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Introduction 
In the 2020–21 school year, 11.78% of students aged 5 (school age) through 21 who were served under the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), Part B, were English learners (ELs), according to the Office of 
Special Education (OSEP) Fast Facts (U.S. Department of Education, OSEP, 2022). This is a 30% increase since 
the 2012 school year, which is particularly significant in that, when compared to all students served under 
IDEA, Part B, ELs are more likely to drop out of school and less likely to graduate with a regular diploma (U.S. 
Department of Education, OSEP, 2022). In addition, data indicate that ELs are both overrepresented at the 
secondary level and underrepresented at the elementary level in special education (Broughton et al., 2023; 
U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Educational Sciences, 2021). Many state and local education 
agencies have implemented a multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) to address the academic and behavioral 
needs of all students; yet a need remains to provide 
educators with the knowledge and skills to enhance 
the supports for ELs within MTSS (Gonzalez et al., 
2022). Education agencies can fulfill a promise to 
reduce the over- and under-identification of ELs for 
special education and related services and to greatly 
improve the learning outcomes for ELs by ensuring 
that schools align their instructional practices for ELs 
across all tiers of instruction, supporting educators to 
provide culturally and linguistically aligned (CLA) 
practices, and paying close attention to data-based 
decision making (Gonzales & Tejero Hughes, 2021; 
Gonzalez et al., 2022; Hoover et al., 2020). The intent 
of this brief is to explore how to use CLA strategies to 
support ELs across all tiers of an MTSS framework.  

Please note, various sources use several terms to 
describe students who are learning English as an 
additional language. The Every Student Succeeds Act 
uses the term English learners (ELs) to describe 
students who qualify for federal Title III services 
aimed at developing their English language skills to 
support academic success. The U.S. Department of 
Education is currently adopting the term multilingual 
learners (MLs), which is a term that more accurately 
reflects the multiple languages that many ELs and 
their families speak and that highlights students’ 
linguistic assets. From this point forward in the brief, 
we refer to ELs as MLs. 

GLOSSARY OF ACRONYMS 

CLA = culturally and linguistically aligned 

EBP = evidence-based practice 

EL = An English learner is a student whose difficulties in 
speaking, reading, writing, or understanding the English 
language may deny them the ability to meet the challenging 
state academic standards. ELs are entitled to English 
language development (ELD) programs to become proficient 
in English and to participate equally in the standard 
instructional program. 

ELD = English language development services provided to 
students who qualify as ELs 

L1 = a child’s home/first/heritage language 

L2 = a child’s second language (in this context is most often 
English for MLs) 

ML = Multilingual learner is a term that more accurately 
reflects the multiple languages that many ELs and their 
families speak.  

MTSS = multi-tiered system of supports 
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MTSS With Embedded CLA Practices 
MTSS is a proactive and preventative framework meant to maximize student achievement and address 
cultural, linguistic, social, emotional, and behavioral needs from a strength-based perspective. For MLs, an 
MTSS framework can provide research-based instruction and intervention, positive behavioral supports, and 
social and emotional learning that are culturally and linguistically sustaining (Paris & Alim, 2017). Incorporating 
data-based decision making supports educators in providing instruction that benefits the full range of 
students. Using an MTSS framework embedded with CLA practices that provide specific supports for MLs 
across all tiers can result in fewer students needing intensive intervention and/or possible referral for special 
education and related services. However, if students do indeed require either intensive intervention or special 
education and related services, the use of a CLA lens can inform instructional adaptations specific to the 
needs of MLs. Project LEE et al. (2021) provides a detailed rubric for evaluating the features of MTSS as the 
relate to MLs. 

Exhibit 1 provides the MTSS essential components from the MTSS Center at the American Institutes for 
Research® (mtss4success.org). 

