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Abstract: 

All students – whether English language learners, students receiving special education 

services, or students in on-level classes – deserve access to a high-quality and 

appropriately-differentiated education. Historically, bilingual education in the United 

States has evolved significantly, beginning as early as the 1820s with English speakers 

learning Spanish. In Texas, bilingual education has been formally recognized since 1973, 

with a strong focus on supporting students with limited English proficiency. Today, 

Texas public schools educate over 5.5 million students, over 20% of whom are identified 

as emergent bilinguals. In response to this growing demographic, Texas Senate Bill 560 

was recently enacted to improve and expand bilingual education programs. This study 

examines the academic performance of bilingual students in special populations 

compared to their on-level peers. It addresses the following research questions: (1) What 

are the academic achievement trends of bilingual students receiving special education 

services compared to on-level bilingual students in Texas public schools?, (2) To what 

extent does bilingual special population student performance on standardized state 

assessments reflect academic growth compared to their on-level bilingual peers?, and (3) 

How do stakeholder-driven policies and professional development initiatives influence 

the long-term academic and postsecondary success of bilingual students in Texas public 

schools? Guided by the framework of the Every Student Succeeds Act, this study 

investigates whether the academic outcomes of bilingual special population students 

align with those of on-level students in Texas public schools. Although findings suggest 

that bilingual special population students may not outperform on-level peers, they do 

demonstrate measurable academic growth on state-mandated tests. Furthermore, the 

results underscore the significant role that instructional practices play in influencing 

student achievement. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The success of every student is the shared goal and responsibility of all education 

stakeholders, teachers, administrators, and school districts. Whether a student is an 

English language learner, part of a special population, or on-level, their education is 

equally important. It is essential that the teacher assigned to each student is properly 

trained to meet their specific needs. Every student deserves a quality education that 

supports their path to success. 

 The term bilingual education in this day in age refers to learning in two languages, 

which includes the student’s primary language and the second language they are 

learning. In the state of Texas, bilingual education is often associated with Spanish-

speaking students learning the English language; this has not always been the case. 

Dating back to the late 1820s, bilingualism originally referred to English-speaking 

individuals learning the Spanish language. “[…] land grant for Nacogdoches schools in 1833, 

insisting upon “Castilian” Spanish […] and support rolls for education in that township, making 

Spanish-Only uncontroversial” (Blanton, 2004, p. 15). As progression occurred, Anglo 

Americans would become the majority in the country, changing the laws of how public 

education would be taught. Education shifted from being Spanish-focused to English 

only, with bilingual programs evolving into what they are today: Spanish-speaking 

students learning academic content in English. Bilingual education became a Texas law 

in 1973, requiring all public elementary schools that serviced twenty or more limited 

English speakers to be provided with bilingual instruction. 

 Texas serves more than 5.4 million students, with 21% being identified as emergent 

bilingual students. As of the 2023-2024 academic school year, that number has since 

increased to 5.5 million, with 1.2 million classified as emergent bilingual. According to 

the Texas Education Agency (TEA), the Senate Bill 560 was approved to require a plan of 

improvement in bilingual education. “Our goal for Texas is to ensure that schools and staff 

are properly equipped to support our EB students on an individualized basis, because all students 

deserve access to the same programs and instruction that could lead to academic success” (Texas 

Education Agency, January 2023). As mentioned before, every child deserves the same 

opportunity across the board to receive quality education. The success rate of bilingual 

education students in special populations differs from those who are in on-level classes. 

