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Definitions

Multilingual learners (ML)

A student that is 
developing 
proficiency in two or 
more languages.

Bidialectal learners

A student who uses 
two dialects of the 
same language.

English learners (EL)

A student who has 
qualified for English 
learner services under 
criteria of the Every 
Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA), also used 
when students with 
EL status are cited or 
studied within 
research.

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
Throughout this presentation, the term multilingual learner is used to refer to anyone who knows or is learning two or more languages. We’ll also talk briefly about another group of students who are bidialectal; a bidialectal learner is a student who speaks two dialects of the same language. Finally, the term English learner will be used specifically when referring to students who have qualified for English learner services under ESSA or when referring to students with EL status as cited within research. Our discussion today applies to all multilingual learners regardless of EL status.
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Illinois Assessment of Readiness - ELA

Percentage change in English learners 
scoring Below Basic on the IAR in ELA, 
2019–23

Percentage change in English learners 
scoring Not Proficient on the IAR in ELA, 
2019–23

From 38.9% to 50.3% of ELs scoring 
Below Basic.

11.4% fewer students achieving 
Basic Proficiency post-pandemic.

5.4% more ELs scoring Not 
Proficient.

From 17.3% to 11.9% of ELs 
demonstrating Proficiency.

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
The pandemic had significant academic impacts on all students, including multilingual learners. As we see in the data provided here, in the last administration of the Illinois Assessment of Readiness for English language arts, fully half of English learners scored Below Basic for ELA. This is an increase of 11 percent compared to pre-pandemic scores. Already alarming proficiency numbers got even worse when as consider that 88% of students with an English learner status are not proficient. On the one hand, this is not surprising. Testing students qualifying for service based on limited or developing English language development using a statewide assessment in English is bound to yield scores lower than typical monolingual English speakers. However, this highlights the importance and need for a focus on ensuring our systems are effective and efficient in providing supports for both language and literacy to accelerate multilingual students’ progress through leveraging their assets and providing high-quality, evidence-based instruction. 
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Illinois’ Guiding Values for Literacy

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
The Illinois Comprehensive State Literacy Plan identifies five guiding values for literacy. Considerations for multilingual and bidialectal learners reflect all these values, including [1] ensuring inclusive, differentiated instruction, [2] applying an asset-based approach that values and sustains language and culture, [3] fostering literacy in two or more languages, [4] empowering students with the skills to thrive across settings, and [5] applying valid and reliable assessments and supplemental data gathering to improve the lives of Illinois’ students. 
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Objectives

Build a comprehensive 

screening system for 
multilingual learners.

Leverage students’ 

language assets to 
accelerate learning.

Consider data in relation 
to “true peers.”

Develop a plan for 
supporting newcomers.

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
Through this presentation, you will learn how to [reading the bullets].

- Build a comprehensive screening system for multilingual learners.
- Consider data in relation to “true peers.”
- Leverage students’ language assets to accelerate learning.
- Develop a plan for supporting newcomers:
- Develop a safe and support school environment.
- Provide high-quality, responsive instruction.
- Support students’ social-emotional needs.
- Establish partnerships with parents.
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Build a Comprehensive Screening System

Select and administer 
appropriate early 
literacy screening 
assessments and 

tools.

Use bilingual or 
native language 

assessments, when 
possible.

Gather and use data 
from other data 

sources.

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
To address the complex relationship between natural language development and potential reading disability, schools should build a robust and expanded approach to gathering and interpreting data for screening of multilingual learners. When reviewing your screening system with multilingual learners in mind, consider the following: [read the three items]. Let’s unpack each of these one at a time.
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1. Appropriate Assessments

Questions to consider:

• Does it provide guidance on interpreting scores for multilingual learners?

• Does it include multilingual learners in the norming process?

• Does it offer some or all subtests in a language(s) other than English?

• Does it use measures that are culturally and linguistically authentic rather than directly 
translated from English?

• Does it provide guidance regarding when and how to present students with directions 
in their home language?