The MTSS framework with embedded CLA practices comprises four essential components: 

1. Multi-level prevention system with embedded CLA practices 

2. Data-based decision making with a CLA lens 

3. Screening with a CLA lens 

4. Progress monitoring with a CLA lens 

Exhibit 1. MTSS Essential Components  
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Exhibit 2 provides the traditional MTSS pyramid with an embedded CLA lens—from screening and core 
instruction to more intensive supports. In Tier 1, all MLs must receive their legally entitled Title III English 
language development (ELD) services and work toward their state’s English language proficiency standards in 
addition to studying all grade-level core subjects. Although Title III ELD services are provided as part of core 
curriculum, MLs continue to require language supports throughout the tiers and across all content. Therefore, 
MLs’ English language proficiency levels are addressed at all tiers within the MTSS model by coupling supports 
aligned to students’ English language proficiency levels with academic and/or behavioral supports. Because 
curriculum and intervention programs often do not include MLs in their research sample, it is important to use 
evidence-based practices (EBPs) and best practices for MLs in tandem and at all levels of the multi-level 
system. Educators can provide scaffolds and supports for language development in all educational settings by 
co-planning and/or consulting with the ELD teacher.  

Exhibit 2. Multi-Level Prevention System of MTSS With Embedded CLA Practices 

Note. CLA = culturally and linguistically aligned; EBP = evidence-based practice; ML = multilingual learner; MTSS = multi-
tiered system of supports.  

Multi-Level Prevention System With Embedded CLA Practices 
The multi-level prevention system of MTSS emphasizes a design that plans proactively for MLs by using a CLA 
perspective. In keeping with MTSS, the framework provides progressively more intensive support to match 
students’ instructional and/or behavioral and emotional needs across three tiers. The first tier is universal 
support designed to provide evidence-based core instruction aimed at enabling all learners to meet grade-level 
benchmarks. These universal supports alone will meet the needs of most learners (~80%). The second tier 
includes services for students who, based on screening data, demonstrate a need for more strategic 
instructional support (~15%). The third tier offers the most intensive instructional support—students receive 
services at this tier when progress monitoring data show a need for substantial support (~5%).  

At Tier 1, it is essential to implement CLA EBPs that proactively support students in building on their cultural 
and linguistic assets to achieve successful academic and social outcomes. For MLs, Tier 1 must include 
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federally mandated ELD services, and these ELD services must continue as part of core instruction even when 
students receive Tier 2 and Tier 3 interventions. At Tier 2, implementation of a research-validated intervention 
program supports students who have additional instructional needs. Teams should look for intervention 
programs that have been research validated specifically with MLs. In addition, all intervention programs should 
also incorporate CLA EBPs, including language scaffolds. At Tier 3, interventions should be more intensive and 
focused, use data-based individualization (DBI) tailored to meet the instructional needs of students, and give 
special attention to CLA EBPs for MLs. One way to ensure that MLs receive CLA EBPs is to implement the 
PLUSS framework at all tiers of instructional support. 

CLA EBPs: The PLUSS Framework 
The PLUSS framework is an evidence-based overlay for instruction and intervention programs that capitalizes 
on and aligns with the linguistic, cultural, and experiential resources of MLs (Sanford et al., 2012). The intent is 
not to replace but to enhance instruction already in place (hence, the acronym PLUSS). The components of 
PLUSS thoughtfully and comprehensively integrate EBPs proven to be effective for MLs into core instruction, 
supplemental interventions, and special education. The PLUSS components are (a) Preteaching critical 
vocabulary, priming background knowledge, and making cultural connections; (b) Language modeling, 
instruction, and opportunities for practice; (c) Using visuals and graphic organizers; (d) Systematic and explicit 
instruction; and (e) Strategic use of native language, culture, and teaching for transfer.  

Using the PLUSS framework ensures CLA practices are included throughout the MTSS tiers, as well as 
throughout special education (specially designed instruction). The framework also is useful for dual language 
and English-only programs. Exhibit 3 describes each component of PLUSS and includes definitions, examples, 
and the research base for the effectiveness with MLs. 

Exhibit 3. PLUSS Framework 

PLUSS component Preteach critical vocabulary, priming background knowledge, and making 
cultural connections 

Definition Identify and preteach vocabulary; build background knowledge critical to 
understanding content; and make connections to prior learning, experiences, and 
student culture. Teach word-learning strategies to support understanding and 
vocabulary usage in context. 

