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Lowell Elementary’s fourth grade team gathered in a 
classroom after school to plan their upcoming unit. [All 
names used in this article are pseudonyms.] Students 
would be learning about the life cycle of salmon and their 
importance to Northwest Tribal lifeways using the Since 
Time Immemorial curriculum (Washington OSPI & Fed-
erally Recognized Tribes in Washington State, 2015). The 
unit would culminate in students writing and presenting 
persuasive speeches about how to keep the watershed 
clean and preserve salmon for the future. The teachers 
pulled out the WIDA ELD Standards Framework, 2020 
Edition (WIDA, 2020), to look at the Language Expecta-
tions for the Key Language Use of Argue in the Language 
for Language Arts section and noticed that students would 
be working on constructing arguments by stating an 
opinion, supporting it with reasons and information, and 
connecting it to appropriate evidence, facts, and details.

One teacher told the team, “I need to think about how to sup-
port Thao, who just arrived from Vietnam last year, but also push 
Carlos, who is almost at grade level in his writing.” The EL Spe-
cialist, who was collaborating with the team, suggested they look 
at the Grade 4-5 Proficiency Level Descriptors to think about 
what their multilingual learners can do now and how to scaffold 
them to the next level as they work towards this performance 
task at the end of the unit.

As educators in Washington state become more familiar 
with the WIDA ELD Standards Framework, 2020 Edition, 
collaborative planning sessions like this one will allow 
teachers to use the Proficiency Level Descriptors (PLDs) 
as a tool to determine each student’s strengths and needs 
and plan appropriate language goals and scaffolds. This 
process will support English learners in meeting grade-
level appropriate content standards and developing their 
language skills.

The PLDs go beyond merely explaining students’ language 

domain scores on an assessment. These continua of 
language development allow educators to better un-
derstand students’ interpretive and expressive lan-
guage skills in the moment and formatively across 
time. In this article, we will take a deeper dive into

• how Language Expectations relate to PLDs, 
• how to use PLDs to examine student work and assess 

students’ language skills, and 
• how to plan instruction and scaffolding to support 

students at various levels.

How Do Language Expectations Relate 
to Proficiency Level Descriptors (PLDs)?
In examining the WIDA ELD Standards Framework, 
2020 Edition, teachers may notice that PLDs are the 
most specific of the four nested components (shown 
in Figure 1). The PLDs describe the performance of 
individual multilingual learners at the end of a spe-
cific language proficiency level. 
Moving upward within the WIDA ELD Standards 
Framework, the Language Expectations, Key Lan-
guage Uses, and ELD Standard Statements are 
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Figure 1: Components of the ELD Standards Framework (see WIDA, 
2020, p.23)
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increasingly broad in scope and apply to all students. 
Although the four components of the Standards 
Framework are interrelated, each has a distinct role 
in the language development process.
The PLDs should be viewed within the context of the 
ELD Standard Statement, Key Language Use, and 
Language Expectation that have been identified as 
the foci of an instructional task. They describe how 
an individual student performs that task in relation 
to the six levels of language proficiency.
When implementing the PLDs (see Figure 2) in 
classrooms with multilingual learners, there is a lot 
to think about.

• Two modes of communication–interpretive for lis-
tening, reading, and viewing and expressive for 
speaking, writing, and representing–show the nat-
ural interaction and interdependence of how we use 
language purposefully.

• Six levels of language proficiency along developmen-
tal continua illustrate language growth over time for 
multilingual learners within each grade-level cluster 
(K, 1, 2-3, 4-5, 6-8, and 9-12). 

• Three dimensions of language, from discourse to sen-
tence to word/phrase, illustrate how multilingual 
learners make sense of language within context. [The 
importance of building meaning is discussed further 
in Putting Discourse First (Lundgren & Shafer Will-
ner, 2021).]

• Five criteria illustrate these dimensions: three for 
discourse (organization, cohesion, and density of lan-
guage), one for sentences (grammatical complexity of 
language), and one addressing words/phrases (pre-
cision of language).

Although the continua of PLDs appear to be linear, 
as seen in Figure 2, progressing from level 1 through 
6, language growth actually depends on the socio-
cultural context, including a multilingual learner’s 
familiarity with topics, audiences, and situations.
To summarize, educators of multilingual learners 
should be aware that the PLDs are

• developmentally attuned to each grade-level cluster 
(K, 1, 2-3, 4-5, 6-8, 9-12),

• illustrative of a set of criteria across three dimensions 
of language,

• representative of the end of a proficiency level, al-
though movement from level to level indicates a 
range, and

• cumulative in illustrating language development 
across six levels of language proficiency.

Figure 2: Proficiency Level Descriptors–Grades 4-5 Expressive Communication Mode (pp. 137-138)

What are the similarities and differences between the “old” 
and “new" PLDs in Washington state? For a comparison 
between the ELPA21 and WIDA PLDs, refer to the Winter 
2021 issue of WAESOL Educator: Transitioning from the 
ELPA21 English Language Proficiency Standards to the 
WIDA English Language Development Standards Frame-
work (Shafer Willner, Percy Calaff, Gottlieb, and Kray, 2021

https://minnetesoljournal.org/journal-archive/mtj-2021-1/putting-discourse-first/
https://waesol.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/UPDATED_Transitioning-from-the-ELPA21-English-Language-Proficiency-Standards-to-the-WIDA-English-Language-Development-Standards-Framework-.pdf
https://waesol.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/UPDATED_Transitioning-from-the-ELPA21-English-Language-Proficiency-Standards-to-the-WIDA-English-Language-Development-Standards-Framework-.pdf
https://waesol.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/UPDATED_Transitioning-from-the-ELPA21-English-Language-Proficiency-Standards-to-the-WIDA-English-Language-Development-Standards-Framework-.pdf
https://waesol.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/UPDATED_Transitioning-from-the-ELPA21-English-Language-Proficiency-Standards-to-the-WIDA-English-Language-Development-Standards-Framework-.pdf
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How Do We Use Proficiency Level 
Descriptors to Assess Students’ 
Language Skills?

