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Special education classrooms often become convenient places for teachers to send 
struggling students they don't want in their classrooms. -US News and World 
Report, quoted from Shapiro, Loeb, & Bowermaster, 1992, p. 49 

John Ogbu, noted ethnographic researcher and theorist on minority issues, recently 
stated: 

Minority children receive inferior education . .. through what occurs inside the schools, 
inside the individual classrooms. Among the mechanisms discovered to affect minor-
ity education adversely, none is more important than teachers' low expectations . .. . 
(T)oo many minority children are treated as having educational "handicaps." A dis-
proportionate number are channeled into "special education," a pseudonym for infe-
rior education. (Ogbu, 1990, p. 156, emphasis added) 

The findings of prominent special education researchers have led to similar conclusions 
(Gottlieb, Alter, & Gottlieb, 1994). 

Public concern about the quality and appropriateness of special education services 
for minority students in general, and language-minority students in particular, is high. 
The level of concern has increased with the surge of immigration to the United States 
since 1980, the largest in American history. Recent data from the National Center for 
Education Statistics (1994) show a 40% increase in the number of school-age children 
in homes where English is not the primary language. Current estimates project that 
more than 86 million Americans will be of African, Asian, and Latino heritage by the 
year 2020 (U.S. Department of Commerce, 1990). Although only one in 10 children in 
U.S. schools in 1982 was Latino, this ratio will approach one in four by the year 2020 
(Natriello, McDill, & Pallas, 1990). 
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The quotations above, from both the popular press and 
social science researchers, demonstrate the heated tenor of 
the discussion. To date, the scant research on limited-
English-proficient students by special educators often fo-
cuses on students placed in special education who never 
should have been there (Figueroa, 1989; Ruiz, 1989; Schiff-
Myers, Djukic, McGovern-Lawler, & Perez, 1994). 

Yet, Baca and Almanza ( 1991) estimated that close to 
one million language-minority students also have a learning 
disability. That number surely will increase in the years 
ahead. Some of these students are at risk of receiving no 
special services or assistance at all (Fradd & Weismantel, 
1987; Gersten & Woodward, 1994a). Others receive serv-
ices that are too limited-either instruction designed to as-
sist them with English as a second language provided by a 
teacher without any understanding of effective strategies for 
students with learning disabilities (Baca & Almanza, 1991; 
Campbell, Gersten, & Kolar, 1994) or instruction from a 
teacher trained in special education but with no background 
in second-language acquisition and no knowledge of a lan-
guage other than English. 

In this article we attempt to delineate effective in-
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struction for culturally and linguistically diverse students 
who have difficulty in school, regardless of placement. A 
good deal of evidence suggests that labeling is arbitrary 
(Baca & Almanza, 1991; Mercer & Rueda, 1991). Our goal 
is to move beyond the labeling issue and discuss instruc-
tional strategies and techniques that are likely to enhance 
these students' learning irrespective of whether they are 
formally placed in special education. 

THE NEED TO DEVELOP EFFECTIVE 
INSTRUCTIONAL INTERVENTIONS 

Much of the research on bilingual education for stu-
dents with learning disabilities has been concerned with 
placement and referral issues (Figueroa, 1989; Mercer & 
Rueda, 1991; Schiff-Myers, Djukic, L, McGovern-Lawler, 
& Perez, 1994). Awareness is growing, however, that re-
search must go beyond establishing valid assessment and 
placement procedures and move toward developing viable 
instructional strategies for this unique group of students 
(OSEP Language Minority Researchers' Conference, 1992). 
Recently Artiles and Trent ( 1994) noted that "less emphasis 
on the medical model [of assessment] and more on the 
quality of instruction would have helped to redirect and 
strengthen special education service delivery" (p. 416, em-
phasis added). 

Another strand of research has passionately docu-
mented persistent problems in current practice, within spe-
cial education and mainstream classrooms alike. For ex-
ample, Wilkinson and Ortiz ( 1986) found that after three 
years of special education instruction the achievement level 
of limited-English-proficient students with learning dis-
abilities remained virtually unchanged, and their measured 
IQ scores actually dropped. Reyes' (1992) naturalistic re-
search documented how Latino and Hmong students failed 
to develop their potential as writers and readers when they 
were presented with a language arts curriculum that was not 
modulated to meet their needs. Moll and Diaz ( 1987) re-
ported that language-minority students taught by an un-
trained monolingual teacher with a basal curriculum failed 
to learn virtually anything, in part because the teachers of-
ten treated them like slow learners, when in reality they of-
ten knew the answers but could not express them fluently in 
English. 

Although these critiques have served an important 
purpose, we also need to describe, document, and evaluate 
practices that succeed. Only recently has an empirical re-
search base on effective instructional interventions for lan-
guage-minority students started to emerge (Carter & Chat-
field, 1986; Dianda, Madden, & Slavin, 1993; Goldenberg 
& Gallimore, 1991; McConnell, 1989). 

Delineation of effective practices for work with cul-
turally and linguistically diverse students has been difficult 



because of the enormity and complexity of the issues. We 
also believe that until recently governmental agencies have 
put limited resources into this endeavor (National Advisory 
Council on Bilingual Education, 1987; OSEP Language 
Minority Researchers' Conference, 1992). Finally, several 
deep conceptual problems underpin the field. 

To conceptualize how to provide quality services to 
culturally and linguistically diverse students who need spe-
cial education, or are otherwise at risk for school failure, 
one must grapple with and understand the critical issues, 
controversies, and debates surrounding the education of mi-
nority students in general. Gersten and Woodward (1994a) 
linked several tensions to much of the confusion and mis-
understanding underlying the field of special education for 
language-minority students: 

1. The tension between divergent philosophies and theories 
of bilingual education. 

2. The tension between those who argue for a structured ap-
proach (in which students' skills and language abilities 
are developed systematically) versus those who argue for 
more loosely structured, whole language or constructivist 
approaches toward building language competence and 
literacy. (Although each should be treated as a separate 
issue, they do merge in reality, as will be seen.) 

3. The tension caused by the vast distance, in terms of lan-
guage, culture, social, and instructional norms, that sepa-
rates so many of these students and their teachers, be they 
special educators or general educators. 

A major purpose of this article is to explore the devel-
opment of promising practices for culturally and linguisti-
cally diverse students in special education and for students 
at risk for school failure. In this article we discuss the recur-
rent tensions in special education services for language-
minority students articulated by Gersten and Woodward 
( 1994a) and expand the discussion to include cross-cultural 
tensions. These discussions, then, provide a conceptual 
framework for understanding crucial aspects of effective 
instructional practice. Finally, we describe an array of 
promising practices for low-performing, culturally and lin-
guistically diverse students, culled in large part from our 
own three-year research project (Gersten & Jimenez, 1994; 
Gersten & Woodward, 1994b), incorporating findings from 
other contemporary researchers (Arreaga-Mayer, 1992; Au, 
1992; Goldenberg, 1992/1993; Reyes, 1992; Yates & Ortiz, 
1991). 

