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Preparing to Develop Academic English
What is the academic English that should be taught at different grade levels and in different classes?

For instruction to be targeted and effective, everyone in the school needs to know the answer to this question.  Schools can draw upon state standards to develop this content framework.  They can build from their textbook series and assessments. They can analyze their own school data. The framework is likely to be better understood and internalized if teachers work together to develop, adapt, and refine a framework customized for their school.

How did schools profiled on DWW establish a framework?

Cahuenga uses standards to guide instruction.  They have placed additional instructional emphasis on certain language elements like prefixes/suffixes and opinion vs. cause and effect because of their coverage in the standards.  Cahuenga staff also intensified their standards-based approach by looking at the release items from the California State Standards Test to analyze how standards would be assessed and the kinds of language that might be difficult.  When one group of students had difficulty with a comprehension assessment, the teachers in that grade organized a demonstration lesson that one teacher volunteered to teach while the others observed.  They realized that it might be “another academic word within the question that threw the kids.”
So, in grade-level teams throughout the school they created index cards that list the standard and the types of questions that may appear; these are used periodically during instruction. 

Heritage worked from the Oregon state English Language Proficiency standards and the approach of Susanna Dutro upon which Oregon based the standards. These ELP standards explicitly reference academic language (including: language of literacy books, texts and formal writing; narrative and expository text structure; language structure; conjunctions; parts of speech; grammar; sentence complexity; and two types of academic vocabulary, content-specific words, and general utility academic words).  Several years ago the district brought in a trainer to work with teachers from across the district on standards-based curriculum design.  Specialist teachers across the district now have lesson plans that include both content and language objectives, which can be tailored by a teacher for a particular class.


Reflection Question: What ideas from these sites would apply in our school?

Note: Use the attached activity to prepare to develop academic English in your school.

ACTIVITY: Preparing to Develop Academic English

Step 1:  Convene a representative group of administrators, teachers, and other stakeholders at your school—such as an existing School Improvement Team.

Guide Question:  Who should we involve in planning to develop academic English well?

Step 2:  View the DWW site material on developing academic English together.  At the conclusion, each person should jot down his or her thoughts on the main components that contribute to a strong program in developing academic English.  Then have a group discussion to compare ideas on main components of a strong program in developing academic English.  Reach consensus of what you think they are.

Guide Question:  What do we think are the main components of a strong program in developing academic English?

Step 3:  For each component you decide on, rate where your school is now, using the following rating system:

· Already in place

· Area to develop

· Not feasible now

Guide Question:  What is our school’s current practice in developing academic English?

Step 4:  For each area you want to develop, go to your overall School Improvement Plan and decide where the improvement in developing academic English fits.  Here are some guidelines you may want to consider in planning:

· Write a statement describing the need related to instruction in academic English that you are addressing.

· Write a statement describing the strategy you are going to use to improve how you are developing academic English.

· Be explicit about what you will need to implement the strategy:  source material on state or district standards and assessments; resources to support professional development, coaching, time for teacher collaboration; instructional materials; technical assistance from your district office or others. 

· Determine who will be responsible for improvement strategy implementation and the timeline for related activities.

· Decide how you will measure ongoing implementation of the improvement strategy you select.

· Decide how you will measure success of the strategy in terms of teacher practice and student results.

Guide Question:  What do we need to do next?

Step 5:  Remember that it takes time to change instructional practice.  Adopt a continuous improvement mindset, gathering data and thinking critically about implementation and results and making ongoing refinements until you are confident that your English learners are learning the academic language they need to succeed in school.

Guide Question:  What is our process for making ongoing improvements?
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