 

2. Statement of the Problem 

 

The success of bilingual students who also receive special education services deserves 

just as much attention as the success of bilingual students in general education. These 

students often face multiple layers of challenges, both linguistically and academically, 

which makes it even more important to ensure they have the support they need to thrive. 
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Federal and state laws, such as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 

and Title VI of the Civil Rights Act, require that all students, regardless of language 

background or learning ability, be provided with equal access to a high-quality 

education. But simply following the law is not enough. Schools must actively work to 

create environments where bilingual students in special education feel seen, supported, 

and capable of succeeding. As Zetlin et al. (2011) point out, this requires a structured 

approach that includes ongoing professional development for educators and systems that 

promote collaboration across general and special education teams. Teachers need 

training that helps them understand how to adapt instruction for diverse learners, as well 

as access to tools that reflect their students’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Without 

this, many students may continue to fall through the cracks. School districts play a critical 

role in making this happen by prioritizing resources, time, and support where they’re 

needed most. Ultimately, the goal for everyone involved – teachers, administrators, 

policymakers, and families – is to ensure that all students, including those with complex 

learning needs, are given a fair chance to succeed. 

 

3. Purpose of the Study 

 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) is a federal mandate designed to ensure equitable, 

high-quality education for all students while addressing achievement gaps across school 

districts. For educators in Texas public schools, this means that bilingual students in 

special populations should demonstrate academic performance on par with their peers 

in on-level classes, assuming all students are provided with effective, standards-based 

instruction. ESSA reinforces the responsibility of schools to provide equal access and 

support to disadvantaged learners, including those receiving special education services. 

 

3.1 Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1) What are the academic achievement trends of bilingual students receiving special 

education services compared to on-level bilingual students in Texas public 

schools? 

2) To what extent does bilingual special population student performance on 

standardized assessments (e.g., STAAR, TELPAS) reflect academic growth 

compared to their on-level bilingual peers? 

3) How do stakeholder-driven policies and professional development initiatives 

influence the long-term academic and postsecondary success of bilingual students 

in Texas public schools? 

 

3.2 Significance of the Study 

This study addresses a critical yet often under-examined area in public education – the 

academic performance and adequate support of bilingual students who also receive 

special education services. Understanding the achievement trends of this population in 
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comparison to their on-level bilingual peers is essential for identifying educational 

disparities and informing more equitable instructional practices. By analyzing student 

performance on standardized state assessments such as STAAR and TELPAS, this 

research highlights not only achievement gaps but also growth trajectories, offering a 

more nuanced perspective on student progress. 

 Furthermore, this study explores the overall impact of stakeholder-driven policies 

and professional development initiatives, recognizing the essential role that informed 

decision-making plays in shaping effective educational environments. As the bilingual 

student population in Texas continues to grow – driven in part by immigration and 

migration – it becomes increasingly important for educators, administrators, and 

policymakers to work collaboratively to ensure that these students are not only meeting 

academic benchmarks but are also being prepared for long-term success in postsecondary 

education and the workforce. 

 The findings from this research provide valuable insights to school districts, 

educational leaders, and policymakers by identifying actionable strategies that promote 

academic equity. Ultimately, the study supports the broader goal of ensuring that all 

students – regardless of language proficiency or learning needs – have the opportunity 

to thrive and become contributing members of society. 

 

4. Review of the Literature 

 

4.1 Identifying Bilingual Students in Special Populations 

Before a student can be placed in special education, schools are required to do a careful 

evaluation to make sure the student truly needs those services. However, in many 

schools, this process is not always followed correctly, especially for students who are 

learning English. There are many cases where students are put into special education not 

because they have a disability, but because their struggles with English are 

misunderstood. If a student is not recognized as an English language learner, teachers 

might think the student has a learning problem when really, they just need support with 

language. This is a serious issue in schools today. Many educators are concerned about 

how often bilingual students are placed in special education just because they have 

trouble speaking or understanding English. For example, imagine a student who is high-

functioning on the autism spectrum and also has limited English skills. If teachers do not 

realize that the student is struggling with language, they might think the student has a 

more serious learning issue. This could lead to the student being placed in the wrong 

program, where they may not receive the appropriate help. Klingner and Harry (2006) 

explain that this kind of mistake often happens because many teachers do not fully 

understand how language learning works. 