A COMPLEX ARRAY OF ISSUES 
As cultural and linguistic diversity expands in Ameri-

can society, traditional educational procedures and tradi-
tions no longer fulfill their intended purposes. Confronted 
with struggling language-minority students, and baffled by 
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their slow and seemingly unpredictable academic progress, 
teachers often tum to special educators for assistance; 

How much help special education can offer, however, 
is unclear because the vast majority of special educators are 
monolingual and untrained in second language learning. 
Often these teachers are uncertain about how to determine 
whether students have problems because of learning dis-
abilities or because of their limited comprehension of the 
English language. Yet, as Gottlieb, Alter, and Gottlieb 
(1994) commented, "The current state of ... education [for 
low-income minority students], so woefully underfunded 
relative to its needs, provides students little access to inten-
sive resources outside of special education" (p. 459). 

To discuss the array of issues confronting the field of 
bilingual special education, this section will cover: 

-assessment and classification issues. 
-issues of referral to special education. 
--cultural issues. 
-models of instruction for language-minority students. 

Assessment and Misclassification 
The referral process to special education for culturally 

and linguistically diverse students has received enormous 
attention (Figueroa, 1989; Schiff-Myers et al., 1994). Much 
of this literature has criticized use of standardized proce-
dures and has led some to search for a significantly less 
flawed assessment system (Baker & Good, 1994; Rueda, 
1994; Yates & Ortiz, 1991). Many have noted that few rele-
vant measures even exist (Figueroa, 1989) and that tradi-
tional assessment measures have serious problems with va-
lidity (Garcia, 1991; Lacelle-Peterson & Rivera, 1994). 

A recent trend has been to compare culturally and lin-
guistically diverse students to students from similar coun-
tries of origin rather than to mainstream students. Although 
this is a positive trend, it still can be problematic. Psy-
chologists and teachers may assume incorrectly that all 
children from the same cultural and linguistic backgrounds 
can be compared validly to each other (Moecker, 1992). 
These children, however, often come from a wide range of 
experiences (e.g., length of stay in the U.S., parents' lan-
guage skills, refugee experiences), and such comparisons 
may be misleading (Jacobs, 1991). 

Gottlieb, Alter, and Gottlieb (1994) cogently articu-
lated many inherent problems with assessment and classifi-
cation procedures for culturally and linguistically diverse 
students: 

First, because poverty and race/ethnicity covary, the 
widespread practice of classifying students hampered 
by social, cultural, and economic inequities diminishes 
the credibility of the entire assessment system and 
renders it vulnerable to accusations of bias and dis-
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crimination. 
Second, there could be a "spread effect" in public 

perceptions regarding the ability of clinicians to clas-
sify a child properly for any of the disabling classifi-
cations. If "mistakes" are made regarding learning dis-
abilities classifications, perhaps mistakes are also 
made regarding mental retardation or emotional dis-
turbance classifications. 

Third ... wholesale eligibility determinations re-
duce the need for the general education system to de-
velop meaningful instructional programs and services 
to retain children in the general education classroom. 
If the vast majority of children who are referred will 
be removed from the general education class for at 
least part of the day, there is little incentive to retain 
them .... 

Fourth .. . the well-intentioned classification prac-
tices ... may actually result in harm to low-achieving 
children who, although not learning disabled, are 
placed in special classes from which few ever emerge, 
which do not produce meaningful gains in children's 
reading performance, and from which dropouts during 
adolescence are overly abundant. (p. 459) 

Cummins (1991) trenchantly criticized the use of 
standardized procedures on the basis of their orientation: "If 
the psychologist's task (or role definition) is to discover the 
causes of a minority student's academic difficulties and the 
only tools at his or her disposal are psychological tests (in 
either the primary or the second language), then it is hardly 
surprising that the child's difficulties are attributed to psy-
chological dysfunctions" (p. 116). He proposed, as a result, 
that "professionals involved in assessment become advo-
cates for minority students by focusing primarily on the 
ways in which students' academic difficulty is a function of 
interactions within the school context rather than legitimiz-
ing the location of the 'problem' within students" (p. 113). 
Cummins argued for an advocacy approach to assessment 
that encompasses an understanding of the "disabling of mi-
nority students that takes place in classrooms" (p. 116). 

A series of observational studies (Arreaga-Mayer, 
1992; Gersten & Jimenez, 1994; Gersten & Woodward, 
1994b; Mehan, Hertweck, & Meihls, 1986; Moll & Diaz, 
1987) has documented the prevalence of this "disabling" 
process. Unlike Cummins, however, we believe that a suc-
cessful advocacy approach must understand not only the 
instructional and social needs of students but also the needs 
of those who teach them. 

Overreferral or Underreferral: A Seeming Paradox 

Many in the field (see Gersten & Woodward, 1994b) 
have addressed the seeming paradox of overrepresentation 
of culturally and linguistically diverse students in special 
education in some communities and underrepresentation in 

others. This continues to be a serious and complicated issue. 
Although on a national level evidence continues to show 
overreferral of limited-English-proficient students into spe-
cial education (Figueroa, 1989; Mercer & Rueda, 1991 ; Or-
tiz & Garcia, 1988), in certain urban districts a fear of legal 
action, as well as the realization that assessment procedures 
for these students are of weak validity, has led to a tendency 
toward underreferral of these students for any type of sup-
port services (Baca & Cervantes, 1989). In other districts 
lack of services or personnel knowledgeable in second lan-
guage issues has resulted in some teachers not bothering to 
refer students who may be in need of special services. This 
phenomenon seems to be increasingly widespread for bilin-
gual special education students (Fradd & W eismantel, 1987; 
Gersten & Woodward, 1994b). 

Data from the state of Florida compiled by Fradd & 
Weisman tel ( 1987) provide a compelling illustration of the 
underrepresentation of limited-English-proficient students 
in special education in a state with a relatively long history 
of providing some type of special services for bilingual stu-
dents. These data, presented in Table 1, are based on the 
percentage of students identified as limited-English-
proficient, not the full proportion of language-minority stu-
dents in the state. Many of the language-minority students 
who spend their entire school careers in the United States 
tend to be classified as limited-English-proficient only in 
the primary grades and often lose that classification in 
grades 4, 5, 6, or 7, so this would be a somewhat younger 
sample of children than the full statewide sample. Because 
the bulk of special education referrals occur after second 
grade, one would expect the percentage of limited-English-
proficient (LEP) students in the various special education 
categories to be somewhat lower than in the general popu-
lation. 

