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I. Introduction 
 
Pennsylvania’s PreK-12 English Language Proficiency Standards (ELPS) comprise two 
separate standards documents; the Classroom/ Formative Framework and the WIDA 
Summative/ Large Scale Framework. The Classroom/ Formative Framework was 
modeled after WIDA’s English Language Proficiency Standards for English Language 
Learners in Kindergarten through Grade 12: Frameworks for Large-scale State and 
Classroom Assessment, developed by the WIDA consortium of states, and released in 
2004.  Though the framework was adopted, and the standards remained the same, the 
performance indicators for the PA ELPS were based on Pennsylvania’s criteria for its 
English Language Learners, as well as Pennsylvania’s content standards in the Core 
Curriculum content areas and PA Assessment Anchors for Language Arts, 
Mathematics, Science and Social Studies. After the development of the Formative / 
Classroom Framework, Pennsylvania formally joined the WIDA (World Class 
Instructional Design and Assessment) Consortium and adopted the WIDA Large 
Scale/Summative framework.  
 
The PA English Language Proficiency Standards meet the requirements of the No Child 
Left Behind Act of 2001 by providing a framework for standards-based instructional and 
assessment planning for English language learners so that they may attain English 
proficiency, develop high levels of academic attainment in English, and meet the same 
challenging commonwealth academic content and student academic achievement 
standards as all children are expected to meet. This document has been designed 
being mindful of all stakeholders in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania impacted by 
linguistically and culturally diverse students who have not achieved a level of English 
proficiency equal to that of their native English speaking peers, and who are precluded 
from full access to the educational curricula because of that lack of proficiency.  These 
stakeholders may include, but not be limited to: teachers; principals; administrators at 
both program and district levels; state instructional staff involved in curriculum 
development across all curriculum areas and personnel at PA Intermediate Units; test 
developers and administrators; teacher educators and staff developers; English 
language learners at all levels of proficiency and including those identified as learning 
disabled, and the families of those students.  
 
Federal legislation, through mandated assessment in both English language proficiency 
and academic achievement, has directed the attention of educators and educational 
researchers to more closely focus on academic language:  what it is, when it is used, 
and how English language learners can acquire it. 
 
The Classroom/Formative framework is designed to be used with planning instruction 
and curriculum and extends itself to be used as a tool for classroom performance-based 
assessment as well.  The Classroom/Formative framework is not designed to be 
used for large scale assessment.  The Large Scale/Summative framework exists 
for this purpose.  Furthermore, neither framework is designed to be used as a 
stand-alone placement chart for English Language Learners.   
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Both the Classroom/Formative and the Large Scale/Summative frameworks specifically 
address academic language development in the individual content areas.  However, the 
classroom framework is specifically designed for use in the development and 
implementation of curriculum and instruction. It may also be used to address alternate 
forms of classroom assessment.  Using this framework will allow the students’ 
performance to be measured using criteria which are much more classroom centered 
than the summative framework. 
 
The matrices in this document provide educators with a starting point for planning 
instruction and assessment of ELLs incorporating not only the developmental nature of 
the acquisition of social and academic language across proficiency levels, but also the 
increased incremental demands of language at various grade level clusters.

This document clearly depicts not only the cumulative nature of content development 
but also the cumulative nature of language development. 
 
 

II. Organization and Format of the Frameworks 

The following elements are included in the frameworks:   
! Five English language proficiency standards (Social and Instructional, Language 

Arts, Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies),   
! Four language domains (listening, speaking, reading and writing), 
! Five grade level clusters (PreK-K, 1-3, 4-5, 6-8, and 9-12),  
! Five language proficiency levels (Entering, Beginning, Developing, Expanding, and 

Bridging), and  
! for the Formative framework: PA Content Standards or Assessment Anchors.  

for the Summative framework: Example topic(s) 
 
Performance indicators across all standards are classified according to performance 
definitions that uniformly describe the levels of language proficiency and are derived 
from the stages of second language acquisition.  These levels provide the parameters in 
which all model performance indicators function, and are further clarified in the “Can Do” 
descriptors (see pages 5-7). 

