


Katherine Barko-Alva, Ph.D.

Leah Horrell, M.Ed., Ph.D. Student

Kelly C. Skinner, M.Ed.

October 2017 



To develop an understanding of how to 
build background knowledge connected 
to each child’s biography

To adapt culturally and linguistically 
responsive strategies to your own 
classroom

To engage in new theories and practices 
associated with ESL instruction

To implement DOTS, Picture This!, & 
WIDA Can Do Descriptors





 Literacy is biographical, fundamental, and research based. 

Biographical Socio-cultural, linguistic, academic, and cognitve

Fundamental Listening, speaking, reading, and writing

Research-based Phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, 
comprehension, and fluency 



Sociocultural 
Dimension 

Love, laughter, life Socialized to literacy based on culture/family 
background?
What type of resources and literacy experiences has the 
student had within the home?
How is reading perceived, defined, and how does this fit 
the teacher/school definition?

Linguistic 
Dimension 

Comprehension 
L1 & L2; 
communication L1 
& L2; expression 
L1 & L2

Native language use as a resource to support ELs literacy
What stage of language acquisition is the EL in? How is 
literacy instruction accommodated to meet EL’s language 
proficiency level?

Academic 
Dimension 

Access,
engagement, and 
hope 

What literacy skills does the student bring to the 
classroom based on her/his prior academic experience?
Challenging tasks?

Cognitive 
Dimension 

Know, think, and 
apply 

Building on existing cognitive and language assets to 
promote literacy development 
Learning strategies taught to promote the cognitive 
academic language skills of ELs?



Listening, speaking, reading, and writing

Oracy, academic oral language (Walqui, 2010): ELs 
are engaged in multiple complex skills and 
strategies simultaneously (i.e., word identification, 
understanding of grammatical structures, and 
interpretation of the prosodic elements of language 
such as intonation, stress, and rhythm). 



Phonics, phonemic awareness, 
vocabulary, comprehension, fluency 

(National Reading Panel, 2010)





Santiago is a 9 year old student in 4th grade. His family is from
Ecatepec, Mexico where his parents ran a floral business. He,
along with his father, mother, and sister have been in the United
States for three years. His father now works at a local soybean
farm. When using his first language Santiago reads and writes on
a 4th grade level. In Spanish his writing is expressive and shows
many elements of creativity. Santiago can understand short
conversations in English on simple topics. Santiago does best
when presented with concepts that are familiar or when the
teacher uses nonverbal cues to help present information. When
Santiago speaks he relies on gestures and repetition to express
himself. When reading in English, he understands basic narrative
text but his reading fluency and comprehensions tests below
grade level. He relies on contextual and visual cues to aid in
comprehension. Santiago has consistently identified the main
idea and supporting details of passages. He can write simple
notes in English and make brief journal entries using basic
vocabulary and common language structures. His writing
frequently contains grammatical errors. Santiago loves to draw
and if often doodling on the margins of his papers. Santiago does
not speak up in class or in group work but has become close to a
girl in the class named Olivia. He often talks to her and plays with
her at recess. When they are together they often read comic
books or play soccer.

Santiago



Students’ language 
proficiency levels Students’ cognitive

abilities/multiple 
proficiencies

Remembering
Understanding 

Applying 
Analyzing 
Evaluating 
Creating 

Language
Development 

Stages 

WIDA

Pre-
production 

Entering 

Early-
production

Emerging

Speech
emergence 

Developing 

Intermediate 
Fluency 

Expanding 

Advance Bridging 



Who is your EL student? L1 v. L2 

 Instruction: Additive perspectives versus deficit perspectives (Cummins, 
1986).
What can students do in the classroom?

 Students feature a specific set of experiences. 

When students’ experiences do not match teacher’s content, instruction 
becomes challenging. 

 Background knowledge-provides a schema students could use to 
increase understanding. 







Remembering: Retrieving, recognizing, and recalling relevant knowledge from long-term 
memory. 

Understanding: Constructing meaning from oral, written, and graphic messages through 
interpreting, exemplifying, classifying, summarizing, inferring, comparing, and explaining. 

Applying: Carrying out or using a procedure through executing, or implementing. 

Analyzing: Breaking material into constituent parts, determining how the parts relate to one 
another and to an overall structure or purpose through differentiating, organizing, and 
attributing. 

Evaluating: Making judgments based on criteria and standards through checking and 
critiquing. 

Creating: Putting elements together to form a coherent or functional whole; reorganizing 
elements into a new pattern or structure through generating, planning, or producing.

(Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001, pp. 67-68)





WIDA Standards Framework

Core beliefs and 
philosophy of 
language 
development which 
serve as the 
foundation for WIDA 
ELD Standards.

Identified 
prominent 
features of 
academic 
language within 
sociocultural 
contexts.

Delineate what the 
various levels of 
language proficiency 
look like across 
academic content 
areas and grade level 
bands for productive 
and receptive 
language domains.

Work with 
Performance 
Definitions to 
describe
students’ academic 
language
development in K‐12 
classrooms with 
language scaffolds.





Why integrate language and content?

1) instructional approaches that integrate content and language 
are more effective than approaches in which language is 
taught in isolation; 

2) activity‐centered approaches that create opportunities for 
extended student discourse are beneficial for second 
language learning; and 

3) systematically targeted language objectives connected with 
academic content objectives maximize language learning.



The Five Standards
The WIDA English Language Development (ELD) Standards represent the social, instructional, 
and academic language that students need to engage with peers, educators, and the 
curriculum in schools. 



WIDA’s standards framework distinguishes five levels of language proficiency, defined by 
specific criteria. Level 6, Reaching, represents the end of the continuum rather than another 
level of language proficiency. In other words, level 6 represents language performance that 
meets all the criteria for level 5.

WIDA’s standards framework addresses four language domains: listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing.

LANGUAGE DOMAINS AND PROFICIENCY LEVELS



FEATURES OF ACADEMIC LANGUAGE



WIDA PERFORMANCE DEFINITIONS FOR LISTENING/READING









Can Do Descriptors for English Language Proficiency; PreK‐12



COGNITIVE FUNCTION: Students at all levels of English language proficiency ANALYZE the effect of modifying a variable 
in an experiment.

SP
EA

KI
N
G

Level 1
Entering

Level 2
Emerging

Level 3
Developing

Level 4
Expanding

Level 5
Bridging

LEVEL 6 ‐REACHIN
G

Describe the effects 
of modifying a 
variable using 
illustrated word banks 
in small groups.

Give examples of the 
effects of modifying a 
variable using illustrated 
word banks and 
sentence frames in 
small groups.

Explain the effects of 
modifying a variable 
using sentence frames 
and graphic organizers 
in small groups.

Discuss the effects of 
modifying a variable 
using sentence frames 
and graphic organizers 
in small groups.

Report on the 
effects of modifying 
variable in small 
groups.

TOPIC‐RELATED LANGUAGE: Students at all levels of English language proficiency interact with grade‐level words and 
expressions, such as: dependent and independent variables, control and experimental groups, quantitative and 
qualitative data.

ELD STANDARD 4: The Language of Science EXAMPLE TOPIC: Dependent & independent variables
CONNECTION: Next Generation Science Standards,  Physical Sciences, Chemical Reactions PS1‐5 (High School): Apply scientific 
principles and evidence to provide an explanation about the effects of changing the temperature or concentration of the reacting
particles on the rate at which a reaction occurs.

EXAMPLE CONTEXT FOR LANGUAGE USE: Students will discuss the design of an experiment (e.g., reaction rate of photosynthesis) to 
test the effect of modifying a variable.  Groups will perform the experiment and discuss their observation on the impact of the 
specific variable.   Finally, they will give a formal presentation on the results.  



Levels 1‐3 Levels 2‐4 Levels 3‐5

Level 6 ‐Reaching

Linguistic 
Complexity
Discourse
Level

Illustrated Word Bank:
independent variable
dependent variable
water
CO2 Carbon dioxide
stayed the same
changed

The independent variable was 
carbon dioxide.
We changed the amount of 
CO2 
each time.  We saw the 
reaction slow down with less 
carbon dioxide and it did not 
occur without carbon dioxide.   

In our experiment, varying the amounts of 
carbon dioxide impacted the reaction.  
First, we dissolved sodium bicarbonate in 
water to release CO2, our independent 
variable.  We knew how much CO2 to use 
because we had the chemical equation for 
photosynthesis.  Decreasing the amount of 
CO2 in the experimental groups slowed 
down the reaction rate.  Removing the 
carbon dioxide resulted in no reaction

Language 
Forms &
Conventions
Sentence 
Level

stayed the same
changed

We saw… with … and it … varying, decreasing, removing

Vocabulary
Usage
Word/Phrase 
Level

stayed the
same/changed
same/different
slow/fast

changed
reaction
each time
without

impacted
dissolve
release
chemical equation
photosynthesis
resulted in



We saw the _______ slow down with less _________, and it stayed the same 
without___________.