Examples and 
models 

August et al., 2021; Baker et al., 2014; Beck et al., 2002; Cho et al., 2019; Echevarria et al., 2008; Gersten et al., 2007; 
Lesaux et al., 2012; Linan-Thompson & Vaughn, 2007; Nagy & Hiebert, 2010; Silverman et al., 2020 
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PLUSS Component Language modeling, instruction, and opportunities for practice 

Definition Provide language instruction (phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics, and 
pragmatics) at the word- and sentence-level that supports students in 
understanding content. Teacher models appropriate use of academic language and 
then provides structured opportunities for students to practice using the language 
in meaningful contexts. 

Examples and 
models 

Tigard-Tualatin School District* 

Baker et al., 2014; Battle & Pastrana, 2007; Dutro & Moran, 2002; Gersten et al., 2007; Gibbons, 2009; Morales & Saenz, 
2007; Scarcella, 2003 
*Thank you to Tigard-Tualatin School District for providing examples

PLUSS component Using visuals and graphic organizers 

Definition Use pictures, graphic organizers, gestures, real objects, and other visual prompts to 
make critical language, concepts, and strategies more comprehensible to learners. 

Examples and 
models 

COLLTS Program; Tigard-Tualatin School District* 

Baker et al., 2014; Brechtal, 2001; Eshet-Alkalai & Chajut, 2007; Goldenberg, 2008; Haager & Klingner, 2005; Linan-
Thompson & Vaughn, 2007; Yang & Kim, 2016 
*Vocabulary card from the COLLTS Program, Center for English Learners at American Institutes for Research; Graphic 
organizers from Tigard Tualatin School District 

PLUSS component Systematic and explicit instruction 

Definition Explain, model, provide guided practice with monitoring and feedback and 
opportunities for independent practice in content and concepts (I do, we do, you do). 

Examples and 
models 

I do: Teacher models a think-aloud on how to compare and contrast characters in a 
story. 
We do: Teacher asks questions of students and provides sentence frames to help 
them compare and contrast. 
You do: Teacher asks students to compare and contrast, in partners and then in 
writing using a graphic organizer.  

Archer & Hughes, 2011; Baker et al., 2014; Calderón, 2007; Chiappe et al., 2002; Fien et al., 2011; Kamps et al., 2008; 
Klingner & Vaughn, 2000; Richards-Tutor et al., 2016; Roberts et al., 2022; Weingarten et al., 2018 

https://www.air.org/event/best-practices-english-learners-prek-collts-program
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PLUSS component Strategic use of native language, culture, and teaching for transfer 

Definition Identify concepts and content students already know in their native language and 
culture to explicitly explain, define, and bridge to new language and concepts in 
English. Use translanguaging strategies. 

Examples and 
models 

Tigard-Tualatin School District* 

August & Shanahan, 2006; Baker et al., 2014; Carlo et al., 2004; Cheung, 2005; Durán, 2016; Durgunoğlu, 2002; 
Genesee et al., 2006; Linan-Thompson et al., 2007 
*Thank you to Tigard-Tualatin School District for providing examples

Data-Based Decision Making With a CLA Lens 
CLA data-based decision making involves evaluating both the effectiveness of the system of instruction, 
supports, and placements for MLs and evaluating the individual instructional needs of MLs. The process 
includes CLA universal screening (Tier 1) and CLA progress monitoring (Tiers 2 and 3) described below in the 
case study. At Tier 1, it is recommended that data be disaggregated by student groups (e.g., ML status, Title I, 
race/ethnicity, special programs). It is important to examine whether MLs are meeting grade-level benchmarks 
at a similar rate as their monolingual English-speaking peers. In addition, it is valuable to include language 
data in planning instruction for MLs to ensure both their instructional and linguistic needs are being addressed 
(see Case Study for inclusion of language data alongside reading data.). At Tier 2, CLA progress monitoring 
involves setting ambitious goals to help students meet grade-level standards. Consider progress compared to 
these ambitious goals and progress compared to true peers, or students with similar linguistic, cultural, and 
school experiences. At Tier 3, diagnostic data can be used to individualize instruction with adaptations based 
on specific ML context, and progress monitoring data should be collected more frequently than at Tier 2. The 
Tier 3 diagnostic data includes multiple forms of data, such as family interviews, language proficiency 
assessments in both home or heritage language and English, and social emotional and behavioral information. 

