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Introduction
Formative assessment is an ongoing process
that provides students and teachers with
feedback on progress toward instructional goals
(Popham, 2008). Effective use of formative
assessment has been shown to dramatically
improve students’ academic achievement
(Black & Wiliam, 1998). Teachers already
use formative assessment in their classrooms.
However, many of them want to explore ways
to develop and use them more effectively.

“The language learning progressions
help to guide planning. When
a student masters one, the
progressions help to develop
objectives for the next lesson.”
—FLARE Teacher Participant,
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools,
Charlotte, North Carolina

The focus of this bulletin is on language learning progressions (LLPs) and how they support English
Language Development (ELD) for English Language Learners (ELLs) through formative assessment.
We will discuss what LLPs are, how they can be developed to support effective classroom instruction
by promoting an effective and planned feedback loop. The development of LLPs for ELLs has arisen
for two key reasons: 1) the need for a specific way of targeting academic ELD and 2) the need for
tools to measure language progress. The LLPs are not a substitute for ELD Standards, but they
provide possible trajectories towards meeting ELD standards.
The examples of LLPs used here were developed by the FLARE (Formative Language Assessment
Records for English Language Learners) project and are content-specific, sequential language learning
goals and expectations that span grades six through twelve. They have been developed based on
national college readiness standards and state and consortium-based English language proficiency
standards. They identify key features of academic language found across English language arts,
mathematics, science and social studies. Teachers should focus on the academic language skills most
prevalent in each given subject area, ensuring that students develop a variety of language skills across
all subjects.
Using Language Learning Progressions Graphic.pdf
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What are language learning progressions?
LLPs are sequenced steps in academic ELD created to support classroom instruction. It is important to note that there is no one language
learning path, so the LLPs presented here represent possible paths to language proficiency and are meant to guide the formative assessment
process, but not prescribe it as the only way or limit it.
Academic language is used within a specific sociocultural context and has functional, grammatical and lexical features that are common to
that context. Teachers can refer to LLPs to guide their focus on academic language instruction and formative assessment in the classroom, to
prepare ELLs to participate more authentically in the academic community.
The LLPs used here have been framed by four linguistic components which are the features of academic language: discourse complexity,
language functions , language forms and conventions, and vocabulary usage. The mastery of these linguistic components is key to ELLs’
academic ELD and ultimately academic content proficiency. The diagram below describes these four elements in further detail.

How can teachers and students use language learning progressions?
•
•
•
•
•

to identify language features typical of specific levels of proficiency.
to identify students’ language level or stage based on samples of their work.
to determine academic ELD goals for students.
to provide feedback based on formative assessment of ELD.
to ensure instruction centers on ELD goals, and that students are assessed frequently on their progress toward meeting language
goals.

LINGUISTIC COMPONENTS THAT FRAME THE LANGUAGE LEARNING PROGRESSIONS
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How academic language
is organized to
communicate ideas
with speciﬁc academic
contexts

Discourse
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Language
Function
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use language to
communicate in a
variety of contexts and
situations

Systematic structure
of language

Language
Forms and
Conventions

Vocabulary
Usage

Use of general, speciﬁc,
and technical words,
phrases and
terminologies in
academic contexts

ELLs process or produce language within sociocultural contexts

Using the Language Learning Progressions Tool
Formative assessment is a powerful process to guide teaching and learning. What makes the LLPs powerful within a formative assessment
framework is that they provide guidance on possible trajectories towards language proficiency and academic achievement. You can use the
LLP Tool on the next page to reflect on your use of formative assessment for academic ELD. As you answer these questions, think about
which steps you already use effectively. When you find yourself answering “no” to any of the questions, take a moment to think about how
you might better address those questions in your teaching. Last, take into account what resources will help you to incorporate effective
practices.
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LANGUAGE LEARNING PROGRESSION TOOL

No

Somewhat

Mostly

Yes

STEP 1: I identify the student’s language proficiency level
If this is an area of growth, reflect on what additional information you might need
to collect, what other contexts you might want to monitor, or what other resources or
professionals could add information about your students’ language performance.

