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Introduction

Research

Academic language has become one of the hot 
topics in education over the past few years.  
When considering the tremendous increase in 
the number of English language learners in 
our classrooms, the role of academic language 
takes on even greater importance.  The future of 
successfully educating English language learners  
will require teachers to support language 
acquisition every day in every classroom and 
during every lesson.  By looking through the lens 
of academic language, we can design instruction 
that considers the language demands placed on 
English language learners and develop strategies 
that support language development in every area 
of learning, especially in the content areas.  The 
goal of this book is to share those strategies and 
give you a road map for how to put them into 
action in your classroom.

What Is Academic Language?

Finding a clear, concise, common definition of 
the term academic language can prove elusive.  
Below are sample definitions found in literature:

	 •	 Academic language is “a variety or a 
register of English used in professional 
books and characterized by the specific 
linguistic features associated with academic 
disciplines” (Scarcella 2003, 19).  

	 •	 “The difference between the ‘everyday’ and 
the ‘specialist’ lexis [words] is a major way 
that language of academic texts differs from 
the ordinary interactional language of daily 
life” (Schleppegrell 2004, 52).  

	 •	 Academic language is language used 
to “access and engage with the school 
curriculum” (Bailey and Heritage 2008).

After spending much time researching, talking 
with educators, and seeing teachers use academic 
language strategies in the classroom, we have 
created the following definition:

Academic language includes: 

	 •	 both general and specific syntax and 
sentence structures.

	 •	 both general vocabulary and vocabulary 
specific to content areas. 

By success in school-based literacies,we refer to: 

	 •	 student literacy as it relates to specific 
content areas (e.g., mathematics, social 
studies, science). 

	 •	 student literacy as it relates to literacy as a 
social construct (e.g., how well a student 
can negotiate the nuances of the cultures 
and values underlying the dominant 
language of school, in this case English). 

Academic language:

Any and all language structures and 

vocabulary that students must be able 

to use in order to successfully engage in 

school-based literacies
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Introduction

Building Academic Language through Content-
Area Text: Strategies to Support English 
Language Learners shows teachers how to plan 
content-area lessons in order to support the 
development of academic language.

This book is designed around a practical planning 
template that will help teachers plan effective 
content-area lessons that support academic 
language.  There are four main sections: 
Planning for Explicit Teaching, Schema and 
Vocabulary Building, Comprehensible Input, and 
Opportunities for Practice. 

How to Use This Book 

Planning for Explicit Teaching

Vocabulary Language

Specialized Content: General Academic: Everyday: Features:

Functions:

Strategies

Schema and Vocabulary Building: Comprehensible Input: Opportunities for Practice:

Planning for Explicit Teaching

This section guides teachers in 
analyzing any content-area text 
for key vocabulary and unfamiliar 
language.

Comprehensible Input

This section offers strategies for 
breaking down the delivery of 
input (information) in smaller, 
more manageable chunks for 
students to be able to easily 
understand the content.  

Schema and Vocabulary 
Building

This section provides teachers 
with the strategies they need 
to help increase students’ 
understanding and retention of 
content by connecting the new 
content to pre-existing or prior 
knowledge.  

Opportunities for Practice

This section features several 
active participation strategies 
that will help guide students in 
practicing the language skills 
they are learning.
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Introduction

How to Use This Book (cont.)
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Give and Take

Overview

This strategy provides students with an 
opportunity to share a piece of information 
relating to the unit of study (give) in exchange 
for more information (take).  This strategy helps 
students practice orally using academic language 
within their responses.

Standards
	 •	 McREL: Students will use 

level-appropriate vocabulary in speech.

	 •	 TESOL: Students will use English to 
obtain, process, construct, and provide 
subject matter information in spoken and 
written form.

Directions
To incorporate this strategy, do the following:

	1.	Assign a topic or pose a question and 
have students brainstorm what they 
know about the topic.  Students should 
write their responses on a sheet of paper 
(see page 164).  

	2.	Tell students to take their sheet of paper 
with them as they mingle around the 
room.  At your signal, students walk 
around the room to choose a partner they 
want to share with.  Give students a few 
minutes to share with their partner what 
they had written down.  

	3.	As they discuss the topic, each student 
should write down any new ideas or 
information they learned from their 
partner.  Students should be encouraged 
to discuss the topic with one another, 
posing questions that clarify, or ask one 
another to expand on an idea or thought.  
Encourage students to practice using 
academic language as they circulate and 
listen to discussions.  

	4.	When the time for sharing ideas 
concludes, bring the class together for a 
whole-class debrief.  

Differentiating by Proficiency Level

Strategies for the Classroom (cont.) 

Beginning: 
Create a poster or a 
summary sheet that 
expresses the students’ 
knowledge in simple, 
complete sentences. 

Intermediate: 
Before the class debriefs, 
encourage students to 
use sentence frames (see 
page 120) to rewrite their 
thoughts and findings into 
complete sentences to share.

Advanced: 
Have students summarize 
their learning by defending 
and supporting their 
responses as well as their 
partner’s choices.

Opportunities for Practice
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Opportunities for Practice

Strategies for the Classroom (cont.)

Give and Take  (cont.) 

