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Increasingly, schools are educating bilingual students, including those with diag-
nosed disabilities. In school year 2008-2009, 11% of students from kindergarten through
twelfth grade were considered English language learners (ELLs). Of those, 7% or more
than half a million English learners were served under IDEA Part B (National Clearing-
house for English Language Acquisition and Language Instruction Programs, 2011a,
2011b). For years, researchers have discussed the importance of culturally and linguisti-
cally appropriate practices for all learners. One component of these practices is to recog-
nize the importance of students’ home languages as well as English, particularly given the
increase of English learners in school contexts (Verdugo & Flores, 2007; Zehler et al.,
2003) and in early education programs (Espinosa, 2010; Fix & Passel, 2003; Hanson,
2011). :

However, an instructional variable that is less frequently discussed for bilingual stu-
dents with disabilities is the use of their home language. In 2002, Kindler reported that
nationally 58.4% of prekindergarten programs and 49% of kindergarten programs provide
instruction that includes children’s home languages. Zehler et al. (2003) reported that 63%
of English learners from kindergarten through twelfth grade who qualified for special edu-
cation services received instruction all in English (compared to 59.6% of all students con-
sidered ELLs). Rasmussen (2009) reported that from 2002-2008 many states continued to
provide bilingual programs for English learners from preschool through twelfth grade.
However, the number of programs that use students’ home language show a declining trend
despite data showing an increase of English learners in schools. Thus, compared to typi-
cally developing peers who are also English learners, students participating in special edu-
cation programs who are also English learners tend to be educated in English-only
environments (Zehler et al., 2003). This, despite the fact that many families daily use both
languages and choose bilingualism even for their children with disabilities (Jegatheesan,
2011). For example, results of a multinational survey indicated that many parents of chil-
dren with autism who lived in a bilingual family were raising their children to be bilingual
or multilingual (Kay-Raining Bird, Lamond, & Holden, 2012).

Gregory A. Cheatham is assistant professor in the Department of Special Education at the University of Kan-
sas, Rosa Milagros Santos is associate professor in the Department of Special Education at the University of Illi-
nois at Urbana-Champaign, and Ayfer Kerkutluoglu is a doctoral student at Mary Lou Fulton Teachers College,
Arizona State University.

Copyright © Love Publishing Company, 2012




2 FOCUS ON EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN

NOVEMBER 2012

In the United States, the development of children’s home
language along with English (often referred to as bilingual
approaches) faces many challenges. Among these chal-
lenges are not only questions about instructional effective-
ness but also about the extent to which taxpayer-funded
public schools should be engaged in teaching and support-
ing students in a language other than English. A powerful
subtext to these arguments may be that bilingual students are
expected to conform and quickly assimilate to mainstream
culture and language (i.e., white, middle-class, and English
speaking; Artiles & Ortiz, 2002). As a result, there has been
a policy shift away from bilingual instruction. For instance,
Arizona and California require English-only approaches to
instruction for English learners with only a few exceptions
(Arizona Revised Statutes, 2001; California Education Code,
1998). Additionally, because No Child Left Behind (2001)—
soon to be renamed the Elementary and Secondary Educa-
tion Act—requires standardized assessment only in English;
students’ home languages and associated literacies are delib-
erately not supported (Baker, 2011; Menken, 2009). Com-
pounding this issue is that even when bilingual programs are
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available, there is a dearth of qualified bilingual educators
and bilingual special educators (Daunic, Correa, & Reyes-
Blanes, 2004; Hoover, Klingner, Baca, & Patton, 2008;
National Research Council, 2002).

While the use of the home language for bilingual students
with disabilities has received some attention, educational
placements (i.e., least restrictive environment) to appropri-
ately address both disability and bilingual language needs
have not been adequately addressed. As Turnbull, Stowe,
and Huerta (2007) asserted, IDEA (2004) requirements
assume that special education services occur within inclu-
sive environments (i.e., general education classes) with
appropriate aids and services. However, methods with which
inclusive services are bilingually provided is an understud-
ied pedagogical approach. Given the complexities of provid-
ing both special education and home language support for
students with disabilities, more research is needed.

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE

The purpose of this article is to provide a narrative review
of comparison studies regarding the impacts of bilingualisi
and interventions including the home and second language
for students with disabilities. Although research is limited,
preliminary findings from existing studies illustrate that
bilingualism does not negatively impact language or acade-
mic abilities for students with disabilities. Additionally,
researchers suggest that instruction in and through the home
and second language does not negatively impact language
and academic abilities of students with disabilities assessed
within these studies. We conclude with a discussion of steps
forward, given that acceptance and promotion of bilingual-
ism cannot only be effective for students with disabilities but
also is a component of culturally and linguistically appro-
priate services for bilingual students with disabilities.