STEP 2: I identify the language using the LLPs
A. Did I have LLP guides? Did I consult the LLP guides?		
B. Did I decide what the student needs?
C. Did I dialogue with my students to set ELD goals?
If this is an area of growth, reflect on what additional information you might need
to collect, what other contexts you might want to monitor, or what other resources or
professionals could add information about the language practices and expectations in
the curriculum that you would like your students to engage with.

STEP 3: I design formative assessment tasks and tools to guide teaching and
learning
If this is an area of growth, reflect on your students’ language learning and how to
design an appropriate assessment based on the type of feedback you are planning to
provide.

STEP 4: I provide formative feedback to my students
A. Did I communicate with students about their performance?		
B. Was my feedback timely, direct, and based on ELD goals?
C. Did students understand how my feedback relates to their ELD goals?
If this is an area of growth, reflect on how you might better communicate feedback,
how appropriate your tool is to the ELD goals it addresses, who might be able to
collaborate with you in the design of your formative assessment tools or where you
could obtain more guidance or information on creating appropriate assessment tools.

STEP 5: I adjust my instruction using the Language Learning Progressions
If this is an area of growth, reflect on how you might use the LLPs to guide your own
instructional practices (e.g. recording, observation, coaching)

STEP 6: I consult, compare, and share formative assessment tools with
colleagues
If this is an area of growth, reflect on who can provide you with feedback on your
assessment tools or who might benefit from the assessment tools you have created.
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AN EXAMPLE FROM THE
CLASSROOM: APPLICATION
OF THE LANGUAGE LEARNING
PROGRESSION TOOL

Grades
Grades 6-8
6-8
English
Identifying Students’
Students’ Level
Level
English Language
Language Arts:
Arts: Identifying

S
Sttaag
gee 3
3

STEP 1

L
Leevveell 3
3:: D
Deevveello
op
piin
ng
g
Language
Language Function
Function

WRITING
WRITING

Identify the student’s language proficiency
level: Create a student profile including
information about the student’s educational
background, language proficiency levels from
test results, interests, and strengths. If possible,
include student samples that showcase what
the student is able to do with language. Try to
make connections between what the student
can do, and how this might guide your
teaching and his or her learning. If planning
for more than one student, you may want to
cluster students by their language proficiency
levels in reading and writing.

Describe:
Describe: to
to explain,
explain,
give
directions,
give directions, or
or
present
present details
details
Compare/Contrast:
Compare/Contrast: to
to
associate
associate similarities
similarities and/
and/
erences
erences
Sequence:
Sequence: to
to arrange
arrange in
in
rank
or
order
rank or order

Text
Text // Vocabulary
Vocabulary // Complexity
Complexity
Text
Text to
to Produce:
Produce: paragraph-sized
paragraph-sized statements
statements
with
the
aid
of
supporting
with the aid of supporting material
material such
such as
as simple
simple
charts,
labeled
illustrations,
diagrams,
drawings,
charts, labeled illustrations, diagrams, drawings,
pictures,
pictures, and
and photographs
photographs
cc language
Vocabulary:
language
Vocabulary:
related
to
the
content
area;
lack
of
vocabulary
related to the content area; lack of vocabulary may
may
be
be evident
evident
Complexity:
Complexity: simple
simple and
and expanded
expanded sentences
sentences
show
emerging
complexity
show emerging complexity used
used to
to provide
provide detail;
detail;
paragraph-level
paragraph-level material
material includes
includes transitions
transitions to
to
show
show sequence
sequence

Lesson Example: Simon is a 6th grade
©2012
©2012 Board
Board of
of Regents
Regents of
of the
the University
University of
of Wisconsin
Wisconsin System
System
student who came from Ethiopia when he was
six years old. He is the oldest of five siblings
and works hard at school and home. Simon loves social studies and would like to become a writer when he is older. His listening skills
are quite developed, and he is able to understand grade-level reading as long as he has extra time.
His writing skills are developing, as exhibited in a sample below. He was asked to write whether he would prefer a field trip to a
planetarium, a nature center, or a science museum, and to provide at least three reasons to support his decision. The three field trip
options were visually depicted in the prompts for the task and some brief written details were provided about each one.

