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Abstract 

 
ESL Teachers’ Perspectives on Methods and Practices of Supporting 

Struggling Learners and Identifying a Possible Disability 

 

 

Anna Jura Mary Philpott, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor:  Jessica Toste 

 
Efforts to implement the Response to Intervention (RTI) framework in middle 

schools are increasing.  Concurrently the number of English Learners (ELs) enrolled in 

middle schools is growing rapidly, yet little research exists regarding efficacy of the RTI 

framework for ELs at the middle school level.  This study used qualitative focus group 

methodology to explore middle school English as a Second Language (ESL) teachers’ 

perceptions of effective instruction and interventions for ELs and to gain insight into their 

experiences of referring a struggling student to special education services.  Specifically, 

three research questions are addressed: (1) In districts with at least 25% EL populations, 

how do ESL teachers currently respond to struggling ELs who may need special 

education services?;  (2) What barriers exist that make it difficult to provide support for 
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these students?; and (3) What critical success factors can be distilled from the experience 

of ESL teachers interviewed? 

Themes discussed include the challenge of distinguishing struggles related to 

limited English proficiency from a possible learning disability, the need for more 

structure and guidance within the RTI process, and support provided by district ESL 

departments.  Implications of these findings are discussed and direction for future 

research is stated.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

For many teachers of English as a Second Language (ESL), witnessing the growth 

of a student is extremely rewarding. English Learners (ELs) often start the school year 

lacking the ability to communicate in English and end up being near fluent by the end of 

the year.  However, when ELs do not grow, or do not grow at a rate typical to their peers, 

the teaching experience can become confusing and worrying.    

The author, who has six years experience teaching ELs, can attest to the 

uncertainty that arises when an EL shows limited growth in English.  For example, Amira 

(pseudonyms used for confidentiality), a third grade student at an American school in 

Morocco, began the year speaking only a few words in English.  Many ESL instructional 

strategies were used to support her, along with the two other third grade students who 

were also at a beginner level.  As the year progressed, the two other students 

demonstrated significant growth, while Amira’s growth remained limited.  The author 

began to question the nature of her limited progress: Was the struggle related to not 

enough exposure to English, lack of motivation, or could a learning disability exist?  How 

could a teacher determine the difference between slower English language acquisition 

and a learning disability? 

Similarly, Tu Reh, a sixth grade refugee from Burma, entered an Intermediate 

ESL classroom in Texas.  Though he had been in U.S. schools since second grade, he still 

could barely speak one sentence of English.  All of his teachers believed that Tu Reh’s 

lack of growth indicated that he likely had a cognitive disability.  Yet, efforts to have him 

tested to receive special education services were refused by the Special Education 

Department, with the presumption that his struggle was singularly related to his limited 

English proficiency.     
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GROWTH IN POPULATION OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS 

The stories of the above students represent a small part of a greater issue within in 

U.S. and Texas schools.  Since 2003, the number of ELs in Texas schools has increased 

by 36% from 660,707 students to approximately 900,000 by 2013 (Texas Education 

Agency, 2014).  Furthermore, over the past decade the overall student growth in Texas 

public schools was 19%, while the subpopulation of students enrolled in bilingual and 

ESL programs increased by 47%. Approximately 1 in 6 Texas students qualify as EL, and 

in some schools over 40% of the student population is classified as EL. Thus, ELs are an 

increasingly significant population of students in Texas schools.   

At a national level, “the percentage of EL students in public schools increased 

between 2002-03 and 2011-12 in all but 10 states” (Kena et al., 2014, p. 53).  “According 

to the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE) and the National Institute of Child Health 

and Human Development (NICHD), 20% of people beyond the age of 5 speak a language 

other than English at home” (Klingner, Artiles, & Barletta, 2006, p. 108). A higher EL 

population exists in cities or major metropolitan areas.  In the 2011-12 school year, 

14.2% of all students in urban districts across the United States participated in ESL 

programs versus 3.9% of all students in rural districts (Kena et al., 2014). These numbers 

will continue to rise as it has been estimated that by the year 2030, more than 40% of the 

school-age population in the U.S. will learn to speak English as their second language 

(Klingner, Artiles, & Barletta, 2006).  

ACHIEVEMENT GAP  

Despite the growing EL population, there exists a yawning achievement gap 

between students who receive ESL services and those who speak English as their first 

language. Nationally, according to the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(2013), only 20% of ELs were at or above basic level in twelfth grade reading compared 

to 76% of non-ELs.  This gap is just as broad in mathematics: only 14% of ELs were at or 



 3 

above basic level in twelfth grade mathematics compared to 66% of non-ELs. During the 

2012-2013 school year in Texas public schools, the annual dropout rate for ELs in grades 

7-12 was over twice as high as non-ELs (3.6% vs. 1.6%) (Texas Education Agency, 

2014). 

Given this rapid growth of ELs and the existing achievement gap, it is crucial to 

assess what systems have been implemented to support this student population.  This 

study sought to evaluate the effectiveness of intervention procedures and referral 

processes to special education used by teachers and schools with significant EL 

population.  As ESL teachers are on the front lines of instructing ELs, implementing 

interventions, and referring ELs to special education, their perceptions offer meaningful 

insight into the efficacy of current systems. 

Using focus groups and qualitative methodology, the present study sought to 

explore ESL middle school teachers’ perspectives regarding support and referral process 

for ELs who are struggling academically and may have a disability. Specifically, three 

research questions are addressed: (1) In districts with at least 25% EL populations, how 

do ESL teachers currently respond to struggling ELs who may need special education 

services?; (2) What barriers exist that make it difficult to provide support for these 

students?; and (3) What critical success factors can be distilled from the experience of 

ESL teachers interviewed? 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

As a result of this explosive growth of ELs educators must adapt instruction to 

meet the needs of the diverse student population.  However, English as a second language 

(ESL) teachers face an additional challenge when their ELs do not make expected 

academic progress (Orosco & Klingner, 2010).  The question arises: are these students 

falling behind because of their limited English proficiency, lack of appropriate culturally 

and linguistically responsive instruction, or because they have a disability?  In this area of 

uncertainty, research shows that ELs are disproportionally represented in special 

education programs—this varies in that sometimes they are overrepresented and 

sometimes they are underrepresented (Artiles, Rueda, Salazar, & Higareda, 2005; 

Donovan & Cross, 2002; Garcia & Ortiz, 2008; Orosco, Schonewise, Onis, Klinger, & 

Hoover, 2008; Sullivan, 2011). Confusion exists when teachers try to determine the 

reason ELs are struggling in class and tease apart the many factors which may influence 

achievement; thus, contributing to the disproportionate numbers in special education 

programs (Orosco & Klingner, 2010).  

INCREASING NUMBER OF ENGLISH LEARNERS 

The number of ELs in U.S. and Texas schools is rapidly increasing.  Between the 

2002-2003 and 2011-2012 schools year, the percentage of ELs in public schools 

increased in all but 10 states (Kena et al., 2014).  In Texas public schools the growth of 

the general student population was 19%, while the subpopulation of students enrolled in 

bilingual and ESL programs increased by 47%, and approximately 1 in 6 Texas students 

qualify as EL. (Texas Education Agency, 2014).   These numbers will continue 

increasing which is demonstrated by the estimate that by the year 2030, more than 40% 

of the school-age population in the U.S. will learn to speak English as their second 

language (Klingner, Artiles, & Barletta, 2006). 
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Unfortunately a significant achievement gap exists within EL student population. 

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (2013), has reported that only 20% of 

ELs were at or above basic level in twelfth grade reading compared to 76% of non-ELs.  

ELs also drop out of school at higher rates.  In Texas, the annual dropout rate for ELs in 

grades 7-12 was over twice as high as non-ELs (3.6% vs. 1.6%) in the 2012-2013 school 

year (Texas Education Agency, 2014).  It is evident that this growing population of 

students requires effective instruction and academic support.  

RESPONSE TO INTERVENTION  

In response to these concerns, districts with high numbers of ELs are considering 

new models to identify ELs with a disability.  One promising model is the Response to 

Intervention (RTI) framework.  After its inclusion in the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004), RTI is now widely used as a service delivery 

model for early interventions with struggling learners and identification of students with 

learning disabilities (LD).  In particular, it has shown to be promising as a more accurate 

means of distinguishing between academic delays related to EL status versus an LD 

(Baca, Fletcher, & Hoover, 2008; Linan-Thompson, Vaughn, Prater, & Cirino, 2006).  

This multi-tiered framework relies on increasingly intensified levels of evidence-based 

instruction and data driven progress monitoring in order to provide appropriate supports 

and, as necessary, identify students’ eligibility for special education services.  

Three-tiered model.   

As described by the National Center on Response to Intervention (NCRTI, 2010), 

the RTI framework generally involves three levels of instruction at increasing intensity.  

The first tier involves differentiated, high-quality instruction provided to all students 

within the general education classroom. When a student is not meeting goals at the 

primary level, they transition to the second tier of instruction. In small groups they 

receive “evidence-based interventions(s) of moderate intensity that addresses the 
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learning… challenges of most at-risk students” (NCRTI, 2010, p. 4). After ten to fifteen 

weeks of Tier 2 intervention, a student can either return to continue with instruction only 

in Tier 1, continue with targeted interventions in Tier 2, or move to Tier 3.  The third tier 

involves “individualized intervention(s) of increased intensity for students who show 

minimal response to secondary prevention” (NCRTI, 2010, p. 4).  Placement is dependent 

on a student’s progress and decision-making by school professionals and sometimes 

parents.  

Screening and progress monitoring.   

A foundation for RTI is data-based decision making (NCRTI, 2010).  Three to 

four times per year teachers administer screening assessments in the general education 

classroom.  These assessments allow teachers to compare their students’ progress to 

grade-level benchmarks, and provide information to identify at-risk students who will 

require Tier 2 intervention.  Progress monitoring increases with each tier in order to use 

data to make regular decisions about the students’ response to their intervention program.  

A common form of screening and progress monitoring is curriculum-based measurement 

(CBM).  Results are graphed to show student growth in comparison to their individual 

goal line.  An evaluation for Special Education services may occur when a student does 

not make adequate progress even after receiving evidence-based interventions at the third 

level.  However, under IDEA (2004), a student can also be evaluated for eligibility to 

Special Education services if there is clear evidence of a disability, and/or if the parent 

requests an evaluation; the student does not have to move through all three tiers to be 

evaluated. 

Effective implementation.   

Successful implementation of RTI involves several key components.  First, the 

school leadership team has a significant impact on the implementation of RTI on a 

particular campus.  A study by Zola (2011) evaluated the correlation between successful 
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implementation of RTI and the leadership characteristics of principals perceived by 

teachers in elementary schools with high-poverty and high-minority populations.  The 

study revealed that campuses with strong leadership were able to successfully implement 

RTI.  

Additionally collaboration among all involved parties and experts must be 

present.  Wilcox et al. (2013) investigated teacher perspectives of RTI implementation 

based on the International Reading Association’s (IRA) six RTI principles: instruction, 

responsive teaching, assessment, collaboration, systematic and comprehensive approach, 

and expertise.  Wilcox et al. (2013) identify the following elements as a part of 

collaboration: “evidence-based decision-making; varied expertise within decision-making 

teams; literacy specialists leadership; shared vision; coherence, congruence, 

communication, common goals, and coordinated planning; and, parental involvement” (p. 

78).  Their study revealed that although special education and general education teachers 

appreciated opportunities to work together, the collaboration experience between these 

two parties needed to be further developed. 

Finally, teacher training and beliefs are crucial to successful implementation of 

the RTI framework. “For teachers to begin implementing a new initiative [such as RTI], 

it is essential that they understand the fundamental elements of the initiative. 

[Professional development (PD)] that provides this information is a logical first step” 

(Pyle et al., 2011, p. 259).  In their study, Wilcox et al. (2013) found that teachers lacked 

adequate professional development regarding RTI and desired more training in 

intervention strategies.  Furthermore they state that the training that teachers receive 

greatly impacts their perspective on the new initiative, and that “across the globe, 

teachers’ believes and views of educational policies impact full implementation” (p. 89).  