The magnitude of the difference is quite strong. For 
example, 4.2% of school-age children in Florida were 
classified as learning disabled, a figure close to the national 
average of 4.7% (Singer & Butler, 1987). Yet less than 1 % 
of LEP students were classified as learning disabled. A 
similar phenomenon is found for the mental retardation 
category. Although 1.6% of Florida's students are so classi-
fied (virtually identical to the national average of 1.7%), 
only .3% of the LEP students were classified with mental 
retardation. 

Some (Gartner & Lipsky, 1987; Gottlieb et al., 1994; 
Stainback & Stainback, 1991) would argue that this is a 
benefit and that these students are spared the "second class 
education" that special education often provides. Yet our 
observational research ( Campbell et al., 1993; Gersten & 
Woodward, 1994a) and naturalistic studies by others (Moll 
& Diaz, 1987; Mehan et al., 1986; Ruiz, 1989) reveal that 
far too many language-minority students with clear learning 
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TABLE 1 
Comparison of Limited-English-Proficient Students Receiving Special Education Services 

in Florida with National Special Education Incidence Data 

Percent of LEP Percent of All Percent of Stu-
dents Classified 

(Nationally) 
Students Classi- Students Classi-

fied (Florida) fied (Florida) 
Total Receiving Special Education Services 
Learning Disabilities 
Speech Impairment 
Mental Retardation 
Serious Emotional Disturbance 
Severe Impairments 

Percentages based on 1986 figures 

problems simply are ignored or are provided with cursory 
tutorial services, often by a paraprofessional. 

In no way are higher referral rates into special educa-
tion classes and programs a remedy, but the large number of 
language-minority students "falling through the cracks" is a 
major concern. Observational research (Arreaga-Mayer, 
1992; Campbell et al., 1993; Chang, 1992) is beginning to 
document the dire plight of low-achieving language-
minority students in general education classrooms that do 
not modulate instruction. 

Cultural Differences and the Challenges Facing 
Mainstream Teachers 

In addition to decrying the placement of so many mi-
nority students in special education, Ogbu ( 1990) provided 
some insights into the reason so many minority students do 
not benefit from conventional instruction and are consid-
ered (often inappropriately) for special education place-
ment: 

Problems that arise from cultural and language differ-
ences are inadequately attended to. The failure of 
school personnel to understand the cultural behaviors 
of minority children often results in conflicts that af-
fect the children's capacity to adjust and learn. (p. 
156) 

Moll and Diaz's (1987) ethnographic research of 
reading instruction for language-minority students in the 
"low ability" group raised a host of important issues. 
Monolingual teachers' focus on the details of accurate Eng-
lish language production made the students appear less 
competent and able than they really were. The observed 
teachers tended to correct pronunciation errors (e.g., seyd 
for said) or interrupted with attempts to define simple Eng-
lish words, and, in so doing, broke the flow of the story. 

3.10 10.59 
0.94 4.16 
1.60 3.47 
0.31 1.61 
0.12 1.05 
0.08 0.31 

10.97 
4.73 
2.86 
1.68 
0.95 
0.75 

Moll and Diaz noted "the deliberate, slow pace of lessons 
with students in the low reading groups" (p. 305) and the 
lack of intellectual challenge and conceptual development 
provided by monolingual teachers. 

When Moll and Diaz followed the "low ability" stu-
dents into a Spanish reading lesson, they observed that 
these same students were able to answer comprehension 
questions correctly and to develop and expand on ideas in 
the stories. Their observations of these students in conven-
tional English language classrooms highlight some of the 
problems that arise when teachers attempt to apply tradi-
tional principles of instruction and assessment to seemingly 
low-performing language-minority students. They noted 
that students' capacities often are underestimated and thus 
they are subjected to incessant drill on skills they have al-
ready mastered in Spanish but cannot convey fully in Eng-
lish. They rarely are afforded opportunities to discuss ideas 
and complex concepts, apply principles, or experiment with 
implications of ideas. 

Observational research we and our colleagues (Gersten 
& Jimenez, 1994; Gersten & Woodward, 1994a) conducted 
found numerous instances of what we called "lost oppor-
tunities." For example, in three different classrooms the is-
sue of old clothes came up in the assigned novels. In each 
case the main character of the story, who was poor, was 
ashamed to attend a party because she had only old clothes. 
The teacher in each of these classrooms seemed over-
whelmed by the issue of how to discuss poverty, knowing 
full well that many of his or her students often wore hand-
me-down clothes. Nieto ( 1992) dubbed this phenomenon 
"the fear of naming." Although Nieto focused her discus-
sion on issues of race and ethnicity, it can be applied to so-
cial class as well. 

The teachers we observed seemed temporarily upset by 
this rather naked invasion of real world social class issues. 
They shied away from the issue by awkwardly telling the 
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students how to think rather than inquiring as to what the 
students felt and thought. The teachers talked about how 
they sometimes wear old clothes, that there is nothing 
wrong with wearing old clothes, and the character really 
shouldn't have felt ashamed. Observing these awkward en-
counters, we were left with the sense that the teachers had 
shied away from meaningful encounters with their students 
and from a serious use of literature to help students under-
stand the various dimensions of their lives. 

What the teachers provided actually was counterpro-
ductive to understanding the novels. Each novel focused on 
a girl's shame and humiliation at being the only one at the 
party with old clothes. Old clothes clearly mean something 
very different to a lower-class person and a middle-class 
person. As the teachers attempted these uncomfortable ex-
planations about why wearing old clothes is all right, the 
students often looked puzzled. The desire by many main-
stream teachers to maintain the illusion of egalitarianism, 
contradicted every day by these students' life experiences, 
may have motivated the "fear of naming." The tension and 
discomfort in these classrooms were obvious. 

In contrast, two of the teachers observed did not side-
step the issue of poverty when it came up. These teachers 
asked students to write about broken-down television sets 
and broken-down trucks and to describe their thoughts and 
feelings regarding the impact of these events on their lives. 
These teachers allowed the students to express their per-
spective on the issues or events, maintaining the integrity of 
each experience. 

Although merely allowing free expression of not-so-
pleasant experiences is hardly a panacea for the complex 
tasks facing teachers, it does serve as a basis for beginning 
to break down barriers. Our observations have shown con-
sistently that when teachers allow for breaking down barri-
ers, students become less reticent. 

One of the most perceptive discussions of the issues 
and problems facing those who teach language-minority 
students is provided by McElroy-Johnson (1993), an Afri-
can-American teacher of minority students (Asian, African-
American, and Hispanic) in the Oakland Unified School 
District. Her eloquent article in the Harvard Educational 
Review attempts, in her words, to "give voice to the voice-
less." 

