology, syntax, semantics, etc.) in all the languages the child speaks.  

Lesson #3: Use Caution When Interpreting Standardized Assessment Scores 

When assessing language and literacy skills to screen multilingual students for learning 

disabilities, standardized assessments play an important role. Standardized assessment scores are 

derived from norm-referenced assessments and allow direct comparisons between one student’s 

performance and their same-age “peers” who were included in the standardization sample used 
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to create the test. For example, many commonly-used tests of language proficiency and academic 

achievement include standard scores for which the mean is 100 and a standard deviation is 15. 

Therefore, a child who receives a standard score of 100 is at the 50th percentile of performance 

for their age group (i.e., at the mean), and a child who receives a standard score of 85 is at the 

16th percentile of performance for their age group (i.e., one standard deviation below the mean). 

When interpreting standard scores, cutoffs are often used to determine whether follow-up 

evaluation or intervention is needed. For example, schools may screen children for learning 

disabilities in reading at the beginning of each school year, and any child scoring below the 16th 

percentile on screening assessments may be given targeted reading instruction in a response-to-

intervention framework (e.g., tier 2 intervention). 

When attempting to interpret standard scores for multilingual students, it is important to 

consider who the test was developed for (information about the composition of the 

standardization sample can often be found in the examiner’s and/or technical manuals). For 

example, English-language assessments of academic skills developed in the U.S. are typically 

created with monolingual English-speaking children as the target population. If multilingual 

children are not included in the development process, or if only a small fraction of multilingual 

students are included, then standard scores and corresponding percentile ranks may not be 

applicable to multilingual students. A multilingual kindergarten student might score at the 15th 

percentile of English listening comprehension, when compared to monolingual English-speaking 

students; however, multilingual language development and exposure differs from monolingual 

development, making cross-group comparisons inappropriate. When applying cutoffs, we may 

determine that the 15th percentile is cause for concern for monolingual English-speaking children 

and refer them for further evaluation for a language disorder, but it may not be a concern for 
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multilingual children. Perhaps only 25% of language input is in English for a multilingual 

student. In this case, we should expect that English listening comprehension will be lower for 

this student with 25% language input in English than it would for others who are only exposed to 

English (i.e., 100% of language input is English). This highlights the critical need to compare 

multilingual students to their true peer group and consider their exposure to English language 

and reading instruction when screening for language and reading disabilities.  

Just as it is inappropriate to use assessments developed for monolingual English speakers 

with multilingual children, it is inappropriate to apply standard scores from assessments in other 

languages if they were not specifically developed for use with multilingual children. Often, even 

when assessments in non-English languages are available, they are not normed on multilingual 

children in the U.S. For example, the Test de Vocabulario en Imágenes Peabody (Dunn et al., 

1986) was developed using a sample of monolingual Spanish speakers in Mexico and Puerto 

Rico. Applying standard scores from this assessment to Spanish-English bilingual children in the 

U.S. could result in potentially inaccurate conclusions about children’s overall language ability. 

A language or learning disorder should manifest in both languages (e.g., a Spanish-English 

bilingual child cannot have a language or reading disability in English but not Spanish). 

However, low performance in both languages alone is not sufficient for identification of a 

disability. Using standard scores separately from two assessments designed for monolingual 

students may reveal poor performance in each language that is due to input being distributed 

across languages rather than presence of a disorder. When using monolingual norms, 

practitioners should apply more conservative cutoffs (e.g., 5th vs. 15th percentile) than what 

would be used for monolingual students. However, this suggestion should be interpreted with 

caution rather than as a strict rule, as there is no evidence to date to suggest a specific rule that 
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can be applied consistently across populations of multilingual children when using assessments 

developed for monolingual students. 

Overinterpretation of standardized scores from measures not developed for use with 

multilingual students directly contributes to the problem of overidentification. However, use of 

English assessments of academic skill may be unavoidable in certain situations. Special 

education teachers and SLPs are uniquely positioned to tackle this issue to determine whether 

and how to use standard scores for a given assessment, while also consulting the specific 

diagnostic expertise of school psychologists. For example, teachers and SLPs could work 

together with existing data from multilingual students to determine what represents typical 

performance on an assessment for multilingual students in their local educational context. Such 

determinations could consider several factors, such as the language(s) spoken by the student, the 

relative amounts of input in each language, how long the student has been exposed to English, 

and whether the student has received formal academic skills instruction (and in what language). 

