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We dedicate this book to two teachers who have made a difference in their
students’ lives

To our daughter,
Mary Soto, a secondary teacher of English and ESL for more than
ten years. In this book we used several examples from her classes
because they exemplify a caring and knowledgeable teacher
helping her students to develop academic language. It is a joy
for us as parents to see the principles we have written about over
several years demonstrated in her professional work.

To Rusty DeRuiter,
whose poem opens this book. In it, Rusty reflects the struggles
of a caring, talented teacher faced with older students who
lacked the academic language they needed to succeed, many of
whom had given up on themselves. Rusty always looked for new
ways to instill a love of reading and writing in all his students.
When Rusty died unexpectedly in 2006, he left a legacy of former
students who knew he cared enough to teach them the academic
language they needed to succeed.
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Foreword

ix

M
iddle school and high school teachers face difficult challenges on a daily
basis. The amount of content in the curriculum increases yearly, as does
the pressure to help students pass high-stakes tests and move on to the

next grade—or to graduate. With content and testing demands, teaching would be
difficult enough if every student was well prepared.

The reality, however, is that many students are not well prepared for the mount-
ing demands of secondary education. They lack background knowledge. They
struggle to read content-area textbooks. They cannot write reports, summaries, and
other kinds of academic papers in a manner that meets the expectations for their
age and grade levels. For most secondary content teachers, these challenges rep-
resent new territory. They are well versed in their subject areas but were not trained
to teach the basic reading and writing skills many of their students need.

Further complicating the situation, many secondary students—even some born
in the United States—have limited English proficiency. Some native English speak-
ers began school speaking another language, learned to speak and understand
English, but cannot read and write it well. Other struggling students entered school
speaking a nonstandard variety of English; they can communicate orally with little
trouble, but find academic reading and writing beyond their immediate reach.

Add to all this the fact that because the issues associated with teaching these
students are relatively new to American schools, few professional books in the
marketplace provide strategies for simultaneously teaching secondary-level content-
area knowledge and developing the literacy skills of students who aren’t well
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prepared for academics. Yvonne and David Freeman’s Academic Language for English
Language Learners and Struggling Readers: How to Help Students Succeed Across Con-
tent Areas fills this need. Written specifically for secondary content-area teachers,
it explains who these struggling students are and the specific support they need
to succeed academically.

The Freemans distinguish among three types of English language learners
(ELLs). Some are newly arrived in the United States but were well prepared in the
schools of their homelands. They often succeed in school but face the challenge of
learning English quickly enough to pass standardized exams. Others come with
limited academic knowledge and limited literacy in their native language. These
students must learn to read and write in English and develop content-area knowl-
edge in it. Still others, the long-term English learners, have been in the United
States for some time. Consequently, their conversational English is often quite good
but they lack academic English.

In addition to the three types of ELLs, some struggling secondary students
speak nonstandard English. For many of them, reading content-area textbooks and
composing academic papers present big problems. Indeed, these students, referred
to as standard English learners (SELs), show many of the very same characteris-
tics as long-term English learners. With their classification system for students as
a backdrop, the Freemans discuss what each type of student needs in order to read
and write effectively in the different content areas.

The Freemans make an important distinction between two types of language:
conversational language and academic language. A wide gulf often separates con-
versational and academic English. The differences, which extend well beyond mere
vocabulary and into syntax, text organization, and register, help explain why an
adolescent can speak English very well but might have trouble composing academic
texts.

Academic Language for English Language Learners and Struggling Readers breaks
academic language down into smaller and more discrete levels of organization,
beginning with the text level and proceeding through the paragraph, the sentence,
and finally to the word. Shedding light on the structure of academic genres, the
text level, the Freemans show how genres commonly required in the different con-
tent areas can be made more accessible. The genres are then examined at the para-
graph and sentence levels, to see how students can be given a chance to appropriate
academic language in richer and richer ways. Students often write paragraphs that
are not coherent or cohesive, and their sentences are either short and simple or
convoluted and tangled. This book explains how to guide students toward writing
well-organized paragraphs and complex sentences.
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Reading and writing for school is difficult because many students lack academic
vocabulary. The Freemans provide a thorough discussion of the nature and func-
tion of academic vocabulary leading to specific suggestions for increasing it through
a combination of extensive reading, learning strategies, and the direct teaching of
key content-area words.

The Freemans outline specific supports that can give English learners and strug-
gling students ways to overcome the obstacles encountered with content-area text-
books. They also provide useful suggestions for supplementing textbooks, creating
new avenues for students to take toward deeper subject-area understanding. They
further provide classroom examples that demonstrate the kinds of instructional
activities that motivate students and engage them in content-area reading and
writing.

Academic Language for English Language Learners and Struggling Readers explains
the particulars of an area of key importance to most every teacher: how to balance
the dual objectives of content standards and academic language development. Stu-
dents need to learn both, and teachers must have a well-written, differentiated plan
to achieve these goals and help students learn to express content knowledge. Con-
tent and language objectives help teachers intentionally develop both content and
language, and the Freemans provide specific examples of both types of objectives.