Lowell’s EL Specialist suggested that the fourth-grade 
team begin by reading the PLDs for Expressive Language 
in the grade 4-5 cluster to familiarize themselves with 
each level. She posed the following questions: Where are 
Thao and Carlos performing currently when they use per-
suasive language orally and in writing? Do you have any 
oral or written language samples from these students to 
review as we begin this unit? If not, what activities could 
we include early in the unit to pre-assess these skills? 
How could we use the PLDs to plan collaboratively for 
instruction and assessment for these students?

One way to begin planning for student learning is to 
look directly at what students can do by examining 
student work using

1. Language Expectations to set the goal for what all 
students are doing with language,

2. PLDs to determine to what extent each student can 
use language in relation to the Language Expecta-
tion, and

3. scaffolding to provide individualized support for 
each student.

What are the Language Expectations 
for All Students?
Lowell’s fourth grade team might begin their plan-
ning by identifying the goal of the unit as drafting, 
writing, and delivering a persuasive speech to keep 
the watershed clean and preserve salmon. Figure 3 
illustrates Language Expectations for this unit.
To make clear what they would like to hear and see 
from students in this task, it is helpful for teachers 
to actually write an example of how students are ex-
pected to express their learning during the speech. 
When meeting together, teachers can then ask: What 
is most critical for conveying the message in this 
task? 
The Lowell team might determine that certain lan-
guage functions (e.g., stating an opinion, supporting 
it with reasons, connecting it to evidence) from the 
Language Expectations are most critical for the task. 

What Can Each Student Currently Do 
with Language?
The PLDs can be a useful tool for formative class-
room assessment. While ACCESS for ELL scores 

offer a reference point in 
time, it is by analyzing 
current samples of student 
work together that the 
teachers can best identify 
next steps in teaching and 
learning. In that way, they 

Figure 2 continued: Proficiency Level Descriptors–Grades 4-5 Expressive Communication Mode (pp. 137-138)

Figure 3: Expressive Language Expectation for Key Language Use-Argue for Grades 4-5 Language Arts
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can take Thao and Carlos from their current perfor-
mance to the next expansion of what they can do 
with language. They might choose samples from the 
students’ recent work or from a unit’s entry task and 
analyze the samples in relation to the PLDs. 
They might decide to focus on the sentence level 
(Grammatical Complexity), as shown in Figure 2. 
The team might look closely at how Thao and Car-
los use clauses and sentences to “extend or enhance 
meanings,” as the students “support opinions with 
reasons and information.” They look not only at how 
much language is being used but at how the language 
is being used.
The teachers notice that by the end of level 3, stu-
dents can generally use sentences with emerging 
use of clauses, which is evident in Carlos’s writing, 
but he is not yet combining many clauses, which is 
typical of level 4. The team might look at the sample 
language features in Figure 4. To advance language 
development, one focus of support might be ex-
plicitly teaching the use of connectors to combine 
clauses into compound or complex sentences in a 
persuasive speech. With this focus, the collaborat-
ing teachers can design and refine lesson tasks and 
scaffolding to support students’ simultaneous devel-
opment of content and language.

What Scaffolding Can I Provide 
Each Student to Meet the Language 
Expectation?
According to Gibbons (2015, p.16), “scaffolding 
is temporary assistance by which a teacher helps 
a learner know how to do something so that the 
learner will later be able to complete a similar task 
alone.” While all students are working towards the 
Language Expectation to support opinions with rea-
sons and information, each student may need spe-
cific scaffolding, based on their individual levels on 
the PLDs. Thao might need a simple sentence frame 
such as “I think __ because__” to connect opinions 
with reasoning while Carlos, using more advanced 
language, will be given a graphic organizer to link 
multiple pieces of evidence with various connectors.
The team might decide to plan instructional ac-
tivities throughout the unit in which students can 
practice linking opinions with reasons and evidence. 
They could monitor students’ progress towards the 
Language Expectations throughout the unit using 
the PLDs. As teachers continue to use the PLDs in 
assessing students’ expressive language, they might 
begin to internalize the continua and be able to react 
in the moment to provide concrete and actionable 
steps to further students’ language growth.

Conclusion
The PLDs are a powerful tool that connects to the 
other components of the WIDA ELD Standards 
Framework, 2020 Edition. As teachers become more 
familiar with all the components, they will be able 
to connect ELD Standard Statements to Key Lan-
guage Uses and Language Expectations. In addition, 
teachers can plan use of PLDs along with scaffolding 
with individual multilingual learners to foster their 
linguistic access to grade-level content.

Figure 4: Sample Language Features for the Key Language Use-Argue for Grade 4-5 Language Arts

An annotated text sample for ELD-LA.4-5.Argue.Expres-
sive is available on pp. 130-131 of the WIDA ELD 
Standards Framework, 2020 Edition. 

https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/WIDA-ELD-Standards-Framework-2020.pdf
https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/WIDA-ELD-Standards-Framework-2020.pdf
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