Scores that represent typical performance will differ across multilingual children (e.g., a 

Spanish-speaking child born in the U.S. versus a child who is a refugee and immigrated to the 

U.S. in early elementary school). Castilla-Earls et al. (2020) have proposed a converging 

evidence framework for identification of disability among multilingual children that includes 

consideration of language experience, language samples, learning potential, and norm-referenced 

assessment (several of these options are described in more detail in the following sections). A 

comprehensive approach to considering multilingual students’ unique linguistic and educational 

backgrounds will help practitioners identify students’ true peer groups and understand what 

represents typical performance for subgroups of multilingual students.  

Lesson #3: What can practitioners do?  
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• Check the normative sample: do not use norm-referenced comparisons to 

monolinguals to make judgments about multilingual children’s abilities.  

• Incorporate converging evidence obtained from assessments from all languages to 

make informed diagnostic decisions.  

Lesson #4:  Improve Multilingual Language Assessment through Adapted Scoring  

Just as it is important to use caution when interpreting standardized assessment scores, 

alternate frameworks for scoring assessments may be needed to characterize multilingual 

children’s ability accurately. Because language input is distributed across more than one 

language for multilingual students, multilingual children often perform more poorly than 

monolingual students when language skills are only assessed in one language (e.g., Hoff et al., 

2012). Although there is an increasing number of published language assessments that have been 

developed specifically for use with multilingual students (e.g., Bilingual English-Spanish 

Assessment [Peña et al., 2018]), they are only appropriate for certain age groups (e.g., preschool 

and kindergarten) and often only relevant for Spanish-English bilingual children. Many 

practitioners work with children of all ages who are from diverse language backgrounds. 

Consequently, understanding linguistically sensitive assessment frameworks is important for 

improving assessment practices used with multilingual children. Recent advances in the field of 

communication science have yielded alternate assessment and scoring frameworks that represent 

more holistic approaches to language assessment for multilingual children.  

First, one approach is to use the “best score” from assessments in different languages. 

Research suggests that using combinations of best scores (e.g., a best score for vocabulary 

knowledge and a best score for grammatical knowledge) yields more accurate classification of 

language impairment among multilingual children (Lugo-Neris et al., 2015). For example, when 



SCREENING MULTILINGUAL CHILDREN  15 

screening for learning disabilities in reading for a Spanish-English bilingual student, practitioners 

could measure decoding in Spanish and English and listening comprehension in Spanish and 

English and obtain the standard scores from the assessment administration manuals. For 

example, a first-grade multilingual child in English-only instructional contexts might score low 

on Spanish decoding (e.g., 5th percentile) but in the average range on English decoding (e.g., 

45th percentile). However, due to longer sustained exposure to Spanish prior to school entry, that 

same child might score in the average range for Spanish listening comprehension (e.g., 55th 

percentile) and the low range for English listening comprehension (e.g., 16th percentile). Then, 

the best score for decoding (55th percentile) and the best score for listening comprehension (45th 

percentile) can be considered together to provide an estimate of the child’s potential for 

acquiring language and literacy skills when provided with adequate opportunity to do so. In the 

above example, this child’s best scores in both domains (i.e., decoding and listening 

comprehension) are near the 50th percentile, suggesting that the child likely does not have an 

underlying language or learning disability, despite poor performance in each domain within a 

specific language. This could lead to more accurate assessment than just assessing in a child’s 

“primary” or “dominant” language. Best scores should be used in the context of a converging 

evidence framework (Castilla-Earls et al., 2020), as described previously. 

Second, “conceptual scoring” is an approach to language assessment that attempts to 

document the total number of concepts multilingual children know, regardless of language 

(Bedore et al., 2005). For example, in a total language approach, a Spanish-English bilingual 

child who knows the words apple and manzana (Spanish equivalent of apple) receives credit for 

knowing both of these words. In contrast, in a conceptual scoring framework, a child receives 

credit once for having language to describe apple as a concept. In this scenario, three different 
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children, one who knows apple but not manzana, one who knows manzana but not apple, and 

one who knows both apple and manzana all receive equal credit. To administer assessments 

designed to measure conceptual language ability, examiners should determine the child’s 

preferred language, and begin assessment in that language. If a child answers a question 

incorrectly in their preferred language, they are provided an opportunity to give an answer in 

another language. It is important that the examiner is proficient in the child’s two languages (or 

an interpreter is used) to determine whether responses are valid. Research indicates that the use 

of conceptual scores more accurately assesses language ability than using monolingual 

assessment approaches (Anaya et al., 2018). Several recent multilingual assessments have 

become available and are designed as conceptual language assessments (e.g., Expressive One 

Word Picture Vocabulary Test-Spanish Bilingual Edition; Martin & Brownell, 2011) 

Lesson #4: What can practitioners do?  