Putting all this well-researched information together into effective teaching is
the crux of the matter, of course. The Freemans advocate organizing curriculum
around integrated thematic units that keep the focus on teaching both language
and content. All secondary students benefit from this sound approach, but the types
of students on whom this book is focused should gain even more from it than their
well-prepared peers. The Freemans’ ideas for planning curriculum offer a highly
effective framework for instructional design that allows teachers to differentiate
their instruction to meet the needs of ELLs and struggling students while continu-
ing to support the other students in their classes.

Teaching secondary students in the content areas is hard enough under the best
of circumstances. When students are not well prepared academically and also lack
academic literacy skills, the challenge can seem overwhelming. Fortunately,
Academic Language for English Language Learners and Struggling Readers can help
secondary content-area teachers provide these students with the academic sup-
port they very desperately need.

Robert J. Marzano
Centennial, Colorado
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I Don’t Know What to Do
Rusty DeRuiter

I don’t know what to do.
So many angry faces
Who have heard all the teacher
Promises before.
For too many years
They have been put down.
Too many teachers
Who have given up.
Who have not understood.
And now it is big time.
High School.
Time to show and shine,
To be cool with compañeros,
To be tough.

It’s tough to start school,
Especially when you are
Angry with life.
Having to ask for money
From parents who don’t have it,
Wanting the right shoes,
And shirts and pants.
Needing to make your mark early.



T
his powerful poem was written by Rusty DeRuiter, an experienced inter-
mediate school teacher who, at the time of writing this poem, had just
begun teaching developmental reading to struggling high school students.

He wrote this poem late one night as he tried to understand both his students and
his own frustration with teaching them.

Rusty was asked to teach these students because of his success with interme-
diate school students in his rural, agricultural district and because district officials
did not know what to do with the growing numbers of students who were drop-
ping out of school. Most of Rusty’s students were of Mexican descent. They had

Fathers and mothers
Come home late
With peach fuzz and grape juice
Deep into their fingernails,
With the smell of sweat
And the pain of swollen
Feet and hands,
And cuts from shoulder
To fingertips.
The fields are mean.

And the parents dream
Of success for their children.
“You need to work hard, mi’ijo,
To get the education I never had.”
It is the parents’ heart cry.
But they don’t understand
The classroom pain of not knowing.
Of not knowing the big words.
Of not understanding what
The teacher says in class.
And of not asking
Because you are
Expected to know.
Because this is high school.
And the look you get
When you ask for help
Just one more time.
Mom and Dad know
The pain of the fields: But
They do not know
The pain of school.

Pretty soon you don’t ask.
You learn to smile.
And day by day the wall
Grows taller.
Walls of words and sentences
And paragraphs and pages.
You learn to look busy,
To be always looking for the answer.
You learn to use María’s knowledge.
To sit close to her,
At the right angle,
So you can see her paper
And the teacher can’t see you.
Tricks.
Tricks of being a student
Without being a student.
Shine ’em on
And yet the pain is there.
Times of embarrassment when
It doesn’t work out right,
When your compañeros
Are reminded of what you can’t do.

In the quiet wood-paneled room,
Protected by night’s blackness
And the familiarity of my big chair,
The unwanted tears slowly well up
And fall gently on my bare chest.
The anger, the fear,
And the deep sorrow
Fill my mind and my heart.
I know not what to do.

Introduction xv
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started school speaking Spanish, now understood and spoke English well, but could
not read or write at grade level.

At the time of the writing of this poem, Rusty already held a master of arts in
reading and was working on his Bilingual Cross-Cultural Specialist Credential. He
returned to graduate school because he wanted to understand his students better.
Rusty was ahead of his time. Academic language was not yet being widely talked
about at conferences or written about in journal articles and books. Still, Rusty’s
poem shows that he understood his students’ need for being able to understand,
read, and write the academic language of school.

Across the country, teachers are faced with classrooms filled with large numbers
of students who struggle with the academic demands of school. Like Rusty, other
teachers want to know how to help these students. With the current nationwide
emphasis on standardized tests, exit exams, and other high-stakes assessments,
attention has been given to students who lack the language of school. Many of
these students are English language learners (ELLs) and struggling readers. Re-
ports from educational agencies and literacy educators have begun to focus on the
need for helping these students develop academic language, and academic language
has become a kind of buzzword at conferences and inservice presentations. How-
ever, just what academic language is and what it entails have often been vague or
limited to a discussion of vocabulary.

While many educators are concerned about their students’ lack of academic
language, few could define academic language, identify which students have it and
which do not, or give specific ideas about how to help students develop academic
language. In this book we attempt to bring together information from research-
ers, teacher educators, linguists, and practitioners in order to clarify some of the
confusions about academic language and provide suggestions for how to help ELLs
and struggling readers succeed in school. In the seven chapters of this book, we
talk about the students who need academic language, what it is, when and where
it is used, the problems that textbooks cause, the different aspects of academic lan-
guage, how to write objectives to teach academic language, and how to engage
students in effective instruction to build academic language proficiency.

