
 
Multilingual Learners Guidance Document (Applicable to All Grade Levels) 

  
Multilingual Learners refers to all children and youth who are, or have been, consistently 
exposed to multiple languages. It includes students known as English language learners, 
English learners (ELs) or dual language learners; heritage language learners; and students 
who speak varieties of English or indigenous languages. 
  
Students who are Multilingual Learners come from culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds and include students with varying levels of proficiency in English and their 
home language. This section aims to provide educators with a plan on how to build on 
families’ culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds by providing students with 
authentic language activities that allow them to participate and access material in both 
English and their home language. 
  
Language of Instruction 
  
Educators must be thoughtful and explicit about the language of instructional activities in 
which students are being asked to engage in. Multilingual Learners should be provided 
with opportunities to utilize their home language whenever possible. Multilingual Learners 
should also have daily opportunities to engage in activities in both English and/or the 
home language within the four language arts domains of reading, writing, speaking, and 
listening. When designing activities for multilingual students, educators should be aware of 
the language proficiency level of the students, both in English and the home language. 
  
When designing activities for Multilingual Learners, educators need to consider students' 
levels of language proficiency that would allow them access to materials and tasks while 
also providing students with opportunities to practice both their receptive (listening and 
reading) and expressive (speaking and writing) language skills. Educators may find it 
helpful to plan for language and content activities within the four language domains 
through the key uses of academic language: recount, explain, argue, discuss. These help 
multilingual students leverage the use of high levels of language to communicate content 
learning. 
  
Engaging Families 
  
In addition to providing activities appropriate to students' language proficiency levels, it is 
recommended that educators consider how to leverage the culturally and linguistically 
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diverse backgrounds of the families. To the extent possible, communication with families 
of multilingual students should be shared in the home language as well as English. 
  
Oral Language Use 
  
Instructional activities for multilingual students should engage the entire family 
whenever possible. Families of Multilingual Learners are a resource for exploring 
one’s linguistic and cultural heritage. For example, educators can take into 
consideration how students might engage in authentic language through conversation 
with family members. Oral language activities are as equally important as 
literacy-based activities at all grade levels. Oracy-based activities, whether via online 
platforms or paper-based, should always be included. Oracy-based activities include 
deliberate and explicit instruction of speaking and listening. Multilingual students can 
benefit from expressing their reading and writing comprehension through activities 
that incorporate oracy. Educators may consider how oracy can be incorporated into 
their remote learning activities for students. 
  
Thematically Designed Learning 
  
Educators should always include appropriate scaffolds and supports when designing oracy 
and literacy-based instructional activities for Multilingual Learners. Designing activities 
around thematically based topics is suggested for Multilingual Learners. Additionally, 
allowing opportunities for Multilingual Learners to practice their bilingual or multilingual 
abilities is appropriate. Rich, authentic oral interactions will deepen students’ learning, 
whether in English or the home language. Educators can consider how students’ home 
language can be incorporated into thematically designed activities and how students might 
participate within these activities without technology for families that may not have access 
to devices and/or internet. 
  
Students’ Needs 
  
Most importantly, when it comes to the education of Multilingual Learners, it is important 
that educators are mindful that students’ essential needs are met prior to asking them to 
engage in instructional activities. These essential needs include physical safety, nutrition, 
and emotional care. Educators should ensure that students are physically and emotionally 
able to engage in the designed learning activities prior to assigning them to students. 
  
The following section contains options and opportunities to help educators meet the 
remote learning needs of Multilingual Learners. 
  
Instructional Options and Opportunities for Multilingual Learners 
  
Uplifting Family and Community 
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 There are great funds of knowledge
 
within multilingual families and communities that are often 

overlooked or undervalued as sources to inspire and support learning. We have the opportunity 
to highlight the skills and knowledge that already exist within students’ homes -- particularly the 
language practices and cultural understandings -- as valuable and enriching to their education. 
With this in mind, educators can: 

● Encourage and affirm parents/guardians in their roles as children's first and most 
important teacher, but without creating undue pressure. Families should recognize 
the intrinsic educational worth of their home experience but should not worry about 
trying to re-create a classroom experience or take on the role of a classroom 
teacher. 

