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Assessing English Language Learners for a Learning Disability
or a Language Issue
Sarah Mariah Fisher

Abstract

This paper aims to increase awareness about English language learners (ELLs) who have difficulty with learning
English as a result of a learning disability. | first look at what factors often lead to the misdiagnosis of learning
disability. I then include an evaluation checklist for teachers who notice that an ELL is not learning at the same
rate as his or her peers. Teachers who are aware of their ELLS’ backgrounds and the expected progress of
language learning will be better equipped to diagnose students correctly and offer them the help that is needed.

Introduction


Hanh Nguyen
Hawaii Pacific Å·ÃÀAÆ¬ TESOL Working Paper Series 7 (2), 2009.





However, if an ELL comes from a family
that uses the L1 at home and therefore is
only exposed to English during school
hours, the ELL may not be getting
sufficient exposure to English. Lacking
insufficient exposure can affect how
quickly an ELL’s English develops which,



Proficiency (CALP) (Cummins, 2003). A
teacher may notice that the ELLS’ social
language is very good but their academic
language is lacking and may thus think
that these students have a learning
disability. However, social language takes
about two years to acquire whereas
academic language can take up to seven
years (Wilson, 2000). This gap between
the two types of language is further
problematic in that most tests that assess
an ELL’s English level are based on social
language. Therefore, an ELL can be



able to complete his homework
satisfactorily. Knowing and/or learning
about the student’s background, his
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