It is valuable to include individuals with expertise in both content and ELD on data-based decision-making 
teams. When making decisions about student responsiveness and intervention strategies for MLs, teams can 
examine additional contextual information, such as English language proficiency, language proficiency in the 
home language, educational history (e.g., limited or interrupted formal education, language[s] of instruction, 
ELD program models), and cultural and experiential backgrounds. Reviewing student records and talking to the 
parents and students both help obtain pertinent information that may not be included in educational records 
(e.g., first, home, or heritage language [we will call L1] skills, cultural values and beliefs, life experiences and 
assets, and prior formal education [in L1], as well as English [we will call L2 or second language], and 
developmental milestones). Be aware that many children also have a third or more languages. In addition, 
meeting with parents (using interpreters when needed) may clarify the languages used in the home and 
community and to what extent they are used. This background information helps to provide a holistic 
understanding of the ML and supports effective decision making.  
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Screening With a CLA Lens 
Screening with a CLA lens allows teachers to identify the level of support students need to achieve successful 
outcomes in school. It is helpful to disaggregate by student groups to (a) determine program effectiveness at 
meeting the needs of MLs as a group and (b) identify students, including MLs, who require additional support 
to meet important learning outcomes. Exhibit 4 highlights a decision tree for CLA screening analysis comparing 
system data and individual student data. When examining screening data, the reviewers can ask critical 
questions to determine if the system is healthy. For example, questions might include the following: Are MLs as 
a group on target academically and socially and emotionally compared to grade-level benchmarks and English-
speaking peers? What individual supports are needed to help students be successful? 

Exhibit 4. Decision Tree Using Screening Data With a CLA Lens  

Effective screening tools must have documented reliability and validity for the population being screened. It is 
important that MLs be included in reliability and validity studies and that the tools show predictive and 
concurrent validity in predicting meaningful outcomes for MLs (e.g., Baker et al., 2022a; Baker et al., 2022b; 
Baker et al., 2022c; Cummings et al., 2021). In general, reliable screening tools are usually developed in 
accordance with rigorous psychometric procedures; therefore, reliability is not usually an issue when assessing 
MLs (Brown & Sanford, 2011). Validity often is an issue with respect to assessments for MLs. The variability in 
languages spoken, cultural experiences, and classroom instruction influence the validity of screeners for MLs 
(Brown & Sanford, 2011; Ortiz, 2008; Ortiz & Dynda, 2005), which results in a paucity of screening tools 
validated for MLs. Additional examples of measures that include MLs in their norming sample and that provide 
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comparisons based on students with similar language and cultural development are the Ortiz Picture 
Vocabulary Acquisition Test (Ortiz, 2018) and the Bilingual English-Spanish Assessment (Peña et al., 2018). 
These assessments provide a measure of general language acquisition. Gathering information on language 
development and academic data can provide a better gauge of an ML’s current level of performance. 

One important data source to include is students’ language skills in L1 and L2 (when available) in reviewing 
student data to provide an appropriate context to evaluate current levels of performance. To demonstrate 
content validity for screening tools in other languages, they must not be literal translations from English tools. 
Rather, it is important to consider the characteristics of the orthographic system of the language they are 
assessing, as described by Baker et al. (2022b) in the development of Indicatores dinámicos del éxito en la 
lectura (Baker et al., 2006; the Spanish parallel to DIBELS 6th Edition [Good & Kaminski, 2002]). When 
screening tools are not available in the home language, information regarding a student’s language 
milestones, development, and literacy is critical and can be gathered through parent interviews (using an 
interpreter when needed). Although the data from an ML’s English language proficiency levels provides critical 
context, these data often are overlooked or not understood. It is helpful to review these data so that educators, 
in collaboration with the ELD specialist, understand what can be expected at various levels of language 
acquisition. Language data also help educators understand what skills MLs are building and how best to 
support them as they progress through the stages of language development. 