 That is why it is so important to look at both the student’s language and learning 

needs during the evaluation process. To avoid these mistakes, schools need to make sure 

the right staff members are involved in testing and evaluating students. Brown (2014) 

points out that the Connecticut State Department of Education recommends including 
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English learner specialists at every step of the process. This means bringing in bilingual 

teachers, interpreters, cultural liaisons, and special education staff. When a team like this 

works together, they can better understand what the student really needs and make sure 

they are placed in the right setting with the right support. 

 

4.2 Educational Guidelines for Testing Emergent Bilingual Students in Special 

Populations 

According to the Texas Education Agency (TEA), the Commissioner’s Rules concerning 

the State Plan for Educating Emergent Bilingual Students (Chapter 89, Subchapter BB, 

§89.1230 [a]-[b]) mandate that school districts must adhere to specific criteria when 

identifying emergent bilingual students who also have disabilities. These guidelines 

ensure that emergent bilingual students are not excluded from receiving appropriate 

language support services due to their disability status. The law emphasizes that 

eligibility for participation in a bilingual or English as a Second Language (ESL) program 

cannot be denied based solely on a student’s disabling condition (Texas Education 

Agency, 2023). 

 In practice, when a student is identified as needing special education services, an 

Admission, Review, and Dismissal (ARD) committee meeting is convened. This 

committee – comprising educators, specialists, administrators, the student (when 

appropriate), and the student’s parent or guardian – reviews the student’s academic and 

linguistic needs. The committee is responsible for recommending appropriate 

instructional strategies, accommodations, and supports that address both the student’s 

disability and language development needs. Importantly, the ARD process ensures that 

students identified as emergent bilinguals continue to receive language support services 

alongside their special education programming, aligning with federal mandates under 

the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and civil rights laws (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2015). 

 This integrated approach supports the development of individualized educational 

plans (IEPs) that reflect both linguistic and cognitive considerations, promoting equity 

and access in the educational experience of emergent bilingual students with disabilities. 

 

4.3 Success of Bilingual Students in Special Populations 

Ensuring that every child succeeds in the classroom requires dedication and collaboration 

from all individuals involved in the student’s education. In Texas, bilingual students 

receiving special education services are required by the Texas Education Agency (TEA) 

to take both the STAAR and TELPAS assessments in order to meet high school 

graduation requirements. In the past, evidence of success has been limited. Each special 

education student has unique needs, and their accommodations are tailored to support 

their individual educational progress. For state assessments, accommodations must be 

requested by the district testing coordinator, and only those permitted by the Texas 

Education Agency (TEA) can be applied. As Thurlow and Kopriva state, “Accessibility and 

accommodations in assessments now are seen as critical elements of an appropriately designed and 
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implemented assessment of student achievement” (Thurlow & Kopriva, 2015, p. 331). A review 

of statewide STAAR and TELPAS data reveals only a slight margin of growth, 

highlighting the ongoing need for targeted support and intervention. 

 The following data present the results of the STAAR (State of Texas Assessments 

of Academic Readiness) and TELPAS (Texas English Language Proficiency Assessment 

System). These data track the same group of students over three academic years – 3rd 

grade in 2022, 4th grade in 2023, and 5th grade in 2024. These years were selected because 

students begin taking the STAAR assessment in 3rd grade, which is when the Texas 

Education Agency (TEA) starts formally monitoring academic growth. 

 This data set follows these students through their early academic journey, 

providing insight into their progress through 5th grade. For bilingual students, it is likely 

that they began attending school in their district as early as kindergarten, offering a 

broader perspective on their learning over time. The TELPAS results reflect each 

student’s composite score for English language proficiency in the corresponding year. 

The report does not provide the STAAR Alt or the TELPAS Alt, as these students are a 

select group whose results coincide with each other due to their being severe and 

profound. The report also does not provide the STAAR Spanish test, the reason being 

that if a student is being tested on language proficiency, then why offer the exam in 

Spanish. 
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The data above show that ESL, Bilingual, and SPED students demonstrate only slight 

increments in academic growth. The graphs are based on publicly available testing results 

from the Texas Education Agency, covering combined data from Texas school districts 

between 2022 and 2024. 