We begin in Chapter 1 by describing real students and their academic
struggles. We show the many challenges they face and the factors that influence
their academic performance. Many of these students are English language learn-
ers, but an even larger number are no longer identified as ELLs and, in fact, have
been in our schools for years. These long-term English learners (LTELs) usually
speak English well but struggle with reading and writing. Other struggling stu-
dents we describe are standard English learners (SELs). These students are native
speakers of English who speak a variety of the language that differs from standard
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spoken English. Some SELs along with some students who come to school speak-
ing standard English are below grade level in their ability to read and write aca-
demic texts. All of these students need academic language, and it is important
that educators understand these different groups, their needs, their similarities,
and their differences.

In Chapter 2, we review the differences between academic and conversational
language proficiency. We report the research that shows how long it takes ELLs to
acquire each type of language proficiency. Many ELLs have developed conversational
English. In fact, they are quite good at talking in class and at trying to distract teachers
from the reading and writing assignments that they find difficult. These students are
not simply lazy or unmotivated. Their evasion of work is often a cover-up for their
fear of being found out: they do not understand the academic texts they are expected
to read and cannot express their ideas in academic writing.

For students who enter school speaking a language other than English, provid-
ing support for the development of academic concepts in their first languages while
they are learning English is the best option. This approach provides students with
the common underlying proficiency (CUP) that Cummins (1981) explains gives them
something to draw upon when learning English. In other words, what an ELL knows
in his first language transfers to English. Unfortunately, few students come to schools
with a strong base in their first languages. Students with adequate formal schooling
make up the smallest portion of English learners in most schools.

It is critical, then, that educators come to understand academic language and
what it involves. In Chapter 3 we explain that there are different academic reg-
isters. When teachers understand these registers, they can better plan instruc-
tion to help students develop the academic language of the different content
areas. In this chapter we also discuss the differences between oral and written
academic language. Students need to develop both oral and written grammati-
cal and communicative competence in English in order to succeed in school.

Students acquire competence in English through membership in social and
cultural groups. All people acquire the ability to communicate appropriately
within their own cultural groups. Gee (2008) refers to the way of speaking within
our own context of culture as our primary discourse. We also acquire secondary
discourses, and the discourse of school is one of them. Students must learn how
to think, act, believe, speak, read, and write in a way that is expected in school.
Some students come to school with backgrounds that facilitate the acquisition
of school discourse, but many do not. ELLs, LTELs, and SELs have not acquired
this discourse for a variety of reasons. In order to help students acquire school
discourse, or the academic registers of school, educators should first understand
the complexity of academic language.
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We discuss academic language at the text level in Chapter 4. We begin by de-
scribing the characteristics of academic texts. We discuss the problems with text-
books and the challenges they present to students. After describing the problems
with textbooks, we suggest ways to help students cope with the textbooks they are
assigned in their content classes.

In Chapter 4 we also discuss the importance of involving students in informa-
tional reading early and of providing them with a variety of expository texts. We
explain why middle school and secondary students are not engaged readers and
discuss an engagement model of instruction. Through several examples, we show
how teachers have helped ELLs and LTELs become more engaged in reading and
suggest ways to organize and encourage reading in school.

At the text level, it is important to help students understand that there are dif-
ferent genres within each subject area. They need to be able to read and write the
different genres and interpret the intent of each genre.

In Chapter 5 we consider academic language at the paragraph and sentence
levels. Students need to learn ways to connect sentences to create coherent and
cohesive paragraphs. At the sentence level, teachers must help students understand
how to construct complex and compound sentences and how to use signal words.
Knowing how and when to combine sentences appropriately does not come natu-
rally to students, and they need different supports to learn how to do it.

Because vocabulary development is so important and has received so much
attention in schools, we devote Chapter 6 to a discussion of academic language at
the word level. Students have to learn content-specific words in the different con-
tent areas, those key words for the content being studied. However, students also
need to learn general academic words that are used across content areas. Within
math, multiply and fraction are content-specific words. Words such as analyze and
prove are general academic words found in science, literature, economics, and social
studies. Often teachers do not emphasize the general academic words because they
assume students know them.

In Chapter 6 we also discuss the importance of writing both content and lan-
guage objectives. Content teachers who support students struggling with academic
language realize that in order for their students to succeed, they should be able to
understand and use the academic language of their subject area. Each time they
teach a lesson, the teachers ask themselves, “What language do my students need
to be able to understand, talk, read, and write about this concept?” In other words,
students need to learn not only the content but also the language of the content.
Educators can help students with the language of their content area by writing
language objectives as they plan. Including content and language objectives in les-
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son planning helps teachers make lessons comprehensible for students who have
trouble understanding academic tasks.

We begin our final chapter by discussing the scarcity of appropriate instruction
for struggling readers and writers and the need for challenging curriculum for stu-
dents who do not speak English well. We list recommendations from key studies.
Teachers whose curriculum encourages identity, engagement, and motivation are
most likely to reach all their students, including ELLs and struggling readers.
Teachers can encourage identity, engagement, and motivation by teaching both
language and content, organizing around themes, and including culturally relevant
books.