In summary, the following recommendations will ensure appropriate use of screening tools with MLs (adapted 
from Brown & Sanford, 2011): 

 Use screening tools with demonstrated reliability and validity to identify and monitor students’ need for 
instructional support in L1 (and L2 when appropriate). 

 Assess students’ language skills in L1 and L2 to provide an appropriate context regarding evaluation of 
current levels of performance (via assessments or home interviews). 

 Plan instruction based on what is known about the student’s academic and/or social, emotional, and 
behavior needs and language performance data across L1 and L2. 

 Disaggregate student data to determine if systems are providing equitable support for MLs (see Exhibit 4). 

Progress Monitoring With a CLA Lens 
The purpose of progress monitoring with a CLA lens is to determine whether instruction is effective in 
supporting students to meet academic, social, and emotional goals. If students are not making adequate 
progress, instruction should be intensified (e.g., Brown & Sanford, 2019; Mars et al., 2022). If all students or 
all students in a specific group are not responding to instruction, changes should be implemented for the 
whole group. Core instruction should be evaluated to determine what additional CLA components could be 
added to instruction. When an individual student is not responding to instruction, then making adaptations for 
that individual student using data-based decision making would be appropriate (Weingarten & Steinle, 2023).  

The following are suggestions for progress monitoring that is CLA for MLs (modified from Brown & Sanford, 
2011): 

 Use progress monitoring tools with documented reliability and validity for MLs. 

 Monitor student progress in all languages of instruction.
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 Use validated methods for setting ambitious goals that support 
students toward meeting grade-level standards. 

 Evaluate growth frequently, increasing the intensity of instruction 
when growth is less than expected. 

 Evaluate growth compared with the progress of true peers and 
grade-level benchmarks. 

 Monitor language progress in addition to academic progress. 

For individual MLs, it is critical to consider cultural and linguistic factors 
and measure their growth compared with true peers (Brown & Doolittle, 
2008). True peers, who are students with similar backgrounds and 
characteristics, can be informative and help differentiate whether a 
student’s slow progress is a result of a group instructional issue or an 
individual’s need for more support.  

Customized True Peer Group Factors 

The best standard for creating a true peer group is to identify a 
nationally normed sample of the population of interest (e.g., Ortiz, 
2018; Peña et al., 2018). When a nationally normed group is unavailable, the second best option is to create 
large-scale district or school norms that disaggregate student data by ML status and language proficiency and 
can make comparisons for students compared with a districtwide ML local norm sample. When neither option 
is available, or when the characteristics of the student are unique to the point that these norm samples do not 
represent the student, then create a customized true peer group to try to make the best comparison possible 
for the child of interest.  

Suggestions for creating a customized true peer group: 

 Include the largest feasible number with at least three to five students within a true peer group. 

 Include those students who are similar on the following characteristics: 

– Current grade/age 

– Home language proficiency level and growth 

– English language proficiency level and growth 

– Age of exposure to English 

– Amount of formal education in English and/or home language 

– Other significant developmental experiences (e.g., lack of school attendance, immigration or refugee 
experiences, exposure to trauma) 

As noted with screening tools, finding progress monitoring tools with proven validity for MLs can be challenging. 
It is important to use multiple forms of data and comparisons to true peers to discover potential reasons for 
lack of progress and appropriate adaptations for instruction. The following case study describes how a school 
team moved through the CLA data-based decision-making process to plan CLA instruction and interventions for 
two MLs. 

