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The narratives we construct [about others] are nothing more than a collection of 

inferences rooted in our own limited experience... It is natural to construct them, 

but it is epistemically arrogant to treat them with a high level of confidence; and 

yet this is precisely what people do. We should, on the contrary, make every 

effort to cultivate a healthy skepticism in the face of those inferences and an 

ongoing openness to reform. The human person is always more than what we 

believe [her] to be on the basis of narrative construction, and [she] is forever 

more than "what" we can know about [her] scientifically (because essence and 

existence are really distinct). When we stand before a human being, we are 

before a mystery, and we must approach that mystery with great reverence.

Douglas McManaman

What is the difference between knowing of someone, 
and knowing about them?

Learner Profiles at Joseph Lovett Elementary School
Chicago, IL

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bOyTsjySJYs


Think of a student in your classroom.

➔ Write 3 facts about their academic history.
How have they performed in your subject area in the past?  Which subjects do they find 
challenging?  Which are their favorites?  Do they enjoy reading and writing?

  

➔ Write 3 facts about their home culture.
With which culture(s) does the student identify?  What language(s) does the student 
speak?  In what ways, if any, does their home culture conflict with mainstream American 
culture?

➔ Write 3 facts about the parents’ hopes and dreams for this 
student.
What future do parents envision for their child?  What concerns do they have 
about her/his school day?  What are the parents’ academic priorities?  
Social/emotional priorities?

➔ Write 3 facts about the personal history.

Where were they born?  How many years have they spent in U.S. schools?  Have 
they moved?  How many times?  How many siblings does the student have? 

Learner Profiles serve several purposes.

Promoting family 
connections

Changing school 
culture

Impacting 
student 
performance



Changing school culture

A Learner Profile…

● Raises awareness of unique challenges faced by ELs
● Promotes cultural responsiveness in the classroom
● Changes focus from deficits to assets
● Elevates the particular importance of identity for ELs
● Aligns expectations for ELs (WIDA standards)

Impacting student 
performance



A Learner Profile…

● Makes lesson planning more student-focused
● Helps students feel “known”, improves their motivation
● Creates closer student-teacher relationships
● Changes classroom dynamics
● Improves classroom management

Promoting family 
connections

A Learner Profile…

● Demonstrates respect and appreciation for student’s 
family

● Helps teachers better understand family values 
● Builds trust
● Counteracts stereotypes and assumptions



What information is in 
a Learner Profile?

What’s In a Name?

What’s In a Name?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TsLpP8T11wI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Om_XBmF0pA


● Names hold ancestral importance for many students
● A name can represent a family’s stories 
● Students should not have to adopt an Anglicized version of their name
● Our name is our identity!
● Having your name mispronounced in childhood can have lasting effects
● Mispronunciation of names creates shame, anxiety, and embarassment
● Correct pronunciation: low investment, big returns
● Biggest obstacle is teacher effort

What’s In a Name?

Student’s Background

“That sense of ‘I'm different’ can manifest [in] a variety of esteem issues, so I am 
grateful my teachers recognized the enormous importance of community. I 
remember how warm each classroom felt, how loving the teachers were, and 
how much camaraderie I found amongst my classmates. I don't, however, 
remember too many occasions where I was invited to explore my 
identity or my classmates' identities to unpack this notion of ‘I'm 
different.’ It was not until college where I was able to really dissect my identity 
as a Lebanese-Palestinian, Muslim-American [Arabic speaker] growing up in 
Texas, and all the ways it shaped my relationship with learning. I wish I had 
been able to start exploring that earlier in elementary school.”

Asil Yassine
Bilingual Learner, Teacher, Researcher
Harvard Graduate School of Education

Student’s Background

● Knowing a student’s background makes them feel valued

● Improves student motivation

● The literature is clear that effective instruction takes individual differences 
in learners into account 

● Use Funds of Knowledge in lesson planning



Student’s Academic History

● Supports differentiation
● Teachers have a “heads up” about problem areas

Standardized Test Scores

● MAP
● ACCESS
● DIBELS
● Other scores relevant to your setting 

Student’s Assets

● Change deficit discourse to asset orientation

● Leverage assets instead of focusing on challenges

What Teachers Can Expect

● WIDA Can-Do Descriptors
● Content teachers know what they can expect from ELs in their classrooms

Short List of Suggested Strategies

● Strategies to support modifying instruction or
materials 

● Easy to implement immediately



Supporting the Student’s Teaching Team

● Sheltering options for general education teachers

● WIDA’s “Go-To Strategies for ELLs” (p. 25)

● Idaho Department of Education’s “ESL Strategies”

 

Cultural Responsiveness

● Cultural Competence: A Primer for Educators
● Culture Crossing Guide (http://guide.culturecrossing.net/)
● Plan lessons, design materials with students’ cultures in mind
● Better prepared when aspects of culture appear in the classroom

Here’s what others have to say.

The Learner Profiles have 
been a tremendous help to 
me. It's beneficial to know 
about my students’ past and 
present lives, at home and at 
school, so that I can plan 
appropriate accommodations.  

      8th Gr. Special Education Teacher

“Learner profiles are 
indispensable when 
planning differentiated 
lessons and assessments, 
communicating with 
families, or collaborating 
with other members of the 
team.”             

6th Gr. ELA Teacher

“Learner Profiles are very 
helpful for building 
connections with students. 
The more knowledge I have 
about the student as a 
person, the more 
comfortable they will feel 
talking with me.”

 Guidance Counselor

http://www.ride.ri.gov/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/Students-and-Families-Great-Schools/English-Language-Learners/go-to-strategies.pdf
https://www.sde.idaho.gov/el-migrant/el/files/resources/curriculum/English-Second-Language-Strategies.pdf
http://guide.culturecrossing.net/


Suggested Timeline

Late August
Conduct review of ELs’     

cumulative folders

Early September
Schedule home visits (if  

doing these)

Late October 2015
Home visits completed

November
Write and distribute 

Learner Profiles

August September October November

Questions?

Thank you!

Rita DeOliveira, MPA, C-TESL
Sky View Middle School
500 Kennedy Way
Leominster, MA  01453

carinhoso108@gmail.com
978-962-8363

mailto:carinhoso108@gmail.com

