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This article addresses the English centrality in reading policy, assessment, and instructional practices in the U.S. and its implications for the educational programing for emerging bilingual students (EBs) with disabilities. A recent review of the state of practice as it relates to EBs with disabilities reveals concerns that have endured for nearly six decades: biased assessment, disproportionality issues in special education, and teachers’ lack of understanding of language acquisition and students’ potential. These concerns demonstrate a need for the field to prioritize multilingual lenses for both the identification of and programming for EBs with disabilities. We propose attention to conceptions of language that expand beyond the structuralist standpoint that prevails in the current science of reading reform. We offer guiding principles for IEP development grounded in sociocultural perspectives when designing bilingual instructional practices, which can be applied to the educational programming for EBs with disabilities. Within a sociocultural view of bilingualism and biliteracy, language, and literacy are understood by multiplicities in use, practice, form, and function, in which all communicators draw from expansive meaning-making repertoires, whether in listening, speaking, reading, writing, viewing, and multimodally representing. By expanding conceptions of a student’s linguistic repertoire, we honor their use of language as one, holistic system in which their named languages plus a multitude of linguistic practices intersect and interact.
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Introduction

Significant research demonstrates the socio cultural, cognitive, and academic benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism (Bialystok, 2016; Kroll and Dussias, 2017; Esposito, 2020), and yet, instruction and assessment of literacy in U.S. schools continue to be primarily defined by student achievement in English. In fact, most emerging bilingual1 (EB) or multilingual students are served in English-only programs (Office of English Language Acquisition, 2019). Longitudinal data point to increased academic achievement for students whose instruction honors the multiplicities of language. Specifically, EB students in dual language bilingual education programs eventually outperform their monolingual English-speaking peers over time (August and Shanahan, 2006; Collier and Thomas, 2017; Steele et al., 2017). EBs with disabilities also perform at higher levels than peers in English-only instruction (Genesee and Fortune, 2014). Yet even with the demonstrated academic benefits of multilingual instruction, equity barriers remain in dual language programs, like course placements that result in tracking practices (Morita-Mullaney et al., 2020).

Obstacles to bilingual instruction compound for EBs with disabilities (Cheatham and Hart Barnett, 2017). Broughton et al. (2023) name English-centric instruction as a type of restriction to the least restrictive environment (LRE) under the federal mandate for free and appropriate public education (FAPE). When EB students become eligible to receive special education provisions, they typically lose access to instruction that supports their full linguistic repertoires. Multilingual learners with disabilities are less likely to receive instruction in the least restrictive environment than their monolingual peers with disabilities, an intentional referent category intended to illuminate the group without systematic problems accessing educational opportunities, most of whom speak English (Sullivan, 2011). Multilingual learners are also less likely to receive instruction that supports rich language development than their non-disabled peers (Kangas, 2014; González and Artiles, 2015). Reflecting English-centric education policies and practices in the U.S. (Scott and Venegas, 2017), academic goals in the IEP prioritize eventual achievement in English.

Further barriers include the fact that educators pervasively hold deficit perceptions of EBs with disabilities. Some educators erroneously assume that EBs cannot manage bilingual education (Conner et al., 2020), should be tracked into lower-level secondary courses, or that ESL services are less important than special education services (Harry and Klingner, 2007; Kangas, 2014). For these students, their home language is often considered a problem, rather than a resource (Ruiz, 1984).

Furthermore, historically, oral language assessment data have often been missing in the pre-referral, referral, eligibility determination, and IEP development process, which recent research reports as a continuous issue (Cavazos and Ortiz, 2020). As a result, multidisciplinary teams are likely to misinterpret literacy data of EBs as evidence of a disability, whether learning disabilities or intellectual disabilities (Ortiz et al., 2011; Cavazos and Ortiz, 2020). Most EBs with disabilities become eligible for special education under the category specific learning disability (SLD) (U.S. Department of Education, 2015), most of whom are identified as having a reading disability (McCardle et al., 2005). The identification of SLDs in EB students is often confounded by educators’ perceptions of the learning disability, in addition to a lack of oral language assessment data. The disability category SLD is commonly described as a judgmental, subjective, or even “soft” form of a disability because of the judgments made by the team when interpreting student data (Ortiz et al., 2011; Dickman, 2020). According to the Office of Special Education Programs (2023), “students identified with an intellectual disability were more likely to be an English learner than all students with disabilities.”