McElroy-Johnson noted that "some teachers ... teach to 
a curriculum as if it were set in stone .... [They] maintain a 
distance that borders on indifference" (p. 98). She pro-
ceeded to link this distance, this disengagement between 
teachers and students, to the "chasms of failure" into which 
so many minority students fall. We observed this type of 
disengagement in an interview with a teacher who wistfully 
remarked, "There are days when I don't think what I do 
makes much difference to these kids. They have so many 

other things to deal with in their lives. Some days I don't 
think anything that I do ever gets through. But there are 
other days when I feel that if I at least teach the basics, at 
least I've done something" (Gersten & Woodward, 1994b). 
This teacher's conception of the basics was a dreary diet of 
vocabulary drill, grammar, and punctuation, day after day. 

McElroy-Johnson' s analysis indicates the need for 
high teacher expectations and explicit instruction based on 
accurately assessed learner performance in all academic ar-
eas, not just grammar and punctuation. In this sense, her 
writings parallel the empirical findings of researchers such 
as Brophy and Good (1986), Ysseldyke, O'Sullivan, Thur-
low, and Christenson (1989), and Carnine (1991), but she 
added another critical component often missing from these 
earlier syntheses: 

They need challenges, and teachers must maintain 
high standards and expectations for them. They 
need .. . ways of dealing with pent-up emotions result-
ing from living in a society that has not valued them. 
Teachers who refuse to deal with these issues are 
leaving these students voiceless .. .. 

Our students come to us with a great deal of con-
fusion, from many different backgrounds, cultures, 
races, and socioeconomic situations. They are confused 
and frightened, and often can't express their own 
opinions . .. . They need and want direction. (pp. 100-
101, emphasis added) 

Helping teachers provide this type of direction to their 
students is critical. Pleas for teachers to "celebrate diver-
sity," to watch their students closely to learn from them, or 
to use teaching as a venue to learn about themselves and 
their biases (Greene, 1993), however well intentioned and 
relevant for some seasoned practitioners, often fail to help 
inexperienced teachers who are struggling with basic issues 
in curriculum and management (Carter & Richardson, 
1989). Similarly, courses in theories of second language ac-
quisition are not particularly useful unless they provide a 
wide range of concrete instructional examples. 

The urban teachers we interviewed expressed a real 
need for concrete strategies they can use to break down ex-
isting barriers and teach effectively. The issue of how to de-
velop realistic means to assist educators from mainstream, 
middle-class backgrounds in addressing the needs of cul-
turally and linguistically diverse students is being broached 
only slowly in a pragmatic fashion. The observational re-
search of Reyes ( 1992) and the work of other minority edu-
cators such as Delpit (1988) and McElroy-Johnson (1993) 
provide information that can be relevant to these teachers' 
needs. All of this research has in common a call for main-
stream educators to listen to members of minority commu-
nities and to not assume that any approach or method is ca-
pable of meeting the needs of minority students without 



authentic dialogue and meaningful interaction with mem-
bers of those communities. 

Differing Approaches and Conceptions of Second 
Language Instruction 

The type of bilingual program model used and the 
language of instruction, while important, have received far 
more attention in research and public debate than the 
equally critical issue of how ideas and concepts are taught 
(see Crawford, 1989, and Cziko, 1992, for an expanded dis-
cussion of bilingual program models). Plagued by problems 
of research design, program evaluation studies consistently 
have failed to determine which of the two approaches is 
better. 

In retrospect, to assume that a particular approach to 
bilingual education in and of itself could counteract the in-
fluences of poverty and discrimination was naive. Regard-
less of the year in which English language reading instruc-
tion was introduced, many of the low-income Latino stu-
dents in these evaluations scored in the 20th to 30th per-
centile. This indicates a need to look more deeply at the 
quality of instruction provided to the students and the level 
of support given to their parents. For example, Ramirez 
(1992) noticed infrequent use of higher-order questions and 
limited opportunities for extended discourse in either Span-
ish or English in any of the bilingual program models. 
Clearly, these factors contribute to the consistently low lev-
els of performance. With this perspective we briefly review 
two of the main approaches (native language and sheltered 
English) toward bilingual education currently in use in this 
country. 

Native Language 

The rationale for native language emphasis was articu- · 
lated by Wong-Fillmore and Valdez (1986): "It is not pos-
sible to read in a language one does not know .. .if reading 
involves the act of making intelligible to oneself written 
texts of any complexity beyond that of street signs. A pre-
requisite for true reading, it would appear, is a fairly high 
level of knowledge of the language in which the text is 
written" (pp. 660-661). Hakuta and Snow (1986) argued 
that information and abilities learned via students' native 
language can be transferred to learning in English: "The 
child who knows how to write a topic sentence or look up a 
word in the dictionary in Portuguese or Chinese will have 
these skills available for use in the English classroom" (p. 
18). Therefore, teaching complex academic content to stu-
dents in their native language first seems sensible so stu-
dents can understand and discuss challenging material 
without the added demand of constantly translating or ex-
pressing ideas in a second language. 
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A problem with prematurely placing students in aca-
demic classes taught in English is that the academic mate-
rial will be simplified or "watered down." "A common re-
action to the less-than-fluent English of a student is to teach 
content from a lower grade level and to expect only lower-
level cognitive skills, such as simple recall" (Chamot & 
O'Malley, 1989, p. 114). 

Sheltered English 

Sheltered English introduces English more rapidly. It 
is taught, in large part, through reading and content-area 
instruction. A rationale is provided by Anderson and Roit 
(1993): "Spoken language is fleeting and inconsistent over 
time. Text is stable and does not pass the learner by. It al-
lows one to reread and reconsider that which is to be 
learned in its original form" (p. 2). 

The goal of sheltered English is for students to learn 
English while they develop academic and cognitive abilities 
in areas such as comprehension and problem solving. 
Merging English language instruction with systematic in-
struction in social studies and science (Chamot & O'Malley, 
1989; Gersten, Taylor, & Graves, in press) can accelerate 
academic/conceptual English language vocabulary. 

Skillful and sensitive implementation of either ap-
proach requires attention to the concept of comprehensible 
input. For lessons to be comprehensible to students for 
whom English is a second language, the complexity of the 
English language vocabulary used must be constantly and 
sensitively modulated (Long, 1983) based on students' re-
sponses (or their failure to respond). 