Our final classroom example shows how Mary, a high school teacher, engages
struggling high school students in meaningful literacy activities, how she motivates
them to participate actively in classroom activities, and how she encourages them
to identify with what they read and write.

Academic language is a complex topic. Throughout this book, we provide spe-
cific examples from different content areas to help readers understand what it is
and how to support its development. We encourage educators to get to know their
students so that they will understand their students and their students’ needs.
When teachers organize their curriculum in ways that support the development
of both content knowledge and academic language, they provide their students
with what they need for academic success. We invite you to consider the ELLs,
LTELs, SELs, and native English-speaking struggling readers you work with and,
then, as you read this book, to carefully plan your instruction in ways that will
support the development of academic language.
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In the second paragraph, Dolores gives two reasons minorities can’t attend uni-
versities: they lack legal papers, and they lack money. Each of these reasons is
simply stated in a sentence with no supporting details or examples. Thus, it appears
that Dolores is following a pattern but is not fleshing out the details to support
the reasons she lists.

The third paragraph begins with “The second reason.” Dolores has already given
two reasons, but now she turns to a third one: discrimination. She explains that
teachers give minorities low grades because the teachers and others are racist.
Students aren’t given a chance to prove themselves. It appears that she has trans-
lated the Spanish word probar as taste rather than using a second meaning, prove.
She could also be confusing taste and test. Although Dolores develops this third
reason more fully, she does not provide any concrete examples or data to support
her claims about racism.

Having explained why minorities don’t attend universities, Dolores turns to her
second point, what needs to be done to solve the problem. She argues that if mi-
norities were tested, they would prove themselves. This would lead to changes.
Minorities would become more intelligent, earn more money, and find work. This
would cause other people to realize that everyone has the right to decide her own
future and have a better life.

Dolores concludes the essay by reiterating the reasons that minorities don’t
attend universities and observing that this leads to apathy. She states that minori-
ties should be given a chance to succeed, even though this might lead to over-
crowding at universities. She ends by expressing the hope that people will realize
that everyone is valuable and everyone has a right to make his own decisions.

In her essay, Dolores expresses her feelings clearly. She has something she
wants to say, and her voice comes through. She follows an organizational plan she
has been taught. The paper has an introduction, a body, and a conclusion. Never-
theless, this essay would not make the grade on an exit exam. The paragraphs are

figure 2.1c
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not developed. Dolores makes claims without supporting them. She provides no
evidence in the form of data or specific examples to back up what she says. In ad-
dition, there are serious problems with her vocabulary, grammar, and mechanics.
Even though Dolores could communicate her ideas to a reader through writing
when we began working with her, she had not yet developed academic language
proficiency.

Dolores’ essay is typical of the writing produced by students with limited for-
mal schooling. Her choice of words, sentence structure, and mechanics reflect her
level of language development. Her essay also has characteristics of those written
by long-term English learners and SELs who are struggling readers. These students
might not insert a word like taste when they mean prove or test, but they might
base arguments on personal opinion with no supporting evidence, and their sen-
tence structure and mechanics might be much like Dolores’.

This essay contains elements of conversational language and lacks many of the
features of academic language expected from a high school senior.     Throughout this
book we refer to Dolores’ essay to illustrate differences between conversational and
academic language.

Cummins’ Theoretical Framework

Ask almost any teacher who has worked with English language learners to name
a researcher who has written about the difference between academic and conver-
sational language, and the response will be “Cummins.” The teacher will probably
be able to go on and explain about BICS (basic interpersonal communicative skills)
and CALP (cognitive academic language proficiency). Cummins’ work has been
widely disseminated. He has written and spoken a great deal on this topic.
Cummins explains that he developed the distinction between BICS and CALP “in
order to draw educators’ attention to the timelines and challenges that second lan-
guage learners encounter as they attempt to catch up with their peers in academic
aspects of the school language” (2008, 71).

In making the distinction between conversational and academic language,
Cummins drew on work by Skutnabb-Kangas and Toukomaa (1976), who had stud-
ied Finnish immigrant children in Sweden. These children appeared to be fluent
in both Finnish and Swedish, but their academic performance was below both
grade and age expectations. Cummins hypothesized that there were two compo-
nents of language proficiency, one that reflected the ability to carry on conversa-
tions on everyday topics and another that was needed to comprehend, talk, read,
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and write about school subjects. This helps explain why the Finnish children could
carry on conversations in Swedish but did poorly on school assignments in
Swedish.

Cummins conducted research in Canada to test the hypothesis that conversa-
tional and academic language are two distinct components of language proficiency.
In one key study (Cummins 1984) he examined four hundred teacher referral forms
and psychological assessments of ELLs from a large school system. These forms
showed that teachers and school psychologists determined that many of the
students had no problems in speaking and understanding English. In other words,
these students had conversational fluency in English. However, they performed
poorly on academic tasks in their classes and on cognitive ability tests. These
activities require students to demonstrate academic language proficiency. The
Canadian immigrants showed a pattern of language development similar to that
shown by the Finnish children in Sweden.

