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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

The Guiding Question
When I was in a former position in a suburban, upper, Midwest elementary
school, a mainstream teacher and I sought to refer a first grade English Learner (EL) to
special education. Very early in the process, there were hurdles and a lack of
understanding about who to include in the decision of referring an EL to special
education and how to proceed. As it turns out, we discovered there were steps to take
before a student could be referred for special education. Documented instructional
interventions need to take place to determine if the student is struggling due to
educational or environmental factors. How the student responds to these specific
interventions is what is called Response to Intervention, or RTI. Although the student
received ESL services from me daily, I was not requested to be a part of the team
involved in pre-referral interventions. As the ESL teacher of this student, I thought I had
a good understanding of this particular student and why his struggles were not due to
being a second language learner. This experience, where I was not called on to provide
expertise, was the crux of my motivation to perform this capstone research to answer the
question: How do teams of the Response to Intervention process view the role of ESL
teacher?
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Additionally, in the past I was in a program newly implementing RTI as a
program model responding to making Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) list due to
standardized testing scores. AYP is a list that identifies schools who are not passing
state-mandated standardized tests. Without my knowledge or by communication from
other departments, I found out all of my ELs were receiving interventions from
volunteers in reading and math. The classroom teachers and special education
departments were implementing RTI without consulting me, the ESL teacher. I found
this very discouraging as I felt it was important to make sure that the interventions and
instruction were culturally and linguistically relevant for my students with limited
academic English skills in speaking, listening, reading, and writing and sometimes even
limited formal education.
This thesis began in the midst of a new adventure in teaching for me. My
research began when I moved to a new, English as a Second Language (ESL) teaching
position in an urban elementary school in the upper Midwest. This was an opportunity
for me to work with colleagues who have chosen to work in an urban school district that
serves a large population of minority students, many of them English Learners (ELs).
My experience as an ESL teacher has varied at this new school. I began by providing
ESL instruction through a push-in model, servicing ELs in two grade levels across
nineteen classrooms. The next year I was assigned to co-teach content-based ESL in
seven classrooms across three grade levels. Currently I am co-teaching at one grade level
in just three classrooms through a content-based ESL model. The school‟s decision to
move away from ESL teachers having such large caseloads was due to the district‟s effort
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to meet compliance of an Office of Civil Rights (OCR) agreement to provide adequate,
mandated English language instruction by licensed ESL teachers to English learners.
With these changes, ESL teachers can provide better service that allows them to
become more involved in their students‟ day-to-day progress. By spending more time
with my students I discovered that some of them were not succeeding academically and I
wanted to find ways to be a part of referring them for added interventions in their areas of
academic needs. In the past I had not felt that I was able to add to my school‟s process
for looking at students who needed academic support beyond the regular classroom. In
my school this process is called Response to Intervention and I wanted to become more
involved in the process. Again, I was reminded of my capstone question: How do teams
of the Response to Intervention process view the role of the ESL teacher?
Professional Significance of Research
The program that I am working and doing research in is a school with two
academic tracks. One is a transitional, bilingual education track for K-4 students to
become bilingual and bi-literate. The second is an English language development model
combining native and non-native English speakers to become proficient in academic
English. There are grade-level teams consisting of mainstream teachers, ESL teachers,
and special education teachers. The teams participate in the RTI process that is led by a
social worker and school psychologist.
The school improvement plan being implemented in my current school created
grade level teams to collaborate in a Response to Intervention (RTI) model in order to
meet student needs. The RTI model is used to create student-based interventions that
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help meet a student‟s needs in order to be successful. RTI is used before a student is
assessed for special education. The model of ESL instruction of one ESL teacher per
grade level morphed later into a more strategic placement of ESL teachers into
classrooms and programs. I was collaborating with classroom teachers to provide
academic language instruction to ELs in a transitional, bilingual education program
model.
At my school, I am a part of the instructional team in charge of student success,
and I participate in the RTI model called problem solving. The RTI model implements a
process for educators to brainstorm and test out strategies to help students be successful
academically. This model takes into account that there are many factors at play, such as
limited English language proficiency, homelessness, poverty, and attendance. More
importantly, RTI‟s purpose is to meet individual needs prior to the referral to special
education.
Role of the Researcher
I interviewed teachers in a focus group setting and used a questionnaire with
teachers from all licensure areas including ESL, special education, speech, social
workers, and classrooms teachers K-5. I conducted only a questionnaire and did not
include administrators in the focus groups in order to allow more free flowing answers of
the other participants. Further, the teachers were given six options to participate in the
focus groups, three of which were done without ESL teachers, other than myself, in the
room. The focus groups and questionnaires provided me with data about teacher views
on the ESL teachers‟ roles in the RTI process. My data consists of varied answers and
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included the conversation of teachers in a group setting and questionnaire answers
completed in an anonymous individual setting.
Background of the Researcher
My interest in this study was to improve my own knowledge of RTI and to
increase the effectiveness of my participation and professionalism in working
collaboratively in the RTI process. Additionally, I would like my research to provide the
district and state with knowledge about the need for emphasis in interdepartmental
coordination in intervention models to best serve our most at-risk students and the need
for professional development to improve ESL teachers‟ knowledge of the program and
their role in RTI. As an ESL Teacher, I seek to provide the most beneficial learning
experiences for my students and be able to work harmoniously with other departments in
efficient ways to provide these experiences. Presently, I am working in an elementary
school as an ESL Teacher in a transitional, bilingual education program teaching the
content of science and social studies through language. Because of my variety and years
of experiences in different settings, I felt it was vital to include me in the intervention
process for meeting the ESL students‟ needs.
As a result of the aforementioned experiences in multiple school settings, I
proposed to investigate and research the ESL and special education teachers‟ roles within
RTI. How could these departments work toward a common goal through the RTI
process? I focused on identifying what the ESL Teacher‟s role is in the RTI process. I
facilitated focus groups and used questionnaires to shed light on classroom teachers,
special education and ESL teachers‟ perspectives about the ESL teacher‟s role in the RTI
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process in order to answer the question: How do teams of the Response to Intervention
process view the role of ESL teacher?
Chapter Overviews
In this chapter, I documented my experiences in teaching and in identifying
special needs of EL‟s. Further, I described my experiences working in collaboration to
meet needs of students with other departments
This paper is an investigation into ESL teachers‟ roles in the implementation of
RTI as part of collaborative teams in an urban, elementary school. This introduces the
cause for more research into the roles of ESL teachers in RTI as a method for achieving
academic success for at-risk ELs.
Chapter two is the literature review, which discusses research on teacher roles and
the RTI model. I begin the discussion with a look at descriptions of EL and special
education student groups, and I continue with researching RTI as a process for meeting
student needs. Next in the literature review, I investigate roles of classroom, special
education and ESL teachers. Finally, I wrap up with the ambiguity of roles and the gap
in research regarding the ESL teacher roles in RTI, It is through the educational programs
of ESL and bilingual education that interventions are playing a pivotal part in identifying
the diverse learning needs of students in one urban elementary school. There are many
factors at play in students‟ education, and RTI helps create a process for identifying
struggling learners and differentiating instruction to help them be successful.
The methods chapter describes the methodology for the capstone project. First,
the research is focused as a qualitative, critical ethnography gathering human
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perspectives on practices in education. Then, I present focus groups and questionnaires
as the methods for data collection. While discussing the data collection techniques, I
discuss the participants, setting, and other variables to take into consideration.
Chapter Four illustrates the results and analysis of the study. First, I present the
process for data analysis. Later in the chapter, I identify and analyze key results of the
study, implications for my teaching, and ideas sparked by my research for further inquiry.
After the results and analysis, Chapter Five is the summary and defines the conclusion of
the results and analysis chapter.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
In the United States, there is a lot of publicity about the achievement gap and
students not meeting proficiency in academic areas like reading and math on standardized
tests. Every day, I try to work in a coordinated effort with a social worker, school
psychologist, classroom teachers, and special education teachers to determine new ways
to reach students. However, it is not always clear what my role is in this process. My
research question is: How do teams of the Response to Intervention process view the role
of ESL teacher?
English Learners (ELs) are becoming a majority demographic in urban, upper
Midwest elementary schools. With the growing population, there is a need for more
researched-based practices in the services and procedures for providing special education
identification processes and services for students with limited English proficiency.
Response to Intervention (RTI) is a process created to provide pre-referral intervention
services to students before evaluation and/or identification of special education status.
According to the Pyramid to Response to Intervention (Buffum, Mattos, & Weber, 2009),
the RTI process was historically the responsibility of the special education teacher, and it
recently has been placed in the realm of the classroom teacher. With the responsibility of
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pre-referral interventions moving away from the special education teacher, it is an
opportune time to consider not only the role of the classroom teacher, but also the role of
the ESL teacher in the RTI process. This is the connection between my research question
and the categories of my literature review, which are: English Learners, definitions of
special needs, RTI, classroom teacher roles, special education teacher roles, ESL teacher
roles, and lastly the ambiguity of roles in RTI.
Student Groups
English Learners (ELs)
In this section, I will be researching the definition of ELs to be able to compare
them with the definitions of students with special needs. This comparison will assist in
the understanding of teacher roles for classroom, special education and ESL teachers.
According to a roundtable article from the National Clearinghouse of English Language
Acquisition by Ballantyne, Sanderman, and Levy (2006), English Learners (ELs) are
students who are not linguistically proficient and require additional support to succeed at
grade level in academic content. An EL requires support as a result of Limited English
Proficiency (LEP) status due to limited formal education, first or second generational
immigrant status, or other various reasons they are enrolled in a school with English as
the primary language in the United States (NCELA, 2006). It is after the indicators show
there is limited English proficiency status and a student requires accommodations and
ESL teacher support that they receive Title III status. A child qualifying for Title III is
one who is an immigrant that was born outside of the United States, is between the ages
of 3 to 21 and has been enrolled in a K-12 school for a few academic years, this includes
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students in an exchange program (MDE EL Program Guidelines, Title III Document,
2006). See Appendix 2.1 for the flow-chart of identification and placement for an
anonymous public school district.
Special Education Students
In order to understand the differences in special education and ESL teacher roles,
I will describe research the difference between language proficiency issues and cognitive
issues that impact academic progress. I will examine what is classified as a student with
special needs. The National Dissemination Center for Students with Disabilities
(NICHCY, n.d.) defines a specific learning disability as:
a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in
understanding or in using language, spoken or written, that may manifest
itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or to
do mathematical calculations, including conditions such as perceptual
disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and
developmental aphasia (NICHCY, n.d., Disabilites section).
How to determine whether a student falls into this category involves a determination
made by classroom teachers and school staff members.
According to PACER Center, Inc., an organization dedicated to educating parents
about special education, the description of the referral process for special education
begins with the parents, school, or students make a request. Then, school and parents
review the results of the evaluation. If not, the process stops, but if the school district and
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the parents agree the student needs special education services, they are placed on an
Individualized Education Plan (IEP) (as cited in Reading Rockets, 1999).
To understand the characteristics of special education students with learning
disabilities, I refer to a resource page on learning disabilities indicates that students
should be assessed for learning disabilities if they exhibit certain learning characteristics.
These characteristics are part of indicators that teachers watch for while performing
interventions and in planning differentiation. According to the National Dissemination
Center for Children with Disabilities (n.d.) special education students that have a learning
disability as depicted in the following list:
•