Although great diversity of opinion and practice re-
mains as to how rapidly students should be introduced to 
English language instruction and how long native language 
instruction should be maintained (Chamot & O'Malley, 
1989; Crawford, 1989; Gersten & Woodward, 1994b; 
Ramirez, 1992), one thing seems certain: Abrupt transitions 
from virtually all-Spanish to virtually all-English instruc-
tion are often detrimental to students (Berman et al., 1992; 
Ramirez, 1992). During the transition years teachers often 
are unable to help students use the cognitive abilities and 
knowledge developed during the years of native language 
instruction. It's almost as if some students are asked to be-
gin schooling anew in the fifth or sixth grade. This can be 
especially problematic for students who have academic dif-
ficulties. 

A NEED FOR MEANINGFUL COLLABORATION 

Recently research has shifted from searching for the 
"best" program model or documenting the shortcomings of 
existing approaches and toward identifying useful and fea-
sible instructional practices (Berman et al., 1992; Hakuta, 
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1986; Reyes, 1992; Tikunoff, 1985). Pugach and Warger 
(1993) called for collaboration between special and general 
educators in the redesign of curriculum for diverse learners: 

Students identified as having learning disabilities are 
not the only ones who are unable to keep up with the 
standard, lock-step curriculum. Many others also have 
difficulty achieving basic literacy and numeracy. Large 
numbers of students who are members of racial, eth-
nic, or linguistic minorities ... are included in the 
growing list.. .. A curriculum based on the assumption 
that most children come to school ready to learn, with 
some rudimentary knowledge of the alphabet and pre-
reading skills like knowing how to hold a book and 
employing left-to-right progression, is not easily ab-
sorbed [by these students]. (p. 128) 

As special educators, we have much to contribute. For 
example, the knowledge bases on cognitive strategy in-
struction (Bos & Anders, 1990; Harris & Pressley, 1991) 
and reciprocal teaching methodologies for effective reading 
instruction, motivational strategies, and direct/explicit in-
struction in higher order thinking (Carnine, 1991) all can 
contribute to more effective teaching of language-minority 
students, especially those experiencing difficulty. 

Although it is important for ensuring success and aca-
demic growth for many students, the task-analytic, skill-
building approach used in many special education programs 
is insufficient to fully meet their needs. In the area of lan-
guage development, growth in English skills may be stifled 
(Cummins, 1989; Yates & Ortiz, 1991). Tharp and Galli-
more (1988) noted that the attempt to improve reading per-
formance by controlling both oral and written vocabulary 
and using highly structured phonics progressions-a cor-
nerstone of many special education programs-seemed to 
impede English language acquisition for limited-English-
proficient students. Tharp and Gallimore offered an elo-
q1:!ent plea for conscious integration of natural language use 
and genuine dialogue into classroom instruction. An em-
phasis on correct oral reading, proper pronunciation in 
English, systematic instruction involving vocabulary lists, 
and English language grammar and literal comprehension 
may inhibit the language development of students and also 
may hinder their overall cognitive development by taking 
some of the meaning and enjoyment out of learning 
(Gersten & Woodward, 1994a). 

McElroy-Johnson (1993) illustrated one of the in-
structional dilemmas teachers face when she argued that 
appropriate instruction for low socioeconomic status (SES) 
minority students must simultaneously provide reasonable 
structures to facilitate learning, explicitly teach necessary 
academic concepts and skills (including those that many 
middle-income parents teach their children at home) and 
allow students a means to express their thoughts and prac-

tice and guidance in how to express their ideas and opin-
ions. She focused instruction in large part on discussion and 
interpretation of literature and development of expressive 
writing abilities following a framework similar to that pro-
posed by Palincsar (1993) and by Englert (1993). 

How rarely this type of focused but sensitive instruc-
tion is provided to language-minority students has been 
documented in the ethnographic research of Reyes (1992), 
who poignantly described how cross-cultural miscommuni-
cations can lead to abject failure. Whereas McElroy-
Johnson expressed why traditional ways of teaching (e.g., 
using textbooks or worksheets) will not succeed, Reyes art-
fully documented how attempts to use whole language or 
process writing approaches will fail unless the teachers use 
instructional strategies that make sense for their students. 
Teachers must use data provided by students to modulate 
how they teach. She noted: 

On the surface the teachers seemed to be doing every-
thing right, yet the exposure to good models of writing, 
spelling and punctuation did not produce correct wri t-
ing form or growth in the bilingual students' writing 
fluency .... At the end of two years, most were still 
making the same spelling and grammatical errors as in 
the beginning .. .. For example, in a journal entry dated 
September 9th, a student wrote, "My ant is getting 
married in [sic] Saturday." The teacher responded, 
"How was your aunt's wedding?" In a subsequent en-
try, the student again reported on her ant's wedding-
ignoring the correct form modeled by the teacher. In 
later February . .. she wrote, "Her mom my ant is a good 
cook." ... One of the teachers said of .. . her seventh 
graders, "Students keep making the same errors with 
spelling, grammar, punctuation, etc. It's frustrating!" 
(p. 432, emphases added) 

Reyes concluded: 

The high regard that Hispanics hold for teachers as 
authority figures (Delgado-Gaitan, 1987) indicates that 
they rely on and expect direct instructional interven-
tion from the teacher. Many look for it and may not 
understand it when it comes masked in indirect re-
quests or disguised ... . The assumption that error cor-
rection hampers students' learning rendered the 
modeling of correct forms and the indirect nature of 
the mini lessons ineffective in teaching important lit-
eracy skills to linguistically different students. (pp. 
439-440, emphasis added) 

RECONCEPTUALIZING INSTRUCTIONAL 
PRACTICES 

Clearly, some reconceptualization of how language-
minority students (including those in special education) are 
taught is necessary-a reconceptualization drawing on the 



developing consensus among bilingual education research-
ers while integrating principles of effective instruction and 
newer cognitive approaches from special education. A body 
of research emerging from these three areas suggests several 
practices that are likely to be effective. 

Constructs for Effective Teaching 

The following outline articulates the key components 
of effective, comprehensible instruction for language-
minority students. 

1. Scaffolding and Strategies 
a. Provide story maps and visual organizers 
b. Encourage transfer of native language skills 
c. Elicit or provide relevant background knowledge 
d. Stress and reiterate underlying big idea with range of 

examples 

2. Challenge 

3. Involvement 
a. Provide extended discourse 
b. Use complex linguistic structures 
c. Foster active engagement of all 

4. Success 

5. Mediation and Feedback 
a. Make it frequent and comprehensible 
b. Focus on meaning 
c. Use recall strategies 
d. Ask for supporting evidence 

6. Responsiveness to Cultural and Individual Diversity 
a. Link content to experience 
b. Use personal experience 

Comprehensible Input 

Based on extensive work with language-minority stu-
dents, Barrera (1984) explained how English language 
reading can be an excellent medium to develop English 
language competence. Elley and Mangubhai's (1983) work 
further supports this position. When students learning Eng-
lish were given an abundance of high-interest storybooks in 
English, their progress in reading and listening compre-
hension increased at almost twice the usual rate. 

