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Overview
Deaf students are diverse, with a wide range of language and educational backgrounds. 
Unfortunately, many deaf students have experienced some degree of language deprivation during 
childhood and often have delayed language skills in English.1 Around 25% of deaf children in 
the United States are multilingual, and many have a home language other than English.2,3,4,5 An 
estimated 50% of deaf individuals have an additional disability.4,6 Additional disabilities also often 
have an impact on language development. English is the primary language of instruction in the 
United States, so deaf students may benefit from services and support that focus on English 
language development. 

This document provides an overview of English language proficiency (ELP), how it is measured 
when it comes to eligibility for English learner (EL) services, and what this may mean for deaf 
students. 

English Language Proficiency
According to the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, known as ESEA (recently amended 
by the Every Student Succeeds Act, or ESSA7), ELs are students who are still building English 
fluency.8,9 State definitions can vary but largely follow the federal guidelines.10 ELP can mean 
different things in different contexts. For K–12 students, proficiency in English generally means 
being able to participate in English-based classroom instruction without support. 

The following four areas represent ELP, according to ESSA: 

•	 Listening

•	 Speaking

•	 Reading

•	 Writing

English Language Proficiency Standards
ELs are presented with two challenges in English-based classrooms: (a) learning a second 
language and (b) learning academic content in that second language. The purpose of the 
ELP standards is to support ELs as they engage with academic subjects (e.g., mathematics, 
science, social studies) before they gain English fluency. The focus of these standards is on 
communication of ideas across academic contexts.11 

ELP has some overlap with English language arts (ELA), and states work to coordinate support 
for English language acquisition with ELA content standards.8,12 For example, ELA might include 
reading different types of texts, integrating information across different resources, or writing 
for different audiences. ELP is focused on English development in both receptive (listening and 
reading) and expressive (speaking and writing) domains for students whose native language is 
not English.
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How is English language proficiency measured? 
Families who are new to a school or district may receive what is called a “Home Language 
Survey.”13 If the survey indicates that the student might come from a home where a language 
other than English is used, the student is referred to ELP testing. The purpose of an ELP test is 
to measure a student’s English proficiency to know whether the student is ready for classroom 
environments where the content is delivered in English without support. There are two tests: an ELP 
screener, which is given at intake, and then the ELP test itself, which is given each year while the 
student is still receiving EL services. Each state (or group of states) has their own test of ELP skills. 
Scores on the ELP screener test determine whether the student is eligible for services to support 
English language development. States, districts, and schools are held accountable for progress 
that students make toward developing English proficiency. For ELs with disabilities, these English 
language development services would be in addition to any services and supports the student 
might receive based on eligibility based on their individualized education program (IEP) or 504 plan.

Screening and Testing Protocols

Home Language Survey
Results help determine whether student should take ELP screener

ELP Screener
Results help determine whether student is eligible for EL services

ELP Test
Taken annually: 

1. Proficiency not met: Student receives extended EL services 
2. Proficiency met: EL services no longer needed

What kinds of services support ELs?
Students who do not demonstrate English language fluency on the ELP screener assessments 
are eligible for EL services. Each year an ELP assessment is used to determine whether or 
not EL services should be continued. The format, duration, and curriculum of these English 
language development supports vary by state.14 Services and programs are sometimes referred 
to as support for “English as a second language” or “English language development.” These 
programs vary in the language of instruction, ranging from bilingual to English only. Programs may 
reinforce the embeddedness of supports and services in a mainstreamed or separate context. 
Professionals involved in these services have specific training in second-language acquisition 
as well as ways to scaffold learning for students while they are also learning academic content 
(e.g., mathematics). The emphasis of this support is on moving toward independent receptive 
and expressive English skills so that students can be successful in classrooms with instruction in 
English without additional support. 
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What does this mean for deaf students?
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)15 and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation 
Act16 (Section 504) provide deaf students access to services and accommodations that focus on 
reducing access barriers in the classroom. Some example barriers include access to instruction, 
communication, learning opportunities, and interaction with peers. Policies for ELs, on the other 
hand, are guided by ESSA, and are considered separate from IDEA guidance.17

The majority of deaf students receive special education services under IDEA. Some, however, may 
also be eligible for EL services under ESSA. Some further points to keep in mind: 

•	 Many deaf students come to schooling with English delays, and some do not have a robust 
first language of any kind due to language deprivation during early childhood.1 

•	 Under ESSA, a deaf student is referred to the ELP screener only if the Home Language Survey 
indicates that their home language is other than English.8 ESSA policy specifies that native 
languages must be related to country of origin, and not disability, so using American Sign 
Language at home would rarely be a sole reason for referral to the ELP screener. Each state 
also has its own version of the Home Language Survey and the ELP screener. 

•	 Regulations guiding the provision of services under IDEA,15 ESSA,7 and Section 50416 vary and 
have different implications for service provision, monitoring, and due process. 

•	 A student is not required to take all parts of the ELP test if the student’s IEP or 504 team 
determines that the disability precludes measurement of the domain and appropriate 
accommodations are not available.8 For example, a student can participate in the reading and 
writing portion of the ELP test even when not completing the listening and speaking sections. 

•	 Accommodations that are used in tests of ELA may not be applicable for tests of ELP 
because the tests have different goals. The goal of the ELP assessments is to measure 
progress on English language acquisition and readiness for classroom instruction in English 
without support. ELA tests measure content area knowledge on broader language arts 
as an academic domain, often for accountability purposes. There may be places where 
an accommodation provided for ELA is not provided for ELP because of a concern about 
changing what is being measured. 

Deaf students who are ELs may benefit from EL services.  
Use federal and state policies to advocate and support 

instruction for these deaf students!
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Additional Considerations
Determinations about ELP test participation for deaf students depend on many factors. There 
are many nuances to these decisions, and each ELP domain should be considered separately. 
Perspectives from professionals with experience working with deaf EL populations are particularly 
valuable in these team decisions.18,19 
Possible starting points for discussion include the following: 

•	 What is the student’s history related to effective accommodations in the classroom as well as 
in testing?

•	 Can the deaf student benefit from accommodations that will provide auditory access to the 
listening portion of the test?

•	 Are accommodations needed to assist the student in being understood? Is familiarity with the 
test taker’s speech production needed for accurate scoring?

•	 Do the deaf student’s additional disabilities factor into decisions about accommodations for 
specific domains? 

This resource was developed under a jointly-funded grant through the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Special 
Education Programs (OSEP) and the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) #H326D160001. However, the 

contents do not necessarily represent the positions or policies of the federal government.
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