Students with an English learner (EL) designation are an increasing and highly heterogeneous population in U.S. schools in PK-12 grades (U.S. Department of Education, 2015; National Center for Education Statistics, 2023). In the 2019–2020 school year, ELs or EBs represented 10.4% of students in kindergarten through 12th grade, up from 8.1% in the 2000–2001 school year (Office of English Language Acquisition, 2022). Despite the population growth of EBs in the U.S., the field of special education has yet to remove the many barriers to equitable education for emerging bilingual students with disabilities. Almost 20 years ago, Artiles and Klingner (2006) illuminated the lack of scholarship devoted to EBs with disabilities, saying, “It is paradoxical that we possess little knowledge about ELLs in special education at a time of explosive changes in this population” (p. 2188). More recently, Ortiz et al. (2020) review the state of practice as it relates to EBs with disabilities, and they reveal concerns that have endured for nearly six decades: “overrepresentation in special education, biased assessments, stigma associated with disability labels, and teachers’ negative attitudes toward, and lowered expectations for, the potential of these students” (p. 245). Each of these concerns demonstrate a need for the field to prioritize multilingual lenses for both the identification of and programming for EBs with disabilities.

Furthermore, schools are facing crises of special education and bilingual education teacher shortages, rendering the language of instruction even more likely to be only in English. Special educators often report lacking deep knowledge of multilingual language development and the preparation to meet the needs of EBs with disabilities (Cheatham and Hart Barnett, 2017). Furthermore, without adequate understanding of the special education identification process, bilingual educators, and others can also contribute to inappropriate referrals to special education (Ortiz et al., 2011).

The popular Science of Reading movement focuses on English-centric discrete reading skills, early identification, and interventions for students with dyslexia and other specific learning disabilities (Hanford, 2018, 2019; Moats, 2020). However, as we will explicate, its literature perpetuates narrow conceptions of language and literacy and contains a dearth of scholarship devoted to emerging bilingual students and EBs with disabilities in professional development and in instructional programs and practices (Goldenberg, 2020; Noguerón-Liu, 2020). Given the focus on English as the default language of literacy instruction and assessment in research, policy, and practice, EBs with disabilities lose opportunities to access their home languages, which inhibits their learning.

In this article we first address four key topics regarding English prioritization in IEPs and the literacy programming for EBs with disabilities: (1) English-dominant ideologies in education; (2) presumptions of monolingual English in educational programming and teacher preparation; (3) English-centric literacy intervention and assessment scholarship; and (4) reductionist conceptions of language in the Science of Reading.

We then propose attention to conceptions of language that expand beyond an understanding of language structure, including categories like phonology, phonetics, morphology, orthography, grammar, syntax, text structure, and semantics. Gottlieb (2023) states, “although structuralism serves a legitimate function, it does not suffice when viewing bilingualism” (p. 5). Similarly, we argue for sociocultural perspectives when designing bilingual instructional practices, which can be applied to the educational programming for EBs with disabilities. Grounded in sociocultural theory, translanguaging paradigms treat language as more than a static, formulaic structure. Instead, they view language as a social, cultural, ideological, and political practice with multiplicities of structures and use. In this view, readers and speakers are understood to use not simply English, Spanish, or Japanese, for example, but also Englishes, Spanishes, and Japaneses.