• Triangulate data using a converging evidence framework: Consider whether best 

scores and/or conceptual scoring might be appropriate to include.  

Lesson #5: Incorporate Responsive Approaches for Multilingual Language Assessment 

Static knowledge-based assessment strategies, such as traditional vocabulary testing or 

IQ testing, rely heavily on task familiarity and prior exposure to a specific language. These 

approaches place multilingual children, whose language exposure is distributed across more than 

one language, at a disadvantage even before they begin the assessment, correspondingly 

increasing the risk that their abilities will be underestimated (Buac et al., 2016). In addition to the 

adaptive scoring approaches detailed in Lesson #4, several specific assessment strategies have 

emerged as more valid and reliable approaches for evaluating the language and learning abilities 

of multilingual children. Unlike more traditional assessments that focus on students’ current 
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knowledge, these more culturally and linguistically responsive strategies are generally designed 

to assess students’ inherent ability to learn and use language.  

Dynamic assessment is precisely designed to evaluate students’ ability to learn new 

information, and is based on what is referred to as “test-teach-retest" (see Peña et al., 2006 for 

further description). This approach can be added to any assessment to evaluate students’ ability 

to acquire and retain new information. For example, during administration of a standardized 

spelling test, imagine that a child spelled the word “gate” incorrectly. After the initial test phase, 

the administrator could incorporate dynamic assessment by returning to the word “gate” to teach. 

The administrator might teach by saying “let’s spell gate together. Let’s sound it out: g – ay – t. 

What letter makes the g sound? G makes the g sound! Then what letters can make the ay 

sound...” etc. After the teaching phase (which can be scaled to provide more or less explicit 

scaffolding support to the child), the administrator could then retest the child by asking them to 

spell “gate” (or other words that use the long a with silent e pattern) independently. A child who 

responds correctly with minimal support during the teach phase is unlikely to have a learning 

disability, whereas a child who responds incorrectly even after several teaching phases may have 

an underlying disorder.  

From a conceptual standpoint, dynamic assessment may be considered a shorter-term, 

more immediate form of Response to Intervention (RTI; also see multi-tiered system of supports 

or MTSS). At the most basic level, RTI is a structured approach to supporting students in schools 

that relies on regular progress monitoring and differential support for students based on their 

responses to instruction (see Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Green, Cohen, & Stormont, 2018). Students 

who demonstrate educational progress below expectations receive supplementary support scaled 

to their needs. Although not used in all U.S. schools, some schools leverage the information 
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obtained from RTI progress monitoring to identify students with learning disabilities. This 

identification approach is designed to provide intervention and monitor student learning prior to 

referral for special education evaluation, reducing the wait-to-fail time in which struggling 

students do not receive supplemental intervention until they are eligible for special education 

services. Given the importance of early education and intervention to long-term outcomes, 

under-referral can be problematic when it causes delays in identification of students with LD. 

Evidence suggests under-referral is a substantial concern among multilingual learners in the early 

elementary grades, in particular (Samson & Lesaux, 2009). Like RTI, dynamic assessment 

directly addresses this wait-to-fail concern, as it allows for assessment of immediate acquisition 

and retention of new information.  

There are currently few standardized approaches to dynamic assessment (but see the 

CUBED by Petersen & Spencer, 2016; also Peña, 2021). This can make interpretation of 

students’ responses to dynamic assessment difficult, particularly for educators new to using 

dynamic assessment. It can be unclear what levels of support are within the normal range for 

eliciting a correct response from a child. Additionally, stigmatization and cultural mismatches 

may result in multilingual children feeling hesitant to respond immediately to repeated 

prompting. Strong rapport between the educator and child may be necessary to establish before 

an accurate measurement of the child’s skills can be obtained. Consequently, dynamic 

assessment may be particularly helpful in contributing to screening for language and learning 

disability among multilingual learners. Children who do not respond correctly to retest prompts 

after one or more teaching phases would be good candidates for more comprehensive evaluation 

by a full assessment team (which should include a speech-language pathologist with expertise in 

multilingualism). See Gutiérrez-Clellen and Peña (2001) for a detailed tutorial on dynamic 
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assessment (and see below Recommendations and Other Resources section for additional 

information about dynamic assessment). 