may have trouble learning the alphabet, rhyming words, or
connecting letters to their sounds;

•

may have trouble learning the alphabet, rhyming words, or
connecting letters to their sounds;

•

may make many mistakes when reading aloud, and repeat and
pause often;

•

may not understand what he or she reads;

•

may have real trouble with spelling;

•

may have very messy handwriting or hold a pencil awkwardly;

•

may struggle to express ideas in writing;

•

may learn language late and have a limited vocabulary;

•

may have trouble remembering the sounds that letters make or
hearing slight differences between words;
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•

may have trouble understanding jokes, comic strips, and sarcasm;

•

may have trouble following directions;

•

may mispronounce words or use a wrong word that sounds similar;

•

may have trouble organizing what he or she wants to say or not be
able to think of the word he or she needs for writing or
conversation;

•

may not follow the social rules of conversation, such as taking
turns, and may stand too close to the listener;

•

may not follow the social rules of conversation, such as taking
turns, and may stand too close to the listener;

•

may confuse math symbols and misread numbers;

•

may not be able to retell a story in order (what happened first,
second, third); or

•

may not know where to begin a task or how to go on from there.
(NICHCY, n.d., Disabilities section)

Some school districts have different approaches to qualifying students for special needs
when there is a large diverse population that exceeds the resources available. However,
this process for identification is largely embedded into the RTI process of interventions.
In the next section, I will highlight the pieces of RTI and where the identification of
special needs and evaluation lie in the process.
Common characteristics of ELs and special education students
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While identifying student characteristics to help differentiate between student
needs and clarifying differences for the purpose of providing language versus academic
interventions, I found research by Fradd and McGee (1994) that explains seeming
similarities between ELs and special education students. This further complicates my
attempt to differentiate between the two student groups. For example both EL and
special education students‟ language seem to display “delayed acquisition, difficulties in
expression, limited vocabulary, comprehension problems, difficulty in following oral
directions, and poor retention of information” (1994). Both ELs and special education
students display these characteristics, but the cause is different. In special education
students, there is a cognitive or learning disability that is the cause for the characteristics,
and ELs are below proficiency in the English language, not in learning.
This demonstrates the need for further clarification on roles and the importance of
providing professional development on collaboration of teams in RTI. ESL teachers need
to be a part of the conversation to separate language barriers from disabilities. Buffum, et
al. explains the necessity of coordinated efforts for instruction to a group of diverse
learners. “The type of academic interventions provided in the general classroom setting
and in the pull-out special education classroom may be redundant, and conflicts result
from educators‟ lack of coordination with each other … and their assumption of separate
spheres of responsibility for student learning” (2009, p. 19). Teachers of all departments
need to work together with their expertise in a coordinated effort to provide instruction
that is appropriate for students‟ linguistic proficiency, academic experience, cultural
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background and cognitive level. RTI is the process that has been developed to make that
a more individualized possibility (Buffum, et al., 2009).
Response to Intervention
Description of RTI
With significant language and cultural challenges present in American schools,
many districts across the nation are implementing or revising their intervention strategies
to achieve academic proficiency according to the state‟s standards. There are new
recommendations from the Individuals With Disabilities Education Improvement Act of
2004 (IDEA) that suggests using interventions like Response to Intervention tiering
models to identify students that may qualify for special education with a learning
disability (Rinaldi and Samson, 2008). Buffum, et al. (2009) clarifies that RTI
is a new movement that shifts the responsibility for helping all students
become successful from the special education teachers and curriculum to
the entire staff, including special and regular education teachers and
curriculum. This seismic shift in educational policy culminated in the
[IDEA 2004] which was signed into law by President George W. Bush in
December 2004. (2009, p. 2)
The shift in policy aligns with the question of what the ESL teacher‟s role is in the
application and implementation of the interventions. I am investigating what the ESL
teachers‟ role is in RTI as implemented by teacher teams in an urban, bilingual primary
program.
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When researching RTI, I found multiple resources that explain RTI with
variations to implementation and strategies. Let us say it is a work in progress at the time
I write this. I chose to cite Pyramid Response to Intervention by Buffum, et al. (2009),
because it is a credible source since Buffum is one of the creators of RTI. “They have the
deep insights and understanding of school improvement that can only come from learning
from doing” (Buffum, et al., 2009, p. xvi). Response to Intervention turns out to be a
pyramid plan that includes professional learning communities and a tiered model of
student interventions, see Appendix 2.2 adapted from Buffum, et al. (2009, p. 9). The
strategy emphasizes collaboration among teachers as an initiative to bridge the gap
between teacher roles with students to increase student achievement by tracking where
risk exists and intervening before a discrepancy arises after time (Buffum, et al., 2009, p.
8).
In this new strategy for meeting needs of learners, RTI, there is a presence of
ambiguity in referral of ELs. There lies ambiguity in the indicators of what can be used
as an identifier of special needs and need for differentiated instruction because of belowgrade-level performance for referral purposes. The same indicators are sometimes
characteristic of a typical English Language Learner, rather than a child with special
needs. Further the same interventions, by whatever name, are used to promote active
needs-assessments before reaching an evaluation period. The schools are faced with the
challenge of providing an adequate team that represents multiple departments and
disciplines to ensure reliable information has been obtained about student performance.
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According to the National Center on Response to Intervention, RTI utilizes datadriven interventions through multiple levels, or tiers, of intensity to deter behavior and
academic issues. RTI provides schools a method for identifying underperforming
students, tracking student data, and using data-driven interventions to differentiate
instruction based on student needs, and, if necessary, evaluating a student for special
needs. (NCRTI, 2004). In this definition, it says that schools identify where there are
specific needs through data tracking. It is the purpose of this research to answer the
question, what is the role of specific school staff in the implementation of this
identification of ELs with special needs and what are the roles of these staff members in
the process of RTI.
RTI responds to the need for students to succeed and encourages responding
before students begin to fall behind. The former models responded after students showed
signs of failure and were referred to special education, “the discrepancy model” (Buffum,
Mattos, and Weber, 2009, p. 2). According to the Buffum, et al., (2009) this model waits
too long until the students have fallen behind. It is proposed that we act proactively and
see when students are not getting the material and need extra support. “This support
should be directive not invitational, so that students get the support they need,
consistently and without interruption until they are successful” (Buffum, et al, 2009, p.
8).
Rinaldi and Samson suggest a process for administering RTI with ELs (2008).
They propose that we need to track student progress and assess student needs addressing
the needs of their language proficiency at each level of intervention and tier. We track
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the progress in order to provide differentiated instruction that has attempted to meet the
students‟ needs before special education assessment. (2008) Also, they recommend that
“the assessment team must understand how to use information on oral language
proficiency and academic language in the process” (Rinaldi and Samson, 2008, p. 6). So,
for successful integration of ELs in the RTI process, intervention teams need to track
results of instruction, re-assess language proficiency at each tier evaluation, and re-group
and evaluate our own performance in instruction and intervention before the referral.
After the referral, the special education department needs to be trained to interpret
information from oral and academic language proficiency levels during the evaluation
process.
