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This study investigates the norms of third and fourth grade ELLs on the NWEA MAP
Reading test in an attempt to answer the questions: What is typical growth for ELLs with
the same amount of English instruction, grade level, and socioeconomic status? What is
the average yearly gain for ELLs in reading? These questions are looked at from a special
education lens, to create a baseline to which better measure ELLs when being referred to
special education. One hundred nineteen third and fourth grade ELLs’ NWEA MAP
Reading scores were gathered from an upper Midwest suburb. Through five analyses
three themes emerged: 1) ELLs should not struggle with basic kindergarten concepts for
extended periods of time, 2) it is typical for ELLs to be two to three years behind, but
achieving closer to grade level with each year of English instruction 3) ELLs should
consistently achieve their growth norm goals.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

It is an exciting time in the history of Minnesota. According to the Minnesota
Department of Administration, in 2009, 18,020 new immigrants were admitted to the
state of Minnesota. 1,130,818 new immigrants came to the United States between the
years 1982 and 2009 (Minnesota Department of Administration, 2010). With an increase
in immigrants, comes an increase in students that are limited English proficient (LEP), or
English language learners (ELLs). In this capstone, I will use the term ELL, defined by
the Minnesota Department of Education, as a student whose home’s primary language is
not English and he/she is not able to access the academic curriculum (2009). In addition
to this definition provided by the state, I will also include that an ELL is often unable to
access social or intercultural communication, disallowing them to express information,
ideas and concepts (TESOL, 2006). The term ELL is typically used to refer to students in
k-12 (Shore & Sabatini, 2009).
An ELL kindergartener, sweet and full of life, but not with a long attention span,
was referred to special education after several interventions to teach her letters and letter
sounds in English had been unsuccessful. Her brother had previously been qualified for
special education services after waiting three years (because of his ESL status) and now
was in third grade, reading at a kindergarten level, full of anger and hopelessness. It was
decided that the kindergartener needed an early intervention to prevent a situation, similar
to her sibling, from happening to her. Her parents reluctantly agreed to have her tested,
stating that the teachers were the “experts”; however, they did not believe she had a
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disability. They thought she needed more time with the English language. Testing went
on for several weeks. The school psychologist administered intelligence tests and the
special education teacher gave her academic evaluations. I, as an English as a Second
Language (ESL) teacher, informally tested her on the letters a month after our initial
parent meeting. She had learned 23 letters. I was so excited and proud and … confused.
How had this happened? “I practice with my mom every night.” This narrative highlights
the fine line between giving students time to acquire the language necessary for academic
success and students with a true learning disability. It was obvious that if she could learn
over fifteen letters in a few weeks, she did not have a learning disability. She simply
needed more time and exposure.
Time, however, does not always provide the solution to whether an ELL has a
disability or not. In another example, my confusion of determining how an ELL qualifies
for special education services is amplified. I will describe a third grade boy. He was
average in mathematics, but two years behind in reading. He was in my reading group,
constantly frustrated and frequently noncompliant. He knew he was behind because he
still struggled with decoding words. We held a conference with the father. The father
agreed that a gap existed in his achievement. He had received tutoring services from a
family friend for three years and little improvement in his reading ability had been made.
Teachers’ interventions had not been successful. He was tested over several weeks by the
school psychologist and the special education teacher. I saw little change in his reading
ability and an increase in his level of frustration over these weeks. His results from the
special education evaluation came back. With information from the evaluation, and in
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accordance with the state guidelines, he qualified to receive special education services.
After considerable discussion, the special education team decided he needed more time
learning the English language. Consequently, he did not receive special education
services, even though he is two and a half years behind his current grade level.
In the two previous experiences I felt powerless because I had limited knowledge
regarding ELLs’ typical reading development and the special education process. I was
left questioning. At what level should an ELL with one year or four years of English
instruction be? Without having any explicit guidelines of where our ELLs should be
achieving in reading, it makes it very difficult, if not impossible, to analyze their
academic achievement.
This capstone will attempt to define norms of ELLs’ reading achievement on a
nationally used reading assessment, the Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA)
Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) test. These norms will then create a set of data to
assist in the special education referral process. If we can determine norms for ELLs with
similar backgrounds, time in U.S. school system, grade level and socioeconomic status,
we can begin to establish guidelines for test scores that may suggest a possible learning
disability.
ESL Accountability
Currently the guidelines of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) require all students to
make adequate yearly progress (AYP) in reading and mathematics (U.S. Department of
Education, 2006). AYP is evaluated in nine different student groups: all students,
American Indian, Asian, Hispanic, Black, White, limited English proficient, special
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education, and students receiving free and reduced lunch. What constitutes AYP and the
tool used to assess it however, is different in each individual state. Each state chooses a
set of assessments and defines adequate progress. If the school does not meet the state’s
definition, they do not make AYP (U.S. Department of Education, 2001).
The district where this study takes place is currently held accountable by the
Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment Series II (MCA-IIs). The MCA IIs assess all
students in grades 3-8, as well as grade 10, in reading; grades 3 through 8 and 11 in
mathematics; and grades 5, 8 and high school in science (Minnesota Department of
Education, 2010). There must be 95% participation in the assessments and AYP is
calculated by a point system. If a student partially meets standards, his/her respective
school earns half a point. If a student meets standards, one point is earned. The points
earned by the school are then compared to statewide targets to determine if the school is
making AYP (MN Department of Education, 2010). In 2009, 18 % of my current
district’s ESL population made AYP on the MCA-IIs in reading.
NWEA MAP
Many schools have adopted the NWEA MAP test to help predict student
achievement on the MCAs and focus teacher instruction on specific student skills.
Students take the test in the fall or beginning of the school year and are given a Rasch
Unit (RIT) score. This RIT score indicates where the student is currently achieving. By
sampling a population of more than 2.8 million students, growth norms for each
individual are predicted. These growth norms point to a specific score or “goal” students
should be achieving in the spring, or at the end of the school year. For example, a fourth
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grader scoring 192 in the fall is expected to score 201 in the spring. A student scoring 176
in the fall is expected to reach to 186 by the spring. Additionally, teachers are given the
RIT score norm for each grade level, the score which each child needs to achieve to be at
grade level. An individual RIT score often times is not the same as the grade level or state
norm RIT score. Because the NWEA MAP tests are state-aligned tests, in theory,
correlation to the MCA-IIs should be strong (Dessoff, 2008). If students reach their grade
level RIT score norm, they should achieve AYP on the MCA-IIs in reading and
mathematics.
Table 1
Sample NWEA Growth Norms for Third Graders

Grade
3

Fall 2009

Spring 2010

Actual Growth

Typical Growth

Growth Status

206

211

5

6

Below Goal

214

228

14

5

Met Goal

190

199

9

9

Met Goal

199

203

4

8

Below Goal

199

212

13

8

Met Goal

193

210

17

8

Met Goal

155

182

27

17

Met Goal

159

179

20

17

Met Goal

158

184

26

17

Met Goal

193

204

11

8

Met Goal

13

While many of my students are able to achieve their individual RIT score goal on
the NWEA MAP test, few are able to pass the MCA IIs. The two scores listed previously
were taken from student examples. One ELL student scored a 192 in the fall. His
individual growth norm expectation was 201. He was able to outscore his expectation by
four points. His final score was 205. The second student began at 176. His end of the year
expectation was 186. He outscored his expectation by 10 additional points, 196. This
particular student was able to make two years growth in one year’s time. Neither of these
students made AYP. There is a disconnect between expected individual growth (RIT
scores) on the NWEA MAP and grade level norms. Table 2 shows grade level norms on
the NWEA. If a student makes growth that is appropriate for him/her, it may not be
enough to make grade level norms or adequate yearly progress. ELLs in particular are
held to unfair standards. Time in country, language proficiency, and educational
backgrounds are all major factors of ELL success (Collier, 1987; Droop & Verhoeven,
2003; Gottardo & Mueller, 2009; Shore & Sabatini, 2009). How fast do we expect ELLs
to catch up to the rest of the population? If we really want to know if students are
progressing adequately, should we not compare them to peers with similar language
proficiency?
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Table 2
2008 NWEA Reading Status Norms (RIT Values)
Grade
K
1
2
3
4
5
6

Beginning of Year Mean
147.6
160.2
179.7
191.6
200.1
206.7
211.6

End of Year Mean
156.3
171.9
189.6
199
205.8
211.1
214.8

Adapted from NWEA Website, http://www.nwea.org/sites/www.nwea.org/files/resources/2008%20Normative%20Data.pdf

TEAE and MN SOLOM
NCLB attempts to address this concern. It requires all states to annually review
the achievement of ELLs. There are three areas in which ELLs must improve and these
are known as annual measurable achievement objectives (AMAO). Currently these
targets are: yearly progress in learning English, becoming proficient on the Test of
Emerging and Academic English test (TEAE) and the MN Student Oral Language
Observation Matrix test (MN SOLOM), and making academic standards in language arts
and math. The TEAE test assesses ELLs in grades 3 through 12 and their ability to read
and write in English, while the MN SOLOM assesses ELLs in grades kindergarten
through 12 and their ability to listen and speak both conversationally and academically.
Additionally, kindergarten through second grade ELLs are assessed on their reading and
writing skills on the MN SOLOM assessment document (MN Department of Education,
2010).
The TEAE and MN SOLOM measure ELLs’ scores over two years to ensure
progress. It is on these tests only that ELLs are being compared to ELL peers to
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determine appropriate growth. The tests have been written specifically for ELLs and
measure their progress in comparison to other ELLs. However, the State of Minnesota
does not only consider an ELL’s score on the TEAE or the MN SOLOM to be substantial
enough to measure ELLs’ progress. ELLs’ academic progress is also measured on the
state tests, the MCA IIs, in reading and math. The MCA IIs assess the academic
achievement of all students, therefore set norms and expectations are including Native
English Speakers (NES), creating a disadvantage for ELLs, who are by definition still
learning the English language (MN Department of Education, 2010).
Depending on students’ results, a district can be deemed as at/above target for
AMAO, below target for AMAO, or of having a group cell too small to be applicable for
AMAO. Districts can be labeled as In Need Of Improvement (INOI) status if they do not
make AMAO, resulting in parent notification, supplemental educational service,
corrective action or preparation for restructuring (MN Department of Education, 2010).
Reading Norms of ELLs
Studies regarding ELLs’ reading norms on curriculum based measurements
(CBMs), the MCA-IIs, Basic Skills Test (BST), Stanford Achievement Test (SAT10),
and the ACT Assessment have been conducted in the two large metropolitan districts
within close vicinity to the district where this study takes place. One district showed gaps
in achievement between ELLs and their Caucasian peers on the MCA-IIs, BST, and
SAT10. The second district has begun to use CBMs to determine norms for ELLs in
reading and then use these norms for student referrals to special education. A CBM is a
brief assessment of a student’s basic academic skills that can usually be completed in one
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to five minutes. A typical CBM in reading is a fluency probe. A fluency probe consists
of a student reading a passage as quickly and accurately as he/she can for a specific
amount of time. During this time, the teacher marks words read incorrectly, deducts them
from the total amount of words read and calculates the student’s words read per minute.
While some CBMs in reading include additional comprehension questions, often they do
not (Wright, n.d.). This measure then becomes somewhat controversial when working
with ELLs that are able to decode or read the text, but not recall any information about
what they have read. Margaret Robinson, a teacher and leader in the study, stated that the
students in her district scored very similar to national norms on the CBM oral reading
measure and they were able to garner norms for ELLs in grades 1 through 6. Normative
data was only gathered on students that have received education in the United States for
three years or more due to the great variability in scores for students in country less than
three years. (personal communication, January, 24, 2011).
These recent studies give us more information about ELLs and academic
achievement. However, there still are no norms specific to English language learners on
the NWEA MAP test. I am still left wondering what a “normal” expectation of my ELLs
should be. Are my students making appropriate gains according to their grade level and
amount of instruction in English? If students achieve their RIT score, but are still three
years behind in fourth grade, is that “typical” achievement? And then the big question,
“Does this student need more time to develop his/her language and reading skills, or is
this an issue of a learning disability?” I suggest that if we can find the norms of reading
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in a second language, teachers will have a better benchmark by which to measure a
student when he/she is being referred to special education.
Specific Learning Disability
The State of Minnesota defines a specific learning disability (SLD) as a disorder in
spoken or written language that affects a student’s ability to listen, think, speak, read, write or do
math (Minnesota Department of Education, 2009). Throughout this capstone I will be using
the term SLD in reading to describe students that have a reading disability.