English-dominant ideologies in education

The prominence of monolingual English in the programming for students with disabilities relates to entrenched English-dominant ideologies in educational practice and policy. Schools are places where youth learn whether their language and literacy practices are legitimized by the people and systems that shape their education (García and Kleifgen, 2020). Multilingual learners face “traditions of knowledge and unequal power relations” (de Souza, 2017, p. 263) in schools, where dominant monolingual ideologies determine what counts as literacy, what counts as language, and who is considered a literate being. Language, in any context, is the site of cultural and political power (García and Kleifgen, 2020).

Research also problematizes monoglossic language ideologies informing policies and the resulting English-centric educational practices that marginalize EB students’ bilingualism (Flores et al., 2020). In the state of Colorado, for example, the Colorado General Assembly (2023) states that instruction in public schools “shall be conducted principally through the medium of the English language” and assist EBs to “make an effective transition to English” (pp. 3–4). Conversely, the responsibility for bilingual education lies with individual school districts, where they are expected to make their utmost efforts to promote and support bilingual skills. English is mandated to learn academic content, and it is inevitable to acquire English language skills for success in the current U.S. educational system, while bilingual education is considered of secondary importance.

Also reflective of monolingual ideologies is the term English learner (EL), a federally designated category for students whose primary language is not English. The EL designation is commonly based on language proficiency measures that have been used to pathologize bilingualism in racialized groups, like Latinx students (Flores et al., 2020). Such proficiency assessments and their implementation promote notions of deficiency in students’ development in either language. In some cases, students whose native language is English become designated as “English learners” because another language is spoken at home. Flores et al. (2020) describe how monoglossic views of language, where language is viewed as a single structure in which proficiency can be determined by a single test, influence teachers’ deficit perspectives of students’ language and literacy development.

Understanding the impact of English-dominant ideologies on educational access for EB students with disabilities also requires considering how such ideologies intersect with other systemic inequalities that manifest among multiple demographics, like race and class. Across many states, language programming results in benefits for White English-dominant populations while dispossessing resources, opportunities, and rights of linguistically- and racially-minoritized communities (Valdez et al., 2016; Flores and García, 2017; Cervantes-Soon et al., 2020; Freire et al., 2022). For example, in some places the popularity of dual language bilingual education programs has led to school populations that no longer reflect the racial demographics of the neighborhoods and instead are mostly White English-speaking students from across the city who seek out the benefits of bilingualism and biliteracy (Palmer et al., 2014). As Luke and Dooley (2009) state: “Mainstream schooling, then, creates a site for contestation over language and cultural resources with tensions between mainstream L2 and L1, institutional structure and learner agency, between linguistic/cultural reproduction and student resistance” (p. 5). Essentially, bilingualism in education bears differential value depending upon the group who desires it.

Dominant ideologies of language presume singular, structural notions of a linguistic system that are associated with nation-states (e.g., English, Japanese, and Spanish). Language as a formal structure with rules toward which to adhere stem from socio-political manifestations of nation building and colonialism because language, as a rule-bound structure, creates a metric by which to draw borders and determine belongingness (Flores and Rosa, 2015; García and Kleifgen, 2020). However, language is not simply a single, static structure to be acquired by learning to adhere to strict rules around its conventions, grammars, meanings, and alphabetic phonologies. Language is also defined by multiplicities in use, practice, form, and function, in which all communicators draw from expansive meaning-making repertoires, whether in listening, speaking, reading, writing, viewing, and multimodality representing (García and Kleifgen, 2020; Gottlieb, 2023).



