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What is the difference between Dual Language Learners and English Language 
Learners? 

Dual Language Learners (DLLs) are: 

• generally younger students 
• trying to master their native language while learning English 

English Language Learners (ELLs) are: 

• generally older, non-native English speaking students 
• proficient in their native language  
• are now learning English while mastering content (NCSL, 2017) 

 



 

 

Be Ready to identify English Language Learners who may also have a learning 

disability. This can often be challenging. The multidisciplinary team must be able to establish 
that the ELL's learning difficulties are not primarily the result of language acquisition (IDEA, 
2006). 
 

In order to consider referring an ELL with suspected disabilities, educators should take into 
account the students': 

o background experiences and home life 
o personal interests 
o strengths and weaknesses across content areas 

As part of a pre-referral intervention, teachers should: 

o gather and provide additional documentation reflecting evidence of 
modifications provided over a 4-6 week period of time 

o differentiation strategies used to help teach content 
o interventions used in the classroom to help monitor student progress 
o document areas where the student shows lack of progress despite the 

modifications provided 
o consult with an ESL professional to acquire additional information regarding the 

students' language background and struggles 
o consult with the in-school problem-solving team, teacher assistance team, child 

study committee or other central office personnel who can assist in the 
completion of a Student Data Checklist to create an intervention plan or request 
that a Dual Language Assessment (DLA) should be performed 

 

SET a course of action for an ELL with a suspected learning disability by administering a 

partial or complete Dual Language Assessment (DLA). 
 
The DLA is: 

o usually performance based 
o delivered in the student's primary language and English 

The DLA will gather information on the student in order to: 

o determine an ELL's home language proficiency and skills 
o establish English language proficiency and skills in the second language 

acquisition continuum 



 

 

o identify the student's dominant language(s), if any, for the purpose of further 
evaluation and assessment, if determined necessary 

The completed DLA report will be reviewed by the school's in-school problem solving team and 
ESL lead teacher/department chairperson and determination will be provided regarding 
whether or not a referral for special education services is warranted. (Virginia Department of 
Education, 2015) 
 
For more information on determining special education eligibility for ELL students and the 

DLA, GO to: 

• Individuals with Disabilities Education Act  
• Handbook for educators 
• Council for Exceptional Children 
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