SIMON’S WRITING SAMPLE: IDENTIFYING SIMON’S LANGUAGE LEVEL

Simon writes in complete sentences but sometimes struggles to compile a series of paragraphs into a coherent composition. He needs
practice using topic sentences and organizing all related ideas into a single paragraph. He writes simple sentences effectively, but has a
hard time applying perfect and imperfect verb forms in the appropriate context. Additionally, he exhibits an emerging understanding
of colloquial English phrases.
Simon’s writing could be described as developing, which is typical
of level 3 as represented in the LLPs (see figure above). Notice
that at this level, students can produce paragraph-sized statements
with the aid of supporting material. General vocabulary is used
consistently throughout the sample; however, his writing does not
contain the technical vocabulary expected of level 4 writing. In
the area of complexity, he consistently uses expanded sentences
and successfully sequences his list of reasons for his chosen field
trip. His use of connectives to create compound sentences is
developing. Overall, his writing is comprehensible at this level.
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SIMON’S
WRITING
SAMPLE:
Consistent
use of general
vocabulary
Some use
of specific
vocabulary
Consistent use
of expanded
sentences
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Language Learning Progressions

Stage 3
Level 4: Expanding
Language Function

Text / Vocabulary / Complexity

Compare/Contrast: to
associate similarities and/
erences
Infer: to guess, posit, or
predict
Summarize: to capture
the main point, main
idea, or main issue
ect: to
identify the origin of an
outcome, connect a root
to its result, or a product
to its trigger

Text to Produce: multi-paragraph-sized papers
with the aid of supporting material such as labeled
illustrations, diagrams, drawings, pictures, and
photographs
c and some technical
Vocabulary:
language related to the content area; lack of
vocabulary may interfere with message
Complexity: a variety of sentence lengths
of varying linguistic complexity in multiple
paragraphs; emerging cohesion used to provide
detail and clarity

©2012 Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System

comparing the gods from both civilizations and explaining the similarities.

STEP 2

Identify the Language Target Using the
LLPs: Research has shown that ELLs’ linguistic
development is enhanced when they are exposed to
language that is slightly beyond their current level of
proficiency through interactive scaffolding (Gibbons,
2002; Cohen & Walqui, 2007). Therefore, the LLP
you use to establish language goals should be at the
next level from the level you identified in Step 1.
Look at your lesson plan to identify the specific
language features from your lesson that are
appropriate for the target language level.

SIMON’S LANGUAGE GOALS

Lesson Example: One of Simon’s teachers, Ms.
Roberts, is teaching a unit on ancient civilizations.
Last week, Ms. Roberts’ class learned about ancient
Roman gods. This week, Ms. Roberts has been
focusing on ancient Greek religion. She will have
her students read about the different deities Greeks
adored and compare them to the deities from ancient
Rome. She will ask her students to write a report

Writing a report in social studies requires understanding of the civilizations and their belief systems from the content perspective, plus
the ability to discuss and evaluate their similarities in order to draw conclusions from the language perspective. Since Simon is at level
3 in writing, he can effectively produce paragraph-sized statements with supporting material, such as pictures of the different gods
and goddesses. However, a report will require greater discourse complexity, since it entails creating multiple related paragraphs. Simon
would also benefit from learning and practicing more sophisticated vocabulary to compare the different deities. Therefore, Ms. Roberts
could focus on connecting multiple paragraphs through the use of transition words related to comparison for Simon.