SEARCH PROCESS AND CRITERIA

In this article, we examine published studies that explicitly
compared communication, cognitive, and behavioral out-
comes of bilingualism and instruction including the home
language. We define comparison studies as those that com-
pared bilingual students with disabilities to (a) typically
developing bilingual students and/or (b) monolingual students
with disabilities. Additionally, we include studies that com-
pared outcomes of home language and bilingual interven-
tion or instruction for students with disabilities compared to
instruction only in the second language. Outcome measures
included students’ communication, cognitive, academic, and
behavioral performance, depending on the specific study.

Studies selected were identified through the following
databases: PsychInfo, EBSCO, Linguistics and Language



Behavior Abstracts, Social Science Citation Index, Educa-
tion Full Text, ERIC, and Google Scholar. Search key words
included the following: English as a second language, Eng-
lish language learners, bilingual special education, limited
English proficient, language delay, early childhood educa-
tion, early childhood special education, language impair-
ment, preschool education, disability, mental retardation,
mental impairment, autism, speech impairment, speech
delay, aphasia, traumatic brain injury, learning disability,
dyslexia, and Down syndrome.

These comparison studies are reviewed with an under-
standing that comparisons between bilingual and monolingual
students warrant caution. Researchers, educators, and families
should not assume that monolingualism is the norm to which
bilinguals should be compared (Bassetti & Cook, 2011;
Grosjean, 1985). As such, both research and instructional
practice can avoid a monolingual bias (Bassetti & Cook,
2011). To this point, “bilinguals are speakers-hearers in their
own right who will often not give exactly the same kinds of
[assessment] results as monolinguals” (Grosjean, 1998, 134).
For example, bilinguals’ two languages rarely mirror one
another (i.e., balanced bilinguals), but proficiencies include
communication strengths to appropriately function in differ-
ent environments with different speakers (Cobo-Lewis, Pear-
son, Eilers, & Umbel, 2002; Grosjean, 1998; Oller, Pearson,
& Cobo-Lewis, 2007). To illustrate, food vocabulary typically
is more developed in the home language than the second
language, because preparing and eating occurs at home with
family using the home language. Consequently, rather than
an indicator of linguistic deficit, variable communication
skills specific to each of a bilinguals’ languages are natural
and need to be considered when comparing competencies of
students who are bilingual to those who are monolingual.

Nonetheless, reviewing comparison studies is one research-
based approach to understand students’ development in two
languages and to move toward evidence-based practices for
bilingual students with disabilities, such as language(s) of
instruction. The next section is structured in the following way:
First, we discuss disability and bilingualism through a review
of comparison studies in which researchers investigated
impacts of bilingualism for students with disabilities. Second,
we discuss disability and bilingual intervention/instruction by
reviewing studies that compare intervention/instruction includ-
ing two of the following: home language, both languages, and
second language.

DISABILITY AND BILINGUALISM

Despite evidence to the contrary, there is a pervasive belief
in the special education field that bilingualism increases risks
for children with disabilities and should be avoided (Baker,
2011; Paradis, Genesee, & Crago, 2010). Certainly, bilingual

students with disabilities exhibit learning difficulties com-
pared to typically developing bilingual students. However,
bilingualism does not cause or compound disability; further-
more, students with disabilities can and do become bilingual
(Cheatham, Santos, & Ro, 2007; Gutierrez-Clellen, 1999),
as illustrated in the discussion of comparison studies below.

Outcomes for Bilinguals with Disabilities
Compared to Bilinguals without Disabilities

Researchers found that bilingual children with disabilities
tend not to perform as well as bilingual children without dis-
abilities on academic and linguistic measures. These outcomes
are not surprising and in part illustrate that a disability (e.g.,
language disability, Down syndrome, reading disabilities) has
a significant impact on children’s communication skills (e.g.,
grammar, phonology, vocabulary, and narrative skills; Hakans-
son, Salameh, & Nettelbladt, 2003; Jacobson & Schwartz,
2002, 2005; Kay-Raining Bird et al., 2005; McCabe & Bliss,
2005; Salameh, Nettelbladt, & Norlin, 2003). Additionally,
in one study researchers investigated impacts on reading
skills for bilingual students with learning disabilities with
similar outcomes (Abu-Rabia & Siegel, 2002).

To illustrate, in two separate studies, Jacobson and
Schwartz (2002, 2005) compared early 7- to 9-year-old
Spanish-English bilingual children with language impair-
ments to typically developing bilingual children regarding
their English grammar skills (i.e., past tense, morphology).
They found that typically developing bilingual children were
more accurate in the assessed grammatical skills than com-
parable bilingual children with disabilities.