The Canadian teachers and school psychologists assumed that the students’ oral
language interactions in class demonstrated their English proficiency. As a result,
they attributed the students’ academic difficulties to cognitive rather than linguis-
tic factors and placed many of the students in special education classes. Cummins
argued that these students did not have learning problems. They had developed
conversational fluency, BICS, but had not yet developed academic language profi-
ciency, CALP. Cummins defines academic language proficiency as “the extent to
which an individual has command of the oral and written academic registers of
schooling” (2000, 67). In other words, academic language is the specific language
needed to understand and contribute to classroom talk and to read and write texts
for school.

Cummins’ purpose in distinguishing between the two types of language profi-
ciency was to account for the fact that students who could carry on conversations
in English had still not developed the kind of English they needed to do well in
school tasks. He does not suggest that academic language is superior in some way
to conversational language, just that they are different. As Baker points out:

School-based academic/cognitive language does not represent universal
higher-order cognitive skills nor all forms of literacy practice. Different
sociocultural contexts have different expectations and perceived patterns
of appropriateness in language and thinking such that a school is only
one specific context for “higher order” language production. (2006, 176)

Students who have developed BICS but not CALP do not lack higher-order think-
ing ability. They simply lack the language needed to succeed in school.
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Linguistic Studies That Support the BICS–CALP Distinction

Linguistic studies support the BICS–CALP distinction. Linguists have examined
different corpora, very large collections of data with words from different sources.
For example, one corpus could be based on recordings of conversations while
another could be taken from academic textbooks. One such study was conducted
by Corson (1997), who analyzed English vocabulary. He examined two different
collections of words for his study. When Corson examined the Birmingham corpus,
which lists words that ESL students, children and adults, need for daily commu-
nication, he found that only two of the 150 most frequent words, very and because,
have Latin or Greek roots. The rest are drawn from Anglo-Saxon vocabulary. The
vocabulary of everyday English comes primarily from Anglo-Saxon words. These
are short words like bread and house. This is the vocabulary that makes up most of
the conversational language that ELLs acquire.

In contrast, academic texts contain a high number of words with Greek and
Latin roots, such as transportation and sympathy. Corson also examined the 150 most
frequent words in the University Word List. This list, which includes words ESL
students need to read academic texts, includes two words with Germanic roots and
four others that entered English from French. The rest have Greek and Latin origins.
English vocabulary, then, can be divided into two types, words with Anglo-Saxon
origins used in everyday conversation and words from Latin and Greek sources that
occur frequently in academic texts. (The University Word List has been refined and
updated by Averil Coxhead. The result is the Academic Word List. It is available for
downloading at http://language.massey.ac.nz/staff/awl/).

It is important to note that certain kinds of early reading for young children
also contain academic language. Corson reports on a study that found that “even
children’s books contained 50 percent more rare words [from Graeco-Latin sources]
than either adult prime-time television or the conversations of university gradu-
ates.” In addition, Corson found that “popular magazines had three times as many
rare words as television and informal conversation” (1997, 764).

Corson’s study provides support for Cummins’ claim that there is a difference
between the language people use in daily conversation and the language required
to read, write, and discuss academic texts. ELLs are exposed to conversational lan-
guage to a much greater extent than to academic language, so it is not surprising
that they acquire conversational fluency before acquiring academic language pro-
ficiency. Their access to academic language comes primarily from reading and writ-
ing academic texts, yet many ELLs and struggling readers spend very little time
engaged in this kind of reading and writing.
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or diagrams to their writing to be sure they are communicating in their new
language.

Cognitively Demanding and Cognitively Undemanding Language

The vertical line on the diagram represents a continuum that extends from
cognitively undemanding language to cognitively demanding language. Topics a stu-
dent reads, writes, or talks about can range from cognitively undemanding to
cognitively demanding. The conversation about the weather would not be too
cognitively demanding in most cases. On the other hand, a conversation about how
to repair a car might be quite demanding. The amount of demand depends to a
great extent on the ELL’s previous experience. Something a person has done many
times takes less cognitive effort than a new task. Someone who repairs cars for a
living would probably find a discussion about car repair quite cognitively un-
demanding, but for many other people it would take a great deal of mental energy
to understand directions about how to fix a car or to give directions orally or in
writing to a mechanic.

One difficulty new teachers often experience is that after they have explained
a task to students, the students still seem confused, even if the teacher’s explana-
tion was clear. For example, if an inexperienced geometry teacher explains how to
determine the radius of a circle, her explanation may be rather brief. She doesn’t
elaborate because the process is so familiar to her. She takes for granted that it will
be equally easy for her students to understand. But, as many of us who teach real-
ize, what seems easy to us may be very difficult for our students. The same task
may place very different amounts of cognitive demand on two people, not because
of the nature of the task itself, but because of differences in the experience and
knowledge that the two people bring to the task.