Monolingual English presumptions in educational programming and teacher preparation

The secondary importance of students’ bilingualism in U.S. schools yields implications for special education teachers. Because language services are federally mandated for EBs, educational programming for EBs in special education should include explicit information about language proficiency and language programming. According to a guidance document from the U.S. Department of Justice and the U.S. Department of Education about the education of EB students, “the IDEA requires that the IEP team considers, among other special factors, the language needs of a child with limited English proficiency as those needs relate to the child’s IEP” (Lhamon and Gupta, 2015, pp. 26–27). However, in practice, IEPs often lack adequate information about EB students’ unique linguistic or cultural characteristics, despite the best practice of addressing language and academic needs simultaneously (Hoover et al., 2019; Ortiz and Cavazos, 2023, this issue). In a pilot study examining a sample of IEPs for emerging bilingual students, Hoover et al. (2019) noted that the IEPs did not sufficiently reference the varied linguistic and cultural needs of students, and the IEPs failed to incorporate language-related measurable goals, service delivery options, and accommodations for EBs. In fact, the IEPs reflected educational programming for monolingual English speakers.

The IEP supports teachers’ instructional planning for EBs with disabilities. Most special education teachers report that they frequently use the IEP when planning instruction but need more resources to meet IEP requirements (Fowler et al., 2019). When information about students’ English proficiency and language services is missing from the IEP, special educators may defer responsibility for language support elsewhere, presuming a monolingual English conception of academic achievement and neglecting the role of language in learning.

Both preservice and in-service special education educators, including both monolingual and bilingual educators, have “little to no knowledge on atypical second language development as well as little to no knowledge on how sociocultural factors influence content-area learning for emergent bilingual students with disabilities” (Jozwik et al., 2020, p. 48). Despite several states requiring EB-specific training for all teachers, many preservice and in-service teachers view the training as merely another requirement (Altavilla-Giordano and Blitz, 2023). The absence of clear preparation for teaching EBs with disabilities places teachers in a situation in which they must rely on their personal educational beliefs for instruction, which can yield deficit perspectives (Ortiz et al., 2020). EB students with disabilities report school experiences that largely differ from perceptions of their academic abilities held by their teachers, where teachers tend to hold deficient views about students’ capabilities (Kangas, 2020).

Furthermore, in a study surveying 202 elementary special education teachers of EBs learners, Paneque and Barbetta (2006) found that teachers’ sense of efficacy correlated with their perceived proficiency in the language of the target students. Importantly, no statistically significant association was found between teachers’ sense of efficacy and their teacher preparation experience, years of experience, or student socioeconomic status. They felt effective when they knew the students’ native language(s). This study corroborates with other research that demonstrates the importance of teachers’ ability to leverage the multiplicity of students’ languages into their instruction and assessment (Artiles and Ortiz, 2002; Jozwik et al., 2020; Ortiz et al., 2020). Miranda et al. (2019) examined a special education teacher education program that had revised their curriculum to support the education of EBs with disabilities and found the content about EBs to be disjointed and teachers’ sense of efficacy in teaching EBs to be lacking. Due to the insufficient guidance for educators, there remains “an urgent need to clarify the professional competencies that should be expected of bilingual special education teachers” (Wang and Woolf, 2015, p. 49).

Moreover, special education teachers raise concerns about “the preparation of their general education colleagues and paraprofessionals to support students with exceptionalities to meet the range of goals in their IEP” (Fowler et al., 2019, p.25). While special education teachers play a crucial role in interacting with and supporting EBs with disabilities, general education teachers also bear significant responsibility for ensuring the academic success of these students. Despite this fact, teacher preparation programs often run in parallel tracks for general, bilingual, and special education, limiting opportunities for collaboration among these three units (Ortiz and Robertson, 2018). In fact, the majority of studies on the preparedness of mainstream educators for ELL students focused on their beliefs about ELs, while studies on practical tools for educators to use were limited (Villegas et al., 2018). While the number of EBs in public schools is increasing, the practical support needed to effectively teach this population is still lacking in practice.



English as the default language in literacy intervention and assessment

Despite advancements in scholarship that champion the benefits of bilingualism and biliteracy instruction, states are not mandated to provide native language instruction, increasing the likelihood that evidence-based practices are in English (Ortiz et al., 2020). Doing so neglects the full linguistic repertoires of EBs and contributes to pervasive, discriminatory misconceptions of their academic deficits.