In a similar study, Hakansson, Salameh, and Nettelbladt
(2003) studied the grammar (e.g., morphology and clause
structure) in two languages (i.e., Swedish and Arabic) of typ-
ically developing 3- to 6-year-old bilingual children and com-
pared them to matched peers with language impairments.
Assessing tasks in Swedish and Arabic, the researchers found
that the order in which the children developed grammatical
constructs was similar for the two groups of children. Addi-
tionally, they found that the bilingual children with language
impairments exhibited lower communication performance
levels compared to their typically developing bilingual
peers. Thus, as expected, the outcomes of these studies illus-
trated that the bilingual children with disabilities exhibited
learning difficulties compared to bilingual children without
disabilities. Taken together, these studies suggest that, when
communication skills are affected by disability, difficulties
are exhibited in both of the students’ languages.

Outcomes for Bilinguals with Disabilities Compared to
Monolinguals with Disabilities

Of great interest to researchers, educators, and families are
outcomes of studies comparing the performance of bilingual
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students with disabilities to that of monolingual students with
disabilities. These studies provide evidence for the impact of
bilingualism for students with disabilities. Importantly, studies
with student participants with reading disabilities (Abu-Rabia
& Siegel, 2002; Da Fontoura & Siegel, 1995), autism (Hambly
& Fombonne, 2012; Ohashi et al., 2012; Petersen, Marinova-
Todd, & Mirenda, 2012), language disabilities (Paradis, Crago,
Genesee, & Rice, 2003), Down syndrome (Feltmate & Kay-
Raining Bird, 2008; Kay-Raining Bird et al., 2005), visual
impairments (Milian, 1996), and cognitive impairment (Edgin,
Kumar, Spano, & Nadel, 2011; Rueda, 1983; Whitaker,
Rueda, & Prieto, 1985) had similar outcomes: bilingual stu-
dents with disabilities tended to score as well or better than
comparable monolingual students with disabilities on assessed
reading, communication, and cognitive skills. Moreover, when
language skills are affected, students’ disabilities tended to
be identifiable in both of their languages. Researchers also
found that associations of communication and reading skills
of each of the two languages occur (i.e., learning the home
language supports learning the second language).

To illustrate, Kay-Raining Bird et al. (2005) compared lan-
guage outcomes (e.g., vocabulary, production and compre-
hension of target words in English and the home language)
for bilingual children with Down syndrome to comparable
(e.g., matched for developmental level) monolingual chil-
dren with Down syndrome. Participants were between 2 and
11 years old, were English dominant, and spoke another lan-
guage (i.e., French, Cree). The researchers found that bilin-
gual children who had Down syndrome performed at least as
well in both of their languages as their monolingual coun-
terparts with Down syndrome, though the degree of second
language proficiency for children with Down syndrome was
variable. Kay-Raining Bird and colleagues concluded that
“children with Down syndrome can be successful in acquir-
ing two languages and that bilingual children perform in
their dominant language (in this case English) at least as
well as their monolingual counterparts with Down syn-
drome matched for developmental level” (p. 197).

In a study of bilingual and monolingual students’ cogni-
tive skills, Edgin et al. (2011) found that although parents of
7 to 18-year-old bilingual children with Down syndrome
reported lower language comprehension abilities compared
to that of matched monolingual children with disabilities,
significant differences in assessed cognitive outcomes (e.g.,
English language and verbal intelligence) were not found
between the two groups of children. Bilingual and monolin-
gual students (both with disabilities) performed similarly on
cognitive measures, meaning that bilingualism did not result
in cognitive deficits. Similar results regarding assessed cog-
nitive outcomes of bilingual children with and without dis-
abilities were reported by Whitaker et al. (1985) and Rueda
(1983).

However, in a study by Crutchley, Botting, and Conti-
Ramsden (1997), the researchers found that monolingual chil-
dren with disabilities outperformed bilingual children with
disabilities. In this study, results were actually mixed. While
bilingual children with language disabilities performed com-
mensurate with monolingual children with language disabil-
ities in several English skills (i.e., semantic and pragmatic
skills), they did not perform as well as monolingual students
with language disabilities on several other skills (i.e., phonol-
ogy, syntax, vocabulary, appropriate behavior). Importantly,
in a critique of this study, Kay-Raining Bird et al. (2005)
pointed out that, despite the importance of ensuring that
study participants were actually bilingual, Crutchley et al.
(1997) stated bilingual participants “may or may not actually
have been bilingual” (p. 268), therefore raising significant
validity questions about study outcomes and conclusions.

Thus, the results of all but one of these comparison stud-
ies illustrate that bilingualism is not inherently problematic
for children with disabilities. In fact, for some skills, bilin-
gual students with disabilities outperformed monolingual
students with disabilities, suggesting a bilingual advantage.
Moreover, results suggested that, when students’ competen-
cies are impacted by disability, the disability is manifested in
both of bilingual children’s languages. Finally, cross-lan-
guage association was highlighted, suggesting that learning
one language positively impacted learning another.