Anyone who has tried to learn some new technology on the computer can
understand this well. Recently, our university encouraged faculty to use a new pro-
gram that can video and tape-record lectures, Powerpoint presentations, and class-
room demonstrations and make them available later to students for review. When
we were first shown this new technology, it seemed complicated and difficult to
use. We had to turn on the microphone, find our PowerPoints, start the recording,
and still teach! The technology people helping us kept telling us how easy the pro-
gram was to use, but their brief explanations did not help.

After using the program several times, however, both of us could see that it was
not so complicated. In fact, Yvonne then enthusiastically explained the program to
another faculty member, whose comment after Yvonne’s explanation was “Well, I
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guess I’ll get it eventually. It certainly is complicated, however.” At first the tech-
nology was cognitively demanding, but after experience with the program, it be-
came cognitively undemanding to use.

Language Use and the Quadrants

Figure 2.3 illustrates the kinds of activities that fit into each of the four quadrants.
Cummins defined BICS as oral or written communication that occurs when the
language is context embedded and cognitively undemanding (Quadrant A). In Fig-
ure 2.3, the activities suggested for Quadrant A include interviewing a classmate
and filling out a short form answering questions about the classmate’s interests
and hobbies. The teacher and students could also discuss the weather and read
stories about the weather.

Quadrant C represents language that is not cognitively demanding but is con-
text reduced. A telephone conversation, as we discussed earlier, is an example
of this kind of language. A phone conversation about the school football game
would not be cognitively demanding if speakers had knowledge of the game.
However, because the conversation would not be face-to-face, the physical con-
text, at least, would be reduced. The same would be true of an email. Listening

figure 2.3  Sample Activities for Cummins’ Quadrants

COGNITIVELY
UNDEMANDING

COGNITIVELY
DEMANDING

BICS

CALP

CONTEXT A C CONTEXT

EMBEDDED B D REDUCED

discuss the weather talk on the telephone about
a football game

interview a classmate and write read an email about the game
a short biography

work in groups to make a time line read a social studies chapter and
of events during the Colonial period answer end-of-chapter questions

role-play a key scene from a novel take a standardized test
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to an ad on the radio would also be content reduced but probably not cognitively
demanding.

In Quadrant D the language is both context reduced and cognitively demand-
ing. A typical classroom example is an assignment to read a chapter in a history
book and answer the questions at the end. A student would have to rely heavily
on the language in the book to complete this assignment. To succeed, an ELL would
need to have developed academic language proficiency; knowledge of conversa-
tional English would not be sufficient to do well on this sort of assignment.

One of the most difficult tasks for all types of students is taking standard-
ized tests, which are both cognitively demanding and context reduced. Consider,
for example, a standardized test of reading comprehension. Each reading passage
is unrelated to the previous or following passage. If students do not have the back-
ground knowledge they need to understand the passage, and, in addition, do not
have high enough levels of English language proficiency, they will struggle with
the test. Additional activities that fall into quadrant D include listening to a lecture
and writing a long essay.

Students need to be exposed to academic language in order to acquire it. Teach-
ers should present cognitively demanding content in such a way that it is context
embedded and understandable. Therefore, the target for teaching all students, and
especially ELLs, should be Quadrant B. For example, rather than asking students
to read a chapter and answer the questions at the end, a teacher might have stu-
dents, including ELLs and struggling readers, work in small groups to create a time
line of events described in a chapter and then present their time line to the class.
The small-group work and the graphic representation of events on the time line
would increase the contextual support so that ELLs and struggling readers could
complete this cognitively demanding task.

An English teacher can make a novel more comprehensible by having students
work together to identify characters, plot, and setting to prepare and present a role
play of key scenes in the novel. This activity would belong in Quadrant B. Other
activities that fit in quadrant B include using graphic organizers and having stu-
dents make posters to show their understanding of key points in a science chapter.

Cummins emphasizes that the two dimensions that form the quadrants “cannot
be specified in absolute terms because what is ‘context-embedded’ or ‘cognitively-
demanding’ for one learner may not be so for another as a result of differences in
internal attributes such as prior knowledge or interest” (2008, 74). Even though the
distinction between conversational and academic language can not be specified in
absolute terms, teachers can use the quadrants to help visualize the difference
between the two components of language proficiency. The quadrants illustrate the
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importance of building students’ background knowledge and of contextualizing
classroom talk and activities so that ELLs can better comprehend instruction. An
analysis of Dolores’ writing using the two dimensions from the quadrants helps
us understand the demands the task placed on her and the resources she could
use as she wrote the essay.

Using the Dimensions to Evaluate Task Difficulty

Earlier we discussed the essay that Dolores, a student with limited formal school-
ing, wrote (see Figure 2.1). Our analysis places this essay in Quadrant D despite
the fact that Dolores was provided with some contextual support. Dolore had
learned a structure for organizing her essays, and she used her knowledge of essay
structure as internal context to make this task more context embedded.

However, Dolores had limited experience with writing academic essays. She
chose a topic she had formed opinions about. She wrote in her note to us, “I write
about minorities because it was more easy for me to tell.” Students should learn
to choose and write about topics they care about, but they should also learn to
support their assertions with examples and data rather then opinions. Dolores’ ESL
classes had not prepared her to do this, so she lacked the internal contextual sup-
port to write a convincing essay. At the same time, since this was a first draft she
had not been given any external support in the form of feedback on her writing or
suggestions to improve this essay.