DUAL LANGUAGE PROGRAMS 

To plan instruction for MLs in dual language 
programs, academic and language 
proficiency data from both instructional 
languages can be placed side by side for a 
more holistic picture of students’ 
knowledge. This process helps teachers 
plan instruction while simultaneously 
considering the linguistic and academic 
levels. “The goal of these programs is to 
produce biliterate individuals, and research 
suggests that achieving literacy in one 
language confers a benefit on the second 
language” (Steele et al., 2017, as cited in 
Brown & Sanford, 2019, p. 81). For 
examples of side-by-side comparisons, see 
Exhibit 5. 
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Case Study 
Case Study Part 1: Beginning-of-Year Tier 1 Data Meeting 
At the beginning of the year, the principal of Dolores Huerta Elementary School holds individual grade-level 
meetings with the general education teachers, literacy, and math specialists, ELD specialists, counselors, and 
special educators to review the beginning-of-year screening data they have collected. These meetings facilitate 
planning for instructional groups. The school has a large Spanish-speaking student population and screens 
these students in both English and Spanish reading, math, and language. During the grade-level meetings, 
attendees place literacy and language proficiency data for individual MLs side by side to see a holistic picture 
of each student. The grade-level teams use students’ language proficiency levels; ML status; and other 
programs, such as special education and gifted services, to identify the appropriate level of academic and 
language(s) support for each student. For the purpose of this example, the focus will be on teaching English 
reading, although the focus could shift to other languages of instruction in dual language programs. Exhibit 5 
illustrates how the teams place language and academic data side by side.1  

Exhibit 5. Side-by-Side Comparison of Academic Data With ML and IEP Status  

Note. ORF = oral reading fluency, FLO = fluidez en la lectura oral (Spanish oral reading fluency, ML = student receiving 
English language development (Title III) services (multilingual learner), EPS = English Proficiency Scores: 1 = low, 5 = high, 
IEP = individualized education program (special education services). 

By analyzing the data side-by-side, teachers see how students have acquired literacy in either language and 
can identify ways to bridge what students know in one language to teach reading in English. In Exhibit 5, 
students who are in the green zone in English receive high-quality core instruction (Students 1–3). Students 
who are in the green zone in Spanish but show lower levels of English proficiency (Students 5 and 8) also 
receive core instruction, with explicit attention given to teaching transfer skills and more frequent progress 
monitoring. These students have already established literacy skills in Spanish and need to be taught to 
transfer those skills to English rather than be retaught skills and concepts they have mastered in a home 
language. 

1 Educators can use this display in dual language programs of any two languages or in English-only programs and include 
only English reading data, ML status, and individualized education program (IEP) status. 
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Students who show additional need for support in both languages (either red or yellow zone in both languages; 
(Students 4, 6, 7, and 9) are placed in Tier 2 strategic intervention groups according to their skill level and 
monitored more frequently to determine if they are making adequate progress toward grade-level goals. 
Students with severe and persistent learning and or behavioral needs are placed in Tier 3 instruction using 
DBI. Students with IEPs receive specially designed instruction and related services and may also receive 
instruction in Tier 2 and/or Tier 3 as well as core. Teams meet regularly to review progress monitoring data to 
determine whether students are making adequate progress. This process can be used to review progress 
across all content areas. 

Case Study Part 2: Week 10 Tier 2 Data Meeting 
Following the first meeting of the year, during which instructional teams reviewed all students’ data, two 
second grade students, Chasito and Panchito, were placed in a small reading intervention group. The literacy 
specialist provided a Tier 2 reading intervention to them within a small group of six second-grade students. The 
group met daily for 30 minutes of reading instruction, which focused on phonics and decoding skills in the 
student’s homeroom. The six students also received 90 minutes of daily reading instruction from their 
classroom teacher as part of core or universal instruction in the five big ideas in beginning reading (phonemic 
awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension). During that time, the students also engaged 
with authentic texts with rich vocabulary and language use.  

After 6 weeks of small-group, Tier 2 instruction, the team held its monthly data meeting to review student 
progress. Chasito’s and Panchito’s teachers compared the boys’ progress monitoring data with the other 
instructional group members and learning goals. Chasito and Panchito were growing at less than the expected 
rate of progress needed to meet grade-level benchmarks in English. Their second-grade teachers wanted to 
know if Chasito and Panchito needed to be moved to the Tier 3 intensive intervention. 

The ELD specialist and literacy specialist suggested they compare Chasito’s and Panchito’s progress to true 
peers. For this comparison, they used data for all the MLs in the district and created growth norms for all 
students who had been classified as ML since attending school. The second-grade-level benchmarks are 
depicted with the red line with triangles in Exhibit 6, with the growth norms for true peers graphed with the blue 
line with squares. Chasito’s progress is noted with the purple line with circles, and Panchito’s progress is noted 
with the green line with diamonds. 

