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When you find what works for your ELL families….you will feel as though you have won the lottery. Engaged 

ELL parents possess depths of dedication and wisdom regarding their children that will take your breath away. 

They have so much to offer – if the community is ready to embrace them and listen to what they have to say. 

Breiseth, Robertson, & Lafond, 2011 

 

Background  
 

 This discussion guide was created as a companion guide to the discussion between Shana Ritter and Rebecca 

Martinez on eliciting appropriate and comprehensive background information during the evaluation process. 

Specifically, basic guidelines are provided for obtaining critical information from parents to inform their child’s 

evaluation process (in consideration for special education eligibility and programing). 

 
 

Main Ideas  
 

 ELL and diverse children are often under or over-identified for special education.  Obtaining a “whole picture” of 

the child – which includes parents’ input – will significantly strengthen an evaluation.  Both the evaluation 

process and the outcome are strengthened with parents’ input. Parent input facilitates selection of the most 

appropriate educational services for individual children. 

 The evaluation process must include parent input. This is both a legal requirement (IDEA 2004) and best practice. 

 The most rapidly growing student group in this country is the ELL population, and in particular, first-generation 

(i.e., US born) children of Spanish-speaking immigrant parents. School personnel must develop culturally 

responsive practices in all aspects of their work in the schools. 

 

 

Suggestions  
 

Suggestions (adapted from Brisk, 2010) 

 Create a welcoming environment and a nurturing classroom. Teachers do this when they get to know their 

students on a personal level.  (e.g., Can you accurately pronounce all of your students’ names?  Do you know at 

least one word in the languages represented by your students?) 

 The adjustment for ELLs who come to the US at the secondary level is particularly difficult and many experience 

culture shock, which can manifest in maladaptive internalizing and/or externalizing behaviors. Consider this 

background carefully, especially when making decisions about eligibility for the category of Emotionally 

Disturbed.  

 Students who were high achieving students in their home country, and were strong readers in their native 

language have a particularly difficult time when identified as struggling in the US and in English reading.  School 

personnel are urged to be particularly sensitive as students and their parents grapple with these changes.  

 Incorporate customs and the culture of the children in your classroom throughout the curriculum and in your 

literature selections. 

 Capitalize on all students’ strengths. Each and every student has something unique and wonderful to offer.  

 Model whole-class academic language, but allow small group and pairs to use less formal language or their native 

language when appropriate. 
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Suggestions  
 

Additional suggestions specifically for assessment staff (adapted from Rhodes, Ochoa & Ortiz, 2005) 

 Clarify the referral question/s from the referral sources. Ask your sources what they hope the evaluation will 

answer for them.  

 Carefully document any missing information or that which is unclear or contradictory. For example, learn about 

the student’s educational background from his or her home country.  Did he or she attend school?  Private or 

public?  For how long? Did the student repeat a grade? If so, which one?  What type of feedback did teachers in 

the home country have about the child’s performance (per the parent/guardian)? 

 Contact parent or guardian to set up an intake interview. Not all parents will have a working phone number. 

Sometimes families will leave the contact name and number of a trusted neighbor or someone who can 

communicate in English. Expect this at times.  Also, if only a work number is given, be sure to find out if the 

parent is allowed to accept “personal” calls. Consider investigating the workplace policy prior to contacting the 

parent at their place of work.  

 When you set up the interview, be clear about the purpose of the interview and sensitive about family’s preferred 

location and time. You may need to do a home visit and it may need to be on the weekend or after school/work 

hours.  

 Evaluate the need for an interpreter. Be sure to schedule the interview at a time that is convenient for everyone, 

including the interpreter.  

 Provide courtesy reminders to parents and the interpreter in anticipation of the interview meeting.  

 Consider any biases, beliefs, or fears you may hold before the interview. Talk through them.  

 

 

Resources  
 

 Parents’ Guide to Standardized Testing 

http://www.colorincolorado.org/article/13031/ 

 Flannery, Mary Ellen. “Welcoming ELL Parents into the Classroom.” Retrieved from 

http://www.nea.org/home/37022.htm. 
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