As of December 1, 2009, the Minnesota Department of Education reported a total
of 126,108 students with a learning disability in the state of MN. 19,973 or 15.8% were
students with an SLD (Minnesota Department of Education, 2009). The classification of
an SLD is the largest disability in the United States. Underneath the classification of SLD
is SLD in reading. An estimated 80% of students with an SLD are classified as SLD in
reading. (President’s Commission on Excellence in Special Education, 2002). Fowler
and Scarborough defined a student with an SLD in reading as a student with difficulties
in speed and/or accuracy of word reading, difficulties in comprehension, and difficulties
in “perception, retention, retrieval, analysis, and production” (as cited in Shore &
Sabatini, 2009, p. 13).
Qualifying for a Learning Disability
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is a law that ensures that
all students with disabilities receive an appropriate education. Since its introduction in
1975, it has had multiple changes, most recently changes to determining criteria of a
student with a disability (MN Department of Education, 2009; Smith, Polloway, Patton &
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Dowdy, 2008). IDEA is a federal law that all schools must abide by. To qualify for an
SLD, the MN Department of Education says a student must: (1) have inadequate achievement
with appropriate instruction, (2) basic psychological processing across a variety of settings, and
(3) a severe discrepancy between intelligence and achievement or inadequate progress of an
intervention over a period of seven weeks (2009).

If the student’s situation is similar to the above criteria and two documented
intervention strategies, specific to the child, have been applied with no success, the
special education process begins. The school provides a notice to the parents, describes
the purpose, and tells them their rights throughout the process during the first meeting.
Parents are always given the right to view the existing data and voice their thoughts on
the need for an evaluation. If the parents’ native language is a language other than
English, clear and understandable communication must be provided to the parents in their
native language. This may be in the form of an interpreter, translator, or cultural liaison
(MN Department of Education, 2003).
After areas to be assessed are determined during the first meeting, the evaluations
are conducted. ELLs must be provided assessments that determine if they have a
disability rather than measure their English language proficiency (MN Department of
Education, 2003). The school must provide the assessment in the student’s native
language or an interpreter during the testing to attempt to remove some of the testing
biases.
When testing is completed, an individualized education program (IEP) team
convenes with parents or guardians and makes a recommendation based on the test
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results. Parents are given a copy of the eligibility report and evaluation. If a student is
determined as having a disability, parents must give written consent for placement in
special education services. Shortly thereafter, an IEP is written with goals specific to the
student and implemented upon parent signature. A student’s IEP is required under IDEA.
It discusses the whole child: his/her strengths, difficulties, needs, and the plans to serve
those needs. Each child’s IEP must be reviewed once a year and redeveloped according
to the student’s needs. (Smith, et al., 2008).
Role of the Researcher
I currently am an ESL teacher at an elementary school in a suburban city in the upper
Midwest. I teach kindergarten through sixth grade, seeing most of my students daily for a
minimum of 20 minutes. The students that are included in this study are students in
grades three and four, and are required to take the NWEA MAP test three times a year,
fall, winter, and spring. Students in third and fourth grade are seen 20 minutes a day, as
part of a guided reading group within the mainstream classroom, five days a week with
an ESL instructor.
I am not present during all NWEA MAP testing sessions. Mainstream teachers and
educational assistants administer the tests and answer student questions. In a few cases, I
am available to help readminister the test, when a student’s results were thought to not
accurately reflect his/her achievement, due to testing difficulties or motivation on the
student’s part. The majority of students in this study have worked with me for the two
years, 2009-2011, I have collected this data. I have gotten to know their families,
backgrounds, strengths and challenges.
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Background of the Researcher
As the ESL teacher, I am often asked to be the “expert” on a wide range of ESL
topics. Often it is a strategy that would be helpful, a staff training, or information about a
specific cultural group’s beliefs and practices. However, as our ESL population continues
to not make AYP on the MCAs and students are not making gains large enough to close
the achievement gap, I increasingly find myself in ESL referrals to special education. I
am asked to make life changing decisions on little background knowledge and an even
smaller sampling of data. I believe that all children have the ability to succeed. I do not
always know what that entails.
I have always been interested in the overlap of language learning and special
education. I started off in the education field as a cultural liaison, interpreting and
translating various standardized tests, from language disorder assessments to intelligence
tests, always looking at what and why these children were being tested. Usually it
appeared that language and cultural biases were impossible to remove from the
evaluations. I had received very little formal education as a cultural liaison and believed
the school psychologists and teachers had already considered these factors. They were
the experts.
After receiving a brief amount of training in special education for my ESL
license, I still could not consider myself knowledgeable on the ELL and special education
overlap. Yet, I was often being asked to make the call: is it language or is it a disability? I
was very uncomfortable making these decisions and I was not the only one. Speaking to
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peers, co-workers, fellow graduate students, we all seemed to have the same question,
“When is it language and when is it a disability?”
Guiding Questions
As discussed previously, there appear to be an infinite number of questions to
address when determining whether a student has a specific learning disability or is
struggling as a result of second language acquisition. In this study I am looking at the
guiding questions: 1) What is “typical” ELL achievement in reading on the NWEA MAP
test for ELLs with the same amount of instruction in English, grade level, and
socioeconomic status? 2) What is the average yearly gain for ELLs on the NWEA MAP
test? By answering these questions, I will be better able to determine if ELLs in the
special education referral process do indeed have a severe discrepancy in reading
achievement when compared to their ELL peers and what that severe discrepancy looks
like.
Summary
In this chapter I briefly discuss the changing demographics of the United States
and the educational implications to schools and educators. The challenges of NCLB
imposing difficult standards and assessments on our ESL population is addressed, with a
short description of the MCAs, TEAE and MN SOLOM. The purpose and current use of
the NWEA MAP test, which will be used in this study, is also explained.
Additionally, I propose the importance of investigating normal expectations for
ELLs in reading and how I plan to uncover this information. A description of the special
education demographics and process is included, as well as important definitions of SLD
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and SLD in reading. My role and background as a researcher are discussed, giving the
reader a broader picture of my history and interests. Finally, I pose my questions that I
will attempt to answer through this research and my hopeful use of them as a benchmark
for ELLs being referred to special education.
Chapter Overviews
In Chapter One I introduced the background of ESL assessment, the need for ESL
reading norms, and the purpose and significance of this study. The background and role
of the researcher was briefly discussed, as well as a highlight of my guiding questions. In
Chapter Two, I provide a review of literature that is relevant to the reading norms of
ELLs and the detailed distinction between language acquisition and specific learning
disabilities. Chapter Three includes a description of the research methodology and
statistics gathered. Chapter Four analyzes the statistics collected in this study. Chapter
Five, provides a reflection on the data, as well as the limitations of using the NWEA
MAP reading test and implications for further research.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