STEP 3

Design Formative Assessment Tasks and Tools to Guide Teaching and Learning: Once you have gathered information on your
student’s language proficiency and identified a target based on as many sources as you have available, including student self-assessment,
your own assessment and benchmark tests. Decide on the best way to assess student learning: Be sure to consider the appropriateness
of the assessment task and the assessment tool you choose. Depending on the kind of language you are trying to elicit from students,
you may decide that a poster will be appropriate, while in other cases you might prefer students to produce an essay. The tool you select to
record the assessment will depend on the type of feedback you are hoping to provide. Your selection of a checklist, a scoring scale, or a rubric,
for example, will depend on the level of detail and the type of language you are assessing. The choice will also depend on who is using
the tool and how much experience the user has with that tool. This will be important to take into consideration when choosing a tool
for student self-assessment.
Lesson Example: Ms. Roberts would like to collect information on Simon’s use of academic language. Once she has determined the
type of language she is targeting, she can construct an assessment (e.g., a checklist) for Simon to monitor his own use of transition
words, description, comparisons, and so on. She could use a rating scale with the same criteria as Simon’s checklist to collect
information on the quality or consistency of his use of transition words, or on the organization of individual paragraphs. By using two
corresponding formative assessment tools, the student and teacher can be intentional about the kind of language that is targeted for
growth, allowing for adjustment and additional practice as needed, so the student can work towards mastering the skill.
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Grades 6-8
English Language Arts: Creating Assessment

Language Learning Progressions

Stage 3

WRITING

Level 3: Developing

Level 4: Expanding

Sample Assessment Tasks

Sample Assessment Tools

Sample Assessment Tasks

Sample Assessment Tools

Develop a brief paragraph
summarizing the main
points in a literary work or
informational text
Develop a short paragraph
comparing or contrasting
information, events, or
characters in a literary text
Sequence events in a story
or narrative

Checklist identifying
connective words, key
adjectives, and verb tenses
Rating scale identifying
students’ control of basic
grammatical forms (e.g.,
verb tenses, connecting
words, subject-verb
agreement)
Rubric evaluating students’
organization and language
control

Compare or contrast
information, events, or
characters, with each
paragraph focusing on one
point of comparison or
contrast
Develop an alternative
ending to a story
Summarize the main points
in a story or biography using
sequenced sentences and
transitions

Checklist documenting
whether or not all parts
of writing assignment are
present (e.g., in a narrative:
setting, situation, characters,
complication, resolution)
Checklist identifying if
relevant grammatical forms
are present (e.g., variety of
sentence types, syntax)
Rating scale identifying
students’ control of basic
grammatical forms (e.g., verb
tenses, connecting words,
subject-verb agreement)
Rubric evaluating students’
control of content,
organization, and language
control

Language Supports
Sensory: dictionary, illustrations, diagrams, pictures, manipulatives, Real-life objects, recordings, videos, magazines/newspapers,
broadcasts, physical activity
Graphic: graphic organizers, timelines, charts
Interactive: with partners, triads, small groups, or whole group; on the Internet with supportive software
©2012 Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System

STEP 4

Provide Formative Feedback to Student: Feedback is an essential element of the formative assessment model. It is important to
recognize that since feedback from formative assessment guides teaching and learning, the audience for the feedback should always
include both the student and the teacher. In addition, this feedback should also be shared with other educators, specialists and the
student’s family. When you provide feedback to your student, you need to decide if the feedback should include the tool you use to
record the assessment— the checklist or rubric—or if you will deliver the feedback in an alternative way—a student-teacher conference,
a narrative, or other medium. You also need to decide what action will result from the feedback you provide. Will you provide additional
information on the language in the lesson? Will you revisit the same LLP as you develop language goals for the next lesson? Will you
move on to new LLPs?
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Lesson Example: Since Simon sees several teachers throughout the day, the fact that the instructional team he belongs to meets
frequently is a great support in his language development. Simon receives timely and specific feedback on the same language targets
throughout the day—during group work and while working on assignments. His teachers use rubrics and rating scales that they
share with Simon so that he has a clear picture of the language expectations, but also provide him with written and oral feedback on
the same language targets in the assessment tools. Ms. Roberts also has individual conferences with Simon to talk about his language
targets and progress on them. During these conversations, she makes sure Simon understands the feedback and is comfortable using a
variety of strategies and skills to incorporate the feedback in his school work.