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
Ideally, our screening assessments provide support for screening of multilingual learners. Consider the following questions before choosing an assessment: [Read out the questions.] If you answer “no” to any or even all of these questions, there are actions you can take to address some of these items. For example, do teachers in your building know when it’s appropriate, how, or even why to have instructions read to a student in his or her native language? Apart from assessment adoption, these questions offer a useful criteria for identifying ways to improve use of current assessments for these learners.
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2. Bilingual and Native Language Assessment

Native language assessments may 
be either:

These tests can be used as:

• Written translations of English
tests (native language only or 
presented bilingually).

• Scripted oral translations of a test 
administered by a person or audio 
recording.

• Assessments designed from
scratch in a non-English
language.

• An alternative test format

• An accommodation

• A supplemental assessment 

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
Because reading disability is not language-specific, it can appear in both a student’s native language and English. Bilingual and home language assessments support educators in identifying when a reading error may be the result of natural language development versus an underlying disability, by providing an opportunity to students to demonstrate their reading proficiency using their strongest language—which for some is their native language. For newcomers and our youngest learners, in addition to using native language assessments where available, schools can also consider assessments of phonological skills, rapid automatized naming, and working memory—constructs highly correlated with word reading skills. While this is not uncommon within immersion settings, other educational settings should consider the use and benefits of these tools, as well.

Be aware that native language assessments take different approaches to their development. Some provide written translations from English to the second language for students to read, others provide translated scripts designed to be read to students by a live person or through an audio recording, and finally, some systems have designed language in another language that follows the conventions of that language instead of translating from the English text. This approach yields the most authentic language and increasing accessibility to native speakers. It is the preferred approach to native language supports, both for assessment and curricular materials.
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What if there’s no native language assessment?

Types Purpose Examples

Direct native
language support

Modify language of 
assessment

• Bilingual glossary/dictionary.
• Interpreter translates directions and test questions.

Direct English
language support

Modify language of 
assessment

• Directions or test questions provided in simplified English.
• Key phrases highlighted.
• Proctor repeats or clarifies the meaning of directions or key 

phrases.

Indirect
language support

Modifying testing 
conditions

• Additional testing time or rest breaks.
• Adjust testing setting.
• Testing in small groups with staff support.

• The Migrant Policy Institute (2020) suggests the following testing supports or 
accommodation options for English learners:

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
There are a variety of assessment vendors who offer their assessment suites in Spanish-language formats. However, there are almost no valid and reliable assessments available currently in other languages. Because of this, districts will need to consider alternative methods to improving assessment use with multilingual learners. This slide shows some suggested approaches offered by the Migrant Policy Institute. These approaches include both test and procedure modifications and accommodations. Options may include offering bilingual glossaries or dictionaries, translated directions and test questions, simplified directions or test questions, highlighting of key phrases, proctors able to clarify the meaning of directions or key phrases. Testing accommodations might include additional testing time or rest breaks, adjusted testing settings to a place the student is most comfortable, or testing in small groups with staff support.

Important Note: The Illinois Assessment of Readiness statewide assessment provides specific guidance for allowable accommodates and proctoring options for the statewide assessment. This list is offered for consideration when administering local screeners or diagnostic assessments only. Also, you should consult the administration manuals of all assessments you use for recommendations, supports, or accommodations for multilingual learners.

[If participants ask for examples: Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA) from Pearson (Evaluacion Del Desarrollo De La Lectura (EDL2), earlyReading and CBM Reading from FastBridge (earlyReading Spanish and CBM Reading Spanish), or DIBELS from Dynamic Measurement Group (Indicadores Dinámicos del Éxito en la Lectura; IDEL).]
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3. Gathering Additional Data

Other Sources Other Information

• Classroom observations

• Interviews with students and families

• Informal assessments

• Home Language Surveys

• Parent-teacher meetings

• Student work or performance samples

• Family history of dyslexia/reading 

difficulty

• Students' language skills in reading 

both their native language and English

• Students' exposure and experiences 

with both their native language and 

English

• Students' educational history

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
Finally, beyond screening and progress monitoring data, schools should also gather and use information from other data sources as part of a comprehensive data system for multilingual learners. These may include: [read the bullets under Other Sources].
 Using these supplemental sources, educators should seek information about the following areas: [read the bullets under Other Information] This information is not just important for multilinguals learners; this is true for all students. However, it is critical to interpret performance on tools for multilingual and bidialectal students.
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Questions to consider during screening:

• What level of English proficiency has the student achieved in each of the four 
language domains (listening, speaking, reading, writing)?