Research studies on “what works” often neglect important demographic factors that would help the field understand what works for whom (Klingner and Edwards, 2006). Failure to adequately describe research samples, including English learner designation, threatens the population validity of the reading interventions used in the studies (Moore and Klingner, 2014). Despite special education organizations’ calls for thorough descriptions of research participants in terms of age, gender, race, ethnicity, language background, socioeconomic status, and so forth, research reviews have documented a consistent negligence over time in the fields of special education and psychology for adhering to these fundamental research requirements (Artiles et al., 1997; Trent et al., 2014). Because the category of English learner is significantly heterogeneous, an inadequate description of study participants’ language profiles obscures the efficacy of such interventions for various populations, leading to blanket statements and inappropriate generalizations about what works (Moore and Klingner, 2014).

Despite public schools’ obligation to ensure equal access to a high-quality education for EBs as stipulated under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, barriers to optimal educational environments for these students persist. Chief among these barriers is the use of English-only assessments in the special education identification process. Assessing EBs in English-only can lead to inappropriate identification of risk for a learning disability. Accurate identification of risk for a reading or math disability in EBs, thus, requires confirmation that the disability resides in both languages (Swanson et al., 2023). Where possible, formative and/or summative assessments in both the home language and English should be used to establish if the determinant factor of a learning difficulty is limited English proficiency. When assessments in a particular language are unavailable, educators need to interpret English assessment results with greater caution.

Like assessment, literacy interventions for EBs with disabilities are often based on the needs of monolingual English speakers. Research on reading difficulties among monolingual English speakers has focused on word-level reading deficiencies, which has been found to be an important source of reading comprehension difficulty for these students (Lesaux et al., 2006). However, for multilingual learners with reading difficulties, research shows that the development of a range of linguistic comprehension skills in English (vocabulary and listening comprehension) has a greater effect on reading comprehension than word reading (Cho et al., 2019). In a longitudinal study of Spanish- and English-speaking first graders, Luft Baker et al. (2023) found that decoding in Spanish significantly predicted Spanish reading comprehension outcomes in second grade. However, when English and Spanish oral reading fluency scores were added to the model, decoding no longer explained the variance in reading comprehension. Rather, bilingual language proficiency was a better predictor of reading comprehension outcomes. The research suggests that oral language proficiency (vocabulary, listening comprehension, syntactic awareness, and metalinguistic awareness) is a strong predictor of text-level skills. In fact, when elementary teachers applied asset-based perspectives of EBs’ bilingualism, reading comprehension outcomes improved, whereas leniency and English-only approaches were negatively associated with reading comprehension achievement (Oh and Mancilla-Martinez, 2021).

Language services and evidence-based literacy interventions specific to the identified areas of growth should be part of a comprehensive literacy intervention program for EBs with a reading disability and not only in the general education and English language development (ELD) classroom (Klingner and Soltero-González, 2009). Research also shows that encouraging students to draw on their full linguistic repertoire through translanguaging practices can support not only oral language but also students’ understanding of texts (García et al., 2017), generation of texts (Velasco and García, 2014), and metalinguistic awareness (García and Kleifgen, 2020). In special education settings, recent scholarship also argues for the integration of translanguaging as a pedagogical practice with universal design for learning to promote greater inclusion and opportunities to learn for EBs in special education settings (Cioé-Peña, 2021). The merging of both frameworks can help create and sustain linguistically and academically expansive learning environments for EBs labeled with a disability.



Problematizing the English centrality in the science of reading

Recent movements that call for the science of reading to support learners with dyslexia and other phonological-based learning disabilities reveal what Share (2021) refers to as Anglocentrism of the science of reading. Such Anglocentrism neglects reading development in languages other than English as well as for readers with knowledge of more than one language. The broader research literature about the relationship between language and reading expands beyond a monolingual English view of language, but this scholarship is not sufficiently acknowledged in the science of reading literature (Noguerón-Liu, 2020; Share, 2021).