STEP 5

Adjust your Instruction Using the LLPs: The LLPs can be used to adjust both language and content instruction. In language
instruction, focus on providing opportunities to introduce and model the language being targeted. Always make sure that you
provide sufficient guided practice before expecting students to independently use the language targeted in the goals of the lesson.
You may also use the LLPs identified in Step 1 to differentiate the language of your instruction so that ELLs can access the content
you are teaching. Adapting the language to those LLPs and providing language supports in activities and assignments throughout
your lesson will decrease the language load for your students; in other words, it will ensure that language is not a major barrier in
your student’s understanding of the content or in demonstrating what he or she has learned.
Lesson Example: Ms. Roberts may have to adjust the language used in her lesson and think of opportunities to create a zone of
proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978) in which Simon can engage in learning and appropriating new knowledge and skills. For
example, for reading, she may want to provide interactive materials from which students can easily collect the necessary information,
such as websites that provide visual support as well as language that is at Simon’s reading level. She may also choose to modify the
process to enhance Simon’s comprehension, having students work in pairs, for example, to research the information to include in the
report will ensure that Simon has a peer to help him confirm his understanding. Graphic organizers could also help Simon organize
the information from his research, as well as plan the writing of his report. By reviewing the graphic organizers, Ms. Roberts will get
a good picture of Simon’s understanding of the content, and will allow her to focus on the language in Simon’s report.

STEP 6

Consult, Compare, and Share Formative Assessment Tools with Colleagues: Sharing and comparing your formative assessment
tools with other teachers may help you to use new forms of formative assessment tools such as student self-assessments and feedback
as mechanisms to support ELLs’ development of academic language literacy. As you consult with others on the type of formative
assessment tools they are using, this may assist you in better understanding your students’ current academic language literacy and in
creating more challenging materials.
Lesson Example: Although Ms. Roberts has found language formative assessment a powerful process in identifying and coconstructing goals for language instruction for Simon, Simon is only in his class one hour of the day. To support the academic
language development and academic achievement of Simon and other students, the assistant principal has helped to create
instructional team time for teachers who share students to meet. During this time, the teachers share student profiles, assessment
tools and ideas on how to scaffold academic language during instruction and assessment. Ms. Roberts and the other teachers in the
instructional team have decided to work together to implement a common language formative assessment process across subject
areas. Using the LLPs, they create and identify language that cuts across content subject areas and use these examples to create
language targets. Then, they develop assessment tools and share them with one another. Each teacher adds language that is relevant
to their own subject area in addition to the common language targets created by the team. As they engage in language formative
assessment, they record data to discuss with their team and share ideas and successes. In this case, ELD formative assessment benefits
not only the individual student because of a consistent language focus throughout the day, but also benefits the instructional team
because of the support, collaboration and peer feedback each teacher receives from the team.
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About Formative Language Assessment
Records for English Language Learners
(FLARE)™
The FLARE project is developing and validating a formative assessment system for
teachers serving English language learners (ELLs) at the secondary level. FLARE is
funded by a three year grant (2009-2011) from the Carnegie Corporation of New
York. FLARE could not be developed without the full commitment and support of
participating districts and schools.
FLARE could not be developed without the full commitment and support of
participating districts and schools. The three FLARE partner districts are CharlotteMecklenburg, NC; Chicago, IL, and Garden Grove, CA. The most important
benefit these districts receive as a result of participating in the FLARE program
comes in the form of trained and effective teachers who are able to implement and
sustain institutional change through the use of the FLARE formative assessment
model. Through the systematic changes that will occur, it is expected that ELLs will
demonstrate improved performance on local and large- scale assessments.
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