In our experiment, varying the amounts of _____________ impacted the reaction.  

Decreasing the amount of _______________ in the experimental groups 
____________ the reaction rate. 

Removing the __________ resulted in no reaction.

Sentence Frames



Illustrated Word Bank:

independent 
variable

CO2 Carbon 
dioxide

dependent 
variable

stayed the 
same

water changed



Herrera et al., (2013)



DOTS (HERRERA ET AL., 2013)

Determine what I know
Observe 
Talk to peers as we elaborate 
Summarize what we have learned 



ACTIVATION: BACKGROUND  

Each student is given a DOTS chart prior to 
the lesson 
Topic/concept is filled out
Students have to determine what they already 
know about the topic by thinking of words 
and/or pictures (i.e., encourage visual 
representations).



ACTIVATION: BACKGROUND

Students should write the words they have been 
able to identify to link and/or make connections 
inside each box. 

3-5 minutes to write (i.e., English and/or native 
language)

Teachers should only observe



CONNECTION

Pair students in groups of two and allow time for them to 
share their ideas

Students should be able to borrow words from each other

Target vocabulary: Students should individually write 8-12 
key vocabulary words (from the lesson) around the edges.

Connecting to the curriculum/drawing lines between the 
words. 



CONNECTION

Students are reading the text and adding to their charts 
additional related words.

Add page numbers for target vocabulary and words they 
found. 

Adding curriculum definition to the back of the charts (i.e., 
native language or English) Grades: 3,4,5

Reading aloud and stopping to discuss the words acquired 
(i.e., students could signal as they encounter words in the 
text).



CONNECTION

Opportunities to talk about the words in the 
text (i.e., this is a great place to use native 
language).
Throughout the lesson, always go back to the 
target vocabulary and student-generated 
words. 



AFFIRMATION: 

Before using the DOTS chart, have students 
discuss the connections between their own 
words and the academic vocabulary of the 
text. 
Using DOTS as a tool, students write their 
own definition of the academic vocabulary.



AFFIRMATION: 
Write sentences using the academic vocabulary as it 
relates to the text. 

Create sentence stems to work with vocabulary

Write a paragraph using the vocabulary words

Have students share their definition 

Return and make connections to the CLD student’s 
biography. 



PICTURE THIS (HERRERA ET AL., 2013)

What students see?
What students think?



ACTIVATION: BACKGROUND 
Select appropriate pictures to support 
vocabulary acquisition 
You can project pictures for the entire 
class or select pictures and use them in 
small groups
Show students the pictures one at the 
time



ACTIVATION: BACKGROUND 
Students should use the what I see/ what I 
think template.
First column= draw a picture/ Second 
column= they write down all the words 
they think of when they see the picture.
Students could describe what they see on 
the picture



CONNECTION

Provide sentence strips with dictionary 
definitions of the words. Have students match 
them to the pictures and descriptions they 
drew on their template.
Students should discuss in groups how they 
are matching their definitions.
Ask students to provide a rational for their 
matches. 



CONNECTION

Read the text as a whole group.
Identify sentences in the text 
describing/explaining the 
vocabulary words
Provide sentence strips with 
sentences from the text.



CONNECTION

 Students should be able to 
discuss their matches in pairs or 
small groups before beginning 
the whole-group discussion. 
Circulate the room



AFFIRMATION: 
Sentence strips with vocabulary words and have 
students individually match them to the pictures and 
descriptions they drew on their template.

Be sure students are discussing in pairs or small 
groups how they are matching the vocabulary words 
before beginning the whole group discussion. 

Rational for their matches and circulate the room



AFFIRMATION: 

Discuss as a whole class what vocabulary words 
match each picture and why 
Students should individually write on the back 
of their ”What I see, What I think” template a 
sentence for each vocabulary word. 
Have students share their sentence with their 
partners 









“I am a Professor of Hispanic 
linguistics in the Department of 
Hispanic and Italian Studies (link is 
external)at the University of Illinois at 
Chicago. I am also a faculty affiliate in 
the Latin American and Latino Studies 
Program(link is external), 
the Department of Curriculum and 
Instruction(link is external), and in 
the Social Justice Initiative(link is 
external). I am also the founding 
director of the Language in Context 
Research Group(link is external).”



WIDA, DOTS, and PICTURE THIS!



I LIKE……..

I LEARNED…….

I WISH…….

I WONDER……..



 Herrera, S., Perez, D., Shabina, K., & Wessels, S. (2013). Accelerating literacy for 
diverse learners. New York: Teachers College Press. 