A.  The English Language Proficiency Standards 

There are five English language proficiency standards that center on the language 
needed by English language learners in Grade levels PreK-12 attending schools in the 
state of Pennsylvania to succeed both socially and academically in education settings.  
Each of the English language proficiency standards addresses a specific context for 
language acquisition (social and instructional settings as well as academic language in 
the content areas of language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies).  The 
framework is broken into five grade level clusters: PreK-K, 1-3, 4-5, 6-8, and 9-12. 
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The five Pennsylvania English Language Proficiency Standards are as follows: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

B.  The Language Domains 
 
Each of the five English language proficiency standards encompasses four language
domains: listening, speaking, reading, and writing.  The language domains reflect the 
modality of the communication that is further delineated by the language proficiency 
levels and their model performance indicators.  The definitions of the language domains 
are as follows: 
 
Listening – process, understand, interpret, and evaluate spoken language in a variety 
of situations 
 
Speaking – engage in oral communication in a variety of situations for an array of 
purposes and audiences 
 
Reading – process, interpret, and evaluate written language, symbols and text with 
understanding and fluency 
 
Writing – engage in written communications in a variety of forms for an array of 
purposes and audiences 
 
Spolsky (1989), in his theory of second language learning, imposes a set of conditions 
that shape the acquisition process.  Among them is the recognition that individual 

 

English Language Proficiency Standard 1: 
English language learners communicate in English for SOCIAL AND 
INSTRUCTIONAL purposes within the school setting. 

English Language Proficiency Standard 2: 
English language learners communicate information, ideas, and concepts 
necessary for academic success in the content area of LANGUAGE ARTS. 

English Language Proficiency Standard 3: 
English language learners communicate information, ideas, and concepts 
necessary for academic success in the content area of MATHEMATICS. 
 
English Language Proficiency Standard 4: 
English language learners communicate information, ideas, and concepts 
necessary for academic success in the content area of SCIENCE. 

English Language Proficiency Standard 5: 
English language learners communicate information, ideas, and concepts 
necessary for academic success in the content area of SOCIAL STUDIES.
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language learners vary in their productive and receptive skills, with receptive language 
(listening and reading) generally developing prior to and to a higher level than 
productive language (speaking and writing).  Thus, English language learners may not 
be at a uniform level of English language proficiency across the four domains at any 
given point in time.  This pattern may also be reflected in their native language 
proficiency.  Unless English language learners have received formal instruction in 
their native language, their oral language or literacy may not be fully developed 
for their age level. The differential language acquisition of these students in the four 
language domains must be taken into consideration in instructional planning and 
assessment. 

C.  The Language Proficiency Levels and Performance Definitions 

The five language proficiency levels outline the progression of language development 
implied in the acquisition of English as an additional language.  Levels 1 through 5 
represent levels in the process of language acquisition.  Level 6 represents parity with 
native English speakers.  
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CAN DO Descriptors for the Levels of English Language Proficiency 

The CAN DO Descriptors offer teachers and administrators working with English language 
learners a range of expectations for student performance within a designated English language 
proficiency level of the Pennsylvania English language proficiency standards.  

The CAN DO Descriptors are broad in nature, focusing on language functions generally found in 
the school setting, rather than language skills related to specific academic topics. A distinguishing 
feature of these descriptors, although not explicitly mentioned, is the presence of a variety of 
supports or strategies including visual or graphic support to enable English language learners’ 
access to the language and content requisite for success in school. Given the broad nature of 
these CAN DO Descriptors and the fact that they are not distinguished by grade level cluster, 
educators need to keep in mind the variability of students’ cognitive development, age and grade 
level differences, and their diversity of educational experiences.  

The CAN DO Descriptors are an extension of the Performance Definitions for the Pennsylvania 
English Language Proficiency Standards. The CAN DO Descriptors apply to Pennsylvania’s 
Language Proficiency Standards for English Language Learners and ACCESS for ELLs™ scores 
and may assist teachers and administrators in describing linguistic abilities as well as interpreting 
the meaning of the score reports. In addition, the CAN DO Descriptors may help explain the 
speaking and writing rubrics associated with the English language proficiency assessment.  