The National Center on Response to Intervention explains what a successful RTI
team should look like. The recommended members include school principals, bilingual
education teachers, ESL teachers, general education teachers, content specialists, special
education teachers, school psychologists, and parents (Movit, Petrykowski, & Woodruff,
2010). Echevarria, Vogt, and Short indicate the same team be created for identifying
interventions and support for student services (2010). They continue to describe what the
interventions should look like with diverse learners. The interventions should be the
result of researched-based practice and use differentiated instruction, family support,
native language supports, and intensify the language support. (Echevarria, et al. 2010)
This is a crucial statement in terms of ELs because it depicts that language can be focused
as an intervention for instruction and data collection.
Tiering of RTI
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In addition to the identification of students needing differentiated instruction,
Buffum, et al. (2009) describe in Pyramid Response to Intervention that teams are tasked
with tracking progress of interventions and meeting to decide who receives additional
support as a result of data collection. To illustrate the tiering of RTI services, I have
included Appendix 2.2 from Buffum, et al. (2009)
The diagram of the Pyramid RTI indicates there are three tiers: core program,
supplemental interventions, and intensive interventions (Buffum, et. al., 2009, p. 202).
The teams meet during the level one intervention to determine what students are below
grade level and to created instructional strategies that are differentiated. They also decide
what assessments are needed to track student progress in these strategies, or
interventions. Sometimes the common assessments are created by the teacher teams or
from curriculum-based unit assessments to provide data that displays grade-level
expectations to be used in designing instruction and objectives (Buffum, et al., 2009,
p.80). From this data, the teams decide what interventions will be implemented
according to the bottom tier of the pyramid, intervention one.
Next, the intervention teams meet biweekly to look at the continued data to
determine where “supplemental support” is needed (Buffum, et al., 2009, p. 96). The
second tier of the pyramid where the team meets more regularly is the supplemental
intervention. This intervention is cited as taking place with “each grade level preteaching the upcoming unit‟s essential academic vocabulary in flexible groups based on
each student‟s level of English proficiency” (Buffum, et al., 2009, p. 96). However,
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Buffum et al. only refer to a reading specialist, rather than an ESL teacher, when
suggesting who might perform the supplemental support.
Before considering special education evaluation, the top tier, or the intensive
intervention, remains to be implemented. These interventions are “explicit and intensive,
and even more targeted and tailored to their individual needs” (Buffum, et al., 2009, p.
100). They occur with one teacher and one student, no more than three students. “The
main differences between Tier 2 and Tier 3 are not necessarily the interventions
themselves, but the frequency, duration, and progress-monitoring requirements” (Buffum,
et. al., 2009, p. 101). Although Buffum, et al. do not specify who is doing the frequent
and intensive interventions with progress monitoring, he adds it is “not necessarily
delivered exclusively, by the classroom teacher” (2009, p. 101). In these interventions,
the students should be moving forward. They are not locked in to intensive intervention
instruction. When there is a lack of progress in spite of interventions it is an indicator
recommending special education referral.
While interventions are assisting in determining who qualifies for special
education and meeting student needs through individualized instruction, some districts
are not providing language-based instructional accommodations in these processes.
Grossman (1998) depicts school districts as not providing linguistically appropriate
special education. The diversity of languages in ELs that are identified as having
disabilities further complicates the process for special education evaluation and service
(Grossman, 1998). Teachers and schools are forced to find ways to reach students and
identify whether special needs exist regardless of the language barriers. Appendix 2.3
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displays the demographic languages that are present in my school district among the
diverse student population, and 2.4 represents the home languages of the ELs. All of the
students represented by this chart need to be included in the intervention process to
differentiate for needs on a continuum that I will explain further during the research on
RTI.
As a result of the difficulty in providing accommodations for academic needs to
ELs, classroom, special education, and ESL teachers are being forced to collaborate
interdepartmentally to provide learning opportunities for our students. It is not the sole
responsibility of the classroom teacher to identify needs in students, which he or she
cannot fulfill or accommodate alone. Also, it is not the responsibility of the ESL teacher
by his or herself to create and make accommodations of instruction in place of a researchbased ESL model of instruction. A collaboration bridge needs to be forged between
departments and classrooms to create an alliance in the instruction and assessment of
these students to ensure academic success. Buffum, et al. (2009) suggest the
collaboration between the intervention team needs to be purposeful. Schools need to
identify specific times during the school day for the discussion of creating the
individualized instructions that are necessary for student success (Buffum, et al., 2009).
RTI with ELs
Matan (2011) depicts his school‟s experience implementing RTI after a new
population of ELs with little proficiency in their native language entered their district and
became long-term ELs. His school created an intervention team for student support that
evaluates student progress and creates the strategies used in the interventions. This team
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is vital to the success of student progress. These teams include ESL coordinator, reading
specialist, ESL counselor, social worker, and school psychologist, some of whom are
bilingual.
The RTI process allows for discussion of academic and social performance in the
creation of the interventions (Matan, 2011). This interesting interpretation of creating a
school response in the form of a team dedicated to creating interventions sounds
effective. Matan (2011) described the format of the sessions as taking place biweekly
and with the opportunity of being intensified and individualized from small groups to
one-on-one when moving form Tier One to Tier Two interventions. The movement
toward more intense student support can be provided by educational assistants or ESL
teachers, beyond the classroom (Matan, 2011). He continues to describe the intervention
as being targeted at one area for improvement. This is the first mention of including ESL
teachers in the actual performance of the intervention, and the ESL directors and
administrative leaders in the problem-solving team. However, it still excludes the ESL
teacher‟s role from the RTI meeting and the process for determining interventions.
RTI as an effective option
Although there is not a clear definition of what the ESL teacher‟s role should be
in RTI, it is clear in research that this is an effective approach to differentiating
instruction for students that are not performing at grade level expectations. Matan (2011)
indicates that he has observed the number of ELs referred for special education decrease.
He further explains that with the collaboration between the team members involved in
RTI, they have seen results. Through implementation of RTI, teacher teams are able to
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successfully give individualized support to help students succeed at grade level. The
National Center on RTI (2011) agrees that RTI is an effective model to help students
achieve, but that the last two stages are vital, implementation and improvement. It is
important to note that including professional development on practices of implementation
supports how effective RTI will be in a school. If administered correctly, the referrals to
special education shall decline. For example, in Whittier Union High School District, not
many of the students passed their standardized test. However, in 2007, over ninety-nine
percent of the seniors passed their test and are now earning diplomas (Buffum, et al.,
2009). They further explain that if teachers do not meet the needs of students through
interventions, it will lead to underachievement (Buffum, et. al., 2009).
Classroom Teacher‟s Role
There are many faces that each teacher has when providing services for students:
model, mentor, leader, advocate, or guide. A teacher‟s role is defined by historical and
political factors. No matter what the path that we have taken to arrive at teaching today,
our roles are evolving and broad. According to Hedge (2000), teacher roles are as
follows: “controller, assessor, corrector, organizer, giving instructions, initiating,
monitoring, organizing feedback, and prompter (2000, p. 26).” Further, she refers to a
study by Karavas and Dukas in 1995 that lists teacher roles and time spent on each as
referred to categorically in their study as the following:


