
Understanding Multilingual Learners (MLs) & Proficiency-Based Learning (PBL)

A guide for parents, teachers, administrators, Alternative Language Program (ALP) Leads,

school teams, and Professional Learning Communities (PLCs).

What is a multilingual learner?

Multilingual learners are students whose primary home language is a language other than English – meaning the

student speaks or understands another language(s) at home or adults speak another language at home. This can

also include students who code switch at home going back and forth between multiple languages including English.

The term multilingual learner helps us recognize and appreciate the benefits of students becoming literate in

multiple languages and encourages us to consider the assets our students bring to the classroom.

How does PBL support ML students?
The Granite District Proficiency-Based Learning model is designed around the premise that grades are intended to

communicate progress to students and parents and are intended to indicate at a prescribed moment in time what a

student knows and is able to do with respect to course objectives that have been explicitly taught.

Students show their progress and growth through multiple lines of evidence (writing, reports, projects, videos, etc.)

instead of taking a high stakes test. Additionally, a student’s proficiency score is based on the most recent

demonstration of their understanding, and not a cumulative total of their work. ML students should still be given a

grade that indicates their level of proficiency on the standards.

It is recommended that Multilingual Learners are given multiple opportunities to demonstrate their proficiency on

each standard. Teachers should explicitly plan the scaffolds into their lesson plans that will allow multilingual

learners to thrive in their classroom.

Guiding Principles of PBL for MLs

Expect proficiency in the same core content standards.

Multilingual Learners are held to the same academic

state standards as their peers. It is inappropriate to

teach below grade level standards.

Focus on what students can do.

What are their assets? What is within their zones of

proximal development?

Vary language demands to account for a student’s

WIDA English proficiency level.

The language tasks and expectations should be based

on the students’ WIDA levels, content, and context.

Vary the types and quantity of supports and

scaffolds provided.

Adapt the supports or scaffolding for the students’ specific needs based on their WIDA proficiency

levels. These supports can be sensory, graphic, or interactive.
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Using Content Standards and WIDA Can Do Descriptors to Support Students

● Identify the Content standard and performance expectations

● Identify the language domain of the activity

● Determine your students’ WIDA levels for the chosen language domain

● Determine appropriate Language Functions for your students’ WIDA levels

● Determine appropriate Supports & Scaffolds for your students’ WIDA levels

Standard RL 4.9 Compare and contrast the treatment of similar themes and topics (e.g. opposition of good

and evil) and patterns of events (e.g., the quest) in stories, myths, and traditional literature from different cultures.

WIDA Level 1 WIDA Level 3

Language Function:

How will the student use English to complete

the assignment?

Draw and label

Language Function:

How will the student use English to complete

the assignment?

Explain in words and phrases

Content Stem:

What are the key content ideas that all

students must be able to know and do?

the patterns of events in a modern

story and a traditional fairy tale

Content Stem:

What are the key content ideas that all

students must be able to know and do?

the patterns of events in a modern

story and a traditional fairy tale

Support or Scaffold:

What supports or scaffolds will the student

need to be successful?

using a graphic organizer,

a word bank, and peer discussion

Support or Scaffold:

What supports or scaffolds will the student

need to be successful?

using a graphic organizer

and a word bank

Performance Indicator:

Draw and label the patterns of events in a modern

story and a traditional fairy tale using a graphic

organizer, a word bank, and peer discussion.

Performance Indicator:

Explain in words and phrases the patterns of

events in a modern story and a traditional fairy

tale using a graphic organizer and a word bank.
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Sca�olding for MLs
Students at different WIDA proficiency levels will need varying types and amounts of support.

● Students at WIDA level 1 will need much more support and scaffolding than students at a WIDA level 4.

● Create conditions through differentiation and scaffolding that allow all students the opportunity to earn a

PBL score of 3 or 4.

Remember: Standards cannot be changed or modified in any way. For example, a writing standard requires

writing, and a student cannot present the information orally.

Sca�olding Examples
Sensory Supports Graphic Supports Interactive Supports

Real-life objects (realia)

Manipulatives

Pictures & photographs

Illustrations, diagrams, & drawings

Magazines & newspapers

Physical activities

Videos & films

Broadcasts

Models & figures

Charts

Graphic Organizers

Tables

Graphs

Timelines

Number lines

In pairs or partners

In triads or small groups

In a whole group

Using cooperative group structures

With the internet or software programs

In the home language

With mentors

In Summary
● Multilingual learners will need plenty of opportunities for retakes.

● Multilingual learners will need plenty of options to use multiple modalities during both instruction and

assessment.

● Multilingual learners will need appropriate supports and scaffolding during both instruction and

assessment.

● The use of appropriate supports and scaffolding during instruction and assessment should NOT negatively

impact a student’s opportunity to earn a level 3 or 4 proficiency grade.

○ Under PBL, a more honest picture emerges of what a student knows and can do in relation to

specific standards. Pass/Fail is not appropriate for grading.
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Student Bill of Rights & Responsibilities

● Parents should expect regular updates from teachers and should plan to regularly access Gradebook

through the GSD Parent Portal.

● Parents have the legal right to call a meeting at any time to discuss concerns about their student’s

progress.

● Parents have the right to a language interpreter provided by the school or district.