Based on the simple view of reading (Gough and Tunmer, 1986), the science of reading conceptualizes reading comprehension as the product of word recognition and language comprehension, or what Gough and Tunmer (1986) originally described as decoding and listening comprehension in English. Before describing the simple view of reading (SVR), Gough and Tunmer (1986) state, “[W]e will assume that decoding ability varies directly with the knowledge of the spelling-sound correspondence rules of English” (p. 7). The SVR does not account for multilingual readers; thus, its applicants presume a monolingual English frame.

Despite widespread use of the SVR within science of reading discourse, key scientifically based understandings about reading and reading difficulties extend beyond what is presented in the SVR (Hoover and Tunmer, 2018; Compton-Lilly et al., 2020; Duke and Cartwright, 2021). Not only are some reading difficulties separate from word recognition and language comprehension, but also these two constructs are interrelated, as exemplified in vocabulary knowledge, reading fluency, and morphological awareness (Duke and Cartwright, 2021). The role of language comprehension on decoding skills holds important implications for EBs, as semantic knowledge affects word recognition, not only the inverse (Noguerón-Liu, 2020). For example, although vocabulary knowledge is commonly thought to be a language comprehension component, it also contributes to word recognition development, as evidenced by quantitative factor analyses (Kendeou et al., 2009; Tunmer and Chapman, 2012). Similarly, because reading fluency requires not only automaticity and accuracy but also prosody, semantic knowledge interrelates with syntactic knowledge and decoding skills (Schwanenflugel and Benjamin, 2017). Furthermore, morphological awareness is not named in the SVR, but it lies at the nexus of word recognition and language comprehension. Morphological awareness is an integral skill for EBs because teachers can make explicit the morphological connections across languages with shared linguistic roots, like Spanish and English (Marks et al., 2023). Attention to morphological awareness development can give insight into the causes of reading comprehension difficulties that are disproportionately prevalent among EBs (Kieffer and Lesaux, 2012).

Although the simple view of reading (Gough and Tunmer, 1986) names language comprehension as necessary for reading comprehension, language has been largely misrepresented in science of reading discussions (Cervetti et al., 2020). Amid the public debate about the science of reading, journalist Hanford (2018) claimed, “language comprehension is what develops naturally in children when people talk to them…Decoding is what kids have to be taught” (p. 13). However, research evidence reveals otherwise. Studies have shown the benefits of explicit instruction designed to promote language growth, which ultimately supports reading comprehension, even in monolingual English contexts (Cervetti et al., 2020). Further, among science of reading proponents, language is often undertheorized to mean basic linguistic structures. For example, Moats (2020) draws from structuralism when outlining language components: phonetics and phonology, phoneme awareness, morphology, orthography, semantics, syntax, and text structures. Of these six language structures Moats lists with examples and applications to teaching, none include the sociocultural, functional, affective, historical, or political dimensions of language, a perspective strongly situated within scholarship that examines bilingualism and multilingualism.

The term structured literacy, often associated with science of reading practices, applies to instructional methodologies applicable in English. As defined by the Board of Directors of the International Dyslexia Association, structured literacy describes “our successful approach to teaching reading [which] goes by many names: Orton-Gillingham, Multi-Sensory, and Explicit Phonics” (Malchow, 2014, para 2). In an effort to “market” and “build a brand,” the board coined the term structured literacy, characterized by scripted lessons, predetermined pacing, stepwise curricula, decodable texts, and the primacy of phonics instruction in order to support students with dyslexia (Hanford, 2018, 2019; Spear-Swerling, 2019; Pierson, 2024).

Phonological awareness, and psycholinguistic processing more generally, is a distinguishing feature of dyslexia and reading-related specific learning disabilities (Fletcher et al., 2013). However, phonological awareness assessments that are often used as part of the body of evidence when identifying a specific learning disability, typically are not validated on distinct populations like EBs (Shergill et al., 2023). The Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing (CTOPP) (Wagner et al., 2013), for example, shows greater invariance among Spanish- and English-speaking EB respondents in the test’s standard three-factor model of Phonological Awareness, Phonological Memory, and Rapid Automatic Naming. Shergill et al. (2023) found an improved model fit for EBs when Phonological Awareness and Phonological Memory were combined as a single factor, suggesting that professionals use appropriate caution when interpreting the results.