• Are reading difficulties present in both the native language and English?

• Did the student experience delay in learning to talk?

• Did the student experience limited or interrupted formal education?

• Have educators provided structured reading instruction and interventions?

• Have cognitive functions, such as rapid automatized naming, phonological memory, 
and phonemic awareness, been assessed? What were the results of such 
assessments?

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
Here are a few questions to consider during screening. Take a moment to read through them. [Wait] Answers to these questions may each inform interpretation of the data gathered through screening, progress monitoring, and other sources. To support interpretation of scores for multilingual learners, schools should engage their language development specialists and involve an ESL specialist on any student evaluation teams when evaluating multilingual learners for special education services.
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Guiding Questions

Are the student's 
reading difficulties due 

to typical language 
development?

Is the student making 
progress when compared 
to multilingual learners 

with similar backgrounds?

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
Understanding when a multilingual learner may have an underlying disability in reading is confirmed over time. There are two helpful questions when trying to parse out the underlying causes of a student’s reading proficiency when he or she is behind grade level expectations. [Read the questions.] Employing ESL teachers or other specialists with deep knowledge of language development will help teachers analyze student reading errors to determine if they may reflect natural developmental reading of a student with a specific native language from those errors not related to cross-linguistic transfer. For support in answering the second question, let’s consider an approach known as true peer comparison.
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Using True Peer Comparisons

• Use a minimum of 3–5 students.

• Three qualities:

– Native language proficiency

– English language proficiency level

– Time in current school or an academic program

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
There’s an important concept gaining increased visibility in discussions of multilingual learners–the idea of a true peer. Comparing a newcomer’s progress to a typical monolingual English-speaking student is neither appropriate nor informative. So, in order to interpret a student’s progress appropriately, you can consider how a student is performing when compared to similar peers. Ideally, we’re comparing to several students, and we look for students who are similar in their native language proficiency, English language proficiency, country of origin, and time in the current school or program. This allows for a more “apples to apples” comparison. If a student is not making progress when compared to these true peers on a similar learning trajectory in ELA, that is a red flag that suggests his or her reading struggles may be more than typical language development and might indicate an underlying disability.
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Bidialectalism

• Dialects are variations of a language that naturally
occur when a language is spoken by a large
enough population.

• They are spoken by groups of people with a shared
commonality, such as a geographic place, race, or
ethnicity.

EXAMPLES

General British English, General American English,
Southern American English, African American English

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
Let’s talk for a moment about bidialectalism. A person who is bidialectal speaks more than one dialect of a language. A dialect is a variation of a language that naturally occurs when a language is spoken by a large enough population. Dialects are spoken by groups of people with a shared commonality, such as a geographic place, race, or ethnicity. Finally, many languages have a general or standard form commonly used in government, media, and education. Some examples of English dialects might include General British English, General American English, Southern American English, or African American English. Anyone from the South or with friends or colleagues who speak the Southern American English dialect can tell us the difference between when to use “Y’all” versus “All y’all.” Can anyone teach the group this difference? [Answer: “Y’all” is considered singular, whereas “all y’all” is considered plural and used when referring to a group.]
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Supporting Multilingual/Bidialectal Learners —
Leverage Assets
Schools should value all varieties of dialects and languages equally and recognize that 
language practices vary among speakers to foster multilingualism and sustain 
students’ native language.