Thus, successful implementation of RTI is dependent upon effective teacher preparation 

that leads to positive perspectives towards the RTI framework.  Therefore, ESL teachers 

must also receive training in RTI to ensure the framework is inclusive for ELs.   
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MIDDLE SCHOOL ENGLISH LEARNERS IN THE RTI FRAMEWORK 

Several challenges have been demonstrated regarding successful implementation 

of RTI at the secondary level.  Sansosti et al. (2010b) completed a qualitative study 

involving focus groups to investigate the perspectives of school psychologists regarding 

the implementation of RTI in secondary schools. The study identified several challenges 

including lack of evidence-based interventions for secondary students, limited methods of 

systematic data collection, lack for administrative support, number of teachers, and 

reluctance of teachers to complete interventions (Sansosti et al., 2010b).  A similar 

survey-based study investigated principal perceptions regarding the implementation of 

RTI (Sansosti et al., 2010b) and also found that principals perceive RTI has important, 

but struggle to implement it into their school setting.   

King, Lemmons, and Hill (2012) evaluated various studies regarding the 

implementation of RTI at secondary schools and found a significant challenge was the 

issue of scheduling and determining when students would receive interventions. They 

recommend that administration either provides intervention-based courses or have 

teachers implement interventions during their class time.  Additionally state teachers 

must be trained in how use data for the purpose of monitoring student progress and 

making instructional adaptations.  Studies indicated that though challenges existed 

regarding the implementation of RTI at a secondary level, a multi-tiered intervention 

system remains advantageous for success of all students.  

Regarding the implementation of RTI for ELs, currently, much of the extant 

literature focuses on the elementary level (Healy, Vanderwood, & Edelston, 2005; Linan-

Thompson, Vaughn, Prater, & Cirino, 2006; McIntosh, Graves, & Gersen, 2007; Orosco 

& Klingner, 2010, Ortiz et al., 2011). There is a notable paucity of research examining 

the efficacy of the RTI framework for upper elementary and middle school ELs.  This 

lack of evidence is somewhat disconcerting when we consider that many students arrive 

to the United States in the secondary levels with limited English proficiency.  Many of 
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these middle school EL newcomers may require services within the RTI framework, but 

do not have adequate access due to challenges in implementation and lack of research at 

the middle school level (Dulaney, 2012; King, Lemons, & Hill, 2012; Sansosti, 

Noltemeyer, & Goss, 2010a; Sansosti, Telzrow, & Noltemeyer, 2010b). 

An additional growing concern regarding ELs in middle school is the large 

percentage of long-term ELs.  A long-term EL refers to a student who has “attended 

public schools in the United States for at least 7 years, having received English language 

support services, yet have not acquired English proficiency, as determined by state and 

federal guidelines” (Kim & Garcia, 2014, p. 300).  More investigation needs to be done 

on a national level, but it is estimated that in some states 50-70% of ELs in secondary 

schools are long term ELs (Kim & Garcia, 2014).  As mentioned earlier, ELs are often 

inappropriately referred to special education programs (Artiles et al., 2005; Garcia & 

Ortiz, 2008, Orosco et al., 2008; Sullivan, 2011), and therefore may not be receiving the 

appropriate linguistic and academic services to reach grade-level fluency (Kim & Garcia, 

2014). 

On the other hand, research has also shown that educators can be reluctant to refer 

an EL to special education because they believe the academic difficulties are due to 

limited English Proficiency (Hui-Michael & Garcia, 2009; Kim & Garcia, 2014). 

Wagner, Francis, and Morris (2005) state that ELs are identified with LD 2 to 3 years 

after the average age fluent-English-speaking children are identified.   

Thus, the fact that new ELs are arriving in higher numbers into middle schools, or 

have passed through elementary without proper identification, indicates that an effective 

middle school RTI framework that is inclusive to the needs of our nation’s population of 

ELs must be developed.  Because limited research exists regarding a middle school RTI 

framework with elements effective for ELs, it is valuable to discuss research regarding 

effective RTI practices and effective interventions for ELs.  Secondly, research regarding 

effective implementation of RTI at a secondary level will be also be reviewed.    
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Recommendations for serving ELs within RTI.   

As a growing number of schools use RTI as a service delivery framework, it is 

imperative that districts servicing ELs identify and use instruction, interventions, and 

assessment practices that meet the needs of their culturally and linguistically diverse 

population. Within each tier of the RTI framework, there are specific issues that need to 

be addressed when considering students with limited English proficiency. 

Tier one: Screening practices.  

Within an RTI framework, all students are screened at least three times a year 

(fall, winter, spring).  Careful consideration is required in the area of assessment with 

ELs to ensure that tests avoid cultural or linguistic biases (Hoover, 2008).  The WIDA-

ACCESS Placement Test (W-APT; WIDA, 2013) is an assessment tool used to measure 

the English language proficiency of students who recently arrived in the United States.  It 

can help determine what levels of English language services are needed for the student 

(Fisher, Frey, & Rothenberg, 2011).   

A similar assessment tool is the Stanford English Language Proficiency (SELP; 

Pearson, 2012a) test, which is commonly used.  It is also available in Spanish (SSLP; 

Pearson, 2012b) and is beneficial when trying to gain a comparison of a Spanish-

speaking student’s ability in both languages (Millett, Atwill, Blanchard, & Gorin, 2008) 

to determine if the student experiences the same difficulties in their first language (L1) or 

if the struggle is only in English.   

While the above assessments are good classroom indicators of a student’s 

performance level, other measures should be used to get a fuller picture of an EL’s 

abilities.  Fisher et al. (2011) describe the use of checklists, oral language observations, 

and written language observations.  Checklists can provide information about mastered 

skills and those needing to be acquired.  Checklists may include skills pertinent for ELs 

such as spelling, writing speed, verb tense, and agreement (Fisher et al., 2011).   
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Tier one: Instructional practices.   

RTI can only be an effective means of identifying students when all instruction 

includes evidence-based practices.  Thus, since Tier 1 is implemented in the general 

education classroom, general education teachers need to know what constitutes 

evidenced-based instruction for ELs.  It is important to note that English language 

development activities should be included as part of high-quality classroom instruction in 

Tier 1. Some consider that because it is extra support for a select group of students, it 

should be considered Tier 2 but with the number of ELs, it is not possible to address this 

growing need for targeted language instruction.  Klinger, Barletta, and Hoover (2008) 

present a way to think about this confusion: “We teach all students how to do 

mathematics in Tier 1.  We teach all students to read in Tier 1. We should support the 

English language acquisition of all ELLs in Tier 1” (p. 49).   

Fisher et al. (2011) describe elements that should be present in all instruction for 

ELs.  All lessons included explicit and modeled instruction that includes building 

background, teaching vocabulary, and providing examples of the content.  Lessons 

should be scaffolded so that after the explicit and modeled instruction, students have 

guided practice, opportunities for group work, and independent practice.   

Additionally, teachers must ensure that the language of the content area is 

specifically taught.  Students need to have opportunities, not only to learn the vocabulary, 

but to also practice the terminology.  Sentence frames have been shown to provide ELs 

with the structure they need to practice vocabulary (Donnelly & Roe, 2010).  It is also 

important that ELs be given opportunities to practice in all four-language domains: 

reading, writing, listening, and speaking.     

The Sheltered Instruction Operation Protocol (SIOP) is a framework for teaching 

content area material to non-native English speakers and has been shown to increase 

achievement levels of ELs (Short, Fidelman, and Louguit, 2012). The instructional model 

includes eight components: lesson preparation, building background, comprehensible 
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input, strategies, interaction, practice, lesson delivery, and assessment (Center for 

Applied Linguistics, 2014). This instructional approach can be easily implemented by 

general education teachers in order to support the language development of all students, 

but particularly address the needs of ELs. 

Tier two: Targeted interventions. 

 During Tier 2, students with similar needs are placed together in small groups to 

receive targeted, supplemental instruction.  In a study with ELs, Vaughn and Linan-

Thompson (2003) found that the most effective Tier 2 group size was a 1:3 teacher-

student ratio. Furthermore, ELs may be grouped in a small group made up solely of ELs 

or they may be grouped with native-English speakers who have similar intervention 

needs.  Effective Tier 2 interventions for ELs should include frontloading, which refers to 

building background knowledge and vocabulary pertinent to classroom topics (Fisher et 

al., 2011).  

Rivera, Moughamian, Lesaux, and Francis (2008) evaluated certain published 

reading interventions that are effective for ELs.  For students aged 5-14 years, Reading 

Mastery was found to be effective and Read Naturally was determined effective for 

grades K-12.  Furthermore, Sanford, Brown, and Turner (2012) proposed the PLUSS 

model as an effective instructional framework to consider when teaching ELs within any 

tier or setting.  PLUSS stands for pre-teaching vocabulary, language modeling, using 

visuals and graphic organizers, systematic and explicit instruction, and strategic use of 

native language.  Teachers offering Tier 2 instruction to ELs, no matter the program, 

ought to make sure that all elements of the PLUSS model are present in their 

interventions.   

Tier three: Effective intensive interventions.   

Tier 3 interventions are more intensive interventions provided to students who are 

not demonstrating adequate response to the instruction they have received in Tier 2. 
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These interventions should be offered 30 minutes a day at a minimum of three times per 

week, but ideally more frequently (Fisher et al., 2011).  Fisher et al., (2011) list several 

typical target areas for ELs within Tier 3 “oral language development, phonemic 

awareness and phonics, pronunciation, grammar and syntax, figurative language, 

comprehension, and writing” (p. 103).  Linan-Thompson et al., (2006) saw substantive 

growth in achievement in first grader ELs who received intensive systematic and explicit 

reading interventions for 50 minutes a day for seven months. Although these students 

were initially at risk, they were able to perform successfully throughout first and second 

grade without subsequent interventions, suggesting that an intensified intervention 

provided foundational skills that support their continued development alongside their 

peers.  

Progress monitoring practices.   

When students are determined to be at risk and not making adequate progress in 

Tier 1, they move to Tier 2 where they receive small group instruction.  Regarding ELs in 

Tier 1, it is crucial to consider their progress with English language acquisition.  If they 

do not make adequate growth and instruction is linguistically and culturally responsive, 

they should receive Tier 2 interventions (Klingner et al., 2008). 

Although not all experts agree, Fisher et al. (2011) assert that, “it is important for 

students learning English to be compared to their true peers (those with similar 

proficiency levels and experiences), as opposed to only native English speakers” (p. 63). 

As such, when comparing CBM results to norm-referenced data to determine if and EL is 

making adequate progress, it is important to ensure the normed groups include ELs at 

various proficiency levels.  The Dynamic Indicators of Basic Literacy Skills (DIBELS) 

are also proven to be an effective progress-monitoring tool for ELs from K-6 (Richards-

Tutor et al., 2012). 
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Significantly, however, the availability of effective progress monitoring tools is 

limited at the middle school level.  DIBELS is available only through sixth grade, and 

other CBMs are typically limited to the elementary school level.  While EasyCBM, a 

web-based progress monitoring system developed through the University of Oregon, does 

offer a limited number of reading comprehension measures for sixth through eighth 

grade, most of the resources for elementary school.  Thus middle school teachers few 

resources to select from when needing research-based progress monitoring tools.   

Distinguishing language acquisition from learning disability.  

“Many [educators] lack the understanding of the second-language acquisition 

process and how to distinguish between language acquisition and LD” (Orosco & 

Klingner, 2010, p. 270) and arguably this is the most complicated issue regarding ELs 

and RTI.  The recognizable difficulties resulting from limited English proficiency and LD 

are often similar, making it very challenging for educators to discern (Chu & Flores, 

2011; Garcia & Tyler, 2010; Hoover, 2008; Klingner & Harry, 2006).  Researchers report 

the need for more studies in this area while pointing to importance of considering 

cultural, linguistic, and educational context (Burr, Haas, & Ferriere, 2015; Chu & Flores, 

2011, Klingner, et al., 2006; Wagner et al., 2005).  