Writing the essay was cognitively demanding for Dolores in two ways. She
needed to conduct research on the topic. She could have surveyed other students
or read articles about problems minorities face in academics. Then she could have
used the information to support her assertions. This research would have been
cognitively demanding.

In addition, Dolores had not learned to write paragraphs or sentences with the
characteristics of academic language. Her essay is not edited, abstract, and reported.
Instead, it is interactive, immediate, and situated. Probably the greatest cognitive
demand for Dolores comes from spelling and punctuating her writing. It was ex-
tremely cognitively demanding for Dolores to focus on both the content of the essay
and the form at the same time. For Dolores, writing an academic essay was con-
text reduced and cognitively demanding and fits in Quadrant D. Students like
Dolores need considerable support to complete the cognitively demanding aca-
demic writing tasks successfully. She needed scaffolded instruction that provided
contextual support. With that kind of support this task would have fallen into
Quadrant B, not Quadrant D.
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Time to Develop Conversational and Academic Language

Although Dolores had developed enough English to write an essay in English, she
needed much more experience reading and writing English to achieve grade-level
writing competence. Cummins and others have conducted studies to determine
how long it takes an English learner to acquire conversational fluency and how
much additional time is needed to develop academic language proficiency.

In one study, Cummins (1981) examined data from school files in Canada to
determine how long it took ELLs to reach grade-appropriate conversational fluency
compared with how long it took them to reach grade-level norms in academic
achievement. He found that it takes a new arrival to Canada about two years to de-
velop sufficient oral English proficiency to converse easily with classmates but five
to seven years to be able to perform at grade level on tasks in different academic
subject areas. Cummins (2008) lists additional studies in the United States and in
other countries that have confirmed these findings, including research by Collier
(1989), Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle (1978), and Hakuta, Butler, and Witt (2000).

Appropriate Program Placement

The schools Cummins studied placed ELLs in special education courses because
administrators didn’t recognize that it takes much longer to develop academic lan-
guage proficiency than it does to develop conversational fluency. In much the same
way, the failure to distinguish between the two components of language proficiency
has led to the early exit of students from bilingual programs. Many early-exit pro-
grams in the United States transition ELLs into all-English instruction after about
two years, at the point that the students have developed conversational fluency in
English. Educators who do not understand that conversational fluency is not ad-
equate for school success believe that students who speak and understand English
should be learning in all-English settings. However, as we have explained, con-
versational fluency is not enough for these students to read and write English at
grade level using the academic vocabulary and structures required. Since these stu-
dents have not yet achieved academic language proficiency, they often struggle to
pass standardized tests and do not do well in classes taught in English.

In a major study of different types of bilingual programs, Ramírez (1991) found
that students in early-exit bilingual programs achieved at about the same rate as
students who had not received any bilingual education. In contrast, students in late-
exit programs, who continued to receive primary-language support for five or six
years, achieved at higher rates when exited into all-English instruction. The expla-
nation for these findings is that in late-exit programs, students develop academic
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language and concepts in their first languages that then transfer to English. Bilin-
gual students in late-exit programs develop academic language in both their first
languages and English.

The distinction between conversational and academic language and the impor-
tance of bilingual education are not well understood by the public in general. Casual
observers note that ELLs who begin school speaking little or no English seem to
pick up English quickly and can carry on conversations in English in one or two
years. English-only legislation passed quite easily in California, Arizona, and Mas-
sachusetts because the public believed that more instructional time in English re-
sults in higher levels of English proficiency. The legislation passed because there
was no understanding of how first-language academic development supports aca-
demic language development in English through transfer.

Common Underlying Proficiency

While English-only advocates believe in the logic that more English equals more
English, there is an important theoretical construct that refutes this belief. Cummins
(2000) has explained how first language academic knowledge supports academic
success in a second language. His Common Underlying Proficiency (CUP) model
holds that what we know in one language is accessible in a second language once
we acquire a sufficient level of the second language. This he refers to as the inter-
dependence principle:

To the extent that instruction in Lx is effective in promoting proficiency
in Lx transfer of this proficiency to Ly will occur provided there is adequate
exposure to Ly (either in school or the environment) and adequate mo-
tivation to learn Ly. (29)

In other words, when students are taught in and develop academic and language
proficiency in their first language, Lx, that proficiency will transfer to the second lan-
guage, Ly, assuming they are given enough exposure to the second language and are
motivated to learn it. Juan Carlos and Avi, the students we used in Chapter 1 as ex-
amples of students with adequate formal schooling, succeeded in school because they
had developed academic competence in Spanish and Hebrew through their schooling
in El Salvador and Israel. They both began school in English in their new country
with grade-level skills in their first language. Students with a strong academic back-
ground can apply the knowledge they have in their first languages to what they are
studying in English. These students have a huge advantage over students like Dolores,
who enter school with limited formal schooling.
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It is for this reason that second language acquisition experts promote bilingual
education in schools. Students who begin school speaking a language other than
English do better in school when some of their instruction is in their native language.
If all their instruction is in English, they won’t understand the teacher and will fall
behind. As Krashen (1999) has pointed out, students in a bilingual class can learn
academic content and develop the skills needed for problem solving and higher-order
thinking in their first language while they become proficient in English.