The purpose of this study is to examine ELLs’ reading norms on the NWEA MAP
test. These norms are then to be analyzed to determine if they would be helpful predictors
of low achievement in reading that is not the result of language acquisition, but a possible
disability. The ultimate goal would be to create an additional set of data that could assist
in the special education referral process of ELLs. The questions that guide this capstone
are: 1) What is “typical” ELL achievement in reading on the NWEA MAP test for ELLs
with the same amount of instruction in English, grade level, and socioeconomic status? 2)
What is the average yearly gain for ELLs on the NWEA MAP test?
One of the topics that will be discussed in the following literature review includes
reading development of ELLs and contributing factors that may affect the development of
the whole student. I will look at the following components’ roles in reading development
of ELLs: phonological processing, syntax, vocabulary, decoding, comprehension, oral
language proficiency, and working memory. To determine how ELLs may develop in
their reading skills differently than Native English Speaking (NES) students, I will be
comparing ELLs’ development in reading to NESs’ development in reading.
Furthermore, I will look at the academic deficits, with regards to reading NES students
with an SLD in reading. ELLs and NESs with an SLD in reading will then be compared
and contrasted to see the overlapping and unique factors of each group. The latter portion
of the literature review will investigate current articles regarding assessment of ELLs,
special education assessments, and suggestions for the improvement of ELL assessment.
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The objective of this study is to define “typical” ELL achievement in reading on the
NWEA MAP test for ELLs with the same amount of instruction in English, grade level,
and socioeconomic status over a period of one year. The gathered data will be used to
assist in determining whether an ELL in the special education referral process has a
severe discrepancy in his/her reading achievement when compared to similar peers or if
the student is at a reading level that is comparable to his/her ELL peers.
Purpose
The challenge of identifying learning disabilities among ELLs is a controversial
and difficult problem (Gersten & Baker, 2006). The purpose of the following literature
review is to look at contributing factors that affect an ELL when learning to read in a
second language, as well as the traits and characteristics of NES students with and
without an SLD. All sectors need to be examined together before attempting to sort them
from each other and make a decision on an ELL’s progress in reading.
Background
Research Overview of Reading Disabilities
Researchers have been studying students with an SLD in reading and their deficits
for many years (Fletcher, Morris & Lyon, 2006; Lovett, Barron & Benson, 2006). Word
recognition, spelling, comprehension, fluency and automaticity are subgroups that have
been consistently researched (Fletcher, Lyon, Fuchs, & Barnes, 2007; Fletcher, et al.,
2006; Lipka and Siegel, 2007; Siegel, 2006; Snowling et. al, 1996; Swanson, Kehler, &
Jerman, 2010). However, the number of subtypes of reading disabilities and their relation
to each other are debated (Fletcher, et al., 2006). Additional researchers also look at the
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following deficit subtypes: phonological awareness, rapid naming, verbal short term
memory, lexical skills, speech production, visual-spatial skills, visual attention, nonverbal
short term memory and vocabulary (Fletcher, et al., 2007; Fletcher, et al., 2006; Lipka &
Siegel, 2007; Siegel, 2006; Snowling et. al, 1996; Swanson, et al., 2010). It is also
debated as to whether difficulties in phonological awareness are the precursor to all other
reading difficulties, or to whether these can exist by themselves (Fletcher, et al., 2006;
Siegel, 2006). Nonetheless, any deficit in one or several areas can result in a reading
difficulty (Fletcher, et al., 2006). This literature review will be looking at subtypes of an
SLD in reading where research has also been conducted on ELLs’ reading development
and then compared and contrasted to highlight similarities and differences of ELL
reading development in a second language and signs of a student with a reading
disability.
Research Overview of ELLs’ Reading Development
A student beginning the school year with no or very low English proficiency can
typically be expected to have lower levels of literacy in English because of their lack of
exposure to English (Gersten & Baker, 2006). However, it is unknown at what rate ELLs
can be expected to achieve academic growth in English, unless we also know extensively
about their native language literacy skills (Gersten & Baker, 2006). ELLs that are
continuously taught academic skills in their first language are often more successful in
academic skills in their second language (Collier & Thomas, 2006). Recently researchers
have begun to look at the various components of reading in relation to ELLs’ language
acquisition. Some components of ELLs’ reading that have recently been studied and will
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be reviewed in this literature review are: phonological awareness, syntax, vocabulary,
decoding, comprehension, oral language proficiency, and working memory (Burgoyne,
Kelly, Whiteley, & Spooner, 2009; Chiappe & Siegel, 2006; Droop, & Verhoeven, 2003;
Gottardo, & Mueller, 2009; Lipka, & Siegel, 2007). All of these studies looked at the
second language learners’ development of the specific skill in a second language, not in
their native language. Therefore, the results do not reflect second language learners’
ability in their native language.
Traits of ELL and SLD in Reading Development

Phonological Awareness
Phonological awareness is a student’s ability to hear distinct sounds and associate
a meaning to each individual sound. It begins to develop at the emerging stages of
learning to read (Hill, 2001; Pressley, 2006; Shore & Sabatini, 2009). It has been shown
to be an important precursor to reading in both native English speakers and non-native
speakers (Bowers & Ishaik, 2006; Chiappe & Siegel, 2006; Lipka & Siegel, 2007).
However, whether phonological awareness in English develops similarly in ELLs and
native English speakers is debatable.
Two contradictory results have been reported. Chiappe and Siegel conducted a
study with Native English speakers and ELLs in first and second grade. Their results
concluded that phonological processing and awareness develop in similar manners for
native and non-native speakers in English (2006). Lipka and Siegel however, found that
kindergarten native English speakers outperformed English language learners on
phonological processing tests in English. However, by grade 3, English language learners

27

were achieving similar to native speakers of English on all of the measures except for
spelling and oral cloze (2007).
ELLs’ ability to catch up to NES students in phonological awareness contrasts to
that of NES students with an SLD in reading and his or her ability to master phonological
awareness. Phonological awareness may be a difficulty at the beginning of learning to
read in English for both ELLs and students with an SLD in reading. However, as the ELL
progresses, he/she is able to make growth in phonological awareness comparable to that
of a NES (Chiappe & Siegel,2006; Lipka & Siegel, 2007). Snowling, Goulandris and
Defty reported that students with an SLD in reading had a difficult time with
phonological awareness when compared to both students of a similar age and students
reading at their same level, but of a different age (1996). They also concluded that this
discrepancy widened over time (Snowling et. al, 1996). According to Fletcher, Lyon,
Fuchs and Barnes, deficiencies in phonological awareness are directly correlated to a
reading disability in NESs (2007). Therefore, while phonological awareness in English
may be lower in the early years of ELLs’ language acquisition, it appears to only be
consistent throughout the years in students with an SLD in reading, and tends to
disappear in ELLs who have no disability.
Decoding
Decoding is sounding out words according to letter sound correspondence. This
results in word recognition. It is important to note that although an ELL may “recognize”
or decode a word in English, he or she may not know what it means (Burgoyne et al.,
2009; Droop & Verhoeven, 2003; Gottardo & Mueller, 2009). Word recognition is
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different from knowing the meaning of vocabulary words. Word recognition is simply
sounding out the letter correctly to form a word. It is however, an essential component to
reading (Fletcher et al., 2007; Pressley, 2006). With the great variation of sounds each
letter can make in English, it can be very difficult for some children (Pressley, 2006).
Research has shown that ELLs are able to learn decoding skills in English and be
as efficient in decoding as NESs by second grade (Chiappe & Siegel, 2006; Droop &
Verhoeven, 2003; Lipka & Siegel, 2007). Droop & Verhoeven found that ELLs actually
decoded better than NESs from low socioeconomic status (2003). It appears then, that
decoding is not where the learning difficulties lie with average ELLs, but could be a
predictor of a possible learning disability in ELL third graders that are struggling to
decode.
In contrast, decoding is a major deficit of students with an SLD in reading.
Decoding has been described as the most common form of a learning disability, as well
as the most studied form of learning disabilities (Fletcher et. al, 2007). Siegel claims that
decoding, under the umbrella of phonological processing, is a “fundamental” problem of
students with reading disabilities (p.164, 2006).
To measure decoding skills, many of these studies used non-words or pseudo
words (Chiappe & Siegel, 2006; Droop & Verhoeven, 2003; Lipka & Siegel, 2007;
Siegel, 2006; Snowling et al., 1996). These are words that do not exist in the English
language, but students are expected to be able to read them because they follow phonetic
rules of real words. Siegel and Ryan, in 1998, conducted a study that showed that
students with an SLD in reading performed significantly worse at reading pseudo words
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than average students reading at the same level (as cited in Siegel, 2006). This was again
shown to be the case in Snowling, Defty and Goulandris’s study in 1996. Their study
concluded that students with an SLD in reading performed worse at reading non-words
than students the same age and students at a younger age, but at the same reading level.
This performance between students with an SLD in reading and students without reading
disabilities expanded over time (Snowling et al., 1996).
Therefore while it is not common for ELLs to struggle with decoding words in
English long term, it is highly common for a student with an SLD in reading to continue
to struggle with decoding throughout their academic career. Difficulties with decoding
could possibly be one indicator of an ELL with a learning disability.
Syntax
Syntax is word order and sentence structure (Campbell Hill, 2001). Less
information is known about ELLs and their syntax development in English than NESs
and their syntax development. Two studies discuss the contrast of syntactic awareness in
ELLs and NESs (Chiappe & Siegel, 2006; Lipka & Siegel, 2007). Lipka and Siegel
(2007) found that syntactic awareness in English was significantly lower in ELLs than in
NESs in kindergarten and continued to perform lower in third grade as well. They
additionally noted that it appeared to affect students’ ability to make good predictions on
upcoming words, an important reading strategy for beginning readers.
Chiappe and Siegel (2006) used two assessments to determine if syntax developed
similarly in NESs and ELLs. The first assessment, in which students were to orally
complete a cloze activity, supported previous findings that ELLs have greater difficulties
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with syntax in English than NESs. However, the second assessment, in which the student
had to identify the sentence with correct English syntax, found similar scores for ELLs
and NESs. However, the authors themselves seemed perplexed by this result, stating null
findings, findings that are not consistent with what was proposed earlier in the study.
Additionally, they looked for alternative explanations for their unexpected results. One
explanation was that the syntax assessments created a floor effect, or a test that restricted
how low the scores could be, resulting in misinformation (Chiappe & Siegel, 2006). Most
likely these results were due to an activity too difficult for all first graders. Regardless of
these conflicting results, Chiappe and Siegel (2006) concluded that a student’s syntactic
awareness (ELL or NES) was influential to their reading achievement.
Research has also been conducted on students with an SLD in reading and their
syntactic awareness. Mann concludes that poor readers have poorer syntactic abilities
than good readers (2006). Siegel and Ryan, in 1988, found that students with an SLD in
reading performed significantly lower on three syntactic awareness tasks than student that
were considered normal readers (as cited in Siegel, 2006). Siegel continued to review 10
additional articles written between 1966 and 1997 that concluded similarly, students with
an SLD in reading have difficulties with syntactic awareness (2006).
In conclusion, it appears that syntactic awareness is an area where there may be
overlap between typical ELL reading development and students with an SLD in reading.
However, it appears that more information needs to be studied in order to understand
ELL development around syntactic awareness, before we can fully compare it to students
with an SLD in reading.
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Working memory
Working memory is a component of reading that researchers have recently been
investigating in both English language learners and students with an SLD in reading. It is
the system that stores and processes temporary information (Baddeley & Logie, 1999 as
cited in Swanson, Kehler & Jerman, 2010; Siegel, 2006). Some research shows no
difference between ELLs and native English speakers’ working memory (Chiappe &
Siegel, 2006). However, in Lipka and Siegel’s research they found that ELLs did differ
from native English speakers in their performance that required working memory in
English. ELLs in kindergarten and third grade performed worse at these tasks than the
NESs (2007). However, these results are not a surprising find, due to the language
involved in the working memory tasks. Each student was asked to repeat a sentence
ranging from two words to a complex sentence (Lipka & Siegel, 2007). This would be a
very challenging task for any student learning another language to perform in their
second language. No non-verbal working memory tasks were included in the study.
In an interesting overlap, Swanson, Kehler, and Jerman recently conducted two
experiments investigating working memory in students with and without an SLD in
reading, showing that students with reading disabilities performed lower in all areas of
memory conditions (2010). Siegel and Ryan found similar results years earlier, students
with an SLD in reading performed worse than normal readers on working memory tasks
(as cited in Siegel, 2008). In addition to working memory, Snowling, et al., also found
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students with an SLD in reading to perform worse on measures of short term memory
(2006).
These studies show that both ELLs and students with an SLD in reading may
suffer from issues of memory with regards to reading in English. However, ELLs’
difficulty with verbal working memory tasks is most likely a natural product of their
continuing language development, and not a learning disability. In order to determine if
an ELL is truly suffering from a working memory condition, it would be more logical to
use non-verbal memory tasks to measure his/her working memory, in order to reduce
language interfering with the results.
Vocabulary
Vocabulary is defined as the words we need to know to communicate clearly
(Armbruster, Lehr, & Osborn, 2006). It is also an important component of learning to
read and reading comprehension for all learners (Ambruster et al.,2006, Burgoyne et al.,
2009; Droop & Verhooven, 2003). We learn vocabulary indirectly, such as through
reading and conversation, as well as directly, through explicit instruction (Ambruster et
al, 2006).
English language learners are at a disadvantage because they invariably have a
smaller vocabulary in English (Burgoyne et al., 2009). This lack of vocabulary affects
their ability to comprehend reading in English (Burgoyne et al., 2009; Droop &
Verhooven, 2003). Burgoyne, et al., pinpointed expressive vocabulary, speaking and
writing, as the most important predictor of reading comprehension (2009).
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Studies have also been conducted on how the vocabulary of a student with an
SLD in reading is affected. Wise, Sevcik, Morris, Lovett and Wolf concluded that
vocabulary is tightly tied to the development of pre-reading skills (2007). They found that
receptive skills, such as listening and reading, are related to pre-reading skills more
strongly than expressive vocabulary skills (such as speaking and writing). They also
found that vocabulary was directly tied to word identification skills. This could be a
pivotal finding if it can be verified in additional studies for ELLs as well. Even though
previous studies have suggested that ELLs do not develop word identification skills
differently than NESs, low vocabulary could possibly account for some ELLs’ difficulty
in word identification in English. However, Snowling, et al., found that students with an
SLD in reading did not have difficulty with picture naming, a vocabulary skill, either at
the beginning of the study nor at the end of the longitudinal study that was conducted
over two years (1996).
With these contradictory findings, it makes it difficult to determine if NES
students with an SLD in reading develop vocabulary differently or similarly to NES
students without reading disabilities. Without a true distinction, it makes it inconclusive
to compare NES students with an SLD in reading vocabulary to an ELL’s vocabulary.
Vocabulary cannot be seen as a factor to differentiate an ELL with or without a reading
difficulty.
Comprehension
The purpose of reading is comprehension, understanding what you read
(Armbruster, Lehr & Osborn, 2006). Comprehension consistently appears as a difficult