 

5. Implications 

 

All stakeholders – including policymakers, school board members, administrators, and 

teachers – must work collaboratively to develop effective strategies that support the 

success of bilingual students. When policymakers prioritize these students by analyzing 

data and making informed investments, school districts are better positioned to 

restructure educational approaches that meet their unique needs. With the continued 

growth of the bilingual population due to immigration, it is essential that Texas remains 

committed to ongoing professional development for educators and schools. As more 

bilingual students graduate from high school, their potential to pursue higher education 

increases. Ultimately, society will depend on these individuals to contribute 

meaningfully in various roles, whether as engineers, nurses, or other professionals, 

including future educators. The ultimate goal of their education is to empower them to 

become valuable contributors to society. According to the Higher Ed Immigration Portal, 

“First and second-generation individuals comprise 31% of all students enrolled in higher 

education, a growing figure that underscores the importance of immigrant-origin students in the 

classroom and our workforce” (2024). This percentage is on the rise. 

 

6. Findings and Discussion 

 

6.1 Academic Success of Bilingual Students 

The academic success of bilingual students is influenced by multiple interconnected 

factors, with teacher preparedness and ongoing professional development playing a 

central role. Teachers who are well-equipped to understand the linguistic, cultural, and 

educational backgrounds of their students are more effective in delivering instruction 

that supports both language acquisition and academic achievement. Professional 

development tailored to bilingual and special population instruction is essential, 

particularly in diverse classrooms where students come from varying educational and 

linguistic backgrounds (García & Kleifgen, 2018). 

 According to the Texas Education Agency (2023), under Chapter 89, Subchapter 

BB, bilingual education must be implemented as a full-time instructional model that 

incorporates both English and the student's primary language. This dual-language 

approach not only supports content comprehension but also fosters cultural identity and 

belonging. Allowing students to access learning through their native language bridges 

the gap between novice and proficient English proficiency, promoting greater 

engagement and long-term success. 
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 Research supports the value of flexible bilingual pedagogies such as 

translanguaging, which allow students to move fluidly between languages in order to 

make sense of content and express their identities. As Sayer (2013) notes, 

“Translanguaging through Tex-Mex enables the teacher and students to create discursive spaces 

that allow them to engage with the social meanings in school from their position as bilingual 

Latinos” (p. 63). This approach legitimizes the use of multiple languages in the classroom 

and affirms students’ cultural identities, reinforcing both language and academic 

development (Creese & Blackledge, 2010). 

 Data from the Texas English Language Proficiency Assessment System (TELPAS) 

and the State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness (STAAR) over a three-year 

span show consistent academic growth among bilingual students in special populations. 

Although progress may be gradual, the data indicate positive trends toward meeting 

state performance standards. Additionally, demographic research highlights a 222% 

increase in the Latino population in Texas between 1970 and 2009, underscoring the 

growing need for effective bilingual instructional programs (López, McEneaney, & 

Nieswandt, 2015). 

 These findings suggest that with sustained professional development, culturally 

responsive instruction, and policy support, bilingual students (including those in special 

populations) can achieve meaningful academic growth and succeed within the Texas 

public education system. 

 

6.2 Classroom Instruction of Bilingual Students 

TEA’s Bilingual Education Exception Scenario Chain is a great resource to view the flow 

chart of whether or not a school must offer bilingual education or just ESL. As you view 

the chart, one can come to understand the chain of the types of bilingual programs a 

district must offer, along with the quality teacher each program requires. “Successful RTI 

implementation is dependent on a teacher’s preparation and development to implement the 

dynamic relationship of student assessment, intervention, monitoring, and decision making” 

(Hurlbut & Tunks, 2016, p. 26). Response to Intervention can be effective, but there is a 

reason some students require an IEP. Individualized Education Plans ensure tailored, 

one-on-one support when accommodations call for it – just as bilingual programs provide 

dual-language instruction. When combined, these programs form a strong foundation for 

student success. 

