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Introduction

     In this article, Alfredo J Artiles and Janette K. Klinger (2003) discuss a problem in education involving a disproportionate representation of bilingual students in special education.  Although statistics may be inconclusive, they do indicate that this disproportionate representation is an area of concern for educators.  The problem seems to stem from inappropriate special education assessment tests and practices, and from inconsistent pre-referral interventions prior to special education placement.   The suggested solutions include professional development on pre-referral strategies, inclusion of a professional expert in English-language acquisition on Individual Education Planning (IEP) teams, classroom observation as part of the assessment process, and further development of special education assessment tests and practices.  This article is based on research and gives further input into this area of concern, which has been discussed in other articles in recent years.

Article Review

     Although national statistics, according to one study reported by Artilles and Klinger (2003), do not show a significant overrepresentation of black or Hispanic students labeled as learning disabled, state level data does indicate this overrepresentation in some states.  California, for example, is one state where studies suggest a high overrepresentation of English language learners in high incidence disability categories.

     Even though an exclusionary clause in the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) stipulates that students must have had significant opportunity to learn with instruction that is understandable to the students before it can be said that they have learning disabilities, research has shown that this is often ignored by school personnel.  Research also has found that students are often not tested in their 1st language as well as English, or their English test scores are reported over their 1st language test scores.  In addition, many standardized tests still do not fully avoid test bias for culturally and linguistically diverse students.

     In this article, suggestions for a solution to this problem are recommended.  It is important for schools to provide professional training so professionals develop a better understanding of the exclusionary clause in IDEA, and are better able to implement pre-referral strategies in the classroom.  Also an expert in the area of English language acquisition skills should be included on each interdisciplinary treatment team.  This expert can identify language or cultural issues that may contribute to learning difficulties.  Professionals must also include observation of students’ classroom environments as part of the special education assessment process, by a third party.  The purpose of these observations is to determine if students have had ineffective or biased instruction that may be hindering the students’ opportunities to learn.  Stopping the use of an IQ test is also recommended to prevent test bias from incorrectly identifying students as having learning disabilities.  Alternative test procedures such as more linguistically and culturally appropriate tests and student sample portfolios are suggested.

     It is stated that the “special education referral process for culturally and linguistically diverse students remains a complex and challenging task. (Artilles & Klinger.  2003. pg. 5)”  More research is needed to enable educators to be able to appropriately determine if students have special education learning needs or are normally developing English as a second language.

Reflection

     Previously, in a special education course I took at Chapman University, I read two other articles that addressed this issue.  One of these articles subjectively blamed educators as incorrectly identifying English language learners as having learning disabilities in attempts to not have to effectively help the students themselves, but rather get the special education teachers to take the responsibility.  This article read for this review and reflection was more objective and used research to support its statements.  Also, the two articles I read last semester identified the problem of not testing students bilingually in special education assessment, but did not discuss the problems or the solutions in the depth that this article has.

     Thus, this article has given me much more insight into this problem.  In my professional opinion, it is important to correctly identify students’ learning needs so that the most effective teaching strategies can be used.  It is also a civil rights issue.  I believe that after reading this article, I have a much greater understanding and awareness of the problem and will be better able to objectively assist in the determination of students’ learning needs as being special education and / or English language development.

Bibliography

     Artilles & Klinger.  (2003).  When Should Bilingual Students Be in Special Education?  Educational Leadership 61 no. 2, October 2003.  http://wilsontxt.hwwilson.com/pdfhtml/03461/AX80D/DFT.htm

