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Why ask districts about
academic language?
Assumption: AL proficiency is crucial to ELL
students’ academic success
AL is critical, but what is it?
Instructional policy-making power of districts
since NCLB (Spillane, 2004)
Successful districts consider needs of ELLs in
instructional initiatives, textbook adoption
(Horwitz et al., 2009)
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Method
• Part of a random survey of WIDA Districts on
their engagement with ELP standards and
assessments
• Stratified random sample
– Stratification: District ELL enrollment (4 levels)
Years in WIDA Consortium (3 levels)
– 150 districts from population of 2,017
– Target respondent: District ELL Coordinator or
equivalent. Solicited contact info from SEAs.

• Online survey administered spring 2010
• “What does the term academic language
mean to you?”

Participating Districts

C.I. = 6%

District Engagement with WIDA ELP Standards and ACCESS for ELLs®
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Respondents

28% have formal ESL/Bilingual education
50% have received training in WIDA ELP standards
64% received training WIDA’s ELP Assessment (ACCESS for ELLs)
20% received training in neither WIDA ELP standards nor assessment
District Engagement with WIDA ELP Standards and ACCESS for ELLs®
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“What does the term ‘academic language’ mean to you?”
Theme

Count Percentage Examples from definitions

1 Language of instruction and
curricular materials
2 Language of content areas

29

27%

17

16%

“Language that is used in the classroom for
teaching academics to students“
"Language used in content areas classes”

3 Language of school

9

8%

"School or instructional language"

13

12%

3

3%

3

3%

31

29%

2

2%

4 Vocabulary of content areas
5 Vocabulary of school,
classroom
6 Vocabulary of curricular
materials
7 Needed in school settings
8 Needed beyond school
setting
9 Functional language

3

3%

10 Not BICS, conversational, or
everyday

7

7%

11 Modality (Spoken, Written,
Heard, Read)

7

6%

12 A style of teaching / a
program

3

3%

"Vocabulary used in the content area”
"Vocabulary that is used in schooling”
"Curriculum based Vocabulary"
"The primary language used by a student to
learn in school”
"It is the language of the academics that students
need to learn to succeed in life."
“Language that implies a function is academic
language i.e. compare or contrast."
"A different type of language from everyday
language... used in textbooks, classrooms, etc.";

"Modeling correct grammar pronunciation, asking
challenging questions, providing direct
instruction."

3

9/19/2011

WIDA ELP standards as a source of
practitioners’ knowledge?
WIDA ELP Standards and Resource Guide
(2007 Edition)
5 Standards (Social and Instructional; Language Arts, Math,
Science, Social Studies). Elaborated across 4 Domains (Listening,
Speaking, Reading, Writing) and 5 grade clusters (PreK-K, 1-2, 3-5,
6-8 and 9-12).
Sample Standard: “English language learners communicate
information, ideas and concepts necessary for academic success
in the content area of Mathematics”
“[The ELP standards] reflect the social and academic language
expectations of ELLs in grades PreK-12…”
Performance definitions for ELP levels address: Vocabulary usage,
Language control, Linguistic complexity

Compare to Bailey (2010)
Participants of webinar on formative assessment and ELL
students asked to reflect on their own definitions of
‘academic English’ (n=118)
14 main themes. Top themes:
47% Focused on situational characteristic (language of instructional setting
and curricular materials supporting instruction) [27% in WIDA sample]
22% Provided narrower situational definition (content-specific use of
language, language of math, of science, etc.) [28% in WIDA sample]
19% Focused on word usage only (vocabulary) [18% mention in WIDA
sample]
Additional overlapping themes: School language, tied to academic
success, tied to success outside/beyond school, ready-made definitions
(CALP), what academic language is not

“Apparent in the wide variety of themes across the 118 definitions
is the lack of a dominant definition of academic English” (p.233)
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Relations between expert and lay knowledge
Social Representations Theory: How are scientific
theories taken up by a lay public, elaborated and
integrated into common sense?
Social representations are…
“systems of values, ideas and practices with a two-fold
function; first, to establish an order which will enable
individuals to orientate themselves in their material and
social world and to master it; secondly, to enable
communication to take place amongst members of a
community by providing them with a code for social
exchange and a code for naming and classifying
unambiguously the various aspects of their world and
their individual and group history” (Moscovici, 1973)
Practitioners’ definitions as ‘social representations’ of
academic language?

Social representations of academic
language…what next?
Implications:
1. Diversity of social representations of AL may
reflect diversity of practitioners’ needs to make
sense of, impact, communicate about ELL
student learning trajectories
Is consensus common sense understanding
of AL possible, beneficial?
2. Even a unified scientific theory does not
guarantee consensus common sense
understanding
Is a unified theory of AL needed?
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