DISABILITY AND BILINGUAL
INTERVENTION/INSTRUCTION

We now turn to bilingual and monolingual intervention/
instruction for students with disabilities. Many researchers
recommend bilingual instruction and intervention for stu-
dents with a variety of disabilities (e.g., Baker, 2011;
Cheatham et al., 2007; Kohnert, 2010; Kohnert, Yim, Nett,
Kan, & Duran, 2005; Ortiz, 1997; Paradis, Genesee, & Crago,
2010; Thordardottir, 2010). In this section, we review stud-
ies of intervention and instruction that compared the home
language and/or bilingual instruction to second-language-
only intervention/instruction for students with disabilities.

Outcomes of Home Language/Bilingual Instruction
Compared to Second Language Only

Children with disabilities who participated in studies that
compared home language/bilingual instruction with second
language instruction only included those with speech/lan-
guage disabilities (Perozzi, 1985; Perozzi & Sanchez, 1992;
Pham, Kohnert, & Mann, 2011; Salameh, Nettelbladt, &
Norlin, 2003), cognitive disability (Duran & Heiry, 1986;
Rohena, Jitendra, & Browder, 2002), and autism (Duran
& Heiry, 1986; Lang et al., 2011). Across these studies,
researchers found that intervention/instruction that included



the home language for bilingual children with disabilities
led to equal or better communication, behavioral, and task
completion outcomes than instruction provided only in the
second language. Two other studies (i.e., Bruck, 1982; To,
Law, & Li, 2012) illustrated that students with language dis-
abilities could learn another language when it was the

medium of classroom instruction. See Table 1 for a matrix
of study participants, variables, and outcomes. As Pham et
al. (2011) noted in their study of children with language dis-
abilities, bilingual input does not cause children’s confusion.
To further highlight this point, three salient studies are dis-
cussed below.

TABLE 1
Matrix of Studies of Home Language, Bilingual, and Second-Language-Only Intervention/Instruction
Age or Independent Dependent
Author N grade Disability  Ethnicity Languages variable variable Outcomes
Bruck (1982) 117  Kinder. SLD Native English (L1) L1 instruction L1 cognition, No difference be-
English- and French (L2) compared to academics, tween L2 immersion
speaking L2 immersion and language; compared to L1
Canadians L2 language  only instruction
Duran & 38 14-25 ID, HI Spanish (L1), L1 cueing, Collating and  Overall difference
Heiry (1986) years Autism English (L2) compared to filing tasks favoring cueing in
bilingual cueing L1; difference favor-
compared to ing bilingual cueing
L2 cueing compared to L2
cueing
Lang et al.
(2011) 1 4 years Autism NI Spanish (L1), Discrete trial Response Difference favoring
English (L2) training (DTT) accuracy, instruction in L1
in L1 compared challenging
to DTT in L2 behaviors
Perozzi & 38 1stgrade SLD NI Spanish (L1), L1-/L2 instruc- L2 grammar  Difference favoring
Sanchez English (L2) tion compared L1/L2 instruction
(1992) to L2 instruction
Pham, 2 3 years SLD Vietnamese Vietnamese (L1),  Bilingual inter- L1 and L2 No difference
Kohnert, & English (L2) vention com- vocabulary between bilingual
Mann (2011) pared to L2 and L2 intervention
intervention;
attention to task
Rohena, 4 12-15 ID HI Spanish (L1) L1 instruction L2 reading No difference for 3 of
Jitendra & years and English (L2)  compared to 4 children; difference
Browder (2002) L2 instruction favoring L1 instruc-
tion for 1 child
Thordardottir 1 4 years SLD Icelandic Icelandic (L1), Bilingual com- L2 No difference overall;
Ellis Weismer & English (L2) pared to L2 vocabulary difference favoring
Smith (1997) intervention bilingual intervention
for a vocabulary
subset
To, Law, & 37 b5-6years SLD Chinese Cantonese (L1), L1/L2 instruc- L1 grammar, No difference be-
Li (2012) (Hong Kong) Mandarin (L2) tion compared  vocabulary, tween L1/L2
to L1 instruction comprehen- instruction and
sion, word L1 instruction
definition,
narration
Table 1 Key
Ethnicity Disability Labels Miscellaneous

AA = African American
EA = European American
HI = Hispanic

SLD = Speech/language impairment
ID = Intellectual disability
LD = Learning disabilities