 Instruction in the classroom must be flexible. Teachers often need to step back and 

work with the end goal in mind – sometimes using a backwards design approach to reach 

desired outcomes. Communication is essential. As Palmer et al. (2014) state, “Monolingual 

or sequentially bilingual teachers can learn some of these skills from their bilingual students” (p. 

769). By observing how bilingual students engage, teachers can adapt and restructure 

classroom interactions, learning from their students in the process. Often, without 

realizing it, students help guide teachers in how best to meet their needs. For this reason, 

Ortiz et al. (2020) express, “They urge educators to advocate on behalf of EBs and their parents 

to eliminate deficit orientations, to provide access to equitable learning opportunities, and to 
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ensure that EBs with disabilities reach their maximum potential” (p. 248). A teacher knows 

their students better than anyone else. This is why teachers are able to adapt their 

instructional delivery to their students’ needs. It is imperative that communication 

between a teacher, student, and parent be clear so that the teacher can continue to serve 

the student based on their needs and express their professional opinion on ARDs, RTI, or 

any other meetings where they are representing their student. Districts must continue to 

support their teachers through professional development, conferences and any other 

means necessary to provide the best education to their students. Bilingual students still 

account for school accountability measures as they are required to take the STAAR. 

 

6.3 Bilingual Education Students versus General Education Students 

Teaching bilingual students, especially those in special populations, differs significantly 

from teaching native English-speaking students. While being bilingual has advantages, 

learning English can be a long and challenging process, in particular for students with no 

prior exposure to the language. It is similar to teaching a young child how to 

communicate from scratch. As these students learn English, they may face emotional and 

academic struggles. 

 According to the data provided by Excelencia in Education (2025), in Texas, for 

example, the graduation rate for Latino/a students in four-year institutions is 

significantly lower than that of their White counterparts, with a gap of about 10-13 

percentage points. Specifically, Latino/a students at four-year institutions have a six-year 

graduation rate of 52% compared to 65% for White students. At two-year institutions, the 

gap is smaller, but still exists, with a 3-year graduation rate of 33% for Latino/a students 

compared to 38% for White students. 

 These statistics point to broader educational gaps. Bilingual students in special 

programs often face added challenges, some due to the difficulty of learning the 

language, others due to a lack of support or motivation. While research shows that 

students learn best in their native language, those who are motivated and supported can 

make meaningful progress, especially on standardized assessments such as STAAR and 

TELPAS. 

 

7. Conclusion 

 

It is an exciting yet challenging time in education. P-12 classrooms across the United 

States are becoming increasingly diverse with growing numbers of students whose 

primary languages are other than English. In fact, English language learners (ELLs), 

including bilingual students with special needs, are the fastest growing demographic in 

public schools today, both in the country overall and in the state of Texas, particularly. 

Federal and state accountability policies and regulations apply to all students. To 

adequately and appropriately support ELLs in learning both academic content and 

English simultaneously, all educators need to view themselves as language teachers and 
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try to build a solid foundation for effective instruction, grounded in understanding first 

and second language acquisition and applying best practices. 

 Teaching is a profession guided by setting goals, informed by tracking progress, 

and centered on student success. The fact that a student is bilingual and part of a special 

population should not lower teachers’ academic expectations or the rigor of their 

classroom instruction. While lessons may need to be modified or scaffolded to meet 

specific student needs, the level of academic challenge should remain high – adapted to 

match the individual student level, not reduced. 

 Fundamentally, all education stakeholders must work together to make informed 

decisions in order to provide an equitable and excellent education to all students, 

regardless of their linguistic, cultural, ethnic, or socio-economic backgrounds. The 

ultimate goal is for every student – including bilingual students in special education – to 

meet standards on state-mandated tests like STAAR and TELPAS, graduate, and thrive 

as contributing citizens. Current data show that these students are indeed learning, with 

growth and passing rates serving as key indicators of progress. 
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