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Teaching Academic Language: Key Concepts
Access to Critical Content and English Language Acquisition (ACCELA) *
Conceptual Framework

Based on the scholarship of educators in Australia (Cope & Kalantzis, 1993) and the U.S. (Schleppegrell, Achugar, & Orteiza, 2004; Schleppegrell & Go, 2007), ACCELA supports teachers in incorporating four concepts about language and language teaching into their work with academic language and English language learners and their families: 

1. Language is a dynamic system of linguistic choices.

Throughout our lives, we learn to make different choices about how we pronounce sounds, select words, use different sentence structures, and organize information. We make these choices depending on what we are communicating about, our purpose, our audience, and our mode of communication. From this perspective, the job of the teachers is to broaden academic language and English language learners’ abilities to use language more expertly across a variety of social and academic contexts. For example, an ELL will make different linguistic choices if he or she is telling a bilingual friend about an event on the phone or developing this event into a written narrative for class.

2. Academic language differs from everyday language in significant ways.

For academic language and English language learners, these differences take on even more significance, as they are required to read and write about unfamiliar topics using technical language and drawing upon meaningmaking resources that may differ from the language practices they use at home. As such, teachers need to make explicit the workings of school language to support all students in becoming critically aware of the differences between everyday and academic language (see table below).

3. Teaching academic language means more than teaching vocabulary.

Teachers and students must also attend to linguistic choices that operate at the sentence and organizational levels. They must learn to attend to different kinds of visual information such as images, charts, and formatting conventions, all of which are important aspects of academic literacy development. Teachers must also track changes in academic language and English language learners’ use of targeted linguistic features to reflect on and modify instruction and assess students’ academic language development over time.
4. The goal of academic language instruction is not to replace home and peer ways of using language.

Rather, ACCELA works to value the multiple worlds to which students already belong and to support them in participating in those worlds by teaching them to read and write across the curriculum. An important aspect of this effort includes valuing home language practices so students can stay connected to their communities and participate more fully in a multilingual/multicultural economic and political world.

A continuum of differences between everyday language and academic language

	Everyday language
	Academic language

	Example from a conversation in a 5th-grade science class about the relationship between different animals:

The grass got burned up, so the grasshopper has nothing to eat; now the birds have nothing to eat and the animals that eat birds have nothing to eat.
	Example from a 5th-grade science exam regarding ecosystems:

A sudden decrease in the population of one type of organism in the food chain will affect all of the other organisms in the food chain.



	Greater use of everyday vocabulary.
	Greater use of content-specific vocabulary.

	Greater repetition of information.
	Less repetition.

	Greater regularity and simplicity in the sentence structures.
	Greater use of more complex grammatical structures to pack more information into a single sentence.

	Use of the conjunction and and so to convey connections between ideas.


	Use of a greater variety of conjunctions and connective words and phrases to convey coherence between ideas (e.g. however, furthermore, nevertheless, as a result, first, second, third, in sum).

	Typically face-to-face and more interactive.
	Typically the text must stand alone and is less interactive.

	Greater use of gestures and intonation to convey meaning.
	Greater use of formatting conventions and graphics to convey meaning (e.g. headings, paragraphs, charts, images).

	Examples: telling a story, chatting online, writing notes to a friend.
	Examples: giving a speech, writing an analytic essay, describing a science experiment.


Source: Adapted from Gebhard, Harman, & Seger, 2007.

Planning curriculum to support academic language and English language learners’ academic language development
· Identify a project that makes students’ interests part of the curriculum while also attending to academic language development and state standards. In doing so, identify an authentic purpose and audience for students’ work.

· Identify an academic genre that is well-suited to students achieving their purposes in reading and writing about this topic for this audience (e.g. a letter to a policy maker about a burning issue, a play they perform for another class, an action-oriented research paper).

· Analyze the linguistic features of this genre with attention to specialized vocabulary, sentence structures, and organizational conventions. Gibbons (2002) and Knapp & Watkins (2005) are two good resources for this task. Such genre analysis can also support teachers in designing instruction that is responsive to student interests while meeting local and state standards.

· Provide students with multiple models and explicit instruction in analyzing the linguistic features of this genre. Discussion of these models should be geared toward raising ELLs’ awareness and control over targeted academic language practices.

· Design materials to support students in developing the ability to recognize and use genre-specific vocabulary, sentence structures, and organizational conventions (e.g. graphic organizers, guidelines for revision, assessment tools).

· Provide opportunities for students to collaborate with each other and teachers as they plan, draft, revise, and edit their texts. Collaboration and feedback should explore how linguistic choices support students in achieving their purposes in writing about this topic for this audience. 

· Track changes in students’ use of targeted academic language practices to reflect on and modify instruction and assess student academic language development.

· Reflect with students on using academic language to attempt to accomplish specific goals in their schools and communities.
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