Our research has noted that some teachers seem to go 
overboard with poorly conceived multiculturalism. For ex-
ample, one must question spending a full month on a novel 
about the Sioux Indians with a class of students who re-
cently arrived in the United States from Cambodia or Viet-
nam. Our observations reveal that student motivation tends 
to decrease with ill-conceived cognitive overload. Logic 
suggests spending some time using literature to orient these 
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students to the norms and traditions of Seattle or San Fran-
cisco in a meaningful way. 

Teachers also must elicit or provide relevant back-
ground knowledge so material is comprehensible. An 
emerging view of effective instruction for language-
minority students builds on the concept of comprehensible 
input (Krashen, 1982). Ensuring that students understand 
what teachers attempt to convey involves intentional redun-
dancy, more simple or declarative sentences, frequent 
checks for student comprehension, and physical gestures 
and visual cues. Fradd (1987), however, cautioned that 
making material comprehensible should not mean watering 
down concepts. It requires sophisticated modulation of in-
struction. 

Teachers should try to explain ideas or concepts sev-
eral times, with slight variations in terminology and exam-
ples. Unfortunately, examples that link material in the story 
to students' backgrounds are rarely provided. For example, 
Gersten and Morvant ( 1994) noted that a teacher introduced 
a story about Jewish emigres from Nazi Germany without 
explaining anything about the Nazi movement or the Holo-
caust. Furthermore, the teacher did not attempt to link the 
experience of the Schumacher family in the story with the 
migration of one of her students from Cambodia. These lost 
opportunities were common. 

This approach to teaching, which requires balancing 
systematic strategy and skill development to promote com-
prehension, is extremely difficult for teachers to implement 
(Gersten & Woodward, 1994b). To a large extent, the diffi-
culty stems from the time teachers take to master and per-
sonalize these techniques. Teachers need to be sensitive to 
growth in students' cognitive and English language devel-
opment over longer periods. Furthermore, teachers must en-
sure that all students experience academic success daily 
while also pushing students slightly beyond their current 
level of knowledge. This combination requires expertise and 
a series of sophisticated judgments. 

To continually modulate and clarify the language of 
instruction, teaching must also be highly interactive. Teach-
ers must involve students constantly, ask many questions, 
and encourage students to express their ideas and thoughts 
in the new language. Comprehensible instruction requires 
that teachers control their vocabulary carefully and use 
graphic organizers, concrete objects, and gestures when 
possible to enhance understanding. 

Transfer for Bilingual Special Education Students 
In the context of bilingual education, transfer refers to 

Jimely cross-linguistic accessing of information and appli-
cation for purposes of problem solving. It means recogniz-
ing that information learned or experienced in one language 
is useful for comprehending information or accomplishing a 
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task conducted via the other language. Transfer of informa-
tion, skills, and strategies from one setting to another (e.g., 
Chapter 1 reading room back to the general education class-
room) is often difficult for native-English-speaking students 
(Allington & McGill-Franzen, 1989; Prawat, 1992), espe-
cially those with learning disabilities (Anderson-Inman, 
Walker, & Purcell, 1984; Carnine, 1991; Harris & Pressley, 
1991). 

As an instructional concept, transfer holds such strong 
intuitive appeal for enhancing the academic achievement of 
bilingual students that theoreticians such as Cummins 
(1989) invoke its power as the basis for native-language in-
struction. Cummins popularized the notion that transfer will 
occur almost automatically if language-minority students 
receive extensive academic instruction for many years in 
their native language. Many teachers have understood this 
to mean that transfer is inevitable after providing students 
with some native language instruction. 

Transfer, however, really is not automatic (Hakuta, 
1990). Students frequently need prompting, reminders, and 
other types of scaffolded interactions to avail themselves of 
information or skills learned previously. A more contempo-
rary understanding is that transfer can occur after knowl-
edge is acquired via one language or the other, that it oper-
ates in both directions (Spanish to English and English to 
Spanish) but it is not inevitable. 

Two points are notable. First, although some students 
discover on their own how to make connections between 
what they learn in one language and reading/writing activi-
ties in their second language, many clearly do not. Large-
scale evaluations of bilingual education, though controver-
sial, report consistently that far too many students are per-
forming below acceptable levels by the time they reach 
middle school, regardless of the type of program (Cziko, 
1992; Gersten & Woodward, in press; Ramirez, 1992). As 
Hakuta (1990) noted, research must "generate a better un-
derstanding of how this [transfer] process occurs, and under 
what circumstances it occurs most efficiently" (p. 50). 

Second, although transfer is possible under certain 
conditions, it is reasonable to hypothesize that it can be en-
hanced and encouraged and that strategies can be taught. 
Thus, instruction and classroom environments that facilitate 
transfer for children learning English as a second language 
are a necessity, not a luxury. 

Regardless of whether students were enrolled previ-
ously in a native-language program, instruction that facili-
tates transfer should be encouraged. All children have po-
tentially valuable knowledge and experiences that could be 
drawn on to enhance their learning. All children also have a 
great deal of information they have gained outside the class-
room. Carefully designed instruction that attends to all of 
the aspects of effective instruction presented earlier is 

needed to maximize this promising avenue of student 
learning. 

Opportunities for Natural Language Use 

Language-minority students also must be given oppor-
tunities to move from learning and producing limited word 
translations and fragmented concepts to using longer sen-
tences and expressing more complex ideas and feelings 
(Barrera, 1984). Special educators often have a relatively 
easy time separating complex concepts into small steps, as-
sessing frequently whether students understand the concept 
taught, and using redundant language and physical gestures 
as prompts. 

Constricted language often is observed in special edu-
cation classrooms (Gersten and Woodward, 1994a). It 
seems to be a logical extension of the training that many 
special education teachers receive. These teachers' attempts 
to control curricula and language strictly, however, do not 
afford the student opportunities for language development. 
Encouraging students to express their ideas in a new lan-
guage, and in increasingly complex forms, presents a chal-
lenge for special educators. A more natural, fluid learning 
environment is necessary for language development. People 
need opportunities to use language to obtain what they want 
or to express their thoughts, feelings, and ideas (Fradd, 
1987). 