NI = No information
L1 = Home language
L2 = Second language

VI = Visual impairments

DS = Down syndrome
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First, Thordardottir, Ellis Weismer, and Smith (1997)
compared monolingual to bilingual intervention for Ice-
landic-English 4-year-old bilingual children with language
impairment. During monolingual treatment, new vocabulary
was presented to the child only in English; only English
utterances were expanded upon by the clinician. In bilingual
treatment, target vocabulary was presented to the child in
both English and Icelandic; the clinician expanded upon the
child’s utterances in both languages. Measures of vocabu-
lary and basic concepts as well as language sample analyses
were implemented in both of the participants’ languages.
Researchers found no significant difference in total number
of English words acquired during the bilingual and mono-
lingual treatments. Moreover, the focal child learned more
English home words (e.g., “socks,” “dress,” “mittens”)
within the bilingual treatment than the monolingual treat-
ment. These findings led the authors to conclude that “bilin-
gual intervention did not slow down language growth” (p.
224).

Second, Rohena et al. (2004), compared constant time-
delay English-only and Spanish-only instruction of sight
words for four bilingual (English-Spanish) teenagers with
cognitive disabilities. The study was implemented in a self-
contained life skills classroom. Results indicated no differ-
ence in efficiency and effectiveness of English sight word
acquisition between the Spanish-only and English-only
instruction for three out of four of the bilingual individuals.
For the fourth participant, Spanish-only instruction was
most efficient and effective.

Finally, Lang et al. (2011) compared effects of using dis-
crete trial training via English and Spanish for one 4-year-old
girl diagnosed with autism to determine under which lan-
guage conditions the child performed correct target behav-
iors. The child spoke Spanish at home and primarily used
English in her education program. When instructed in Span-
ish, the participant produced the most correct responses and
engaged in fewest challenging behaviors (i.e., distracting
tongue clicks) compared to instruction using only English.

Thus, comparison studies discussed here indicate that
students with disabilities tend to benefit more from instruc-
tion/intervention that includes the home language or both
home and second language compared to only the second lan-
guage. Including home language instruction actually facili-
tates rather than hinders second language (e.g., English)
learning; in effect, there is cross-language association of
home language and second language.

DISCUSSION

Many of the comparison studies reviewed here have
important limitations and methodological weaknesses. Some
studies included small numbers of participants, particularly

studies investigating outcomes of home language compared
to bilingual instruction. Other issues include consistency in
participants’ bilingual determination (i.e., extent to which
the student participants were proficient in their two lan-
guages) and disability determination (i.e., degree to which
culturally and linguistically appropriate disability diagnosis
occurred). The difficulties with disability determination for
students from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds
are well known (e.g., Artiles, Kozleski, Trent, Osher, &
Ortiz, 2010). To take one element of appropriate evaluation
procedures, some of the comparison studies reviewed here
did not discuss assessment in both of the study participants’
languages, as is considered best practice in evaluation
(Duréan, Cheatham, & Santos, 2011).

Interpreting these comparison studies as a whole is chal-
lenging. Existing studies were primarily conducted with
younger students who had language disabilities. There are a
limited number of studies, particularly those investigating
impacts of language of instruction for students with disabil-
ities. Interventions were primarily conducted by the re-
searchers in individual instructional (e.g., clinical) settings
rather than in typical classroom settings. Few studies delin-
eated contexts in which instruction occurred (i.e., ethno-
graphic description) or referred to the cultural relevance of
instructional approaches beyond using the student partici-
pants’ home language. Finally, outcomes of intervention/
instruction studies most often measured the second language
rather than both of the student participants’ languages
(Thordardottir, 2010). The extent to which these comparison
studies can be generalized to a wider population of students,
including those being educated within inclusive settings, is
unknown.

Nonetheless, results of the comparison studies are infor-
mative and should be viewed in light of the many studies
investigating student bilingualism conducted by researchers
outside the field of special education. Specifically, studies
comparing skills of typically developing bilingual students
to those of typically developing monolingual students sug-
gest that bilingualism does not have negative impacts on
several types of skills, and, in fact, bilingualism can impart
advantages compared to monolingualism, such as to work-
ing memory (e.g., Bialystok, Craik, & Luk, 2012; Bialystok
& Shapero, 2005; Hakuta, 1987; Marinova-Todd, Zhao, &
Bernhardt, 2010), though advantages of bilingualism should
not be overstated (see Bialystok, 2009, for more on this
important topic). Taken together, evidence indicates that
bilingualism is not problematic for children who are typi-
cally developing. Thus, the support for students’ home lan-
guages as they learn English should be also considered for
students with disabilities.