source of expertise (46.4%)



management roles (35.7%)



facilitator of learning (64.2%)
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caring roles (25%)



evaluator (10.7%) (Hedge, 2000, p. 28)

Teachers may share some common roles, but there are many roles that vary according to
the program model that teachers follow when providing instruction for students, no
matter what needs or abilities they have. These programming roles for special education
or ESL teachers may fall into the category of area of expertise where the teachers work
with knowledge specific to their age, group, specialty, or level of teaching. I am
searching through specified teacher roles to document differences or similarities between
departments that are beyond the general labels to propose that there is ambiguity in roles
for collaboration in RTI.
Teachers are responsible for creating positive relationships with and learning
environments for students to influence the effectiveness of learning for students with
special needs, according to Duden‟s thesis (2000). “Teacher relationships and learning
environments have the ability to create a great impact for their students‟ education. The
effects on special education learners could be assumed to have a larger impact or
significance due to their disabilities and additional learning and/or behavior disabilities”
(Duden, 2005, p. 13). If this is in fact the reality for students with special needs, students
with linguistic and cultural barriers to learning in the classroom would benefit from
similar relationships. The benefit would be, not for a disability, but as a response to a
need for instructional accommodations, for understanding of limited English proficiency,
and for culturally relevant teaching for that individual student. “When a learner feels
someone cares for them as an individual…the results may be the learners achieve above
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what other teachers or adults may have expected or not expected of them in the past”
(Duden, 2005, pp. 13-14). The connections with a support staff member, such as ESL or
special education, offer that feeling of care. Thus, it is the role of all teachers to create
positive student-teacher connections and relationships with all students, and in particular
with students who are EL and possibly special education.
In many classrooms, there are many strategies in place such as exit directions
from lessons that are listed for student reference and visual expectations for student work.
It is through clear expectations and a positive work environment that employs these
strategies that teachers achieve positive relationships with students and motivate students
to perform even when they do not understand the majority language of the classroom.
This “aspect of teaching competence is the ability to manage activities and interactions
successfully in the sense that learners know what they need to do and why they are doing
it, are motivated to work actively, are monitored and guided when help is needed, and can
work undisturbed by discipline problems (Hedge, 2000, p. 31). This perspective on
teaching moves beyond the connections and environment and illustrates the impact on
learning from management of “activities and interactions” (Hedge, 2000, p. 31) to
focusing on instruction and monitoring progress. This moves learners into a more
independent role in the classroom and portrays the teacher as a guide.
Beyond the relationship and environment, and after the guiding process has
occurred, teachers assess the presence of academic success and plan opportunities for
further student learning. Echevarria and Graves (2003) claim that “characteristics of
effective teaching fall into two categories: (1) teaching behaviors and (2) organization of
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instruction” (61). Teachers create positive environments to promote good student
behavior that will enable concentration on academic material. They plan instruction,
teach concepts, allow time for practice and learning to occur, and finally, assess if
learning occurred and students achieved academic success on the taught material. It is
when students have not achieved success that interventions come into play. Buffum, et
al. (2009) explain the first pyramid step in interventions grade level teacher teams design
common assessments that the teachers collaboratively grade…that both reveal gaps…and
identify children who need additional time and support” (Buffum, et al., 2009, p. 80). It
is not designated who specifically has the extra time built into the school day to provide
the extra support. What do we do when teachers have followed all of the defined teacher
roles and students are still not succeeding after effective instruction or behavior tactics?
This moves us on to ESL and special education teachers. What do they supplement to the
classroom teachers‟ responsibility?
The Special Education Teacher‟s Role
My connection to special education is solely through observation and professional
communication. I have never been enrolled in a special education program, nor have I
ever worked within the special education department. Thus, I look to the Department of
Education, experienced teachers‟ theses, and National Organizations to explain a special
education teacher‟s role. Here is my interpretation of the literature.
The special education teacher has a unique position to reach and make
connections with students with disabilities who may have difficulty in interpersonal
relations. According to Duden (2005), teachers make connections with students through
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building relationships and learning about students‟ previous experiences. Typically, a
special education teacher has knowledge about the students who are underperforming and
is able to develop the relationships and instructional differentiation necessary to reach
students in order to get learners‟ attention and instruct them (Duden, 2005). However,
they are not involved in identifying needs for or implementing interventions with students
in the pre-referral stage. The students receive support from special education staff after
demonstrating need as a result of performance during their special education evaluation
and IEP development after the RTI process.
According to the National Center on Response to Intervention, special education
teachers provide suggestions for accommodations that classroom teachers will
implement. These are alterations to teaching practices that provide students with
opportunities to perform with their peers in classroom activities and in assessments.
(NCRTI, 2004). The special education teachers are there to make sure that instruction is
equal for students with special needs, not to perform the interventions designed to prevent
failure of student progress. “Special education is too often a destination instead of a
system for providing supplementary supports” (Buffum, et al., 2009, p.21). It is the RTI
teams that are meeting in collaboration with the special education teacher to design
instructional supports to help students back to grade level, rather than fail to levels where
the “discrepancy between aptitude and achievement … is below grade level” (Buffum, et
al., 2009, p.21). So, we move to research the role of the ESL teacher and find indications
for where research on RTI specifies their role in this teaming lies.