Often mentioned is the practice of assessing a child in their native language to 

determine the presence of an LD.  When possible, this can prove to be helpful.  However, 

as Wagner et al. (2005) explain, the instructional history of the student must be 

considered in assessment process:  

If a student has been given literacy instruction in the primary language prior to 
literacy instruction in English, assessment of the child’s literacy skills in the 
primary language is likely to provide important information (Lesaux & Siegel, 
2003; Lindsey, Manis, & Bailey, 2003).  If the student has good phonological 
skills in the primary language and has developed decoding skills in that language, 
then failure to acquire literacy in English may be more related to the amount and 
quality of English literacy instruction than to a more pervasive underlying 
learning disability. Alternatively, if the student has not developed literacy skills in 
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the primary language but has received instruction in that language, then the 
likelihood of a pervasive phonological core deficit is increased as reflected in the 
common underlying phonological core for reading disabilities across alphabetic 
languages (Ziegler & Goswami, in press) (Wagner et al., 2005, p. 10). 

When available in the student’s first language, comparable assessments provide 

essential, comprehensive information for educators (Wagner et al., 2005).  A comparable 

assessment measures the same skills at the same level in the child’s first language and in 

English.   

TEACHER PERSPECTIVES 

While we know much about effective RTI practices, there continues to be a 

research to practice gap (Klingner & Harry, 2006; Pyle, Wade-Woolley, & Hutchinson, 

2011) Schools attempt to implement research-based initiatives, but for various reasons 

their efforts do not always match what has been found to be best practice.  Teachers are 

generally the key implementers of any new school-based model, including RTI.  

Therefore, their perspectives are critical to evaluation of any model’s efficacy and 

successful implementation, yet have scarcely been included in RTI implementation 

research (Pyle et al., 2011; Wilcox et al., 2013).  

Some students have attempted to document teacher perspectives towards 

implementation of RTI.  Through focus groups with Canadian elementary school 

teachers, Pyle et al. (2011) found that successful implementation of RTI occurred when 

teachers expressed a feeling of empowerment.  Teachers who felt empowered to 

implement RTI experienced support and professional growth through regular, purposeful 

meetings with a special education consultant, the school psychologist, the principal, and 

other related professionals.  One teacher specifically expressed satisfaction when the 

team collaborated with the ESL teacher to develop resources and interventions specially 

targeted for ELs.  Teachers were coached through the process of progress monitoring, 

including making instructional decisions based on the data.  Ultimately Pyle et al.’s 

(2011) study highlighted how RTI is better implemented when teachers feel they are 
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respected as professionals and feel included in the decision-making process, and though 

this was researched in a different context than the current study (elementary schools in 

Canada), these findings are still beneficial considerations for effective implementation of 

RTI.    

Similarly, Wilcox et al. (2013) examined K–12 Michigan and Texas teachers’ 

perspectives (though most participants were elementary age) regarding the 

implementation of RTI at their schools. The findings of this study revealed that many 

teachers had received limited training in RTI principals and interventions, were 

concerned about the frequency of assessments, and valued diversity on the RTI 

collaboration team.  

Of notable mention, is the few studies exist with the purpose of examining 

teachers’ perspectives, and those that do focus on the elementary school level.  Thus, 

research evaluating middle school teachers’ perspectives are needed. 

PURPOSE OF STUDY 

Given the challenges of implementing RTI at the middle school level (Sansosti et 

al., 2010a) and the dearth of research pertaining to inclusion of ELs within the RTI 

framework, this study serves expand the literature.  It is essential to understand what 

practices are currently being used to serve ELs within middle school RTI framework and 

what teachers perceive to be the barriers to success.  Evaluation of ESL teacher’s 

experiences with RTI, can enable researchers and education decision makers to identify 

critical elements that must be included or adapted within the RTI framework to render it 

effective for middle school ELs.  Furthermore, evaluating teacher perceptions can reveal 

areas where additional professional development and supports are needed for middle 

school ESL teachers who are implementing the RTI framework.    

In order to address this gap in the literature, the present study sought to explore 

ESL middle school teachers’ perceptions efficacy of current RTI systems for ELs. 
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Specifically, three research questions are addressed: (1) In districts with at least 25% EL 

populations, how do ESL teachers currently respond to struggling ELs who may need 

special education services?; (2) What barriers exist that make it difficult to provide 

support for these students?; and (3) What critical success factors can be distilled from the 

experience of ESL teachers interviewed? 
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Chapter 3: Methods 

Focus groups were selected as the means for collecting qualitative data from 

teachers for two reasons: time management and the insight that stems from a dynamic 

conversation among peers.  First, since this project involves gaining an understanding of 

teachers’ perspectives, it seemed important to consider the availability of teachers, 

typically limited to afterschool hours.  Therefore, focus groups provided a context to 

obtain a greater number and wider variety of perspectives than individual interviews 

would allow.   

Additionally, focus groups often lead to a dynamic conversation that highlights 

the diversity of participant experience.  As Morgan (1998) describes, “In a lively group 

conversation, the participants will do the work of exploration and discovery for you.  

Similarly, they will not only investigate issues of context and depth but will also generate 

their own interpretations of the topics…” (p. 12).  Thus, using focus groups for this 

particular study allows for the observation of how teachers converse and react to each 

other regarding the topic of ELs with a possible learning disability.  The primary 

researcher does not lead the entire discussion, or ask all the questions.  As the 

conversation develops, the participants will do this, which will allow for further insight 

into a topic that is not well researched.  

SELECTION PROCESS 

Participant qualifications.   

Middle school ESL teachers in the state of Texas were solicited to participate in 

this project. In order to qualify for this study, it was necessary that teachers work in 

districts with at least 25% ELs in the K-12 student population.  The number of ELs 

documented within a district does not include the total number of students for whom 

English is their second language; it solely refers to the number of students who have not 

met statewide ESL exit criteria. That is to say, the student scores as a fluent speaker on an 
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oral language exam and achieves the accepted standard on both the designated, statewide 

reading and writing tests (TEA, 2015). 

Districts were identified as having 25% EL population through data found on the 

Texas Education Agency (TEA; 2016) website.  The researcher made efforts to locate 

districts and schools that reported having linguistic diversity among the ESL population 

and a refugee population.  Following approval from the University of Texas at Austin’s 

Institutional Review Board (see Appendix A), district ESL and/or research directors were 

contacted about the study, and applications for research were completed when required.  

Effort was made to apply to districts in varying cities to add to the diversity of teachers 

included in the focus groups.  

Recruitment.   

After gaining approval to conduct a focus group in the district, secondary ESL 

leadership and middle school administrators were contacted by e-mail with a description 

of the study and a request for recommendations of high quality teachers that would be a 

good match.  High quality was defined as: “ESL teachers who successfully implement 

research-based instruction (such as the SIOP model) and whose ESL students 

demonstrate growth on the Texas English Language Proficiency Assessment System 

(TELPAS).”  In order to qualify, teachers had to be ESL certified by the state and 

currently be teaching a class of majority ELs. Recommended teachers were contacted by 

phone or e-mail and if they agreed to participate in the study, they were sent consent form 

and background information sheet.  An effort was made to have 4-6 participants for each 

focus group.  

DEMOGRAPHICS 

Setting.  

Three focus groups took place in the three separate large cities within Texas.  All 

three participating districts were in major urban or suburban areas, had at least 25% ESL 
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student population (including refugee students), and had classes specifically designated 

for ESL students. Table 1 provides details about each of the three school districts.  All 

information was found on the district snapshot found on the TEA website (TEA, 2016), 

unless otherwise indicated.  Settings for the focus groups were determined by availability 

within district facilities and centrality of location to participants’ schools.    

Table 1.  Characteristics of Participating Districts 

Characteristic District A District B District C 
State Accountability 
Rating 

Met Standard Met Standard Met Standard 

Community Type (as 
categorized by TEA) 

Major Suburban  Major Suburban Major Urban 

Total Student 
Population  

46, 207 students 38, 169 students 85, 014 students 

Economically 
Disadvantaged 
(percentage) 

81% 57.7% 61.2% 

EL population 
(percentage) 

37.5% 24.9% 27% 

SPED population 
(percentage) 

7.5% 10.4% 9.9% 

Ethnic Break-down Hispanic: 51.8% 
African American: 30.5% 
Asian: 12.5% 
White: 3.6% 

Hispanic: 40.0% 
White: 27.8% 
African American: 22.3% 
Asian: 6.9% 

Hispanic: 60.0% 
White: 25.4% 
African American: 8.2% 
Asian: 3.5% 

Languages 
Represented  

(as reported by 
participants) 

Spanish, Vietnamese, 
Swahili, Karenni, Karen, 
Burmese, Arabic, 
Hatian-Creole, Patwa, 
Mandingo, Cantonese, 
Mandarin, French, 
Nepali 

Spanish, Chinese, 
Arabic, Vietnamese, 
Burmese, Chin, Karen, 
Karenni, Somalian, 
Amaharic, Tigrinya 

Spanish, Burmese, 
Karenni, Arabic, Farsi, 
Chinese, Turkish, 
Arabic  

Number of 
participants 

Five participants from 
three campuses 

Five participants from 
five campuses 

Two participants from 
one campus 

Focus Group 
Location 

On a participating 
middle school campus 

At district professional 
development facility  

A local hotel conference 
room located close to 
participating schools 

Participants.  

A total of twelve middle school ESL teachers participated in the study.  Focus 

groups from Districts A and B each included five participants.  Five teachers had 
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expressed interest and confirmed availability for the day of the focus group, however 

only two teachers actually attended the focus group from District C.  Information about 

each of the participants and their schools is found in the tables below.  For confidentiality 

purposes, all teacher and school names are pseudonyms.  The information listed was 

summarized from the Background Information Sheet that teachers turned in before the 

focus group.  

Table 2A. District A Participant Background Information 

District A Participants 
 Rochelle   Gayle Melanie Jayla Dominique 
School and its 
Demographics 

Washington MS 
Grades 7-8 
ELs: 23.2% 
Eco Dis: 82.1% 

Adams MS 
Grades 7-8 
ELLs: 23.4% 
Eco Dis: 79.1% 

Adams MS 
Grades 7-8 
ELLs: 23.4% 
Eco Dis: 79.1% 

Jefferson MS 
Grades 6-8  
ELs: 36.8% 
Eco Dis: 83.0% 

Jefferson MS 
Grades 6-8  
ELs: 36.8% 
Eco Dis: 83.0% 

Content and 
Subject 

7th and 8th Grade 
ESL Language 
Arts and 
Literature 

7th and 8th Grade 
Title I Reading 

7th and 8th Grade 
Title I Reading 

7th and 8th Grade 
Title I Reading 

7th and 8th Grade 
Title I Reading 

Classroom 
make-up  

Newcomer 
(Beginner) and 
Intermediate ELs 

Majority long-
term Advanced 
and Advanced-
High ELs  

Majority long-
term Advanced 
and Advanced-
High ELs 

Majority long-
term Advanced 
and Advanced-
High ELs 

Majority long-
term Advanced 
and Advanced-
High ELs 

Linguistic 
background 

First language: 
English 
Other languages: 
none 

First language: 
English 
Other languages: 
basic Spanish 

First language: 
English 
Other languages: 
Guyanese creole 

First language: 
English 
Other languages: 
None 

First language: 
English 
Other languages: 
None 

Graduate 
Degree 

M.A.  M.Ed.  Reading 
Ed.D.  
Curriculum and 
Instruction 

not provided not provided N/A 

Teacher 
Training and 
Preparation  

Education minor, 
Alternative 
Certification 
Program (out of 
state) 