In addition to caveats related to dyslexia-related assessments for EBs, instructional cautions are warranted. Many states have legislated dyslexia-specific instruction, yet the extensive support for English structured literacy programs like Orton Gillingham across PK-12 schools and teacher education programs may be scientifically unfounded (Stevens et al., 2021). In a meta-analysis of various studies about the efficacy of Orton Gillingham, Stevens et al. (2021) found no statistically significant improvement in foundational literacy skills (i.e., phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, and spelling) for students with or at risk for word-level reading disabilities, but they found a small mean effect size (0.22) in favor of the approaches. They conclude that multisensory approaches need to be more consistently defined, and more rigorous research studies with large samples are needed to justify the common application of Orton Gillingham in policy and practice. Simplistic, prescriptive, and decontextualized approaches to language and literacy that place the onus of change on teachers masks the systemic inequities and solutions, like greater funding or personnel to support students’ cultural and linguistic sustainability (Compton-Lilly et al., 2020).

Generally, the science of reading prioritizes bench, or basic, research, which provides foundational knowledge that can be further studied as applied science. The science of reading includes the cognitive and neuroscience basis for beginning reading development, studied separately from applied or classroom-based research (Seidenberg, 2017; Shanahan, 2020). Seidenberg et al. (2020) express three concerns with current efforts to prematurely apply reading science in schools. Like Shanahan (2020), they call for more translational research to better apply basic reading science to classroom practice. Second, they are concerned that the science of reading has been oversimplified because the movement has “sanction[ed] practices that are only loosely connected to it” (p. S121). Finally, they argue that scientific theories and practices are continually changing and embracing the complexities of reading, which creates additional challenges in the application of them.



Expansive conceptions of language and literacy for emerging bilingual students with disabilities

Expansive conceptions of a student’s linguistic repertoire honor their use of language as one, holistic system, in which their named languages plus a multitude of linguistic practices intersect and interact (Grosjean and Li, 2013; Przymus, 2023). Within a sociocultural view of bilingualism and biliteracy (Flores et al., 2020), literacy and language practices are understood according to how communities use them in everyday life, such as cross-linguistic connections. The relationships between a person’s languages, sometimes referred to as L1 and L2, are reciprocal, albeit in nuanced ways and influenced by multiple factors. Cross-linguistic transfer supports students’ literacy development. For example, phonological awareness is highly related across languages (Cárdenas-Hagan et al., 2007; Gottardo et al., 2021), and students who have developed meaning-making strategies, syntactic awareness, and knowledge of genres in an L1 can more easily apply those skills in their L2 (Durgunoğlu, 2002). Student development of word-level skills in two languages are also related, but the relationship is more complex because the skills are influenced by whether the languages use an alphabetic script, the language(s) of instruction, and general experience with the languages. Implications for practice have long pointed toward the need for teachers to help students make cross-linguistic relationships explicit wherever possible (Durgunoğlu, 2002; Gottardo et al., 2021).

A multilingual and multiliterate frame widens conceptions of success for EBs with disabilities. Because many assessments used in the special education referral process are normed on monolingual respondents or bilingual respondents using monolingual data collection and interpretation, Przymus and Alvarado (2019) advocate for translanguaging approaches in the referral and evaluation process. They used a story-telling approach that allowed students to use multiple languages to evaluate students’ linguistic and narrative abilities. Musyoka (2023) also examines translanguaging practices for Deaf and Hard of Hearing students, drawing from Crip linguistics to propose that teachers embrace the multimodal nature of language use. The term Crip refers to the intentional practice of disrupting and transforming the familiar. Based on this framework, Musyoka argues for a language perspective that recognizes “disabled ways of being in producing language: sensory orientations, interdependence, mutual-aid, and world-building, care work, and the ways that time interacts with the body, mind, and language” (p. 8). Like translanguaging, Crip linguistics expands notions of language beyond standardized forms of the structural nature of English, the majority hearing language, which privilege the able-bodied and able-minded. The multimodality of language and literacy “recognizes and embraces the characteristics of our new information age and its associated communication skills (Gottlieb, 2023, p. 5) while also affirming the multimodal communication needs of students with disabilities.