Below are examples of how this strategy can be incorporated in a lesson.

Grades	1–2

Text	Topic: Seasons

Example:	The teacher gives students a sheet of paper divided into four boxes, each titled 
with the name of a season.  Each student is assigned a particular season and asked to 
write or draw something in the box.  For example, a student assigned the winter season 
writes that the winter season is cold and that in several places it snows.  At the teacher’s 
signal, students find a partner who had a different season and discuss what they wrote 
or drew about the season.  After a few minutes the class shares their responses and each 
student takes information that was discussed and completes the activity.

Grades	3–5

Text	Topic:	Poetry

Example: As an activity to begin a unit on poetry, students are asked to write down what 
they already know or have learned about poems, poets, or any aspect of poetry.  During 
the Give and Take, students add to their list as they discuss poetry with a partner.  For 
example, a student shares with a partner that poetry can use personification.  Since the 
partner did not have that information, he writes it in the take category of his paper.  The 
class then returns to debrief and share aloud what they have learned.  This allows other 
students to write additional notes to what is discussed regarding poetry.

Grades	6–8

Text	Topic:	Persuasive Writing

Example:	Students are given the following topic: Students should always be given 
homework on the weekends.  The teacher asks students to take a position for or against 
the idea.  They are then directed to meet with one person who agrees with them and 
someone who disagrees and do a Give and Take on their reasoning.  Before the whole-
class debrief, students are given time to summarize what they have learned and what 
they will share with the class.  As an extension to the activity, students write a persuasive 
essay based on the notes they gathered. 
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Opportunities for Practice

Resources (cont.)

Give and Take
Name  _____________________________________________________

Directions:  Listen to the question or prompt your teacher gives you.  Write your answer below on the 
Give lines.  Share your answer with a partner.  Write any new ideas or information your partner shared 
with you on the Take lines.  Listen to the whole-class discussion.  Write any new ideas or information 
you hear in the Our thoughts lines.

Give:  ___________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

Take:  ___________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

Our thoughts:  __________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

The Overview gives a quick 
summary of the strategy.  

McREL and TESOL 
Standards are listed 
for each strategy.

Directions are provided 
for each activity to let 
you know exactly how 
the strategy should flow.

Each strategy has 
three grade span 
examples that 
show how the 
strategy can be 
integrated into a 
content-area lesson 
to build both 
content knowledge 
and academic 
language.

Some strategies have reproducible pages 
that can be found in the resource section 
of the indicated section.  They are also 
provided on the Teacher Resource CD.

Each strategy includes a Differentiating by 
Proficiency Level section that provides suggestions 
for meeting the needs of students at the beginning, 
intermediate, and advanced language proficiency 
levels.  Additionally, see pages 12–13 for 
proficiency levels at a quick glance. 

Each of the four main sections (Planning for 
Explicit Teaching, Schema and Vocabulary 
Building, Comprehensible Input, and 
Opportunities for Practice) includes strategies 
that implement the latest research in effective 

academic language instruction along with 
examples specific to language arts, mathematics, 
science, and social studies that represent real 
classroom applications.
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Strategies for the Classroom (cont.) 

Clock Appointments

Overview

This strategy is an impromptu activity that 
allows students to set appointments and share 
answers to questions or prompts the teacher 
presents to them.  Effective use of this strategy 
allows students the opportunity to use academic 
language with various classmates.

Standards
	 •	 McREL: Students will use 

level-appropriate vocabulary in speech.

	 •	 TESOL: Students will use English to 
obtain, process, construct, and provide 
subject matter information in spoken and 
written form.

Directions
To incorporate this strategy, do the following:

	1.	Prior to the lesson, make copies of 
page 165 for each student.  

	2.	Distribute copies of the clock to students 
and explain that the numbers 12, 3, 6, 
and 9 designate the four appointments 
students will have to set. 

	3.	Allow students five minutes to mingle.  
While students mingle, they must make 
four appointments.  Each appointment 
must be recorded on the clock next 
to the agreed-upon time.  It is very 
important that each student making an 
appointment record it on his or her clock 
to avoid “double-booking.”

	4.	Once each student has set all four 
appointments, ask them to return to their 
desks.  At various points throughout 
the lesson or throughout the day, tell 
students to meet with one of their 
appointments to discuss a prompt or 
question.  

Differentiating by Proficiency Level

Beginning: 
Have students schedule 
the first two appointments 
with the teacher.  During 
these appointments, practice 
the questions or prompts 
with students.  Front-
loading students with 
questions offers students the 
opportunity to practice the 
language.

Intermediate: 
Give students the questions 
ahead of time and give them 
a few moments to jot down 
some of their thoughts for 
each question.  When it is 
time for students to partner 
with peers, students will 
already have had some time 
to think about how they are 
going to respond.

Advanced: 
Provide students with 
sentence frames (see  
page 120) appropriate to  
the prompts they will 
discuss in order to help 
them practice their use of 
academic language.

Opportunities for Practice
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Resources (cont.)

Opportunities for Practice

12

6

39

Name ________________________________________________

Directions:  Find four classmates and put their names on the lines below.  Listen to your teacher to find 
out when to meet with your appointments.

Clock Appointments