27

The ESL Teacher‟s Role
I turn to Colin Baker to explain models of English language development for ELs.
There are a few different models that can be combined or are administered in multiple
ways across schools. For example, “for many U.S. students and schools, the choice is
mainstreaming with or without ESL support” (2006, p. 219). This would be called
mainstreaming or submersion of minority language students put into a majority language
classroom the whole day. The variations of this programming lies in what the ESL
support would look like. Baker (2009) describes types of the support as giving
“comprehensible input in English…with increased non-verbal communication (e.g. visual
aids, gestures), simple syntax, repetitions, and summaries, speaking slowly and clearly,
and frequently checking for understanding” (2006, p. 217). This support is also given in
another modern approach to ESL programming called content-based instruction. In
content-based instruction, the students are typically also receiving a sheltered instruction
approach where students are pulled from the mainstream classroom to participate in a
differentiated class with “special content and curriculum” (Baker, 2006, p. 217). It is
through these programs that ELs receive service from ESL teachers. The ESL teacher‟s
role with regards to RTI yet again not defined in the context of Baker‟s explanation of
programming for EL‟s support.
The ESL Teacher‟s role in the RTI process, specifically, is depicted from the
National Response to Intervention website as “to provide rigorous, systematic English
Language development (ELD) programs so students can improve their English
proficiency. [They] successfully integrate ELs into their classrooms and adapt
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instruction” (NRTI, 2004, Implementation section). In order to do this the National
Center on Response to Intervention explains in the same document, “RTI for English
Language Learners: Appropriately Using Screening and Progress Monitoring Tools to
Improve Instructional Outcomes,” that success for a problem-solving team includes
having an ongoing collaborative process between general, bilingual, and special
education teachers through research-based instruction (Esparza & Sanford, 2011). This
however, leaves a large grey area in what the role of the ESL teacher is in action and
preparation for the meeting. Who is responsible for what part of the interventions? Who
decides and is credible for the decision of evaluation or successful interventions? What is
the difference between a successful intervention and special education services? And
thus we identify the gap in research that is the point of inquiry for my research. My
research question is: How do teams of the Response to Intervention process view the role
of ESL teacher? Appendix 2.2 displays an adapted version of the triad hierarchy of a
three-tiered model for Response to Intervention. Where does each member of the
collaborative team find their role, and what is most effective for each member to provide
in information-gathering and data to successfully identify need for evaluation?
Ambiguity of Roles in RTI
As a common goal of providing equitable service for all students, no matter what
program or multiple programs they are enrolled in at school, my school district has
created guidelines for implementing dual-enrollment services. The teachers will work
interdepartmentally to provide effective learning opportunities, accommodations, and
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interventions for ELs. Beyond the grade level teams, the school is providing native
language literacy and bilingual instruction for kindergarten through fourth grades.
To further reinforce the point that there is a disconnect between departments and
discrepancy in who delivers what parts of the RTI model, I am going to look at the
transcripts and information presented in the National Center for Learning Disabilities
website and its article supporting extensive professional development in order to have
RTI work effectively in schools. The website presents the question “How have roles
changed in an RTI model?” One response said, “It‟s not one person, it‟s not the
principal, and it‟s not the resource teacher or the regular classroom teacher; it‟s the whole
school” that is responsible for the implementation of RTI. A second response indicated
“I think the role change and the shift has been difficult for a lot of people. The special
education teachers are in a different role—the regular education teachers are in a
different role. We‟re not in the role now where we refer every test we place” (NICHCY,
n.d., Disabilities section). The arrival of interventions to precede students entering
special education, how teachers are interacting and what their role is in the process is
evolving to be more student-driven.
My Program—Transitional, Bilingual Education
My school is implementing a transitional, bilingual education model providing
co-taught science and social studies content integrated into literacy for grades
kindergarten through fourth grade. The National Center for English Language
Acquisition‟s (NCELA) article refers to the model used in the school as a transitional,
developmental bilingual program. It focuses on developing native language skills to
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foster the development of the second language. The native language instruction in the
lower grades is dominant and transitions to English as the students are gradually put into
mainstream classrooms with their peers. There are variations of programs and native
language literacy, but all programs provide some instruction during their literacy time in
their native language. The goal is that the students are bilingual and are literate in both
languages (NCELA, 2006).
The bilingual program offers native language literacy and instruction in the
primary grades for the school‟s large language populations, such as Spanish. To
reinforce the concept of including bilingual instruction to aid in the RTI process, I have
looked to Grossman, Thomas and Collier for guidance. Very few districts offer special
education in students‟ native languages with special education teachers that can provide
bilingual instruction (Grossman, 2002). He goes on to explain how instruction and
assessment in the native language produces more accurate results in special education
evaluation, but he also presents the barriers and opposition to the instructional strategy
(Grossman, 2002). However, his arguments for learning content are convincing. Thomas
and Collier (1997) indicate that through bilingual programs, students are able to perform
at grade level in both languages over time and after they are at grade level proficiency in
their native language (as cited in Boyson, B., et al., 1999, p. 42). This would support the
discrepancy model we learned about earlier. Due to focus on students learning in their
native language and measuring grade level progress through English language support,
teachers realize very late in the educational process that there are problems occurring.
Therefore, bilingual education is an excellent complementary program to RTI processes,
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if implemented in coordination and capitalizing on high academic achievement and
assessment of both languages (Boyson, B., et al., 1999)
Conclusion
In this capstone, I examine an urban, elementary school that is moving toward an
innovative plan to reach learners before they fail. The instructional approach that we are
using is called Response to Intervention (RTI). I am researching Response to
Intervention team perceptions of the role of ESL teacher? The following chapter
explains my journey to collect data in a qualitative, critical ethnography. I distribute
questionnaires with teachers of kindergarten through fifth grade. Then, in the fourth
chapter, I will identify the themes resulting from the questionnaires, implications for my
teaching, and ideas for further study. The conclusion chapter illustrates the key points to
the research and findings through the study, further summarizing the implications for my
instruction.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