Education Major, 
Student 
Teaching, 
Graduate degrees 
in Education 

Education Major Education Major Education Major 

ESL Training Many trainings, 
including three-
day SIOP 

ELPS Academy 
Three-day SIOP 

SIOP (8 hours) Four trainings and 
conferences listed 

Three-day SIOP 

RTI/SPED 
training 

None Experience 
working with 
students with LD 

None None Seven college 
level courses in 
Special 
Education 
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Table 2B. District B Participant Background Information 

District B Participants 
 Jane Ashley Laura Malvina Carla 
School and its 
Demographics 

Monroe MS 
Grades 7-8 
ELs: 9.1% 
Eco Dis: 49.9% 

Valley View MS 
Grades 7-8 
ELs: 12.2% 
Eco Dis: 45.8% 

Madison MS 
Grades 7-8 
ELs: 12.3% 
Eco Dis: 71.8% 

Wood Forest MS 
Grades 7-8 
ELs: 15.4% 
Eco Dis: 56.4% 

North MS 
Grades 7-8 
ELs: 12.6% 
Eco Dis: 47.9% 

Content and 
Subject 

7th and 8th grade 
ESL Language 
Arts and Reading 

7th and 8th grade 
Language Arts 
and Writing 
Skills 

7th and 8th grade 
ESL Reading 

7th and 8th grade 
Read 180  

7th and 8th grade 
ESL ELA and 
Read 180 

Classroom 
make-up  

Majority long-
term,; six 
beginners ELs 

Long-term ELs Recent and long-
term ELs 

Beginner to 
Advanced ELs 

Newcomers and 
Long-term ELs; 
Beginner to 
Advanced levels 

Linguistic 
background 

First language: 
English 
Other languages: 
Spanish and 
American Sign 
Language 

First language: 
English 
Other languages: 
none 

First language: 
English 
Other languages: 
Basic Spanish 

First language: 
Russian 
Other languages: 
English and 
Ukrainian 

First language: 
English 
Other languages: 
Spanish 

Graduate 
Degree 

M.A. Theater, 
Speech, English 

N/A N/A M.A. Reading 
Specialist 

N/A 

Teacher 
Training and 
Preparation  

Education Major, 
Masters in 
Education 

Alternative 
Certification 

Education Major Education Major, 
Masters in 
Education 

Education Major 

ESL Training SIOP and ELPs 
training 

ESL Test Prep 28 hours of ESL 
training 

College-level 
course work 

Three separate 
trainings listed 

RTI/SPED 
training 

Dyslexia training Dyslexia 
Training 

Many, as taught 
Special 
Education for 10 
years  

RTI in 
Elementary 
Education 

Some training in 
Dyslexia and 
Autism 
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Table 2C. District C Participant Background Information 

District C Participants 
 Luis Maria 
School and its 
Demographics 

Lincoln MS 
Grades 6-8  
ELs: 47.3% 
Eco Dis: 92.8% 

Lincoln MS 
Grades 6-8  
ELs: 47.3% 
Eco Dis: 92.8% 

Content and 
Subject 

6th-8th grade ESL ELA 6th-8th grade ESL Social Studies 

Classroom 
make-up  

Students in years 1-3 in US schools, beginner to 
advanced English proficiency levels 

Students in years 1-3 in US schools, beginner to 
advanced English proficiency levels 

Linguistic 
background 

First language: Spanish 
Other languages: English 

First language: Spanish 
Other languages: English 

Graduate 
Degree 

M.A. TESOL N/A 

Teacher 
Training and 
Preparation  

Masters in Education Alternative Certification 

ESL Training Graduate degree Five ESL trainings listed 

RTI/SPED 
training 

None None 

 

INSTRUMENTS  

Teachers completed the Background Information Sheet prior to participating in 

the focus group (see Appendix B). The form included questions regarding demographics, 

teachers’ training, classroom experience, and linguistic and cultural background.   

The researcher developed a semi-structured question protocol (see Appendix B) 

that was used to guide the focus group discussion.  Questions were framed around the 

following topics:  (a) classroom composition, (b) teacher identity, (c) effective Tier 1 

instruction, (d) process of identifying and supporting struggling learners, (e) 

interventions, and (f) barriers preventing best practice.  Finally, participants used the 

graphic organizer (Appendix B) to reflect upon and display their thoughts about 

identifying a special education need in ELs. Data were also collected from participant 

notes, an easel note-pad used to capture group ideas, and transcriptions of the audio 

recorded focus group sessions.   



 24 

PROCEDURES 

A semi-structured question protocol was developed by the researcher and 

questions based on the following topics: (a) Background information regarding 

professional teaching experience and the make-up of students taught; (b) Practices in Tier 

1 classroom instruction; (c) Identifying and referring ESL students to special education; 

(d) Interventions used; and (e) Areas where support is strong and areas where more 

support is needed.  Written responses from teachers were also collected using the graphic 

organizer, any notes taken during the focus group, and a one to two sentence summary 

written at the end of the focus group stating what the participants felt was most important 

information discussed.  Before participating in the focus group, teachers completed the 

background information sheet and signed consent forms. On all paper work provided, 

teachers identified themselves by use of the code provided to them. 

The focus groups were conducted after school and lasted approximately one and a 

half to two hours. The primary researcher facilitated each of the focus groups.  

Participants were informed of the general focus group theme throughout the recruitment 

stages and were provided with an outline of topics of conversation at the beginning of the 

focus group. The discussion was audio recorded and later transcribed verbatim. When 

transcribing, codes and pseudonyms were used to protect participant confidentiality. A 

color system was used to help me easily identify teachers from the same school.  

As suggested by Krueger and Casey (2015), ground rules were posted and 

discussed at the beginning of the focus group.  The ground rules were as follows:  

1. Be engaged both in listening and speaking.  

2. There are no wrong answers and no experts.  Everyone’s perspective is equally 

valued.  

3. Each person has an equal opportunity to speak.  

4. Stay on topic.  

5. Please turn cell phones on silent.  
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6. May get up as needed for refreshments, restroom, etc.  

As also recommended by Krueger and Casey (2015), participants were served a 

meal at the time of the focus group as “eating together tends to promote conversation and 

communication within the group” (p. 111).  Participants were provided with a five-

minute break about halfway through the discussion. Additionally, a large chart paper was 

used to list ideas during group brainstorming, specifically relating to identifying students 

who made need special education services.  To conclude the focus group, participants 

were given a minute to write the most meaningful aspects of the focus group discussion 

and subsequently shared with the group.  

ANALYSIS 

The six phases of thematic analysis suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006) were 

used to analyze the data. Thematic analysis has been used in several recent focus group 

studies (Barron & Abdullah, 2012; Garro et al., 2012; Schinke, McGannon, Battochio, & 

Wells, 2013; & Shaw, Gullifer, & Shaw, 2014), and is noted for its flexibility, 

accessibility to new researchers, and ability to “generate unanticipated insights” 

understandable to general educated public (Braune & Clarke, 2006, p.97).  Therefore, it 

presents as an effective means of analyzing focus group data in response to specific 

research questions. 

 First the researcher becomes familiar with the data by transcribing the focus 

group conversation, listening again, rereading, and noting initial ideas.  This phase was 

completed after each focus group, before beginning the following focus group.  General 

themes emerging from this phase of analysis included: the confounding nature of 

discerning a students’ struggle (i.e., Is a student struggling purely do to lack of 

educational opportunity and/or limited English proficiency, or are they struggling 

because they have a disability?), teachers lacking knowledge and training regarding 
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interventions and the RTI process, and concerns regarding the correct placement of 

students. 

In phase two, initial codes were generated (Braun & Clarke , 2006) by rereading 

the transcripts in a detailed fashion and identifying key elements of the participants’ 

statements.  These codes were written on sticky notes in the form of words or phrases 

with a citation of transcript and page number from which the code came.  At times, two 

codes emerged from a particular section of data, and therefore two separate sticky notes 

were used (see Figure 1).  There were times when whole sections of dialogue were coded 

is one if the dialogue itself reflected a theme.  For example, at one part of the focus group 

in discussion in District A, participants were discovering the difference with the referral 

process between campuses and were expressing surprise.  This whole section of text was 

coded as “differences between campus referral processes.”  Additionally, other codes 

emerged from smaller statements within that text.  
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Figure 1. Phase 2 coding  

 

Third, the researcher “search[ed] for themes between the codes (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, p. 87).  The sticky notes were arranged in clusters where the codes represented 

similar ideas.  Then a name was given to each cluster, which represented an emerging 

theme.  Phases two and three were recursive and often overlapping as patterns and similar 

became evident through the initial coding process.  The sorting began to happen as codes 

were written.  
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Phase four involved “reviewing themes” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 91).  The 

sticky-note clusters were analyzed for coherency, and attempts were made to rearrange 

the coded sticky-notes in an effort to identify any new themes.  Additionally, transcripts 

were reread to add any missed codes and to make sure that the identified themes were in 

agreement with the text.  For any themes that were ambiguous or unclear, the researcher 

returned to the site of the original code and copied the text into a Microsoft Excel 

document where the data could be better analyzed for coherency (see Figure 2).  Using an 

Excel document also made it possible to sort data within theme by code, speaker, or 

district.  This further allowed patterns to be identified.    

Figure 2. Screenshot from Excel document used in analysis phase four 

 

In phase five, themes were defined, named, and related back to the research 

questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  In some cases, themes fit neatly as a response to one 

of the research questions.  For example, the theme of “district ESL support” was clearly 
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identified as a “promising practice” in response to the third research question.   There 

were instances when themes branched across two of the questions and required 

clarification in order to differentiate the different aspects of the theme.  For example, 

“practices in the special education referral process” fit as response to the first question 

regarding actions teachers take so support struggling ELs.  However, because the data 

pointed to challenges with the referral process, this theme also served to respond to the 

final question regarding barriers faced.  In the final phase of analysis, compelling 

examples of participant statements were selected (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to serve as 

evidence of the identified themes and to demonstrate the findings as a response to the 

research questions.   
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Chapter 4: Results 

This study explored teachers’ perceptions of current systems and procedures used 

to support struggling ELs and, when necessary, refer a student to student to special 

education services. Three specific research questions were posed: (1) In districts with at 

least 25% EL populations, how do ESL teachers currently respond to struggling ELs who 

may need special education services?; (2) What barriers exist that make it difficult to 

provide support for these students?; and (3) What critical success factors can be distilled 

from the experience of ESL teachers interviewed?  Identified themes that align with each 

of these research questions are presented below. In some cases, themes may overlap as 

responses to more than one question (for example, the thematic information about the 

special education referral process emerged in response to all three questions).   

RQ1. IN DISTRICTS WITH AT LEAST 25% EL POPULATIONS, HOW DO ESL TEACHERS 
CURRENTLY RESPOND TO STRUGGLING ELS WHO MAY NEED SPECIAL EDUCATION 
SERVICES? 

Informal evaluation.   

In all focus groups, teachers described how they identify a struggling student by 

informally evaluating the student’s needs and reason for the difficulty.  ESL teachers are 

primarily trying to discern whether the student could have a disability or if their struggle 

is due to limited English, educational history, or home life.  Teachers described certain 

behaviors or challenges that alerted them that a student may need specific supports.  

These challenges include: difficulty with attention, poor handwriting, reliance on copying 

from peers, trouble completing basic tasks, little response when task has been modeled 

and explained orally and in writing, and an inability to interact with peers of the same 

linguistic or cultural group.   

Additionally, teachers were aware that many students had challenging home lives 

and/or additional responsibilities at home and factored this into discerning the reason of a 

student’s struggle and finding appropriate support.  For example, Luis (District C) stated 
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that one of his roles could be, “Kind of an extra parental figure or maybe the only 

parental figure they have.”  Ashley (District B) described one of her students:  

She goes home and works. She doesn't go home and do homework. And she and I 
have even talked… because she'll be so tired… school is the time to be about you, 
because the second she gets off the bus, it’s not about her. 