Equally important, outcomes of several of the compari-
son studies reviewed here illustrate that learning in the home



language can facilitate learning a second language (i.e.,
cross-linguistic association) for bilingual students with dis-
abilities. This provides evidence of what Cummins (1996)
called the interdependency hypothesis, in that there is a
common underlying language proficiency for both of a stu-
dent’s languages, a phenomenon also illustrated in studies
with typically developing students for specific skills, such as
vocabularly skills (Carlisle, Beeman, Davis, & Spharim,
1999), phonological awareness (Durgunoglu, Nagy, &
Hancin-Bhatt, 1993), and even reading strategies (Garcia,
1998). Studies with typically developing bilingual students
illustrate that, when students’ home language skills are rein-
forced within education programs, students have a stronger
cognitive and academic foundation (Cummins, 1989),
though research suggests that there are limitations to inter-
dependency (e.g., Bialystok, Majumder, & Martin, 2003;
Bialystok, McBride-Chang, & Luk 2005).

Comparison studies reviewed here are also promising
with regards to the use of the home or both home and sec-
ond languages during instruction/intervention (i.e., bilingual
instruction). Numerous studies with typically developing
students have illustrated the effectiveness of including the
home language through bilingual education programs (e.g.,
Duran, Roseth, & Hoffman, 2010; Ramirez, Yuen, Ramey, &
Pasta, 1991; Thomas & Collier, 1996; 2002; Willig, 1985).
When students have an opportunity to participate in high-
quality education programs that include the home and sec-
ond language, they can perform as well in second language
skills as their peers who attend all-English programs
(National Research Council, 2002). Evidence suggests that
this may also be the case for bilingual students with disabil-
ities, though more research is warranted.

IMPLICATIONS

In this section, we discuss implications of the outcomes
of comparison studies investigating bilingualism and bilin-
gual instruction/intervention for students with disabilities.
Practice and research implications will be delineated.

Implications for Practice

Given the evidence that students with disabilities can be
bilingual without consequence to their communication, cog-
nition, and behavior and that some evidence exists of advan-
tages of being bilingual, special education professionals
should pursue means to use both languages with students
with disabilities. Importantly, professionals can pay particular
attention to those children with disabilities whose commu-
nity and family are bilingual; for these children, bilingual-
ism is particularly important (de Valenzuela & Niccolai,
2004). For those students requiring bilingualism, bilingual
special education programs can be specially designed so that

bilingual students with disabilities reach their highest poten-
tial (Ehlers-Zavala, 2011), including acquisition of English,
maintenance of their home language, and content learning.
By providing support in both languages, educators are
ensuring that students with disabilities develop each of their
languages “to the best of their ability” (Kay-Raining Bird et
al., 2005, p. 197).

Beyond the evidence for effectiveness of bilingual in-
struction, other reasons for bilingual instruction for students
with disabilities are important: In addition to home language
learning facilitating second language learning, Cheatham et
al. (2007) asserted that bilingualism for students with dis-
abilities (a) supports students’ ability to communicate in a
common language with their family, (b) provides opportuni-
ties for greater inclusion within students’ communities, and
(c) supports students’ cultural and individual identity. Stu-
dents who speak a home language other than English within
the United States are at risk for home language loss (Jia &
Aaronson, 2003; Wong Fillmore, 1991). English-only instruc-
tional programs tend to be subtractive (i.e., lead to loss of
home language) rather than additive (i.e., lead to compe-
tence in home language and English; Baker, 2011).

At school

Comparison studies reviewed here also suggest that bilin-
gual special education programs may be an effective instruc-
tional approach for bilingual students with disabilities,
though student learning outcomes regarding the academic
content remain largely unresearched. Bilingual special edu-
cation programs can be defined as “the use of the home lan-
guage along with English in an individually designed
program of instruction provided to a student with excep-
tional education needs for the purpose of maximizing his or
her learning potential” (Ovando, Collier, & Combs, 2003, p.
360). To fully and successfully implement bilingual instruc-
tion for students with disabilities, teamwork, planning, and
an individualized approach is necessary (Hoover et al.,
2008).

A critical element of this discussion is providing students
with services within inclusive environments. Successful
inclusion necessitates collaborative efforts of many educa-
tion professionals, such as general and special educators,
ESL and bilingual teachers, teacher aides, administrators,
related service providers, and others, including parents (Col-
lier, 2004), who are often excluded from decisions regarding
language of instruction for their children with disabilities
(Mueller, Singer, & Carranza, 2006).

Appropriate education for bilingual students with disabil-
ities in inclusive settings may require an array of services,
such as appropriate modifications, specialized instruction,
speech-language therapy, assistive technology, and teachers’
aide support, potentially in both of the students’ languages
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(Serpa, 2011). Teams work together to adapt instruction for
students who are struggling to address needs related to both
language and disability (Artiles & Ortiz, 2002; Serpa,
2011).