TEACH SIMILARITIES

• Common phoneme and grapheme correspondences

• Cognates

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
So, why mention bidialectal learners? Two reasons: first, dialects that are different from the general dialect of a language often face a bias; specifically, general language dialect speakers may believe that a student speaking another dialect may not be as well-educated or smart as speakers of the general dialect. However, dialects are not random variations in the language. They are rule-governed and consistent in the same way as the general dialect. Our “y’all” and “all y’all” example shows that native speakers of a dialect know these rules and consistently apply them just like other speakers. So, as educators we should acknowledge and value these language varieties among the students within our class. 
 The second reason to bring up dialect is that, while the research is still evolving, there’s a logic model that suggests that speakers of dialect variants face similar challenges to multilingual learners when it comes to navigating the similarities and differences among the dialects and code-switching between their native dialect and general English. To support both multilingual and bidialectal learners then, we can teach language or dialect similarities, such as common phoneme and grapheme correspondences and cognates (that is, words with the same or similar spellings and meaning).
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Supporting Multilingual/Bidialectal Learners
TEACH DIFFERENCES
• Between their spoken dialect and written text (e.g., in the Boston dialect, car 

pronounced as /kă/).
• Words that rhyme in General American English may not rhyme under 

pronunciation norms of a different language dialect.

• Some language varieties do not vocalize some consonants (e.g., in African 
American English, told pronounced as /tōl/).

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
To accelerate students’ language development through the “awkward stage” more quickly, you can be explicit in teaching students how two languages or dialects differ, deepening students’ understanding of both in the process. Some examples of differences might include teaching differences among American English dialects include… [read the examples]. There needs to be collaboration between general educators, special educators, reading interventionists, and multilingual learner specialists in your district or school when considering dialects and languages. Your MLL specialist has additional training and knowledge that you can utilize to build your own understanding and to make instructional decisions for your students.

kimberlyjohnson
Sticky Note
Marked set by kimberlyjohnson
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Enable and Support
Translanguaging
• Use multiple languages together in a

single situation or task.

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
Multilingual learners have knowledge and skills unique to each language they know. Translanguaging allows and encourages students to use all of their language knowledge during learning. This means the ability to speak, write, and collaborate in any language(s) known. This allows students to leverage all their funds of knowledge—background knowledge, vocabulary, and language skills—within the classroom to complete learning tasks.
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Common Question

In which language(s) should we assess our students?
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Be Clear About What You Are Assessing

A Specific Language Reading Knowledge and Skills

• Does this student know the letters or 
characters, sounds, spelling, 
vocabulary, grammar, and syntax of 
the language?

• FOR EXAMPLE:

– Chinese

– English

– Hmong

– Somali

– Spanish

• Does this student know how to 
monitor thinking, apply 
comprehension strategies, read with 
expression, use text features, etc.

• FOR EXAMPLE: When I come to a 
word I don’t know, I can use context 
clues to make an educated guess of its 
meaning.

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
One variable to consider when determining the language or languages of assessment is what you are intended to assess. Some know is specific to a language, such as the letters or characters, sounds, spelling patterns, vocabulary, grammar, and syntax of a language. When a student is in a program designed to build proficiency in a specific language, such as within immersion programs or dual language programs, then you would need to assess students in the language of focus to support instructional decision-making for instruction in that language. However, if the purpose of assessment is not about the language itself, but instead to understand general reading knowledge and skills that transcend language, such as a student’s ability to monitor their thinking, to apply comprehension strategies, to read with expression, or to use text features, then it is best to assess the student in their strongest language. This removes as much as possible the influence of the students’ language proficiency from the evaluation of these literacy skills.

One final point of emphasis: research has found that generalized reading knowledge and skills transfer across languages. So, practice in any language will transfer to another language. This is another strong argument for the promotion of translanguaging in the classroom. Unless the point of the less at hand is to specifically develop a specific language, translanguaging will allow multilingual students to best chance to engage with and learn the content being learned and to demonstrate their understanding.



20

Match Your Assessments to Your Program Goal

A Specific Language Reading Knowledge and Skills

• Measure in the language(s) being 
developed to show growth over 
time.

• Measure in the students’ strongest 
language.

• This better assesses those 
“universal” abilities by reducing the 
potential impact of poor language 
acquisition.

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
So, if the purpose of a program is to develop a specific language, measure performance in that language to inform instruction and show growth over time. But, if a program is intended to measure a student’s general literacy skills, measure in the student’s strongest language, when possible.



21

You May Choose To Assess in Two Languages
• If you don’t know a student’s academic language abilities in her/his known 

languages, and/or your program differentiates language instruction by need.