● Encourage families to spend time with one another to bond and talk. Teachers 
can create prompts that help elicit conversations within the home through 
storytelling (e.g., generational lore, family history) or making meaning of stories 
together (e.g., watching and discussing movies or favorite shows). 

● Remind families that their language practices in the home are rich and worthy. All 
opportunities to use, make meaning through, and play with language -- ANY 
language -- are valuable to students’ cognitive growth and language development. 

● Encourage finding meaning in real life experiences in the home together with 
family, while integrating necessary tasks with learning opportunities. Teachers 
can prompt student inquiry, observation, and reflection around everyday activities 
(e.g., making meals, collaborating on chores, problem solving, fixing things 
together, reducing waste by reusing and recycling) 

● Take the lead on setting up “mutual aid” groups -- networks for families to both say 
what they need and say what they can offer -- to provide support to each other or 
set up swaps (e.g., exchanging recipes, books, games) 

  
Taking on a Universal Design for Learning (UDL) Approach 
  
Though we are very accustomed to a certain amount of conformity in how learning takes 
place in our classrooms, there can be very little expectations for conformity in how learning 
happens while students are learning at home. We have the opportunity to embrace the 
principles of UDL and provide multiple ways for students to access, engage with, and 
demonstrate their learning. With this in mind, educators can: 

● Take the opportunity to make time and space to get to know students even better. 
Connection with our students right now is essential, and the opportunity to build 
rapport and obtain deeper knowledge of various dimensions of their identities will 
help teachers be culturally and linguistically responsive and design more 
meaningful learning experiences. 

● Create modules that are structured by goals and essential questions but are also 
flexible and offer multiple options to accomplish and address such goals. These 
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modules can thus maximize opportunities for students to engage in ways that are 
most appropriate, interesting, and authentic for them. 

● Create hyperdocs or learning kits that contain resources in multiple formats and 
languages and/or prompt students to choose a format and language for their work 
product. Even when teachers cannot understand student work in languages other 
than English, there is intrinsic value for the student while articulating their 
thoughts, ideas, stories, and learning. 
  

Integrating Learning in Authentic Ways 
  
Many of our school schedules are compartmentalized around educator specialization. While 
learning remotely, our students might not be able to adhere to comparable schedules. 
Learning modules that integrate various kinds of content and learning can make organizing 
students’ at- home schedules more feasible, while aligning to strong pedagogy for 
Multilingual Learners. Keeping this in mind, educators can: 

● Use thematic approaches to make connections across content. Multilingual 
Learners will benefit from learning that is integrated around a theme, rather than 
disparate topics that each require specific vocabulary, disciplinary language, or 
background knowledge. 

● Encourage the arts as much as possible. Music, song, storytelling, drama, crafts, 
textile arts, and visual arts all provide enormous cognitive, emotional, and 
cultural benefits and can happen in any language. 

● Embrace inquiry, problem, and project-based learning. Prompt students to 
brainstorm the questions they genuinely want to pursue, and prompt them to 
engage in authentic inquiry-based learning in the context of their everyday life. 
Invite students to find ways to address the problems they identify as needing their 
attention. The experiences they are having or creating for themselves in this current 
context can become part of the inquiry process. The more we ground learning 
expectations in questions and actions that are relevant to their lives, the more they 
will feel engaged and empowered by the experience. 

  
Finding Natural Opportunities for Language Development 
  
Multilingual Learners benefit from and develop language by using, practicing, playing, 
observing, thinking about, and discussing language. Encouraging any and all language use 
will help them sustain their home language practices and contribute to their development in 
English. With this in mind, educators can: 

● Encourage students and families to have conversations, tell jokes and stories, sing, 
and play with language! Teachers can also guide families to observe and talk about 
how they use language in their home and community. 

● Prompt students to watch programming and listen to the radio or podcasts in 
English and creatively use English closed-captioning or home language 
subtitles. 
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●  Invite students to notice language in their environment (e.g., do cognate scavenger 
hunts on signs, ads, and other environmental texts while out walking [6 feet from 
others] in their community). 

  
 
Games and Play 
  
Using games to advance learning is another way to engage students in a remote 
learning setting. Games can be open-ended and universal enough to work for families 
who speak various languages other than English. 

