
Putting the Advancing ALTELLA Toolkit into Practice!
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Goals for the session
• Understanding the Language and Disability Needs Framework and how it can 

be applied to instruction for multilingual learners with disabilities
• Understanding how to apply strategies and supports to meet the needs of a 

diverse group of multilingual learners with disabilities
• Understanding how to apply elements of the toolkit to meet the needs of 

multilingual learners and their families 
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Federal Policies
• ELs with disabilities can participate in regular ELP assessments with or without 

accommodations, or they can participate in alternate ELP assessments. ​

• Accommodations on ELP assessments should not invalidate the construct being measured.​

• Accommodations can be decided across all four domains or for a single domain.​

• States should develop participation policies for alternate ELP assessments.​

• English learners with disabilities who cannot participate in a state’s general ELP assessment 
must take an alternate ELP assessment.​

• IEP teams should include someone knowledgeable in second language acquisition. ​

• LEAs need to ensure that parents, who may not be fluent in English, are included meaningfully 
in the process.
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Who Are Multilingual Learners with Disabilities?

English learners with disabilities are individuals who have one or 
more disabilities as documented in their Individualized Education 
Programs (IEPs) or 504 Plans, and who are progressing toward 
English language proficiency in speaking, reading, writing, and 
understanding the English language.
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MLs with Significant Cognitive Disabilities

English learners with significant cognitive disabilities are 
individuals with difficulties in speaking, reading, writing, or 
understanding the English language as they are progressing toward 
English language proficiency, and who have one or more 
disabilities that significantly impact their intellectual functioning 
and adaptive behavior. 

Christensen, L. L., Gholson, M. L., & Shyyan, V. V. (2018, April). Establishing a definition of English learners with significant cognitive 
disabilities (ALTELLA Brief No. 1). Retrieved from University of Wisconsin–Madison, Wisconsin Center for Education Research, 
Alternate English Language Learning Assessment project: http://altella.wceruw.org/resources.html



Understanding the Framework
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Framework for Understanding Language and Disability-Related Needs
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Framework Considerations
• Individualized approach to supporting students

• Consistency between instruction and assessment

• Tracking individual student progress over time

• Opportunity to compare multiple students’ progress at a glance

• Attention to accessibility and inclusion
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Additional Recommendations
✔Include both language and disability information on the student’s IEP
✔Identify varying language demands across multiple settings, including home, 

school, and community
✔Include a specialist in English language development on the student’s IEP team
✔Identify what language services will be provided on the IEP
✔Provide appropriate accessibility supports for the student during instruction, 

informal assessments, and formal assessment including screeners, English 
language proficiency assessments, and content assessments
✔Consider informal evaluation approaches to learn more about the student’s 

proficiency in their home language as well as English



WIDA Alternate Can Do Descriptors
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Alternate Can Do Descriptors

The Alternate Can Do Descriptors 
(Alt Can Dos) are statements of 
what multilingual learners with the 
most significant cognitive 
disabilities can do with English 
across each of the content areas, 
grade levels, and English language 
proficiency levels.
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Alternate Can Do Potential Uses

• Understand what students at different levels of language proficiency can 
do with language 

• Expand understanding of what the process of language development can 
look like 

• Support collaboration and scaffolding to help students engage in content-
area learning and develop language at the same time 

• Differentiate instruction and classroom assessment for language 



Exploring the Advancing ALTELLA 
Toolkit No. 1: Applying the Framework
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Using the Toolkit to Inform Your Instruction:

We will address these questions and show some planning strategies to help 
you meet needs while collaborating with your academic team:

• How are students accessing information?
• How are students demonstrating understanding 

and showing growth?

Later, we will talk about addressing challenges as a team and collective 
efficacy– how can we work better together to meet needs and avoid burnout?



What is in the Advancing ALTELLA toolkit?

Toolkit



Matrix
Research Brief

Student Language Builder A link to the video!

Verb List

 



and…..two new resources to help you break it down!

Video



Toolkit into action



“Embracing diversity means accepting disability as a 
part of the total human experience and being intentional 

about practices that remove barriers to learning so all 
children can thrive.”

-Courtney Wai

Wai, 2023

   

https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/spring-2023/disability-is-diversity
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• The goal today is to give you tools that you can use to guide your 
team planning and collaboration to support MLs with Disabilities

• Elements of this Toolkit will work with ALL ML students
• Like Language Acquisition, teaching Language isn’t linear! 
⚬ The best thing we can do to prepare is chart a course with our 

team, build an asset-based profile of each student and be 
flexible with our teaching styles and approaches to meeting 
the needs of students. 
￭ (There is no such thing as a copy and paste lesson plan!)
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• Choose an example from the ALTELLA Case Examples 
of English Learners With Significant Cognitive 
Disabilities that resonates with you: 
⚬ Think about where this student may be placed on 

our matrix.
⚬ Think about what this student can do. 
⚬ How might they show you they are engaged?
⚬ What are the student’s assets?
⚬ What are the layers of need/support to consider?