Goldenberg's (1992/1993) model for developing "an 
explicit instructional conversation" (p. 3) provides some ex-
cellent guidelines for fostering natural language use. Al-
though Goldenberg says it is impossible to use the tech-
niques throughout the entire day, an intensive 20-30 minute 
focus on language learning and language concepts can be 
scheduled. He describes instructional conversations as: 

instructional in intent-they are designed to promote 
learning. On the other hand, they are conversational in 
quality-they appear to be natural and spontaneous 
language interactions, free from the didactic character-
istics normally associated with formal teaching .... 
Strategically, the teacher (or discussion leader) ques-
tions, prods, challenges, coaxes-or keeps quiet. (p. 3) 

Another important feature of instructional conversa-
tions is that the teacher plays a deliberate role and main-
tains a self-controlled agenda: 

[Students] are pointed toward a learning objective or a 
goal by the teacher, who must be thoroughly ac-
quainted with the text and the ideas under discussion 
and with the many possibilities they offer for intellec-
tual exploration, concept development, and the con-
struction of meaning with students. (p. 6) 

Clearly, planning is essential for utilizing this tech-



nique, because the teacher needs to structure the instruc-
tional conversations toward a learning objective. Use of in-
structional conversations also requires many of the con-
structs for effective teaching, such as: 

-providing relevant background knowledge. 
-providing frameworks/schema for understanding and a 

focus on the main ideas (e.g., "big ideas," story maps). 
-involving all students. 
-direct teaching of necessary skills and concepts. 

Within this framework conversational elements are in-
corporated into the lesson structure. The main components 
of these conversational elements are presented in Figure 1. 
The following is an example of a teacher utilizing the con-
structs and principles of instructional conversations: 

For example, she asked, "What do you think the story 
will be about? Do you think this lady will be in the 
story?" She delicately elicited a wide range of predic-
tions; each prediction was placed on the chart. Unlike 
other teachers, she returned to each prediction and had 
the students evaluate them. This level of intellectual 
accountability, though rare, is crucial. 

Student involvement was extremely high. Even the 
more passive students volunteered a prediction. The 

Promotion of 
reasoning to 
support an 

argument ("How 
do you know?" or 
"What makes you 

think that?") 

Multiple interactive 
turns that build 

upon and extend 
previous student 

contributions 

Promotion of 
complex language 

and expression 
through invitations 
to expand ("Tell me 

more about ... ," 
"What do you 

b 7") mean y .... 

FIGURE 1 

Unique Features of Instructional Conversations 
Source: From "Instructional Conversations: Promoting Comprehen-
sion Through Discussion," by C. Goldenberg, 1992/93, Reading 
Teacher, 46(4), 316-326. 

teacher provided prompts to students who seemed to 
be floundering, such as: "With a title like this and this 
picture on the cover, Fernando, what do you think this 
story will be about?" Her style of feedback and me-
diation was very interesting. She never judged a re-
sponse incorrect or illogical. However, when a student 
predicted that the people in the story "will have a 
ranch," a statement that seemed to make no sense, she 
asked him why. When he was unable to answer, she 
neither praised nor criticized him, she merely moved 
on. (Gersten, 1993, p. 24) 
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Another strategy that holds much promise in fostering 
natural language use for limited-English-proficient students 
is the cooperq,tive learning group. Small cooperative groups 
allow students to interact with peers while doing school-
work assignments. Gersten and Woodward (1994a) ob-
served an example of a cooperative learning situation that 
allowed for a constructive interaction. A student named 
Victor, considered at risk for special education referral, was 
involved in a cooperative learning reading activity: 

(H)e had the word "nervous" on his sheet. A friend 
said, "That's wrong. Captain Bill is brave and strong. 
He never got nervous." Victor opened his book and 
provided the evidence. The other students found his 
argument compelling. All put the word "nervous" on 
their sheets. Thus, in the middle of a fairly mundane 
activity, there was evidence of genuine reading com-
prehension and constructive dialogue. [It appeared] 
that Victor experienced the excitement of winning an 
argument and convincing others. (Gersten & Wood-
ward, 1994a, p. 16) 

Use of cooperative learning groups with bilingual 
special education students has been shown to provide some 
positive benefits, such as: 

-creating opportunities to use language in a meaningful 
and nonthreatening fashion (Baca & Cervantes, 1989; 
McGroarty, 1989). 

-drawing on primary language skills while developing 
second language skills, especially if other bilingual stu-
dents work together (McGroarty, 1989). 

-promoting higher-order cognitive and linguistic dis-
course (Garcia, 1993). 

-fostering peer modeling and peer feedback rather than 
using formal and often embarrassing error-correction 
procedures. 

The teacher's role as facilitator is crucial in guiding 
groups toward these benefits. Extra support for students 
with learning disabilities might be needed, as these students 
may be less likely to adapt to the listener's needs and tend 
to use restricted forms of language (Ruiz, 1989). Certainly, 
teachers can foster success for cooperative groups by build-
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ing vocabulary, providing background knowledge, and pro-
viding practice with cooperative learning strategies. 

Dianda, Madden, and Slavin (1993) noted: 

Studies of schools and classrooms where language-
minority students have been particularly successful 
academically report that individual instructional ac-
tivities and individual competition among students 
were limited .... Classrooms were lively and even 
noisy environments in which students collaborated 
with each other in small groups to complete assign-
ments. (p. 5) 

In the "Success for All Program," which utilizes coop-
erative learning groups, Dianda, Madden, and Slavin 
documented the positive benefits for students from low-
income backgrounds. Currently, they are evaluating the 
program's expansion for language-minority students. Given 
that cooperative learning groups provide many natural lan-
guage contexts, further exploration of this method for lan-
guage-minority special education students could be useful. 

Bridging with Families 

Home-school collaborations are becoming more impor-
tant as a means of improving education for culturally and 
linguistically diverse students (Goldenberg & Gallimore, 
1991; Ruiz, 1989). Research also is beginning to show the 
potential role of siblings (Campbell et al., 1993; Keating, 
1993), whose knowledge of English, as well as knowledge 
of relevant aspects of the community, often surpasses that of 
their parents. This represents a valuable resource to school 
personnel. 

School staffs' assumptions about students' families 
often hinder home-school communications (Goldenberg & 
Gallimore, 1991 ). Assumptions that parents do not value 
academic achievement result in minimal attempts by school 
staff to build home-school collaborations. Parents typically 
are contacted only when problems arise or when grade-level 
retention is being considered. Often, families are not con-
tacted for involvement until the referral to special education 
is made. Yet, during the prereferral process, family in-
volvement is critical, especially for language-minority stu-
dents. Not only can family members provide valuable in-
formation regarding a student's language skills, behaviors 
at home, and school background, but they also may offer a 
unique perspective on the nature of the student's difficul-
ties. Furthermore, they can provide the additional assistance 
a student may require, by reinforcing school concepts at 
home and monitoring homework. 

Only recently have schools ( often in conjunction with 
researchers) begun to develop systems by which teachers 
can communicate information on student progress 
(successes and problems alike) and impart to parents expec-

tations for homework, along with specific ways for parents 
to help their children even if the parents' English is weak 
(Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1991; Harry, Torguson, Kat-
kavich, & Guerrero, 1993). Although this work is in its in-
fancy, it seems to have enormous potential. 