Introduction
This chapter introduces the research methodologies that are being used to answer
my research question. In the beginning of the study, I decided that focus groups and
questionnaires would be conducted with all elementary school teachers and staff involved
in the Response to Intervention (RTI) process to pursue perspectives from multiple
departments about my capstone question: How do teams of the Response to Intervention
process view the role of ESL teacher? The focus group is a very effective method to
gather data of teachers that work collaboratively with different perspectives and
experiences. Further, the focus group provides an opportunity for the teachers to use one
another as a trigger and prompt for information and conversation for more perspectives.
The questionnaires provided a manner in which to gather larger amounts of data and
provided opportunity for anonymity to deter teachers from providing dishonest
perspectives for data collection.
Through focus groups and questionnaires, I will be able to determine how
effective my school has implemented collaborative RTI process with ESL teachers. I will
examine classroom teacher roles as defined by research. Next, I will research the role of
the special education teacher in the RTI process and in collaboration with the classroom.
After, I will cite multiple roles for the ESL teacher. Lastly, we will look at Response to
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Intervention—how it is perceived and what are teachers‟ roles in the interventions,
according to research.
Qualitative Research Analysis
My research is qualitative in nature since it is collecting perspectives of people
and not quantifying variables. Merriam writes that in qualitative research “what is being
investigated are people‟s constructions of reality—how they understand the world…how
they have come to understand certain processes” (2009, p. 214). In this research project,
I conducted focus groups to collect data on teachers‟ perspectives and experiences with
the process of collaboration in RTI. The teachers are my primary source of data
collection in the focus groups and questionnaires, and it is their “interpretations of reality
[that] are accessed directly through their observations and interviews” (Merriam, 2009, p.
214). Through these interpretations, I gathered the perspectives on my research question:
How do teams of the Response to Intervention process view the role of ESL teacher? .
Critical Ethnography
Under the umbrella of the qualitative paradigm, I am using critical ethnography.
Creswell (1994) points out that the “researcher chooses between conceptual alternatives
and value-laden judgments to challenge research, policy, and other forms of human
activity” (p. 11-12). My purpose is to “raise consciousness” to the understanding of
collaborative roles in RTI as it exists in an urban elementary school. The alternatives and
judgments of which Creswell speaks, are the transcripts of the focus groups and
questionnaires (Cresswell, 1994, pp. 11-12).
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Further perspectives on the research will be on my behalf, as the researcher.
Cresswell (1994) says, “gaining entry to a research site and the ethical issues that might
arise are two elements of this role.” Also, it is my experiences that will “shape the
interpretation” and path toward ethical considerations (p. 147). These interpretations of
data are molded from my experiences that have been described as an ESL teacher in the
introduction, Chapter one.
Data Collection Methods
The “sensitive ethical issues” regarding my data collection are the confidentiality
of focus group members and questionnaire respondents. Also, all participants in the
study were given a signed consent form illustrating their confidentiality and obtaining
permission and documenting knowledge of their active participation in the study.
To find out how teachers view the role of the ESL teacher, I conducted focus
groups and questionnaires with classroom, special education, and ESL teachers to find
out their perspectives and experiences in the process. This was a qualitative study to
pursue professional opinions with multiple departments involved in working together for
a common goal in a modern approach to teaching diverse learners. “Since the data
obtained from a focus group is socially constructed within the interaction of the group, a
constructivist perspective underlies this data collection procedure” (Merriam, 2009, 94).
They heard what one another is saying to drive forward the conversation and prompt
more responses. However, to ensure teachers‟ anonymous choices to participate in the
focus group, there were two of five times identified as being held without invitation to
ESL teachers, with the exception of myself. That is, ESL teachers were only present
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during two of the focus groups so that classroom and special education teachers would
feel that their answers would not impact their professional relationships.
The difficulty with focus groups and questionnaires is creating good questions.
Merriam explains “pilot interviews are crucial for trying out your questions. Not only do
you get some practice in interviewing, but you also quickly learn which questions are
confusing and need rewording, which questions yield useless data” (2009, p. 95). My
pilot questions were conducted with teachers representing the groups with understanding
of RTI and collaboration to prepare my questions for accurate and quality responses, see
Appendix 3.1.
An important consideration that I took into account was prompts. Merriam
depicts the need for prompts as “they are also questions or comments that follow up
something already asked” I will unlikely be able to create these ahead of time, but my
pilot group work should prepare prompts that can become questions for the actual
administering of the focus groups (Merriam, 2009, p. 100). An impairment to
questionnaires is that the researcher cannot provide prompts to encourage more data.
The mode of collecting data in the focus groups was to record responses on a Flip
camera for sound. The questionnaires were sent out in paper form to teachers‟ mailboxes
(Appendix 3.1), as well as sent out via email before the deadline. Each participant was
given a code name, teacher A, teacher B, etc. for confidentiality and to be referred to as
this name in the transcripts. I used a Flip camera to record the data since it was digital,
paper copies for the questionnaires, and a computer to compile transcripts and sort
results.
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“The construction of categories is highly conductive. [One begins] with detailed
bits or segments of data.” Later when categories have been established, it becomes
“deductive rather than inductive mode; that is, [one is] now largely „testing‟ your
tentative category scheme against the data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 183). The themes from
the questionnaires were organized from the questions that were both used at the focus
groups and the questionnaires. However, I only used the notes from the focus groups.
After the themes were identified as a reference to answering my guiding question,
RTI team perceptions of the ESL teacher‟s role. I analyzed them according to
implications for my teaching and ideas for future study. The answers will provide
information for the school district and the state about what the role is for ESL teachers in
perspectives of other teachers, as well as from the perspective of ESL teachers.
Focus Group Participants
The focus groups consisted of all members of grade level teams: classroom,
special education, and ESL teachers. Initially, the goal for the study was to conduct the
groups with two to three grade-level teams that are each experiencing a positive and more
challenging endeavor in professional learning communities. These groups were chosen
due to their direct experience in the collaboration with RTI (Creswell, 1994, p. 148-149).
However, with allowing teachers to come anonymously without their team present, we
were able to provide a safe environment that provided teachers with the ability to give
opinions and ideas without impacting their professional relationships.
The focus groups were held the first time I did the data collection. After some
technological error, I was forced to collect a second time. The second time, I did not
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choose to do the focus group. During the focus groups, I felt that the teachers tended to
agree with other participants. Rather than giving extended responses, they chose to say, “I
agree.” However, there were notes from the first data collection focus groups that I am
able to refer to as triangulation for the second data collection, questionnaires.
Focus Group Setting
The focus groups took place in a first grade teacher‟s classroom so that it was a
non-partisan area that was closed to the hallway. This provided both a quiet area for data
collection, as well as a place that ensured anonymity.
Questionnaire Participants
In the beginning of the study, the goal of the questionnaires was to further enable
teachers to have anonymity. I provided questionnaires to the staff if they chose to
participate in the study. This also allowed teachers to participate in their leisure to give
me the opportunity to gather more data. Additionally, principals may be in an
administrative perspective that can show the vision behind what collaboration will ideally
look like, and it is this vision that will become the future‟s reality (Creswell, 1994). I was
going to give the administrators a questionnaire to fill out to give a leadership perspective
to compare with that of the staffs. In the results gathering stage of the study, this would
have allowed us to identify commonalities between the staff and administration points of
view.
However, after performing the data collection the second time, I used only
questionnaires to not have people participate in-person a second time. This allowed me
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to use the notes that I took at the first focus groups to triangulate the data transcripts the
second time around. Interestingly, the data gathered was similar and aligned both times.
Conclusion
Current teaching practices are evolving to more collaborative and modern datadriven techniques to track learning and be proactive in identifying student needs for
academic success. While this is happening, schools are becoming more linguistically and
culturally diverse. In this capstone, I researched How do Response to Intervention teams
view the role of the ESL teacher?
Chapter Summary
Next, in Chapter Four, I will identify the themes and analyze the findings from the
study. From the themes, I was able to see the answers that I will discuss in the next
chapter, Results and Analysis. The themes provided me with implications for my
teaching, as well as ideas for further study that are discussed in chapter four and five.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

Introduction
This is a qualitative analysis of the ESL teacher‟s role in Response to
Intervention. I am presenting the process for data analysis, key findings and implications
for my teaching, and ideas sparked in this study for further inquiry. In the beginning, the
goal of the study was to answer the question, how do teams of the Response to
Intervention process view the role of ESL teacher. The research was done through focus
groups and questionnaires. The question would solicit answers about the role,
participation, and barriers to participation of ESL teachers.
After the initial implementation of the study through focus groups and
questionnaires, the data was compiled and analysis began. Because of several
circumstances including loss of technology devices with the data, I was forced to gather
data a second time from the teachers at my school. To alleviate the time-consuming
factors of conducting focus groups, I used solely questionnaires the second time. This
was advantageous in the end, because teachers gave much more data and participated
more in-depth than previously. Many of the same teachers participated both times, which
was documented by consent forms from both study implementations.
In final preparation for data analysis, I grouped the responses into themes that
answered the guiding question: How do teams of the Response to Intervention process
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view the role of ESL teacher? The questions that gave the most pertinent responses to the
guiding question were on the ESL teacher‟s role, ESL teacher participation in RTI, and
barriers to ESL teacher participation in RTI. The themes are: serving as a language
expert, attending meetings, and lack of knowledge of both students and content.
Theme One—Language Expert
Within the responses from the second question of what is the ESL teacher‟s role
in RTI is I found two overarching themes that repeated across the responses to all the
questions. First, the ESL teacher‟s responsibility is to share information as a language
expert. Secondly, they attend meetings with data, resources, and ideas. The teachers
depicted the ESL teacher as the language expert when attending meetings, assisting in
differentiation of instruction, providing ideas for helping students be successful, and
giving insight into barriers students have in accessing content. One participant used the
word “lens” when referring to the perspective and point of view from which the ESL
teacher is providing input at RTI meetings.
An implication for my teaching has been to separate interventions on language
and interventions on academic need. There is a distinction that could be researched
further. Is a language intervention based on student language proficiency qualifying as
an intervention for special education referral? When is there a difference between the
academic and language interventions for English Language Learners?
Theme Two—Attend Meetings
The first of the two previous response themes originated from ESL teachers, A
and B. They gave the response, attend meetings. There was little elaboration on what
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that entails. The ESL teachers who did respond indicated that they provide data and
insight about language and culture. The classroom teachers were much more specific on
this response theme. They indicated that the ESL teachers provide language proficiency
data, resources on differentiation or supports for interventions, and ideas for interventions
or observations they have had of the student.