For more information, contact the Department of Educational Equity, Granite School District 385.646.4205



Resources
WIDA Can Do Descriptors: wida.wisc.edu/teach/can-do/descriptors

Can Do Descriptors, Key Uses Edition Kindergarten

Can Do Descriptors, Key Uses Edition Grade 1

Can Do Descriptors, Key Uses Edition Grades 2-3

Can Do Descriptors, Key Uses Edition Grades 4-5

Can Do Descriptors, Key Uses Edition Grades 6-8

Can Do Descriptors, Key Uses Edition Grades 9-12

Can Do Descriptors Name Charts, Kindergarten

Can Do Descriptors Name Charts, Grade 1

Can Do Descriptors Name Charts, Grades 2-3

Can Do Descriptors Name Charts, Grades 4-5

Can Do Descriptors Name Charts, Grades 6-8

Can Do Descriptors Name Charts, Grade 9-12

Granite School District PBL Library: Proficiency Scales for All Courses

sites.google.com/granitesd.org/pbl-library-of-teacher-resourc

WIDA Can Do Philosophy wida.wisc.edu/teach/can-do

For more information, contact the Department of Educational Equity, Granite School District 385.646.4205

https://wida.wisc.edu/teach/can-do/descriptors
https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/CanDo-KeyUses-Kindergarten.pdf
https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/CanDo-KeyUses-Gr-1.pdf
https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/CanDo-KeyUses-Gr-2-3.pdf
https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/CanDo-KeyUses-Gr-4-5.pdf
https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/CanDo-KeyUses-Gr-6-8.pdf
https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/CanDo-KeyUses-Gr-9-12.pdf
https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/Can-Do-Name-Chart-GrKindergarten.docx
https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/Can-Do-Name-Chart-Gr1.docx
https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/Can-Do-Name-Chart-Gr2-3.docx
https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/Can-Do-Name-Chart-Gr4-5.docx
https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/Can-Do-Name-Chart-Gr6-8.docx
https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/Can-Do-Name-Chart-Gr9-12.docx
https://sites.google.com/granitesd.org/pbl-library-of-teacher-resourc/home?authuser=0
https://wida.wisc.edu/teach/can-do


Glossary of Important Terms

Can do descriptors: Provide examples of what language learners can do at various stages of English

language development in listening, speaking, reading and writing.

Code Switch: The process of shifting from one linguistic code (a language or dialect) to another, depending

on the social context or conversational setting.

Multilingual Learner: English Learner or English Language Learner continue to be commonly recognized

terms when discussing students that are learning English. In a conscious effort to shift our focus to

asset-based thinking we use the term multilingual learner or ML.

Modality: a way or way something occurs or is experienced, expressed, or done. In PBL, teachers are

encouraged to assess students through multiple modalities - in other words, employ reading, writing,

technology, projects, etc. as means of revealing what students know and can do as opposed to relying solely

on traditional "tests" or quizzes.

Performance Indicator: Indicate what concrete actions the student should be able to perform according to

their WIDA level

Scaffolding: temporary supports given to ALL students during the learning process that are tailored to the

needs of specific students and are incrementally removed when no longer needed.

WIDA: Stands for World-class Instructional Design and Assessment. The WIDA consortium is a group of

states dedicated to the design and implementation of high standards and equitable educational opportunities

for English learners.

For more information, contact the Department of Educational Equity, Granite School District 385.646.4205



PERFORMANCE INDICATOR WRITING TASK

Write a performance indicator based on a student’s WIDA level for the standard you
have chosen. The final product should be in the form of a single sentence and should
allow the student to receive a 3 or 4 on the GSD Proficiency Scale.

Grade: WIDA Level:
Standard:

Language Function or Demand:
How will the student use English to complete the assignment?

Content Stem:
What are they key content ideas that all students must be able to know and do?

Support or Scaffold:
What supports or scaffolds will the student need to be successful?

Final Product – Performance Indicator:

Now that you have identified all the components of the performance indicators, tie
them together into a single sentence. Start with the language function, add the
content stem, and end with the supports or scaffolds.

For more information, contact the Department of Educational Equity, Granite School District 385.646.4205



Multiple Modalities in PBL link to C&I

Writing Reading Oral Presentations or Discussions

● Essays: informational or

argument

● narrative story

● Research Project: author

study

● Two-Voice Poems, other

types of poetry

● I search project

● movie review

● foldable

● script

● contrasted response

● graphic organizers

● persuasive advertisement

● movie trailer

● learning log

● lab report

● summary

● writing a story problem

● analogy prompt

● scientific or mathematical

modeling

● double-entry journals

● Mind Map of novel or story

● annotating a text

● editing a document for

mistakes

● turning point poster

● summarizing

● story pyramid

● plot diagram

● utilizing reading strategies:

summarizing, clarifying,

questioning, and predicting

● comic strip

● poetry or lyric analysis

● brochure, poster, banners,

bookmarks

● living diorama

● interactive journal

● Scoot

● Mix and Mingle

● Story Rope

● Marzano’s 6-Step

Vocabulary Instruction

Routine

● interactive notebook

● task cards

● class discussions

● Fishbowl

● Socratic Seminar

● collaborative Google Slide

presentation

● Shopping Spree Bag

● presentation or speech

● interview

● persuasive commercial

● role-play, skit

● debates

● video blog

● podcast

● radio broadcast

● 20 second presentation

● oral interviews

● collaborative conversation

● demonstration

● Think-ink-pair Share

● Math Talk

● Frayer Model

● Gallery Walk with Discussion

Physical Response Technology Traditional Quizzes or Tests

● white boards

● response cards

● manipulatives

● sort

● drawing or diagram

● mind map

● games

● performance

● model

● traffic cards

● Round Robin tables

● Answer Garden

● Flipgrid

● Go Formative

● Kahoot

● Nearpod

● Padlet

● Plickers

● Socrative

● Quizalize

● Quizizz

● Quizlet

● SchoolCity

● textbook assessments

● multiple choice quiz

● CFA’s

● summative test

● short answer

● benchmarks

For more information, contact the Department of Educational Equity, Granite School District 385.646.4205

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1645snhXuK0L_CnWfm4UT2uFGZ2Ju1Yiczy3pplRhlOo/edit