The CAN DO Descriptors are not instructional or assessment strategies, per se. They are samples 
of what English language learners may do to demonstrate comprehension in listening and reading 
as well as production in speaking and writing within a school setting. Unlike the strands of model 
performance indicators (see Figure 5 on page 11), the CAN DO Descriptors do not scaffold from 
one English language proficiency level to the next, meaning that they do not form a developmental 
strand encompassing a shared topic or theme. Rather, each English language proficiency level is 
to be viewed as a set of independent descriptors.  

Presented in matrix format similar to the English language proficiency standards, educators 
should have ease in examining the CAN DO Descriptors across the language domains for the five 
levels of English language proficiency.  It should be noted that students who are Newcomers 
or “Port of Entry”, may be working toward the skills noted in Entering.  It can not be 
assumed that these students have mastered these skills in English upon entry into 
Pennsylvania schools.  However, these students may be able to exhibit these linguistic 
skills in their first language (L1) and should be given the opportunity to do so to the extent 
practicable. English language proficiency level 6, Reaching, is reserved for those students who 
have reached parity with their English proficient peers.  

For the most part, the CAN DO Descriptors are drawn from the English Language Proficiency 
Standards’ Framework for Large-Scale Assessment developed by the WIDA Consortium, and 
consistent with Pennsylvania’s Language Proficiency Standards for English Language Learners.  
These serve as the foundation for the English language proficiency assessment.  Teachers are 
encouraged to supplement these bulleted points with additional ones from Pennsylvania’s 
Language Proficiency Standards for English Language Learners Pre-K through Grade 12. In that 
way, educators will have a full complement of what English language learners CAN DO as they 
move along the second language acquisition continuum.  
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The performance definitions provide a global overview of the language acquisition 
process.  They serve as a summary and synthesis of the model performance indicators 
for each language proficiency level.  Three criteria or descriptors have been used to 
form the definitions.  They are based on the students’ increasing: 1) comprehension and 
use of the technical language of the content areas (Lexical Levels); 2) linguistic 
complexity of oral interaction or writing (Discourse Levels); and 3) development of 
phonological, syntactic, and semantic understanding or usage as they move through the 
second language acquisition continuum.   
 
Attention has been given to guarantee that the academic language development 
delineated across the 5 levels of language proficiency incorporates various aspects of 
language (e.g. lexicon, syntax, grammar, and discourse).  This is evident when noting 
that the language function at Level 1 targets the non-technical word and short phrase 
dimension of language whereas Level 5 addresses extended discourse incorporating 
technical vocabulary.  Figure 3 provides the performance definitions for the language 
proficiency levels of the PA ELPS. 
 
It should be noted that the language functions should not be considered 
synonymous with PSSA Assessment Key Word Lists nor Bloom’s Taxonomy.  
Whereas Bloom’s Taxonomy reflects cognitive ability, the language functions of the PA 
ELPS reflect linguistic ability.  Linguistic ability is not necessarily a reflection of cognitive 
ability. Complex thinking can be revealed through simplistic language, especially when 
support is present.   

D.  The Matrices, Strands, and Model Performance Indicators 

Each language proficiency standard is illustrated by model performance indicators (MPI) 
that are representative samples from the corpus of language associated with English 
language learners’ acquisition of social and academic proficiencies.  The MPI are 
functional, measurable indices of the language domains (listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing) and aimed at the targeted age/developmental levels of English Language 
Learners. 
 
As their label implies, MPI are simply examples of assessable tasks which 
students can be expected to know and/or be able to do as they approach the 
transition to the next level of English language proficiency in any given content 
area.  These examples have been drawn from a combination of research on English 
language proficiency and core curriculum content (as appear in TESOL PreK-12 ESL 
Standards, and Pennsylvania’s academic content standards and PA Assessment 
Anchors).  There are three components of each MPI:  

1) language function (how the students use language),  
2) content stem (the specific academic information the students are expected to 

communicate), and  
3) the support or strategy (the manner of assistance which will help students to 

comprehend both the language and content needed).   
These components are illustrated in Figure 4. 
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UNDERSTANDING THE MODEL PERFORMANCE INDICATOR
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: The components of a Model Performance Indicator (MPI). 