An additional assessment strategy that has strong evidence as a less biased approach to 

multilingual language assessment is narrative language sampling. Language sampling broadly is 

an evaluation technique based on observations of an individual’s communication skills in 

conversation, play, or – specifically for narrative language sampling – storytelling. This can be 

an ecologically valid and culturally responsive approach for measuring a multilingual child’s 

functional communication skills within a meaningful context. Unlike traditional standardized 

testing, language sampling occurs within a realistic communication context and correspondingly 

can provide a more practical view of a child’s ability to communicate meaningfully. Narrative 

language sampling allows educators to assess various domains of language (e.g., vocabulary, 

grammar) simultaneously, and how the child leverages different skills to communicate socially. 

Importantly, basic storytelling structure (i.e., narrative macrostructure) generally extends across 

languages, enabling multilingual children to draw on skills developed in both their home 

language(s) and school language(s) to tell a cohesive story to their communication partner. 

Narrative language sampling can reveal both communication strengths and weaknesses that may 

be missed in traditional domain-specific standardized assessment (see Castilla-Earls et al., 2020 

and Rojas & Iglesias, 2009, and Other Resources below for additional guidance on narrative 

language sampling).  

Recommendations and Conclusions 

Children with low language ability (e.g., language disorder or impairment) are up to six 

times more likely to have a learning disability in reading (Komesidou & Hogan, n.d.) than are 

children with typical language development. Consequently, it is imperative that language skills 
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are considered when screening for learning disabilities among multilingual children. Special (and 

general) educators can collaborate with speech-language pathologists and school psychologists to 

implement evidence-based assessment practices to screen multilingual children for learning 

disabilities. In particular, collaboration can ensure that: 

1. Multilingual children’s unique language exposure and use histories are considered when 

screening for learning disabilities. A practice that is appropriate for a Spanish-speaking 

child born in the U.S. may not be appropriate for multilingual children from different 

backgrounds. 

2. Norms from standardized assessments should be used with caution, even when they are 

available in children’s home language. Practitioners should take efforts to ensure that the 

population to which multilingual students are compared represents their true peer group.  

3. When assessing language skills, alternative scoring and/or assessment approaches may be 

necessary. Practitioners should consider using best or conceptual scores for language 

assessments, and approaches such as dynamic assessment should be used to rule out lack 

of opportunity to acquire skills, prior to referrals for full special education evaluation.  

Special educators, SLPs, and school psychologists each bring unique expertise and experiences 

to the assessment process. Increasing collaborative efforts in alignment with evidence-based 

assessment practices will help reduce misidentification of multilingual children with language 

and learning disabilities, and ultimately better inform instruction to maximize student 

achievement. 

Infographic Summary of Recommendations and Other Resources 

 A summary of the recommendations included in this paper has been made publicly 

available in an infographic published on Open Science Framework (Goodrich et al., 2021). 
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Readers may access the graphic through this direct link: 

https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/8XYNF.  

Other resources (including video instructions) for collecting language samples and conducting 

dynamic assessment are provided below: 

https://leader.pubs.asha.org/do/10.1044/the-how-and-why-of-collecting-a-language-sample  

https://bilinguistics.com/how-to-do-a-language-sample/ 

https://www.asha.org/practice/multicultural/issues/framework/ 

https://bilinguistics.com/dynamic-assessment/ 

 

 

 

  

https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/8XYNF.
https://leader.pubs.asha.org/do/10.1044/the-how-and-why-of-collecting-a-language-sample
https://bilinguistics.com/how-to-do-a-language-sample/
https://www.asha.org/practice/multicultural/issues/framework/
https://bilinguistics.com/dynamic-assessment/


SCREENING MULTILINGUAL CHILDREN  22 

References 

Anaya, J. B., Peña, E. D., & Bedore, L. M. (2018). Conceptual scoring and classification 

accuracy of vocabulary testing in bilingual children. Language, Speech, and Hearing 

Services in Schools, 49(1), 85–97. https://doi.org/10.1044/2017_LSHSS-16-0081 

Archibald, L. M. D. (2017). SLP-educator classroom collaboration: A review to inform reason-

based practice. Autism & Developmental Language Impairments, 2, 1–17. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2396941516680369 