The teachers‟ lack of clarity indicated to

me that they perceived the ESL teacher‟s role at meetings as a formality. Their
responsibility was to attend the meeting, not for any other purpose. There could be a
validity error in the phrasing of my question and failure to elicit more detailed responses.
This is an important finding from the study as a result of this being one of my motivators
for the question of the ESL teacher‟s role in RTI. Often, no response has been elicited
from ESL teachers, but they are present and kept informed of meetings for legal
purposes. However, I believe that an implication for my instruction would be that each
ESL teacher is an advocate for their role and can have an impact on what their role is at
these meetings.
Theme Three—Lack of Knowledge
My third identified response theme refers to the question, what are the barriers to
ESL teachers participating in RTI? The response theme has two parts about lack of
knowledge of students and of content. It was indicated that the knowledge that the ESL
teachers have about the ELs can be very little because of little time or contact with the
students due to large caseloads and little extra time beyond scheduled instruction.
Additionally, classroom teachers felt that ESL teachers did not have the expertise in the
content areas in need of interventions to provide adequate information or resources for
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the RTI process. Also, in my experience, teachers do not understand the validity and
worthiness of the data ESL teachers provide about language proficiency.
This theme brings an interesting twist to the first two themes, attending meetings
and being a language expert. The respondents are questioning ESL teacher knowledge
of students. First, ESL teachers at my school do not have time to familiarize themselves
with the students due to volume and time for contact. This is a perpetual area in need of
reform in my opinion. It is very clear that ESL teachers have very large caseloads in
some schools, although there has been improvement in my experience in the recent years.
Different districts have different implementations in caseload requirements. Currently
my caseload is around 60. I have access to students more when teachers are collaborative
and permit access and share students, hours. With testing, we often get a glimpse of a
student‟s proficiency. An implication for my teaching would be to increase day-to-day
interaction, there is a clearer picture of what needs and differentiation a student requires
in order to learn and to use more language. The ESL teacher should be the expert on the
ELs. If that is not the case, something is seriously wrong, such as the caseload.
The other half of the third theme, another area that ESL teachers are lacking
knowledge, according to the respondents in the study, is content knowledge. Even
though ESL teachers and content teachers attend the same professional development and
often have elementary teaching licenses, it is still perceived that ESL teachers lack
content area knowledge. I can understand the classroom teacher‟s perspective when
perhaps they have been teaching for twenty more years than their ESL collaborator, but
then, we need to sell the ESL teacher‟s training in taking content and differentiating it for
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student‟s language needs. My opinion from the research and this study is that although
many ESL teachers may or may not have the training in math, they have training in the
differentiation of the language of math. Also, it is the responsibility of the ESL teacher to
learn the curriculum, if they are not familiar with it. For example, Boyson, et al. explain
that the instruction of academic content is to be done through English through strategies
like sheltered instruction (1999).
An implication for my teaching that could use further study is types of
interventions for ELs. If we are stating that ESL teachers are experts of the content of
English language and classroom teachers are experts of other content areas such as
reading and math, can we stretch to say that all of these content areas, English language
or math deserve the same amount of credibility and attention at RTI meetings?
Sometimes a lack of progress in English and a failure in language interventions can also
be an indicator of need for special education referral. Another implication for my
teaching is that ESL teachers may need to initiate interventions themselves to identify
students who are low in English proficiency because of a learning disability. In my
experience, interventions are performed by classroom teachers and as recommended by
social workers and special education teachers.
My capstone research indicated that ESL teachers have the role to give language
development ideas for interventions, as well. The interventions are often being given to
the lowest proficiency English learners. Are we providing interventions when needed as
part of an RTI process, or are classroom teachers giving ELs support in small groups in
place of much needed service from an ESL teacher? Earlier in the literature review, I
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described the interventions as a process to collect data for the purpose of identifying
students in need of special education referral (Buffum, et al., 2009). My capstone
research indicates that ESL teachers are at the RTI meeting with language proficiency
data that is collected on all students, but they are not included as part of the discussion of
who is identified beforehand to provide pre-referral intervention data. No one mentioned
the ESL teacher‟s role as the one to bring students they were concerned about to the table
for consideration for special education. Rather, they are at the table to comment on needs
identified by classroom teachers. However, we know the interventions can be identified
and provided to students by many staff members, including ESL teachers (Matan, 2011).
My most important finding in this study is to clarify what interventions are for—
pre-referral data collection prior to special education evaluation, interventions for ELs
linguistic proficiency, or content intervention for students with discrepant performance in
reading or math. After all, Matan (2011) explained that it was important that the
interventions be targeted at a specific skill and determined by a team of teachers. All of
these interventions have their place on the pyramid of interventions in Appendix 2.3, and
all of these interventions require collaboration between teachers.
Summary of Themes
In summary, in the study I identified themes that came from questions about the
ESL teacher‟s role, ESL teacher participation in RTI, and barriers to ESL teacher
participation in RTI. The three main themes that arose from this study were that the ESL
teacher : 1—share data and ideas about language proficiency, 2—provide feedback on
intervention planning and language differentiation, and 3—has a lack of knowledge about
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students and content. The themes from answers regarding participating in the RTI
process were that the ESL teachers: 1—share data and observations, 2—brainstorm
strategies and interventions, and 3—provide resources. The themes derived from the
question about barriers to ESL teacher participation were 1—large caseloads, 2— time
and scheduling limiting access to students, and 3—lack of ESL teachers‟ content
knowledge to give adequate input for participation in RTI.
Suggestions for Improvement
In conclusion, there are four implications for my teaching. The first is that I need
to increase language interventions that are in the form of pull-out service to improve
linguistic proficiency before they are referred to RTI for supplemental, tiered
interventions that provide information for special education referral. Interventions for
special education referral and interventions for linguistic proficiency should be
approached differently, but data from language interventions should be included during
the RTI process for special education evaluation. The second is that the ESL teacher is
the advocate for their role in the intervention, problem-solving process. Third, ESL
teachers need to increase day-to-day interaction with students to be able to advocate for
their needs and to gain familiarity with them beyond language proficiency data. Fourth,
sometimes a lack of progress in language proficiency tests and language interventions
performed by ESL teachers can also be an indicator of need for special education referral.
The pyramid of interventions (Buffum, et al., 2009) is meant to help students reach
academic proficiency. Eventually, they should reach grade level expectations. ESL
teachers may need to do interventions themselves to identify students who are low in
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English linguistic proficiency because of a learning disability. During Tier One, ESL
teachers should be part of an EL‟s academic day through push-in or collaboration with
their classroom teacher.
I propose the ESL teachers be available to provide interventions during Tier Two
support. There should be more than one intervention for ELs that includes an
intervention specifically designed and implemented that focuses on language proficiency
and development. Lastly, the ESL teacher should be consulted about language progress
and development through the supplemental, tier two interventions before the decisionmaking process of the RTI team for moving to intensive support. Often, ESL teachers
are over-extended with time and numbers of students, but possibly a building could
identify one ESL teacher as a resource for providing support as built in to part of his or
her day. This would tie into Buffum, Mattos, and Weber‟s (2009) recommendation for
having a resource person to respond with intensive interventions as determined by a team
that meets biweekly.
The indicated team for RTI included coaches and administrators in buildings.
Often in my experience, the RTI coaches and administrators identify how many minutes
classroom teachers need to provide for interventions for subjects such as math. It could
also be used as time for ESL teachers to provide the language support as interventions for
content teaching. In conclusion, ESL teachers need to be advocates for how time is spent
during supplemental services when students are not performing at grade level. ESL
teachers can use their data to inform grouping of students in the pyramid of interventions.
In the future, I would like to see ESL teachers as equal partners in any EL student‟s
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intervention and referral process to special education. In the next chapter, I will review
the study, themes that were identified, implications for my teaching, and present ideas for
further study.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION

In schools across the United States, teachers are collaborating and working to
close the achievement gap. As part of the challenges facing public schools, teachers are
collaborating through researched models to boost student performance and to
differentiate instruction so that it is accessible to all students in an equitable manner.
With so many teachers representing strategies from their areas of expertise and taking
part in the much-used process called Response to Intervention (RTI), I propose that
teacher roles should be researched to demonstrate the most effective way to utilize each
teacher‟s responsibility in RTI.
This study answered the question: How do teams of the Response to Intervention
process view the role of ESL teacher? The findings of this study include both clarifying
information as a result of the literature review about ESL, special education, and RTI and
information gathered from responses of the questionnaires with teachers at my school.
The ESL teacher role barriers were sharing data and ideas about language
proficiency, providing feedback on intervention planning and language differentiation,
and lack of knowledge of students and content. The themes from answers regarding
participating in the RTI process were that the ESL teachers share data and observations,
brainstorm strategies and interventions, and provide resources. The themes derived from
the question about barriers to ESL teacher participation were large caseloads, time and
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scheduling limiting access to students, and lack of ESL teachers‟ content knowledge to
give adequate input for participation in RTI.
Ideas for Further Study
As a result of the study, some ideas for further study emerged. One idea is, should
there be a study about whether a low language proficiency in upper grades is an
appropriate identifier for special education referral? If a student has spent all or some of
their academic experience in the United States, it is alarming if they remain at a very lowlevel of language, such as level one that is usually characteristic of a newcomer student
just entering the country.
Also, a question for further study is whether we are providing interventions for
content when language is also an intervention that is needed. One of the responses from
the questionnaires was that the ESL teachers caseloads were too high and did not know
the students well enough to have quality perspective at the intervention meetings. If this
is the case, is the ESL teacher providing language support in the form of content
interventions to identify if the need is language-based, rather than a lack of understanding
of academic content or a result of need for special education support. For example, if a
student is receiving math interventions in fourth grade for not meeting grade level
expectations on a district assessment, are they receiving language support in reading math
problems, as well as routine multiplication skill problems. As an ESL teacher, I teach
language through content in science and social studies in the literacy block. However,
the academic interventions that are targeting one specific skill area for special education
evaluation can be a separate process and should happen after thorough language support,

