
S p e c i a l  S e m i n a r

Academic Language:
What Is It & What To Do About It

Fred Genesee  |  McGill University

Saturday, March 17th 2018
King’s College London

Hosted jointly by the Centre for Language, Discourse & Communication, King’s College London and NALDIC



This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

2

http://derbysassycat.blogspot.com/2014/03/mancat-monday-st-pats-edition.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


BRIEF HISTORY of THEORIES of 
LANGUAGE LEARNING

• commonly thought that young learners are efficient and effective L2 
learners –due to early neural plasticity

• as a result, EAL students do not need explicit instruction to learn 
English in school – they will “pick it up” as a by-product of immersion in 
L2 environment

• e.g.,  L2 immersion programs – but, there are gaps in their competence
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• However, research now indicates that it often takes EAL students 5-7 
years to achieve proficiency in English at the same level as that of L1-
speakers (e.g., National Academies of Science, Engineering & 
Medicine--NASEM)

• now thought that although L2-learners can easily acquire ability to 
use L2 for everyday social purposes that these kinds of language skills 
differ from language skills involved in schooling and these take longer 
to learn
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INSIGHTS ABOUT 
LANGUAGE LEARNING IN SCHOOL

1. students need explicit instruction in language

2. language skills that are taught should be linked to academic objectives 
⇨language for academic purposes

3. EALs must make faster progress than L1 speakers because L1 speakers are also 
acquiring new language skills – moving target

4. direct instruction should be continuous across grades (NASEM report: ELs make 
most progress in early grades and less in higher grades and many never achieve 
native-like levels without direct instruction)

5. both content and language teachers are responsible to teach language… all the 
time
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CAVEAT
LANGUAGE MAY BE IMPORTANT 

but

IT IS PROBABLY NOT THE ONLY OR EVEN THE MOST IMPORTANT 
CHALLENGE FACED BY EAL STUDENTS IN SCHOOL

SCHOOLS NEED TO UNDERSTAND THESE OTHER CHALLENGES and 
DEVISE PROGRAMS THAT RESPOND TO THEM

∾
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AN INTEGRATED LANGUAGE-CONTENT CURRICULUM

LESSON/UNIT

ACADEMIC 
OBJECTIVES

LANGUAGE
OBJECTIVES

GENERAL 
OBJECTIVES ⇔ ⇔
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TEACH ACADEMIC LANGUAGE EXPLICITLY  
in RELATIONSHIP to

CONTENT and GENERAL LEARNING OBJECTIVES

ACADEMIC
OBJECTIVE

Mathematics

Science

Social studies

Music

Other…

LANGUAGE
OBJECTIVES*

Vocabulary

Grammar

Discourse

Genres

* Not just the Language Arts curriculum 



LANGUAGE FOR ACADEMIC PURPOSES

In groups, identify what you think language for academic purposes is 
and how it is the same and/or different from 

language for social purposes
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GROUP DISCUSSION
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Defining Academic Language
• Chamot & O’Malley ( 1994): “the language used by teachers and 

students for the purposes of acquiring new knowledge and 
skills…imparting new information, describing abstract ideas and 
developing students’ conceptual understanding.”

⇨ includes oral and written language:
• genre (science versus history/narrative)
• communicative functions
• sentence grammar (connectives) 
• vocabulary/terminology
• tone
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How to identify academic language 

• No agreed-upon method; no thesaurus but .. 
• Websites by topic/domain: some suggestions at the end
• Personal analysis 
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IDENTIFYING LANGUAGE OBJECTIVES: 
CONTENT-OBLIGATORY LANGUAGE 

• language REQUIRED for comprehension and expression of 
language linked to specific concepts, facts, or skills

• includes vocabulary, basic grammar, functions…

• functions: communicative goals or intentions for using language: 
to describe, to question, to disagree, to explain, to hypothesize 

• the grammar needed to express those intentions/functions 
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CONTENT-OBLIGATORY LANGUAGE: 
GRADE 1 SCIENCE EXAMPLE

• Vocabulary: “float”, “sink”, “heavy”, “light”

• Grammar (basic): 
• present copula (is), present of sink and float 
• declarative sentence patterns: apples float, the apple is floating, the apple would sink.. 