Similarly, Rochelle (District A) stated:  

If I’m getting to talk to the kid, and it’s like, “Oh no I live with my brother” like 
your big brother is the adult in the house, so like the parents are dead or they’re in 
another country and “my brother works all the time,” so no one’s at home with 
you, you know making sure you’re doing your homework or helping you with 
your homework, so maybe their could be just, so they have no foundation, no 
support; they’re falling behind… 

Frequently teachers stated that they considered a student’s abilities within his or 

her first language.  Teachers who were also speakers of the student’s L1 would 

informally evaluate the student’s ability to read, write, or communicate.  Teachers who 

could not communicate in the L1 would ask another teacher’s opinion or rely on reports 

from peers who struggled to communicate with the student in their L1 (see Table 3).  

Table 3. Evaluating a Student’s Abilities in L1 

Teacher is L1 speaker Teacher is not L1 speaker 
“We can really engage students, especially if 
they're Latinos. There's things, you know if the 
child has some difficulty, because even if you tell 
them something in Spanish, even if you reread 
them the story, and even you re-explain yourself 
17 times, you model for him, it's like something's 
wrong here. It's not necessarily the L2, or not 
necessarily the L1, maybe it could be that he didn't 
have any real instruction when he was younger, or 
maybe he has some type of disability” Luis, 
District C 

“I’ll see someone that’s having problems, and I’ll 
say, can you write something that’s in Spanish for 
me, and then I’ll take it to a Spanish speaker, and 
they’re like this doesn’t make, even make any 
sense in Spanish… so I’m like OK so then they 
don’t even have a foundation in Spanish.  So that’s 
why they’re having a problem, you know, trying to 
read and write in English.” Jayla, District A 

 

“…I think the giveaway for me, [if a student may 
have a] disability, since I ... speak Spanish, or if 
you team up with somebody that speaks Spanish… 
And they don’t even get it in their home 
language.” Jane, District B 

“If [there are] two Spanish speakers and they’re 
not even getting it when they’re having someone 
translate then maybe it may be that [they have 
deficits in Spanish].” Rochelle, District A 
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Yet, as teachers expressed the process of evaluating students in their L1, many 

communicated that this process was confounded when students arrived with limited 

previous schooling.  In each focus group, at least one participant described how several 

students arrive to their classrooms with limited schooling.  This impacts not only their 

general content knowledge, but also the development of vocabulary, study skills, 

expression, and literacy in the L1.  This limitation renders the practice of evaluating L1 

abilities inadequate.  This dilemma is evidenced through the following statements:  

…or, the kids that don’t have a good foundation, you know, of education in the 
country that they come from, and then they get here.  So if they don’t have a good 
foundation in the Spanish language, and then they’re here trying, uh, so they’re 
halfway Spanish speaker, halfway English speaker, then that’s a problem, too 
(Rochelle, District A). 

If they've had interrupted schooling, which a lot of them have…, they're going to 
be low in both languages, unfortunately (Carla, District B). 

Well we have more than a couple of students that don't know how to read 
Spanish. They don't know how to write Spanish. They never went to a school in 
their countries, so that is really challenging. We have a group of 5 or 6 kids right 
now; that I think they only went to 1st grade or 2nd grade and that is it (Maria, 
District C).  

Lastly, teachers described how they considered student progress in English in 

relation to the time in U.S. schools.  If students were relatively new to the country (within 

one or two years), teachers expressed less concern with a students’ inability to 

comprehend and communicate, due to the time it required for language acquisition.  

However when students had been enrolled in US schools for a longer period of time and 

whose proficiency in English remained quite limited (typically stated at the beginner 

level on the TELPAS proficiency level descriptors), teachers became concerned.  For 

example:  

If they just got here, then I’m expecting you know the [limited abilities in] the 
English language [to be the reason for the academic struggle], but…. if you’ve 
been here, like three years and you’re still testing as like a beginner on TELPAS 
or something, then there’s, there’s a problem (Rochelle, District A).  
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I have several students that were not identified special ed, um, because they 
thought ESL, ESL, that label. But… when I looked and the kid’s been in the 
[ESL] program for four or five years and there is no improvement, it’s not ESL 
anymore (Malvina, District B). 

Common interventions.   

When teachers were asked what interventions they would use when they 

witnessed a student struggling, teachers, particularly in District B, described first 

providing some general classroom modifications.  These included changing the student’s 

seat, providing extra time, partnering the student with a peer, and providing the student 

with the classroom notes.  Teachers in District C described implementing specific 

strategies such as visual cues, sentence stems, using flashcards, simplifying the 

vocabulary, and chunking the reading passages.  In District C, teachers also stated that 

they (or a teaching assistant) will instruct in Spanish or provide Spanish text to Spanish-

speaking students who were struggling, particularly if the student lacked schooling in 

their home country.  Participants from all three districts described supporting students in 

small groups or one-on-one during class or after school (however participants did not 

specify what content or skills were covered).  Both Districts B and C described having an 

individual who could pull small groups of students.      

Teachers in Districts A and B described the use of iStation, an individualized, 

computer-based instructional program, as an effective intervention, particularly for 

students struggling with reading.  Additionally teachers from both these districts also 

stated that some of their classes were considered an intervention class.  For example, the 

majority of the participants from Districts A and B taught an intervention reading class 

that was designed for students who did not pass the state-wide reading assessment, and 

was taken in place of a regular literature class.  These classes included a majority or all 

ESL students. In District A the class was a Title One Reading class and instruction is lead 

by two co-teachers.  In District B, the computer-based reading program, Read 180, was 
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the basis for instruction in the intervention reading class.  Additionally, Ashley from 

District B stated that she was teaching an intervention writing class in addition to 

students’ typical language arts course.  

Universal screening and progress monitoring.   

Participants discussed the use of various form of evaluation and assessment 

measures to monitor the progress of students, in particular those who were struggling.  

The forms of assessment and the degree to which they were used varied between the 

three districts, and at times, even schools within the districts.   

As mentioned above, several teachers from Districts A and B taught intervention 

reading classes (Title I reading in District A; Read 180 in District B).  Students were 

identified for placement in these classes when they did not pass the reading form of the 

State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness (STAAR), thereby using the statewide 

assessment as a form of screening.  Teachers from District B described how they were 

able to successfully continue monitoring the progress throughout the year as the Read 

180 program has a built-in progress-monitoring component.  

Gayle and Melanie from Adams MS in District A explained how they would plot 

and monitor progress for three to six weeks once they were concerned about a student’s 

progress in their classroom and wanted to make a referral to have them tested.  However, 

teachers from other schools in District A seemed less familiar with this process, and had 

expressed earlier in the focus group that they had less support.      

Lastly, teachers from District C described that they monitor progress mainly 

through performance on classroom activities and assessments.  Maria described that the 

all students in the district participate in beginning of year, middle of year, and end of year 

assessments.  However, she did not find them to be an accurate measure of her ESL 

students’ progress and did not collect data to support analysis of their growth.  
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Table 4. Discussion Excerpts Regarding Progress Monitoring 

District A District B District C 
Gayle: In that three-week 
intervention, that’s where you, uh, 
plot those data plots…. 
Facilitator: And what kinds of 
things do you put on the data plot?  
Dominique: … I did reading 
fluency….   
Melanie: And then mine was 
reading comprehension. Like, this 
student will… read a passage and 
then answer at least three reading 
comprehension questions… 
Gayle: Yes, three out of five… 
Melanie/ Gayle: Correctly. … 
Facilitator: …You get some kind of 
guidance? 
Gayle/ Melanie: Yes.  
Gayle: They tell you exactly what 
they want you to focus on 
depending on your subject, and so 
for us like you said, it’s really three 
to five, so that’s where we plot 
it…And so on the plot, like on this 
particular day, if they answer three, 
it goes on the three, if they answer 
four the next one, then it goes up.  If 
they don’t, then it goes down.  But it 
has to be that same level of text so 
that it’s not skewed.  
 

Laura: For the gen-ed kids, 
they do iStation. And if they're 
in a Read 180 class, they take 
the SRI, Scholastic Reading 
Inventory. Gives us the Lexile. 

Maria: I don't even take in 
consideration for our grade 
their BOY [beginning of year 
assessment] or those tests, 
because for me they're 
ridiculous and I give them a 
break for those tests. 

Facilitator: Do you feel like 
you have the tools you need to 
do the progress-monitoring 
piece? 
Participant: Yes. 
Participant: Yes. 
Participant: Yeah. 
Malvina: The progress 
monitoring is very good. 
Participant: Yes. 
Malvina: Because we have a 
special, uh, computerized 
program that would pull 
reports every time and we see 
everything they do. 
Laura: Yeah. We see 
everything they do. How well 
they're doing on it. 

Facilitator: How do you 
monitor their progress as a 
teacher? What things do you… 
find beneficial to monitor their 
progress? 
 
Maria: Daily reviews. Exit 
tickets. It helps if we learn 
vocabulary, like the next day I 
will play a game with them. 
We have this fake money 
which we call earn-it bucks, 
where they can buy like 
pencils and erasers at the store. 
I would play a game with 
them. They love to play 
Kahoots. 

Referral for special education services.   

When teachers believed they had a student who needed more support than what 

they could receive in ESL and general education, the next step to support the student was 

to refer the student for special education services.  The flow chart in Figure 3 below 

represents the general referral process (including interventions) gleaned through the 

discussions in all three focus groups. The process may vary slightly between districts, but 

all three appeared to have referral systems generally aligned with this process. 
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Figure 3. Flow chart of the described referral process. 

RQ2. WHAT BARRIERS EXIST THAT PREVENT PROVIDING SUPPORT FOR THESE 
STUDENTS? 

Diversity of factors impacting ELs’ performance.   

Focus group discussions revealed that middle school ESL teachers feel challenged 

to identify the reason a particular student might be struggling and/or taking longer to 

acquire the English language.  As described earlier, teachers try to take into account a 

student’s home life and whether the student lacked schooling prior to arriving in the 

United States. 

Teachers also communicated that a student may lag behind peers or typical rates 

of language acquisition due to a lack of motivation.  For example, in District A, Jayla and 

Dominique shared that other teachers believed it was necessary to begin interventions 

with students in order to make a referral to special education. Jayla and Dominique 

consider that the reason some of these students lag behind is because “some… are just 

lazy” (Jayla, District A).  Additionally, Luis from District C stated that he’s felt frustrated 

with the “lack of motivation” he sees in his classroom.  

Some teachers also expressed that when they observed a student is progressing at 

a slower rate through the language acquisition process, they considered the transferability 

of a student’s first language to English.  Dominique explained, “some [languages] are, 

 

Identify that a 
student is struggling 
based on classroom 
performance (and 
that the nature of the 
problem is likely 
beyond langauge). 

Consult:
1) Other teachers (Is 
she/he struggling in 
your class, too?)
2) Parents
3) Counselors and/or 
any intervention 
support staff.  If 
available, obtain a 
checklist of 
recommended/
required 
interventions. 

Support and 
Intervention:
1) Provide supports 
from checklist and/or 
any other academic 
interventions for 3-6 
weeks.
2) Document 
interventions and 
progress.
3) Plot any data and 
progress monitoring. 

Submit the 
documentation to 
special education 
department (or those 
responsible for 
special education 
eligibility testing) to 
determine if the 
student can be tested 
and qualify for 
special education 
testing. 
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like Spanish is…, easier… to transfer to the English Language, but then there’s some 

languages [that are less similar to English]” (District A).  When students have to learn a 

new alphabet, for example, and use unfamiliar phonemes, teachers considered that the 

language acquisition process would be more time consuming and are less likely to 

consider that a student may have a cognitive learning difficulty.   

Lack of structure and guidance. 

 Question seven of the background information sheet that teachers completed 

prior to attending the focus group asked teachers to describe their knowledge and 

experience with RTI (see Figure 4).  Nine out of the twelve participants responded with 

answer (d), “I can describe the RTI framework and it is used in my school setting.”   

Figure 4. RTI question from background information sheet. 