50

differentiation, and instruction from an ESL teacher. RTI teams in my building would
benefit from professional development that explains the RTI process and different tiers of
interventions, as illustrated by Appendix 2.2. In my school, I can identify where each
student is on the pyramid of interventions, and I can further identify who needs or has
received targeted language support before conversations at the RTI meeting.
Further, we need to study what are effective agents of change for involving ESL
teachers more as teachers in the RTI process rather than passive participants. In this
study, it was very difficult to find research that included ESL teachers as part of an
intervention team. Many authors left them out of the picture, with the exception of pullout teaching that was mentioned by Baker (2006) for a method of English instruction for
bilingual education models. This proposes the need for more clarification and possible
research on collaboration and co-teaching and the effect the two have on RTI.
Capstone Summary
Implications for my teaching are that I need to separate language interventions for
ELLs linguistic proficiency need from interventions to qualify for special education. The
second is that the ESL teacher is the advocate for their role in the intervention, problemsolving process. Third, ESL teachers need to increase day-to-day interaction with
students to be able to advocate on their needs with more than gathered data. Lastly,
sometimes a lack of progress in language proficiency and language interventions can also
be an indicator of need for special education referral, which is exactly the ESL teacher‟s
role to help identify. ESL teachers may need to do interventions that they initiate to
identify students that are low because of a learning disability. The indicated team for RTI
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included coaches and administrators in buildings. Often, these players identify minutes
that classroom teachers need to provide for interventions for subjects such as Math, in my
experience. Possibly, it can also be used as time for ESL teachers to provide the
language support as interventions for content teaching. In summary, ESL teachers have
the responsibility to advocate for language proficiency data that would result in a
language-based, content intervention, scaffolded for language support, and performed by
the language expert, the ESL teacher.
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APPENDIX 2.1

Seven Basic Steps to EL Identification
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APPENDIX 2.2

RTI Pyramid Flowchart
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APPENDIX 2.4

District Languages Spoken
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APPENDIX 2.5

Home Languages of ELs
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Capstone Questions

61

62

REFERENCES
Aguirre, D. C. (2007). Factors influencing bilingual teachers to refer English language
learners to special education. Unpublished doctoral dissertation. Texas A&M
University—Kingsville and Corpus Christi, TX.
Baker, Colin (2006). Foundations of bilingual education. Tonawanda, NY: Multilingual
Matters.
Ballantyne, K. G., PhD, Sanderman, A. R., MA, & Levy, J., PhD (2008). National
Clearinghouse of English Language Acquisition. Educating English language
learners: Building teacher capacity. Retrieved on July 18, 2009 from
http://www.ncela.gwu.edu/files/uploads/3/EducatingELLsBuildingTeacherCapaci
tyVol1.pdf.
Boyson, B., Ceppi, A.K., Christian, D., Collier, V.P., Echevarria, J., Goldenberg, C., …
Yamauchi, L. (1999) Santa Cruz, California: Center for Research of Education,
Diversity & Excellence—University of California.
Buffum, A., Mattos, M., & Weber, C. (2009). Pyramid response to intervention: RTI,
professional learning communities, and how to respond when kids don’t learn.
Bloomington, IN: Solution Tree Press.
Connor, M. and Boskin, J. (2001). Overrepresentation of bilingual and poor children in
special education classes: A continuing problem. Journal of Children & Poverty,
7(1), 23-32.

63

Creswell, John W. (1994). Research design: Qualitative & quantitative approaches.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc.
Duden, T. (2005). How do teacher relationships and learning environment affect special
education learners? (Unpublished master‟s thesis). Hamline University, Saint
Paul, MN.
Echevarria, J. & Graves, A. (2003). Sheltered content instruction: Teaching Englishlanguage learners with diverse abilities. Boston, MA: Pearson Education, Inc.
Echevarria, J., Vogt, M., and Short, D. (2010) Making Content Comprehensible for
English Language Learners. California: Allyn & Bacon.
Fradd, Sandra H. and McGee, Patria L. (1994) Instructional Assessment: An Integrative
Approach to Evaluating Student Performance. New York, NY: Pearson.
Grossman, H. & Thomas, C. (1997) Ending discrimination in special education. The
Journal of Negro Education. Vol. 66. No. 2 p. 193-194.
Grossman, H. (2002). Ending Discrimination in Special Education. Springfield, IL:
Charles C. Thomas Publisher Ltd.
Honigsfeld, A. & Dove, M. (2010). Collaboration and co-teaching: Strategies for
English learners. Thousand Lakes, CA: Corwin.
Matan, A. (2011). RTI and ELLs: A system of support to ensure success. Retrieved
March 31, 2011 from http://www.colorincolorado.org/article/41026?theme=print.
Merriam, S. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass A Wiley Imprint.

64

Minneapolis Public Schools (2007). Multicultural / multilingual [MCML] & English
language learners [ELL] district-wide manual: Practices/processes/and
procedures. Retrieved June 6, 2009 from
http://ell.mpls.k12.mn.us/uploads/MCML-ELL+Manual.pdf.
Minnesota Department of Education. ELL companion manual (2007). Retrieved June 6,
2009 from
http://www.education.state.mn.us/MDE/Learning_Support/Special_Education/Ev
aluation_Program_Planning_Supports/Cultural_Linguistic_Diversity/ELL_Comp
anion_Manual/index.html.
Minnesota Department of Education (2006). ELL program guidelines manual,
identification and program basics document. Retrieved August 4, 2009 from
http://www.education.state.mn.us/mdeprod/groups/EnglishLang/documents/Manu
al/002115.pdf.
National Research Center on Learning Disabilities (2002). Professional development and
collaboration within the RTI process. Retrieved July 24, 2009 from
http://www.nrcld.org/rti_practices/collaboration.html.
National Center on Response to Intervention (2004). Glossary of terms. Retrieved July
31, 2009 from
http://www.rti4success.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1132
&itemid=142.

65

Esparza Brown, J. & Sanford, A. (2011) “RTI for English Language Learners:
Appropriately Using Screening and Progress Monitoring Tools to Improve
Instructional Outcomes.” Retrieved 3-29-2011 from http://www.rti4success.org/.
National Clearinghouse of English Language Acquisition (2006). Types of educational
language programs. Retrieved on August 16, 2009 from
http://www.ncela.gwu.edu. para. 2.
National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities (n.d.). Retrieved on July
18, 2009 from http://www.nichcy.org/Disabilities/Pages/default.aspx.

Reading Rockets (1999). Understanding the special education process. Retrieved
August 4, 2009 from http://www.readingrockets.org/article/6190. Minneapolis,
MN: Pacer Center, Inc.
Rinaldi, C. & Samson, J. (2008). English language learners and response to intervention:
Referral considerations. Teaching Exceptional Children, 40, 5, 6-14.

Roseville Area School District (2008). ELL program description. Retrieved July 18,
2009 from meeting with Brian Koland, Director of Special Education Services in
Roseville Area School District, Roseville, MN.