• Functions:
(a) To hypothesize:
(b)To ask questions about density
(c) To compare objects

 Grammar linked to functions: 
(a) “If the grape is heavier than the apple, it would sink.”
(b) “Which is heavier – X or Y?”  or  “Is the grape heavier than the apple?”
(c) “ The book is heavier than the apple.” 
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CONTENT-COMPATIBLE LANGUAGE

Content-compatible language includes vocabulary, grammar, and functions that 
are easily integrated with the content objectives of a lesson, but are not required 
for mastery of the content.  

• expands opportunities to push students’ language skills to include social or every 
day language skills that might not occur normally in school

• content-compatible skills early in the year can become content-obligatory later in 
the year 

• include objectives from English language curriculum 

• include everyday social language that students need 
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Topic: Renewable Energy

Big Ideas: 
(These can be identified by the teacher prior to beginning the unit; however, final big ideas will be an amalgamation of your initial ideas 
and big ideas that emerge from students’ questions during the focused learning phase.)

o We will learn that some sources of energy are renewable while others are not.
o We will learn which sources are renewable and how they function.
o We will learn why renewable sources of energy are becoming more important instead of or in addition to non-renewable sources. 

Time Frame: 2-3 weeks (this time frame was determined rather arbitrarily for this example; it will depend on how much this unit is 
extended into other subject areas and who teaches what part of the lesson.)

Content Objectives:
 To describe the difference between renewable 

and non-renewable sources of energy.
 To list 5 types of renewable energy: hydropower, 

wind power, solar energy, geothermal energy and 
bio energy.

 To explain in general terms how any 2 of these 
types of energy function.

 To give three reasons why we need to use 
renewable energy.

Content-Obligatory Language Objectives:
 To write or say the names of the 5 types of renewable energy using words 

such as provide, system, result, use.
 To use appropriately the phrase X does Y by Z-ing (e.g. wind produces 

energy by turning a propeller) or, X does Y in order to Z (e.g. solar panels 
convert the sun’s power in order to produce electricity)

 To use appropriately the phrase X does Y, therefore…(e.g. coal 
contaminates the air, therefore we should use it for producing energy as 
little as possible) or because X we can Y (e.g. because renewable energy 
sources never run out we can use them a long time) …   

Content-Compatible Language Objectives:
 To demonstrate what light bulb, wind, and waste mean.
 To define, give examples or show what energy is.
 To define, give examples or show what renewable means.
 To use the future tense appropriately.

19



20



21



Early Language Experience and the Brain
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• Working in groups analyze the text on early experience and brain 
development and identify:

• text organization (genre)
• communicative functions
• sentences patterns or unusual grammar
• phrases
• vocabulary
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DISCUSSION OF BRAIN TEXT
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• Working in groups analyze the text on Kings & Queens (Before 
Afred):

• text organization (genre)
• communicative functions
• sentences patterns or unusual grammar
• phrases
• vocabulary
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DISCUSSION OF KINGS & QUEENTS 
TEXT
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Working in groups, discuss ways in which academic language 
(complex sentences and vocabulary) can be taught and reinforced 

in class.
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DISCUSSION of TECHNIQUES for 
SUPPORTING ACQUISITION of 

ACADEMIC LANGUAGE
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HOW TO…
• SENTENCE COMBINING activity in pairs:

http://www.ernweb.com/educational-research-articles/sentence-combining-intervention-is-underused-strategy-for-improving-student-writing/