• If your program is designed to build proficiency in multiple languages.

• If your program is designed to build language knowledge and build universal 
reading knowledge.

REMEMBER…
Reading ability is best assessed in the strongest language, when practicable.

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
Finally, consider, that in a variety of cases, it is ideal to assess in two language. Such instances include when you don’t know a student’s academic language skills, if a program is intended to build proficiency in multiple languages, or when a program is intended to build both language knowledge and universal knowledge.
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Turn and Talk

Identify areas where students have learning gaps:
Is our program assessing our students’ language development,

their reading development, or both?

What are our articulated goals or targets for language or reading?

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
Take a moment to consider the following questions. [Provide time to reflect or discuss in pairs or small groups.]
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Newcomer
An umbrella term inclusive of all recent
immigrants who are born outside
of the United States.

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
The content discussed so far is relevant to all multilingual learners. However, one group of multilingual students deserves special consideration because they have unique needs. Those students are newcomers. Newcomers are students who have recently immigrated to the United States. Let’s consider this student group.
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Develop a Safe and Supportive School Environment
• Welcome students and families to school and ensure an inviting, inclusive environment.
• Build relationships with students:

– Learn correct pronunciation and spelling of students’ names.
– Provide opportunities for students to share their stories; their interests, strengths, and 

talents; and their cultural celebrations and family traditions.
– Value and encourage students’ use of their native languages.

• Establish partnerships with parents.
• Foster community and cultural connections.
• Recruit, cultivate, and develop community liaisons and interpreters to support communication.
• Provide communications in families’ home languages.

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
At a time when both students and their families may be experiencing a multitude of challenges moving into a new community, schools should be a place when students feel welcome, accepted, safe, and supported. While important to all students, considerations for newcomers should especially consider the following with programs and plans:
First, ensure that the school is a welcoming and inclusive environment. This may include ensuring pictures and languages around the school reflect the residents, cultures, and languages of the school and community.
Second, be intentional about building relationships with students. This includes taking time to learn to pronounce and spell a student’s name, providing opportunities for students to share their stories, share their interests, strengths, and talents, and share about their own culture, such as customs, celebrations, and traditions.
Third, be intentional about establishing relationship and partnerships with parents. For more information on ways to do this, see Chapter 5 of the Newcomer Toolkit found in the resources presented later in this presentation.
One way to facilitate this is to foster community and cultural connections within the community that can be leveraged when new families move into the school.
This may include recruiting, cultivating, and developing community liaisons or interpreters to support communications between the school and families.
Finally, this can also assist in providing communication to families in their home languages whenever possible.
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Providing High-Quality,
Responsive Instruction
• Maintain high expectations, but tailor 

instruction to what students can do.
• Build background knowledge and make 

connections to students’ lives.
• Model and support students’ practice with 

academic conversations and writing.
• Support instruction with visuals and non-

verbal gestures.

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
A second set of considers concerns provision of high-quality and responsive instruction to newcomers. This includes tailoring instruction to what students can do while still maintaining high expectations; building background knowledge and making connections to students’ own lives; modeling and supporting students’ practice with academic conversations and writing; and finally, support instruction with visual and non-verbal gestures. For many more instructional practices and considerations supportive of multilingual learners, including newcomer students, see the resources provided at the end of the accompanying handout.
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Support Students’
Social-Emotional Needs
• Understand and help students to process common 

stages of the newcomer experience: euphoria (initial 
excitement), culture shock, acceptance, and 
assimilation/adaptation (e.g., new normal).

• Understand and attend to signs of trauma.
• Understand the unique, diverse experiences of different 

populations of multilingual learners, including immigrant 
and refugee students, migrant students, and students 
with limited or interrupted formal education (SLIFE).

• Foster a whole child approach supported by wrap-around 
services and a tiered system of supports.