 

However, challenges and frustrations linked to RTI process (including 

interventions, collaboration, and the referral process) presented as a significant barrier to 

finding students the support they needed.  A search for the words frustration, frustrating, 

angry, and mad resulted in ten statements through the three transcripts, and half of those 

statements had codes relating to the intervention and referral process (see Table 5 for 

sample statements).   
  

How familiar are you with the Response to Intervention (RTI) framework?  
a. I’ve never heard of it. 
b. It sounds familiar, but I don’t really know what it is. 
c. I can briefly describe it, but I’ve never been a part of a school that used it. 
d. I can describe the RTI framework and it is used in my school setting.  
e. Other: ______________________________________	  
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Table 5.  Feelings of Frustration Related to RTI and Referral Process 

District Speaker Code Statement 
A Dominique Lack of RTI 

Leadership 
It’s a matter of even knowing who to go to, or someone 
being in charge of the RTI process, and that person giving 
the information out on how to do the process in our 
particular building because everywhere is different 
apparently… sigh… so mad about that. 

B Malvina Lack of 
intervention 

It’s been frustrating, why did they move this kid in 
elementary and did not do anything? 

B Ashley Lack of 
intervention 

Which is frustrating for those kiddos that have been here 
longer and you're getting... you've been here… since 
kindergarten... [the problem] hasn’t been… addressed… 

C Maria Referral 
process 

I followed my particular kid… It took at least a couple of 
months. We were kind of frustrated, but when it 
happened, when it came out, I see him now that he's in life 
skills, and I know he's getting the help he needs. I'm 
happy, and I've run in to him sometimes in the hallway, but 
it, it was not an easy process. 

Lack of guidance and support.  

One of the most significant barriers to effective implementation of RTI evident in 

all districts, but most strongly expressed in the discourse from District A, was the lack of 

guidance, support, and structures for teachers. Across all districts, teachers knew they had 

to offer interventions before referring a student to special education, but were uncertain 

with how to move forward with the referral process.  Participants expressed uncertainty 

of whom they were to consult if when they were concerned about a student.  When 

participants were asked to share what they felt what was most needed to enable them to 

support their struggling students, several described wanting more guidance, training, or 

structure within the RTI process.  For example:  

I think what would make RTI more effective would be if there was a team, like 
this was there expertise area, they know what to do, they know what to look for, 
the know how to communicate with the teachers to tell the teachers exactly what 
they need.  They might even receive a stipend because it’s so much extra work 
that they would have to do themselves.  If it was just a team of teachers over it, 
and it was the governing body, and they, you know, disseminate the information 
to that people who were trying to get a particular students’ status then it would be 
more effective.  Or if it was like their school, they would know the point of 
contact and what to do, but like here, you don’t know (Jayla, District A). 
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Teachers indicated they felt challenged to offer effective interventions due to lack 

of knowledge of appropriate interventions, limited time, and availability of resources. For 

example:  

It was a fight to get the child to stay here after school [for interventions] 
(Dominique, District A).  

This kid is really struggling with reading and I know this, so I need to pull this 
kid, somehow, some way during the day, and work with him at the level he’s at... 
of his reading. And I struggle with this part, hard-core. Because I ... don’t know 
where to even start with that…. And you know, I'm a middle school teacher. I 
work with comprehension, right?  Teaching phonics and that kind of stuff, is not 
my bag of tricks right now. So how do I ... how do I do that? (Laura, District B) 

Well, and sometimes it’s just the time limit thing... I mean, because you know, 
you have X amount of time... and if they do need the phonics and if they do need 
all this, you can’t stop the rest of their ... you know, we can’t stop everybody else. 
And how do you work that in and keep everybody else moving… (Jane, District 
B)? 

 Little or no training.   

Most participants, except Dominique and Laura who had previously taught 

special education, indicated that they had limited to no training in the RTI process or 

special education.  Participants indicated that they felt more training needed to be 

available and/or that they personally needed more training with progress monitoring, 

interventions, and recognizing a disability.  This exemplified through the following 

statements:  

In my first year [at Jefferson MS], I would say the first two years here, we did 
have the whole 504 training with the tiers and all the kind of stuff and we knew 
there was a STAT team and all that stuff, but that just kinda dwindled away.  
‘Cause, you know, then we started the True Colors and things like that 
(Dominique, District A).  

I'm just like … what I'm doing is not working, so how can I help them? Like I 
freak out, like I mean, and honestly, that's why I'm going to get my Master’s, 
because I feel so inadequate in helping my students learn to read (Laura, District 
B).  



 40 

 [This focus group discussion] kind of got me thinking more in ways, makes me 
like being more aware of how can I identify [learning disabilities versus language 
acquisition]. Now I'm going to be more aware of the situation and also I'm going 
to look up if there's any trainings that I can go for. Like strategies. Maybe more 
aware that it's not always the language thing, it can also be learning disabilities. 
I'm leaving this focus group with awareness of okay, some things that I need to 
redo for my kids (Maria, District C). 

Resistance to eligibility testing.  

 A significant theme was the difficulty of getting ESL students to receive 

eligibility testing for special education or 504 services.  Teachers stated that these 

students had either been struggling for a long period of time or were more recent arrivals 

to the country but had significant or blatant challenges.  However, because these students 

were identified as ESL, testing was often deferred on the basis that their struggle was 

solely language-based.  Teachers expressed the need to be persistent in order to ensure 

students got the services they felt they needed.  This was particularly a challenge in 

Districts A and C.  Participants from District B did express facing some resistance, 

however deferment of special education testing due to concerns about a student’s 

linguistic acquisition was less of an issue.  Noteworthy is the fact that District B had the 

highest percentage of the total student population in special education programs (10.4%).  

Teachers described the experience of referring students in the following accounts:  

I had a new kid.  It was his first year here and I think he was from Vietnam and I 
was just noticing that he wasn’t like interacting with the kids in a normal way that 
you would expect… Even the kids, they would notice that there was something, 
like different about him…. He wouldn’t even look at me sometimes, but then, but 
if I asked him to write it out he answered it perfectly.  Like he, he had the 
information up here, but like verbally talking and then he wouldn’t really 
interact… It was like intuitive, and it took a lot, a lot of pushes that said, there’s 
something, you know, different about this kid. And, and they were thinking no, 
no, this is his first year here, he’s just shy.  I was like, “No.  I’ve been teaching 
fifteen years, I can tell when there’s shy and then there’s something else.” And 
they just kept saying, “No he’s gonna be fine.  It’s just his first year.” …He ended 
up… he was autistic…  he didn’t actually get that label until the following year 
and he was at another school. ‘Cause then they started noticing it, too, and they 
saw that we had already started the process, and so it was the second year that he 
got the label, so it took the entire year (Rochelle, District A). 
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Two years ago we have this kid from Burma, and I could tell something was not 
... it was not a language thing, because even the very basic things, like, "Okay, 
guys, we're going to look at this map and then we're going to find the oceans, and 
then you're going to write it in your paper," he will not be able to keep up with 
that. He will only copy from others… We had a meeting with the mom, and yeah, 
she was… aware ... They live in a refugee camp, and one time he had a really bad 
fever, and she thinks… that caused that ... They didn't have any medical 
treatment, so she thinks that that caused the problem. 

It took us a while... He was a kid that was here for three years, and it was one of 
the kids who slipped through the cracks, because, "Oh, it's a language thing."  
…He is actually [now] in life skills.  It was a difficult process, because they try to 
fight it with us. Like, "Are you guys sure it's not a language thing?" No, it's not. 
He can only count from one to ten. He cannot do a simple math activity. He 
doesn't make sense in his conversations…. He was in sixth grade. We met with 
the fifth grade teacher, and she told us the same thing, "Yeah, I tried referring him 
when he was in my school, but nothing got done." She said exactly the same 
thing. He's not able to do any ... not even like the basic activities (Maria, District 
C). 

Teachers also perceived some of the resistance they faced as a result of 

regulations set by the state or the district.   They believed part of the reason students 

would not be tested for a disability despite having completed interventions and 

documentation was due to districts wanting to avoid an overrepresentation of certain 

minority groups who special education services.  Below is an excerpt from the discussion 

among participants from District A:  

Dominique: When they’re in middle school, they, they try to not get them labeled 
because there’s overrepresentation of certain cultures in SPEC ED.  They really, 
really try to avoid it. And that could be a factor into why our process here takes so 
long and the teachers don’t want to do it. 
…. 
Melanie: And then there was something like the TEA was going to try to lower 
the amount of…. 
Jayla: But if a kid has a problem? 
Melanie: …Uh…lower the amount of people that you label as LD. 
Gayle: … as SPEC ED and learning disabled.  
Facilitator: So… 
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Melanie: Oh, oh, I’m sorry – I was just saying like she said because certain races 
or populations or subpops, it’s over represented.  Meaning we have too many, you 
know African Americans labeled as LD. 
Dominique: That is one, African American males.  
Jayla: And the Asian Autistic  
Dominique: Right, the Asian Autistic.  
Melanie: Like next year, it’s probably going to be denied, like when you refer… 
Dominique:  Excactly! That’s what I’m saying, and that’s why… 
Melanie: We got to have very few… they might have it, but they’re not going to 
be labeled because TEA… 
Dominique: Because, because there are fines involved.  There are fines 
involved… 

Additionally, Ashley from District B describes her belief that resistance in getting 

students tested who seem to need it, is because the district seeks to have a near to 

equivalent ration of the number of students who are referred to special education to the 

number of students who are eligible:  

It was a long time. But because you're also battling the ... if you refer more than 
qualify, like the district and the state keeps record of that…. So if you refer 30 and 
4 of those qualified, that's waste ... like that just means the teacher wasn’t doing 
something… And that's why it takes so long…. They want their referral numbers 
to be, we referred 10 and 9 of them qualified…. So I can tell you it was long and 
it was frustrating… because it felt like I filled out the same paperwork every time. 

Themes unique to each district.   

In addition to the major themes described above, which are challenges that 

emerged consistently across all three districts, some issues were more prevalent or 

isolated to just one of the districts. These themes are described below for each school 

district. 

District A.   

Although teachers in all focus groups discussed the impact a student’s home-life 

or background experience impacts classroom performance, the topic came up most 

frequently in District A.  Teachers were cognizant of some of the dynamics at home that 
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may slow down the language acquisition process, including lack of exposure to English, 

additional responsibilities, and limited parental involvement.  Some example statements 

include: 

I’m getting to talk to the kid, and it’s like, “Oh no I live with my brother” like 
your big brother is the adult in the house, so like the parents [are] … in another 
country and “my brother works all the time,” so no one’s at home with you, you 
know making sure you’re doing your homework… so they have… no support; 
they’re falling behind… (Rochelle, District A). 

They’re watching sisters and brothers all day (Rochelle, District A). 

One thing I… found out, talking to one of our students is that nobody speaks 
English in her house and because nobody speaks English in her house and her 
brothers have moved, Mom will not let her watch anything in English because she 
doesn’t know what it says (Jayla, District A). 