34

area for many ELLs (Droop & Verhoeven, 2003; Burgoyne et al., 2009). Perhaps the
largest consequence of ELLs with low comprehension is that it creates a barrier to
learning (Burgoyne et al., 2009).
Comprehension can be a deficiency of a NES student with an SLD in reading as
well. It is possible for a student to suffer from poor comprehension as their first disability
or for comprehension to exist as an additional disability that is possibly the result of
another disability, such as decoding. Decoding, word meaning, syntax, and cognitive
processes could all influence students with an SLD in reading comprehension (Fletcher
et. al, 2007). Whatever the reason, students with an SLD in reading may suffer from
difficulties comprehending and extracting meaning from a text (Fletcher et. al, 2007).
As in students with an SLD in reading, there are many factors that might play into
an ELL’s level of comprehension of English: oral language proficiency, vocabulary,
morphosyntactic skills, and arguably, decoding or word reading (Chiappe & Siegel, 2006;
Lipka & Siegel, 2007; Drop & Verhoeven, 2003; Burgoyne et al., 2009; Shore &
Sabatini, 2009). The most important information to gather from these articles is that
comprehension difficulties exist in both ELLs and NES with an SLD in reading and the
line is blurry when determining a learning disability. It is not a strong indicator of a
reading disability in an ELL, due to the many other factors of language acquisition that
may lead to lesser comprehension.
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Additional ESL Factors
Oral proficiency
One undeniable difference between ELLs, NESs, and NESs with an SLD in
reading is that ELLs are simultaneously learning the English language and reading
(Center on Instruction, 2006; Collier & Thomas, 2007). While a student with a reading
disability may have lower language skills in vocabulary and syntax, their first language is
English. They have been exposed to English since birth. This is not true of an ELL and
we need to take this huge piece of the puzzle into consideration.
A student’s oral proficiency plays a large role in their reading (Droop &
Verhoeven, 2003; Gottardo & Mueller, 2009). It is important then to understand an
English language learners’ development of language.
Cummins first introduced the theory of Basic Interpersonal Communication
(BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) in 1979. BICS is
considered social English. Cummins considers this language a separate entity from the
language we need to become successful academically, usually developing in two years
(1979 & 1981). CALP is the language needed to be successful in academics: reading,
writing, speaking, and listening. Various factors can affect the amount of time it takes to
develop CALP: age, native language skills, years of English instruction and proficiency
level (Collier, 1987). Cummins stated that five years is usually the minimum it takes for
ELLs to catch up to grade level norms (Cummins, 1999). An additional ingredient to the
recipe of language learning is appropriate education. A student is able to reach grade
level norms by the previously noted times only if a student has been receiving appropriate
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education the entire time (Cummins, 1999). Due to the inconsistent nature of appropriate
education, this time frame of CALP development is idealistic, yet not always the reality.
Cummins does state that his theory does not necessarily apply to all students. It is
possible that high levels of CALP can precede fluency in BICS. He additionally states
that BICS can reach a ceiling in development, whereas CALP will continue to develop in
ELLs and native speakers alike, for their entire educational career (1999). However, it is
important to take into consideration that many ELLs will take longer periods of time to
develop CALP. While their BICS may appear fluent, it really is not a determiner of their
level of CALP.
There is a wide range of years that have been pinpointed as the amount of time it
takes for a student to be academically successful in English (Collier, 1987; Collier &
Thomas, 2007; Cummins, 1999). Initially Collier found it took on average four to eight
years for an ELL to develop academic English skills and be performing at grade level
(1987). Collier and Thomas (2007) later determined that success for an ELL was greatly
dependent upon the type of ESL services he/she had been receiving throughout his/her
education. Collier and Thomas (2007) gathered statistics on ELLs’ achievement in grades
k-12 from 1985 to 2007. It was clear that students receiving academic instruction in their
native languages, while simultaneously learning English, were more likely to close the
achievement gap (Collier & Thomas, 2007). However, students receiving instruction
solely in English, whether an ESL pull-out model or ESL taught through content
(sheltered instruction was also in this category), were less likely to close the achievement
gap (Collier & Thomas, 2007). Typical achievement was defined as a student graduating
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high school at the 50th percentile. ELLs receiving English instruction through a pull-out
model on average graduated high school at the 11th percentile. ELLs that had received
English instruction through content or sheltered instruction on average graduated high
school at the 22nd percentile. In great contrast, ELLs that had received two-way bilingual
classroom closed the achievement gap, 100% graduated in the 50th percentile (Collier &
Thomas, 2007). These statistics show how ELLs’ achievement of English language
proficiency can greatly differ from each other. There is not a set of guidelines that can tell
us how long it will take an ELL to reach grade level.
It is important to state how high of an expectation it is for ELLs to eliminate the
achievement gap in a short period of time. For ELLs entering school with no prior
English, the first two to three years are spent developing basic English skills (Collier &
Thomas, 2007). During these years, academic content may be difficult to access,
depending on ESL programming. After the initial two to three years, these students must
then spend the next six years making a year and a half of growth each consecutive year to
catch up to NESs in academic content. This would mean for an ELL entering into
kindergarten, it could take until eighth grade for this student to be at grade level. It is
difficult for ELLs coming from highly educated backgrounds with formal schooling
experience to reach the 50th percentile at graduation (Collier & Thomas, 2007). It is even
more of a challenge for our students that are transient, struggling with financial problems,
and/or of refugee status (Collier & Thomas, 2007). Therefore, we are expecting
incredible and possibly unrealistic gains from our ELLs in elementary schools with
limited time learning English.
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Significance of Similarities and Differences
While the field of reading, ELLs, and reading disabilities appears to have many
intersecting features, this literature review has found a couple of aspects that may
underscore a difference between a reading disability and typical English language
development concerning reading. Comprehension, vocabulary, working memory, and
syntax all pose problems for an ELL and/or a student with an SLD in reading. However,
several studies bring light to the differences that exist between ELLs and students with an
SLD in reading in the areas of decoding/word recognition and phonological awareness in
English. It has been found that these areas seem to “even out” in English for ELLs once
they arrive at second or third grade.
The dual challenge of learning English and academic content, in an English only
classroom, within a relatively short period of time has also been emphasized. When
students are learning language and academic content simultaneously, without any support
in their first language, a different set of expectations need to be created.
ELLs and SLD Assessments
Assessments of English language learners is a challenging matter (Abedi, 2006;
Barrerra 2006; Durgunoglu, 2002; Gersten & Baker, 2006; Klinger & Harry, 2006;
Toohey, 2007). It is important to spotlight the difficulty of assessing ELLs’ academic
strengths and weaknesses without assessing the student’s language (Abedi, 2006; Center
on Instruction, 2006.) In addition to appropriate assessments, Klinger and Harry found
that many school personnel know little about language issues, complicating the special
education referral process for ELLs even more (2006). There currently exists the
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assumption that if a student does not do well on a test, it may be time for special
education (Klinger & Harry, 2006). This is not always the case.
ELLs may have characteristics similar to students with learning disabilities, in
part due to their language development (Barrerra, 2006). Their low test scores may also
be results of cultural differences (Gersten & Baker, 2006). Therefore, assessments written
in English, created for NES students, may not be valid when measuring ELL achievement
(Abedi, 2006; Toohey, 2007). Many assessments include a plethora of linguistic
nightmares for ELLs: unknown vocabulary, complicated syntax of sentences, passive
voice, and many other language components not yet learned by an English language
learner. If the test is not designed correctly, language proficiency can affect the academic
performance results of an ELL erroneously (Center on Instruction, 2006).
Critical Pieces to Assessment
When looking at an ELL’s progress, we need to look at a student’s academic and
cultural background, as well as their language proficiency, as strengths that can drive
instruction, not as deficits to be corrected (Artiles, Rueda, Salazar & Higareda, 2005;
Rinaldi & Samson, 2008). First and foremost it is important to consider the language
proficiency of a student. This important piece is often overlooked when researching the
placement of students in special education, but is a critical step in the assessment process
(Artiles et. al, 2005; Rinaldi & Samson, 2008). The role and magnitude of language
proficiency in testing is shown by a study done by the Center on Instruction. They found
that on a national assessment of reading comprehension conducted in 2005, only 7% of
ELL fourth graders scored at the proficient level. This contrasts greatly to the 32% of
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NESs that scored at a proficient level (Francis et. al, 2006). Therefore language
proficiency does play a role in reading assessments.
There are several ways we can provide more culturally and linguistically
appropriate assessments of ELLs. To begin, we need to look for tests and assessments
that are not racially or culturally biased. This includes looking for tests that have norms
done on ELLs (Rinaldi & Samson, 2008). In order to look at the whole child, we need to
look at multiple areas of the ELL’s performance: oral language, academic language, and
academic achievement. A focus on one area only will not give us the full picture. Not
only do we need to test multiple areas, but we need to test in various ways. A collection
of formal and informal tests need to be conducted (Rinaldi & Samson, 2008).
When it has been determined through a variety of assessments that an ELL is
struggling, early identification and intervention, such as Response to Intervention (RTI)
is critical (Rinaldi & Samson, 2008). RTI is divided into three tiers: Tier One, Tier Two
and Tier Three. Tier One is a universal screening system for all students, using a progress
monitoring tool for oral language and academic language proficiency for ELLs and
additional monitoring for high-risk students. Tier Two consists of small group tutoring
where students’ academic challenges are given a specific plan and amount of time to see
if the student progresses appropriately. During this time it is important for an ESL
specialist to monitor oral and academic language development. Tier Three is the final
step and begins the process to special education. The team moves to Tier Three if it is
determined that interventions are not making a change in the student’s achievement. It
consists of one-on-one instruction, such as an IEP with strategy interventions, and takes
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into account a student’s oral and academic proficiency (Rinaldi & Samson, 2008). Using
an RTI model can help to inform pre-referral, referral, and assessment of ELLs (Rinaldi
& Samson, 2008). Perhaps even more importantly, RTI can enhance students’
achievement and reduce special education referrals (Rinaldi & Samson, 2008).
The Gap
ELLs are constantly being assessed. Elementary students are subject to state
mandated tests such as the MCA IIs in reading, math, and science. They are additionally
tested for being limited English proficient on the TEAE, MN SOLOM, and/or similar
measures. Some districts have incorporated the NWEA MAP test, a predictor of student
achievement on the state mandated tests. The NWEA MAP test currently provides us
with no norms regarding ELLs’ appropriate achievement. With all of these tests, we are
not getting any smarter about our English language learners’ achievement. ELLs are
constantly being compared to their native speaking peers without taking into account
their cultural and linguistic backgrounds. What I am attempting to do through this
research is compare ELLs to other similar ELLs in their reading achievement and growth
on the NWEA MAP test. I will then determine a set of norms in reading development
specific to ELLs and discuss how these norms can assist us in the special education
referral process.
Research Questions
1) What is “typical” ELL achievement in reading on the NWEA MAP test for ELLs
with the same amount of instruction in English, grade level, and socioeconomic status?
2) What is the average yearly gain for ELLs on the NWEA MAP test?
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Through these norms, I hope to create a clearer set of guidelines that both ESL
teachers and the special education team can consult when beginning the referral process
of ELLs to special education.
Summary
In this section I have addressed the similarities and differences of ELLs and NES
students with reading disabilities in reading development. Various components of reading
were reviewed for both groups: phonological processing, decoding/word recognition,
syntax, vocabulary, working memory and comprehension. The latter portion of the
literature review presents issues surrounding assessments and ELLs, as well as
suggestions for improving assessments of ELLs. In Chapter Three, I will describe the
methodology and quantitative research design I used to collect data in this study.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