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
All students need school systems to support their social-emotion well-being and development. While not specific to newcomer students, it is especially important for newcomer programming to be attentive to these needs. Newcomers often face a set of emotional stages in their experience as a newcomer, often starting with a euphoria stage in which the excitement of a new home and new community pervades. However, this is often quickly followed by the challenges of culture shock, where students discover the many differences in expectations, dispositions, and behaviors between their former communities and their new one. Over time, if nurtured and supported, this leads to acceptance and ultimately a new normal. Awareness and attention to these common stages allow educators and support staff to monitor and assist students socially and emotionally during this time.

While not true of all newcomers, some refugees, asylum-seekers, or other newcomers have experienced trauma. Newcomer programming should provide professional learning to educators in the signs of trauma and to build their understanding and proficiency with providing trauma-informed instruction and practices.

Newcomers, like any student group, is not a monolith, or unified group with shared experiences and characteristics. Newcomer plans should support educators to understand the diverse backgrounds of newcomers, including multilingual learners of different cultural and language backgrounds, immigrant and refugee students, migrant students, or students with limited or interrupted formal education (sometimes abbreviated as SLIFE).

Another consider for districts in planning is to foster a whole child approach. These approaches may be achieved through building a system of wrap-around services or an integrated multi-tiered system of supports that attends to academics, behavior, and health.

Once again, this list is not inclusive of all considerations and recommendations for attending to social-emotional needs of newcomer students. See the resources section for more information, guidance, and tools about SEL.
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Other Considerations for a
Newcomer Program
• Establish processes for student transition to a 

mainstream program or postsecondary options.

• Recruit, place, and retain qualified teachers and 
provide ongoing professional learning.

• Develop protocols to ensure newcomers have 
access to all course offerings and educational 
services.

• Collect and analyze student and program data to 
drive continuous improvement.

• Allocate appropriate resources. 

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
A few other considerations for districts planning instruction and support for newcomer students:
Be intentional about establishing processes for transitioning students from newcomer supports and services to mainstream programs or postsecondary options.
Be intentional in hiring practices to recruit, place, and retain qualified teachers, including teachers that reflect the diverse backgrounds and experiences of the student population and community. Plan for ongoing professional learning to support staff in meeting the needs of multilingual learners, including newcomers.
Develop protocols to proactively ensure that newcomers have equitable access to and full participation in educational opportunities and services.
Be sure to design a plan to collect and analyze student and program data to drive continuous improvement for literacy.
And finally, ensure adequate and equitable allocation of resources to support planned instruction and supports.
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Resources

Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
While this presentation provides a useful overview, there is much more to learn and discover about the topics presented here. To support ongoing learning and provide tools to support implementation of planning and programming for multilingual and bidialectal learners, here are a few resource suggestions.



29

ISBE Resources
• See resources under the Professional Development dropdown on ISBE’s Multilingual Resources for 

Districts webpage.

• ISBE’s Migrant Education Program page shares information about the federally funded Migrant 
Education Program (MEP) program, including its purpose, eligibility requirements, fundings, 
prioritization for services, and resources to support identification and recruitment.

• ISBE’s Newcomer Resources page includes school and district resources, social-emotional learning 
(SEL) resources, and other resources.

• Illinois English Learner Handbook for School Board Members, District Administrators, and Principals, 
Chapter 6 (Latino Policy Forum, pp. 37–47), provides research-based principles for instructional 
programs, assessment, support services, and family engagement.

https://www.isbe.net/Pages/Multilingual-District-Resources.aspx
https://www.isbe.net/Pages/Multilingual-District-Resources.aspx
https://www.isbe.net/Pages/Migrant-Education-Program.aspx
https://www.isbe.net/Pages/newcomer-resources.aspx
https://englishlearnersinil.org/il-el-handbook/
Presenter's Notes
Sticky Note
The National Clearinghouse for EL Acquisition has a host of resources, including fact sheets and infographics, a newsletter, and resources library, among others. Of special note are the available toolkits. The Office of English Language Acquisition has created three toolkits, a Family Toolkit, an English Learner Toolkit, and a Newcomer Toolkit, which all provide guidance, resources, tools, and examples to support districts in meeting the needs of multilingual students and their families.
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National Clearinghouse for ELA Acquisition Resources

THREE TOOLKITS

• Family

• English learner

• Newcomer

ncela.ed.gov

https://ncela.ed.gov/
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