Another significant issue that arose in the District A focus group was the 

differences between the campuses within the RTI and referral process.  Throughout the 

discussion participants discovered the amount of structure and time involved varies 

between campuses.  Rochelle explained that she needed to contact the woman responsible 

for RTI, though she was not certain of who this individual was. Gayle and Melanie 

discussed how quick and straightforward the process was at Adams MS.  They explained 

that whenever a concert arises with a student, their point person is the campus special 

education department chair.  They are told what interventions to begin and they monitor 

the progress for three (occasionally six) weeks.  While at Jefferson MS, Jayla and 

Dominique shared that once they were able to get some guidance, they may offer 

interventions for at least six weeks.  Then, they wait longer for the decision regarding 

edibility testing.   Below is an excerpt that demonstrates the surprise when participants 

discovered how different the process was between the campuses (Gayle and Melanie are 

from Adams MS and Jayla and Dominique are from Jefferson MS):  

Gayle: Well, when we refer a child to SPEC ED, it doesn’t… that one, we usually 
tend to get done, that one, I think it took maybe four weeks.  
Melanie: Ya, it takes a couple weeks. 
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Jayla: Oh my goodness… 
Dominique: Four weeks? They were getting tested or getting the interventions?... 
Melanie:  Ya, for them to get tested and labeled, and everything… 
Jayla: Are you serious? 
Dominique: It usually takes six months! 
Jayla: Over here! 
Melanie: Oh no, no, no, not six months! 
Gayle: We’re at Adams.  We don’t…. no, no, no… 
Melanie: It’s not that long.  
Gayle: I think when we recommended one, he was tested within two, uh, ya, he 
was tested within two –three weeks. 
Dominique: Who’s testing them?  The, the diag or are there people coming from 
[the administration building] doing it? 
Gayle: The, um, ______ (name of special ed department chair) will tell um, 
somebody… 
Melanie: The, the, I think, the diag… We don’t, we don’t go through that process.  
Like after we recommended them, and we say, “Hey, this person needs…, this is 
what we notice, and we do, you know, they ask us for stuff… 
Gayle: We’ll give it to them 
Melanie: but we don’t have any… 
Gayle: Ya, we don’t have to do any… Ya, they come tell us everything they need.  
Jayla: Oh, ok, I’m just getting so confused so... 
Gayle: Confused?... 
Jayla: We, we don’t, I didn’t think kids get tested at middle school because none 
of our kids get tested. 

District B.  

The barrier that arose most frequently in District B was challenges with the 

curriculum, particularly Read 180.  Specifically, they felt that the Read 180 program lead 

to growth in students who had higher proficiency levels, but did not support students at 

the intermediate level.  This frustration was compounded by the fact that in order to 

maintain fidelity with Read 180, they could not deviate and differentiate for the lower 

level students. 
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They're talking about differentiation, but they're not allowing us to differentiate 
(Carla, District B). 

We've had to do a lot of kind of finagling the way we do things. Um, to me, one 
of the biggest problems are those ... those year two kids, because… there’s a 
curriculum for the, for the new newcomers (Carla, District B). 

My second year kids who are sitting in my Read 180 class, that's not appropriate; 
I should have a second year reading class. You know, I should have an 
intermediate reading class for them (Laura, District B). 

There’s also a newcomer reading that I cannot do, because my kids ... my 
newcomer readers are in Read 180 (Jane, District B). 

District C.  

 The area of most significant concern in Lincoln MS was the placement and 

grouping of students.  Participants described how they found it difficult to offer effective, 

targeted, first line instruction as their class sizes reached up to thirty students of varying 

English proficiency levels.  Teachers explained that all students years one through three 

in US schools (considered newcomers at Lincoln) were placed in a separate section of the 

school and all grouped together in each class. Therefore, teachers had non-English 

speakers in the same class as advanced level English speakers.   

The way our class is I feel like it's very unbalanced because you have like your 
kids that just moved to the United States yesterday and then you have your kid for 
three years that knows more so it's challenging…. I'm not going to lie--I feel bad 
for the kids that are more advanced because I feel I don't… to work with them as 
much because I'm so worried with my kids that [are] a beginner level…. It's 
[difficult] trying to manage so many things at the same time, in a big class (Maria, 
District C). 

RQ3. WHAT CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTORS CAN BE DISTILLED FROM THE EXPERIENCE OF 
ESL TEACHERS INTERVIEWED? 

Teachers know and use effective instructional strategies for ELs.  

In all focus groups, teachers were described using a variety of instructional 

strategies beneficial for ELs.  Instructional techniques were coded as they matched the 

eight components of the research-based SIOP model (see Table 6).  
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Table 6. Instructional Techniques as Elements of SIOP 

SIOP Component Technique  
Lesson Preparation • “content and language objectives posted” (Melanie and Rochelle, District A) 

• setting student-appropriate objectives (Ashley, District B) 
• “differentiation”/“differentiated” (Rochelle, District A; Jane, District B; 

Luis, District C) 
• “sentence stems” (Dominique and Gayle, District A; Luis and Maria, District 

C) 

Building 
Background 

• “front loading” (Laura, District B) 
• vocabulary development (all participants) 
• connecting to student experience: “identifying with the subject” (Luis, 

District C) 

Comprehensible 
Input 

• “visuals”/ “picture”  (Dominique, District A; Ashley and Jane; District B 
Luis, District C) 

• clarification of meaning in Spanish/L1 (Jane, District B, Maria and Luis, 
District C) 

• “simplified instructions” (Maria, District C) 

Strategies •  “DRTA” (Directed Reading Thinking Activity), (Dominique and Melanie, 
District A) 

• “TPR” (Total Physical Response), (Maria, District C) 
• “Frayer model” (Luis, District C) 

Interaction • “turn and talk” (Maria, District C) 
• discussion with partner/small group, (Dominique, Melanie, and Gayle, 

District A) 
• small group, (Jayla and Gayle, District A; Laura, District B; Maria and Luis, 

District C) 

Practice and 
Application 

• vocabulary games (Maria, District C) 

Lesson Delivery • “timer” for pacing, (Luis, District C) 

Review and 
Assessment 

• “progress monitor” (Gayle, Melanie, Dominique, District A; Malvina, Jane, 
Laura, District B) 

• exit ticket, (Maria, District C) 
• daily vocabulary reviews, (Maria, District C) 

Teachers are persistent in supporting struggling students.   

Participating teachers demonstrated their willingness to be persistent in order to 

ensure that struggling students received the support they needed.  Though other teachers 

had similar stories, it best demonstrated Dominique’s (District A) account of to ensure a 

student received the services she needed:  

I had [a female student] fortunately for the past two years now, and I got the 
chance to see her in two different settings: math and reading…. She apparently 
she’s been in the US for very many years, all elementary, all her education was in 
District A so her grades were, I think, a reflection of her ability, and what we saw 
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in our classes was that she was consistently failing.  Um, last year when they tried 
to get the STAT process started on her, nothing happened.  No teachers responded 
back, no teachers even filled out the paper work.  Nothing.  So, that fell through 
last year.   

This year, because I could see that she was on my role, as my responsibility, and 
um, again I saw the same trend, failing, failing, failing, and so I was like, no, we 
need to do something.  We used our iStation data, we paid attention to her more in 
class, tried to provide the language stems and basically used the SIOP model as 
they say, you know to disseminate whether or not, if it is a language issue.  It 
clearly was not.   

And so at that point I just followed the process… I e-mailed her other teachers… 
and some were like, “Ya, she is struggling, you know, she needs a lot of help.”  
I’m like, “Ok, so can we have a parent conference?” And the parents were 
concerned.… we did have to translate the meeting …  But, um, it was a fight to 
get the child to stay here after school, so we, she, the dyslexic person told me 
what intervention she wanted me to do, her math teacher did different 
interventions, and actually we just took the information and gave it to her.  After 
so long, and um, she compiled the data, sent it to the district, and she is finally 
getting her testing now.   

When did we do that? Back in, I wanna say like in November? So she is just now 
[March] getting tested…. I said, “This child needs help. This child needs help. 
This child…. and I’m not going to stop until someone helps me help her.”  And 
that’s what it was because I can’t go another year with knowing that she was 
truly, truly struggling.  You know, so we finally got that done… 

Teachers feel supported by District ESL Departments.   

All participants, especially those from Districts A and B, expressed feeling 

supported by the district to help meet the needs of ESL students.  Teachers felt that ESL 

trainings offered by the district were generally beneficial, and in districts A and B 

professional learning community (PLC) meetings were a time when they could develop 

their teaching strategies.  Particularly in District B, participants indicated that they felt the 

resources provided by the ESL department were useful, and that district ESL staff were 

available and knowledgeable.  Refer to Table 7 for teacher comments regarding district 

support.  
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Table 7.  Support offered by District ESL Departments  

Category Teacher Comments 
Training • “The thing that I notice the most is that they’re trying to get all the teachers to be SIOP 

trained, like in our school, everybody’s gotta have a content and a language objective.  
So that’s the biggest change I’ve seen.  Every teacher has to have it, you know.  So I 
think that is helpful” (Rochelle, District A). 

• “We have an amazing training” (Maria, District C). 
• “We've gone through a lot of training. A lot. It's not more than ten but the one's that we 

have or that have come to the school are pretty good” (Luis, District C). 

PLC • “We [Title I reading teachers] all have collaboration, almost like monthly meetings, 
and we just talk about and discuss things that we think could help the program to be 
better.  And they just ask input from us.  Pretty much it’s all teacher-led, and we do 
pretty much all the work, and it’s all from out personal experiences with our students. 
And that’s what helps us better in the classroom” (Jayla, District A).  

• “We do have… a great lady… who comes in and does PLCs with our school. And so 
we will spend like 45 minutes and she will just show us… vocabulary stuff to do” 
(Laura, District B).	   

Resources • “The ELL people, our , our people modify [the curriculum]… They give us the 
modified stories and the modified vocab ... And they give us the interactive notebook 
that goes with it. And they give us that part” (Jane, District B). 

Staff • “I think with… having a new ESL director and her implementing ELPS and having us 
train teachers, that's helping” (Malvina, District B). 

• “Mary [district ESL leader] comes in and she'll do like, you know, vocabulary stuff 
with us, and you know, hands-on, that kind of stuff, the things that we can do. And it’s 
always awesome.” (Laura, District B) 

• “She  [Mary] actually comes and models. You just need to schedule ... the teacher just 
needs to schedule an appointment with her…. she will come to the room… And will 
model and do a mini-lesson for the teacher” (Malvina, District B).  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Due to the rapid growth of ELs in U.S. and Texas public schools and a significant 

achievement gap existing between ELs and the general population, this study sought to 

examine ESL teacher perceptions of the RTI at the middle school level.  Additionally 

teachers described their perspectives of the effectiveness and accuracy of the referral 

system to Special Education for ELs.  The evaluation of these processes at the middle 

school is significant, as little research exists regarding RTI for ELs at for this age group.  

Three focus groups were conducted with twelve teachers from three school 

districts in three different Texas cities.  Emerging themes from the focus group transcripts 

include, among others: the challenge of navigating the possible causes for academic 

struggle in ELs, the lack of structure and guidance within the RTI process and the middle 

school level, and the success of supportive district ESL departments. These findings 

provide guidance for future research and practice related to ELs, and three central issues 

for future research and practice emerged: fostering supportive environments, ESL 

classroom structures, and areas of guidance for RTI at the middle school level.  

FOSTER SUPPORTIVE ENVIRONMENTS 

As the analysis of focus group transcripts suggest, ESL teachers generally feel 

supported by their district’s ESL Departments.  This is a trend that must continue and can 

be used as a basis for developing other departments, specifically building a stronger RTI 

services.  Perhaps the same systems that lead to positive training and PLC experiences 

and positive teacher-district leadership relationships ought to extend to RTI systems.  

Specifically needed is increased collaboration between ESL, RTI, and Special 

Education Departments.  Generally speaking, teachers did not mention that members of 

the ESL Department participated in the RTI process.  Yet, they felt frustrated when the 

students that they refer for special education testing are rejected on the basis that they are  

ELs even when the concern is regarding autism or an intellectual disability.  Increasing 
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ESL/RTI/Special Education collaboration may reduce the degree of frustration and likely 

improve the accuracy of referring and identifying ELs for special education services.  In 

fact, many of the District A teachers’ closing remarks included a wish for school and 

district ESL leadership to be a part of the RTI process.  

STRUCTURE OF ESL CLASSES 

A barrier particularly surfacing in Districts B and C was the concern regarding 

placement and appropriate curriculum for year one through three students.  Classes with 

mixed English proficiency levels and rigid curriculum design appeared to impede the 

quality of the first-line instruction as teachers struggled meet such a wide diversity of 

student needs in a forty-five minute class period.  Among ELs, student success is 

maximized when they are grouped according to proficiency level. The data from this 

study indicate that teachers believe this remains true even in classrooms with a highly 

skilled educator who adequately differentiates their instruction. Therefore, based on the 

results from this study, districts and schools ought to consider the placement and 

curriculum needs of all ELs throughout the language acquisition process.  Schools with 

large numbers of ELs make an effort with language classes to group students by language 

proficiency levels to increase targeted instruction.  