Using Case Examples to think through the collaborative process

Case examples



12

3 4



Now let’s create a learner profile for this student using the 
Student Language Builder
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Real talk
• Sometimes, we don’t have records and feel like we have barely any 

information on a student who needs the most support. It’s okay. Fill out 
what you know and keep it as a working, collaborative document with your 
team! 

• Family input is vital but not always immediate. Building the relationship 
with the family comes first to establish trust. Keep the dialog open and 
communication channels flexible (Talking Points, email, phone, in person)

• How can you meaningfully incorporate student input and feedback into 
this process? “What I wish my teacher knew...”
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Matrix/Framework Placement
• Where does this student place on our matrix?
• Often, we have students where we need more 

time or information before we consider an IEP, in 
the meantime, this matrix can be helpful to guide 
our instruction even when there isn’t an official 
IEP or 504 in place.

• Modifying instruction for newcomers is a MUST-
especially when considering transitional trauma 
and additional layers and needs that need to be 
met before approaching instructional goals. 
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Matrix/Framework Placement
• Using our Student Language 

Builder will help us best use the 
descriptors to guide the lesson.

• Based on the quadrant 
placement, focus on our main 
questions:
⚬ How will student access 

information?
⚬ How will student 

demonstrate understanding 
and show growth?
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Application to Instruction: Verb List
• Use the verb list to create objectives 

with increasing receptive and 
expressive language demands. 

• Pace your unit to introduce the 
language and then “carve out the 
curve.”
⚬ How will you continue to pace your 

learning?
⚬ How will you engage and challenge?
⚬ How will you support/scaffold so 

that students feel successful?
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Let’s start off with the basics:

Which objectives are we teaching and 

what is the pacing of this unit?

Start with your wide-angle lens: 

What content area are you teaching 

and what is the allotted time/pace?
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Moving from Overarching Concepts to 
Alternate Can Do Descriptors



Use this document to:

• Co-plan and co-teach!
• Make connections for teachers to see the direct 

correlations between what they are teaching and what 
you are teaching

• If you’re an instructional coach or supervisor, this is key 
for showing the intersection between content, scaffolds 
and accommodations

• Anchor yourself in language development as the ELD 
teacher

• Connect to content if you’re a Special Education teacher
• Use consistent language, scaffolds, visuals and vocabulary 

with other teachers and support staff
• Keep equity and access to opportunity at the forefront of 

each thematic unit

    



Application to instruction
Science Alternate Can Do Descriptors- Expressive Language, Grades 3-5



Application to instruction



Assessment Considerations:

• How will you monitor your 
students’ language progress?

• What does mastery of this 
concept for this student look 
like?

• How will they demonstrate 
understanding at each 
level/rung?
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Using the Toolkit to Inform Your Instruction:

So far, we’ve covered how to: 
• build an asset-based profile using your Student Language Builder
• how to place your student on our matrix
• determine your overarching concept and link it to your Alt Can Dos
• use our verb lists along with your toolkit elements to guide your 

objectives as you “carve out the curve.”

Next, let’s talk about addressing challenges and building capacity as a collaborative 
team: How can we work better together to meet needs and avoid burnout?
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The research on teachers’ collective efficacy is 
consistent. With an effect size of 1.34, effective 

teacher teams have the power to accelerate student 
learning more than just about any other practice.

-AS EVIDENCED IN VISIBLE LEARNING: THE SEQUEL BY JOHN HATTIE 
(2023)
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For any plan to work, procedures need to be put into place to 
support the learning team. 
This means: 

• purposeful time dedicated to problem solving.
• an asset-based view of the student and family.
• a solution-focused approach to meeting the student’s needs with 

the current resources and staff you have.

...and an agreed upon system of communication and support. 
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For any plan to work, procedures need to be put into place to support the learning team. 

No one can do this important work alone. 
• As administrators:

⚬ How are we supporting this time and collaborative process? How often are we in 

rooms seeing it in action?

• As facilitators/coaches:

⚬ How often are we actively supporting/modeling effective instructional strategies?

• As educators:

⚬ How are we planning and utilizing resources and building rapport? How are we 

reflecting?

• As support staff:

⚬ How are we supporting the student and educator for success? 
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