A widened view of language and success aligns with WIDA principles. Many states belong to the WIDA consortium, an organization that “provides language development resources to those who support the academic success of multilingual learners.” (WIDA, 2003, para 1). Grounded in sociocultural theory, 4 of the 10 guiding principles name issues related to bias, agency, identity, multiplicity, flexibility, and culture as they pertain to language development. These principles derive from a view of language that supports multiliterate pedagogy.

In Broughton et al. (2023) Freirean critical consciousness model, praxis toward anti-oppressive education for EBs with disabilities includes three components: creating a plan for service delivery, partnering with families and communities, and practicing and advocating for equity. Their suggestions for considering matters of language name the importance of attending to the agency and expertise of the student, their families, and their communities. With a framework of critical consciousness, the multidisciplinary team should examine the sociopolitical and sociocultural contextual factors, like the type of language programming offered at the school and in the district, or confronting various myths about bilingual education, like the misconception that it will confuse students with disabilities.

Acknowledging the growing heterogeneity of the EB student population, we offer guiding principles for developing IEP goals and educational programming based on a holistic portrait of the student’s language and literacy profiles, given multiple measures and data sources. We recommend the following suggestions to de-center English for literacy programming within the IEP:


1.Integrate information related to the student’s language proficiency and language programming into all components of the IEP, including the present levels of English proficiency, academic achievement, and functional performance in both languages, measurable annual goals, service delivery decisions, and accommodations.

2.Report language proficiency assessment data in all the students’ languages, when assessments are available in those languages. Utilize parent interviews and previous school reports and assessments translated by an interpreter.

3.Ensure that the language of the IEP is translated into a language the student’s parents can understand, per federal mandate. The IEP team can utilize an AI translation system if there are no interpreters available in the school district.

4.Write IEP goals that align with the language of instruction and language goals written by language service providers. Utilize WIDA standards and objectives as a reference.

5.Identify literacy interventions, instructional methods, and accommodations that encourage students to use all their languages flexibly and purposefully in their instructional day to every possible extent. At all tiers of instruction, students should be afforded opportunities for translanguaging and language supports should align across tiers.

6.Provide comprehensive literacy interventions that integrate oral language, reading, writing, and multimodal forms of communication and meaning-making as well as application in meaning-based activities that respond to the assets of multilingual learners.

7.Incentivize professional development for preservice and in-service special educators that supports them to prepare the IEP according to students’ cultural and linguistic needs and strengths.

8.In general, take the stance that students’ languages are a resource to be leveraged, not a problem to be overcome. Do not pathologize language errors. They are an important part of language development.



In supporting the literacy development of EBs with disabilities, we envision the expansion of English-centric and structuralist notions of language to sociocultural perspectives. Multilingual frames grounded in a sociocultural lens can counter narrow views of language and literacy and enhance possibilities of success for EBs with disabilities. In embracing this stance, we acknowledge the continual presence of multilingual, multiliteracy and multimodal practices in EBs’ home and school environments, and the power structures that shape them. The expansion of the construct of language works to sustain the multiplicities of students’ languages, language variations, and cultures to support their agency and identity, and deepen their learning.
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Footnotes

1      We use the term emerging bilingual (EB) to advocate for expansive, fluid, and dynamic uses of language and literacy in U.S. schools. We use it interchangeably with the term multilingual learner.
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