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Defining Academic Language for English Learners

Challenge
A language is an incredibly complex system, consisting of many tens of thousands of words that are 
formed, pronounced, and written according to specific systemic rules, combined according to other 
rules, and used according to yet other rules. Because of this complexity, formalized language instruction 
programs often introduce learners of a second language to focused aspects of the language that are 
thought to be most relevant to the learner. K–12 English learners (ELs) need to learn those aspects of 
English germane to interacting with peers and navigating daily life. More pertinent to school success, 
however, they need to also learn those aspects of English that will enable them to engage effectively with 
academic content delivered in English, commonly referred to as “academic language.” The importance of 
academic language for K–12 ELs was highlighted by the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). As a majority 
of states implement instruction and assessment of Common Core State Standards (CCSS), which focus 
heavily on literacy and language skills, all students—not just ELs—will require academic language learning, 
and all teachers will be required to support students in this learning.

Solution
To illustrate what is meant by “academic language,” below are two questions written for the listening 
subtest of an English language proficiency (ELP) test. These test items are designed to measure middle-
school-level academic English. Of critical importance for an ELP test, ability to answer the questions 
is not dependent on prior content knowledge. The items do not test content knowledge, but rather 
understanding of language that explains content.
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Stimulus heard by the test taker
From 1916 to 1970, around six million African Americans moved from one part of the United States 
to other parts. This movement is called the Great Migration. The Great Migration was the movement 
of African Americans from the rural South to the cities of the North and West. This migration occurred 
because immigration laws changed and industries in the cities needed laborers. Also, economic 
conditions in the South were poor.

Question #1
What was a reason for the Great Migration?
A  Factories needed workers.
B  Agriculture needed laborers.
C  Immigrants wanted jobs in the U.S.
D  People preferred urban life over rural life.

Question #2
Where did African Americans move during the Great 
Migration?
A  From cities in the South to cities in the West
B  From rural areas in the South to cities in the North
C  From cities in the North to rural areas in the West
D  From rural areas in the North to cities in the South

These items measure comprehension of spoken academic English typical of the content area of history/
social studies. The stimulus and both items use specialized academic vocabulary—e.g., migration, rural, 
urban, and economic conditions—as well as general academic vocabulary used across multiple content 
areas—e.g., occurred and preferred over—instead of more colloquial synonyms like happened and liked 
more than. The grammar of the stimulus is also reflective of academic English. A good deal of information 
is embedded in each sentence of the stimulus through embedded phrases and clauses. For example, the 
third sentence, which provides a full definition of the Great Migration, uses a 17-word noun phrase (that 
begins with the movement), which itself contains four prepositional phrases. At the discourse level, the 
stimulus employs two language functions that are characteristic of academic language: definition and 
explanation. The organization of information in the stimulus—a definition of the focal term followed by 
detailed explanation—may be typical of history/social studies texts.

Ongoing research efforts to define academic language will aid in the development of appropriate language 
instruction and assessment for ELs, enabling these students to more effectively engage with 
academic content. 