Currently the NWEA provides no norms on the MAP reading test specific to
ELLs. Norms specific to ELLs and their learning growth in reading are needed. The
purpose of this study is to attempt to define average ELL achievement and norms in
reading on the NWEA MAP. Through this definition, I hope to determine if an ELL’s
progress in reading in English is typical or if a severe discrepancy exists between him/her
and his/her ELL peers with the same time in the U.S. school system, free and reduced
lunch status, and grade level. A discrepancy could possibly warn of a learning disability.
I would like to provide the special education team with a more appropriate set of
expectations for what reading levels can be achieved within a certain amount of time.
This information would additionally help ESL teachers determine if an ELL is truly
discrepant in their learning, or if other factors are affecting the child such as time in the
U.S. educational system and socioeconomic status. In this study I want to know: What is
“typical” ELL achievement in reading on the NWEA MAP test? What is the average
yearly gain for ELLs on the NWEA MAP test?
The assessment used in this study was the NWEA MAP reading tests, k-2 and 36. Test results from the 2009-2010 MAP tests were in the data storage system of
Viewpoint. Viewpoint is computer software commonly used in school districts to hold
student information. I, as an ESL teacher, accessed this data district wide for students in
third and fourth grade. Viewpoint also stored the additional student information needed:
time in U.S. school system, grade level, and free and reduced lunch status. In order to
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determine norms, I looked at the mean, median and standard deviation of students’
overall scores. I consulted with a qualified statistician and used the statistical analysis
tool of SPSS to determine figures and their significance. In addition to determining
norms, I conducted interviews with a school psychologist and a special education teacher
in my district to establish how severe discrepancies in academic achievement are
currently determined within the general population as well as the ESL population.
Overview of the Chapter
This chapter describes the methodology and the quantitative research design used
to collect data in this study. First, the rationale and description of quantitative research is
addressed. Next, I describe the participants and the location of the study. I will then
describe the procedure and go into detail describing the dependent and independent
variables and how that data is collected, analyzed and verified. I additionally collected
qualitative data through two interviews. The structure and process of the interviews and
interview questions are recorded in this chapter. This chapter ends with a brief
description of measures taken to ensure the rights of all participants involved are
protected.
Quantitative Research Paradigm
Few norms currently exist specifically for ELLs, often putting them at a
disadvantage when being compared to norms of NESs (Shore & Sabatini, 2009). My
hope is to establish norms of ELLs’ reading development that can be applied to the
general ESL population in a first ring suburb in the upper Midwest. Because the purpose
of the study is to generalize and predict relationships between the dependent and

45

independent variables, a quantitative study is required (McKay, 2006). To determine a
set of data’s norms, there are three measures that can be used: mean, median and mode.
To avoid skewed data, it is important that I look at more than one measure, therefore the
mean and median of third and fourth graders results on the NWEA MAP are both be
included in this study. I additionally looked at the standard deviation of the scores to
determine how the data is spread around the mean. This showed how outliers, either high
or low scores, may have affected the mean (Vogt, 1999).
Of course by creating a quantitative research study, many individual aspects of
the child will be lost (McKay, 2006; Merriam, 2009). While a qualitative study would
give me insight into one or two students’ situations, I am hoping to use a larger data base,
increasing the generalization of the data discovered, and assisting in a district wide
process of determining appropriate reading levels for ELLs. Again, through this data I
hope to understand what might be considered a significant discrepancy and how these
norms can help teachers make referrals to further interventions or special education
procedures.
Data Collection
Participants
One hundred nineteen ELLs’ MAP test scores for 2009-2010 were gathered from
a suburban school district in the upper Midwest of the United States. Students were
eligible for the study if they (1) had qualified for ESL service, (2) were in third or fourth
grade at the time of data collection, and (3) were eligible to receive free and reduced
lunch. Students were excluded from the study if their parents were currently attending the
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University of Minnesota or another local university for a graduate degree. The reason for
excluding these students was because of their history of high educational backgrounds
and often unknown amount of time learning English at institutions not within the United
States. Third and fourth grade data was reviewed due to their high numbers of referrals
to special education in the district where the study is being conducted.
Students in the study come from a variety of linguistic backgrounds. The largest
populations of speakers of languages other than English are Spanish, Hmong, Karen and
Korean. Approximately 51 different languages are spoken within the school district.
Location/Setting
The study will be done using data from seven elementary schools in a first ring
suburb of a metropolitan area with a population of approximately 32,800 people in the
Midwest. There are a total of 6,627 students that currently attend the elementary schools.
41% of the total district population receives free and reduced lunch. 14% of the
population is ESL and 12% of the population receives special education services. In the
past 10 years, the ESL population has risen by 13%, from 1% in 1999-2000 to 14% in
2010-2011.
Student Data Collection Technique
Data was collected in two phases. First, the student’s grade level, length of
instruction in English, eligibility for free and reduced lunch, and NWEA MAP scores
were retrieved through the Viewpoint information storage system used in the district.
Students that had a parent currently attending the local university were excluded from the
study through ESL teacher advisement. Independent variables, such as grade level, length