Exhibit 6. Progress at 10 Weeks of School 

 
Note. Student data graphs are adapted from Ortiz & Brown, 2016. 



MULTI-TIERED SYSTEM OF SUPPORTS FOR MULTILINGUAL LEARNERS USING CULTURALLY AND LINGUISTICALLY ALIGNED PRACTICES | 12 

The ELD specialist and literacy specialist reminded the team to look at two comparisons when reviewing the 
data of MLs. First, review the students’ performance compared to grade-level benchmarks (the red line with 
triangles). Then compare individual student performance to the average performance of MLs in the district as 
seen with the blue line with squares (local normative groups), otherwise known as the true peer group (Brown 
& Doolittle, 2008). This example indicates that Chasito and Panchito both need added support because both 
students’ performances are below benchmark and both students’ progress shows they are not on track to 
meet end-of-year benchmarks.  

However, when we consider the nature of the support required (i.e., a change to the whole group’s instruction 
versus change to an individual student’s instruction), there needs to be another comparison. When the team 
compares Chasito’s and Panchito’s growth to the blue line with squares (the true peers), this comparison 
reveals that Chasito’s growth is very similar to true peers. This finding implies that the instructional system 
supporting Chasito and the other MLs in the group needs to be intensified and aligned with students’ language 
proficiency levels and cultural and experiential backgrounds. The intention is to close the gap and meet grade-
level standards, and a move to Tier 3 DBI instruction for Chasito would not be appropriate. For Chasito and the 
rest of the true peer instructional group, the team should consider the PLUSS framework to provide 
linguistically and culturally aligned instruction for the entire ML group in Tier 2 and core instruction. 

In contrast, when the team examines Panchito’s rate of growth compared to other MLs (true peers), the team 
finds that Panchito’s rate of growth is lower than that of students with similar backgrounds. In this case, Tier 3 
with DBI problem solving for Panchito might be appropriate. Because it was early in the process, the team 
decided to implement the PLUSS framework and monitor progress weekly for both students. This was to see if 
they could increase Chasito’s and Panchito’s rates of improvement before deciding whether to refer Panchito 
to a DBI problem solving team.  

PLUSS Enhancements: Tiers 2 and 3 
The Tier 2 team hypothesized the following: If Chasito and Panchito were provided with English language 
supports across the school day and explicit language instruction integrated with the reading intervention, in 
addition to their ELD program services, they would increase their oral reading fluency and comprehension.  

The literacy specialist partnered with the ELD specialist and second-grade classroom teachers to identify ways 
to enhance language supports and cultural alignment using the PLUSS framework in core instruction. The 
second-grade classroom teachers identified vocabulary and background knowledge from the core curriculum 
that could be pre-taught before introducing the unit. The teachers were especially mindful of making cultural 
connections to students’ background knowledge and thoughtfully teaching (not assuming) background 
knowledge students needed to understand the content. All teachers worked with the ELD specialist to identify 
language supports and partnering routines to ensure students had ample opportunities to be explicitly taught 
to use and practice academic language. They created sentence frames and stems appropriate for students’ 
levels of English language proficiency to support academic language. For example, they used the following 
sentence stems in English and Spanish to support a compare and contrast activity while making connections 
across languages:  

“Both ____ and _____ are similar because ________.  

However, _________ and ___________ are different because ______________, whereas _________________.” 

Working with the ELD specialist, the teachers identified key strategies that support academic content 
vocabulary, which included graphic organizers, visuals, and dual language glossaries. By co-planning with the 
ELD specialist, teachers were able to support all classroom instruction for MLs. After incorporating the PLUSS 
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framework in Tier 1 and Tier 2, the team conducted weekly progress monitoring to evaluate the effect of the 
added supports. 

Case Study Part 3: Considering DBI for Panchito 
After another 6 weeks, the team reviewed Chasito’s and Panchito’s data. Chasito had responded to the PLUSS 
enhancements delivered in small-group Tier 2 instruction and was on track to meet mid-year benchmarks. The 
team decided to continue with the current intervention for him with the goal of supporting the entire true peer 
group so that they would meet grade-level benchmarks.  