Bedore, L. M., Peña, E. D., García, M., & Cortez, C. (2005). Conceptual versus monolingual 

scoring: When does it make a difference? Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in 

Schools, 36(3), 188–200. https://doi.org/10.1044/0161-1461(2005/020) 

Buac, M., Gross, M., & Kaushanskaya, M. (2016). Predictors of processing-based task 

performance in bilingual and monolingual children. Journal of Communication 

Disorders, 62, 12–29. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcomdis.2016.04.001 

Castilla-Earls, A., Bedore, L., Rojas, R., Fabiano-Smith, L., Pruitt-Lord, S., Restrepo, M. A., & 

Pena, E. (2020). Beyond scores: Using converging evidence to determine speech and 

language service eligibility for dual language learners. American Journal of Speech-

Language Pathology, 29(3), 1116–1132. https://doi.org/10.1044/2020_AJSLP-19-00179 

Catts, H. W., Hogan, T. P., & Adlof, S. M. (2005). Developmental changes in reading and 

reading disabilities. In H. W. Catts & A. G. Kamhi (Eds.), The connections between 

language and reading disabilities. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Cortiella, C., & Horowitz, S. H. (2014). The state of learning disabilities: Facts, trends, and 

emerging issues. New York, NY: National Center for Learning Disabilities. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2396941516680369


SCREENING MULTILINGUAL CHILDREN  23 

Dunn, L. M., Padilla, E. R., Lugo, D. E., & Dunn, L. M. (1986). Test de Vocabulary en Imágenes 

Peabody. Circle Pine, MN: American Guidance Services, Inc. 

Fuchs, D., & Fuchs, L. (2006). Introduction to response to intervention: What, why, and how 

valid is it? Reading Research Quarterly, 41(1), 93–99.  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/4151803 

Goodrich, J. M., Fitton, L., Chan, J., & Davis, C. J. (2021, August 26). Assessing oral language 

when screening multilingual children for reading disability: Infographic summary. 

https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/8XYNF   

Green, A. L., Cohen, D. R., & Stormont, M. (2018). Addressing and preventing 

disproportionality in exclusionary discipline practices for students of color with 

disabilities. Intervention in School and Clinic, 54(4), 241–245. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1053451218782437 

Guerrero-Nieto, C. H. (2010). Is English the key to access the wonders of the modern world? A 

Critical Discourse Analysis. Signo y Pensamiento, 29(57), 294-313. 

https://doi.org/10.11144/Javeriana.syp29-57.icpa 

Gutiérrez-Clellen, V. F., & Peña, E. (2001). Dynamic assessment of diverse children: A tutorial. 

Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools, 32(4), 212–224. 

https://doi.org/10.1044/0161-1461(2001/019) 

Hoff, E., Core, C., Place, S., Rumiche, R., Señor, M., & Parra, M. (2012). Dual language 

exposure and early bilingual development. Journal of Child Language, 39(1), 1–27. 

doi:10.1017/S0305000910000759 

Hoover, W. A., & Gough, P. B. (1990). The simple view of reading. Reading and Writing: An 

Interdisciplinary Journal, 2(2), 127–160. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00401799 

https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/8XYNF


SCREENING MULTILINGUAL CHILDREN  24 

Kangas, S. E. N. (2018). Why working apart doesn’t work at all: Special education and English 

learner teacher collaboration. Intervention in School and Clinic, 54(1), 31–39.   

https://doi.org/10.1177/1053451218762469 

Komesidou, R., & Hogan, T. P. (n.d.). School achievement and developmental language 

disorder. https://dldandme.org/school-achievement-and-developmental-language-

disorder/ 

Lugo-Neris, M. J., Peña, E. D., Bedore, L. M., & Gillam, R. B. (2015). Utility of a language 

screening measure for predicting risk for language impairment in bilinguals. American 

Journal of Speech-Language Pathology, 24(3), 426–437. 

https://doi.org/10.1044/2015_AJSLP-14-0061 

Martin, N., & Brownell, R. (2011). Expressive One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test 4 Spanish-

Bilingual Edition (EOWPVT-4 SBE). Pro-Ed Inc.   