            
 
The MPI in these frameworks are adapted from both the indicators listed in the TESOL 
PreK-12 ESL Standards (1997) developed by Teachers of English to Speakers of Other 
Languages (TESOL) for PA ELPS Standard 1, and Pennsylvania’s content standards 
for the PSSA and the PA Assessment Anchors for PA ELPS Standards 2 through 5, 
using the model performance indicators developed by the WIDA consortium as the 
guide. 
 
The MPI are presented in a developmental sequence across language proficiency 
levels (horizontal) and language domains (vertical).  In effect, these levels of language 
proficiency operationalize Cummins research on BICS (Basic Interpersonal 
Communication Skills) and CALP (Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency) by 
creating a continuum which illustrates and delineates these levels of social and 

S

p

e

a
k

I

n

g

L

i

S

t

e
n

I

n

g

L
e
v
e

l 6
-

R
e

a
c
h

in
g

Standard or 
Anchor

Level 5

Bridging

Level 4

Expanding

Level 3

Developing

Level 2

Beginning

Level 1

Entering

Tell a story that 
involves a 
specific 

mathematical 
operation with a 

partner

Language function 

Sample MPI

Content stem 

Support

English Language Proficiency Standard 3: Mathematics.

Grade Level Cluster: 4-5  Domain: LISTENING  Proficiency Level 3

Tell a story that 

involves a 

specific 

mathematical 
operation with 

a partner

Tell a story that 
involves a 
specific 

mathematical 
operation with a 

partner

Tell a story that 
involves a 
specific 

mathematical 
operation with a 

partner

Follow multiFollow multi--step step

oral directionsoral directions to

select the unit of 

measure needed 

to determine the 

degree of 

accuracy in small 
groups.

S

p

e

a
k

I

n

g

L

i

S

t

e
n

I

n

g

L
e
v
e

l 6
-

R
e

a
c
h

in
g

Standard or 
Anchor

Level 5

Bridging

Level 4

Expanding

Level 3

Developing

Level 2

Beginning

Level 1

Entering

Tell a story that 
involves a 
specific 

mathematical 
operation with a 

partner

Language function 

Sample MPI

Content stem 

Support

English Language Proficiency Standard 3: Mathematics.

Grade Level Cluster: 4-5  Domain: LISTENING  Proficiency Level 3

Tell a story that 

involves a 

specific 

mathematical 
operation with 

a partner

Tell a story that 
involves a 
specific 

mathematical 
operation with a 

partner

Tell a story that 
involves a 
specific 

mathematical 
operation with a 

partner

Follow multiFollow multi--step step

oral directionsoral directions to

select the unit of 

measure needed 

to determine the 

degree of 

accuracy in small 
groups.

Follow multi-step oral 
directions to select 
the unit of measure 

needed to determine 
the degree of 

accuracy in small 
groups.



Page 11

08/15/2007 Adapted from the WIDA document 2/2004. 

Copyright © 2007 State of Pennsylvania.  All rights reserved 

academic language development.  They represent a full progression of linguistic 
complexity across content areas necessary for English language learners to move 
towards the attainment of PA academic content standards.  For English Language 
Proficiency Standard 1 (Social and Instructional), the MPI refer to the language 
acquisition that may occur socially or within classroom and school contexts.  For English 
Language Proficiency Standards 2 through 5 (language arts, math, science, and social 
studies) the MPI refer to academic language acquisition that must take place in content 
specific contexts. 
 
The content stems in each MPI were carefully drawn from the PA academic content 
standards and PSSA Assessment Anchors.  The specific standards and/or anchors 
addressed in each strand are noted in a vertical column to the right of the Level 5 
Bridging column. Standard 1 (Social and Instructional) is the only standard in which the 
MPI content stems were not drawn from PA academic content standards and PSSA 
Assessment Anchors, since social and instructional language is a content unique to 
ESL.  
 

 
Figure 5:.  The format of the English language proficiency standards framework for classroom instruction 
and performance-based assessment. 
 