Researchers have identified effective instructional strate-
gies for bilingual students in special education programs
with a particular focus on literacy learning (e.g., Enguidanos
& Ruiz, 2008; Lopez-Reyna, 1996; Ruiz, Vargas, & Beltran,
2002). These instructional strategies can be incorporated
into models for bilingual special education. Most promising,
given its research base and the fact that instruction can be
provided in inclusive settings, are dual-language bilingual
programs in which students use the non-English language
for a significant amount of class time (e.g., 50%) and Eng-
lish the remaining time (Lindholm-Leary & Howard, 2008).
The programs provide opportunities for equal numbers of
native English-speaking students and students speaking a
different home language to participate in integrated classes
in which both languages are used one at a time during
instruction. Students in these programs can learn two lan-
guages while also succeeding academically (Baker, 2011;
Lindholm-Leary & Howard, 2008). Furthermore, families
and students themselves who participate in dual-language
programs have indicated satisfaction with their programs
(Lindholm-Leary & Howard, 2008; Shannon & Milian,
2002). More research is necessary to document such suc-
cesses for bilingual students with disabilities.

Although dual-language programs can be effective and
well liked, many states, schools, and programs may encounter
obstacles to program establishment (e.g., community oppo-
sition, availability of appropriate resources). In these situa-
tions, Hoover et al. (2008) outlined models for provision of
special education services to promote students’ home lan-
guage and English. Tapping the skills of bilingual teaching
aides, ESL teachers, and monolingual educators can be con-
sidered a minimal instructional approach; an integrated
bilingual special education model requires the expertise of
bilingual/ESL special educators who work in collaboration
with other educators. The key is to adapt these models to
ensure students are appropriately included while meeting
both language and disability needs. Importantly, for students
to develop and maintain both languages, these approaches
are less effective compared to dual-language programs.

For special education programs serving students in states
that restrict instruction to English only, advocacy will be
required. The federal law IDEA (2004) mandates that stu-
dents receive an individualized, appropriate education but
does not require English-only instruction. Because federal
law pre-empts state law, states may not restrict the use of the
home language for students as a part of their IEP goals if the
IEP team determines that the use of the home language is
appropriate. Clearly, implementation of such bilingual and

home-language IEP goals can be difficult within states with
English-only instructional laws (e.g., because of a lack of
bilingual personnel, worry of reprisal for use of students’
home languages in school, or professionals’ misunderstand-
ings of bilingual programs). However, IDEA (2004) requires
IEP teams (necessarily including parents) to determine the
most appropriate and beneficial instructional program for
students with disabilities; given its many advantages, bilin-
gual instruction should be considered.

Moreover, to appropriately educate bilingual students
with disabilities, teacher education and training are neces-
sary. Bilingual students with disabilities are often taught by
the least prepared or qualified teachers (Artiles & Ortiz,
2002). Special education teachers may not have training to
address the needs of bilingual children with disabilities
(Mueller et al., 2006). Collier (2004) suggested many com-
petencies necessary for bilingual special educators, includ-
ing knowledge of first and second language acquisition;
disabilities, including language disabilities; effective
instruction; means to partner with families; and many others
skills. Indeed, professional development is necessary for
appropriately supporting students’ learning in and through
both English and their home language.

At Home

Another implication of this review of comparison studies
for special educators is to ensure that families make in-
formed decisions about the use of the home and second lan-
guage for their children’s education programs. Professionals
in multiple service fields continue to recommend that par-
ents and other family members speak to their children only
in one language (typically English). That is, families are
instructed to neglect the home language because children
with disabilities cannot acquire two languages and bilin-
gualism would be detrimental to not only the children’s lan-
guage development but perhaps their overall development
(e.g., Jegatheesan, 201 1; Jordaan, 2008). Indeed, physicians,
speech-language pathologists, psychologists, and teachers
continue to advise parents of bilingual children with autism
to use only one language even when families wish to use
both the home and second language (Kay-Raining Bird et
al., 2012).

At a minimum, special educators can no longer simply
advise families to stop speaking their home language with a
student who has a disability. Discussions with families about
the importance of the home language and potential for home-
language loss can occur with regard to student competencies
and family priorities. For many families of children with dis-
abilities, the only valid choice is the use of both languages
rather than just one. Focusing only on English could result
in isolating children from the multitude of linguistic con-
texts in which they live and learn (Kay Raining-Bird, 2009)



and deprive families of the best means for socializing their
children, who need to be full participants within their fami-
lies (Wong Fillmore, 2000). Toppelberg, Snow, and Tager-
Flusberg (1999) suggested that the quality of home-language
input for children with developmental disabilities is particu-
larly important; consequently, they advise against using the
second language at home when the parents are not highly
proficient in the second language. As such, educators can
provide suggestions for families to support the use of the
home language with their child with a disability. Impor-
tantly, educational planning should include discussions not
just of present but also future contexts that students will be
expected to negotiate in one or both languages (Thordardot-
tir, 2010). Some families may simply want that their chil-
dren to use English all the time. Families’ wishes, priorities,
and goals for their children are important regarding educa-
tional decisions for bilingual children with disabilities and
should be respected.