GUIDANCE FOR RTI AT MIDDLE SCHOOL LEVEL 

The data from this study indicate that within the three participating districts, RTI 

systems at the middle school level are still emerging. Though teachers knew they needed 

to provide interventions before referring a student, most responses displayed a lack of 

understanding for planning for targeted interventions in addition to regular classroom 

instruction.  Furthermore, very few teachers described using normed data, curriculum-

based measures, or graphing student progress.  Nor was much support or training 

available to prepare them and support them in effectively implementing interventions and 

progress monitoring.  
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Significantly, many of the barriers teachers faced were specific to the 

middle/secondary school level (versus elementary school where RTI systems are more 

strongly developed).  Though immigrant students may arrive in elementary school with 

limited previous schooling, the gaps in schooling become greater at the middle school 

level and carry a greater impact on a student’s ability to catch up to grade-level 

expectations.  Furthermore, middle school ESL teachers face the challenge of 

collaborating with four or five other teachers to effectively implement and monitor 

interventions.  Developing communication and agreement regarding need for 

interventions was often difficult because of the number of teachers involved, a problem 

that is less significant at the elementary level where students have fewer teachers.  Lastly, 

most middle schools included in this study had students for only two years (grades seven 

and eight).  The short time spent at one campus adds to the challenge as it limits that time 

available for teachers to observe a student, plan interventions, monitor progress, and 

complete paperwork before a student transitions to another campus.  These findings echo 

the results found by Sansosti et al. (2010) who found that that some of the barriers to the 

effective intervention of RTI included “unique characteristics of students in secondary 

settings (…more significant achievement gap), departmentalization of secondary 

schools…, and teacher reluctance to implement interventions” (p. 15). 

Yet, districts with diverse student populations, similar to those included in this 

study, cannot expect that even an effective RTI process at the elementary level will catch 

all students needing to be identified for special education support services.  The data from 

this study reveal that middle school ESL departments are servicing transient populations, 

including students who arrive to the United States in later elementary and middle school 

years.  Therefore these students would not benefit from an effective RTI system at the 

elementary school level, and these districts have a pressing need to consider how to 

develop a tiered intervention system at the secondary level.  
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Furthermore, data from the focus groups suggest that middle school teachers 

primarily view RTI as the steps to go through to refer a student for special education 

services. Similar to Sansoti et al. (2010b)’s findings participants tended to view RTI as 

“just another hurdle to jump” (p. 16).  Yet RTI has the potential to serve a much greater 

purpose, which is, perhaps, the most compelling reason why diverse districts similar to 

those included in this study ought to make efforts to develop effective RTI systems at the 

secondary level.  A multi-tiered intervention framework ensures “the environment is 

conducive to the learning of all students, [provides] early intervention services, and 

[improves] the general outcomes of all students” (Sansosti et al., 2010b, p. 16).   

Especially in districts with high ESL populations, including those with limited 

schooling, an effective intervention system could help fill in the “gaps” where students 

lack fundamental skills and strategies in content areas.  Furthermore as the results 

indicate, teachers are often relying on a “gut” instinct that a student may be struggling for 

reasons other than limited English proficiency, and are hesitant to refer a study because 

“the language is an issue” (Carla, District B) and, “It’s scary to put a kiddo under the 

[special education] umbrella” (Ashley, District B).  In these cases structured interventions 

accompanied with data-based progress monitoring could help reduce the ambiguity of 

reasons for student struggle, as teachers could be pro-active, ensuring their students’ 

academic needs are being met, and more confident in their concerns about student ability 

through the use of data. 

Noteworthy is the fact that the data from this study reveal that the lack of 

guidance and structure for RTI is not particular for ELs but appears to be a general 

pattern affecting the entire student population of participating campuses. Thus the need to 

develop effective systems for RTI within middle schools is broad and impacts the entire 

district rather than just the ESL departments.  
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DISINCENTIVES FOR EL REFERRAL TO SPECIAL EDUCATION 

The findings reveal that when ESL teachers feel that an EL may need Special 

Education services, they perceived resistance from those responsible for evaluating 

student eligibility for services.  Specifically ESL teachers felt their concerns were or 

would be dismissed as a student’s limited English proficiency would be cited as the sole 

reason for academic difficulties.  Or, some ESL felt reluctant to refer students as they 

perceived potential consequences for referring too many students or contributing to the 

over-identification of certain minority groups.  

The disincentive that ESL teachers experience in referring ELs for Special 

Education eligibility testing could be a potential explanation for the studies that indicate 

ELs are underrepresented in Special Education (Artiles et al., 2005; Sullivan, 2011).  

When teachers feel that their concerns will be dismissed or perceive potential 

consequences exist they are less likely to refer students who could benefit from Special 

Education services. 

IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

Implications for practice.   

The results indicate that ESL teachers generally have good knowledge of 

evidence-based practices for Tier 1 instruction of ELs.  However, districts can enhance 

the effectiveness of instruction by ensuring that classrooms are structured in a way that 

meets student needs (i.e. organizing students by proficiency level rather than by years in 

U.S. schools) and making curriculum and programs available that match student literacy 

and language proficiency levels.  Furthermore, districts and schools ought to employ 

intervention staff who have education and training to offer effective interventions for 

ELs.  
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Future research.  

As identified by other researchers more efforts are needed to identify effective 

means to structure interventions at secondary levels.  This study revealed that in some 

instances students were receiving year-long interventions as a part of a scheduled class.  

Often this intervention class was offered in the place of instruction and curriculum 

offered to the rest of the student population.  Yet, arguably this could mean that students 

are no longer receiving Tier 1 instruction to ensure they are still learning grade-

appropriate objectives. 

Additionally, research regarding interventions for ELs should investigate the 

place and amount of L1 used, when possible.  Teachers described reading and instructing 

middle school students in their L1 when it appeared they had gaps in skills, specifically in 

the areas of critical thinking and literacy.  Though students benefit from first learning 

skills in their L1 and then transferring those skills to the second language, concern arises 

that they may not be receiving enough English language instruction at the middle school 

level.  Therefore research should investigate the extant to which interventions should be 

offered in L1 at the middle school level. 

LIMITATIONS 

Though these findings contribute to the growing research base on RTI at the 

middle school level and RTI for ELs, this study was subject to several limitations. A 

significant limitation of this study is the reliance on data provided from focus group 

conversations. Indeed the data gathered reveals the perspectives of ESL teachers, which 

is beneficial for planning effective implementation of RTI.  Yet, the information does not 

provide clear data regarding the strategies, instruction, and interactions actually occurring 

in the classrooms.  To accomplish this, systematic classroom observations would need to 

be included in the research.  Additionally, despite initial confirmation from five teachers, 

the focus group from District C had a small turn out with two teachers from the same 
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school.  Thus limiting the dynamics and engagement of the conversation and not 

representing the diversity of perspectives that may be present among other middle school 

ESL teachers within the district.    

Second, the author, who facilitated the focus groups, also completed the coding 

and data analysis. Steps were taken to avoid the researcher bias, such as planning the 

selection process and question protocol with a supervision professor.  However the 

findings may have been influenced, particularly in the analysis phase. The author had 

previous professional experience in the field and may have approached that data with 

certain preformed notions and assumptions.  To correct this problem, future studies 

should consider seeking inter-rater reliability by including others are varying 

backgrounds in the coding process of focus group transcripts. 

Finally, this study only investigated the perspectives of middle school ESL 

teachers.  A greater understanding of the systems and dynamics occurring within the RTI 

process could be gained by including interventionists, diagnosticians, and district RTI 

and Special Education leadership. Nevertheless, these findings may lead to more 

questions that guide future students regarding the effective methods for interventions and 

progress monitoring for middle school ESL students of diverse language backgrounds.   

CONCLUSION 

As the number of students learning to speak English as a second language 

continues to rise in U.S. schools, districts must consider how to best meet the needs of the 

students who arrive with a diversity of schooling experience and literacy abilities.  

Results from this study reveal that while middle school ESL teachers from districts with 

at least 25% ELs are knowledgeable regarding effective ESL instruction and generally 

feel supported by district ESL departments, they struggle with how to effectively support 

students who are not making progress.  Teachers of ELs consider a host of possibilities 

when trying to identify the reason for a student’s struggle and discern if the student may 
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have a disability. Furthermore, the special education referral process can be a frustrating 

experience for these teachers, especially when they have significant concerns about a 

particular student.  

Developing an effective RTI system in middle schools with high EL population 

would greatly benefit ESL teachers and students as student needs would be better 

identified and met.  Though challenges exist with the implementation of RTI at the 

secondary level, the results from this study indicate that developing effective multi-tiered 

framework in linguistically diverse middle schools is worth the work to implement.   
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Appendix B 

Background Information For Participants  
 

Teacher Code: _________________  
 
Thank you for your participation in this study.  Please complete this information form 
prior to meeting with the focus group.   
 

1. What subjects and grade levels do you teach?   
 
 
 
 

2. Please list your certifications. 
 
 
 
 

3. What is your first language?   
 
 
 

4. What languages do you speak? 
 
 
 

5. Describe any previous cross-cultural experiences, including family background, living 
abroad, or traveling.  

 
 
 
 

 
6. List the first languages of the ELLs in your classroom.  

 
 
 
 

7. How familiar are you with the Response to Intervention (RTI) framework?  
a. I’ve never heard of it. 
b. It sounds familiar, but I don’t really know what it is. 
c. I can briefly describe it, but I’ve never been a part of a school that used it. 
d. I can describe the RTI framework and it is used in my school setting.  
e. Other: ______________________________________ 
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8. Which of these best matches your pre-service teacher preparation? (Circle as many as 

appropriate) 
a. Education major  
b. Education minor 
c. Student teaching 
d. Masters in Education 
e. Teach for America 
f. Alternate Certification Program  

Which program? __________________________________ 
g. Other: 

_________________________________________________________________
____ 

 
9. What professional development or training, if any, have you had for teaching ESL? 

 
 
 
 

10. What professional development or training, if any, have you had in the area of learning 
disabilities or special education?  
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Focus Group Question Protocol  
 

a. Introduction   
i. In general, how long have your students lived in the USA?  

ii. What is the language and literacy background of your students? 
iii. What information does the district provide you regarding the background of your 

students? 
iv. Are your classes separated by proficiency levels or are your classes mixed 

proficiency levels?  
v. As an ESL teacher, what do you see as your role within the school?  How do you 

think others see your role? 
b. Tier One 

i. What, in your opinion, are the most effective elements of effective instruction for 
ELLs?  Take a minute to jot a few ideas on your paper.  

ii. What makes it possible for you to offer that instruction?  Are there any barriers that 
you must overcome to offer instruction for the students?  

c. Struggling Students 
i. Can you tell the difference between students struggling with language acquisition 

versus difficulty learning?  Are they the same?  If it helps, make a table like this 
(draw on flip chart) on your sheet to brain storm ideas.  

ii. What factors do you think contribute towards the challenges they face in the 
classroom? 

iii. Make a flow chart on a new paper that shows the process of referring a student for 
special education.  Tell me about it.  

iv. Have you ever had to refer a student for special education? Without using names, 
what was the result? 

d. Intervention 
i. What tools do you use when you notice a student is struggling? 

ii. What instruments do you use to monitor their progress? 
iii. Does the school or district have a procedure for students who are struggling?  What 

training has been given? 
iv. How do you use small groups?   
v. Who, if anyone, assists you in offering intervention?  

e. Thoughts on improvement/Wishes for support 
i. What do you need to have in order to help these students become successful?  

ii. Where do you feel like you are able to successfully support ELLs who are 
struggling?   

iii. How do you think your district/school helps you successfully ELLs who are who 
are not showing improvement?  What supports would you like to see more of?  

f. Conclusion: (Round Robin) In your opinion, what is the most valuable part of our 
conversation this afternoon?   
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