English Language 

Proficiency Levels
A Model Performance 

Indicator (MPI) 

A Strand of Model 
Performance Indicators

PA Content Standard or 
PSSA Assessment Anchor
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The MPI designed for Levels 1 through 4 (Entering, Beginning, Developing, and 
Expanding) incorporate visual, interactive, or graphic support in order to provide the 
students access to meaning.   These supports or strategies provide multiple modalities 
to assist ELL to gain meaning from an age/grade appropriate task. This is consistent 
with Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development. The MPI for Bridging 
(language proficiency level 5) assume students are exposed to and working with grade 
level material. Support at this level may be specifically stated or implied. It is important 
to note that English language learners identified as Bridging have still not achieved 
English language parity with their native English-speaking peers. Educators should be 
mindful of this, even though these English language learners are working with grade 
level material. 
 
A visual layout of the components of the standards is displayed in Figure 5. The English 
language proficiency levels head each vertical column and the language domains begin 
each horizontal row. The remaining cells contain model performance indicators, creating 
a strand or strands across proficiency levels within a grade level cluster.  

To summarize, the total of more than 500 unique MPI in the completed Pennsylvania 
English Language Proficiency Standards document is calculated from the: 
 

5 English language proficiency standards 

 X

4 language domains 

 X

5 grade level clusters, and 

 X

5 levels of language proficiency 

The Grade Level Clusters have been thoughtfully designated.  The increasing numbers 
of Preschool and K programs serving ELL are addressed with the PreK-K Grade Level 
Cluster.  Pennsylvania’s Early Childhood Standards informed the development of the 
MPI at this level.  The division between Grade 3 (the end of the ‘learning to read’ / skills 
development curriculum) and Grade 4 (the beginning of the ‘reading to learn/skills 
application curriculum) are recognized by the grade level clusters 1-3 and 4-5.  The 
middle school and high school distinction are reflected in grade level clusters 6-8 and 9-
12. 

Professional development for all educators (including practitioners, administrators, 
counselors and teacher educators) working with English language learners in the 
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania will facilitate the implementation and use of 
Pennsylvania’s English Language Proficiency Standards in all content areas in all 
grades. The Pennsylvania Department of Education ESL/Bilingual Education program 
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area will provide this professional development. Continued conversations and sharing of 
ideas for implementation, as well as the inclusion of the matrices in statewide teacher 
preparation programs, will also familiarize personnel with and facilitate usage of the 
system. 
 
 

III. Alignment of the Model Performance Indicators and Versatility of the 
Framework 

The spiraling nature of curriculum across all grade levels and the developmental 
progression of the second language acquisition process across all ages of students 
have been taken into account in the development of the MPI. Reading the MPI
horizontally across language proficiency levels from 1 (Entering) to 5 (Bridging) is the 
basis for horizontal alignment while reading them downward (vertically) by language 
proficiency levels across grade level clusters (from PreK-K to 9-12) produces vertical 
alignment.  The conscious attempt to align the MPI vertically and horizontally across the 
frameworks promotes systemic validity, from curriculum planning to delivery of 
instruction and serves to inform assessment of English language proficiency across all 
content areas. 
 
The MPI for each grade level cluster are built on the assumption that students have 
acquired the social and academic language proficiency associated with the previous 
indicators. However, students with limited formal schooling who enter high school may 
also need to be exposed to requisite MPI from lower grade level clusters as building 
blocks. It should be noted, however, that in all circumstances, the specific tasks 
designed for these students should be reflective of their age and cognitive development, 
and not just their language proficiency.   

With the goal of producing a teacher-friendly document and in order to avoid 
redundancy (thus reducing the size of the document), an attempt has been made not to 
repeat MPI (either in other language domains or grade level clusters). To gain a 
thorough understanding of the scope of the content of the MPI for a grade level cluster, 
it is best to examine all language domains (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) 
across the classroom framework. 

The flexibility and power of the MPI become evident through transformations.  A 
transformation is the activity through which one of the 3 elements of the MPI (see figure 
4) is changed or transformed to extend the usage of the MPI while being mindful of the 
language proficiency level for that MPI. 
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IV. Rationale for the English Language Proficiency Standards 

The need to develop English language proficiency standards that compliment and 
extend Pennsylvania’s academic content standards stems from three sources: 1) 
pedagogy, 2) assessment, and 3) educational policy.  These changes, spurred by the 
standards-based movement and federal regulations, directly impact English language 
learners in elementary and secondary schools throughout the United States.  The 
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, now required to implement English language 
proficiency standards, is responding to this mandate. 
 
