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Rationale

• Demand for specialized language knowledge more prominent for 
EABs accessing academic content in two languages.

• Emergent to Advanced Bilinguals (EABs) need support in both content 
& language development

• To teach content, teachers must understand characteristics of 
academic language

• Attention to academic language requires specific linguistic analysis 
and understanding, not reliance on general strategies.



Objectives & Significance

• To examine the characteristics of 
academic language 

• To determine the linguistic 
characteristics of the content areas 

• To show characteristics of academic 
language and differences across 
languages of the content areas for 
EABs
• Content analysis of textbooks guided by 

Systemic Functional Linguistics

• This presentation reports on genre-
based similarities and differences 
across texts and languages.



Systemic Functional Linguistics

• Aids understanding of disciplinary language (e.g., O’Halloran, 2005; 
Schleppegrell, 2004; Christie, 2005)

• Allows us to identify how language works to construct disciplinary 
knowledge.

• Language is structured according to its purpose in a social context

• Language as a set of choices for meaning making



Methodology

• Data sources
• English and Spanish Elementary textbooks (mirror texts) used in Broward and 

Palm Beach counties (Florida) public school dual language programs. 

• Data analysis
• Content analysis of textbooks

• Unit of Analysis – instructional macrogenre of textbooks (texts connected by 
theme in a unit)

• Guided by a focus of 
• Ideational metafunction (Processes, participants, circumstances, & logical connectors)

• Textual metafunction (Theme/Rheme, referents)

• Compared/Contrasted across Spanish & English mirror texts
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EVERYDAY LANGUAGE ACADEMIC LANGUAGE

Use of everyday vocabulary Use of content-specific vocabulary: generalized, specialized, 
technical, abstract

Use of:
• Verbs to express processes
• Adjectives to express qualities
• Nouns to express people and things
• Conjunctions to express logical connections (e.g. and or but). 

This leads to less information packaging and low lexical 
density.

Use of:
• Complex participant groups (including Nominalizations) –

use of nouns in place of what in everyday language would 
be a verb, adjective, or conjunction. 
This leads to information packaging and high lexical density. 

Sentences are:
• More fluid
• Connected with frequent conjunctions (and, but, so, because) 
• Freer and less restrictive 
• More prominence of questions to invite interaction

Include:
• A variety of sentence types 
• Long complex phrase groups

Body language, gestures, intonation, stress, and tone convey 
meaning

Punctuation, headings, layout help make meaning in language

Less formal and precise More formal and precise

Repetition, restatement, rephrasing Editing and revising before final work published

Finding 1: In both English and Spanish, academic language is a formal, 
specialized register that differs from informal, social uses of everyday language. 



English & Spanish Language Differences in Academic Language: 

Technicality & Tier of Processes 



English & Spanish Language Differences in Academic Language: 

Circumstances



English & Spanish Language Differences in Academic Language: 

Theme/Rheme



English & Spanish Language Differences in Academic Language: 

Theme/Rheme



Finding 2: The academic language used in the content areas is 
structured and organized in discipline-specific ways, particular to each 
content area.

Language of Science

Characteristics Language Features Examples

Technical - Words that are unique to 
science

- Everyday words with specialized 
meanings 

Hypothesizes
Test
Weight
Results

Abstract Nominalization Investigation
Experimenting
Hypothesis

Dense - Long, complex noun groups “Onisha built three model 
rafts”
“Their number of planks”

Tightly Knit - Lexicalized, lengthy, or abstract 
nouns as Themes

- Zig-zagging or reiterating 
patterns of Thematic 
development

“Onisha planned an 
investigation called an 
experiment. Outside of 
science, experimenting
means…In science, an 
experiment is…”



Finding 2: The academic language used in the content areas is 
structured and organized in discipline-specific ways, particular to each 
content area. Language of History/Social Studies

Characteristics Language Features Examples

Descriptive - Describing words 

(adjectives, 

adverbs)

• Five
• Common features

that set it apart from 
other areas

• Similar types of 
landforms

References - Make 
connections 
between 
words/phrases in 
the text

• They share.. areas 
within a region

• Their own… 
Regions

• Vegetation –
vegetation

Definitions
embedded

- Recognize the 
markers that 
introduce these 
definitions, 
different for each 
one of them

• A region is…
• Climate is…
• The five geographic 

regions of the U.S. 
are…



English & Spanish Language Differences in Academic Language: 

Reference



Finding 3: Access to the ways in which knowledge is 
constructed in the content areas depends on understanding 
the language that constructs that knowledge.



Finding 4: Similar features of academic language in English and Spanish offer 
cross-linguistic connections that can be used as a bridge for emergent to 
advanced bilinguals.

English Spanish

Cognates Results
Hypothesis
Investigation
Experiment
Evidence

Resultados
Hipótesis
Investigacion
Experimento
Evidencias

Cross-
Linguistic 
Similarities: 
Morphology

Three model rafts

Thought, planned, 
built, recorded

Carefully

tres balsas modelo

pensó, planeó, 
construyó, anotó

cuidadosamente

Cross-
Linguistic 
Similarities: 
Syntax

a question, the
amount

Onisha planned an 
investigation (SVO)

At a time

una pregunta, la
cantidad

Onisha planeó una
investigación (SVO)

A la vez



Finding 5: The academic language of English and Spanish offers unique, language-
specific features that are organized and structured in distinct ways within and 
across content areas. 

English Spanish

Vocabulary 
Translations

Weight
Test
Might Support
Size

Peso
Prueba
Puede Respaldar
Tamaño

Cross-
Linguistic 
Differences: 
Morphology

Scientific terms

She asked a question

A Bigger raft

The evidence

Termos Scientificos

Hizo una pregunta

Una balsa mas grande

La evidencia

Cross-
Linguistic 
Differences: 
Syntax

Three model rafts

To a bigger raft, To 
gather evidence

Onisha hypothesizes

tres balsas modelo

En una balsa grande, 
Para reunir evidencias

Onisha formuló la 
hipótesis



Discussion

• Insight into language in the content areas through examination of 
academic language

• Highlighting similarities/differences across English & Spanish 
academic registers provides entry for EABs

• Shift dialogue from focus on language demands of text to include 
language affordances of EABs
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