47

of instruction in English, and eligibility for free and reduced lunch were collected and
entered mainly through the registration process, which will be described in greater detail
below.
Student achievement data was collected through using the NWEA MAP
assessment. The NWEA MAP is a formative assessment created by the NWEA which
was founded in 1974. The NWEA MAP reading test is broken into two tests, the NWEA
MAP reading primary test, which is a kindergarten to second grade test and the NWEA
MAP reading, a third grade to sixth grade test. The NWEA MAP reading primary test (k2) assesses the following areas: phonological awareness, phonics, concepts of print,
vocabulary and word structure, and comprehension. The NWEA MAP reading test (3-6)
evaluates literature, word recognition and vocabulary, informational comprehension and
narrative comprehension. Both of these tests assess the subtypes of the previously
identified deficits of a student with an SLD in reading. Some students in grades three and
four were identified by their classroom, special education, or ESL teacher as having
limited skills. These students were administered the MAP primary, k-2 test, to evaluate
skills closer to their level. These tests were factored into the norms.
The NWEA MAP test adapts to the child’s level as they take it, getting more
difficult or easier, depending on a student’s correct and/or incorrect answers. After taking
the test, each student receives an individual RIT score, or more clearly, an achievement
score. This score indicates to the teacher what reading level the student is at, what skills
they have mastered, and what skills they need to continue to develop in which areas.
Students and teachers additionally receive a RIT score goal for each individual student to
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reach by the spring assessment. The individual goal is not determined by grade norms,
instead norms based off of average achievement for a student at that specific level and
grade. These norms have been developed over thirty years and over 24 million
assessments. However, NWEA MAP also has grade level RIT scores. These scores
correspond to grade level standards and are different from an individual RIT score
(http//:www.nwea.org). Grade level RIT scores are often the expectation for reading
achievement per grade level. All information gathered from the Viewpoint system, grade
level, length of instruction in English, eligibility for free and reduced lunch, and student’s
individual achievement scores from the MAP test was entered into SPSS.
Procedure
Independent Variables
The procedure of the study was as follows. Each fall new student information,
such as U.S. entry, school entry date, language proficiency, grade level, ESL status,
Special Education status, and qualification for free or reduced lunch are entered into
Viewpoint by individual schools’ secretaries during the enrollment process. This
information comes directly from parents completing the registration packets. If parents
speak Spanish, Hmong or Karen, they are able to utilize the resource of a cultural liaison
that speaks their first language proficiently. There are not interpreters available to speak
other languages in the district, such as Somali, Vietnamese, and Korean. Students that are
previously enrolled in the district have their information updated annually. Information
that is updated annually includes grade level, language proficiency, special education
status, ESL status, and free and reduced lunch qualifications. Students entering the U.S.
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school system after kindergarten are given a specific date of their entry. All other
students in the district or a previous district since kindergarten are not assigned a specific
date. For these students, I have used the fall of their kindergarten year, either 2005 for
fourth graders or 2006 for third graders, as the default year.
If students transfer between schools in the district, student information remains in
the same system, Viewpoint. If a student transfers from an out of district school, school
personnel rely on the information provided from the previous school, as well as the
registration information provided by the parent.
As an ESL teacher in the district, I am permitted access to all ELLs’ background
information in the Viewpoint system. These data collected were the independent
variables. An independent variable is defined in statistics as a variable in an experiment
which the experimenter manipulates to observe its relationship with another quantity
(Collins, 2009). In this data set, the grade level and length of instruction in English are
the independent variables. This information was then coded for the SPSS by a qualified
statistician. Viewpoint also reported the student’s amount of time receiving instruction in
English. This data was coded in SPSS as (0) less than one year, (1) one year, (2) two
years, (3) three years, (4) four years, (5) five years, and (6) six plus years. For students
entering the district mid-year a decimal system was utilized to indicate the amount of
months of instruction. This was coded as (.1) one month, (.2) two months, (.3) three
months, (.4) four months, (.5) five months, (.6) six months, (.7) seven months, (.8) eight
months, and (.9) nine months.
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Dependent Variables
After gathering independent variables and entering them into the SPSS software,
the process of retrieving and entering the dependent variables ensued: students’
individual achievement scores (their RIT scores) on the NWEA MAP test in both the fall
and the spring of the school year 2009-2010. A dependent variable is the event (here
MAP scores) studied and anticipated to change according to independent variables
(Collins, 2009). Students are required by the district to take the NWEA MAP reading test
three times a year: fall, winter, and spring. After each testing cycle, fall, winter, and
spring, a student’s RIT score is entered into the Viewpoint system with the date, grade
and a breakdown of scores on each portion of the test. I retrieved each student’s RIT
score from the fall of 2009 and the spring of 2010 from Viewpoint and a qualified
statistician entered it into the SPSS system with the previously added independent
variables: student’s grade level and length of instruction in English.
Data Analysis
Using SPSS, a qualified statistician conducted five analyses. The five analysis
included: Third grade growth analysis (only including third grade ELLs present in both
the fall and spring), Fourth grade growth analysis (only including fourth grade ELLs
present in both the fall and spring), Third and fourth grade growth analysis (combined
data of ELLs in third and fourth grades present in both the fall and spring), Third grade
spring norms (all third grade ELLs present in the spring) and Fourth grade spring norms
(all fourth grade ELLs present in the spring.)
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Student data within grade level was disaggregated by amount of English
instruction: 0-2 years, 2-3 years, 4 years and 5 years. This information will be presented
in five tables in chapter four.
In addition to reporting the norms in chapter four, I correlated the 2008 NWEA
Status Norms to help explain the significance of the scores. NWEA Status Norms relate
students’ scores to specific grade levels. I also reported the actual growths and then
explained the significance of them in relation to NWEA’s growth norms.
This information should provide me with a set of norms that I can begin to use
when determining if an ELL’s reading development is typical or if he/she is experiencing
difficulty in reading when compared to similar ELL peers.
Qualitative Data
School Psychologist and Special Education Teacher Interviews
In addition to the quantitative research paradigm, I have included two interviews,
with a school psychologist and special education teacher, to garner information about the
current special education referral process. The purpose of these interviews was to better
understand the district’s current process of special education referrals for both ELLs and
NESs. The school psychologist reviewed the current practices of determining a student’s
eligibility for special education services, including the various formulas used to
determine a discrepancy in achievement and intelligence, as well as the cut-off
percentages on a variety of intelligence and reading assessments. The special education
teacher was asked the same questions, but focusing specifically on academic achievement
tests, typical determiners of a possible disability, and grade level expectations. The
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following questions were initially asked in a brief interview and followed up by an email
to allow both persons to gather accurate information and reflect on the questions, to
ensure accurate and detailed answers.
1. What is the current practice used in the district to qualify a Native English
Speaker for special education services?
2. What are the scores, formulas, or discrepancy needed for a Native English
Speaker to qualify?
3. What is a typical example of a severe discrepancy in an ELL that would require
an intervention?
After answers to the questions were received, I reviewed both interviews, looking
for similar themes and will report these themes in Chapter Four.
Verification of Data
I am ensuring internal validity with peer examination and review of the data. My
first attempt at producing valid results was to have ESL teachers review their students’
data before it is entered into SPSS. This consisted of teachers viewing each student’s
profile to ensure accuracy in amount of time in U.S. school system, grade level, and ESL
status. Additionally, I enlisted the help of a qualified statistician to review the data to
ensure its accuracy and run the appropriate tests using SPSS. The data was then analyzed
and discussed between myself and the statistician to ensure accuracy in the interpretation
of data.
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Ethics
This study employed the following safeguards to protect informants’ rights.
1. Removing of all student identifiers before entering data into SPSS.
2. Applying for and following the Human Subjects Proposal from Hamline
University.
3. Obtaining approval from district before research began.
Conclusion
In summary, the overall methodology and research design of this quantitative
study is to determine reading norms in ELLs using the NWEA MAP assessment.
Students’ qualification for their data to be included in the study was presented, as well as
the location of the study. I described the data collection method, including important
independent variables of time in U.S. school system, grade level, and socioeconomic
status. A description of two interviews consisting of three questions, with a school
psychologist and a special education teacher, are also included. The procedure was
outlined, followed by specific information on how data was verified and additional
measures taken to ensure the participants’ rights. Chapter Four will show the results of
the NWEA MAP assessment and summarize the data. In Chapter Five major findings will
be highlighted, including typical achievement and average yearly gains. I will discuss
implications and limitations of this information, as well as what further research needs to
be done in the area of ESL and Special Education.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS

This study took place in a first ring suburb of a metropolitan area in the upper
Midwest of the United States. One hundred nineteen, third and fourth grade ELLs’
NWEA MAP test scores, free and reduced lunch status, grade level and amount of time
of English instruction were gathered from the data storage system of Viewpoint. Students
qualifying for ESL services and receiving free and reduced lunch were included in the
study. From Viewpoint this information was coded and entered in the statistical analysis
tool of SPSS. Test score results were disaggregated by grade level and time of
instruction in English. Through the collection of these data, I sought to find the mean,
median, and standard deviation of third and fourth grade ELLs on the NWEA MAP
Reading test in the fall of 2009 and spring of 2010. Furthermore, I wanted to determine
the average yearly growth from 2009-2010 for third and fourth grade ELLs. In addition to
the quantitative data collected, I conducted two interviews. A school psychologist and a
special education teacher were interviewed to identify the current process being used in
the district for special education referral and qualification. It is through answering these
questions that I will be better able to discriminate between the language acquisition
process of ELLs and a severe discrepancy in reading achievement due to an SLD in
reading.
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NWEA MAP Score Norms
Five analyses were conducted: Third grade growth analysis (only including third
grade ELLs present in fall and spring), Fourth grade growth analysis (only including
fourth grade ELLs present in the fall and spring), Third and fourth grade growth analysis
(combined data of ELLs in both third and fourth grades present in the fall and spring),
Third grade spring norms (all third grade ELLs present in the spring) and Fourth grade
spring norms (all fourth grade ELLs present in the spring). These tests’ data have been
collected and presented in five separate tables. Students have been separated into groups
by amount of English instruction: 0-2 years, 2-3 years, 4 years and 5 years. Because each
group’s means and medians were very similar, creating a normal distribution, I will
report only the found means of each group. For better comprehension of the significance
of these means, I will also report the correlating grade levels according to 2008 NWEA
Status Norms. In addition, I will report actual growth determined by SPSS and then
explain the expectation of growth norms set by NWEA.
Third Grade NWEA MAP Scores
All 2009-2010 third graders’ NWEA MAP scores that met the following criteria
(1) had qualified for ESL service and (2) were eligible to receive free and reduced lunch
were entered into SPSS to find the mean, median and standard deviation of students per
grade level and amount of English instruction. Students with parents that attended a local
university or college for a graduate degree were excluded from the study.
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Third grade growth Analysis.
Table 3 reports the number of students (N) included in the data, the mean,
median, and standard deviation (SD) for fall 2009 and spring 2010. An actual growth
(yearly growth) from fall 2009 to spring 2010 was also reported. This set of data includes
only students that were present in the district both in the fall and spring in order to
determine typical growth.
Table 3
Third Grade Growth Analysis
Grade tested

Inst. group

3

0- 2 years

2-3 years

4 years

Fall 2009

Spring 2010

Actual Growth

Mean

156.67

179.67

23.00

N

3

3

3

SD

22.546

18.148

9.539

Median

155.00

187.00

24.00

Mean

158.33

173.67

15.33

N

6

6

6

SD

11.827

8.238

7.840

Median

158.5

172.00

15.00

Mean

173.54

188.17

14.63

N

35

35

35

SD

14.867

12.282

7.195

Median

178.00

189.00

14.00

0-2 years of English instruction. Limited data was collected on students that had received
two years or less of English instruction. Only three students met the criteria to be
included in the study. However, with current data it was found that the mean score on the
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NWEA MAP Reading was 156.67, approximately the end of kindergarten level in the fall
and 179.67, or the beginning of second grade level in the spring. The actual mean growth
calculated was 23.00. NWEA growth norms state that for a third grader with a fall score
of 157 an expected growth is 17 points. According to the spring mean score, third graders
with 0-2 years of English instruction were one and-two thirds years behind grade level at
the end of the 2009-2010 school year.
2-3 years of instruction. Again with students that have two to three years of English
instruction there existed limited data. Only six students met the criteria to be included in
the study. Nonetheless, these six students’ mean score was 158.33, or the beginning of
kindergarten level in the fall, and 173.67, the end of first grade level, in the spring. The
actual mean growth is 15.33. According to NWEA data, an expected growth would be 17
points. The mean score of these students in the spring was approximately two years
behind status grade level norms according to the NWEA.
4 years of instruction. Thirty-five students met the criteria to be included in this group.
The mean for this group in the fall was 173.54, which placed them at the end of first
grade level in the fall and 188.17, at the end of second grade in the spring of 2010. The
actual growth was 14.63 points. NWEA gives an expected growth norm of 13 points for
this group. The students’ mean in this group was approximately two years behind grade
level in the spring.
Third Grade Spring Norms
An additional set of data was run to include all students present in the spring of
2010, regardless of their fall 2009 status, to determine the mean, median and standard
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deviation. This set of data was able to include a larger set of students than the data in the
growth set. The results from this analysis are presented in Table 4.
Table 4
Third Grade Norms Spring 2010 All Students
Grade Tested