The notion of how we, as bilingual and English as second language (ESL) educators, 
envision language proficiency as a vehicle for instruction has changed quite drastically 
over the past decade. In K-12 classrooms with English language learners, educators 
are recognizing the need to infuse subject matter content into language learning as an 
instructional approach (Chamot & O’Malley, 1994; Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2000; 
Snow & Brinton, 1997). As a result, our vision of language proficiency has expanded to 
encompass both contexts for developing language in school, in general, and standards, 
curriculum, and instruction, in particular. Standards-based instruction that integrates 
language and content represents a refinement of the seminal work by Cummins (1980, 

Tell a story    that involves a specific mathematical operation   with a partner 

Transforming a MPI within a strand 

English Language Proficiency Standard 3: Mathematics.  Classroom framework 
Grade Level Cluster: 4-5  Domain: SPEAKING  Proficiency Level 3 

Language function           Content Stem                       Support 

Describe the steps   that involve a specific mathematical operation     with a partner 

Describe the steps   to locate points using the coordinate plane   with a partner 

Describe the steps    to locate points using the coordinate plane   in a small group
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1981), in which he first posits the constructs of basic interpersonal communication skills 
(BICS) and cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP) (Gottlieb, 2003a). 
 
English language proficiency standards need to capture the full range and complexities 
of methodologies that blend language and content learning. To this end, we must 
expand the coverage of previous ESL or English language proficiency standards to 
bring them into alignment with practice. In addition, we must ensure that English 
language proficiency standards dovetail PA academic content standards to create a 
continuous pathway to academic success for Pennsylvania’s English language learners. 
 
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 has given us the impetus to embark on this 
journey of redefining instruction and performance based assessment for English 
language learners. Specific tenets within the Act (under Titles I and III) make it clear that 
states are to create English language proficiency standards, tied to their academic 
content standards, as the basis for a comprehensive instructional program for English 
language learners.  In addition, English language learners in grade levels K-12 must be 
assessed annually for English language proficiency in listening, speaking, reading, and 
writing.  English as a second language (ESL) benchmarks for the annual measurable 
achievement objectives are to be based on state English language proficiency 
standards.  Educational policy regarding English language learners in our schools 
reiterates the need for states, school districts, and schools to comply with the 
requirements of this federal legislation. 
 
 

V. The Process of Developing English Language Proficiency Standards 

Pennsylvania’s PreK-12 English language proficiency standards represent an amalgam 
of the thinking of Pennsylvania’s educators of English language learners participating in 
the various development/writing teams. More than 50 teachers, administrators, teacher 
trainers and additional personnel at the classroom, district, IU, university and state 
levels, all closely or directly involved with creating and implementing programs for 
English language learners, have provided invaluable input and feedback to the process. 
The result is the creation of a useful document which serves to ground classroom 
instruction as well as stimulate and guide curriculum and assessment.  The 
development of PA ELPS has been an arduous process. 

 
The theoretical base for the standards comes from a model developed by the WIDA 
Consortium which envisions academic language proficiency as a three-dimensional 
figure that addresses language complexity, cognitive engagement, and context within 
the domains of language (Gottlieb, 2002; 2003).  In the case of PA ELPS, the contexts 
of interaction are defined by the five standards themselves; that is, social and 
instructional settings, English language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies. 
Varying degrees of cognitive engagement are incorporated into the model performance 
indicators while the range of language complexity is expressed by the performance 
definitions. 
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It should be noted and emphasized that these standards are not content standards and 
as such do not replace any academic achievement standards.  The Pennsylvania 
English Language Proficiency Standards are standards developed to advance 
academic language proficiency across the curriculum.  Thus, there is a relationship that 
exists between the PA ELPS and the PA Content Standards and PSSA Assessment 
Anchors, for without appropriate development and comprehension of the academic 
language of the various content areas, academic achievement becomes an 
insurmountable task for Pennsylvania’s English language learners. 
 