For those families who wish to support bilingualism for
their children with disabilities, achievement of proficiency
in the home language requires their deliberate efforts. As
Tabors (2008) suggested, families can plan for the use and
development of the home language. Reading with children
in the home language, telling stories, encouraging the use of
home-language media (e.g., internet, television), and partic-
ipating in community events in which the home language is
used will likely provide students with opportunities for
home language growth (Cheatham et al., 2007). Special edu-
cators can provide important suggestions and resources for
families to provide their children home language develop-
ment activities.

Implications for Research

While much progress has been made regarding the provi-
sion of special education services for bilingual students with
disabilities, more research is necessary. First, as has
occurred during the history of special education as a disci-
pline, the study of instructional practices for bilingual stu-
dents with disabilities should be moved from controlled
studies to inclusive classrooms in which multiple variables
naturally occur, including accounting for feasibility of bilin-
gual instruction for educators of students with disabilities.

A clear area for more study based on this review of com-
parison studies relates to students’ learning of academic
content. Though models for bilingual education have
addressed academic outcomes for bilingual students who
are typically developing (e.g., Lindholm-Leary & Howard,
2008), no research was identified with these same outcomes
for bilingual students with disabilities. To recommend with
greater confidence that bilingual students with disabilities
participate in bilingual education programs, more research
is necessary.

Moreover, Cook (1992) and Grosjean (1998) suggest
that bilinguals be viewed as legitimate language speakers
rather than maintaining a bias towards monolingualism. In
this way, research investigating the developmental and
learning needs of bilingual students with disabilities can
occur in similar ways to studies of students with specific
characteristics, such as a particular disability or learning
needs. Researchers can look beyond comparisons between
bilingual and monolingual students with disabilities to
understand their unique development and characteristics.
As these are identified, instructional approaches to meet
these students’ needs can be developed and assessed for
effectiveness.

Furthermore, future research should include not only the
establishment of greater evidence for supporting home-lan-
guage development for bilingual students with disabilities
but should also investigate for whom and under what condi-
tions interventions are effective for bilingual children with
disabilities (Odom et al., 2005). For example, it is important
to investigate when and for how long each language should
be used during instruction as well as the order in which the
two languages are used to obtain intended communication
outcomes (Thordardottir, 2010; also see Perozzi, 1985). Fur-
thermore, learning conditions should also include the polit-
ical and sociological contexts in which bilingual students
with disabilities learn, because these conditions are critical
to students’ success or failure. The use of appropriate
research methodologies that match research questions may
help better understand the processes and contexts by which
children with disabilities learn two languages. To build and
strengthen the knowledge base on this topic, researchers
must approach the issues from multiple perspectives using
appropriate methodologies to address the questions that
remain unanswered today. Odom et al. (2005) recognized the
need for multiple methodologies in special education
research due to complexities inherent in special education
service delivery. McCray and Garcia (2002) asserted that
studies of disability without reference to contextual charac-
teristics, such as culture and language, will result in incom-
plete results, and they therefore call for the inclusion of
diverse voices and epistemologies in multicultural and bilin-
gual special education. Qualitative research from a socio-
cultural and critical theory perspective has been productive
in addressing this issue in particular. For instance, studies
investigating bilingual students’ identities and classroom
social relationships (e.g., teacher—student) highlight impor-
tant considerations to language acquisition and instruction
that remain unaccounted for in many other research agendas
(Jang & Jiménez, 2011; Jiménez, 2000). Indeed, multiple
research approaches are necessary to understand bilingual
children with disabilities, their learning, and appropriate
instruction.
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CONCLUSION

Appropriately meeting the educational needs of bilingual
students with disabilities has become increasingly important.
Though limited, comparison studies reviewed here suggest
that bilingualism is possible for students with disabilities
and does not have negative impacts on their language and
overall development. Likewise, studies indicate that instruc-
tion incorporating the home language results in learning that
is as effective or better than using only the second language
for students with disabilities. In fact, these studies suggest
that learning the first language has positive effects on learn-
ing a second language. Bilingual special education models
may provide a means to act on these outcomes to support
students’ home language while also learning English and
other skills. Given its potential importance to families, edu-
cators should not carelessly assert that parents stop speaking
their home language to their child with a disability. Further
research is necessary to more definitively delineate effective
instructional models and methods for bilingual students
with disabilities particularly in inclusive settings.
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