• SENTENCE FRAMES, SIGNAL WORDS, & STARTERS POSTED ON CLASSROOM WALLS:
http://www.multibriefs.com/briefs/exclusive/using_sentence_frames.html#.VqNuWSmTTts

o Sentence frames to express specific functions:
• TO CONTRAST: “whales have lungs but fish have gills.”
• TO ASK QUESTIONS: “How does…?”  “Why does..”  “Where does…”

o Signal words to signal purpose of text or discourse:
a) “If.. Then”   cause-effect
b) Words that indicate to describe or elaborate: “in other words” “such as..”  “for example”

o Sentence starters (like frames) to indicate sequencing, causality:
a) “Then… 
b) “Immediately after…”
c) “As a result…”
d) “Therefore,… 30

http://www.ernweb.com/educational-research-articles/sentence-combining-intervention-is-underused-strategy-for-improving-student-writing/
http://www.multibriefs.com/briefs/exclusive/using_sentence_frames.html#.VqNuWSmTTts


SENTENCE STARTERS
A frame or template that can be used to start a sentence:

a) When describing a sequence of events (history, science)
• The first thing that happened…
• After….
• Immediately after/following that..
• Finally,….

b) To contrast or compare:
• In contrast,..
• However,..
• On the one hand… on the other hand…
• Despite that…

c) To explain:
• “In order to..”
• “Therefore, they…”
• “ As a result, ….”
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SENTENCE FRAMES

• To promote use of key vocabulary in more complex grammatical ways:

a) compare and contrast: 
• “________ have but _________ have ________.”
• “whereas/while ____________ have, ___________ have ___________.”

b) To report observations in science reports:
• “They/it was found that….”
• “Their results showed that….”
• “ Researchers have reported that….”
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SIGNAL WORDS

• Phrases or words that signal the intention of the speaker/writer:

• Cause-effect: if-then, so, as a results, consequently

• Description & elaboration: in other words, includes, belongs, classified as..

• Opposing point of view: however, but, in contrast, despite, notwithstanding

• Transitions: then, next, after, previously, following, subsequently ….
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Scaffolding language & student output (from Mehisto & Hamayan)
• first brainstorm, as a class, language needed to discuss a topic and group language in meaningful 

categories
• have students use newly introduced words and phrases several times in different contexts for 

different purposes   (Why? Repetition supports retention.) 
• provide speaking frames such as a debate framework or a framework for presenting a report 
• giving students several seconds of wait time before picking someone to answer a question 
• eliminate hand raising and pick students at random to make sure that everyone pays attention
• provide students with a copy of key academic language to support learning 
• give students the opportunity to articulate their thinking and to use the resources they have before 

answering:
⇨ brainstorm in pairs first for 2-3 minutes 
⇨ write some thoughts down before answering 
⇨ discuss with your neighbor first

• bounce answers around the room to build on understanding and have students develop stronger 
retention of new academic language: 

⇨ “What would be an even more scientific way of saying that?" 
⇨ What can we call this other than a ‘thing for sunshine?" 

Continued…34



• ask students why saying “solar panels” is better than “thing for sunshine?” (Why? This 
can help students recognize the need for academic language and reinforce retention of 
that language.)

• type in five words or phrases that are central to your teaching of a topic, print them out 
and turn them upside down and have the students copy them. 

• establish a system of 'learning/talking partners' (new partners each week who spend 30 
seconds to 2 minutes discussing an answer to a question before answering before the 
whole class) to ensure use of new academic language 

• view a video on the topic of the lesson and have students jot down all the academic 
language they notice being used. 

• for students with lower proficiency in the language of instruction, provide pictures that go 
with new academic vocabulary.

• provide students in advance with the academic language (words, phrases) that they need 
to do a task (e.g. ask questions, give a report, conduct an experiment) 

• draw out the background knowledge that students have regarding a topic that you are 
about to
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Additional resources

• http://www.ernweb.com/educational-research-
articles/study_provides_framework_for_scaffolding_students_early_information_writing/

• http://www.multibriefs.com/briefs/exclusive/using_sentence_frames.html#.VqNuWSmTTts

• Coordinating conjunction word list:   
http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/conjunctions.htm

• http://teachingvocabtoells.weebly.com/ave.html

• http://www.academicwords.info/

• http://www.wordandphrase.info/academic/

• http://www.academicvocabulary.info/samples/families.pdf

• Word Frequency Cloud:  http://tagcrowd.com/
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