The notion of academic language proficiency, the language used in the classroom or 
other academic settings directly tied to learning, has been acknowledged in research 
(Bailey & Butler, 2002; Stevens, Butler, & Castellon-Wellington, 2001) and has, in 
recent times, transformed instruction into content-based methodologies in second 
language classrooms. Thus, the Pennsylvania ELPS represent both the social and 
academic contexts that students encounter in school and provide the road map to 
sound instruction and assessment. 
 
PA ELPS are built upon the WIDA system developed by the WIDA consortium, of which 
Pennsylvania is a member.  The initial consortium, under the direction of Margo 
Gottlieb, took existing theory and research and converted it into practice.  Because 
TESOL’s (1997) ESL standards for preK-12 students have served as the national 
template, this document was used as a starting point for their analysis. In the initial 
WIDA document (2004), the team took the TESOL descriptors and sample progress 
indicators and classified those that were appropriate into 4 grade level clusters (K-2, 3-
5, 6-8, 9-12) and language proficiency levels which provided the foundation for the 
matrix.  
 
The Pennsylvania team extended the work that the WIDA group had done by expanding 
the grade level clusters to five: PreK-K, 1-3, 4-5, 6-8, 9-12.  The PreK grade level was 
introduced to include and recognize Pennsylvania’s Early Childhood Standards. The 
break between grades 3 and 4 was purposeful. The Pennsylvania team chose to follow 
traditional curriculum, which recognizes a shift from “learning to read” up through third 
grade to “reading to learn” beginning in fourth grade. 
 
Initial steps for the development of Pennsylvania’s ELPS began with a review of the 
WIDA document’s Social and Instructional classroom matrix, followed by a comparison 
of the WIDA MPI in the content areas of Language Arts, Mathematics, Science, and 
Social Studies. Special attention was given to the grade level clusters for PreK-K, 1-3 
and 4-5, since these clusters did not exist in the original WIDA matrix.    For the content 
areas, Pennsylvania’s team members examined the Pennsylvania standards in the four 
curriculum content areas, as well as the Reading and Math Anchors, and compared the 
existing MPI. In some cases, the WIDA MPI were adopted, in some cases they were 
reassigned to another grade level cluster or language proficiency, and in other cases 
new MPI were written. The team applied specific criteria for the selection, inclusion, and 
augmentation of the WIDA MPI taking into account the following considerations: 
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! The language complexity required of the standard; 
! The level of cognitive engagement required of the student; 
! The presence of a developmental progression in relation to the other standards; 

and 
! An equal representation of content standards across language domains for a 

given grade level cluster. 
 
 
After the process of reviewing and/or reassigning MPI from the WIDA document was 
completed and additional MPI were developed, the completed matrix was reviewed for 
vertical and horizontal alignment as described earlier in this document. 

 
VI. Uses for the English Language Proficiency Standards 

The primary use of the English language proficiency standards is to guide 
curriculum development and alignment, instruction, and assessment for English 
language learners. In doing so, the English language proficiency standards, by 
incorporating the language of the classroom as well as that of the academic subject 
areas, provide a pathway to academic success for English language learners. 
 
Acquiring a new language involves the integration of all language domains. Listening, 
speaking, reading, and writing are naturally interwoven in the instruction of English 
language learners within the Classroom/Formative Framework. It is suggested, 
therefore, that for teaching, the series of MPI (all 4 domains) at a grade level cluster 
serve as the starting point for creating content/language integrated lessons. 
Furthermore, by transforming the MPI across language domains (a process described 
previously in this document), teachers and administrators will maximize the use of the 
language proficiency standards. 
 
The intersection of different content areas lends itself to thematic teaching, an endorsed 
approach for English language learners (Freeman & Freeman, 2002). Teachers should 
use the MPI to develop curricular themes or units of instruction that involve multiple 
content areas. While keeping in mind that each MPI includes a language skill, example 
of appropriate content, and a suggested performance support, teachers may 
interchange content while maintaining the integrity of the language skill and method of 
performance proposed in the MPI when planning curriculum and instruction.
Furthermore, teachers can formulate both language and content objectives for 
curriculum and instruction from the standards’ MPI.   
 