When ELLs are faced with the task of carrying out academic tasks in English
without adequate background knowledge in their first languages, their task is much
more difficult. García (2002) points out that in order to acquire high levels of aca-
demic English proficiency, students need to be able to read and write academic
texts. Native English speakers generally begin school with basic English proficiency.
Teachers can build on this proficiency to help these students read stories and con-
tent texts. Bilingual students, in contrast, usually lack conversational English pro-
ficiency when they begin school. They can’t understand or speak English if they
come from a home where another language is usually spoken. By the time bilin-
gual students develop conversational English proficiency, their native-English-
speaking classmates have already begun to read and write school texts. Eventually,
bilingual students learn to read and write in English, but they are behind native
English speakers unless they have developed academic concepts in their first lan-
guage, and as they move up the grades, the gap in achievement between bilin-
gual students and native speakers increases.

García understands that conversational English is not enough for ELLs and that
they need very deliberate instruction in English to develop academic English. He
lists four ways for teachers to promote academic English development in their class-
rooms. These include

• providing students with ample exposure to academic English,
• being sure that students attend closely to the features of academic

English,
• providing direct, explicit language instruction, and
• using multiple measures to assess the academic language development

of English language learners.

These are excellent general guidelines for teachers to follow. If Dolores’ teach-
ers had provided this kind of instruction, she would have been better prepared for
her writing exam. However, even with very good teaching, ELLs like Dolores and
SELs who are struggling readers need time to develop the level of academic lan-
guage needed to complete academic tasks and tests.
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Conclusion

Cummins conducted research to show that there are two components of language
proficiency. Conversational language is context embedded and cognitively unde-
manding. Academic language, on the other hand, is context reduced and cognitively
demanding. Cummins’ quadrants provide educators with a way to determine the
language students must understand to succeed in school. Teachers need to ensure
that language use in schools is cognitively demanding and context embedded so
that students can learn both the academic language and the content they need.
Teachers also need to be aware that most ELLs develop conversational proficiency
in one or two years. However, it takes five to seven years for ELLs to acquire aca-
demic language proficiency.

English language learners not only need to develop conversational fluency
but also need to learn the academic English that is valued in schools. As Dolores’
essay demonstrates, this is a real challenge. Dolores had mastered some of the
conventions of English writing. Nevertheless, she still had problems with spell-
ing, punctuation, and grammar. She was learning to organize her writing and to
present her ideas in a formal, objective, and authoritative academic style. These
elements of her writing demonstrate her gradual development of academic lan-
guage proficiency. However, some aspects of her writing reflect conversational
language more than academic language. In the following chapters we explore
academic language in more detail, and we suggest ways that teachers can help
students like Dolores develop academic language proficiency.

Applications

1. We open the chapter with an essay by Dolores and discuss some of the
strengths and some of the problems with the paper. Dolores’ writing does not
reflect academic language proficiency. Bring a piece of student writing that you
think does not reflect academic language proficiency to class or to your study
group. Discuss with a partner what the student does well and what concerns
you have. If you could choose one area to work on with the student, what would
it be?

2. Cummins distinguishes between BICS and CALP. Summarize in a couple of
paragraphs what each of these acronyms refers to and be prepared to explain
BICS and CALP in class or with your study group.



3. Corson (1997) explained that academic vocabulary comes from Graeco-Latin
sources and that children’s literature often contains those words. Pick out an
illustrated children’s book that you know is considered a piece of quality
children’s literature. Read through the book with a classmate. Pick out words
in the book that have Graeco-Latin roots and are probably not words one would
hear on television or read in a newspaper. Bring your list to class or your study
group to share.

4. Biber (1986) explains that spoken texts contain language that is more interac-
tive, situated, and immediate than the language of written texts, which is more
edited, abstract, and reported. Listen on television to someone giving a speech.
List several examples of how that speech shows evidence of being interactive,
situated, and immediate. Now, look at a textbook. You may use this one. Pick
out examples where the language of the book is more edited, abstract, and re-
ported. Bring your results to share.

5. Research shows that it takes time to develop a second language. Based on
Cummins’ research, explain which of the following programs is most appro-
priate for ELLs: early exit, late exit, or English only. How would you respond
to people who say that ELLs should be immersed in English early because it is
the only way they are going to really learn English?

6. Using the diagram in Figure 2.4, list activities that are carried out in schools
that fit each of the quadrants. Be sure you list effective instruction for ELLs in
Quadrant B.

7. García (2002) proposes four ways that teachers can help students develop
academic language in the classroom. Choose two of the suggestions and give
specific examples of class activities that you have used or observed being used
that fit those suggestions.
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figure 2.4  Blank Cummins’ Quadrants Form
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