Nation, K. (2017). Nurturing a lexical legacy: Reading experience is critical for the development 

of word reading skill. npj Science Learn, 2, Article 3. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41539-

017-0004-7 

Peets, K. F., Yim, O., & Bialystok, E. (2019). Language proficiency, reading comprehension and 

home literacy in bilingual children: The impact of context. International Journal of 

Bilingual Education and Bilingualism. https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2019.1677551 

Peña, E. D. [HABLAlab]. (2021, June 18). DA Script Scoring and Story.pdf. Retrieved from: 

https://twitter.com/HABLAlab/status/1405949150982656000 

Peña, E. D., Gutiérrez-Clellen, V. F., Iglesias, A., Goldstein, B. A., & Bedore, L. M. (2018). 

BESA: Bilingual English-Spanish Assessment. Baltimore, MD: Brookes.  

Peña, E. D., Gillam, R. B., Malek, M., Ruiz-Felter, R., Resendiz, M., Fiestas, C., & Sabel, T. 

https://dldandme.org/school-achievement-and-developmental-language-disorder/
https://dldandme.org/school-achievement-and-developmental-language-disorder/
https://twitter.com/HABLAlab/status/1405949150982656000


SCREENING MULTILINGUAL CHILDREN  25 

(2006). Dynamic assessment of school-age children’s narrative ability: An experimental 

investigation of classification accuracy. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing 

Research, 49(5), 1037–1057. https://doi.org/10.1044/1092-4388(2006/074) 

Petersen, D. B., & Spencer, T. D. (2016). CUBED. Language Dynamics Group, LLC. 

https://www.languagedynamicsgroup.com/cubed/ 

Petscher, Y., Justice, L. M., & Hogan, T. (2018). Modeling the early language trajectory of 

language development when the measures change and its relation to poor reading 

comprehension. Child Development, 89(6), 2136–2156. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12880 

Ricketts, J, Lervåg, A., Dawson, N., Taylor, L. A., & Hulme, C. (2020). Reading and oral 

vocabulary development in early adolescence. Scientific Studies of Reading, 24(5), 380–

396. https://doi.org/10.1080/10888438.2019.1689244 

Rojas, R., & Iglesias, A. (2009). Making a case for language sampling. The ASHA Leader, 14(3), 

10–13. https://doi.org/10.1044/leader.FTR1.14032009.10 

Samson, J. F., & Lesaux, N. K. (2009). Language-minority learners in special education: Rates 

and predictors of identification for services. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 42(2), 148–

162. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022219408326221 

Scarborough, H. S. (2001). Connecting early language and literacy to later reading (dis) abilities: 

Evidence, theory, and practice. In S. Neuman & D. Dickinson (Eds.), Handbook for 

research in early literacy (pp. 97-110). New York: Guilford Press. 

Snowling, M. J., Hayiou-Thomas, M. E., Nash, H. M., & Hulme, C. (2020). Dyslexia and 

developmental language disorder: Comorbid disorders with distinct effects on reading 

comprehension. The Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 61, 672–680.  



SCREENING MULTILINGUAL CHILDREN  26 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.13140 

Slama, R. B. (2011). A longitudinal analysis of academic English proficiency outcomes for 

adolescent English learners in the United States. Journal of Educational Psychology, 

104(2), 265–285. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025861 

Spencer, M., Wagner, R. K., & Petscher, Y. (2019). The reading comprehension and vocabulary 

knowledge of children with poor reading comprehension despite adequate decoding: 

Evidence from a regression-based matching approach. Journal of Educational 

Psychology, 111(1), 1–14. https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000274 

Sullivan, A. L. (2011). Disproportionality in special education identification and placement of 

English language learners. Exceptional Children, 77(3), 317–334.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/001440291107700304 

Vellutino, F. R., Fletcher, J. M., Snowling, M. J., & Scanlon, D. M. (2004). Specific reading 

disability (dyslexia): What have we learned in the past four decades? The Journal of 

Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 45(1), 2–40. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.0021-

9630.2003.00305.x 

Walley, A. C., Metsala, J. L., & Garlock, V. M. (2003). Spoken vocabulary growth: Its role in 

the development of phoneme awareness and early reading ability. Reading and Writing, 

16, 5–20. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1021789804977 

Yamasaki, B. L., & Luk, G. (2018). Eligibility for Special Education in elementary school: The 

role of diverse language experiences. Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in 

Schools, 49(4), 889–901. https://doi.org/10.1044/2018_LSHSS-DYSLC-18-0006 


	Assessing Oral Language when Screening Multilingual Children for Learning Disabilities in Reading
	Publication Info

	tmp.1663719818.pdf.YQBXt