Pennsylvania’s Language Proficiency Standards for English Language Learners have 
been carefully developed to comply with the requirements of Titles I and III of the No
Child Left Behind Act of 2001.  They represent the work and commitment of dedicated 
professionals across Pennsylvania, lead by the ESL/Bilingual Education program area 
at the Pennsylvania Department of Education. It is hoped that educators throughout the 
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Commonwealth find these standards a useful starting point in the education of all 
English language learners in preschool through high school. 
 
 
For further information on the WIDA Summative framework and/or information on the 
W-APT, or Access for ELLs ®, please go to www.wida.us  
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VII. Pennsylvania’s English Language Proficiency Standards: 

Pennsylvania English Language 

Proficiency Standards: 

Classroom/Formative

Framework
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c
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The Large Scale/Summative Framework was developed by the WIDA 

Consortium.  These matrices provide the foundation for the W-APT and 

Access. All aspects of this framework are the same as the framework 

used for the PA ELPS with one exception: The Grade Level Clusters.

Note the WIDA Grade Level Clusters are PreK-K, 1-2, 3-5, 6-8, 9-12. 
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VIII. Glossary of Terms 

 
Academic Language: the language used in school to gain newer, deeper understanding 
of subject matter 
 
Academic Content Standards: statements that define what students are expected to 
know and be able to do in order to attain competency in challenging subject matter with 
schooling 
 
Academic success: demonstrated knowledge needed to meet PA academic content 
standards 
 
Commands: imperative statements 
 
Communicate: express understanding and use of language through listening, speaking, 
reading, or writing 
 
Content stem: the element of the MPI which aligns with PA content demands/standards 
 
Descriptions: a cohesive series of sentences that include explanations with details 
(more than three but less than discourse level) 
 
English language learners: linguistically and culturally diverse students who have been 
identified according to Title 22, PA School Code Chapter 4.26 and the Basic Education 
Circular (BEC) July 2001, as having levels of English language proficiency that preclude 
them from accessing, processing, and acquiring unmodified grade level content in 
English and, thereby, qualifying for support services. 
 
Framework for classroom assessment: English language proficiency standards that 
include model performance indicators that largely represent procedural knowledge, 
involving the process of learning. 
 
Instructional purposes: related to learning in the classroom and school environments 
 
Language domains: the areas of language proficiency – listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing  
 
Language Functions: descriptions of how language is used or definitions of the intent of 
the communication; the element of the MPI which denotes how language will be used 
 
Language proficiency levels: the demarcations along the second language acquisition 
continuum that is defined within the standards by a series of model performance 
indicators 
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Language proficiency standards: statements that define the language necessary for 
English language learners to attain social and academic competencies associated with 
schooling 
 
Listening: the domain of language proficiency that encompasses how students process, 
understand, interpret, and evaluate spoken language in a variety of situations 
 
Model performance indicators: sample kernel ideas or concepts composed of language 
functions, content, and contexts that exemplify the language proficiency levels of the 
language proficiency standards 
 
Performance standards: statements that define the extent to which students are 
meeting the stated standards; in the instance of English language proficiency standards, 
performance standards, performance definitions correspond to definitions of what 
students can do at each proficiency level 
 
Reading: the domain of language proficiency that encompasses how students process, 
interpret, and evaluate written language, symbols, and text with understanding and 
fluency 
 
Realia: real-life objects, displays, or materials, such as having young children sort colors 
using M & Ms rather than picture cards of different cards of different colors 
 
Social purposes: the basic fluency needed to interact or communicate effectively in a 
variety of situations within school 
 
Speaking: the domain of language proficiency that encompasses how students engage 
in oral communication in a variety of situations for a variety of purposes and audiences 
 
Statements: declarative sentences of fact 
 
Strand: the series of model performance indicators from language proficiency level 1, 
entering, through 5 Bridging, within a grade level cluster and language domain 
 
Visually/graphically supported: print or text that is accompanied by pictures, illustrations, 
photographs, charts, tables, graphs, graphic organizers, or reproductions that enables 
English language learners opportunities to access meaning from multiple sources 
 
Writing: the domain of language proficiency that encompasses how students engage in 
written communication in a variety of forms for a variety of purposes and audiences 
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