However, Panchito was still not making the expected progress. The team decided to move Panchito to Tier 3 
intensive intervention, using DBI. The second-grade teacher had completed a student summary form for 
Panchito and tried to provide a full picture of the student’s learning context. The teacher was careful to use 
objective language, data, and important background information. The teacher’s primary area of concern was 
that Panchito was reading 16 words correctly per minute (wcpm) at the start of the school year, whereas the 
fall benchmark was 52 wcpm, and the winter benchmark was 72 wcpm. After 12 weeks of small group reading 
instruction, for 30 minutes 5 times a week, Panchito improved from 22 wcpm at 10 weeks of school to 
25 wcpm at 16 weeks, a rate of improvement of 0.5 words per week. Although the increase in wcpm shows 
improvement, Panchito was not making adequate progress to meet mid-year benchmarks, even though other 
students in the group were making progress to close the gap with grade-level benchmarks. See Exhibit 7 for 
the visual representation of student progress.  

Exhibit 7. Progress at 16 Weeks of School 

Note. Student data graphs are adapted from Ortiz & Brown, 2016. 

The teacher consulted with the ELD specialist to include Panchito’s current English language proficiency data, 
which indicates he was at a Level 2 (Scale 1–5) in listening, speaking, and reading, and his writing skills were 
lower (Level 1). To provide a more complete picture, the ELD specialist looked back at scores from kindergarten 
and first grade that indicated Panchito entered school at a Level 1 and had only progressed one language level 
since kindergarten (in contrast to true peers who had progressed to a Level 3 in the same time frame).  

The hypothesis started out like this: If Panchito was provided with more intensive reading intervention and 
English language supports in the intervention and across the school day, then he would increase his accuracy 
and oral reading fluency, in addition to his comprehension.  
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DBI and the PLUSS Framework 
The team decided Panchito needed a more intensive intervention program and smaller group size to be 
successful. To plan instruction, the ELD specialist utilized performance data from the English language 
proficiency annual assessment and the weekly monitoring of student performance to identify specific goals. 
Her goals for Panchito included using past tense verbs, answering in complete sentences, and increasing 
vocabulary. Specific visuals and sentence frames were created for the intensive intervention to match 
Panchito’s needs. The appendix provides an example of a PLUSS lesson plan that includes the explicit goals 
Panchito was working on. The team planned to collect more data to determine if the changes to the 
intervention were working. 

Conclusion 
This brief highlighted an MTSS process with embedded CLA strategies to support MLs. The four components of 
MTSS with CLA strategies include (1) a multi-level prevention system with embedded CLA practices, (2) data-
based decision making with a CLA lens, (3) screening with a CLA lens, and (4) progress monitoring with a CLA 
lens. The PLUSS framework was described as a means of incorporating culturally and linguistically aligned 
supports. True peer comparisons were introduced to guide additional perspectives for evaluating student 
progress and instructional effectiveness. Incorporating this CLA lens to the MTSS process for MLs and other 
diverse learners will provide a holistic approach to data-based decision making. 

Successful implementation of any MTSS framework, particularly one with embedded CLA strategies, requires 
the support and critical understanding of leadership. Implementing an MTSS framework with embedded CLA 
strategies should not be regarded as something new but rather as an improvement to the system in place. The 
framework with embedded CLA strategies has a broader scope and attends to the needs of MLs and other 
diverse learners. With the support of leadership, schools will be able to champion appropriate scheduling, co-
planning, co-teaching, and other structures required for successful implementation of such a framework. By 
following the process described in this brief and providing CLA supports across instruction within an MTSS 
framework, schools can more accurately identify students for intervention support, which will ultimately lead to 
improved student outcomes.  
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Appendix: Sample Lesson Plan Using PLUSS Framework 

Provided with permission from Project LEE (Project ELLIPSES et al., 2021; https://www.projectlee.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/09/Series2-Brief3_Final.pdf). 

https://www.projectlee.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Series2-Brief3_Final.pdf
https://www.projectlee.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Series2-Brief3_Final.pdf
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