
 
Page 2 

 
 

Published by the Colorado Department of Education, Special Education Services Unit. Additional copies of this 
publication may be obtained by contacting: CDE, Special Education Services Unit, 201 E. Colfax, Denver, CO 80203. (303) 
866-6694 or by accessing the CDE website www.cde.state.co.us.  Permission to copy. 

CRITICAL QUESTIONS ABOUT THE SPECIAL EDUCATION PROCESS  
AND ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS 

 
When an English Language Learner (ELL) is referred for special education it is necessary to use caution so as not 
to discriminate because of language or cultural differences. The following questions provide a framework for 
considering the relationship of culture and language to a possible disability as the child moves through the Special 
Education process. 
 
 Before a formal referral is made to Special Education 

Ask: Is this an appropriate referral?  Have we answered the following questions satisfactorily? 
 Has the student had appropriate support, structure, instruction for sufficient time, with enough 

intensity, to acquire necessary language, academic, and behavioral skills? 
 Have we used appropriate accommodations in the classroom? 
 Have we considered the child’s academic history and personal experiences? 

 
 Before beginning the assessment process 

Ask:  Have we considered the important factors to design the assessment? 
 What do we already know? What do we want to learn? 
 What are the English language skills of this student? How do we know? 
 Which informal tools will be useful? Who will use them? 
 Are there appropriate tests in this child’s native language? Are the norms appropriate? Does the child 

require the tests in his/her first language? 
 If we will use an interpreter, who will it be? Has he/she been trained in the special education 

assessment process and interpreting procedures? 
 Have parents received notification of rights and procedural safeguards in a language they understand? 

 
 Before determining eligibility for special education 

Ask: do we have sufficient, unbiased information to make a decision? 
 Can diversity or language factors be ruled out as a primary cause of the student’s difficulties? 
 Can we document that there is a disability (most likely without the use of standardized test scores)? 
 Does the student need special education services to benefit from the general education curriculum? 
 Will parents need an interpreter for the staffing? 

 
 Before designing services 

Ask:  How will we coordinate to meet the complex needs of this child? 
 What are the language needs of this child? 
 Who will be involved in meeting the language and the special education related needs of this child? 
 How will these folks collaborate? 
 Where will services be delivered? 
 Who will monitor progress for which things? 
 Have we ensured that parents were knowledgeable partners in decision making and planning? 
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