  
“Gamifying” learning can lend an element of fun that may be helpful during these times. 
This includes word games in various languages, math games, science investigations, and 
the like. For instance, students who speak Spanish at home would benefit from games 
where cognates and Latin-based academic language are featured since those are words 
that are prevalent in English. We also want to encourage teachers to facilitate games in 
students’ home languages as well. 

  
Other activities with words, such as sorting and vocabulary investigations, can also elevate 
students’ learning. This is a time when students can increase confidence in their ability to 
understand and use words in various contexts, especially in academic terms. 
  
Exploring Content 
  
This time is a perfect opportunity for students and their families to engage in building 
knowledge of science content. MLs sometimes end up receiving more language and math 

instruction with little time left for science or social studies. There is ample evidence
 
that 

students with broader and deeper background knowledge navigate school better since they 
can apply that background knowledge to their learning. Resources that suggest topics and 
activities for students at all ages to engage in science investigations and activities in 
physical, life, earth, and other sciences, such as engineering, can be shared with parents 
and students. These are also activities that can be shared by family members of different 
ages. 

  
Sharing family stories can add to students’ content knowledge, as well as learning about 
current or historical figures in American history and in the history of students’ home 
countries or cultures. These stories could also serve as the basis for student’s to creating 
projects in which students could research and create presentations. Again, this type of 
project-based approach to learning would serve the needs of students at varying levels of 
language development and formal schooling. 

  
Section 228.30 of the Illinois School Code indicates that “...program components include: 
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● Instruction in the history and culture of the country, territory, or geographic area that 
is the native land of the students or of their parents and in the history and culture of 
the United States….” 

● Students who do not have access to the internet may have limited access to 
materials, but they do have access to parents and perhaps other family members 
who can share information about the history and culture of their home country/native 
land. Here again is a learning opportunity that could engage MLs -- whether in 
English or their home language. This information could eventually be shared with 
the rest of the class so that everyone broadens their learning horizons. 

  
Keeping Existing Guidelines in Mind 
 
It is worth reiterating highlights of the clear guidelines previously issued from ISB regarding 

ML instruction
 
at this time: 

● First, teachers need access to students’ ACCESS or screener scores so that they 
can differentiate their instruction so teachers know what students can do at various 
levels of language development and can differentiate the English they are expecting 
students to consume and produce. 

● Buildings with Transitional Bilingual Education programs need to ensure that 
students are receiving instruction from teachers who have bilingual 
endorsements. Those teachers should provide instruction in both English and the 
native language other than English so that students’ learning continues to take 
place in both languages. 

● Buildings with Transitional Programs of Instruction need to ensure that Multilingual 
Learners are being taught by teachers with English as a Second Language (ESL) 
endorsements so that differentiation is taking place in such a way that students 
gain access to grade- level content while the expected language is differentiated for 
their level of English language development. 
 

What Multilingual Learners DO NOT Need and Research Does Not Support 
Some students might benefit from some practice of certain skills they have not yet 
mastered, but we do not recommend a deluge of worksheets and practice sheets for 
students to practice subskills in a decontextualized, rote format. A small portion of the day 
can be devoted to skills such as increasing sight words, practicing math computation, etc. 
Most students will most likely find too much of this type of rote work as tedious, and it will 
not motivate them to engage in more learning. 
  
Grading 
Guiding Principles to Help Meet the Assessment Needs of Multilingual Learners  
  
Students’ social-emotional well-being is a priority in assessment. 
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● Make sure all feedback affirms growth and acknowledges difficult circumstances. 
● Ask students what format and type of feedback is helpful to them. 
● There should be NO failing or unsatisfactory grades as a result of performance 

during the remote learning period as that would be inappropriately high stakes, 
undermining to social-emotional well-being, and punitive in effect. 

● Everything should be viewed as a formative assessment. 
  

Attention to growth and development of language and literacy in addition to 
content is essential. 

● Praise and acknowledge effective communication of ideas. 
● Guide students to one or two new understandings about academic language 

without worrying about correcting all errors. 
  