Instructional Group

Mean

N

Std. Deviation Median

3

Less than 2 years

168.60

5

20.465

159.00

2-3 years instruction

172.25

8

7.906

172.00

4 years instruction

188.25

40

12.029

188.50

The data outcome for students with 2-3 and 4 years of instruction was similar to
the previous resulting growth analysis data. Students with 2-3 years of instruction scored
a mean of 172.25, or end of first grade, and students with four years of instruction scored
a 188.25, or end of second grade score. Where the test highlighted differences was with
the students receiving 0-2 years of English instruction. Their mean score dropped to
168.6, approximately the end of first grade, as opposed to the beginning of second grade
that resulted from the growth analysis.
Fourth grade NWEA MAP
All 2009-2010 fourth graders’ NWEA MAP scores that met the following criteria
(1) had qualified for ESL service and (2) were eligible to receive free and reduced lunch
were entered into SPSS to find the mean, median and standard deviation of students per
grade level and amount of English instruction. Students with parents currently that
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attended a local university or college for a graduate degree were excluded from the study.
Fourth Grade Growth Analysis
Table 5 reports the number of students (N) included in the data, the mean,
median, and standard deviation (SD) for fall 2009 and spring 2010. A yearly growth
(actual growth) from fall 2009 to spring 2010 is also reported. This set of data includes
only students that were present in the district both in the fall and spring to determine
typical growth.
Table 5
Fourth Grade Growth Analysis
Grade tested

Inst. Group

4

0- 2 years

2-3 years

4 years

5 years

Fall 2009

Spring 2010

Actual Growth

Mean

157.4

179.60

22.20

N

5

5

5

SD

22.423

22.120

7.396

Median

155.00

177.00

23.00

Mean

165.00

182.67

17.67

N

12

12

12

SD

13.591

14.456

5.433

Median

164.5

181.50

16.00

Mean

197.67

204.00

6.33

N

3

3

3

SD

12.014

16.093

4.619

Median

197.00

206.00

9.00

Mean

189.11

198.82

9.71

N

38

38

38

SD

15.720

13.971

8.526

Median

190.00

199.50

11.00
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0-2 years of instruction. Five students met the criteria to be included in the data set.
Similar to the third grade, students with 0-2 years of English began the year at a
beginning of kindergarten level, 157.40 and ended the year at a beginning of second
grade level, 179.60. An actual growth of 22.20 was found. NWEA states that a growth of
15 points is the norm for students in fourth grade scoring a 157 in the fall. The spring
mean score for this group shows that a student here is typically two and two-thirds years
behind grade level.
2-3 years of instruction. Twelve students were included in this data group. Students in
this group started off at mid first grade level, 165.00, and ended at a beginning of second
grade level, 182.67. Actual growth was 17.67. NWEA shows growth expectation to be 14
points. The spring mean score from this group was two and two-thirds years behind
grade level expectations.
4 years of instruction. Data for this group was very limited, only three students met
criteria. It was found that this group’s mean was mid third grade in the fall, 197.67, and
mid fourth, 204.00, in the spring. Actual growth was 6.33. NWEA expects a growth of 7.
Students’ spring mean score was only one-third of a year behind grade level.
5 years of instruction. 38 students’ data was collected. The mean scores for this group
grew from the end of second grade, 189.11 in the fall, to 198.82, approximately at the end
of third grade level, in the spring. Students belonging to this group made an actual growth
of 9.71. NWEA states an expectation of 8 points. These increasing scores brought
students’ spring norms to only one year behind grade level according to the NWEA
Norms.
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Fourth Grade Spring Norms
A second set of data was run to include all students present in the spring of 2010,
regardless of the fall 2009 status, to determine the mean, median and standard deviation.
This set of data included a larger set of students than the data in the growth set. The
results from this analysis are presented in Table 6.
Table 6
Fourth Grade Norms Spring 2010 All Students
Grade tested

Instructional Group

Mean

N

Std. Deviation

Median

4

0- 2 years

165.00

9

23.9222

158.00

2-3 years

180.86

14

15.407

181.50

4 years

204.00

3

16.093

206.00

5 years

198.30

40

14.041

199.50

This test showed similar findings to those of students in groups 2-3 years of
instruction, 4 years of instruction, and 5 years of instruction that were present in the
district both in the fall and the spring. Where the study slightly differed was in the 0-2
years of English instruction group. The spring mean score fell from 179.60 to 165.00.
Third and Fourth Grade Combined Growth Analysis
A fifth analysis was performed on the combined data of third and fourth grade
ELLs. The data included all third and fourth grade ELLs present in both the fall and
spring, creating a larger number of students in each instruction group. This results of this
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data was divided into groups according to amount of instruction in English. Results from
the test are shown in Table 7.
Table 7
Third and Fourth Grade Combined Growth Analysis
Grade tested

Inst. Group

3 and 4

0- 2 years

2-3 years

4 years

5 years

Fall 2009

Spring 2010

Mean

157.13

179.63

Actual
Growth
22.50

N

8

8

8

Std.
Deviation
Median

20.801

19.331

7.578

155.00

178.50

23.50

Mean

162.78

179.67

16.89

N

18

18

18

Std.
Deviation
Median

13.081

13.200

6.201

160.00

175.50

16.00

Mean

175.45

189.42

13.97

N

38

38

38

Std.
Deviation
Median

15.949

13.089

7.339

179.00

189.00

14.00

Mean

189.11

198.82

9.71

N

38

38

38

Std.
Deviation
Median

15.720

13.971

8.526

190.00

199.50

11.00

Students with 0-2 years of English instruction had a mean score of 157.13, or end
of kindergarten level in the fall and 179.63, beginning of second grade, in the spring.
Students with 2-3 years of English instruction had a mean score of 162.78, or beginning
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of first grade, in the fall and 179.67 beginning of second grade in the spring. Students
with 4 years of English instruction had a mean score 175.45, or the end of first grade
level, in the fall and 189.42, end of second grade in the spring. Students with five years
had a mean of 189.11, end of second grade, in the fall, and a mean of 198.82 in the
spring, end of third grade.
This data shows ELLs with 0-2 years of English instruction have an actual growth
of 22.50. According to NWEA students with a fall score similar to this group (157) have
a typical growth of 17 points if a third grader and 15 points for a fourth grader. Students
with 2-3 years of English instruction have 16.89 actual growth. NWEA states that
students with the same fall score as this group (163) have a typical growth of 15 points if
in third grade and 14 points if in fourth grade. ELLs with 4 years of instruction have an
actual growth of 13.97. NWEA norms have third graders with similar fall scores (175)
achieving a typical growth of 12 and a typical growth of 11 for fourth graders. ELLs
with five years of instruction have an actual growth of 9.71. Third graders with the same
fall score (189) have a typical growth of nine points and fourth graders have a typical
growth of eight points. All instructional groups made yearly gains higher than those of
the NWEA norms.
Results from Interviews
Two interviews were conducted with a school psychologist and a special
education teacher currently working in the district at the time of the study. Interviews
were briefly conducted in person, where I took notes on their responses and followed up
in an email for clarification and to ensure accurate responses.
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Both the school psychologist and the special education teacher described the
current practice of special education identification within the district as a discrepancy
model. Students are administered intelligence and academic tests which are both scored
on age norms, not by grade level. In this specific district, the special education team looks
at a .62 discrepancy between the cognitive level and the academic level to qualify an NES
for an SLD. If students are not achieving academically according to their cognitive
ability, or have a greater than .62 gap between their scores on intelligence tests and
academic tests, they can qualify for special education services. Other areas of disabilities
do not have to suffer from a specific discrepancy. These areas would include autism,
other health disability, emotional behavioral disorder, physical impairment, and deaf and
hard of hearing. Instead, for these areas of disabilities, if an educational impact is deemed
to be severe by the special education team, that student will qualify for services.
In addition to a discrepancy in intelligence and academic achievement, a student
qualifying for an SLD in reading has to suffer from both a severe academic
underachievement on grade level standards and information processing difficulties.
Information processing difficulties are determined through teacher and parent checklists
with regards to a student’s skills in areas such as memory, organization and retention.
Neither of these two criteria requires a specific level of failure, score or formula. Both are
subjective to the outlook of the special education team. NWEA MAP tests are not used as
academic achievement tests for qualification of a student. They are however, sometimes
used in the special education referral process to show underachievement or lack of
growth.
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When asked about an example of a severe discrepancy for an ELL that would
require an intervention, both interviewees stated that the discrepancy model is used for
NESs only. ELLs being referred to special education do not have to follow the
discrepancy model due to the lack of norms done specifically for ELLs and standardized
tests biases. The special education teacher stated that she would conduct academic
achievement tests. However, she writes a descriptive report of the ELL’s academic skills,
rather than calculate a standardized score, and reports them to the special education team.
The definition for severe underachievement for ELLs becomes even blurrier due
to diverse life experiences and backgrounds of the students. A special education
qualification for an ELL is based much more on informal data, such as work samples,
observations and curriculum-based measurements. Often the special education team looks
at progress rather than where they are currently achieving to determine if a student can
learn in the mainstream classroom. The two years behind grade level, which is a red flag
for a NES, is inappropriate for an ELL.
Both interviewees suggested that the best situation for evaluating an ELL with a
possible SLD would be to compare ELLs to other ELLs that have similar backgrounds
such as time in the country, how long they have been speaking English, and what
language they speak at home. Moreover, English language proficiency tests, such as the
TEAE, need to be studied and included in the final determination. This information is
typically collected from the ESL teacher.
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Conclusion
In this chapter I presented the results of third and fourth grade ELLs’ NWEA
MAP Reading test results. Information was disaggregated by grade level and amount of
instruction in English. Additionally, two interviews regarding special education
qualification and assessment were reported. In Chapter Five I will discuss my findings
and their implications, along with limitations of the study and possible future areas of
research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS

In this capstone I attempted to answer the questions: What is “typical” ESL
achievement in reading on the NWEA MAP reading test for ELLs with the same amount
of instruction in English, grade level, and socioeconomic status? What is the average
yearly gain for ELLs on the NWEA MAP test? Through investigating these questions, I
hoped to provide the ESL and Special Education team a set of norms that can assist in
identifying ELLs that are struggling in reading in English due to a learning disability,
rather than difficulties due to the second language learning process. This chapter will
address the results of third and fourth grade ELLs’ norms on the NWEA MAP Reading
test. I will discuss my major findings from my data collected, as well as the limitations of
my study. I will then move on to what the implications for educators should be and
possible future research areas that would be helpful in further supporting the current
research.
Major Findings
Multiple Analyses of Data
When looking closely at the results of the third grade growth analysis and the
third grade spring analysis, it is concluded that the means and medians in both analyses
are similar, except for the 0-2 years of English instruction group. This demonstrates that
two separate analyses found two similar results, fortifying the results. When fourth grade
growth and fourth grade spring results were compared, again similar means and medians
were verified except for in the 0-2 years of English instruction group. Therefore, the data
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appears to be consistent for groups 2-3 years of English instruction, 4 years of English
instruction, and 5 years of English instruction. There is greater variability in the
individual scores of students in the 0-2 years of English instruction group, influencing the
means and medians and leading to a less conclusive set of data. This was also the
conclusion of a previous study done in an adjoining metropolitan city. The variability in a
group of students with very little instruction in English may be too great to create a set of
specific norms (personal communication, January, 24, 2011).
When looking at the growth analysis that combined third and fourth grade scores
and disaggregated data by amount of English instruction, some results were similar and
some were dissimilar. Students with 0-2 years of instruction were similar in the combined
data to that of third grade growth analysis and fourth grade growth analysis. The
combined instructional group of 2-3 years, was not alike to either third or fourth grade
growth analyses, and the 4 years of instruction group was similar only to the third grade
growth analysis, but not the fourth grade growth analysis. These variances in scores are
most likely due to a small number of participants in either third grade and/or fourth grade.
NWEA conducts MAP reading tests nationwide and has an expansive set of data.
They have analyzed the achievement gap and student growth on the MAP by both race
and socioeconomic status (McCall, Hauser, Cronin, Kingsbury & Houser, 2006).
Unfortunately, NWEA has yet to factor language acquisition into the equation. It would
be extremely helpful for NWEA to determine a set of norms and expectations specific to
the ESL population. If this were to be captured, we would have a very strong, data driven
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document in which we could create an appropriate set of expectations for ELLs’
achievement and yearly growth in reading on the MAP.
Typical Achievement
Specific scores for each grade level and amount of time of English instruction
were obtained through five separate analyses. It was consistently found that both fall and
spring scores for ELLs were below NWEA status norms for grade level. When looking
specifically at the spring scores it was typical for third graders in the 0-2 years of
instruction and 2-3 years of instruction group to be 2 years behind the 2008 NWEA
Status Norms. After four years of instruction in third grade, students gained ground and
ended up being only one year behind according to their spring mean score.
For fourth graders in the 0-2 and 2-3 groups, it was typical for them to be almost
three years (two and two-thirds years) behind when looking at their spring mean scores.
After four years of instruction they pulled ahead to only one third a year behind grade
level expectations (with very limited data) and one year behind grade level expectations
after five years of English instruction. There appears to be a trend of a growth spurt after
the fourth year of instruction. Students are still not on grade level according to the 2008
NWEA Status Norms, however, they are slowly closing the gap. This gap may be the
initial result of ELLs simultaneously learning both language and content solely in
English, without instruction or assessment in their native languages. While they are
learning the language, if the content is not accessible to them, they will experience a lag
in their academic learning due to the language barrier (Collier & Thomas, 2006). This
delay is not due to ability, but the lack of native language literacy programs or ESL

70

programs that are effective at teaching content through ESL (Collier & Thomas, 2006). It
appears that after their fourth year, ELLs’ language skills have developed enough to
allow them to better access the content. This results in higher achievement and closing
the gap between themselves and NESs.
Average Yearly Gain
When comparing this capstone’s growth norms from 2009-2010, to growth norms
created by the NWEA, the third and fourth grade analyses showed that most instructional
groups made greater than NWEA typical growth. Actual growth was especially high in
both third and fourth grades’ 0-2 years of English instruction group. The 0-2 years of
English instruction group was six points higher in third grade and 7.2 points higher in
fourth grade. For groups that did not make typical growth determined by NWEA, they
were very close (.7 and 1.7 points below).
When looking at the combined analyses of both third and fourth grade scores,
disaggregated by amount of instruction only, all instructional groups made greater than
NWEA typical growth. The 0-2 years of English instruction group, made the largest gains
again, showing five to seven points higher than typical growth determined by NWEA.
These findings reflect the language learning process. As a student progresses in school,
language grows increasingly complex (Collier, 1989). Due to language constraints, a
student with 0-2 years of English is tested at a lower academic level on the MAP. These
lower level skills (phonological awareness, phonics, concepts of print, vocabulary, word
structure and comprehension) require less complicated academic language. Students are
able to master this lower level academic language relatively quickly (Collier, 1989). This
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may be the reason for greater growth in students with fewer years of English instruction
and less growth for those with more years of English instruction. As the content of the
test increases in difficulty, the language demands become greater as well. However, it
was still determined that all ELLs made greater than expected growth.
Limitations
There are several limitations when considering this study. First and foremost is
the small number of participants in the study for the English instruction groups 0-2 years
and 3 years for third grade and 0-2, 3, and 4 years for fourth grade. Data was limited
simply due to the population currently living in the school district area. To determine
accurate statistics a larger student population would need to be evaluated or additional
districts added to the current data. 0-2 and 2-3 years of English instruction groups’ data
from third grade and 0-2, 2-3, and 4 years of English instruction groups from fourth grade
cannot be generalized to the ESL population. It does however give us some insight into a
small window of students and their scores.
Additionally students’ years of instruction does not include any information about
pre-kindergarten experience. Preschools and the quality of their literacy programming
impact student’s kindergarten skills (Cunningham, 2010). This information was not
available through Viewpoint or student records.
As pointed out in the literature review, native language literacy and the type of
ESL programming greatly influences an ELL’s academic growth (Collier & Thomas,
2006). This information was not collected or factored into the presentation of data. Each
elementary school included in the study has a different approach to teaching ESL.
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Therefore, I cannot state that one ESL model is taught with fidelity, or consider the
model’s effect on student achievement. Furthermore, each school’s population varies
greatly with regards to ELLs’ literacy in their first language. However, this information is
not gathered at the district level and would require individual interviews in multiple
languages to determine each student’s amount of native language literacy.
Students’ yearly growth from this study cannot be considered typical or average
since the data came from only one year’s study. A longitudinal study over several years
would need to be conducted in order to determine a clear expectation of one year’s
growth.
Finally, because the NWEA is a standardized test created for the general
population, as stated in the literature review, it is filled with linguistic challenges and
cultural biases for ELLs. A more appropriate measure of an ELL’s growth would be an
assessment that is created specifically for the ESL population. The state where this study
took place has recently joined the World-Class Instructional Design and Assessment
(WIDA) Consortium. These tests may be helpful in the future to help determine what
typical ELL growth in reading.
Implications
While limitations to this study exist, there is information that can be garnered and
applied to the educational community. First and foremost, it is important to reiterate what
both the special education teacher and school psychologist stated; ELLs come from a
variety of backgrounds and experiences. We cannot simply state numbers to qualify or
disqualify ELLs for special education referrals. Therefore, the entire picture of the child
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needs to be viewed. Any ELL discrepancy model I would create would lack assessments
created specifically for ELLs and would result in another unfair comparison of ELLs to
NESs (Abedi, 2006; Toohey, 2007). Therefore, I am unable to state exactly what a
“severe discrepancy” for an ELL looks like. However, after conducting this study, I do
feel confident that there are areas in which there would be a cause for concern. These
points should be taken into consideration when looking at referring an ELL for special
education.
1. ELLs should consistently be achieving their growth norm goals. If they are not,
find out why (disability, learning style, transient lifestyle, etc.).
What this study has shown is that ELLs can and should be attaining, if not
surpassing, typical growth norms created by the NWEA. Therefore if an ELL’s growth
appears stagnate and he/she is not progressing similar to his/her ELL peers, this student
should be monitored closely to determine the cause of their lack of growth. A planned
RTI could help determine if slower than average progress is environmental or if it is
indeed associated with a learning disability (Rinaldi & Samson, 2008). If a student is
performing lower than his/her ELL peers on the NWEA MAP, receives focused
instruction on the skills where he/she is struggling, and he/she continues to struggle, there
may be a need to refer this child for further academic testing.
2. ELLs should not struggle with basic kindergarten concepts for extended periods
of time.
Students that scored at the kindergarten level in the fall (0-2 years of instruction
for both third and fourth grade and 2-3 years of English instruction in third grade) moved
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out of kindergarten level scores and to end of first grade or beginning of second grade
quickly (in one year). This discovery agrees with data found in the literature review,
ELLs do not necessarily struggle with obtaining skills to decode, such as phonological
awareness, phonics, and word structure (Chiappe & Siegel, 2006; Droop & Verhoeven,
2003; Lipka & Siegel, 2007). Therefore if students are struggling to obtain these skills for
an extended period of time, especially in comparison to their like ELL peers, it could
signal a need for an intervention.
3. It is typical for an ELL to be 2-3 years behind grade level. However, the longer
he/she receives English instruction his/her gap in achievement should narrow. If
the gap grows, this is not typical.
It was determined that ELLs with limited English instruction (0-3 years) in third
grade tend to be two years behind grade level norms and ELLs in fourth grade with
limited English instruction (0-3 years) tend to be three years behind. However, these gaps
tend to close over time. An ELL third grader with four years of instruction is only one
year behind and an ELL fourth grader with five years of instruction is only one year
behind. Again, this can be used as a reference point. If an ELL is not making progress
towards grade level expectations and the student appears to be falling further behind, this
student’s academic achievement needs to be further examined.
Further Research
Further research with a larger student population and an extended amount of time
needs to be conducted. These norms were figured with a relatively small population,
especially with the 0-2 and 2-3 years groups, over a short period of time. With a larger
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student population, I would be able to determine if these norms are indeed typical of the
larger ESL population. Moreover, by conducting a longitudinal study, growth norms
over various years would reveal a true average, rather than growth in one year’s time that
could be influenced by a variety of factors (teachers, new curriculum, etc.).
Also of interest would be to investigate all grade levels to determine when and
where the achievement gap disappears. Do students in sixth grade begin to reach grade
level norms? Or are grade level norms reached after a specific amount of English
instruction?
Conclusion
While this study reveals norms on a small group of students in a suburban district,
more norms need to be conducted on ELLs nationwide. The norms in this capstone
should not and cannot be used to solely recommend a student for special education.
However, they can show us what some students with similar backgrounds and amount of
English instruction are achieving. They can assist us in determining if a student’s
achievement is typical or if further investigation into his/her learning is needed.
My goal is to disseminate the information found in this capstone to school
psychologists, ESL, special education, and mainstream teachers across my current
district. I hope to improve other’s awareness of ELLs’ reading development in English.
Furthermore, I think it would be important to relay this information to ESL teachers and
special education teachers at large, through a state-wide conference.
It is my hope that by creating these set of norms, I, as an ESL teacher will be
better prepared to advocate for my students to receive the highest quality of educational
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services necessary. In turn, my students and all students will become proficient readers,
thriving in the educational system and obtaining the skills necessary for success in the
future.
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