Simply informing Latino parents of their children's 
difficulties in school can bring about qualitative changes in 
student performance (Goldenberg, 1987). Homework featur-
ing regular practice and reinforcement of what was learned 
at school, along with systematic follow-up by teachers, re-
sulted in more effective family involvement (Goldenberg & 
Gallimore, 1991). Teachers in this study sent home simple 
texts to be read at home, writing practice sheets, and 
"cumulative word lists" to read at home. Parents signed for 
completed assignments, which were returned to the teachers 
the following day. The focus was on an agreed-upon goal of 
parents and teachers: to increase student literacy skills. 
Delgado-Gaitan ( 1990) helped Latino parents understand 
the school system through parent action committees, facili-
tating communication between the home and schools. 

These attempts certainly help reduce the distance be-
tween teachers, students, and families from different cul-
tural and linguistic backgrounds. Through community, 
school, and family networks, teachers of culturally and lin-
guistically diverse students can begin to understand and 
work together to meet the diverse needs of these students. In 
our own research (Gersten & Jimenez, 1994) we have found 
that parents often have fascinating insight into the abilities, 
personalities, and potentialities of children identified by 
their teachers as at-risk for placement in a special education 
classroom. Parents should be included in decisions affecting 
their children, both on ethical/professional grounds and be-
cause their help can save valuable time and allow better di-
rection of resources to areas of real academic need. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

A fairly recent article in the New York Times was titled 
simply "Hispanics in Despair" (Suro, 1990). One indication 
of the dire plight of Latino students in the American educa-
tional system is that approximately 35% of all Latino stu-
dents discontinue their education before completing high 
school, a figure that has remained stubbornly at this level 
for more than 15 years (Waggoner, 1991). 

We hasten to add that the magnitude of the problem 
often has been understated. More and more children are 
entering school from low-income homes. Issues of family 
income level and ethnicity, and their potential impact on 
school learning, cannot be isolated (Gottlieb et al., 1994; 
Natriello et al., 1990; Teale, 1986). Too high a proportion 
of students enter school with low exposure to literacy-
related activities in any language. And forces continue to 
put culturally and linguistically diverse students at a disad-



vantage, evidenced by high dropout rates, low achievement, 
and the high incidence of referral to special education. 

Exactly how the field of special education can assist in 
addressing the deep-rooted systemic problems that confront 
so many culturally and linguistically diverse students and 
their teachers is uncertain. Nonetheless, we believe some di-
rections can be articulated. 

A reconceptualization of special education services is 
necessary, as many culturally and linguistically diverse stu-
dents are further handicapped by their placement in special 
education programs. As mentioned at the beginning of this 
article, public criticisms of special education have to be ad-
dressed. Clearly, special education has not succeeded in 
providing students the hoped-for remedies and support nec-
essary for academic success. Special educators should be in-
volved in examining school practices and policies and 
evaluating how these practices affect student learning. Al-
though some culturally and linguistically diverse students 
who require educational support may not be receiving any 
assistance, the issue of classification is probably not the key 
factor in improvement efforts. Rather, flexibility of services 
and effective prereferral interventions may address the 
needs of many culturally and linguistically diverse students 
in the general education setting. 

Although interest in instructional issues for culturally 
and linguistically diverse students has increased, the need 
persists for collaborative exchanges among general educa-
tors, special educators, and bilingual educators. The areas of 
curriculum design and instructional strategies, in particular, 
can contribute much to quality learning environments for 
culturally and linguistically diverse students who continue 
to struggle with the education currently provided them. 

Many challenges remain. For example, should a stu-
dent with disabilities receive core reading instruction in the 
native language (which will be appreciably less frustrating), 
with the hope of some future transfer, or in English, where, 
despite initial frustration, transfer will be less of a problem? 

The quality and quantity of appropriate personnel is 
another complex issue. The shortage of trained bilingual 
special educators is extreme, and the dramatic increase in 
the proportion of second language students in the schools is 
not paralleled by an increase in bilingual teachers, in either 
special or general education (Baca & Almanza, 1991). 
Furthermore, the increasing multiplicity of language groups 
in the schools puts additional stress on the system. Knowl-
edge of only one language other than English is, in many 
situations, insufficient to meet the needs of all students. 

Effectively teaching culturally and linguistically di-
verse students, both within and outside of special education, 
is vital for the field of education. Although few special edu-
cators currently possess adequate knowledge of all aspects 
of this task, the field has much to offer, and this knowledge 
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will be required to provide more assistance in this area. 
Yates (1993), president of CEC's Division of Cultur-

ally and Linguistically Diverse Exceptional Learners, de-
clared: "An educational professional does not necessarily 
have to belong to the same cultural and linguistic commu-
nity as the student to be an effective service provider" (p. 1). 
He noted that all special education personnel, "regardless of 
their own ethnolinguistic background, must be trained to 
effectively serve a multicultural student population" (p. 3). 
And, like Yates, we believe the development of effective 
strategies for this extremely large group of students is a 
shared responsibility. 

How much can be extrapolated from research with 
mainstream students with learning disabilities remains un-
clear. The tasks facing low-income, language-minority stu-
dents with disabilities are daunting: mastering a new lan-
guage and developing literacy in two languages. Our obser-
vations reveal that some of these students have difficulty 
with the pace of mainstream ESL instruction, yet schools 
tend to do little in this area because it is not a typical do-
main for special education. In our view, however, it is 
clearly a domain where even monolingual special educators, 
who often have a background in oral language development, 
can provide needed services. 

As we have indicated throughout this article, the rela-
tive emphasis that special educators should place on intrin-
sic versus extrinsic motivation-on skill development ver-
sus viewing literacy as a means to communicate with oth-
ers-is still unclear. Although the tendency is to encourage 
instructional approaches that try to build intrinsic motiva-
tion for culturally and linguistically diverse students 
(Garcia, 1993; Ruiz, 1989), no data exist to either support 
or refute the efficacy of this approach. 

As we attempt to understand effective practices for 
culturally and linguistically diverse students, a focus on the 
quality of instruction should promote practices that directly 
affect student learning. Collaboration-among special edu-
cators, with their knowledge of systematic skill building, 
general educators' knowledge of process approaches, and 
bilingual educators' knowledge of language acquisition 
techniques-offers opportunities for merging effective ele-
ments to achieve balance in instructional practice. Only 
with this type of collaboration and sharing of expertise will 
techniques be developed that succeed with all students. 
Along with this type of balance in instruction, opportunities 
to learn meaningful content, or, in the eloquent words of 
McElroy-Johnson (1993), "giving voice to the voiceless," is 
critical to closing the distance between students and teach-
ers. 
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