Students’ home and community language practices are a natural and essential part 
of how they make meaning and are thus an important vehicle to demonstrate 
learning and knowledge. 

● Validate and give credit for student work using a mix of English and the 
home language(s). 

● Invite students to draft/complete work in languages other than English. This may be 
accompanied by a summary or reflection in English, so the teacher can access and 
give feedback. 

  
Distinguishing between assessment of academic language development and 
assessment of content knowledge (in all of the students’ languages) will assure 
culturally and linguistically responsive grading. 

● Use two different assessment tools for a single student work product – one to 
examine demonstration of content and another to give feedback and support on 
language use. 

● Separate language from content objectives in rubrics. 
  
Collaborative assessment practices between educators with bilingual/ESL expertise 
and general educator practitioners allow for more equitable assessment of 
Multilingual Learners’ work. 

● Administrators establish digital professional learning communities that 
include bilingual/ESL/dual language educators across grades and 
content areas. 

  
  
Recommended Actions to Support the Assessment of Multilingual Learners 
  
Develop digital and/or non digital student portfolios to document content and 
language development over time. 
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● For example, students and families collect/self-select writing samples, recordings of 
themselves speaking and explaining an idea in home language and/or English, 
photos of artistic projects, science projects, posters, and diagrams. 

  
Develop teacher-student and individual learning goals. 

● For example, provide opportunities for teachers and students to check in virtually 
or via phone to set goals and action steps for a particular time frame (connect via 
phone, email, online platform, text periodically). 

  
Create authentic assessments based on actual experience and in current context. 

● For example, social studies and language arts students could conduct family 
interviews to gather historical information about their families’ experiences guided 
by a rubric or checklist of elements. 

● Recognize the value of learning communicated/demonstrated in ANY language. 
Even if we can’t understand or read the language, there is intrinsic value in the 
student expressing it. 

  
Utilize more general learning and language rubrics. 

● For example, a general writing rubric can be used across grade levels and 
content areas. 

● Provide options of multiple tasks or projects for students to meet the unit objectives. 
● Describe criteria broadly so that it can be demonstrated in multiple ways. 
● Use flexible structures and rubrics that allow for a huge variety of experiences 

and resources. Rubrics do not have to be task or language-specific. 
  
Place student reflection and self-assessment at the center of feedback. 

● For example, students (with families) take the time to organize and design their 
learning portfolio (digital and/or paper). 

● Students have a personal journal/learning log/interactive learning log with dated 
entries to document their learning, impressions, and feelings about the experience 
of learning under these new conditions. 

  
Establish community among staff and between staff, students/ families, and 
peer-to-peer groups. 

● The emphasis should be on documenting and processing learning, reflection, and 
self- evaluation. 

● Teachers can guide, collaborate on rubrics or criteria, and offer feedback. 
  

Use assessment practices that promote engagement and let students know that they are 
heard. 

● For example, creating bilingual books, family interviews, journaling, learning 
logs, identity text creation. 
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● Use Universal Design for Learning as an overarching approach for giving feedback 
and assessing student learning/progress. 

● Students should be offered multiple modalities and means for 
expressing/demonstrating learning. 

  
Language Development 

● English language development is a process that can be looked at through the 
WIDA standards/Can Do descriptors and Name Charts for different grade-level 
clusters. 

● Invite students to use all their bilingual language skills (listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing) across the curriculum. 

● Bilingual and biliteracy development can be assessed through authentic 
projects, publications, and performances. 

● Build in opportunities for students to interact with parents, such as interviews, 
story- telling, and creating, in the home language. 

  
Content Knowledge 

● It is important to give students the opportunity and freedom to show what they 
know in content areas in multiple ways (projects, products, and performances). 

● Make certain that students have ways to show their understanding separate from 
their level of English language development. 

● Encourage students to choose one particular area within a content area to 
investigate more deeply and/or to work on clarification. 

  
  

  

Adapted From Illinois State Board of Education Remote Learning Guidance Document 2020: 
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/RL-Recommendations-3-27-20.pdf 

https://wida.wisc.edu/resources/2012-english-language-development-standards
https://wida.wisc.edu/resources/2012-english-language-development-standards
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/RL-Recommendations-3-27-20.pdf

